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Grant Hutchinson entered the rear parking lot of the WAWA at the intersection of route 130 and Cedar Lane. He backed his old Jeep Wrangler into the last space adjacent to the access road between the WAWA and the Burger King.  He stayed inside the Jeep and watched a group of illegals standing at the rear door smoking and drinking what looked like coffee from WAWA paper cups. This location was known as a day labor pickup point for various local contractors.  Most of the traffic was out front, where the gas pumps and the main entrance to the convenience store were located.  They were dressed in uniform, work boots, jeans, flannel shirts and their baseball caps on backwards. They could be either working or collecting a variety of benefits from the good old USA.  It was a chilly early October morning in 2023.  They were not tall, Hutch as he liked to be called figured they were Guatemalans, or as he and others referred to them as Guateys.  Even if he could speak Spanish, he knew that there were many dialects and trying to talk or listen to them out of the question. 

He exited the Jeep, locked the doors with the key fob and strolled past the group and into the WAWA for coffee.  Nobody made eye contact. Hutch was much taller, at just under 6 foot, about 160 pounds on a good day and his worn Timberland work boots made him look a little taller. He pushed the collar of his battered Levi’s Jean jacket up around his neck and stuffed the keys of his Jeep into his off-brand jeans.  Hutch did not like the politics of the Levi Straus company, bunch of San Francisco commies, but the jacket was old and the label inside said made in the USA.  The collar was frayed to the point where it was almost falling off. 

He purchased a coffee, black, and 3 pieces of string cheese.  The girl, women, working the exit cash register, recognized him as a regular, perused his lean body and said, “have a nice day handsome.” Hutch grinned and checked out her tight butt and muscular legs under her WAWA smock.  She noticed, winked and gave him a thumbs up.   

Hutch walked outside, the Guateys were still there, waiting for work, he guessed. He moved across the lot towards the Jeep and figured he would be at least 10 minutes late for his job.  The Cedar Lane Kennels was just up the road, to the right just behind the Moore family home.  Bryan Moore owned the business, kept it small. He and his wife, Kate, lived in the house, a large two-story frame home with a detached three car garage.  The kennel and grooming room were part of the property when they purchased it in 2009.  The real estate bust of 2008 had caused the previous owners to realize that they owed more on property than it was worth.  Both had drug habits, and the cash flow from the small boarding kennel and grooming business could not handle the bottom line. There were several complaints about the groomer, 55-year-old women who had several stints in rehab. One client stated that when she came to pick up her dog the groomer was passed out on the floor and her 4000-dollar show quality French Bulldog, appropriately named Frenchy, was tethered to the grooming post and gasping for air.  Luckily, she was able to get the choke collar off Frenchy just in time.  The groomer responded to the chaos and professed to the owner that her sugar levels were all off kilter, causing her to pass out.  The real reason was that she had no sleep after spending the previous 12 hours smoking meth and drinking shots of Wild Turkey with her 62-year-old convicted felon boyfriend.    

The kennel facility had been re-modeled just prior to the former owners defaulting. There were 12 runs, indoor outdoor access, covered with concrete flooring inside and outside.   The rebuild was first class and the Moore’s, although they had no previous experience figured they could make a good side hustle boarding and grooming dogs. It was hard to find reliable help, but on the other hand people paid more to board their dogs than the state paid foster care providers to supervise and care for children.  A win win for the Moore’s, who both had well-paying day jobs. 

Bryan was a supervisor for the bureau of licensing, a job that required little more than him to show up.  BOL was a top-heavy agency with an overkill of administrative staff.  The field workers were in short supply; ironically, they were the people who actually did the work.  Most of the administrators who made policy for BOL never actually worked in the field. 

Kate, a Licensed Clinical Social Worker (LCSW), worked for Planned Parenthood and provided counseling for pregnant women considering abortions. She was once overheard telling a young woman to abort, “so that you don’t end up with two ingrates like me.”  It was a reference to Bryan Jr. and Celeste, her teenage children.  

Hutch pulled back to the kennel parking area, the drive had been recently paved, the Moore’s maintained the facility well and never had trouble filling to capacity.  He noticed that Kate’s Mercedes was outside the garage, which was closed. Bryan had the use of a state car with confidential plates on it.  Most of the state cars were easily identifiable by the license plate with SG as part of the number. Confidential plates looked like any other plate, allowing the car to remain undetected as a State-owned vehicle. Critics called out the policy claiming it led to unauthorized use of vehicles.  Critics were right.  Both Celeste and Bryan Jr. had their own cars, but were in school today, Friday.  They attended a private school down route 130 in Burlington.  The Moore’s did not want them in the public schools with all the “low lives.”  

