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The Foundations


The Accident – April

Julie sat on the cement front step of the apartment building and smoked a cigarette. The wind gushed through the tall pine trees overhead. Across the street was a park, not the kind with kids and swings but the kind that you rode horses through, and inside of which dogs disappeared at night. 

She wasn’t sure, after all, that she wanted to move. In six months the house was supposed to be done. A little crackerbox in a development on the edge of town, the kind of place where the trees are all still wrapped in strips of rabbit-proof plastic and the only restaurant is a pizza delivery place attached to the one gas station, and all you can see is house frames going up and open prairie. As far as the eye can see.

But she had two kids and a new job at the new hospital on that end of town and the school was supposed to be good.

A new start was supposed to be a good thing, wasn’t it?

She smoked the cigarette down to the butt and chucked it into the open-mouthed Folger’s can. If she was going to drive out to the site and see what she’d put her down payment on before the kids got out of school, she’d better go now. She hadn’t taken the day off work to screw around and watch daytime TV, after all.

· · ·

She had to go back to the car and dig out her sunglasses from the glove box, it was so bright. The sky had a few thin streaks of cloud across it, a couple of jet contrails too. If the jets were spraying chemicals over flyover country she couldn’t smell it over the fresh asphalt getting laid up the street. The gravel roads seemed like the kind of labyrinths that got laid outside of churches, two-dimensional curving pathways that led nowhere but to the truth. 

Every time a truck drove past, it would kick up a blinding cloud of orange dust.

She was supposed to meet some foreman here at eleven, take a courtesy tour of her new property. Already she was regretting the decision. If she was at the right place, she was looking at nothing more than a hole in the ground and a skeleton of rebar and double sets of flat panels braced with two-by-fours. It looked too flimsy to hold the house up.

She walked around the hole in the ground. It was like looking at a corpse.

Down the street she heard a sound that made her look up. A dull crunching sound, then tires screeching.

Already she has tossed her cigarette down into the framing and was jogging toward the sound. She pulled out her phone and dialed 911. Other people were walking in the same direction that she was, as if drawn by a magnet. 

When she arrived, the car was surrounded by looky-loos. The car, as in singular. It hadn’t hit a pole or anything, and there was a long white streak of paint down the red-brown side, starting at the fender. The car wasn’t much, a 1990 Dodge Monaco. The car’s paint had worn down to a haze and the engine was smoking. Two long black streaks decorated the pavement—where the other guy had sped off.

The driver’s side was crushed. Two kids were screaming inside. The guys were trying to get in the car via the driver-side door. Not only was the door smashed, it was locked. They all were.

Julie got to the passenger door. The two kids were in back in car seats, old enough to be facing front, too upset to release themselves from their straps. She smashed open the front door with a rock, pulled up the lock, and opened the door. The driver was gone, or nearly. Blood pumped out of her neck. She hadn’t had her seatbelt on and she’d gone straight into the windshield. She’d punched through the glass and her neck had come to rest on the ragged edge. 

It crumpled under her and her head fell against the hood. Julie checked for a pulse anyway. 

She crawled back out.

“Anything?”

She shook her head and said the thing that you always say. “She must have died instantly. Didn’t feel a thing.”

As long as nobody looked too closely at the woman’s face, it worked. But she wasn’t saying it for the grown men around her—she was saying it for the kids, who’d gone quiet as soon as she’d climbed in the car. 

Maybe that would help them when they got older.

“She didn’t suffer at all.”

· · ·

Luckily the two kids had a dad to go to, and luckily he arrived after the ambulance had left. Julie sat with the kids and called her cousin Angie to pick up her two, in case she ran late. By then her t-shirt and button-up were covered with tears and snot. Gruesomely, the two car seats had to be taken out of the back of the Monaco and put into Dad’s late-model Jeep. Whether there was blood spatter on them or not, Julie couldn’t say. 

The kids’ names were Sophia, age four, and Jackson, age three. Too young for school. They were supposed to move into the same neighborhood but hadn’t signed any paperwork. Now the dad, Michael, wasn’t so sure that he wanted to have to drive past the place where his wife had died every time he went in or out of his neighborhood. Julie couldn’t blame him.

They exchanged numbers. Julie could tell that in a couple of months he would call her and see…if something of his wife had rubbed off on her, so to speak. She was a widow; he a new widower. She’d have to wait and see. The man he had been didn’t interest her at all. But then people changed, after a death like this.

When finally she was able to go back to the building site, she found a note on the car. The foreman had to cancel because of family issues. She snorted. The sky was still too bright, and she’d given her sunglasses to Jackson to play with. A few more jet trails had crossed the sky. A big X, so fresh that the lines were almost straight. She walked around the foundation again. Something about the place was making the hair on the back of her neck stand on end. She paced around and around but didn’t see anything. Finally she threw her cigarette into the framing again. A Julie Roethler trademark time capsule. Someday, the foundations would be broken open and her cigarette butts found by people from the twenty-fourth and a half century. They’d be able to clone her from the DNA her lips had left behind.


So Much for Romance – September

Michael Poole called her. At first it was just kid swapping. Julie’s two were nine and fourteen. The fourteen-year-old could be bribed to watch the rest of the nutcases with new video games while the two adults went out on dates. Michael bashfully held out a package wrapped like a birthday present, like a teenager asking the man of the house permission to date his daughter.

Tacky but effective. Josh unwrapped the game and went nuts over it briefly, then sobered up and made Julie lock it in the safe. 

“You can’t let me have that until you get home,” he said. “You can’t put that kind of temptation in my hands and then just leave me here with three little kids.”

Nat, the nine-year-old, said, “I’m not a little kid.”

Julie shook Josh’s hand and told him that his father would have been proud of him. He teared up.

After that, it was just any other date. She thought about having a one-night stand, but decided not to. If the kids got along, she couldn’t afford to jeopardize that with something as cheap as sex. Getting babysitting out of somebody was more valuable than gold. She told herself Josh could use the responsibility. 

It was a moot point. Not even post-death rebound could give her and Michael any chemistry.


Moving In – October

The house was finally finished. Now she was in for it: she had to move. What the hell she’d been thinking when she’d bought the place, she didn’t know. It was a year since they’d moved into the apartment, a year since the insurance money had come through. 

Dave had been dead for almost a year and a half, then. It still felt like a mercenary move. Their first house, bought with insurance money from his death. It felt like if she made some kind of stand and got rid of the house before she moved in, someone would step out of the clouds, smile beatifically down at her, and say, “You passed the test, Julie. You didn’t trade your husband for a house.”

“What does that mean?” she would say, not daring to hope.

“You get him back, Julie. You get him back.”

Screw that. It’d be some kind of monkey’s-paw ordeal, he’d come back as a zombie or something. Dave was dead. 

Everything was boxed up already. 

Might as well go through with it.

· · ·

The kids were over at Michael’s house; he himself was nobly helping her move the few things that she didn’t trust with the movers. The movers worked for the housing development. Which meant she didn’t trust them farther than she could drop them, but she couldn’t afford to go with anyone else, either. 

The house was solid gray cement
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