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A Death in the Family

Rachel Kennedy sat on the edge of her rumpled bed and attempted to drown her pain and misery with a half empty fifth of Jack Daniels whiskey.

With the hand not curled around the neck of the bottle, she reached for the cigarette smoldering in the ashtray on the nightstand. She took a drag, and slowly let the smoke out. Siouxsie and the Banshee’s Dear Prudence played subtly in the background, and along with the scent of smoke, sweat and sex it gave the entire setting a mood of hopeless despair. Her senses dulled by the burning in her crotch and the irreparable damage inflicted upon her soul. This shit had to come to an end. She had decided it had gone on unchecked for far too long. In fact, it never should have happened at all. This world was a fucked-up place, and she had long since given up hope on her fellow human beings and any redeeming qualities they might possess. If it wasn’t illogical wars being waged in other countries by greedy politicians and their hunger for blood money, it was some crackhead killing a grandmother for what little money she had so they could go hit the rock. Economical woes, environmental disasters and an ongoing turning a blind eye to everything wrong in the world entire, just added to a general sense of things not being right with this, God’s former green world. So on and so forth. No need to stop there. Man, even now, was looking for other planets to fuck up. It was one vicious cycle. But none of this concerned Rachel in the least. Her mind was on other things that affected her on a less than global scale. At the tender age of fourteen, she was fucked up too. The evidence now leaking from her sodden panties and pooling onto the dirty sheets gave testimony to the fact that she had also been fucked quite literally, in every sense of the word.

She felt the alcohol’s numbing effects wash over her and take away some the edge from the ache. Rachel looked up, her gaze coming to rest on the family portrait across from her on the wall. In it, she was five years old. Her gap-tooth smile was genuine and happy, a child naïve to the suffering that was to come later. Flanking her on either side were the two people who by all rights she should trust more than anyone else in the whole world, her parents, Paul and Alana. The three had been thick as thieves, the three Musketeers, one big happy family. They’d had the two story in suburbia with the green lawn, nice neighbors, picnics, and a loving atmosphere; too bad it was all an illusion.

The entire façade had come crashing down one bright day, three years later when Rachel and her mother had been shopping in The Bazaar Super Mart over in the neighboring town of Twin Pine Falls. Alana had picked Rachel up from school and the two girls had a sort of mother and daughter outing by shopping for the Kennedy’s supper that night. Whilst in the produce section as Alana was scrutinizing sun-ripened tomatoes, a freak brain aneurism caused her to suddenly crush the piece of fruit she was holding to a ruined pulp, sending juices and seeds running in thin rivulets down her arm. Rachel had screamed, watching in horror as her had mother collapsed onto the bin where the produce was held, spilling its contents. Alana was dead before she hit the floor, pulverizing yet more of the tomatoes. The thin pinkish puddle spreading out from beneath the woman made her seem more like one of the pod people from that old movie Invasion of the Body Snatchers, the family had watched the previous Saturday. Rachel was taken to the hospital and treated for shock; she had been unable to stop herself from screaming. Not too far away in another part of the hospital her mother was announced DOA by the doctor on duty. It was a devastating blow to a once happy family who, up to that point had been untouched by tragedy. In fact, Rachel’s father, Paul, had been so grief- stricken over the loss of his wife, that he had sought solace in the arms of his daughter...and in her bed.

It was a gradual thing, not sudden like Alana’s aneurism, no. They continued to do the familial duties afforded a father/daughter relationship; they still took meals together, although quietness reigned where loving chatter had once taken place. They watched television, took trips to the park, zoo and wherever else struck their fancy, but it just wasn’t the same. They both missed Alana in their own ways; but Paul missed her in ways that Rachel could not.

One day, Rachel came home from school in the midst of a torrential rainstorm. Her bus driver let her off as close to the curb as possible, but could not pull up in the driveway, as it was too steep for the bus.  She was also worried that with such sorry conditions, backing out with the blind spots could result in accidentally hitting an oncoming vehicle. Families would sue the school board for sure if one of their kids were injured because the driver had sought to make the going easy for a little girl who had suffered much already in her short life. So, she waited for Rachel to get her raincoat on, and her backpack slung over her shoulder before opening the bus doors with a creak and swish. 

“It looks like it has slacked up some, darling,” the old lady assured her, seeing Rachel’s uncertainty about traipsing into the nastiness. “If you hurry, you’ll probably get to your front porch before you get too wet. Just be careful that you don’t slip down and hurt yourself when you’re running up the walkway.”

“I won’t Mrs. Halliwell,” Rachel replied.

With that, the little girl stepped off the bus steps and began running as fast as her legs could carry her. She made it to the porch and waved to the driver and her friends on the bus as it pulled away. The visibility was poor from her vantage point, so she couldn’t see if they returned the gesture. With a shrug, she opened the front door and went inside.

Inside the house it was dark, with only the single hall light burning for illumination. It was cold as well, which was an oddity in itself. It had been a very warm autumn thus far; and cold weather wasn’t expected for another week or so. Rachel could actually see her breath plume before her as she exhaled in the shadow thick gloom. She didn’t know why, but her heart began beating fast. Her father hadn’t come to greet her as he usually did.  Although he was remiss in some things since her mother had died, he still managed to do that much. A fearful thought occurred to her: What if the same thing that had happened to her mommy in the store had happened to her daddy in their own home? She couldn’t bear even the thought of it. They would stick her in one of those foster homes where they put all the mean kids and they didn’t give you food like they were supposed to, that’s what her neighbor Tommy Timmons told her once as they were outside playing one day. It must be true; he said he once knew a kid that it had happened to. That wouldn’t happen to her, she swore, she would just run away. They would never find her; no way was she going to a place like that!  

Still, she had to be sure that her father was alive.  “Daddy?” she called into the still darkness of the house.

At first, there was no answer. The shadows seemingly crawled along the walls of their own volition and attempted to merge with her small one. Rachel tried to ignore what she was seeing but was becoming even more afraid with each passing moment, and a part of her deep down inside was telling her to Run! Flee screaming into the rain to a neighbor’s house or after the school bus, it doesn’t really matter but get out of this place, NOW! 

“Rachel, honey, is that you?” she heard her father’s voice coming from the den. The thought from before was effectively squashed, all made irrelevant in the blink of an eye, by the familiar voice of her beloved pop. Outside, there was a low, ominous peal of thunder.

“Daddy,” she began excitedly, “I was so afraid that something had...”