Hutch entered the small office at the north end of the kennel building, noticed that the grooming room was closed and the shade pulled down. He figured the latest groomer had either quit or taken a Friday off.  He looked at the HP laptop on the desk and noted that there were no changes in the kennel residents since yesterday.  Full house, as usual, so he put on his Muck Boot waders, hung his Levi’s jacket on the coat rack just inside the office and started with the cleaning process at kennel number one.  The rebuild had installed convenient options, so there were plenty of faucets and feed bins spaced apart for ease of cleaning and feeding.  Unless there was a notation on the laptop, that is a special diet, each dog got dry kibble for the morning feeding. Fresh water, clean up the overnight poops and pools of urine, avoid any attacks from overly aggressive canines and move from number one to number 12 in order.  The kennel also had two oversized runs at the south end, twice the size of the regular runs, numbered 14 and 15. Bryan was superstitious, among other things and refused to use the number 13.  These two runs were reserved for “special clients” dogs and not in use on this day.

Grant was usually able to work the kennel for the morning routine from 8 AM to 10 or 10:30 and then he had the option to leave and return from 2 PM to 5 or 5:30 PM to finish the day. He was the regular “kennel boy” from Monday through Friday, the weekends were covered by local high school kids or sometimes the teenage children of the Moore’s.  Grant would occasionally agree to bathe a dog, if it were shorthaired, but never got involved in grooming. He usually ignored the groomer, as the turnover kept him from even remembering their names.  The latest one was a morbidly obese young women who was deft at eating and grooming almost simultaneously.  Her body odor was enough alone to keep Grant out of the grooming room.  He moved from run to run, wondering how he ended up, at age 40 on the bottom of the food chain. 
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Grant was at kennel number 9, securing a pit bull mix to the outside part of the run when Kate entered the kennel, waved from the entrance to the office and summoned him towards her.  He closed the gate, pulled the hose from the run and walked towards the office. By the time he reached the north end of the kennel, Kate had already entered the office and sat in the desk chair.  

“Grant, see you are busy, want to ask you a favor.”  He wondered exactly why she would say see you are busy.  It was his job after all, cleaning the kennel runs and feeding the dogs.

“Yeah, wondered what you needed to see me about.”  Kate was not a bad looking woman; she was casually dressed so he figured she had skipped work for the day.  Jeans and a loose-fitting sweater, boat shoes, no socks.  He would guess her and Bryan to be in their early 40’s, she had short brown hair with blond high lights.  

Kate smiled, held a set of keys in her hand, calmed herself and started.  “Could you cover the kennel Saturday and Sunday for me and Bryan.  We got comped tickets to the Eagles game and a two-night stay at the Hilton this weekend.  I hate to say it, but we never get enough of us time with our jobs and the kennel, you know. Brian and I need to get away for a few days, maybe have some intimate behavior, you know what I mean.”

“I guess, what about your high school help, or your kids, they cover occasionally.”

“It’s homecoming weekend up at the high school, Florence.  Everybody has dates or whatever you know about that stuff.  It will be easy, check up on the dogs, clean, feed and hang around.  I won’t book any more clients for the weekend. No grooming clients, groomer has got problems with her kids and her boyfriend, girlfriend, I can’t figure her deal out. She just refers to the person as her partner, whatever.”

“How about your kids, what’s up with them.”

Kate rolled her eyes, “come on Grant, I’ll pay you double time for 10 hours both days, you have our cell numbers, you can call but avoid it if possible.  We need some down time, got some pills for Bryan, he has been having problems getting erect lately, excuse my language.”

Grant leaned on his mop, “how about your kids, last chance Kate.”

“Ok, Bryan Jr. is going to some dog shows with a handler he has been working with.  Chas, he handles breed competition, whatever that means, I don’t understand the dog show jargon. He has been mentoring Bryan, seems ok, but I am pretty sure he is gay. Matter of fact I am certain he is gay.  They left last night; shows are in New York.  Bryan said they stay in motels.”

Grant smiled, “think Bryan is gay.”

“No way, he talks about girls all the time, just not dating yet.  He’s 17, almost 18. Been a late bloomer.”

Grant needled her a little, “I wouldn’t be so sure if I were you, dog handlers, a lot of gays, that’s what I hear.” Grant really did not know anything about dog handlers, dog shows and could care less, he just wanted to push the envelope a little, get a reaction out of Kate. 

“Next subject” Kate was a little aggravated, but wanted Grant to work, so she let it go. “Celeste and her boyfriend have plans, but I don’t trust Brett.”

“What’s up with him.”

“Does it make a difference, why do you need to know.”

“Look Kate, I’m fucking kennel help, I don’t really need to know but makes me wonder why the favor fell on my shoulders.”

