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June 1984

Joe had been settled back into his father’s house for over a week.  Repairs were minimal.  His cousin had taken good care of it these past eight years, but new roofing was a must–a job he didn’t appreciate.  The sun softened the shingles as they were spread across the roof within easy reach as he neared the peak.  He could hear sounds of children’s play coming from up the hill, at John Baker’s house, but as the time wore on silence prevailed.  The noise of his hammer banging against the roof filled his ears until a voice seemed to come out of nowhere.


“Hi.  Can I help?”  Robby said as he took a step onto the roof.


“Jesus Christ!”  Joe’s heart jumped to his throat as he quickly moved to the edge of the roof and grabbed the boy.  “What are you doing?!”


“I’m helping ya,”  Robby giggled.


“You sure are.  How did you get over here?”  Joe asked, now holding the child on his lap.


“I walked.  See, it isn’t far.” He pointed to John’s house.


“I know that.  But why isn’t anyone watching you?”

“Uncle Tom is.  But he went into the cellar to get something, and Jackie went in to the bathroom.  So I came down here.  To help you.” He made an attempt to get off the man’s lap.


“Oh, no ya don’t!  You’re going back with Tom.  I’ll get on the ladder first, then I’ll lift you on.  Do you hear?”  Joe asked, and received an affirmative nod.


As the boy stood on the roof in front of the ladder, Joe swung himself onto the rungs, but when he reached for the child, the little boy turned and ran to the other end of the roof.


“HEY!  GET BACK HERE!”  he yelled at the child. 


“Nope,” he said, moving toward the roof where Joe left his hammer.  “I wanna stay here.  I’m gonna help you.”


“Don’t you move!”  Joe told him sternly.


“Why?”


“Because you’ll fall!”


“Are you yelling at me?”  Robby’s chin began to tremble.


“No,” he said in exasperation as he climbed back onto the roof and headed toward the boy.  “I’m not yelling at you.”


“Can I help you?”


“Do you promise not to move?”


“Why?”  He took a step backward onto a loose shingle, his feet sliding out from beneath him and sending him on a slide down the roof.


“That’s why.”  Joe caught him by one arm then picked him up, allowing the child to wrap his arms and legs around him.  “Now, do you promise not to move?”


“Uh-huh.”


“Okay.  You can hand me the nails and you sit here.”  Joe sat him on the roof, then knelt next to him and picked up the hammer.


“Hey,”  Robby said as he shivered.


“What?”  Joe asked, eying the boy suspiciously.


“I have to go to the bathroom.”


“Somehow I had a feeling that’s what you were going to say.  C’mere.  You can go off the edge of the roof,” he said, picking the child up and moving toward the side of the house.  He stood the child in front of him and kept a secure hold on Robby’s shoulders.  “There, fix your pants and go.”


Doing as he said, Robby pulled his shorts down then started waving his hand as he looked off into the distance.  “Hey, look at that lady down there waving at me!”


“What?!  Jesus, stop!  Don’t go!”  Joe said quickly after looking up to see an elderly neighbor woman standing in her lawn about five hundred yards away.  Pulling up Robby’s pants he picked him up then gave a false nervous smile in the woman’s direction, followed by a short wave.  “Great.  I just move back and I probably just got labeled a child molester,” he mumbled then moved toward the front edge of the house but stopped when he remembered it faced the road.  “No, that’s not good either.  Over here, this side faces the trees.  If anyone sees ya, that’s too bad.”


“What’s a child lester?”  Robby asked as he stood and urinated off the roof.


“Ask your mother.”


“Okay.  I’m done.  I can hand you the nails now,”  Robby said, pulling up his shorts.  “Why are you putting these on here?”


“To keep the rain and snow out of my house,” he answered as he took a nail.


“Oh.  Can I take my shirt off too?”  Robby asked, looking at the darkened skin on Joe’s shoulders.


“No.” Joe reached for another nail.


“Why not?  I’m hot too.”


“You’ll burn.”


“No I won’t,” he said and started pulling his shirt up over his head.


“Don’t. . .put that back. . .”  Joe had to laugh in spite of himself when he saw frustration cover the child’s face as his shirt got stuck at the top of his head.