“Take your raincoat off and hang it by the door before you come into the den, so you don’t make puddles on the floor,” he said, interrupting her. “Then come in and see me.”

Her father’s voice was gruff, and he seemed angry with her. Nevertheless, Rachel did as she was told, placed her books on a table as she entered the dark room, the shadows following and dispersing to various corners, nooks and crannies. Paul sat unmoving, watching her every move. 

“Daddy, are you okay? Are you mad at me?”

“Why, Rachel!  Why would daddy be mad at his precious little girl? No, I’m not mad at you. I’ve just been missing mommy, that’s all, and if it seems like I’m angry with you, then I’m sorry. How was school today?”

Rachel reached to turn on a lamp.

“No, sweetie; leave the light off, please.”

The voice was back in Rachel’s head but was quelled a second later when her father explained the reasoning behind his request. “I have had a headache this afternoon. Light just makes it worse. I have been having them here lately, ever since...” Paul’s voice choked back a sob. He inhaled sharply.

Rachel came to her father and sat on his lap, feeling comforted as his strong hands encircled her waist and helped her up. “I’m sorry you aren’t feeling well, daddy. Can I kiss your head and make the ache go away?”

She felt him tense then relax. “I...I...Yes, I think a kiss might help it. It certainly couldn’t hurt.”

Rachel gave his forehead a big loud smack. “There,” she said. “Is it all better?”

“It’s getting there, baby girl. Maybe if daddy kissed you, it might make it even better.”

“Okay,” she always loved kisses from her father; they had always made her feel that everything was going to be just fine.

He gently kissed her forehead, inhaling the scent of her hair which smelled faintly of shampoo. From there he kissed her eyes, her nose and her cheeks. He came to her mouth and paused.

“Daddy...are you okay?” Rachel asked

Grabbing her head in his hands, he kissed her full on the lips, his tongue pushing into her mouth. Rachel could taste alcohol strongly on his breath, and something even more distasteful beneath, as she struggled to be free from him. The taste reminded her of a dead rat they had found in the cellar when they had moved in. The creatures’ innards had been well into an advanced stage of putrescence and boiling with tiny maggots. The smell that had wafted up from the dead rodent was what his breath tasted of something freshly dead.

Somehow, she managed to break free and fall from his lap to the hard wooden floor, landing on her rump.  She looked up at him as he stood over her, and Rachel could have sworn at that moment that she saw her father’s eyes turn bluish white like a sudden lightning strike, and then it was gone. “Get up and go to your room, Rachel,” he said hoarsely. “I’ll come up to tuck you in later!”

“Daddy, why...?”

“GO TO YOUR FUCKING ROOM LIKE I TOLD YOU TO,” he yelled at her. “DON’T MAKE ME TELL YOU AGAIN, YOUNG LADY!”

She was hurt that her father would treat her in such a manner.  She wanted to obey him as quickly as possible but kept bumping into things for the lack of light. By the time Rachel made it to her room, she had gained a few bruises from bumping into things in her headlong flight to get there. She didn’t feel anything from those sudden contacts with solid objects. All she felt was her heart breaking along with the sobs that wracked her body. Curled up under the soft sheets of her bed, Rachel was soon crying herself into a fitful, restless sleep. 

A loud crashing from outside her bedroom window caused her to start from her sleep. It was only the weather. The storm was now raging outside, much more fiercely than when she had come home from school. She glanced at her bedside clock. It was 8:17 p.m. she had been sleeping for roughly five hours since the encounter with her father. It was cold in the room. Even under her blankets she could feel the air’s frigid bite. She suddenly thought of the sordid incident that had made her take such an extended nap, and along with the increasing unnatural chilliness of the room, it made her shudder. Why would he do such a thing? None of the girls that she knew had ever been kissed by their fathers that way. Not even on TV was it allowed; besides that, it was just SO GROSS!  On programs where such subjects were dealt with, and she had been allowed to watch, the daddy went to jail for kissing their daughters and doing other unspeakable ...things. She didn’t want hers to go to jail or anywhere else. He was all she had. She would be taken away to where she had no friends and where people were mean. Maybe it was all an accident, she rationalized, and he didn’t mean it. People had accidents all the time.

Even with the howling wind accompanied by the sheeting of the rain on the window and the booming of thunder, the gentle creaking of her bedroom door being opened sounded loud in the muffled din. Rachel didn’t turn to see who was entering her room; she knew it could only be her father, and right now she didn’t feel comfortable or safe with him. Her eight-year-old mind was racing with terror and uncertainty. Why was he here? Had he come to hurt her some more, or to maybe apologize, and promise that it wouldn’t happen again? She would just pretend she was sleeping, and he would go away. Rachel felt that she would scream if he were to touch her.

Rachel played possum the best she was able without giving the game away. She couldn’t suppress the urge, however, to peek through a slit in one eyelid and see if he was gone. He wasn’t. He stood by the foot of her bed, shadowed, looking down at her. He stood that way for a long while, immobile, but breathing, oh yes. The inhalations and exhalations coming from the man-shaped shadow whose outline bore a striking resemblance to her father, sounded like reeds on a pond, slashing the water in a high wind, but not quite as loud. It was as if he were trying hard not to wake her up, but merely observing, barely able to keep in check the emotions seething just beneath the surface. 

“Rachel,” he finally whispered.

She didn’t answer. She just wanted him to go away, this wasn’t right. She shouldn’t feel this way, but God help her; she was so frightened of him.

Paul Kennedy gently reached down for his daughter’s covers and slowly, so as not to waken her, pulled them from her small form. Rachel did not move a single muscle but tensed as if waiting for a painful blow. She heard his breathing speed up, become louder as once again he became still and resumed his vigil over her. Minutes dragged by before she heard another noise: the unmistakable sound of a zipper being tugged down as quietly as possible. This was accompanied by the rustle of clothing as he removed the jeans he wore and let them slide to the floor. She couldn’t bear the lying awake silence any longer. “Daddy, what are you doing?” she asked suddenly, raising herself up quickly on her elbows.

She saw him shaking his head furiously as if denying that his presence was actually there. “I—I—I came to check in on you, darling—that’s all! What are you getting so upset for?” 

“Then why did you take your pants off?”

Again, his head began to shake in denial. He seemingly had no answer for so simple a query. His jerky mannerisms looked as if he were about to simply bolt for the door and to the safety of the house beyond, like a burglar caught suddenly unawares by the family returning home. Then Rachel saw that bluish white light return to his eyes, and the uncertainty became surety of his purpose to this late-night visit to her room. This time the light did not go away. 