“Ok, I am sure both are drugging, not sure what, someone told me Brett is a tweaker, whatever that means. His father has a law firm in Cherry Hill, I guess that is where all the money comes from. I do not even think he works.”

“I see he drives a new Audi, must be nice.”

“Celeste says Brett works as an investigator for his dad’s firm, I do not know. I just hope he does not knock her up, she just turned 16.  Do not need any grandkids just yet.”

“Hey Kate, you work for planned parenthood, you can have that taken care of, right.”

“Ok Grant, yes or no, I really need your help, remember we hired you; your reputation leaves a lot to be desired.”

“I’ll work Kate, but my reputation, the one you are referring to is bullshit, and you know it. I’ll be here at 7 both days, you got cable on the TV in the office, I’ll hang both days.”

Kate breathed a sigh of relief, “thanks Grant, we owe you.”
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Grant let Kate’s use of his name pass.  He figured Hutch was reserved for his friends, and Grant for everyone else.  After work on Friday, he went home to the Stengel motel on route 130 north in Florence.  Hutch rented a room there monthly. Part of his downsizing because of the circumstances in his life.  The room was spartan to say the least. A bed, a TV, a small refrigerator, shower, toilet and basin.  A small dresser and nightstand.  The TV had local cable access, no extra charge, but the owner / proprietor Omar only allowed for basic service.  Internet connections were available, WIFI in every room. Hutch knew that the Stengle provided housing in some rooms for the Burlington County welfare office and that had something to do with availability of cable and internet.  He knew that Omar was not hurting for money and rarely saw him. Point man for the motel was always one of his cousins or nephews, immigrants from Pakistan on a visa.

The welfare and transient nature of the facility was the reason for frequent visits from the Florence PD.  Hutch’s reputation, referred to by Kate, made him well known amongst the local police.  Most were sympathetic to his plight and rarely asked for a statement regarding the various domestic and other calls for service. 

Hutch did not have cooking facilities in the room, but did stock dry goods, and refrigerated goods such as milk, yogurt and beer in his room.  Most of his meals came from Mario and Franks pizza joint across route 130 on the southbound side.  The food was good, and he had a microwave in the room for leftovers.  He shopped at the Shoprite in Roebling, the town right next to Florence.  He decided to pick up a few items from the Shoprite, fill the Jeep up with gas and go to the Corner House Tavern in Columbus for a few beers and a sandwich. Afterall, his weekend gig was going to allow for some extra spending.

The Shoprite visit was just for a few items, milk, some soup he could microwave in his room, toothpaste, floss, a few snacks, not much else.  Whenever he got down on himself something would happen and he would realize how lucky he was, despite the circumstances.  In   the checkout line, light for a Friday afternoon, he noted an older man, women and a pre-teen child, probably about 9 or 10.  The boy was blind, had a cane, and the man guided him into the checkout lane.  The girl, young, probably a local high school girl working part time for spending money scanned the items while the women bagged them. Lack of help and ambition, according to Hutch’s assessment, part of the damage done by Covid. Had to give it to the Chinese, they fucked us and the rest of the world royally.  The couple was a few dollars short and as the women rooted through her purse for change, Hutch reached into his pocket and produced the balance, 3 dollars and change, handed it to the girl. They moved on, Hutch checked out paid and exited the store.  The woman was waiting for him outside, she had tears in her eyes. Her husband guided the boy to their old beat-up Chevy truck.  She thanked him and said, “God bless you.”  Another thing Hutch had noticed, less people expressing faith or belief in a higher power. He wondered if he was witnessing the end of our world as we knew it.
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CHAPTER THREE    
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Hutch never considered himself intelligent.  Rather he liked to think of himself as observant.  Covid had changed things, but it seemed much more apparent to what was left of the middle class, which Hutch used to be part of.  The working poor, or those not working, were even more aware of it.  Many local businesses never survived the lockdown.  The New Jersey governor, a wealthy former trader from wall street made sure that everything from worshipping to working out in a gym was shut down.  Hutch had problems figuring that out. Covid was devastating to the elderly and those with preexisting conditions, such as obesity. So why tell people they cannot work out, get in or keep in shape. Why take away people’s ability to worship, have faith.  The liquor stores were allowed to open, after all they sold the state lottery tickets and the governor also allowed strip clubs to do business.  Hutch considered the governor an asshole, but he was recently re-elected by a narrow margin. The wonders of a blue state.   One of Hutch’s favorite hangouts, Bungs Tavern on route 130 south was a victim of the “Chinese Virus.” His new bar was the Corner House Tavern in Columbus. He headed in that direction after dropping off his shopping items at the Stengle. 

