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CHAPTER ONE

 

Something dreadful was going to happen. Someone she loved was going to be hurt.

This chilling prophecy consumed her thoughts as she gazed at her weary reflection in the bathroom mirror. While she knew to whom it would happen, and how, she could never pin down precisely when it would occur. She had reckoned that the time was close, perhaps within the next couple of days. The worst part of it was that she couldn't intercede. Not even a hint of a warning could be offered. Too much depended on her silence. It was something that she simply had to allow to happen, but the outcome was still a mystery to her. Despite her peculiar foreknowledge, she desperately hoped and prayed that it would conclude without fatality.

The foreknowledge had hung over her for a long time, and with each passing day the weight of it pressed ever harder upon her. It was a little past three o'clock in the morning and sleep had once again eluded her. She had quietly slipped away from her sleeping husband for another early morning vigil in their master bathroom.

Several nights of insomnia had tarnished her graceful beauty. The soft vanity lights highlighted the dark circles under her eyes, which were growing each day. Makeup had adequately masked them up to that point, but they were becoming more difficult for her to conceal from everyone. She looked into the waste basket to see the blister-package remains of an over-the-counter sleep-aid, and she reached down to bury the evidence deeper into the trash. It was the third night she had tried it without success. Had her husband known that she was using sleep-aids, it would've begged a number of questions that she couldn't answer. Even if she had tried, there was no way that he'd believe what she had to say. It was just too far-fetched. He would've likely urged her to visit a psychiatrist for an evaluation, which would in turn complicate an event that needed to occur.

After a bit more rumination, she stealthily slipped back into bed and tried once again to sleep.

 

* * *

Gary Olstrom's clock radio alarm went off at five-thirty, which jolted him from a deep sleep. It rang out at a higher volume than anticipated and his hand came swiftly down on the snooze switch. He quickly surmised the high volume setting was due to his son playing with the controls the day before. His immediate concern was that it would wake his wife, Jennifer (Jen), beside him. She was typically a light sleeper and normally would have been startled enough to sit up. To Gary's relief, there were no resulting dramatics. There was just a still body quietly asleep beside him. The room was dark, and he lamented to himself how he missed the early summer sunrises. The mid-September days had deprived him of early morning sunlight, which usually made it much easier to wake up.

He gently rose from bed and silently made his way through the dark into the adjoining master bathroom. The light came on after the door was closed to the bedroom. His eyes took a few seconds to adjust to the bright vanity lights, and they finally focused on his tired reflection in the mirror. It was the start of another workday. He envied Jen, as she would have another hour of sleep. She'd also have the advantage of waking up with the sun.

Gary launched into his morning workday routine. A shower, a shave, followed by a trip to the adjoining walk-in closet to pick out his suit. His routine would slightly differ that day. The usual morning bowl of corn flakes and coffee while watching the local newscast would be replaced with a breakfast at Jimmy’s Cafe with his long-time friend, John. It was something that they did on a monthly basis and was always a welcome diversion from his otherwise monotonous routine.

After getting dressed, Gary fiddled with his tie and took one last look in the bathroom mirror. He reminisced how it was so much easier in the days of business casual attire. He'd just throw on a pair of khakis, an oxford buttoned sport shirt, and he would be dressed. However, that trend had faded out of favor. Suits were back in style, and a finance group manager had to go back to actually looking the part.

After positioning his tie, he turned off the bathroom light and carefully navigated through the darkness out of the bedroom. He gently closed the bedroom door behind him, and quietly walked down the hall that was dimly illuminated by a single nightlight. He paused by his daughter’s tranquil room. Hannah was thirteen now, but had been acting like a teenager since she was eight. Despite this, she still preferred to keep her door cracked open at night. It usually left Gary wondering when he'd someday find it shut. He softly closed her door so the hall-light wouldn't spill into her room when he turned it on. She was a light sleeper, like her mother. It was one of the many traits that they shared, including her striking beauty. He frowned as he thought that it wouldn’t be much longer before the boys started noticing.

Unless it's already happened, Gary groaned to himself. He had always hoped that he'd be able to squeak out a couple of more years before the dreaded first boyfriend made his entrance.

In stark contrast to his older sister, his eight year-old son had his room closed up like a bank vault.

A bomb could go off and that kid wouldn’t flinch, Gary mused to himself as he walked to the staircase.

