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"The mind of man is endlessly inventive, and ceaselessly perverse. If vengeful spirits did not exist, without a doubt, someone would invent them."

––––––––
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– Michel Dominique, Third Marquis de St. Bellique

Dire Prophecies, Vol. III, Chp. 7
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Flimp THUNK

Flimp THUNK

Flimp THUNK

The passenger-side wiper was damaged, Harp realized, trailing a long strip of rubber that whipped the windshield with each backstroke.

Flimp THUNK

Flimp THUNK

Flimp THUNK

It'd been raining since just after sunset, and now it came down in torrents, the wind driving it in wavering sheets first this way, then that, reducing streetlights to hazy, insubstantial orbs and traffic lights and neon signage to multicolored smears. He was glad he knew the way by heart, the whole area by heart, or he probably would've run off the road by now.

Here was his exit.

Flimp THUNK

Flimp THUNK

Flimp THUNK

He rolled through the stop sign at the base of the ramp onto Harvest Wick, and drove the rest of it entirely by rote, past the high school, the pizzeria where he'd worked during high school (closed now, soon to be demolished to make way for a parking lot expansion serving the neighboring professional building), along streets dense with memories until, finally, he was home.

Home. Not his real home. Rather, the one where, if you show up, they have to take you in.

The incessant downpour hesitated as if catching its breath, mounted a brief final assault, and then, almost instantly, became a mere drizzle, just as he pulled into the driveway.

Of course.

Sighing, he climbed out of the beat-up Camry, retrieved a single bag from the overloaded interior, and walked up those three concrete steps, fishing the key out of his pocket, his guts sour with nostalgia. He gave the railing on the left side a wiggle. Still loose. The wind picked up again so he quickly let himself in, before the rain decided to follow. It was dark inside, but his hand found the light switch automatically and...

Nothing. He flipped the switch off and on again. No power. Great.

There was an otherworldly giggle from somewhere in the darkness.

"Hello?" Harp said.

A figure lurched dramatically out of the darkness, backlit by the rain-haze moonlight leaking in through the unadorned windows.

"Surprise!" it shouted as the room exploded into view. Something landed on his head, showered down around him.

Confetti.

"Welcome home, dork," said his sister. Behind her, his parents – Mom smiling, Dad stoic, as always. Four folding chairs and a card table had been set up in the otherwise empty room, the latter stacked with what he assumed were impromptu housewarming gifts: new can opener, new toaster, a slightly used microwave, and the family's old dinner plates that were pointedly for eating in front of the television, not for company.

"It's good to have you home, Harper," his dad said, hand extended. They shook. Ketch men always shook. They weren't huggers. Harp dimly remembered his paternal grandmother's funeral, how his grandfather had gone around the room, thanking everyone for coming, accepting their condolences. When he'd reached Harp's father the two men had stared at each other, tears welling in their eyes... and then shook hands. Like they were finalizing a mutually beneficial business agreement, not burying the woman who had unconditionally loved them both.

"I wish it was under better circumstances," Harp said quietly, dropping his sole bag on the bare floor.

"Oh, posh," his mother said, waving her hand dismissively. "And Ginger and Sporty too!" She laughed at her own joke.

"I can't believe you guys waited up for me. It's after midnight."

"Well, you said nine," Jenni said.

"I got held up on the crosstown. There was an accident or something. It was a parking lot for almost two hours."

"To be honest," their dad said, "we thought about calling it a night around ten-thirty, but after all the preparations your sister made..."

Harp considered the folding chairs, the card table.

"What 'preparations'?"

Giggling, Jenni doused him with a second handful of confetti.

"I hope you plan on cleaning that up," he told her.

"Sorry," she grinned. "Maid service is not included in your lease agreement."

"Should we talk about that now?" Harp asked his mother. Business first.

"I won't hear a word," Georgette Ketch dismissed him. "You stay here as long as you like."

"Don't encourage the boy," her husband said. Even after knowing him all their lives, his children found it impossible to determine, with 100% accuracy, when he was kidding. Only Georgette had ever cracked that code, and she refused to share the secret.

"Thank you. You don't even know how much this means to me. I just... I couldn't stay in Boston. We moved in all the same business circles, her friends were my friends..."

"Some friends," Jenni whispered to herself.

"You're our son," Wilson Ketch said. "Family does right by each other."