Paul finished undressing, removing his shirt and finally his briefs. Rachel tried not to look at the small rigid shadow that jutted from the larger one midway down. She knew all too well why he had come. A second later, he confirmed her worst fears. “Okay, my darling Rachel, it’s time for you to do like Daddy and take your clothes off. We’re going to play a game I think you’ll like.”

“Daddy—No!” Rachel protested.

“What did you say to me, you little cunt,” he asked, his voice suddenly harsh and dangerous. 

“Go away!  Get out of my room and leave me alone!”

He slapped her hard across the face with a ringing blow which left the room spinning barely able to keep conscious and left tears of physical pain to mix with those of her inner turmoil. Rachel had no time to recover before another indignity was being heaped upon her by the man she thought of as her father. Paul reached down and began tearing the clothes from his daughter’s body. Rachel fought against him, to no avail. A few rips and pulls and she was as naked as he. Paul stood over her, looking down at her cringing body that was rolled up tight like a small dog that has been kicked so often it knows when to prepare for the blows from a cruel master.

“Like I said honey,” he chuckled lewdly. “You’re going to like this game.”

For how long she knew not. She stood outside herself, willing her body not to feel anything. Finally, he left her without a single word. He didn’t have to speak really, for during the horrible coupling he had informed her in clear precise words that if she were to tell anyone—ANYONE about their secret, he would kill her and make certain that it would take a long time and be very painful in the coming. He had grinned, and his weirdling eyes had flashed in delight at the fear and pain he was causing her. The shame of the act and the consequences of disclosure about them absolutely assured her compliance.

Rachel kept quiet about the rapes and assorted other degradations that her father perpetrated upon her over the long years. She withdrew from others around her and became somewhat of a recluse. He wanted it that way. It wouldn’t do to have friends. Sometimes, they got a little too nosey for their own good, and he would hate to have to hurt her even more because she had let “something slip” to one of them.  That went double for any types of relationships with boys. They only wanted one thing, he had told her after an especially long and kinky bout when this had been going on for a few years, and that thing belonged to him. He promised to cut the throat of each and every horny fucker that dared to come around.

Not long afterward, Paul met a woman named Carol Lutz, and after a whirlwind courtship, was married to her just before Rachel’s thirteenth birthday. This didn’t cause the rapes to cease, only to decrease in frequency. Instead of being subjected to this humiliation and degradation two or three times weekly as before, it became more like once or twice a month, and always when Carol was out running errands or asleep. He had removed her bedroom door lock long ago when she had once foolishly tried to lock him out. He had beaten her so badly for it that she was absent from school for over a week. Paul had called the school and explained his daughter was out with the flu and wouldn’t be returning until the week after. She was failing her classes anyway, so it mattered not to the administration. They had tried with the troubled girl to bring her out of her shell, but with no luck. They considered her a “problem student,” and like others in the system they would be glad to see the backside of her when she decided to quit or commit a crime that would take her out of the school’s system forever.

Rachel took another drag on her cigarette and stubbed it out on the nightstand. She stood up, then removed her t-shirt and underwear and threw them into one of the other piles of unwashed laundry littering the floor. She went over to her closet to find some different clothes. She took a white blouse and plaid skirt from their hangers and began to put them on. She wondered if she should wear panties, then thought what the hell! She was going to the dresser anyhow, so she might as well put them on. She found plain, white cotton ones, his favorite, and slid them on with a pair of knee socks and black patent-leather shoes. Underneath this entire tawdry ensemble, which they had often used in his sick sex games, was a snub nose .38 special. This is one prop dear old dad doesn’t know anything about, she thought with a dark smile and an uneven crazy giggle.

The weight of the gun felt good in her hand. All five chambers were loaded with lightweight hollow point loads. She had stolen it a couple of days ago from Carol’s Audi’s glove compartment. Later, she thought that the woman must not look in there very often, because she didn’t report it missing to her father or to anyone else, i.e., the cops. That was good. She definitely had more use for it than Carol ever would.  Gripping the weapon in her hand, the rubber grip giving her a feeling of security she had never felt before, Rachel made her way across the second-floor landing to the bedroom shared by her father and stepmother.

Ever so quietly, she opened the door, the overhead hallway light illuminating a path into the room.  They were sleeping, not faking as she had done some six years before when she’d gotten fucked by this son-of-a-bitch who was her father, he who now lay snoring on his side, facing away from her like some drunken grizzly bear. Carol lay sleeping peacefully beside him, completely oblivious to what her husband had been doing to his daughter all these years and what his daughter had come here to do. Perhaps she had figured it out and was either too terrified of her husband’s reaction or was ashamed of the fact.  No matter whether she was in the dark about it or not, she was about to get a very rude awakening as to what was really going on under this roof in which she lived.  

Rachel walked to the bed and softly pulled the covers down from her father’s body. He was naked. Perfect. Cocking back the hammer of the gun, and without any further thoughts of consequence, or that there might be a better way to resolve this issue, she jammed the gun’s barrel straight up Paul’s ass without the benefit of lubrication of any kind.

Paul jerked awake screaming with the pistol’s cold steel tearing a burning swath in the tender tissues of his anus. Carol also came awake screaming at her husband’s sudden outburst.

Then it was Rachel’s turn to scream. “DON’T YOU FUCKING MOVE YOU SON OF A BITCH! JUST ONE TWITCH AND I’LL GIVE YOU A LEAD SUPPOSITORY! GO AHEAD AND TELL HER! TELL YOUR LOVELY WIFE WHAT YOU’VE BEEN DOING TO ME ALL THESE GODDAMN YEARS!”

“Rachel,” he whimpered, trying his damndest not to move for fear of feeling his bowels exploding from a bullet. “I don’t know what...”

“YES, YOU FUCKING DO! GET TO TALKING, YOU SORRY FUCK! TELL CAROL YOU’VE BEEN RAPING ME SINCE MOM DIED! TELL HER, BEFORE MY FINGER SLIPS ON THIS TRIGGER!!”

Carol looked back and forth between husband and stepdaughter, confused and terrified, uncertain about what to ask or how to diffuse the situation.

“TELL HER!” Rachel screamed again, prompting him with another shove of the .38 in his asshole.

He told. 