Columbus is a small town in an area that used to be considered rural. It was surrounded by farms, that eventually sold to developers who constructed gated retirement communities and high- end housing developments. Many of the retirees who inhabited the gated communities were from New York and often liked to refer to their new digs as country living. It was hardly that, but the actual little town, or what once was referred to as a village, remained much the same.  Main Street, Atlantic Avenue, Locust Avenue, Railroad Avenue and New York Avenue.  That was about it.  The Corner House Tavern was located at the intersection of Main Street and New York Avenue.  The Corner House survived the pandemic and looked almost the same as it did decades prior when the village of Columbus was really a village. 

Hutch entered the bar from the Main Street door at about 6 PM.  It was a Friday, many of the regulars and a few passer byes were already bellied up to the bar.  There was a pool table, dart boards, a few tables for customers but most of the action was at the bar. Poker machines at some of the bar stations.  The kitchen offered a menu of sandwiches, fries, wings, and assortments of chips.  All cholesterol unfriendly, but the food and service were rated good by Yelp for a small-town watering hole. 

Hutch sat at the south end of the bar adjacent to the Main Street entrance.  He acknowledged a few regulars, ordered a draft beer and perused the menu. The juke box offered mostly country and western and classic rock. Not a place for hip hop.  He heard Back in Black by AC / DC playing on the box.  Hutch noticed that a few of the patrons looked as though they were from one of the gated retirement communities.  Pickup trucks replaced by high end foreign made SUV’s.   The locals dressed in jeans, flannel shirts, work boots and baseball caps.  The gated crowd was easily identified by khaki dockers, polo shirts with Nike logos and tassel loafers.  They intermingled but the differences were obvious. Hutch was known, he had been frequenting this bar for years, even prior to his living at the Stengel.  His reputation and recent problems were also known, as the word traveled fast.

The TVs over the bar had a combination of a sports talk station and a NASCAR racing program.  Hutch did not pay attention, his interest had waned over the years although he did still like baseball, and the Phillies were in the playoffs this year.  The barmaid knew his ex-wife and came over to make small talk.

“Hutch, how’s it going, where you working these days.”

“I’m still down at the kennel on Cedar Lane, seen my ex lately.”

She glanced over her shoulder and noted that the other bartender was taking care of a duo clamoring for refills. “No, I hear she got a promotion at work, she’s quite the fucking social climber, or should I say business climber.”

“That’s good, she’s smart, ambitious, and works hard. Can’t beat that shit.  Hey anyway the Phillies made the playoffs, hope they go to the series again.”

“Yeah, hey good seeing you, let me take care of some of these as they say patrons.  The retirement crowd usually are shit when it comes to leaving tips, hanging on to their money in their old age.”

She walked away, Hutch admired her butt, he had to think, her name was Stacey or Tracey.  Anyway at least she talked to him.  Hutch ordered a burger, fries and a couple of drafts, watched a little TV and headed back to the Stengel.  Needed a good night’s sleep for his big weekend covering at the kennel.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER FOUR                      
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Living at the Stengel was a getting used to it kind of experience. The mattress was lumpy, but Hutch had slept on worse.  He joined the Army right after the attacks on the world trade center in 2001.  He was 19, working in a collision repair shop in Bordentown, New Jersey and figured he might as well serve his country.  He spent 9 years in the Army, including a tour in both Iraq and Afghanistan.  So, sleeping in inconvenient places was second nature.  His old wind-up alarm clock got him up a 6, gave him enough time for a quick breakfast, coffee from the WAWA and then on to the kennel for his weekend duties. 

Hutch had a dream about being a kid again, in Levittown, Pa. It was vague and he didn’t remember much of it but awoke to the alarm with a good feeling. Nightmares were common, some of his experiences in the Army, some of his recent turn of bad luck and the consequences resulting from it. This one included his dad, a strained relationship at times, but for the most part healthy.  He and dad were at the Vet, Veterans stadium watching the Phillies play. His dad had introduced him to baseball, and they spent many hours watching, playing catch in the backyard and joking about how the Phillies were going to blow another chance at the championship.  His dad was so happy to see the 2008 Phillies, world champs, Charlie Manuel, Rollins, Utley, Jason Wirth and the rest of that great team.   

He noticed upon entering that two of the dogs from the day before had been picked up, most likely before the Moore’s left for their weekend in the city.  The office contained a handwritten note from Kate that the Golden in kennel run 7 was going to be picked up in the afternoon by his owners. Doing the math, he realized that he had only 9 dogs to be responsible for in the afternoon.  He donned Muck Boot waders and started at kennel number one, cleaning and feeding.  Hutch had very little experience with dogs or animals of any kind before working for the Moore’s. He caught on fast mainly because he needed a job. He had a touch, as Kate Moore called it. A gentle hand, steady nerves and talked to the dogs in a soft voice, almost soothing. Therefore, even the challenges, the nasty aggressive dogs were not above being humanely handled by Hutch.  Kate often commented that he could probably handle horses. He never thought about it. Where did she get that from. Who would let him handle a horse.