 

* * *

The time had ticked past six fifteen when Gary retrieved his business case, pausing briefly to make sure his laptop and cell phone were in their place. Out of habit, he opened the refrigerator to retrieve a lunch that he usually made the night before. Nothing was waiting for him that morning, which triggered his memory of a lunch meeting that he had set up the day before. The pastor of his church wanted to review the annual budget with him again. Being a finance manager with a CPA naturally drew these requests.

I didn’t even remember to tell Jen about it, he recollected while consulting the family calendar on the wall next to the phone. It was their master family planner. If something wasn't on that calendar, it likely didn’t happen. The lunch date wasn't recorded for the day.

Oh well, he concluded with a shrug of his shoulders. Not something that really needed to go on it, anyway. I’ll give Jen the details later. 

The garage was still dark as Gary flipped on the light and headed to his car. He took off his suit jacket and carefully hung it in the back seat of his bland, late-model sedan. His business case followed. The garage door soon chugged and squealed its way open, and he slowly backed the car out into their driveway.

Dawn was illuminating the thin, high clouds with deep shades of red and purple, which softly reflected off their updated colonial home. The recently installed vinyl siding made the house look almost new. After briefly admiring the sight, he looked down to make sure that his umbrella was in its proper place. The weather forecast called for rain later that morning and he was sure he’d need it going out to lunch.

His workplace was twenty minutes north on the interstate, if the traffic was light. Rush hour traffic typically inflated his daily trip into a trying forty-minute commute in stop-and-go traffic. His route would not vary for breakfast at Jimmy’s Cafe, which was right along the way to work. To his delight, his earlier start was greeted by lighter traffic. He carefully weaved around a concentration of large semi-trucks on their way to morning deliveries. He tuned his radio to an obscure AM talk-radio station, where a syndicated religious talk show tried to keep his attention until he reached his exit. The show's subject was a round-table discussion on how a miracle is defined, which promptly tested Gary’s attentiveness. The cheery sing-song voices of the guests with a heavy dose of Christian-speak made it even harder to endure.

Why don't they talk about things that we actually have to deal with? he wondered to himself, and quickly opted to change over to a news station.

The exit came up faster than usual, which barely allowed the news station enough time to cycle through the top stories of the day. The quaint cafe was located near the end of the exit ramp. A left hand turn at the lights, and another quick right turn put him in the cafe’s parking lot at six-thirty. The lot was half empty, which was typical for an early weekday. As he found a parking spot, he quickly noticed John’s car parked nearby.

Always beating me to breakfast, he thought with a grin.

Gary entered the cafe and nodded at the hostess behind the register. She instantly recognized the second person of the regular monthly duo, and knew it wasn't necessary to show him to his table. John was already seated in their usual booth in the far corner, removed from the few people who were dining in the restaurant. He was dressed in his usual jeans and tee-shirt, which accentuated his toned muscular frame. His hair was slightly wet from a shower that he had taken at the fitness center a short time before. He would dress in his uniform shirt after arriving at the auto dealership service department that he managed.

“You beat me here,” Gary announced as he sat down. His voice seemed to reach out but quickly faded in the dimly illuminated area of booths.

“Your turn to buy, right?” John muttered from behind a menu.

“Picking out something extra expensive?” Gary asked, because John hardly ever needed to look at a menu to know what he wanted.

“Double sets this morning. I'm starving.”

“Coffee?” a waitress politely interrupted.

“Good morning, Ellen,” Gary replied as he turned over his mug. “Of course, thanks.”

“Has it been a month already?” Ellen asked as she poured Gary’s coffee. “Time flies. How are you two doing this morning?

“Well, he’s got a menu out,” Gary said with a groan.

“Must be your turn to buy,” Ellen retorted with a polite chuckle.

“Oh, and he's going to pay dearly,” John replied from behind his menu.

“Steer him towards the number three special,” Ellen muttered to Gary with a wink, before retreating to a table at the other end of the room.

“That's actually a pretty good idea,” John said as he set down his menu. “So, buddy, how’s life in Pleasantville?”

“Oh, pretty good,” Gary replied, and took a gentle sip of his coffee. “I just need a good idea for an anniversary gift.”

“Is it really that time again?”

“If I remember right, you were standing there with us over twenty years ago.”

“Hardly seems possible that it's been that long.”

“I know what you mean. It feels like it was only a couple of years ago.”

