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Chapter
1






Standing in Tree pose,
Raelynn tried to focus her attention on the screen. Kathy Smith
cheerily advised her to keep her abdominal muscles tucked in to
maintain her balance. Kevin walked into the kitchen, ten feet away,
searching for his cell phone, which was tucked between two couch
cushions. Her husband of fourteen years stood beside her, oblivious
to the same exercise routine his wife had practiced for over ten
years. The sky was an inky black at such an early hour. The girls
were still asleep, so the house, save for the two cats meowing to
be fed, was as quiet as an empty church.

“Love ya.”
Kevin said by rote, as he kissed her quickly on the cheek, before
heading out the side door. She waited for more, but it didn’t come.
Forty minutes later, Raelynn checked her phone for a message from
Kevin, but there was nothing there. Mentally shrugging, she decided
he would text her later.

As she arrived at work, a
lone muffin sat on her desk. It was fresh and still warm to the
touch. It was her favorite: a fruit explosion, complete with jelly
inside. Raelynn looked at her co-worker and saw the glimmer of a
smile on her face. “I didn’t forget.”

“Thanks.”
Raelynn said, sniffing the muffin.

When three-thirty rolled
around that afternoon, Raelynn received a text message from the
girls, saying that they were home from school safely, and an extra
special message was attached, which made Raelynn grin. As she
packed her things to go home, she checked her phone again. There
were a few special messages from friends and family, but nothing
from Kevin.

Preparing dinner, Raelynn
heard her phone beep. She went to it, anticipating what she’d been
waiting for all day. The display read that it was Kevin, and she
smiled. But as she read the message, she realized that it was just
him letting her know that he would be late. Cooking dinner, she
chided herself for feeling so resentful. Kevin was always a
procrastinator, and that was likely the reason for the message of
his tardiness.

Dinner was warm and ready
on the table when Kevin arrived home. Raelynn welcomed him with a
warm smile. As he walked in the door, he was covered, head to toe,
in dirt. His short brown, curly hair was grimy under his baseball
cap. The company logo on his hat matched the one on the right
breast pocket of his once blue, grimy uniform. Grumbling about an
awful day, Kevin went straight to the bathroom and ran a bath, then
he took a long shower. As the dishes lay wet but clean in the rack,
Raelynn heard the doorbell ring. Thinking it could be Kevin’s
surprise, she opened the door with an ear-to-ear grin. She was
greeted by one of the neighbor’s daughters, wanting to play with
the kids. Pursing her lips, Raelynn decided to go read in the
bedroom, giving up any hope.

Kevin lay in the
basement, watching television and resting his aching body. Raelynn
never bothered him; she knew better than to interfere when he’d had
a bad day at work. After putting the kids to bed, she noticed that
Kevin had snuck upstairs and was in the bedroom. She wondered…maybe
he was just building anticipation all day and night. As she went
into the bedroom, she saw that he was reading a book, half asleep.
He didn’t even acknowledge her presence.

“Kevin?”

“Hm.” He
answered, not taking his exhausted, glassy eyes off the
page.

“I know we’re
goin’ away next month ‘n it’s costin’ us a bundle.”

Kevin kept reading, his
eyes scanning the pages, half listening.

A lump formed in her
throat. She could barely get words out. “And I know we had an
agreement about thangs b’cause money’s tight.”

Lifting his head, Kevin
put the book down.

She looked directly at
him. A tear fell down her cheek. “But nothin’ at all? Not a
word?”

“What?” Kevin
barked, as if she was trying to tell him that he forgot to do the
dishes. He knew a forgotten chore was no reason for such drama, but
maybe Raelynn was overtired? He thought.

“Today’s ma
birthday!”

Rolling his eyes, a
flicker of guilt passed through them as he lulled his head back
onto the pillow. “I thought we decided we weren’t doin’ anythang
fer our birthdays b’cause a Disney.” He licked his lips and sighed
compassionately. “I thought that’s what y’all wanted.” His voice
was low and apologetic.

“Well,
yeah…but nothin’? Not even a card? Y’all didn’t even SAY Happy
Birthday.” She sobbed.

“I’m sorry.”
Kevin said, shaking his head and pursing his lips, the same way he
did whenever he did anything wrong and felt badly about it. It was
an expression Raelynn recognized as self-deprecation, or sometimes,
self-loathing. Apologies didn’t come easy for Kevin, so Raelynn
knew that he meant it. She said nothing and got into bed. He turned
off the light and snuggled in behind her while she sniffled. “I
love ya.”

“Love you,
too.” She managed, although it was so low, Kevin had to strain to
hear it.

Little did she know that
her next birthday would be much different…it would change her life
forever.

 


…

 


Seven Months
Later

 


The heat from the flames
started to scorch her face, but it was too mesmerizing not to
watch. Fire licked up the sides of the shop as if the small
building had been thrown into an apartment-sized bonfire. As
firefighters tried in vain to douse the flames, years of Raelynn’s
father-in-law’s retired work were quickly becoming soot. She’d
never been this close to a fire before, not since her neighbor left
a lamp on in the apartment unit next to hers when she was a little
girl. But even then, they never saw anything, they just smelled the
bedsheets burning from one door over.