“It won’t come off,”  Robby said irritably, wearing the shirt like a veil that covered his dark hair.  “Can you help?”


“Here, pull it back down first.”  Joe pulled it over his face again so he could stretch the neck opening, then slipped it back over his head.  “There ya go.  Now, how about some more nails?”


“ROBBY!”  roared Tom Baker from the top of the hill.


“Uh-oh,”  Robby giggled as he handed Joe a nail.


“In trouble now, huh?”  Joe asked with a smile as he looked over his shoulder at his old friend walking toward them with Jackie at his side.


“Uh-huh.  Don’t let him take me back up yet.  I want to stay here with you.”


“How come?”  Joe wiped some sweat from his brow then looked at the boy.


“‘cause I like you.”


“How’d he get up there?”  Tom asked from the lawn below.


“I climbed up.  All by myself,”  Robby spoke up.


“Ya did huh?  Well how would you like a swift kick up to the moon?  You know your mother would have a fit if she came home and saw you up there,”  Tom said as he followed Jackie up the ladder.  “Ya need some help there, Joe?”


“As you’ve noticed, I’ve already got a big helper here.”  He turned to Robby again.  “Move down some.”


“But you told me not to move,”  Robby told him.


“C’mon.  I’ll take your hand,” he said, then glanced over at Tom assisting Jackie toward them.  “You better keep a hold on him.  I don’t want him falling off my roof.”


“It’s okay.  He’ll bounce,”  Tom joked then spoke to Jackie as he sat on the roof.  “Sit down, kid.”


“Yeah, he’ll bounce all right.  Just the same as Maddie will bounce down my throat when she finds out.”


“Ah, don’t worry about Maddie,”  Tom said, handing him a shingle, then after a moment went on.  “That’s right, you always did worry about Maddie, didn’t you?  Both you and Bob.”


“Maddie’s a beautiful woman,”  Joe said simply as he took another nail from Robby.


“Maddie?  Beautiful?”  Tom snorted but only received a glance from Joe.  “Is that why you came back?”


“I came back because it was time to come back.” He noticed how both boys were listening intently to the conversation about their mother.  “An opening came up and I transferred back to this hangar.”  He attached another shingle.  “That’s it.  Now, let’s head down for some water.”


Tom helped toss the unused shingles to the ground at the front of the house, then moved with Jackie to the edge and went down the ladder.  Grasping Robby’s hand and the nails Joe also retreated down the ladder, then led them all into the house.


“John said you could have had the job of pilot supervisor but you wouldn’t take it,”  Tom told him after finishing the cool glass of water.


“Wouldn’t have been fair to the other guys.  So they promoted Daily instead.”


“But Daily doesn’t have as much seniority as you.”


“Maybe not total seniority, but I only worked at this hospital a year before I was transferred north.  Anyway, I’m satisfied where I am.  How about you, are you still driving for them?”  he asked Tom, them being the biggest hospital in Central Pennsylvania that all three of the men worked for, Tom as an ambulance driver, John as a flight mechanic, and Joe as helicopter pilot.


“I’ll be heading up to Wilkes-Barre this evening.  During the day, I watch these jokers while Maddie’s at the store.”


“She’s working in a store?  How’s she raising two kids on minimum wages?”


“Minimum wages?”  Tom chuckled.  “Boy, you have been away.  You think she had that house of hers built on minimum wages?”


“What’s she do?  Bookkeeper?”  Joe asked as he watched Robby wander out of the kitchen.


“Yeah, she does the bookkeeping.  She clerks when she has to, prepares the windows.  Hell, I don’t know what all.”


“Manager?!”  Joe asked with a raised brow.  “She built a house on a manager’s pay?”


“No.  She built a house with some of the money she got from the insurance policy three years ago.”


“Hey–look!  He’s got a real old football!”  Robby re-entered the kitchen, carrying the ball.  “My Uncle John has one just like it.”


“Hmm.  The three of us got one that year,”  Joe said to the boy.


“I have Jackie’s.”  Tom said.  “It’s in a trunk at home.  Well, guys, it’s time we hit the road.  Your mom should be home any minute.  Rob, give Joe back his ball.”


“I don’t want to go home.  I wanna stay here with him,”  Robby told his uncle.