"I just don't wanna be a burden..."

"Oh, Harp," Georgette said, "the place has been empty since the last tenant left anyway. And that was, what, dear, four months ago?"

"Left damn near everything behind, too. Furniture, appliances, even one of their kids. Sold her at auction on the eBay."

"Oh, Will..." Georgette rolled her eyes.

"Seriously, though, we had to pay to have the lot of it carted away. Junk to the last. And the garage is still full of their crap."

"So's the attic," Jenni chimed in.

"Wanna earn your keep? Clear that stuff out for me and haul it to the curb."

"Will! He's our guest! He'll do no such thing!"

"A guest can chip in! Like when a dinner guest brings a bottle of wine!"

"You old fool, we don't even drink wine!"

"I'll pour it down the drain! It's the gesture that's important!"

Harp and Jenni shared a look.

"So... it is kinda late, and I'm beat..." Harp said.

"Sorry, son," his father frowned. "We originally planned on taking you to dinner."

"You don't control the traffic," Harp shrugged. Then, grinning, he threw his arm around his mother's shoulders. "Besides, I'd much rather enjoy a delicious home-cooked meal prepared by this lovely young lady right here!"

"Flattery will get you everywhere," Georgette smiled. "We'll do it next weekend, once you're settled."

Wilson collected three of his folding chairs as Harp ushered them out. "Euchre tomorrow night," he explained. "Oh," he added at the door. "Pauly DuBois."

"What about him?"

"I touched base with him. Maybe he can find you some work. Temporary."

"Dad, Paul DuBois repeated the tenth grade twice. He used to huff Aqua Net."

"You were friends. Friends help each other. He's done all right for himself. Owns a lumber company out the north end."

Harp frowned.

"Not sure I'm up for working in a lumber yard," he said

"'What's wrong with lumber? I own two lumber yards,'" Jenni quoted from behind him.

"In the office, Harp, not the yard."

Harp considered this.

"Yeah, okay."

"I'll give you his number so you recognize it. Expect a call." He hesitated. "I know it's not a dream job, but dreams aren't meant to come true. When they do, they're called 'plans'. You need to concentrate on getting back on your feet. You picked a bad market to quit a job in."

"Like I said, Dad, her friends were my friends, we worked for the same firm, moved in the same circles... it was all too much."

Wilson gripped his son's shoulder.

"Divorce is hard," he said. Anyone else would have followed up on this, Harp reflected. But as far as Wilson Ketch was concerned, that summed it up. Sympathy, commiseration, wisdom, and advice, reduced to a four-syllable sound bite. "That's why you never work with your significant other," he continued as he escorted his wife to their car, surreptitiously parked two doors down. "You just can't spend that much time with the person you love. It breeds contempt."

"Oh fiddlefunk," Georgette said. "You and I worked together for four years before we were married."

"That's different. I don't love you."

"Well if that's how it is I think someone should check into a motel tonight."

"I paid for that house, so by 'someone' I assume you mean you..."

Harp looked to his sister and she favored him with a sympathetic shrug.

"Welcome home," she said.
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The bottle of Papio merlot sitting on the floor between them was almost empty.

"You like it?" Jenni asked.

"It's good."

"I selected it because the label has a picture of a monkey playing the saxophone."

"So you're practically a sommelier now."

"I'd say so, yeah." She drained her glass. "So, when does all your stuff get here?"

"I just got divorced, she was the wronged party, and I fully admitted it. When you reach the end of that daisy chain, you don't get to keep any of your stuff."

Jenni looked askance at him.

"Are you telling me," she said, "that you are going to have to buy... all new... stuff?"

"Yes," Harp nodded. "That is what I'm telling you."

"And maybe a certain little sister who just happens to be studying interior design could help you in selecting this... stuff?"

"She could. Of course she's gonna have to wait until I can actually afford to buy said... stuff."

Jenni sat up in mock excitement and immediately adopted the persona of a snooty interior decorator.

"Well, Mr. Ketch," she said, doing her best to speak through her nose, "when you begin to structure your primary living space it's vital to keep the principles of feng shui in mind. To obtain maximum positive energy in this room I recommend you place the sofa there." She indicated the opposite wall with a dramatic wave of her hand. Harp smiled.

"And the TV right across from it?"

"Uh-huh," Jenni said, dropping the

















[image: ]












d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
b





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