Kate had also left a few alerts on the office laptop. Again, he had little experience with technology but caught on quickly. He had a new android cell phone and a used Dell laptop he bought at the Columbus Farmers Market from the indoor vendor who dealt in used, repaired computers and printers.  The proprietor, an obese man with more than his fair share of missing and rotted teeth, hawked the stuff for a handy profit. Hutch figured that at least some of his wares were stolen or as they say commandeered from State government offices. It worked, and Hutch could ill afford a newer faster one.  One of Kate’s alerts informed him that a delivery from the pet products company Chewey was due Saturday late in the afternoon. She asked him to stay as some of the products had to be refrigerated in the kennel reefer.  Hutch figured a lot of responsibility for a low life kennel worker. He had to admit, Kate was good to him, and she had even offered to pay a little extra if he waited on the delivery.   

Most of the day was uneventful. The Golden’s owners were an elderly couple, well dressed and very polite. They drove a new Chevy Tahoe, black on black. The man, tipped Hutch, commented on how he was impressed that Hutch was easily able to secure the dog, walk him to their car and how the dog responded positively to Hutch. The man complained that the dog was unruly, but bonded to his wife, who never got out of the car.  “Too many martinis at the fund raiser we attended,” he quipped, pointing at her as he handed Hutch a crisp 20-dollar bill. The Chewy driver arrived just before the evening feeding, a large woman, butch haircut and heavily tattooed forearms. She did not need any help unloading the parcels of dry dog food and treats. Hutch sorted the goods, refrigerated the necessary items and started to think about making the last feeding, checking all the runs and heading to the Corner House for a few quick beers. He figured there must be at least one MLB playoff game on, was not sure if the Phillies were playing.    

He was getting ready to lock up when Brett and Celeste drove into the driveway in a new Audi, not being a gear head, he was not sure of the model. They waved and then walked to the kennel.  They were both wasted, Hutch hoped they were staying at the house, not going back on the road. Celeste pushed Brett towards the door, then told Hutch she needed something from the office.

“Ok, I’m sure you have keys, but I’ll open it.  I’ll wait, I know you were told that I’m covering this weekend.”

“Sure, Grant, now fucking open the door, let me get in for a second.”  Hutch noted that Brett could hardly stand, let alone drive. He steadied himself along the wall, his eyes glazed.  Inside the office, Brett, dressed in baggy cargo pants, way out of style for sure, and an Eagles replica game jersey in white.  He had high end running shoes on, his hair cut in a Mohawk. Brett leaned on the desk in the office while Celeste doled out two lines of a white substance on the desktop. Celeste, her orange hair cut short, almost butch, nose ring and nose stud offset by a black tank top and skintight ripped jeans. Hutch saw a definite resemblance to Kate and thought to himself what a shame. She looked good if you could get past the metal and the tats on her exposed arms and shoulders. He wondered if Kate approved. They both snorted the lines, through what looked to Hutch like a 100-dollar bill. Celeste wiped the remnants from the desk and her nose with a paper towel.    

“Hey Grant, mom tell you, Bryan, brother Bryan that is, up in New York with Chas, that gay dog handler.  I’m sure he is learning more than handling dogs.” Celeste was slurring her words, Hutch was not even sure he understood what she said, let alone meant. He let it pass.

Celeste weaved around the office, finally grabbing Brett and ushering him out of the kennel office and towards the house. Hutch waited until they successfully entered the house, almost a comedy except that they were so fucked up.  He locked the kennel, decided to pick up a six pack at the Liquor Barn rather than going to the Corner House and head to the Stengel and watch TV.  Another day at the kennel tomorrow.
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Sunday was quiet, Hutch arrived a little early, two beers and a meatball sub from Mario and Franks the night before and he was out like a light.  For a Saturday it was quiet at the Stengel, as far as he knew there were no police calls for domestic violence (DV) disturbances. The room next to him on the left had been vacant for two days. Made some coffee in the old Mr. Coffee drip maker, had a yogurt and half a bagel for breakfast and headed to the kennel. 

Brett’s Audi was still where he left it the evening before, Hutch breathed a sigh of relief. Neither Brett nor Celeste was in any shape to drive. It was almost noon when they appeared at the kennel office door. They offered to pick him up a coffee at the Dunkin donuts across from the WAWA on route 130.  He accepted; Celeste offered to buy if he promised not to tell her mom how fucked up they were. He agreed, asked her to up the ante and add a plain bagel with cream cheese.   

