
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Staging Areas

By

John J. Beach

Draft2Digital Edition

~~~~

[image: ]


Published By

John J. Beach via Draft2Digital

Staging Areas

Copyright © 2024 by John J. Beach

~~~~

[image: ]


License Notes


This book is licensed for personal use only.  It may not be resold or redistributed.  If you would like to share this book, purchase an additional copy for each recipient.  Thank you for supporting the author’s work.



This book is a work of fiction.  While it may contain factual information, any inaccuracies are unintentional—no deliberate lies are present.  References to real people (living or deceased), events, places, and locales are included to enhance the authenticity of the author’s story and to provide anecdotal evidence of the imagined world.



Any product names, associated slogans, or other works mentioned in this book are trademarks of their respective owners and are used in this book strictly for editorial purposes.  The author and publisher make no commercial claim to their use.  All references are made in a nominative fair-use manner, and this book is not endorsed, sponsored, or connected with these owners in any way.



All other characters, locations, events, and dialogue, have been drawn from the author’s imagination and are not to be construed as real.  AI tools assisted only in researching, editing, and improving sentence mechanics.





~~~~

[image: ]




	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Prelude:  Unable to Float
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After last year’s failure, petite, nine-year-old Cyndi Veil had promised herself that the summer of 1976 would be different.  Technically, Cynthia (as she preferred to be called) knew it was only mid-June and summer hadn’t arrived, but you couldn’t convince the residents of Bellington of that.  They’d been sweltering in temperatures in the 90s since May.

This particular afternoon, the hot sky was a brilliant, unblemished expanse of deep cerulean; the seemingly ever-present sun radiated oppression.  Beneath its unyielding glare, southern Minnesota shimmered, the air vibrating with intensity.  Every visible refuge from the heat seemed a mirage dancing just out of reach.

Today marked Cyndi’s second attempt at Intermediate swimming.  To her dismay, the drought-like conditions of the city beach along the northeastern shore of Lake Maghaska had transformed it into something even more daunting.  The shimmering water, usually cool and inviting, now appeared shallow, hot, and murky.  With only seven total inches of rain so far this year instead of the expected 15 to 20, the lake’s water level had dropped significantly.

Cynthia balked where she stood by her bicycle.  The width of the Bellington beach stretched far beyond its usual boundary.  Only half of it was covered with gentle sand.  The rest was a dried and cracked, barren stretch—a remnant of the wet, sloping sand that once had eased her into deeper water.  Panic surged through her as she imagined stepping beyond the dry edge and immediately reaching the point where, like last year, her toes could no longer reach the bottom.

Her stomach twisted.  Last year’s struggles still weighed heavily on her, threatening to pull her under again.  She couldn’t float on her back.  Being able to stop on occasion and sneak a rest—by stretching and tippy-toeing to keep her head above the surface of the water—had been her saving grace last year.

The first new swimming class wouldn’t start for another ten minutes, so Cynthia continued scouting this battlefield in her mind.  She was the type of girl who meticulously thought things through, always planning ahead for eventualities.  Last autumn, after the school library reopened, she had spent her first afternoons poring over books about swimming techniques, the physics of floating, and even the biology of lakes.  She had memorized tips from seasoned swimmers and copied out diagrams of various strokes and safety procedures.

She turned away from the water, unable to remember any of those studied techniques.  The tall grasses and reeds that normally hugged the back edges of the beach now encroached as clumps of weeds, flourishing in the absence of April showers.  The sight of their jagged, bladed edges planted troubling thoughts into the girl’s brain, hiding who knows what within the depths.  Cynthia imagined coiled snakes—or worse—lurking just out of sight.  She hated uncertainty.  Stepping onto the middle of the crusted sand, she felt her resolve crack and sink further as she eyed the swimming access point and thought.  So little of the dock now reaches into the water.

The long stretch of walkway alongside them had always been a comfort to young swimmers.  Last year, Cynthia had positioned herself close to it, able to grab its supporting posts and support herself whenever she needed a breather.  But this year, classes would be held further out.  She wouldn’t have that wood and steel safety net to rely upon.  Her heart racing, she stared again at her hopelessness, her body undergoing a rapid cascade of chemical changes preparing her for a fight or flight response.