“Raelynn?”
Lee, one of the firemen called, but Raelynn didn’t hear. “Raelynn?”
he repeated, this time louder.

Whipping her head towards
him, she shook the daze off her face. “You might wanna stand b’hind
the yellow tape here. It’s not safe.” Lee said. He spoke from
behind a plexiglass guard, and he stood at least one head taller
than her.

Taking a step back, she
watched as he waited for her to move further. After another step,
he walked away, satisfied. The yellow caution tape had been put in
place by the Fire Marshall, who was inside the small cottage, about
twenty-five feet from the shop, where her father-in-law lived. For
all intents and purposes, the workshop upstaged the size of the
house; it was twice its size.

Without a roof, the shop
resembled an old dollhouse Raelynn’s mother had once made for her
out of the box that a circa 1982 microwave had arrived in. The top
of the makeshift dollhouse was left open, allowing access to the
dolls and furniture within. Only, the shop had old tools, a
broken-down tractor that John, her father-in-law, had been working
on, and a couple of questionable-looking rusted acetylene tanks.
The brick fireplace was one of the only items intact, sitting in
the corner, way too close to the tanks. After the roof had
collapsed, part of the sides began to crumble, but that had been
ten minutes ago. Now, one could discern the tractor from the burned
spaces in between the slats of wood that made the walls.

Water sprayed on the
sides of the dilapidated building, from long rubber hoses that a
handful of firemen held; two stood on each side of the shop, and
half a dozen were spraying water in the nearby wooded area as a
preventative measure during Arkansas’ dry season. Lee, who had
approached minutes prior, kept looking back at her. Flames roared
in the spots where the water wasn’t being applied, as if teasing.
The heat was incredible, but despite her sweating, Raelynn couldn’t
walk away. She didn’t hear the Fire Marshall approach, but she felt
his tap on her shoulder.

“Mrs. Bloom,
did yer father-in-law have insurance?” he asked. He spoke in a
sigh. He shook his head, as if defeated.

“I don’t
think so.” She answered, shaking her head, nearly mirroring his
expression. “He has house insurance, but I don’t b’lieve they would
extend it to the garage b’cause of the fireplace.”

He lifted a brow,
silently conveying the fact that he agreed with the insurance
company. “And he don’t remember what happened at all, from what he
told me.”

“That’s
correct. He said he’d taken a nap ‘n woke up ta his shop in
flames.” She cleared her throat. “He thinks a neighbor deliberately
set it.”

The Fire Marshall stared
towards the burning shop, deflecting a reaction. “Any word on Mr.
Bloom?”

“No, not
yet.”

He turned his attention
to the tractor that stood behind them. A long, heavy-looking chunky
chain lay in the dirt in front of it. “So he was tryin’ ta save the
tractor,” he nodded at the piece of machinery. “when he burned his
hands on the chain.” It was a statement, not a question.

“That’s what
I understood.”

Ten minutes later the
shop was nothing but a steaming pile of rubble. A poured concrete
frame remained in the earth, the shape of a squared horseshoe.
Plumes of smoke drifted into the surrounding trees. The water still
sizzled as it landed on the burned wood that now appeared like a
mound of charcoal briquettes. Heat still radiated from the area,
but Raelynn was called into John’s house, at the request of the
Fire Marshall.

The small, two-bedroom
bungalow smelled of dust as Raelynn entered. She’d never been in
the house without her husband or her father-in-law before. It felt
foreign and invasive. Normally they would come with the two kids,
toting their own food and water, because Papa John never had
anything worth eating in his refrigerator, and the water wasn’t
consumable from the well from which he was supplied. She chose
defiantly to leave her shoes on, even though they always removed
them when they visited.

“Call me
Nick.” The Fire Marshall said to Raelynn, extending his hand to
her. His shoes were still on, too, making her feel less guilty.
Nick had replaced the last Fire Marshall, who had retired
recently.

“Raelynn.”
She said, giving him a weak smile.

Nick had removed his hat
and had placed it on top of a pile of newspapers that lay on the
dining room table. The table had a vinyl cloth on it that looked
older than the tube television in the living room. A layer of toast
crumbs was visible ten feet away, from her vantage point at the
foyer. Another layer of filth could be seen along the kitchen
counter, where a coffee mug and bread dish lay upside-down on a
used paper towel. Nick had short, black, salt and pepper hair. His
clean-shaven face was littered with fine lines, suggesting he was
in his early fifties. Trim and fit, he had the musculature of a
swimmer or a runner. A short knock came from the door, and Raelynn
stepped out of the foyer while Nick answered it.

As if he’d been expecting
company, Nick easily opened the door and welcomed the Chief of
Police. “Hey, Chris. Glad ta see y’all again. Sorry fer the
circumstances.” Nick frowned and gestured for Chris to enter.
Sticking his hand out, Chris shook Raelynn’s hand as she introduced
herself.