Paul spilled everything, from his first malicious visit to Rachel’s bedroom and ending with that night’s escapade before brushing his teeth and coming to fall asleep beside Carol. He blubbered through the whole sorry confession as might a child caught shoplifting who’s only sorry because of the rather mean looking policemen doing the questioning. When he had finished, he was still sobbing and blubbering, rivulets of snot running out of his nose. 

Rachel leaned forward and gently kissed him on his sweating forehead with the chaste kiss that should be between father and daughter. “Thank you,” she whispered gently in his ear. “I love you, Daddy.”

With tears born from years of rage, fear, pain and humiliation burning trails down her cheeks, Rachel pulled the trigger.

That shot was Carol’s cue to vacate the premises before she was next. She jumped up from the bed as though it had suddenly become overrun with spiders and ran screaming from the room, down the hall and out the front door, as the sound of more gunshots exploded from behind her.

Rachel continued to pull the trigger long after it had clicked empty. She looked much like a B-movie vampire or zombie, bathed in a spray of blood and clumps of torn flesh. The once soft blue walls of the room, the bed, the floor and the ceiling looked like that of a slaughterhouse.  Exhausted and bone weary, Rachel tossed the gun heavily into a far corner of the room.  She slumped down against an armoire, staring blankly out the bedroom window. Outside, rain was beginning to splash against the panes, running down the glass like the streamlets of blood behind her, where her father’s body lay. A low rumble of thunder boomed off in the distance, but she was unmoved, lost in her memories of a happier past, when her mother was still alive and this whole mess was still far off in an almost now surrealistic, bizarre future.

The police, responding to a call from Carol, found Rachel exactly that way, not moving, sitting at her lonely vigil by the window. She put up no resistance at all. Indeed, she was just as limp as her newly dead father might be.  The medical staff that had been brought in cleaned her up enough to allow the police to handcuff her and lead her to the waiting squad car.  One of the younger deputies kept an umbrella over her head as she was being put into the back.  Then, the door was closed and what was left of the troubled girl named Rachel Kennedy was taken away.  

A few hours later, after the crime scene was secured and Paul Kennedy’s body was zipped into a rubber bag and escorted to Twin Pines Medical Center the opposite direction from where his daughter was going to The Pine County Sheriff’s Office. The rain continued its’ steady onslaught of the town of Wallingford, Florida, not letting up until the wee hours of the morning.  Then, a cold front moved through the area, bringing an official end to the unseasonably warm weather that had held the Northwest portion of the state in its sweltering embrace.

Inside the stillness of the darkened house so recently occupied by the Kennedy family, something unseen settled down to lie dormant for a time of seasons, having sated its evil hunger on the night’s tragedy. In time, another family would move in and take their place. That was just the way of it, always had been since its conception, and always would be until its’ purpose was ultimately served. With a tired sigh that echoed softly through the darkened corridors of the place, it fell into a form of slumber and was soon dreaming dreams of boundless rivers of blood and chaotic darkness.
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Moving

1.

Leah Rainer sat morosely in the back of her parents’ car and watched the trees go by. 

A slight correction: pine trees, with very little variation on the theme. She had seen scant else as far as natural splendor went since they’d hit the lower southern states. Sure, there were pines in Colorado, but not to this extent. It could be that that she had never really noticed it. Funny, all the shortcomings you could observe about a place, a person or a thing when you really don’t want to be around them. She definitely didn’t want to be here, on their way to a small town named Wallingford, in the panhandle of Florida. Their home was back in Boulder, not in a state preferred by hurricanes, retirees and pine trees, obviously. When you were a teenager, no matter what your folks claimed, your opinion never really mattered. If it did, Leah would have them turn this car around immediately with a screeching of rubber being laid on the road and away they would go without looking back. The thought of this unlikely event almost made her cry, so she quickly brushed it away before she did just that.

“Is everything alright, Leah?” her father, Gregory, asked from his position in the driver’s seat. 

Her mother, Rebecca, sat in the co-pilot seat not doing her job very well, her head lolling on the head rest in conjunction with the car’s movement. Billy Joel’s Big Shot played softly on the radio.

“Yeah Dad, I’m okay,” Leah replied. “I think I feel a headache coming on, that’s all.”

“We have some aspirin in the glove-compartment, and I think your mother may even have some Ibuprofen in her purse, if you want it.  You could down a couple if there are any sodas or bottled water left in the cooler.  Is the radio a bother? Because we can turn it off if it is.”

“No, its fine; I’m just not feeling so well from all this riding, and I think the sun glaring through the trees is what’s causing the pain.  I think I’ll take two of those aspirin, if you don’t mind.” 

“Not at all,” he answered agreeably.  

Gregory reached over and opened the compartment, bumping his wife’s knees.  She stirred but did not awaken.  “Here you go,” he whispered, handing the plastic container back to Leah.

Leah rummaged around in the portable cooler until she pulled out a bottle of water. She opened the aspirin bottle, shook out a couple of capsules, and swallowed them with a refreshing swig of the cool liquid. She handed the medicine bottle back to her father without a word, then returned to watching the pine trees whiz by.

After what seemed like several minutes, Gregory cleared his throat.  “Leah,” he began, his voice gentle.  “I know you’re really bummed about this move from Boulder and having to leave everything and everyone you’ve ever known behind, but with this promotion, things are really going to start looking up for us.  Just give this place a chance; you’ll see, it won’t be so bad. It’s not too far from the beaches, and I’m sure you’ll make friends in no time at all.  This move has been hard on all of us.”

I’ll just bet it has, Leah thought to herself. I’m not the one that wanted us to leave Colorado. Hell, even mom didn’t want us to move.

Out loud, Rebecca Rainer had said she was behind her husband’s decision to relocate, but that wasn’t what she was really feeling on the inside.  Leah could read her mother like a book. She may have stood by her man on the outside, but Leah could see in her eyes a sad, sort of acceptance. She no more wanted to leave Colorado than her daughter did.  Gregory was the breadwinner in the family, so the final say in family matters was his and his final word was that they were moving to Wallingford.

John Mellencamp was on the radio now. That, combined with her father’s obligatory spiel about having a positive attitude was making her head hurt worse. She hated classic rock and wished she had charged her cell phone back at the hotel where they had spent the night. She could just stick in her earbuds and listened to what she wanted instead of something from The Flintstones Bedrock era. However, the battery on the device was almost in the red and that was her fault. Leah had been bone tired and her brain had been fuzzy when the family had called it a night. They had eaten a quick breakfast and headed out. There wasn’t even hardly time to take a shower. Leah would rather deal with a low battery than stink. When they got to the new place, she would charge up then. She could wait. Right now, though, she wished they could both just freaking take a chill pill and shut up, both the radio and her dad. There was no way he was going to sell her on this, so he was just wasting his time and breath and making her head hurt even worse.