Late in the afternoon two clients picked up dogs, so the afternoon cleanup and feeding had been reduced by two more. Not really much of an NFL fan he channel surfed between the two featured NFL games and a NASCAR race from somewhere he couldn’t even remember. He wasn’t a fan, but his dad had been and they had gone to races together back in the day. Dover, Pocono, and a trip or two to Martinsville, Va.  He always enjoyed the races, but after his dad died, he realized it was more about the time with his dad, not actually the races. A reason to occasionally check out the racing scene, memories of better times. 

Kate had texted him and said they would be late, asked him to hang until they arrived. Around 7 PM they rolled in. Bryan was looking a little green around the gills but appeared happy. Kate had that “I’ve been satisfactorily fucked look about her.”  She thanked him for staying and covering.

“Bryan junior texted me; Chas got a dog in the group, so they didn’t get out of the show grounds until late. Complained the traffic was a bitch coming down the pike from New York,” Kate quipped.” What does getting a dog in the group mean, Grant.”

Grant replied,” I don’t know shit about dog shows, ask him or Chas when they get back.”

“Ok, maybe Celeste will know, she should be rolling in soon. She keeps telling me that Chas is gay, and he is grooming Bryan. She had to explain, I thought the grooming she talked about had to do with dogs, you know like the groomers here. Wish we could get a more dependable groomer, lots of money in it.”

Grant thought to himself, “You should have seen her rolling in last night.

Kate told Grant she would pay for the overtime in cash with his check on Friday. She handed him a fresh 50-dollar bill, winked and then said, “hey a little extra, a Grant for a Grant.” She laughed and Hutch left, headed to the Corner House, figured a sandwich, beer and home for a good 

night’s sleep. Back at the kennel tomorrow.
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CHAPTER SIX    
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September 1967, Philadelphia International Airport.  Galen Hutchinson stood at the flight gate, glanced at his son, Craig.  A few minutes to boarding time.  He had a few words to get out, his only child, that stubborn, sometimes disrespectful, son who was on his way to war. Galen was the youngest of 11 children, a depression family who lived in the Monongahela Valley of western Pennsylvania. His dad was a coal miner, most of his brothers and uncles worked in either the coal mines or steel mills in the Pittsburgh area. Galen was aware of the horrors of war. He convinced his mother when he was 17 to sign him out of school, so he could enlist in the Marines and become part of the war effort in WW2.  He was afraid that the war would end before he could serve his country. Galen fought in the brutal battle of Iwo Jima. The horrors of death always remained in his mind. He often felt that his sacrifice was far inferior to those who made the ultimate sacrifice. Their faces often appeared in his dreams; it haunted him for life. Sometimes he rationalized his bad behavior as an excuse because of his harrowing experiences.   

Craig had been drafted, he barely graduated from high school, not because he was of low intelligence, but because he was not motivated.  He did not play sports; he was marginally athletic but did play baseball in little league and Babe Ruth league. More to please his father than himself. He matured late, at the age of 15, and his last year in Babe Ruth he was respectable as a utility infielder, who was fast on the bases and hit better than average.      

Basic training at Fort Bragg, North Carolina and Advanced infantry training at Fort Polk, Louisiana. Tiger land was frequently called infantry training for Vietnam. Home for 15 days leave and on to Vietnam. Galen and Craig’s mom were divorced. Galen was a womanizer who had trouble remaining faithful to his wife. Craig preferred to live with his dad but never forgave him for his extra marital behavior. Craig would change planes in O ‘Hare, then on to Seattle. Take a cab to Fort Lewis and then ship out to Vietnam within a few days.

Galen saw through this war. He was a steelworker, and worked in the open hearth for US Steel Corporation, Fairless Works.  He never played the duty honor country narrative on Craig. Despite never finishing high school, he was very smart, and aware of ulterior motives of this war.  Fairless Works, employed between 6000 and 8000 workers at its height.  They had government contracts, a benefit of the war. Many of Galen’s coworkers often told him that they hoped the war would last forever. They were making money with all the overtime they could work.  Only about three others on his maintenance crew had kids over there. When he pointed that out to his coworkers, they laughed.  Many had sons in college or some other type of deferment. Galen was bitter.  He looked at Craig, just before he went down the ramp to board. He had tears in his eyes. Silently he hoped that Craig did not end up like Joey Leon. “Son, the fat assed politicians that started this war think its ok, as long as somebody else’s kid has to fight it.” He never realized that his thoughts and bitterness would have an impact on his grandson, yet unborn.
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CHAPTER SEVEN      
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Galen Hutchinson married his high school sweetheart Victoria Giles after his discharge from the Marines at the end of WW2.  They lived in Monongahela, and he went to work as a laborer at the US Steel plant in nearby Donora, Pa.  Their only child, Craig, was born in 1948 at Mercy Hospital in Pittsburgh. In early 1953 Galen and three of his co-workers quit the Donora works and traveled to Fairless Hills, Pa. and took entry level jobs at the newly opened Fairless Works, in Morrisville, Pa.  