“Where’s Mr.
Bloom senior?” Chris spoke as though Raelynn’s father-in-law’s
absence clearly incriminated him.

“Ma husband
took him ta the hospital fer burns.”

Chris nodded without eye
contact, staring at the floor. “Well, I can’t say this wan’t
expected.” The Chief rolled on the balls of his feet and spoke
conversationally. “We’ve had sev’ral complaints from neighbors
regardin’ Mr. Bloom.” Raelynn couldn’t tell if he was addressing
her or Nick. “I’ve had a few of ma men here over in the last six
months.” Then he looked at Raelynn. “He on any
medication?”

Nodding, Raelynn walked
over to the bathroom. “He keeps it in here, ‘n some in the kitchen.
When we visited last, I came in ‘n took pictures a the medicine
bottles ta research what they were for.” She said, rifling through
the cupboard above the bathroom sink. The wooden drawers below had
been rubbed clean of their finish from years of wear by John’s
motor oil ridden clothes. A toothbrush, razor and various
toiletries lay opened on the filthy countertop. “A friend of the
family has been keepin’ watch over him ‘n she’s a retired nurse. We
live four hours away, so we can only come up so often. She said
he’s been complainin’ of bladder troubles, and that sometimes it
can cause confusion or delusions in older men if it goes
untreated.”

Nick stood behind her,
but Chris had disappeared into one of the other rooms. Raelynn
wasn’t sure if this was legal; for them to be snooping through
John’s house without his knowledge or presence. One thing was for
certain, she knew that if John found out, he’d be a force to reckon
with. “I’m sure that explains what’s goin’ on with him.”

Chris reappeared. He
stood in the entrance to the bathroom. His expression was like
stone. “How will he explain this?” The Chief of Police was deadpan.
He’d been in John’s room. In one hand he held a box of
bullets.

In the other hand was a
loaded rifle.

 


…

 


“Holy Lord!
You musta crapped yer pants!” Emily barked, as she stuffed a
forkful of omelet into her mouth.

“Almost.”
Raelynn scoffed, sipping her cranberry juice. Her straightened,
graying-brown hair lay in a pool behind her back.

Kristen’s eyes widened.
“Was it registered? Is he gonna get fined fer that?” she asked as
the waitress delivered her order of pancakes. She tucked a strand
of her short, strawberry-blonde hair behind her ears.

Heather sat with her arms
crossed over her ample chest. Her scrambled eggs were sitting on
the waitress’s tray. “It was prolly just a huntin’ rifle. He does
live out in the sticks, don’t he?”

“Yeah,”
Raelynn answered as she forked up a pile of pancakes. “But the
thang was loaded, ‘n it wan’t locked up. Aren’t there laws fer
that?”

“What did
Kevin say?” Emily asked after she swallowed a mouthful of
food.

“I think he
was embarrassed fer his dad.”

“How
is his dad?” Heather
asked as the waitress set her breakfast down.

Raelynn shrugged and
spoke with her mouth half full. “He could be worse. Burned hands as
opposed to a full-body barbecue. If that had’ve gotten outta hand,
his whole house could’ve gone up…with him in it.”

Kristen shook her head.
“No kiddin’. So is Kevin finally gonna bring him down here? Closer
to y’all?”

“So he says.”
Raelynn answered. Heather and Kristen exchanged a look that Raelynn
didn’t catch, but Emily did. Heather and Kristen sat opposite each
other, and Emily sat next to Kristen, with Raelynn across from
Emily. The cozy diner was full, which was the usual. Despite the
popularity of Walter’s Diner, the four girls met up every Sunday
morning for breakfast. Each lived less than ten minutes away from
each other.

Heather was ready to
change the subject. She inhaled deeply. “So, wanna guess where
Craig ‘n I er goin’ next weekend?” Heather was a Kinesiologist who
worked in the same medical facility where Raelynn was a dietician.
Raelynn also visited the Physiotherapy clinic weekly for Bilateral
Scoliosis.

Raelynn wanted to look
away and feign disinterest, but she couldn’t. Her ears perked
up.

“Where do
y’all need to go?” Emily, Raelynn’s best friend since college,
tossed a tendril of raven hair off her shoulder. “It’s
summer.”

Heather squished her
eyebrows together. Her bleached blonde hair was angularly cut to
her shoulders. Her eyebrows were sculpted perfectly above her eye
sockets. “So? We’re goin’ to a romannic little cabin.” She inhaled
dreamily. “Just me, Craig, a bottle a wine ‘n a
fireplace.”

“and a bed.”
Emily added, wiggling her brows. Emily’s curly brown hair pooled
around the left side of her chest in a side ponytail. Heather gave
her a playful shove.

Kristen, who lived on
Raelynn’s street and once babysat Raelynn’s girls, chimed in. “Is
there any room service in said cabin?”