“We have to go home.  Mom don’t want us down here.”  Jackie took the football and handed it to Joe then took Robby’s hand and started for the door.


“See ya, Joe.”  Tom got up and followed.


“Yeah, see ya, Joe!”  Robby called over his shoulder as he started outside with his brother.


“See ya.”  Joe looked at the ball in his hands, his mind taking him back eighteen years.

November 1966

It was the championship football game.  If they won this one, the three of them would have made it through high school without a single loss.  They were all seniors, with nothing more important on their minds than this championship game and the newest Beach Boys and Four Seasons albums.  It wasn’t surprising that Jackie Baker was the quarterback for the final deciding play of the game, and everyone knew that his intended receiver would be Joe McNier.  But as Jackie fell back, he saw that Joe was swamped.  Not only the home fans knew who he intended to throw the ball to, the visiting team knew as well.  There was only one other safe choice–his second man.  The power of his arm sailed the ball through the air, toward the opposite side of the field from Joe.  A leap into the air caught it and with silver wings on his heels, Johnny Baker ran over thirty yards to the goal line.


The game was over and Joe missed his chance to make the deciding touchdown but it didn’t matter.  He had had his share throughout the season.  If it had to be anyone else making that touchdown, he was glad it was John.


As the final seconds ticked away on the scoreboard he felt a little depressed, knowing when the board was dark they would lose something to the past.  He was barely off the field before Lena, a blonde, slim, but well curved cheerleader pushed herself into his arms.  She had a snobbish air to her, she was used to getting her way, but at the time that wasn’t what interested him.  She was eager to press her mouth against his, showing everyone who was watching one of the stars of tonight’s game that he was hers.  


He turned to glance at the crowd of dirt and grass-smudged jerseys around him, looking for his two mates that were momentarily lost in a sea of whiteness.  As the players finally thinned out, he saw Jackie with a cheerleader in each arm.  One, a black-haired beauty with her nose stuck three feet in the air most of the time, was an occasional date for Jackie, and the flame-haired beauty on his other arm was her best friend.  It didn’t surprise Joe.  Jackie had jet black hair and features much like his father’s, but cut sharply, as if chiseled in stone with his only flaw in appearance being the dark-rimmed glasses that he wore.  But for some reason the girls disregarded this flaw as they flaunted themselves before him.  


A few steps behind Jackie was John, standing without a cheerleader, with red cheeks as he searched the crowd for his family.  There was no doubting that Jackie and John were brothers when you looked at them.  John looked much like his older brother, but his features were softer and his hair a medium brown in color.   John didn’t have any girl waiting on the sidelines.  Not that he couldn’t have; John just didn’t have the courage to date yet.  His conversations with the females of his school were few, always leaving him with tinted cheeks and a tongue that seemed to have turned itself into a huge knot.


“There’s a party over at the dike,”  Lena whispered in Joe’s ear.


“Is there?”  Joe asked as he started for the locker room with his arm around her waist.


“Uh-huh.  We’ll be expected to show up.”


“Why will we be expected to show up?”  He asked.


“You know perfectly well why.  Everyone knows we’re a couple.  Just like Jack and Sue.”


“We’ll see,” he said simply before going inside.


The boys showered quickly, the warm water tingling the flesh that had been exposed for over two hours to thirty degree air.  Getting dressed came a little slower, each reluctant to leave the glow of the locker room that would never be rekindled again.  But as the last of the players made their way for the dike or their homes, John and Jackie Baker sat with Joe McNier.


“They say there’s a big party over by the river, at the end of the dike,”  Jackie said as he stood up.


“Yeah, I heard.”  Joe stood next.


“They say we’re expected to show up,” said Jackie.


“I know.”


“Are you going?”  Jackie asked his brother.


“No.  I’m going over to Lew’s.  Mom and Dad are waiting.  You guys go though if ya want.  They really don’t expect me–but they will you two,”  John said.


“Yeah, I suppose so,”  Jackie sighed.


“Sue and Lena are waiting out there for us.  So is Mom and Maddie,”  Joe told them.


“So?  Where are yins going?”  asked John.


The answer was simple, they all knew it as they smiled to each other.


“Joe!!  Hurry up!”  Lena called into the locker room.


The three boys walked outside, closing their coats as they eyed the five females that were waiting for them.