“How time flies,” John replied with a grin. “So, you're seriously asking me for a gift idea? Do you remember who you’re having breakfast with?”

Gary couldn't help but smile. John had a deadpan comic delivery that made him endearing to almost anyone. In contrast to Gary, John had a cruel fortune when it came to his experiences with marriage. His ended abruptly when his then wife, inspired by a prominent Hollywood actress, announced that she was emerging from the closet with another woman. What soon followed was an ugly affair that their divorce attorneys handsomely profited from.

“Next time,” John continued, “remember to finish your first cup of coffee before you think to ask these things.”

Gary’s smile faded. “Yeah, what was I thinking?”

John paused as he instantly read Gary’s expression. “So, it's not all sunshine and rainbows in Pleasantville after all?”

Gary paused and looked down at the table. “Well, maybe.”

“Maybe? Did I just hear you say maybe? Since when has there ever been a maybe in your life? What’s going on?”

Gary drew a deep breath and glanced around the room before conceding an answer. “I'm not sure.”

“Not sure? About what?”

“It's about Jen.”

“Your flawless wife?”

“Oh, stop,” Gary groaned, rolling his eyes.

“Come on, I've never known anything to be wrong with her,” John replied before yielding to a large grin. “You, on the other hand? Don't get me started.”

“She’s been acting a little strange lately,” Gary abruptly admitted, largely ignoring John’s attempt to lighten up the mood.

“Define strange.”

Gary grimaced and looked down to the table. Words tried to form, but he only managed a perplexed shrug. After a few awkward seconds, he finally replied. “She seems to be mad at me about something. It's been going on for a while now.”

“For a while? Wow, what in the hell did you do to her?”

“Nothing,” Gary immediately snapped. “Why do you always assume that it was something I did?”

John laughed. “Because it's usually something you did?”

“Look, I'm honestly not sure. I can’t get anything out of her because she's trying to act like nothing’s wrong.”

“So you're sure that something's wrong, but she won't say anything about it?”

Gary nodded in agreement.

“And you can't think of anything that you did?”

“Honestly, no.”

John leaned back in his seat and permitted a cunning grin.

“What?” Gary asked.

“Sorry, buddy, but I’m usually the one wondering what I've screwed up. Then you’re always the good friend that figures it out, followed by a well deserved dope-slap. Then, yada-yada-yada, some sensible advice follows, which I usually disregard because it’s always laced with your less than subtle religious overtones.”

Gary chuckled. “And you wonder why my wrist suffers from repetitive stress from all those dope-slaps?”

“Maybe she's trying to hide something?”

“You think?” Gary lamented. “But hide what?”

“She's probably doing the mailman,” John replied with a devious grin.

Gary paused in thought, again disregarding John's attempt at humor. “You think this could be about her cheating on me?”

“Whoa, lighten up! I was just joking. Her cheating on you would be unfathomable.” John leaned into the table and continued in a more sober tone. “Seriously, I've known Jen since you guys first started seeing each other. She’s always been crazy about you and I don’t think she’s capable of cheating. Not that I don’t think she gets her share of propositions, but that comes with having a hot wife.”

“Oh, please,” Gary chided.

“Gary,” John said with a chuckle, “this is the woman who turned down a photo-shoot with one of those fashion magazines, remember?”

“That was years ago,” Gary blurted in a dismissive grunt. “You won't ever let me forget about that, will you?”

“Because you're always too damn modest about something that regular guys would be constantly bragging about.”

“Could we please get back to the issue? If this isn't about her cheating, then it has to be something I did, or maybe something she thinks that I’m doing.”

“You're doing? You mean as in you cheating on her?” John laughed. “The Boy Scout?”

“Hey, I could turn some heads if I wanted to.”

“Yeah, but from what planet?”

“Oh, real funny.”

“Look, Gary, I've never been able to figure out how you scored a hottie like Jen, but the idea of you cheating on her is as bat-shit crazy as her cheating on you!” John was painfully aware that Gary disliked harsh language, and only resorted to it when he felt extra emphasis was needed.

Gary bellowed a laugh just as Ellen was returning for their order.

“Menu-boy must have picked out a good one,” Ellen remarked as she pulled out her order-pad.

John picked up his menu and handed it back to Ellen. “The number three over easy, and keep the coffee coming. We’re going to be here a while.”

“I’ll take a toasted sesame bagel with cream cheese,” Gary added.