“Y’all
obviously haven’t been in a cabin recently.” Emily was
sarcastic.

“I was bein’
facetious.” Kristen was frosty and matter-of-fact. Emily shrugged
and continued eating her breakfast.

“Oh, stop it,
you two.” Heather interrupted. “We’re goin’ ta Blue Mountain, not
campin’. I won’t hafta lift a finger, ‘n neither will Craig, that’s
why we’re goin’ there.”

“Wait, what
was that look a few minutes ago?” Emily prodded, staring at Heather
and Kristen, pointing her fork at them.

Heather gave her an
evaluating glance, looking her up and down. “What look?”

“That…look.
When Rae said Kevin was goin’ ta move his dad down
here?”

Thankful the discussion
had left Heather and Craig’s forthcoming sexual experience, Raelynn
was about to serve herself another forkful of pancakes, and paused
halfway from fork to mouth, with her mouth half open. Heather and
Kristen peered quickly at Raelynn, and then their gazes went back
to Emily. “We didn’t have a look.” Kristen said unconvincingly. It
was so unconvincing that her voice cracked.

“Do y’all
have a problem with Kevin’s dad movin’ here?” Emily asked. Her tone
was guarded.

Kristen lifted a hand
defensively. “Not at all. That’s not it.” She stated
fairly.

“Well, what
is it then?” Raelynn asked, putting her fork down. It was still
loaded with pancakes.

Kristen looked at
Raelynn’s fork, realizing she might have made her friend lose her
appetite, and she exhaled, as if defeated. “I’m sorry. I didn’t
mean ta cause anythang.”

Raelynn’s brows knit
together. “Why? What’s wrong?”

Shaking her head, Kristen
tried to make light of the situation. “It’s nothin’. It’s
just…y’all been tryin’ ta get Kevin to move his dad out here fer
two years. He keeps sayin’ he’ll talk to him ‘n then we hear the
story over ‘n over again. Kevin keeps puttin’ it off ‘n denyin’
what’s goin’ on with his dad, ‘n you suffer for it.”

Heather nodded her
agreement as she continued feeding herself.

Folding her arms across
her chest, Raelynn sighed. “Well, I was there m’self. The man
burned down his workshop. He can’t be left alone no more. Not
unless Kevin wants a call from the morgue ta go identify his
father’s body.”

Emily placed her hand on
top of Raelynn’s. “I’m so glad yer not takin’ this
hard.”

Raelynn lifted one side
of her mouth into a smirk. “Yeah, well, John’s not the easiest guy
ta feel sorry for. He lives out in the bush b’cause he wants to be
as far away from civilization as possible, includin’ from his own
family. Never mind that he has two granddaughters who ask about him
constantly, and a daughter-in-law who wants to reach out, but he
keeps bitin’ her hand off.” Raelynn lifted her fork and ate the
pancake off it, speaking with her mouth full. “It’s easier ta get
through this when there’s a degree of separation from it. Even
Kevin shakes his head over his dad sometimes.”

Heather smiled. “Y’all
wanna come ta Blue Mountain with me this weekend? I’ll leave Craig
at home with the dogs.” She joked.

That got a smile. Raelynn
changed the subject. “Y’all need me ta watch the dogs?”

Thirty minutes later the
girls each paid their breakfast bills. Heather and Kristen went
their separate ways, but Emily and Raelynn stayed behind a few more
minutes. “What’s goin’ on b’tween Heather ‘n Kristen? Why did they
get all weird on me like that?”

“I dunno.”
Emily shrugged. “Neither of ‘em has in-laws, so I guess they don’t
really understand what it’s like. They don’t have kids, neither,
fer that matter, so they dunno how complicated it gets when y’all
mix in-laws with kids.”

Raelynn shook her head,
disagreeing. “Kristen don’t technically have in-laws, but she’s
close enough with Luke’s parents ta call ‘em that.”

Staring down at her from
her nose, Emily argued. “It’s not the same.”

Letting her comment go,
Raelynn continued. “And y’all have in-laws, but ya don’t have
kids.”

Emily knew where she was
going. “But I’m closer ta yer kids than anyone in yer family, so I
feel a lotta what y’all feel.”

Raelynn wasn’t sure if
that was true. Emily couldn’t have children, and she’d seen
Raelynn’s children nearly every day since their birth, but it still
wasn’t the same experience as being their mother, she was certain
of it. “I wish they would just come out ‘n say what’s on their
minds. I’m a big girl, I can handle it.”

“It’s more
about them.” Emily countered. “They live completely different lives
than you do. Heather ‘n Craig travel the world ‘n live a casual,
child-free lifestyle. Kristen ‘n Luke are much the same, except
they’re tryin’ ta have kids. Sometimes I wonder how we’re all
friends since we have so little in common. Heather don’t like
talkin’ about reality, and Kristen’s too scared ta talk about
certain thangs sometimes.”

“And what
about you?” Raelynn picked up her purse, readying herself to leave
the restaurant.