A little over an hour later, they were pulling into the Wallingford “city limits,” or so the sign stated. So, where’s the city? she mused.

The town was a veritable collection of quaint, turn-of-the-century architecture in many of the office buildings and homes along their route. At least the pine trees were now joined by a larger variety of oaks, elms, maples, dogwoods and magnolias, in and around these buildings. As they drove deeper into the town proper, they saw more familiar businesses that didn’t make the place seem so much of a throwback to a less complicated era. There were the obligatory fast-food chains and eateries like McDonalds, Wendy’s, Burger King, Pizza Hut and KFC. Wal-Mart, K-Mart, and various supermarkets like Publix and Food World spread out across the landscape like weird growths along stretches of highway that for some reason or other, were under construction and holding up traffic so workers could have things to do like hold signs or drive heavy machinery. There were privately owned buffet restaurants, thrift stores and flea markets thrown into the mix as well, vying for business and offering items and services not made readily available by their corporate giant neighbors. Despite the ongoing commerce of the area and the obvious signs of growth, when compared to Boulder, Leah thought this was as backward as you could get and still not be riding about in horse drawn carriages and buggies.

They drove through much of the business district and as they began to leave the majority of the urban behind them for a more suburban setting, Gregory turned the family’s Dodge Charger off Highway 90, right onto a road called Old Carrington Highway. After passing a few roads, they turned left onto a street called Coventry Way. They passed yet more of the old architecture, more modern housing units along with a surprising majority of Victorian mansions, that had very old oak trees with moss hanging like beards from their oversized limbs. The lawns were well kept with idyllic flower gardens and trimmed shrubs bordering the perimeters, giving the whole scene a Norman Rockwell postcard vibe. Leah felt that everything looked a little too perfect. She recalled to mind recalled a story she had read back in sixth grade by Ray Bradbury about Earth men on an expedition to Mars and finding a slice of heaven that resembled their hometowns, only to find out later, and much too late, that they had stumbled into a region of hell. Leah shuddered at the recollection.

“Our place is 6472 Coventry Way,” Gregory said to his wife and daughter. Rebecca was awake now and was mesmerized by the homes she saw, making comments like: “They have a beautiful lawn!” and “I really love those roses! We have got to plant some when we’re settled in!” and “Look at that wrap-around porch!”

With each of her mother’s passing words, Leah knew that any chance they may have had to team-up and try to change Gregory’s mind about going back to Colorado was flying out the proverbial window on swift wings.  Her father continued. “Yeah, I was so caught up in checking out all these old mansions that I almost drove right past our house.  It needed some work when I came by to look things over, but the realtor assured me that the crews they bring in to fix up their houses would start right away and have the place almost ready for us.  That was a couple of weeks ago, so we really should be in for a treat when we get there.  Lauren Hewitt, our realtor, said they still had some work to finish when I called her yesterday evening, so there will be some banging and activity going on, but the majority of the construction should be completed.”

This time Gregory didn’t pass the house but found it unerringly.  Pulling up to the edge of the driveway, he stopped the car, letting it idle and asked his wife and daughter, “Well, girls...we’re home!  What do you think?”

“Gregory,” Rebecca replied almost breathlessly.  “It’s gorgeous!”

“Leah?” he asked hopefully.

She didn’t know how to respond.  Her feelings were all in turmoil, but she couldn’t deny that the house, once the painters scaffolding, scattered building debris, and other equipment were removed, would probably be something to behold.  Right now, with all the privately owned and construction company vehicles parked here and there, it made it seem like some sort of builder’s car auction instead of an actual residence. “It’s fine, but there are a lot of people sitting around staring at us, doing nothing,” she said referring to the lunching workers sitting under the shade on buckets, sawhorse benches and on the ground.

Gregory nodded.  “I see that.  I guess we’re going to have to park down the street here and walk back.  Too many damn cars and trucks blocking the way to our own place,” he grumbled.

Luckily, they found a house that was empty and for sale a few doors down and were able to park in its driveway and not by the curb.  Even more fortunate, Happy Homes Real Estate Company was selling it, and the realtor contact was one Lauren Hewitt, their salesperson, so it was doubtful that they would be towed.  Her pretty face beamed at them from the sign bearing the company’s name, phone number during and after hours, and the address.  Rebecca saw the sign and teased Gregory by saying, “How long were you alone with this hot little beach bunny?”

The family walked back, enjoying the cool October afternoon and the freshness of the crisp autumn air.  It was a few weeks until Halloween, but there was a definite feel for the upcoming season.  Decorations were up in many of the windows and on the lawns, and somewhere, there was the aroma of burning leaves on the breeze.  Leah was even starting to loosen up and accept the fact that she was here to stay and had to make the best of it.  It was hard not to like a neighborhood like this. The Martians probably had houses just like this; the thought came unbidden and made her shudder once more.

As they neared their new home, they had to weave in and out amongst the vehicles whose doors bore the signs of their respective construction companies: “Wallingford Electric,” “Glaser’s Plumbing,” “A+ Painting,” “Jerry’s Lawn Service,” “Salter’s Cabinets,” among others. The trio were finally able to walk up into the part of the yard where the workers sat eating their lunches out of coolers and fast-food bags, still watching the family and carrying on muffled conversations as they walked up to the house.

Before they got up to the porch Leah sidled up to her father, took his hand and said: “Listen dad, I’m sorry I’ve been so grumpy about the move and all. I really don’t mean to be that way.  I feel a little guilty...I know you’ve worked hard for your promotion...”

Gregory gave her hand a small squeeze.  “No need to apologize, kiddo.  I know you’re just home sick, but you’ll see, Leah, we’re really going to like it here.”  

She squeezed his hand back and gave him a little smile.  He smiled back at her, and taking his wife’s hand in his other one, he said, “Well, since we’re here, we might as well go inside and have a look around.” 

––––––––
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2.