They rented a house in Fairless Hills, a new community built just for the influx of workers coming from the smaller mills, coal mines and other places of business in western and central Pennsylvania.  There was no way the smaller facilities could compete with Fairless Works, which could produce steel from the raw materials to the finished product. Depending on the source the facility employed between 6000 to 10,000 employees between the years 1952 to 2001, although in the latter years the work force was only a skeleton of the heyday numbers from the 50’s through the early 80’s. The plant also helped spur economic and land development in the Lower Bucks County suburbs Northeast of Philadelphia. Levittown was easily the most recognized development spawned by the Fairless Works. Levittown covered five townships in the Lower Bucks area and had population numbers more than 70 thousand at its height of capacity. 

After Galen established himself at Fairless, he purchased a home in Levittown and Vicky and Craig joined him. Craig grew up in Levittown, attend Pennsbury High School and eventually graduated from both Pennsbury and Lower Bucks County Vocational Technical school.    

Galen had numerous affairs during the 15- year marriage to Vicky. She returned to Monongahela Valley several times and eventually she admitted she never liked the Levittown area, and as can be expected she was hurt by Galen’s affairs. Craig survived the marital discourse and sided with his father, for reasons that he kept to himself and away from anyone else in the family. After the divorce, and the sale of the Levittown house Vicky returned to Monongahela to live with her sister and Craig opted to stay with his dad.  Vicky never thought about applying for custody, she let Craig, by then a teenager, make the decision.  She realized that her son idolized his father, and although she could never understand why, she let it go.  

Galen was able to purchase another home in Levittown after the divorce. The steel mill was a money maker, and Galen wasn’t required to pay child support or spousal alimony in the divorce settlement.   In early 1967 Galen purchased a new Ford pickup truck at Harbison Ford on route 1 near Morrisville. During the process of the sale, he met the title clerk at the dealership, Janelle Cassidy.  Galen’s taste in women was usually blond, busty, and full figured. Janelle was petite, with short dark hair, accented by large hoop earrings.  He was immediately attracted to her, noticed no rings on her fingers and when someone could get her to smile her grin was captivating. The salesman told Galen she was in her late 30’s, but she appeared much younger.  He also told him that she had suffered trauma recently in her life and trying to date her would be unsuccessful.  Galen returned to the dealership a few weeks later to get a minor issue fixed on the truck, and tried to flirt, unsuccessfully with Janelle.  He told her that he would continue to try and predicted that she would eventually agree.  In her own mind, she was attracted to the steelworker, who had maintained most of that rugged Marine look.  He was handsome, but not in the pretty boy way. More of a pioneer look. His hair was prematurely graying, but still thick, he did not allow it to grow long as was the fashion for the times. Galen kept trying and shortly after Craig was drafted and inducted into the Army Janelle agreed, and they started dating. The ensuing relationship would prove to be beneficial to both.   
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CHAPTER EIGHT    
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Christmas Eve, 1967.  Penn Wood Manor apartments, apartment 922.  Janelle relaxed her legs over the lap of Galen, head on a pillow at the end of the couch. The sofa was flanked by a Christmas Tree, in front of the second story balcony sliding glass door.  It had been hastily decorated by both, almost an afterthought.  She was wrapped in a flannel robe, with nothing underneath. Galen pulled a small blanket around his shoulders.  Their relationship had blossomed, but both withheld details of past issues affecting their lives. The sex was great, Janelle relaxed, allowed herself to be human, if only for a few hours. The coffee table had two glasses on coasters, and a bottle of Chevas Regal scotch next to the glasses. The ice bucket was half full, on the floor next to the couch. The television off, only a table lamp lit with a soft white bulb. The component stereo played a collection of Christmas songs on the reel-to-reel tape player.   

“Got two things I want you to promise me, right now, I need you, need more than just the sex, more than just you being here.”

Galen readjusted the blanket, “Ok shoot, I’m game, anything you want, I promise.”

“Good, usually you go home after we have sex, I’m ok with it, but tonight I want you to stay. The mattress is lumpy, the bed is small, I need you to stay. Please, it’s been, like, wait, I need to go a little further. Christmas was always a big thing for me and Joey. He loved Christmas, the lights, the trees, the songs of the season. His dad was Jewish, I don’t think I ever told you that. Not sure, maybe the scotch, just maybe you. Who knows.”

Galen reached over and took Janelle’s hand, held it against his chest. “I know you have held back, but go ahead, I’m good for listening.”