“Are you ready?”  Lena asked as she slid her arm through Joe’s.


“Yeah.  We’re ready.”  He glanced at seven-year-old Maddie.  “You ready, John?”


“Uh-huh.”  John’s eyes were cast toward the ground, his embarrassment in the presence of three debutantes of the high school evident.


“He’s going with us?”  Lena asked as she watched John.


“No, he never goes with us,” Sue laughed out loud, then glancing back at Sarah, without any consideration that she could easily hear her.  “He goes home with his mommy, where he belongs.”


“And that’s where we’re going, with our mommy,”  Jackie said as he picked Maddie off the ground.  “You ready, Mouse?”


“Yep.”  Maddie’s smile gleamed, very much satisfied that her oldest brother chose her family’s company over the company of the three cheerleaders–yuk!


“Are Bob and Tom over at Lew’s already?”  Joe asked Sarah.


“They went with Jack and Lew at the end of the game.  They wanted to beat the crowd.”


“You mean you’re going over to their uncles’s house?!”  Lena asked with astonishment.


“Yep.”  They started walking toward the gate.


“But, Joe.”  Lena tried to pull him aside.  “Joe, not over there!  It’s right next to the dump!  It smells–and those people are–are. . .”


“Poor,”  Joe finished for her, making a red fire of anger rise in her face.


“Yesss,” she hissed.  “I’m not going over there!”


“I know.  You weren’t invited.  See ya later, Lena.”


“Where are your glasses, Jackie?”  Sarah asked, relieved to see the two girls walking in the opposite direction than they were heading.


“In my pocket,” he answered his mother.


“I didn’t pay out all that money for you to wear them in your pocket.”


“Okay,” he sighed, pulling them from his shirt.  “I’ll put them on.  Only because I’m carrying the Mouse and we’ll be walking in the dark.  I wouldn’t wanna drop her, she’d get lost and we’d never find her.”


“You better not drop me,”  Maddie warned, pulling her arms around his neck a little tighter.


“Did you see me throw the ball tonight?”  Jackie asked her.


“No.”


“Why not?!”


“I couldn’t see which one was you.  They all looked the same.  But I saw the one that caught it.  Mom says it was Johnny.  Does that mean Johnny won the game?”


“So much for your swelled head, Jack,”  Joe laughed at him.


“Yeah, but what about John’s?”  asked Jackie.


“John’s head couldn’t swell if ya had an air pump attached to his ear.”


Joe saw the girl waiting at the edge of the bridge, a pretty little thing with brown hair.  The rest of her held a passive beauty that was captivating, if you took the time to look past the clothes she was wearing.  A little out of date, obviously second-handed, but clean, even at times a little baggy for her short stature.  His glance moved to Jackie, seeing that he had seen her also as his face took on an almost peaceful expression.  At school everyone assumed Sue was going steady with Jackie, an assumption that Sue planted and helped to flourish, and although Jackie took her out occasionally, Joe knew she wasn’t the one Jackie would eagerly seek out.  The fact that he was seeing someone else was kept hidden but it wasn’t Jackie’s idea.  If it were up to him, he’d shout from the rooftops that he was in love with Brenda Taylor.  But they had to be careful for Brenda was still only a sophomore.  Brenda and Jackie’s relationship began to blossom when as a freshman and junior they would meet in the school library and noticed their interests were much the same.  Jackie was captivated by her, and knew that a poor girl from the south side of town would be ripped apart in no time by the golden girls like Sue and Lena and their friends.  


“Here, John, you’re Maddie’s hero tonight.”  Jackie smiled as he handed his little sister to his younger brother.


“Hi Brenda,”  Sarah smiled.  “You coming over to Lew’s?”


“I wouldn’t miss it,”  Brenda answered.


Jackie lagged behind Joe and the rest of his family, quietly slipping his hand into the young girl’s as they all crossed the short bridge that separated the rest of the city from the road that Lew and a few other families lived on.


“Well, if it isn’t the stars of the team,”  Lew’s wife, Janet, called as the group of people moved into the small kitchen that was already crowded to capacity.


“Some stars.  If the wind wouldn’t have been blowing when Jackie threw that ball it wouldn’t have traveled fifteen feet, let alone forty yards,”  Lew teased.  “And Johnny only caught the ball because he tripped over his big feet, otherwise he would have been way outta range.”