To her now heightening senses, the once-clear lake water resembled a thick, greenish soup of poison.  Someone, she concluded, must have manually cleared the duckweed from where the children would be swimming.  But it was easy for Cynthia to perceive the tiny dark patches of algae still floating on the surface—floating there casually—almost boastfully—like anything or anybody could just do it.  And what was it that she half remembered now about lake bacteria and algae blooms?  Her amygdala was signaling the threat to her hypothalamus—how kids would get rashes and stomach aches after swimming in water that wasn’t clean.

Despite the heat, she shivered.  Cynthia’s breathing was shallow, her palms clammy; she was hesitant to join the instructor when she saw him arrive.  She looked everywhere else instead, hoping to see familiar faces for support.  No.  Her young friends had graduated the previous year and left her behind.  It didn’t matter to her normally that Cyndi was so much younger and smaller than the rest of her classmates; she still managed to achieve, surpassing most of them.  But swimming had proven to be her Achilles’ heel.  She even knew who Achilles was, but that sort of learning never helped her or anyone else to keep their head above water.

There was hardly anyone at all here today, friend or not.  Without a crowd to hide within, Cynthia couldn’t hope to go unnoticed.  Despite the high temperatures this year, most families had opted to stay away from the beach and overgrown lake.  The laughter and splashes typically filling the air had been replaced by an eerie silence, broken only by the buzz of mosquitoes.  Mosquitoes didn’t normally come out during hot, sunny days, but feeding opportunities had been scarce, and they had overpopulated due to the plentiful stagnant pools this year near the shorelines.

Whether it was perfecting a cartwheel or mastering the mathematical concepts of central tendency, Cynthia had succeeded through perseverance and study in whatever she had set her mind to.  But what if that wasn’t always to be so?  How, she wondered, was she expected to learn to swim when the swampy smell and fear of water could easily break her concentration?

Her already analytical mind raced through the implications.  If she couldn’t swim, then she wouldn’t always be able to join her friends.  She wouldn’t be able to participate in water sports or ever feel safe in a fishing boat.  These thoughts of missing out and not measuring up suffocated her.  This wasn’t just about swimming now; it was about fully participating in life.  But the more she considered the water, the more a negative narrative solidified in her mind; her brain nudged her into a stubborn cycle of resignation and acceptance, a self-fulfilling prophecy of her never being able to swim.  She accepted this.

––––––––
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IT WOULD TAKE CONSIDERABLE time and many ventures in life for Cynthia to realize that acceptance was what prevented her from taking the needed first strokes, chains that anchored her emotionally to the bottom.  All she could sense in the moment, even in the reduced expanse of Lake Maghaska, was the whisper convincing her brain that the water was too deep and deadly for her to conquer:

You can’t ever do it.
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Chapter 01:  Pet Foods
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It was a late August afternoon in 1980 at the Bellington Red Owl Foods store.  Cynthia Veil worked there on weekdays and Saturdays.  Mostly, her gig was stocking shelves with the newly re-supplied cans and packages.  She also helped in the Produce and Freezer sections whenever needed.  Her Friday shift had started at 3:30, about an hour ago.

She was in the fourth aisle (of five total).  Her fingertips were stained and her store-supplied white apron was spotted with a touch of purple pricing ink.  After having razor-cut open the top of a cardboard case filled with dog food, she spun the shipping carton around until she found the yellow and white warehouse sticker on one side.  On it, she noted the dot-matrix printout suggesting a retail price for each can inside:  39¢.

She untwisted her Garvey Supreme price stamper, freeing the stainless steel instrument from the apron strings at her waist.  Cyndi had “holstered” the pricing tool a few minutes earlier by spinning its sword-hilt handle around the apron’s tie strings.  It would hang there at her hip until needed.  She pointed its widest end toward her and pulled the handle beneath inward.

While holding the head from springing back, she spun fine-toothed metal wheels to adjust rubberized bands of raised numbers and symbols.  Once these indicated 39¢, she released her hold on the handle.  The adjustable pricing head swiveled around to rest against an inkpad in the middle at the top of the handle, essentially its “hilt.”  Each time she pressed down now, the head would swivel out, stamp, and rotate back to re-ink the topmost rubber characters.