“Well, okay then, he wasn’t too hard on you,” Ellen remarked to Gary with a smile. “A number three over easy and a sesame bagel.”

John paused while waiting for Ellen to walk out of earshot. He again leaned into the table. “It seems to me that you just need to come out and ask Jen what’s up.”

Gary’s eyes rolled. “Oh, why didn’t I think of that before?”

“Well, okay, on the obvious side, but you've got to remember it’s something I hardly did with my ex.”

“What makes you think I haven’t already tried?”

“You did?”

“Duh!” Gary blurted. “Two weeks ago. I asked her point blank.”

“It’s been going on that long?”

“Yeah, I do recall saying that it's been going on a while now.”

“Okay, and?” John asked after a pause.

“And?”

“How did she answer?”

“She evaded the question.”

“Jen?” John’s expression dropped. “Evade?”

“My, you’re sharper than you look this morning.”

“Then keep at her until she comes clean.”

Gary snickered. “Yeah, I’ll be sure to rig up a polygraph when I get home tonight. Or maybe I should go right to water-boarding?”

John paused in thought as he took a sip from his coffee. “Look, maybe I can stop by for a visit with the kids. They always love to see their favorite fake uncle. I’ll use it as an opportunity to try to pump some information out of Jen, and then we'll see how fast she throws you under the bus.”

Gary laughed. “Okay, I’ll take any help I can get at this point. The kids always love it when you stop by, anyway. It’s been a while.”

“I saw them last week when I brought your hedge trimmer back.”

“You actually brought something back that you borrowed?”

“Yes, there is a God,” John sarcastically replied. “Not to give you something else to worry about, but I noticed that Jen’s allowing Hannah to wear makeup.”

Gary sighed. “Thanks for the reminder.”

“Buddy, I think you’d better start shopping around for a big, scary looking shotgun. The boys are going to be coming around real soon. She's got her mommy's knockout looks, full-on.”

“And it comes from my sister, too,” Gary moaned as he shook his head.

“Ouch. You've got both sides of the family working against you.”

“Hannah’s only thirteen and she's already starting to remind me of how Jen looked back in high school.”

“Oh, painful memories, I'm sure. I hope Hannah's not taking after Jen in other ways, if you know what I mean. No offense, but high school is the only time that I didn't like Jen. You remember; she was way too stuck-up.”

“Yeah, but I actually wouldn't have a problem if Hannah was that stuck-up. It helped to keep a lot of guys away from Jen back in the day.”

John laughed. “Ah, yes. Jen certainly knew how to put on the type of chill that could scar a guy's ego for life.”

“Especially to a couple of dweebs like us,” Gary added with a wince.

“I was the dweeb, you were just a nerd.”

“The difference there being?”

“Plenty. I noticed girls more than you did.”

“Okay, maybe I was a bit behind the maturity curve back then but--”

“Oh, please! You were scared to death of them.”

“Yeah, but I did notice,” Gary protested.

“Not that there was all that much to look at,” John admitted. “It was a small school and I can only remember a couple of girls that I ever thought were really worth ogling. Jen was nice, but she really wasn’t my type. Too skinny. I always thought Sonya was the hottest, because she had the nicest rack.”

Gary shot him an incredulous glare.

“Hey,” John defensively retorted. “You thought so, too, even though you were always too scared to talk to her.”

“I was intimidated by all the girls in that clique,” Gary recalled with another wince. “It didn’t help that I had the appeal of a wet paper bag.”

“Hey, that was in another universe called high school,” John mused. “Besides, even if we had a chance with them, we’d probably have discovered that they needed watering twice a week.”

Gary politely chuckled. “Cruel, but you’re probably right.”

“It was all about perception,” John continued. “They were smart enough to realize that as long as everyone thought they were superior, they were superior. The rest of us were just too young and dumb to know any better.”

Gary smiled as he looked past John to the window at the far side of the room. He gazed out at the slow passing traffic, and an older, bright yellow car unexpectedly captivated his attention. He paused, wondering why.

“What's the matter?” John asked after a few seconds of silence. “Am I dredging up too many bad memories for you?”

“No, I was just thinking about it all,” Gary somberly replied while pulling his attention back to the booth. “I have to admit that after all this time, I'm still amazed at how Jen and I got together. She barely said a word to me in high school. Then, after not seeing her for three years, she came back from college one summer and acted like I was her long-lost friend.”