“That’s what I tried to tell them,”  Joe said.


“Oh yeah?  And what were you doing over on the other side of the field with those four guys on top of ya?  Dancin’?” 


“Well, I thought I’d give John a chance at it.”


“Brenda, what are ya doing with a mangey mutt like Jackie?”  Lew asked.


“Oh, I don’t know.  He’s kind of a cute little puppy, don’t ya think?”  


“So, when are you two gettin’ married?”  Lew asked, making Brenda’s face deepen to a crimson.


“She’s only fifteen,” said Jackie.  “Now, if you guys will excuse us, we’d like to go for a walk.”


“Be back by eleven or you’ll lose your ride home,”  Jack told his oldest son.


Joe took a seat across from Lew and Sarah and picked up Maddie to sit on his lap where she leaned back against his chest.  He knew Jackie and Brenda were going to the dike, but close to the bridge that they had crossed a few minutes ago.  It was another three miles to the river and the party that Brenda would never be allowed to attend.  He knew that she would fill a need in Jackie’s heart this night that Sue could never get close to.


“Maddie!  Come on!  Let’s play!”  One of Lew’s sons ran from the room and spotted her, then after relaying the message to the rest of Lew’s ever-growing family, ran back to retrieve Maddie from Joe’s lap.


“You guys be careful with her!”  Lew yelled in the room at his romping sons.  “Hey, brat!”


Maddie stopped in her tracks, her face turning with an eager smile toward her uncle.  “What?”


His answer was a tongue that he stuck out, making her giggle before returning the gesture and running in the room again.


By ten that night Tommy and Bobby were in the kitchen hanging over Jack’s and Lew’s shoulders, listening to the fast-moving conversation between the four adults while Johnny sat on the floor, munching away on a sandwich and listening with as much interest as the younger boys.  At the other end of the house, Lew’s children were asleep in their bedrooms as Maddie slept on the sofa, giving Joe his chance to move outside to sneak a cigarette in the darkness.


“You take Brenda home?”  whispered Joe as Jackie walked  toward him.


“No, wasn’t time.  She said she’d walk.”  Jackie took the cigarette from the pack Joe offered him.  “We’re gonna get married.”


“What?”


“You heard me.  We’ll take Dad’s car this weekend and drive to Maryland.”


“But she’s only fifteen.  She’s only in tenth grade!!”


“And she’s only three months pregnant.  And I want to marry her.  I only waited before because she’s so young.  But God, I need her, Joe.  You don’t know how she makes me feel when she’s with me.  You don’t know how she makes me feel when she’s not with me and I think about her.  I love her, Joe.  She’s gonna have my baby too.  Christ, I’m gonna be a father!  I’m gonna have a baby!”


“Is that why you’re marrying her?  I mean you aren’t just trying to convince yourself that you love her because you got her pregnant?”


“No.  If I didn’t love her I wouldn’t have touched her.  I could have gotten it from Sue if it was just that–but I wanted Brenda. You know that–or have I been talking to the walls for the last six months?”


“No, you haven’t been talking to the walls.  Do you want me to go along?  As a witness or anything?”


“How about as my best man?”  


“Can I go too?”  Maddie whispered from the doorway, making the boys’ eyes widen as they were sure she had been sleeping.


“Go?  Where?”  Jackie asked shakily as he quickly pulled her outside with them.


“To Maryland.  I can be your best girl,” she yawned.


“No, Mouse.  This is a secret.  You have to keep this secret for me or I can’t marry Brenda.  And you like Brenda, don’t ya?”


“Uh-huh.”


“Then you can’t tell anyone until we get back on Sunday.  Can you keep that secret for me?”


Jackie never got to take his father’s car the next day.  Sarah got a telephone call from Lew in the morning.  Some boys had found Brenda hanging from the bottom of the bridge in the middle of the night.  The authorities ruled it a suicide without investigation.