IT HAD NOT ESCAPED Gregory’s notice that the construction workers sitting around devouring their midday repasts were watching them intently as they strode onto their property.  They might have spared him just a cursory glance, but he was dead certain they were giving his wife and daughter far more attention than he would ever be comfortable with.  Rebecca was thirty-eight, and time hadn’t diminished her figure or features in any way.  She was tall, and lean, and not overly developed in the breast or derriere department.  If she had wanted to, Gregory had no doubt that his wife could have been a runway model at one time.  She had married him instead, and though he was proud of that fact, he often wondered if he’d held her back from accomplishing certain goals.  Becky had kept her figure and was almost the same weight as when they’d married a couple of years out of high school.  She kept fit and slim by constant strenuous workouts in the gym and at home.  Her reddish blonde hair was untouched by gray and fell in a mass of loose waves about her shoulders.  She could have had any man she wanted, and had chosen him, and for that he was thankful.  

Leah was almost the very image of her mother.  Her hair was straighter and more blonde than red, like his.  She was a bit fuller, but in the last year, she had started growing taller.  It wasn’t inconceivable that she would surpass her mother in the beauty department, but that day was a long time in the future, Gregory thought.  He could see why the grunts in the hard hats were gawking at the pair in their tight-fitting jeans. Would he be any different if their situations were reversed?  He doubted it, but that didn’t change the fact that he was uncomfortable with their close scrutiny of Leah and Rebecca.  

He was glad to be inside the house with the door and walls between them, his family on one side and the panting troglodytes outside where they belonged.  The inside was cooler than out, bordering on chilly and fast approaching cold.  There were a few workers inside, but they only gave the Rainer’s a quick look, nodded and went back to whatever they had been busy with.  Judging by the meters and tools they carried about, these were the more professional workman like electricians, carpenters and plumbers.  They were here to do a job. They could do their leering and such when the time clock wasn’t ticking at whatever local watering holes they frequented.  This was the workplace, and they obviously took their jobs seriously.  Gregory’s own personal green-eyed monster calmed down.  He didn’t feel as though he had to be on guard, looking for something untoward where it concerned the women in his life.  

The place had changed considerably since Gregory had first visited it a few weeks ago.  The mustiness from before had been replaced by the scent of sawdust, chemical cleaners and fresh paint.  Quite a bit of the inner house construction still needed work, but it had come along quite well and in leaps and bounds. All of the old carpeting had been torn out and the floors left bare.   By now, it should have been replaced by a rich burgundy shag carpet.  As they walked through the place inspecting the work that had been done, Gregory was somewhat perplexed and a little dismayed by how much more was still left to do.  He hadn’t expected them to be able to move right in the moment they arrived, and he was pretty certain they would be staying in a hotel for a few days, but from the looks of things, it might even be for more than a week. “It doesn’t look like we’ll be moving in any time soon, honey,” Rebecca stated matter-of-factly, echoing her husband’s thoughts.

“It certainly looks that way,” he agreed.  “Let’s see if we can find someone around here who looks like may be in charge and find out what the holdup is.  I’m sure there’s a logical explanation. If there isn’t, I’m going to be awfully pissed.”

No one really seemed to fit the “In Charge” description, so they finally asked two fellows standing in the doorway of one of the bedrooms.  They appeared to be painters, judging by their white multi-spotted duds, shooting the shit and downing some stores equivalent to whatever name brand soda they were trying to emulate.

Gregory walked over to the two men. “Excuse me, fellas,” he began. “Would you have any idea where we might be able to find a foreman or someone overseeing this site?”  

The two painters gave each other an annoyed yet amused look before one of them asked, “Who’re you supposed to be?”

Gregory was taken slightly aback by the young man’s obvious cavalier attitude, so he responded in a less than polite answer of his own.  “I can see you’re obviously hard at work there, but, if you don’t mind too much, I would like to speak to whoever may be in charge.  I am the new owner of this house, and it should be nearing completion, but it’s not. I just want a couple of answers, that’s all.”

“Izzy is who you would need to talk to, but he ain’t here right now,” replied the taller of the two.  “He was one of the last ones to answer the call of the dinner bell, and when he finally did, he took off in his truck to go grab some eats.  Maybe I can help you with something.”  

The other man just nodded in agreement and continued to drink his soda.

“Maybe you could help me at that,” Gregory replied.  “Do you know why it’s taking so long to square things away around here?  When I came in with the agent, it didn’t look all that bad. I would think you guys would be closer to finishing up by now.”

The painter who had been doing the talking took off his hat, scratched his shaven head and put it back on as he said, “Well now, mister, that’s the difference between doing something for yourself or getting experts to do it. An expert can find things that need to be fixed, when ol’ Joe Blow off the street can’t tell if it’s just fine the way it is, or if it needs fixing, which is plainly the case we got here.”

Now, Gregory was really mad.” Are you trying to be a smartass buddy? Because if you are, I really don’t appreciate it, not one little bit!”

The other man held up his hands in mock surrender. “No sir, ain’t trying to offend you none, just stating a fact. What if you and your family moved up in here without having an electrician to check everything first?  If they gave you the go ahead at the real estate office, and then your wife starts an electrical fire when she turns on the stove, how would you feel then? I’m sure the people who sold you this place don’t want the pants sued off of ‘em ‘cuz you wanted things hurried up before they was done.”

“Are you saying there’s a problem with the wiring?”

The young man crushed his empty can and stifled a belch, “Nope, didn’t say that at all.”

“Then what is going on?”

The young man smirked, “I don’t rightly know. You’d have to ask Izzy ‘bout that one, dude.” 

When the man’s companion chuckled at his friends’ remark, Gregory wanted to bash both of their heads in.  As it now stood, he was going to have this young punk’s job whenever Izzy, or whoever the fuck was really in charge showed up.  He felt a gentle touch on his arm.

“Greg,” Rebecca said timidly, “Leah and I are going to go check out the kitchen and see what the storage space is like.  She wanted some fresh air too, I think.  This seems to be as good a time as any, don’t you think?  We’ll let you handle the red tape.” 

“Sure, you guys go on ahead. I’ll catch up with you in a minute.  Just don’t wander too far, you never know what type of people you might run into around here,” he said, giving the painters a meaningful glance.

She gave him a quick peck on the cheek and with her daughter, the two walked toward the direction of the kitchen.

He turned back to the painters in time to see them giving the departing Rainer women’s rear ends an appreciative stare.  He was about to call them on it when a short, stocky man with a swarthy complexion and a bushy mustache entered the area.  He was carrying a McDonald’s cup in one hand and a bulging bag in the other.  The other painter, who up until now hadn’t spoken a word, indicated the new man with a jerk of his head, “That there’s Izzy.” 