Emily craned her neck
backward, picking up her purse, too. “What about me?”

“Does ma
talkin’ about John make y’all uncomfortable?”

Scoffing, Emily pulled
her purse strap over her shoulder and rose from the chair. “Honey,
we’ve talked about the sizes of our spouse’s penises. Do y’all
honestly think talkin’ about John makes me uncomfortable?” then she
paused. “Start talkin’ about the size of his penis, and I might be
uncomfortable…wait, no, he’s your father-in-law, that would make
you uncomfortable.” She giggled as she watched Raelynn’s face
sour.

“That would
do it.”

 


***

 


Two Months
Before

 


Kevin had left for work
hours ago. Raelynn was straightening her long, brown hair with a
blow dryer. “Trin?” she called, shouting over the hair appliance.
“Did y’all brush yer teeth? I’m gonna be ready ta do yer hair in
about five minutes.”

Ten year old Trinity was
in her room with one of their cats. The animal had been pinned to
the bed by the girl, and wasn’t putting up a fight.

“Trinity
Michelle Bloom! Get off that poor cat! Lan sakes!” Thirteen year
old Liza shrieked as she entered her younger sister’s
bedroom.

“Girls?”
Raelynn called. She’d abandoned her hair as she searched for the
cordless phone, which was ringing. “Please be quiet. I need ta
answer the phone.” She ordered, walking swiftly towards the land
line. “Who’d be callin’ this early in the mornin’ is beyond me.”
She muttered. The number was unknown, but the harried mother picked
it up anyway. “Hello?”

“Is this
Kevin Bloom’s wife?” the woman on the other end asked.

“Yes. This is
Raelynn Bloom.” She could feel her heart pumping harder. The tone
in the woman’s voice suggested that this wasn’t a doctor’s office
calling for an appointment confirmation. “Can I help
you?”

“Sorry to
bother y’all at this time, but I’m a nurse ‘n I work in shifts, so
this was all I could manage.” The woman paused. “I’m Lynn; John’s
niece. I’m the one who’s been lookin’ after him?”

To her knowledge, the
woman checked in on him a couple of times a week, which wouldn’t
necessarily qualify for ‘taking care of him’. And Raelynn
understood that the woman wasn’t related.

Lynn continued. “We’ve
never met, ‘n I don’t think we’ve ever spoken on the phone b’fore.”
She paused, and Raelynn could hear her scratching at something,
perhaps on her face. “I was just concerned about John. I don’t have
Kevin’s cell number, so I looked yer house number up.”

Raelynn remained silent,
listening intently. “Ya see, he’s been talkin’ nonsense lately, and
now he won’t even let me come in ta see if he’s okay. The cops were
by ‘n they said he’d been followin’ some little kid
around.”

None of this made any
sense. Raelynn knew her father-in-law was having problems with
sleep, and he had a history of trust issues with his neighbors and
the general public, but unless Lynn had done something to betray
John’s trust, she didn’t understand why he would prevent her from
coming to see him. The other question that remained was, if John
wouldn’t let Lynn come into the house, how did she know that the
police had been there?

“I’ll let
Kevin know. I appreciate the call.” Was all Raelynn could think of
to say.

Lynn went on and
reiterated a couple of points, trying too hard, giving the
impression that her story wasn’t believable, but after ten minutes,
Raelynn ended the call, truthfully because she’d run out of time
and had to get herself and the girls out the door for the day. On
her way to work, Raelynn phoned Kevin.

“Is this a
bad time?” Raelynn asked her husband. He was a forklift mechanic
and at any point in time during the day he could be under a piece
of heavy equipment.

“Nope. Go
ahead.” Kevin’s tone was terse, like he was irritated. Raelynn
couldn’t tell if he was in a bad mood because of the call or
because of something that happened before she called. She gave him
the Cole’s notes version of her conversation with Lynn.

With a brief sigh, Kevin
responded. “Okay. I’ll have Paula go on over ‘n check on him.”
Paula was Kevin’s niece who lived one town over from
John.

“But don’t ya
think y’all should call yer father?”

“And say
what?” Kevin demanded. “If I mention any of this to him, he won’t
trust me, neither.”

“Well, we
have those pictures of his prescriptions…shouldn’t ya at least call
his doctor? I mean, if he’s sick, we should do somethin’, shouldn’t
we?”

Another sigh. This one
was more prominent, like he was frustrated. “I’m not comfortable
that you even did that.”

“Well, what
was I supposed ta do? Your dad’s been actin’ crazy fer a while now,
and y’all don’t seem to want to do anythang about it.” Raelynn
hated listening to the weekly conversations Kevin had with his
father. The man had clear mental issues. Many times, Kevin sat on
the phone with his dad, with his head buried in his hands, while
John spoke about his paranoia; the most common was that the
neighbors were all on dope. “What happens if he ends up like my
grandfather? Found dead sittin’ on his couch, days later? Y’all
want yer daddy to end up like that?”