“And this bothers you how?”

“It’s just one of those peculiar details that never really made a lot of sense.”

“Peculiar? Maybe. Hell, I’d just be happy that it all turned out the way it did.”

“No argument from me, but it's still something that nags at me from time to time.”

“As always, you'll never be satisfied with my theory,” John lamented. “You know ICH (Immanuel Christian High) screwed up a lot of kids. It took her some time away from it to get straightened out, so she could see that you really were a good catch.”

John's caustic rant only drew a glare from Gary.

“Hey, not everyone benefited from a parochial religious education,” John rebutted. “You’ve got to remember that you transferred in for your last two years. Some of us were sentenced there for all four!”

“I don’t think either of us was really mature enough at the time to appreciate it.”

“How mature do you need to be to appreciate Hell?”

“Oh, let’s not go there again,” Gary protested.

John knew too well that he was once again broaching a long-simmering disagreement between them. As in many such instances before, he decided to leave it alone. Instead, he paused in thought, and a knowing grin soon materialized on his face. “Jen’s probably just going through one of those women phases.”

Gary almost choked on his coffee. “Huh?”

“You know they always seem to have some phase they’re going through.”

“Phase? Seriously?”

“Hey, my ex went through plenty of them!”

Gary laughed. “So, Doctor Phil, do you think Jen’s about to come out of the closet?”

“Nah, the world would go kablooey if that ever happened. I’m just saying that everyone goes through phases. I mean, come on now, even a steady, never-stray-from-the-straight-line type of guy like you had your moments. Not often, and since we’re talking about our glorious high school years, I seem to recall that day back in our senior year when you--”

“Oh, no!” Gary bristled. “I don’t want to get into that fairy tale again.”

“Fine,” John replied with a smile as he raised his hands in surrender. “Sorry, I keep forgetting about how embarrassing it was.”

“How did we get on this anyway?”

“It was obviously my traumatic days in high school.”

“Yeah, well, please keep that between you and your therapist,” Gary pleaded. “Look, I just need something really nice for an anniversary gift. It’s got to score some major points to help smooth the road out.”

“Well, Jen doesn’t like it when you spend too much money, and it has to be something original. Maybe something that gets you two out and away from the kids for a while.”

Gary sat silently and stared at John with a befuddled look.

“What?” John finally inquired.

“I'm actually impressed.”

“Really?”

“The coffee must be pretty strong to boost your intelligence like that,” Gary retorted.

“Oh, aren't you just too damn funny this morning,” John replied with a sly smile and a faint flip of his middle finger. “So, how are you going to fix this with Jen?”

“Maybe I’ll talk with my travel department at work,” Gary thought aloud. “They could probably line me up with some sort of weekend getaway package that will appeal to her.”

“I’d be willing to watch the kids while you're away.”

Gary paused with a controlled smile. “I think Adeline would work out a little better.”

“Ha! You mean Darth Vader’s wife?”

“That’s Ken Vedear, and there you go off on high school again.”

“Can’t help it. You served that one up for me.”

“Seriously? You can't even leave a deceased high school dean alone?”

“Oh, come on! Even you have to agree that he was an anal retentive prick who was a menace to all of us. That's the guy who really rounded out my pathetic high school experience.”

Gary paused and shook his head. “You really need help.”

“Thank you, Captain Obvious. Just who in the hell do you think has been making my therapist wealthy?”

“Well, Darth's long dead, and thankfully his wife turned out to be a saint.”

“And a great surrogate mother to replace Jen’s train-wreck of a mom,” John added.

“Yeah,” Gary mumbled with a gloomy sigh. “Well, you can’t really hold too much against Jen's mother for that. She's had a rough life.”

Ellen interrupted the discussion as she brought them their meals. “Okay, here’s your number three over easy and a bagel for the benefactor. Shouldn’t make too much of a dent in your retirement savings.”

Gary ignored his bagel and gawked at John’s enormous breakfast. “Are you going to be able to handle all of that?”

“Watch me,” John said with a smile as he plowed into his eggs. Gary paused to pray a silent blessing. John knew what it was about and stopped eating until Gary was finished. The rest of their time would be spent discussing their usual favorite subjects, especially the upcoming Red Sox –Yankees series.



cover.jpeg
THE
JUNGTURE
-

BRUGE FOTTLER