Gregory left the two other men and went to greet the newcomer. “Izzy? My name’s Gregory Rainer, pleased to meet you.”  Izzy placed his food on a makeshift table made of plywood and sawhorses. They shook hands and he continued: “I just purchased this house a few weeks ago, and I’m feeling a little concerned.  I hope I’m not being too forward here, but why is it taking so damn long to fix this place up?  I tried to get a straight answer out of those two, but they were no help at all, all they wanted to do was jerk me around.”

Izzy appraised Gregory for a second before saying with a sigh; “Sorry you had a spot of trouble from those two good-for-nothings’, Mr. Rainer.  I’d fire both of them in a minute if it wasn’t for the fact that one of them is my boy, that skinny bald drink of water over there, that’s Pete.”  Gregory saw the young man he’d been talking to give him a lazy two-finger salute.  “And the other is my nephew, Sal.  So, you see what kind of predicament I’d be in with my wife and my sister if I gave those two the pavement.”

“Indeed, I can,” Gregory, agreed.  The apology coming from Izzy and not from the two smug louts who had caused the offense didn’t lessen his displeasure much, but it was better than nothing, he would eventually get over the rest.

“Anyway,” Izzy said, “about what the holdup is: it’s your pipes.  We were all way ahead of schedule with this particular job.  Believe it or not, we had everything from the ground to second floor just about done.  The plumbers left last Friday afternoon thinking everything was a go.  The water company came in with their inspectors, and after looking around at things, gave the go ahead for the water to be turned on.  The pressure on the pipes seemed to be fine, and nothing was leaking, so we all packed up and went to the house.

“I came in late Saturday morning to check the painting we had done before we quit for the day to make sure it was drying, and that someone hadn’t come by in the night to vandalize the place.  Before I even got a block away from your house, I spied a big stream of water on the road coming from that direction.  It hadn’t rained, and unless someone had left a hose on or something from another place, that was a bad sign.  I drove up to the front of your house to see a smaller version of Blackwater River pouring out from under the front door, down the drive and onto the street to points beyond. 

“Seems like some pipes upstairs had busted. They were obviously corroded in some places that the plumbers had missed and when the utility company turned the water on, the pressure broke through the weak places and WHOOSH!

“The plumbers had to come back in and replace the whole goddamn shebang.  Sheet rock, wood paneling and paint, all was ruined (he said this last word “rernt”) and had to be redone.  So, here we are almost right back where we started from before ‘The Great Flood’.”

Gregory felt a pall of doom hanging over him like a world sized piece of black tarp falling, getting closer to covering him with each of Izzy’s words.  He rubbed his temples trying to ease the headache he felt coming on.  “When do you estimate that this will all be finished? Do you have a ballpark figure at least?”

“That,” Izzy said, “Is really hard to say.  If nothing else goes wrong, and that’s a big ‘IF’; we could have it all done by Thursday, and that’s with some major O.T.  Most likely you’re looking at Friday evening or Saturday morning.  That is IF, I remind you, nothing else goes wrong.”

Gregory couldn’t believe what he was hearing.  “That’s still almost five days away.”

Izzy shrugged apologetically. “Sorry it couldn’t be sooner, but that’s the best roundabout figure I could come up with.”

Gregory felt like he was going to be sick.  He let out a heavy sigh.  “I guess I’ll have to call the movers and back up their arrival until a week from now next Monday. The girls are going to be disappointed.  I’d better get on the horn, call them and the hotel and extend our reservations there, too.”

Izzy nodded sympathetically.  “I feel for you Mr. Rainer, really, I do. If there’s anything we can do to speed up the progress without cutting corners, we’ll sure try.”

“Thanks. I really hope it’s possible,” he replied, looking decidedly downtrodden.  “See you later, Izzy, and thanks for the update.”

“Don’t mention it. Good luck. Sorry I couldn’t be more helpful to you and your family with the progress.”

“It’s okay, I’m sure you’re doing the best you can.” 

Gregory felt depressed. He had been hoping to barbeque in his new backyard come the weekend. Oh well, that idea sure got scrapped in one hell of a hurry. Could this day get any worse? He sure hoped not. Only a few hours in the state of Florida and things weren’t shaping up to go his and his family’s way.

With this and other sour thoughts spinning around in his head, he went to find Rebecca and Leah.

3.

Rebecca was humming a soft tune in the kitchen, looking through the pantry, cabinets and drawers, planning where this or that would go, imagining the final touches and what pictures she was going to hang up when they finally moved in.  

She was fascinated with the whole concept of starting over in an unfamiliar town.  At first, when Gregory had told her of his new promotion and that they would most definitely have to relocate, she was admittedly leery of the whole idea.  It would be hard for her to just uproot and leave behind all she knew, but she would adapt to the situation in time.  She was more worried for her daughter and what she would feel.  It was going to be hard for Leah to accept the news, she had thought, and she’d been right. Leah thought the whole thing sucked, not to put too fine a point on it.  Over the weeks that ensued after first hearing about it, she had been an emotional wreck.  The girl had tried everything from throwing tantrums, to crying and begging to stay. She had even offered to stay with her aunt Joyce whom she couldn’t stand, and maybe visit her parents every other weekend, or at least once a month. It had all been for naught, because the decision had been made and the family was moving to Florida.  Rebecca’s heart went out to her because she knew what her daughter was feeling. But Leah was a bright, pretty, outgoing person and would make new friends quickly.  It would be hard going at first, but...

“Like my handiwork?” a deep voice asked from behind her.

Rebecca let out a startled little squeak and turned from the intricate designs carved into the woodwork of the cabinet door she had been admiring.  In the doorway of the kitchen, a man stood watching her with interest, a look of mild amusement evident upon his face.  He was well built, lean and healthy looking, his skin dark from working long days in sunlight and fresh air.  Rebecca judged him to be about ten years her senior; with more than a striking resemblance to Sam Elliot with his mustache and longish, graying wavy hair.

“Uhm...pardon me,” she said, caught off guard by the sudden intrusion of what she had thought was a private moment.

The man walked into the kitchen, opened a cabinet door near her and began to examine the inside of it with intense scrutiny.  He closed it carefully with a soft thump.  “The woodwork in here; what do you think?  I did all this,” he stated with soft pride, waving a hand and indicating the things she had specifically admired.  “It’s all my doing. So do you like it?”  he asked, waiting for her response.  