Cynthia knelt and quickly and cleanly stamped the purple price on the top lids of 24 cans arranged in a 4x6 grid inside the cardboard carton.  There was a second layer of cans underneath the first.  Those would have to wait until the first row was removed and loaded onto the shelf.  As the purple ink dried, Cynthia removed the old cans from the gondola shelving, temporarily placing them on the white tiled floor.

All new merchandise at the Red Owl—even dog food and paper products—was “rotated in” so that the oldest inventory was moved to the front where it might be sold first.  Rotating helped to ensure everything purchased was clean and well within its “Sell By” and “Best Used By” dates.  In the 1960s, manufacturers had started to voluntarily print these dates on packages.  By the mid-1970s, it had become standard practice.  The “Sell By” date was primarily for retailers, indicating how long a product should be on display.  The “Best Used By” date informed customers when a product would no longer be at its best quality or flavor.

If the new shipment ever went up in cost, the older stock at the Red Owl would be sold at its original, cheaper price.  This would “encourage it”—as Cynthia’s boss liked to proclaim—to sell first.  If the suggested retail price ever went down—which sometimes happened—the older price would be lined out with a permanent “Magic Marker” streak, and the packages re-stamped at the reduced price.

Stocking and cleaning store shelving was mind-numbing, repetitive work.  Cynthia was okay with that.  It gave her time to think about what was important.  It also allowed her to observe the goings-on of what customers were doing or talking about.  Her hometown of Bellington had less than two thousand residents, and half of them—at least once a week—would make their way through the Red Owl.  There weren’t many other options close at hand where they could buy groceries—just a couple of convenience store gas stations.

She knew that not many from Bellington ever wanted to “shop out of town” anyway.  Residents understood the livelihood of the small town depended upon them shopping locally.  Each business owner understood that as well; they strove to be worthy of their community’s ongoing support.  It was interdependence.  To Cynthia, it was natural: everyone in a small town looks after one another.

Cynthia glanced up from the dog food and saw Mrs. Hermis squinting and “too-closely” examining the label on one can.  She held a generic tin of Chicken & Egg-flavored cat food.  A red flag snapped open inside Cynthia’s brain.  Before joining the staff at Red Owl at the start of this summer, Cyndi had earned a few dollars each week by delivering the Minneapolis Star afternoon newspaper.  Francine Hermis had been one of her regular customers.  The long-time widow often had trouble scrounging up the $1.50 she needed every two weeks to pay Cynthia for the twelve papers she delivered.

Franny doesn’t even own a cat—at least she didn’t own one at the start of the year.

Cynthia noted the lack of loose cat hair on Francine’s summer jacket and pant legs.  Still, a lack of feline hair wasn’t conclusive evidence.  The concerned stock girl investigated further:  “Hello, Mrs. Hermis,” Cynthia welcomed her in the cheerful manner management encouraged its employees to use whenever greeting customers.  “So, you’ve got yourself a new cat, huh?”

Francine looked up, startled to have been noticed.  She pushed her brown plastic-framed glasses higher upon her nose to see who had spoken.  “Oh, Cyndi.  Hello.  I didn’t notice you working down there.  Yes, yes.  A little tomcat... umm.  I call him ‘Tom.’”  She began to nod rapidly as if trying to be more convincing.

“Good for you,” Cynthia acknowledged, observing the older woman’s mannerisms.  “Cats are nice company.  He’s sure to be a warm snuggle when winter comes.”

“Yes.  Yes,” Francine stammered nervously.  “As you say.”

Not wishing to embarrass Mrs. Hermis any further, Cynthia cheerfully bade Francine goodbye and made a deliberate show of needing to squat down again to place the dog food onto the lowest shelf.  Still, she was troubled.  Pet food products, she knew, were not intended for human consumption.  In fact, a significant portion of the can’s label in Mrs. Hermis’s hand was dedicated—in letters nearly as large as the name of the variety’s flavor—to making that distinction absolutely clear:  “For Cats.”

Cats were well known for eating mice and rats—or at least their favorite parts of mice and rats.  They would often share the remainder of their kill with their owners.  Cynthia suppressed a shudder at her line of thinking.  Three months ago, she had dared herself to sneak into the local rendering plant, and rats had been the worst part of it.
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