Jackie, Johnny and Joe went to school the following Monday and stood in front of a gymnasium filled with students.  Each received a football that the team players had signed.  They stood stone-faced, then moved back to their seats.  No one associated the poor girl from the south side of town with Jackie Baker.  So little was said about her death.  No one in the gymnasium knew that Jackie Baker was changing under the stony face he showed.  No one in the gymnasium except his brother and best friend would know how he would break down that evening when he attended the girl’s viewing and how Joe and Johnny would have to hold onto him as he clutched onto the girl’s lifeless body and sobbed, his strong athletic legs beyond the ability to hold his weight, or how surprised the few people that attended the viewing were to see the three stars of their city’s high school football team attend her viewing.


Only two people other than Jackie and Joe knew Jackie promised to pick Brenda up for their trip south the next day before kissing her goodnight.  Two other people knew of Jackie’s and Brenda’s plans to wed after they watched them together on the dike that night; after they listened to the young couple making their plans for a lifetime together.  The same two people who watched Jackie walk toward his uncle’s house before they followed the girl into the shadows of an alley.  

CHAPTER IV

June 1984

Joe was putting a box of old mementoes away, the last of his belongings, when he heard the knock on his door.  He glanced up at the clock to see that it was almost nine-thirty.  The sun had gone down, but it wasn’t quite dark yet, making his view of the woman standing outside his screen door somewhat impaired.  Whomever she was, she was quite business-like in her tailored skirt and blouse, with three inch heels and her hair pulled on top of her head.  His surprise stopped him when he stood nearly three feet from the door, discovering that it was Maddie.


“You know how to open the door.” He turned back to the box on the other side of the room.  She followed him, looking cool and rather sophisticated.  He didn’t like it.  “You come down to help me, Maddie?  You know I always appreciate your help.”


“I believe you have my son’s shirt down here.”  She stopped nearly ten feet away from him, ignoring his statement.


“Do I?”  He went back to sorting through the box.  “Is that the only reason you came down here?”


“That’s the only reason,” she said in a bored tone, but her interest picked up when she saw him lift a framed picture, making her walk to him and kneel next to the box.  “Is this Jackie?”


“You don’t know?  Come now, a woman of such. . .”  He gestured toward her clothes and hair.  “. . .stature should be able to recognize her own brother.”


“Fourteen years is a long time.  Then this one must be you.”  She pointed to the other soldier, showing Joe a well manicured hand with lightly polished nails.


“Now that really hurts.”  Joe mocked her.  This clean, crisp, tightly controlled woman was trying to keep the fiery, carefree, tomboy inside that he remembered so well.


“You were much younger here.  Excuse me for not remembering exactly what you looked like when I was a child. Could you get Robby’s shirt please.  I’d like to go home.”


“How’d you know his shirt was down here?”  Joe got up and took a step toward the kitchen where the boy had left it.


“Because I asked him who took his shirt off when I was spraying his back.  He’s burnt quite nicely.  Remind me to thank you.”


“Well, maybe if you taught your kids to listen, he wouldn’t be burnt.” 


“My sons listen fine.”


“Is that why they came down here today, when you told them not to?”


“From what I heard, Robby snuck off on his own.  Jackie didn’t have any choice but to come down.  As for Robby, I’ll deal with him when I get home.”


“Are you going to punish him for coming to visit me?  Don’t take your hang-ups out on the kid.  He didn’t do any harm.”


“I think I asked you for my son’s shirt.”  She turned back to the box, glancing down at it and away from him.


When Joe returned to the room he found her sitting in the chair, her hand holding onto the yellowed envelope with brown stains on it.  In her other hand was a sheet of paper, faded a little with age, as was the childish script that covered it.  With her eyes on the paper, she didn’t look up at him as he stood next to her.  She carefully refolded the paper and slid it back into its envelope, handing it to him as she took the shirt.


“I didn’t realize you kept things like this.”  She pointed to the brown stains.  “Is that. . .”


“Yeah.  I haven’t seen it for awhile.”


“You were reading this when it happened?”  She still kept her eyes downcast, looking at the envelope.


“Right before.  It was in my pocket when I found him.  Somehow it fell out.”


“I have to go home now.  Thank you for getting the shirt.”  She moved toward the front door, pausing before she went out.  “Robby said he enjoyed helping you today.  Thank you for letting him, and not being mean.”


He watched her go, smiling a bit as he remembered that he didn’t have much of a say in the matter.  But his smile faded like the whiteness of the aged envelope as he glanced down at the paper in his hand.