“No!” Kevin
shouted. He was a man of few words. Some were louder than
others.

“Well, what
if what this woman says is true? That he’s followin’ some little
kid around?”

“Would ya
stop it!” Kevin raised his voice. “It’s prolly the neighbor’s kid
trespassin’ on my dad’s lakefront property! You know he hates the
neighbors! She’s a single mother with five kids; all diff’rent
fathers! She lets ‘em roam around night ‘n day!”

“What if he
gets arrested? Then what? We hafta do somethin’ about this, Kevin!
He needs to move closer to us b’fore somethin’ terrible happens!
You said yerself that he don’t wanna live out in the bush no more!
Do somethin’!”

“Fine. I’ll
deal with it.”

“Yeah, I’ve
heard that b’fore.”

“Look, I
gotta go.” Kevin said, calming a notch. “I’ll do what I
can.”

“Okay.”
Raelynn said breathily.

“I love you.”
Kevin said.

“Love you,
too.”

After fourteen years of
marriage, Raelynn knew not to argue with Kevin about his father. He
barely spoke to his three older siblings, his mother abandoned the
family when Kevin was barely five years old, and his stepmother
abandoned the family when Kevin was fifteen. His father, a
recovered alcoholic, was the only family tie that Kevin had left.
With a history of alcohol abuse in her own family, Raelynn and
Kevin were often on a level playing field when comparing notes on
their scarred childhood. Raelynn’s desperate attempts to seemingly
rescue her father-in-law were well intended; her own father, a
severe alcoholic, took his own life at age forty-one.

Kevin was often a
difficult person to live with. Moody and seldom social, it lent
itself sometimes to a rather lonely marriage for Raelynn. She found
herself fantasizing about better times and better marriages through
her hobby: writing romance novels. But deep down, Raelynn knew the
bond that she and Kevin had was indestructible. Kevin would do
anything for her and had, many times. If it weren’t for the deep
love that they had for each other, she would never have traveled so
far in life. They made a great team together, having conquered many
things. Raelynn knew that ultimately, if she drew a line somewhere,
Kevin would walk on her side of it happily. But it was times like
these, when Kevin wore his ignorance hat, that were
infuriating.

As Raelynn arrived at
work, she saw Craig, the medical supply technician, also Heather’s
partner, in the parking lot.

“Hey, what’s
with the puss?” Craig said as he saw Raelynn slide out of the
driver’s seat.

“Bad mornin’.
How’re you?” she felt her cheeks heat. Craig was six-foot-two with
thick, dark brown hair and blue eyes. Craig’s features were
natural, in fact, the most appealing trait was that aside from his
attire, he mostly looked thrown together, but he did it well. His
messy, curly hair looked touchably soft, and he had a non-arrogant
confidence about him that made Raelynn’s toes curl. She didn’t hide
the jealousy around Heather, and Heather lapped it up most of the
time.

Craig looked at his
watch. “I’m late. Heather’s fault.” He rolled his eyes as he stood,
seemingly waiting up for Raelynn, despite the fact that he already
said he was running late.

Struggling with her purse
and briefcase, Raelynn opened the passenger side door. “Here, lemme
help y’all with that.” Craig said, taking her briefcase for her.
“Y’all goin’ to the kids’ End of School Year Talent Show next
Friday?” Craig didn’t have kids, but his niece, whom he adored,
went to the same school as Raelynn’s kids.

“Yeah, if I
can get outta here in time. Kevin prolly won’t be able ta make it.”
He almost always worked late on Fridays.

“I’ll save
you a seat.” Craig said.

Suddenly Raelynn had two
reasons to go.


Chapter 2






John sat in his chair; an
old armchair, which once had a velvety touch. The tattered sheet
that covered it in a vain attempt at preservation, lay askew on the
chair, as if thrown on at the last minute. Peggy, a realtor, whom
Kevin attended high school with, sat on the couch five feet away.
The old man’s expression was that of distaste. He didn’t like the
idea of selling his home any more than he liked the idea of having
a stranger in his house. The only reason he allowed her entry was
because he trusted his son’s judgment. But both Kevin and Raelynn
knew that all it would take was one word out-of-turn, and she would
be unceremoniously told to leave.

Trinity and Liza sat on
the floor; John had made an attempt at sweeping the laminate before
their arrival. The card game they played entailed little
conversation, which was exactly what Raelynn had requested.
Trinity’s long brown hair was pulled back in a tidy braid. She wore
a pair of denim shorts and a t-shirt, and she was chewing on a
piece of gum, rather loudly, as Raelynn nervously watched John’s
gaze float between Peggy and Trinity. Liza had long blonde hair,
which she had in French-braided pigtails on either side of her
head. Her black jumper was one size too small, but the thirteen
year old refused to donate it.

“We’ll do an
inspection of the oil furnace next week, and the photographer will
be here on Monday to take pictures for the listin’.” Peggy
explained as concisely as possible, having been debriefed about
John’s paranoid and cantankerous disposition.