“Galen, Josh and I never married, his family and my family were against the relationship, but we made this beautiful little boy, who became a man. We were so young Josh and me. I told you before, Josh promised to marry me, I was a good catholic girl, but he said he wanted to wait until he came back from Korea. It never happened. Josh was a Navy corpsman, assigned to the Marines, you know all that. Killed in action, me and Joey left behind, I was angry at God, very angry.”

“I understand, hard to realize or accept wars, and the death that they bring.”

“When Joey was in school the kids found out his dad was a Jew, made fun of him, he was frail, unsure of himself. He turned towards me. We had each other, he wanted to accept both religions, but the teasing about being part Jewish got to him.”

“I don’t understand, how. I’m not going to stop you; I want you to tell me your thoughts and feelings. You keep most everything to yourself, at least that’s what I think.” Galen had trouble finding the words.

“He wanted to prove himself, he joined the Marines, I never imagined he would survive the training, the rigors, the harassment. When he came home before being sent to Vietnam, he was this muscled up, handsome young man, more confident than I had ever seen him. We spent Christmas together, our last. Exchanged gifts, talked about growing up, how we both had each other.”

“You never say much, I know the hurt you feel, I’m so sorry, maybe at times I overlook what you have been through.”

“Galen, Craig has been over there about 3 months, right.”

“Yeah, I try not to count the days, seems unreal, my son, my only child, in this worthless war over nothing.”

“Galen, does he write, you, his mom, you are a link, maybe all you have together until he comes home.”  Janelle stopped, looked at the ceiling, wondered if she was slurring her words a bit.   

“I don’t know about his mom, I never hear from her, been a few years now since she moved back out to the Pittsburgh area. He has written several times, doesn’t say much, that is Craig, keeps stuff close.  He has always been a loner. I figure there is only so much they can actually say or even know.”   

“There is a metal document lock box under my bed, I have Joey’s letters in it.  The day I found out about Joey I did not go to work, can’t remember why, I was about to quit the county job. Had some sick days accrued. I kept thinking that something was wrong.  I relive that day repeatedly, but it is never the same. Sometimes I remember it as I already knew even before the two officers came to the door. Other times I remember it as I did not know, it was such a shock. I had been having nightmares but couldn’t think of the details. Now I have them less, my dreams that I remember are happier. Sometimes it makes me feel guilty.”

Galen paused, looked at Janelle, she had the start of tears in the corner of her eyes, “did you think about help, maybe a psychologist, someone to help you sort stuff out, if that is even possible.”

“Look I’m talking it out, with you, it helps.”

“I never even finished high school, just a dumb steelworker.”

“Not really, look how you stand up to the others who want the war to last, you told me they love the overtime, all the extra money. That takes balls and smarts to see through it.”

“Screw them, but I would not wish it on any of them. The worry, not knowing, I don’t need to tell you, you lived it in the worst way. Now before I forget what the other wish is, I have already agreed to stay, easy decision, wake up alone or next to you.”

Janelle reached for some tissues on the end table, nothing matched in the apartment, but all the furniture was clean and well kept. She patted her eyes. “Pour me another few fingers of that scotch, one ice cube, then I’ll ask you.”  He refilled her glass.  

She reached for the glass, took a sip. “After I claimed his body, about two weeks later I got another letter. It had been opened, the envelope was wrinkled, smudged with dirt. My hands trembled.  I was angry, again cursing God. I never had the courage to read it. Was it written the day he died. The paperwork from the Department of the Navy said shell fragments, other explosive materials. Body was recovered. I know they use what they call generic words; I have never been able to get any information, more than those words. Some province in Vietnam. I can’t spell it let alone pronounce it. I looked at a map, it was in the north, near the demilitarized zone, they call it the DMZ.  I could not view his body; they told me he was put back together the best they could. The alcohol, must be hard to understand what I am trying to say.”

Galen thought to himself that she was not hard to understand, she wasn’t slurring her words. “Janelle, they must try and get everything together before they ship the bodies. Probably found the letter with his personal stuff. Maybe they must read them, make sure it is ok for the next of kin to read. I know it sounds cruel. When I was on Iwo Jima, I often thought about who took care of the bodies, I know that word sounds cruel, but who sorted out the bodies, to get shipped back home.” He poured himself another drink, wanted to smoke a cigarette, and decided this wasn’t the time.

Janelle took another sip, “Ok here goes. Sometime I want you to read the letter, and tell me about it. Maybe read it to me, I will have to think about that. When Craig comes home, and he will, tell me about the letter. I purged myself for my lack of faith, now I pray every day and every night for Craig to come home safe. God can’t let me down again.”  Tears streamed from her eyes, they were now red, she caressed the tissue on her cheeks. “Galen, it’s after 12, Merry Christmas, I bought you a gift, open it when we wake tomorrow. After breakfast, we can have Christmas morning together.”
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