“It’s lovely,” Rebecca said, regarding the cabinet admiringly, regaining her composure.

“Thank you!” he said with a sunny smile, a twinkle in his hazel eyes.  “It’s always a real pleasure when someone is happy with my work, especially the lady of the house.  With very few exceptions, they usually spend more time in the kitchen than anyone else in the home.  I don’t think that’s a sexist statement, it’s just the truth.  I take a lot of time and effort with my work, creating something beautiful out of something so ordinary so it means a lot to me when it’s properly appreciated.”  

She watched as he ran a rough hand carefully over the surface of the cabinet door where she had been standing and found herself wondering if his hands could work such artistic wonders on a woman’s body.  The thought came to her mind completely unbidden, and she quickly brushed it away.  She loved her husband dearly and felt somewhat guilty for having had such a thought.  She supposed that from time to time, everyone had similar thoughts, yet had no intentions of breaking their wedding vows.  She saw nothing wrong with women admiring men, or men admiring women, as long as each of the other parties weren’t thinking of doing anything more. There was nothing wrong with it at all.  He was certainly an attractive man, yes, but it was doubtful that she would be thinking of him the next time she and Gregory were...intimate.  It made her blush to even think of such things in the company of another man.  She felt her cheeks grow hot.  If the man noticed, he didn’t say anything about it.  

“Sorry I haven’t introduced myself; I get so carried away admiring my work that sometimes I forget my manners!  It’s easy to do, hanging around with mostly just guys around here on this job, but don’t hold it against me.  John Salter.”  He smiled, extending his hand for her to shake.

Despite her wanting to divorce any thoughts of attraction she might be feeling at this time, she couldn’t help feeling a sudden twinge below her waistline when his hand enveloped her smaller one.  “I’m Rebecca Rainer, pleased to meet you.”  

“The pleasure is all mine, Mrs. Rainer,” he said, breaking the handshake.

“Please, call me Rebecca, or Becky,” she winced the second the words were out of her mouth.  To her, it sounded more like something a bad TV actress might say, or a silly schoolgirl with a crush.  

“Becky, hmm?” he chuckled. “Well, since we’re just getting to know each other, we’ll stick with Rebecca or Mrs. Rainer, for now.  If we seem too familiar, people might become suspicious and think that we’re up to something, even though we just met each other.  This is the type of town where people get uptight when they see one of their neighbors suddenly start feeding their dog at a different time than when they’re used to seeing them do it.  Tongues start wagging at some of the strangest things around here.”  

Rebecca laughed, and Salter made a crossing motion across his chest.  “It’s true. So, until you’re all settled in, if you see me out somewhere, I’ll call you Mrs. Rainer and you can call me Mr. Salter.  When we get to know each other better and a little more time has passed, you can call me John or Johnny.”

“Deal, but only if you call me Rebecca or Becky,” she smiled back at him.  

“That’s fair enough, I can live with that.  So,” he said, shoving his hands down into his jean’s pockets, “how do you like this Florida weather so far?”  

She shrugged. “It’s been fine.  I really can’t give you an honest opinion yet, though, I’ve only been in the state for a couple of hours, but I think I’ll like it.  The air is different here than in Colorado.”  

He nodded in agreement.  “I’ve been to that state a time or two.  The air is thinner there, and we have a lot more humidity.  Did some rock climbing while I was there, I love the mountains, but I’m a southern boy through and through. I couldn’t live anywhere else.”

Rebecca noticed he wasn’t wearing a wedding band. There wasn’t even the telltale sign of the ring indentation or whiter color of skin that one notices when they remove the ring to work or to conceal the fact that they’re attached.  After quick consideration, she decided to broach the subject.  “Have you ever been married?” and just as quickly she wished she could bite her tongue.  What on earth am I thinking?  

“Once. I’m divorced now, almost two years.  I haven’t been seeing anyone seriously.  My job keeps me busy the majority of the time. When I have those rare days that I’m off, I usually stay to myself, watch an old movie on TV, have a beer or two and then hit the hay. Since my work schedule is so hectic, it takes all I can do to get enough sleep and a shower, grab a bite to eat, and do it all over again the next day. There haven’t been any real extracurricular activities around my place in a long time.”

“My goodness, it’s a wonder you don’t drop from exhaustion, working all the time and running like you do.”

“Yeah, but it keeps me in shape,” he chuckled, patting his trim stomach.

Suddenly, John reached into his back pocket and took out his wallet. He flipped through some cards, found the one he was looking for and handed it to Rebecca. “My business card,” he said, stating the obvious.  “That’s in case anything screws up around here.  I stand behind my work, so if you should need anything, and I do mean anything, you can give me a call, no matter what time it is.”  He paused, looking into her eyes seriously.  “My office number, home and cellular phone number are all on there. 

Rebecca couldn’t decide if John was flirting with her or not. It didn’t matter if he were, she was happily married, she reminded herself.  “Thanks, Mr. Salter, I’ll try not to tie up your lines with any frivolous calls.”

“I’m sure that any call you make would not be a frivolous one. Remember: anything.”

The words weren’t out of Salter’s mouth before Gregory came into the kitchen.  Both of them turned at his entrance, causing Gregory to give John a cursory glance and regard his wife with a questioning look.

Rebecca was about to introduce the two men to each other when John beat her to the punch. “John Salter,” he said sticking out his hand, which Gregory shook.

“Gregory Rainer, you are the...”

“Carpenter,” John replied. Cabinet maker, really, if you want to get technical about it. I was just telling Mrs. Rainer that if you guys find anything wrong with the cabinets, whether it be a warped door, a broken hinge...”

“We’ll let you know,” Gregory said cutting him off. He was still more than a little ticked about the slowness at which the house repairs were being completed.  And all for repairs due to pipes bursting, and flood damage occurring. He didn’t want to hear about one more damn thing going wrong or the potential for it, especially some miniscule crapola about a fucked-up hinge. 

“Right,” John said, understanding that his presence was suddenly no longer required. “Pleased to meet you folks, hope you all will stay in touch if you need any other woodwork done.” he said, giving the couple a small wave as he left the room.

Gregory watched Salter leave until he could no longer see him.  He did not, however, see Rebecca sliding the small white card down into her jeans pocket. When he turned back to her, the deed was done.

“You’re not going to believe this, Becky, but guess what the foreman, Izzy, told me?”

“What did he tell you, hon?” she asked.

Gregory started to explain heatedly what he had been told about the misadventure
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