“Will I need
to be outta the house?” John asked, pasting on a polite expression,
although not quite a smile. His hands were still bandaged up,
giving the vague resemblance of a gymnast’s hands being wrapped up
before a performance. His fluffy white hair had the imprint from
the baseball cap he’d removed when Peggy arrived. Despite his
irritation most of the time, he still had ingrained manners left
from his childhood. “I don’t drive too well anymore’s the reason I
ask.”

“No, y’all
can be here. That’s okay.” Peggy reassured. “I’ll be here,
too.”

John seemed content with
her response.

“So, when
will the house be on the market?” Kevin intervened.

“Once we
agree on a listin’ price it can be instant.”

John craned his neck
slightly. “That fast, huh. Boy, I sure don’t understand how all
this stuff works.”

“That’s okay,
Dad. We’ll look after all of it.” Kevin addressed his father and
his wife.

“Kevin here’s
got power of attorney, so does that have anythang to do with this?”
John addressed Peggy.

“Yes. Kevin
can sign everythang on yer behalf. Everythang’s done through email.
Y’all don’t even hafta come down to the office fer anythang.” Peggy
explained.

“Just when
you have to see the lawyer.” Kevin added.

“I’ll be in
touch with him.” Peggy murmured to Kevin. “You may not even need ta
be there dependin’ on how his legal assistant works.”

“I don’t
wanna have anythang,” John cut the air with his hand for emphasis,
“anythang ta do with this at all. My son’s goin’ ta take over ma
finances…I just don’t have the head fer it no more.”

“Dad, Raelynn
looks after all of our finances. She does a great job. She can do
yours, too, if you want.”

“I don’t want
nothin’ ta do with it no more.” He repeated, this time with
finality, as he patted his hands on the arms of his chair with a
soft thud. Raelynn didn’t know if that meant he wanted her to take
over his financials, or if he just didn’t want anything to do with
it at all.

“No problem,
Dad. We’ll get y’all down ta our place fer a while until this all
calms down. I’ll have Paula check on the house fer you, and we’ll
get y’all in ta see a good doctor.”

“I don’t
wanna be any trouble. I’ll stay in a motel.”

Kevin smiled without a
trace of mirth. “Well, we haven’t got the room, so, unfortunately,
that’s the way it has ta be fer now.”

“And I don’t
trust that Fire Marshall, neither.” John said, pulling the report
out from a stack of payroll records he’d kept since his working
days, nearly two decades ago. “They filled this out wrong, see.
They said the fire was an accident.” He handed the paper to Peggy.
She humored the old man and examined it thoroughly but didn’t
comment.

“The
neighbors did it, see. The whole lot of ‘em er tryin’ ta drive me
outta this town. Have been fer years. My son’s been tellin’ me ta
give ‘em what they want, that I’m not a young man no more. I guess
it’s time I listened.”

Raelynn sat silently,
waiting for John to go off on a tangent, and it appeared as though
it was about to happen. Kevin had warned her many times that this
was how it happened; he would start talking about the neighbors,
and then John would have to be talked down off the ledge. She
didn’t want that to happen in front of the kids. “Girls, let’s go
bring the cooler in ‘n have some lunch.”

The girls had grown bored
of their card game, so they both rose without delay.

Outside, Trinity asked.
“Mom, how come Grampa don’t like livin’ close ta
people?”

“That’s a
great question, but I don’t really know the answer.”

“How come he
never keeps anythang in the fridge?”

Raelynn pressed the fob
to open the trunk. “Again, sweetie, I don’t really
know.”

Liza chimed in. “I don’t
think he likes people except us. He hates his
neighbors.”

“How come he
ain’t more like Great Grampa? He likes ta play with us, and dance,
and tell jokes.” Trinity was referring to Raelynn’s ninety-four
year old grandfather.

Passing her older
daughter a bag with paper plates and plastic cutlery, Raelynn
explained. “I think b’cause ma grampa fought in the war ‘n was in
the army fer a long time. It humbles you. Also, ma grampa didn’t
drink in his life, ‘n Papa John used ta be an
alcoholic.”

“Like your
dad?” Trinity asked.

“Yes, like my
dad.”

Lizaa paused with the bag
in her hand while Raelynn passed another small bag to Trinity, and
picked up the cooler from the back of the car. “Well, Papa John
don’t drink no more, so how come he’s still like that?”

Raelynn sighed. “I’m
afraid the self-hatred sticks around long after the drinkin’
stops.”

 


…

 


Her computer was in sleep
mode, so Raelynn turned it back on so she could make notes about
her last patient. He appeared to have symptoms of Celiac Disease,
but tests came back negative. She’d consulted with him about a
gluten-free diet and gave him recommendations for brand names and
where to get them, plus a book on gluten-free cooking. The man
seemed perplexed, so she suggested he return in a week’s time for
follow-up. There was no doubt in her mind that he would feel better
the moment he removed wheat from his diet. Failing that, he would
have to try also removing dairy from his diet, however temporarily,
which usually aided the underlying gluten sensitivity.

As she finished her
notes, she looked at the time, remembering that she had to walk
across the hall to the physiotherapy clinic for her weekly
appointment, when she heard a knock at the door. “Come in.” she
said as she saved her document.

“Mom?”
Trinity poked her head inside the office.

Raelynn’s face lit up.
“What’re y’all doin’ here, sweetie? Did ya walk?” the clinic was a
good half hour walk from the house.

“No, I rode
my bike.” Trinity explained, closing the office door behind her. “I
told Dad ‘n he was fine with it. Liza’s a lazy lump ‘n didn’t wanna
come.”

“That don’t
surprise me.” Raelynn said as Trinity came over and gave her a hug.
“Y’all know I have physio now, right? Did ya wanna come in with me?
Heather’s workin’ there today.”

“Sure. That’s
kinda why I came. I think I wanna work in a physiotherapy clinic
when I grow up.” The ten year old stated. Her forehead was beaded
with sweat from the late June heat; her long bangs were damp. She
changed her mind about future careers almost monthly, but Raelynn
encouraged whatever idea she had.

“Well, that’s
a great profession.” Raelynn turned her computer off and locked her
desk. As she rose to lock the filing cabinets, she pulled her cell
phone out of her pocket and recorded a quick voice note to herself
about her first patient in the morning. “Ya ready?”

Trinity nodded and
followed her mom out the door. The building where Raelynn worked
was two stories high; the top story was a large walk-in/family
practice clinic. In the bottom floor was a dental clinic, a
naturopathic clinic, a pharmacy, Raelynn’s physiotherapy clinic,
and the small office where Raelynn and a psychologist worked. The
physiotherapy clinic was once a Weight Watcher’s with a Dr.
Bernstein’s Health and Diet Clinic attached in the corner, but when
it was converted, Raelynn and her colleague were offered to rent
out the old Dr. Bernstein’s office, and they converted the small
office into two even smaller offices. Luckily, Raelynn’s profession
didn’t require a lot of office space other than a desk and two
chairs. Her and her colleague shared a four-person waiting
room.

When they turned the
corner to head to the physiotherapy clinic, Craig was just coming
out of the clinic. He was carrying a small leather bag, similar to
a doctor’s medical bag. “Hey, cuties.” He winked to both
girls.

“Hi, Craig.”
Raelynn said, and Trinity smiled. Raelynn’s cheeks
flushed.

“I think
Heather’s just finishin’ up with a patient. Michael’s gone fer the
day, so y’all can prolly just head in.” Michael was the
receptionist, who was studying to be a Kinesiologist, so he helped
with the patients as well.

“Thanks.”
Trinity said.

“Y’all tense
from work?” he teased. “I can help with that.” He wiggled his brows
in jest.

Raelynn played along. She
wouldn’t say no if he wasn’t joking, but she knew he was. “I bet
you could.”

Chuckling, Craig turned
as he walked past them. “I’ll see ya Friday?” he said, reminding
her of the kids’ end of year talent show at the school at the end
of the week.

“Fer
sure.”

He gave a final wave
before walking out the front door. Trinity opened the door to the
clinic, and let her mom go in first. A soft beep sounded,
indicating their arrival. “Rae?” she heard Heather call from inside
the clinic.

“It’s me ‘n
Trin.” Raelynn answered.

“Oh,” she
sounded pleased. “Come on back, I’m just settin’ up the television
back here.”

The girls walked to the
small room behind the reception counter. Inside the room was an
Interferential Current, or IFC machine, an ultrasound machine, a
long medical bed, a Hydrocollator, a square table that held towels
folded up like little finger sandwiches, and a metal rack overhead
that had hot packs hanging to dry. Heather stood in front of the
television, that was mounted on the wall, fiddling with the
controller. “I had Craig pop in ta see if he could fix this thang,
but he got a call ‘n had ta rush outta here.”

“We saw him
on the way in.” Trinity supplied. “Can I try?”

“Sure,
sweetie. Y’all give it a go while I get yer mom set up.” She then
addressed Raelynn. “How’s it goin’?”

“Good.”

“Back’s good
today?”

“No
complaints.”

Heather picked up a pair
of metal tongs and opened the Hydrocollator, pulling two hot packs
out of the steaming water inside the metal contraption. She laid
them on two thick hot pack towels that were already ready to go on
the table. Wrapping them tightly, she placed a long towel around
the hot pack, as Raelynn tied her hair up, readying for the heat to
be placed on her neck and back. “Lizaa at home?”

“Yeah, she
was too lazy ta come.” Trinity answered. The television, which had
no picture a moment ago, came to life. The ten year old opened the
YouTube app and selected an episode of ‘Bachelor in
Paradise’.

Heather was impressed.
“Well, it looks like I know who ta call when this thang’s on the
fritz. Thanks, sweetie.”

Trinity grinned and sat
on the bed next to her mom. “It’s okay if I watch this,
right?”
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