July 1970
Dear Joe,

I passed fifth grade this week.  Bob graduated and spent two nights with us.  Tom has a new job, he’s working at the silk mill as a mechanic.  I can hardly wait until you, Jackie and John come home this summer.  I miss you.  Tell Jackie I miss him too.  I’ll write him tomorrow.  Tom’s dog died two weeks ago.  She never did take to the new house since we moved in last year.  Sometimes I can hear her bark to be left in.  I miss her.  I talk to your dad every day.  He calls me his little indian.  I tell him I’m German but he laughs at me.  My dad is having a lot of trouble up at work.  He says they are trying to make him quit so he doesn’t get his twenty-five year pension.  He says he worked there for twenty-one years now.  I don’t think I understand about the pension thing though.  I have to go now.  Bob said he’s going to take me to see the police school he’s going to go to soon.  Did I tell you he’s gonna be a policeman?  He’ll have a uniform just like you.  Except his will be blue.  Mom sends her love to you, so you tell Jackie that I love him and want him to come home too.

Love, Maddie.


Twenty-one-year-old Joe McNier refolded the letter.  He had read it four times already.  He glanced over at Jackie Baker after reading Maddie’s reference to him in her letter.  Somehow they had managed to be in the same unit but John was separated from them, going into the Air Force instead. 


God, he wanted to go home.  He had no right to be here.  He was hot, sweaty, and scared half to death.  His face itched unmercifully, either from the week’s growth of beard or the rash he’d been plagued with since fighting this persistent heat and humidity.  He was sure he had faced weather such as this back home at times, but at least there he had the relief of a bath whenever he liked.  He wasn’t sure which caused the incessant itching, but was positive he would never feel clean again in this lifetime.   


It was no different today than it had been for the past three months that they’ve been in-country.  They hadn’t seen any action for two weeks and he was glad, more for Jackie’s sake than his.  Jackie had been excessively careless ever since they arrived in Vietnam.  But they only had one more lousy day in this hell hole before he and Jackie would be on their way out.  


 Out of habit, his eyes scanned the lushness of the valley stretching out around them; the trees and foliage so thick in most spots he was sure the VC could be covering half the hillside and he’d never know it.  Only the absence of gunfire and the fact that they were only a day from base camp assured him that they were, for the most part, safe enough to actually sit and read their mail.  He could almost hear the continuous rumble of truck engines going to and from the camp.  He assumed it was only his intense desire to actually be there that fired his imagination, for other than the sounds of the jungle, there were only the soft conversations of various groups of men behind him.


 He glanced at Jackie again, who was working on his sixth reading of a letter from Tom.  This time though a false laugh came from him.


“Hey, Irish, guess what.”


“What?”  Joe pushed his helmet back on his head.


“Remember Sue?”  asked Jackie.


“The cheerleader, yeah, I remember.”


“Guess what happened to her.  God, and they say ya don’t get paid back for your sins.”


“What happened?”  Joe didn’t like the look on his friend’s face.


“She was in a car wreck.  She was entertaining some guy when he ran into a tree.  Can ya beat that?  The steering wheel crushed her skull.  Needless to say the poor jerk that was driving was killed too.  God, I only wish her death would have been as long as she made Brenda’s.”


It was the first time their suspicion had ever been spoken, making Joe look a little closer at him.  


“We don’t know that she’s the one that killed Brenda,”  Joe said quietly.


 Jackie just grunted then became very quiet as he spoke.  “Why couldn’t I have just left her alone?  She’d be alive now if I could’ve left her alone.”


“She loved you, Jackie.”


“She’d be nineteen now.  My baby would be three years old.”


“I know.”  


“What the hell did she see in a goddamned jerk like me?”


“You’re a good-lookin’ guy.”  It wasn’t a compliment, just a fact.


“Good-lookin’.  It was my good looks that got me into that mess.  Brenda would’ve been with me if I looked like a dog, I know she would’ve.  But Sue, she wanted me as a Goddamn showpiece.  What I wouldn’t do to have been ugly at eighteen.  My looks be damned.”  Joe didn’t like his tone.  It was making the hair on the back of his neck stand erect but he couldn’t fully understand why.  “Well, it looks like we’re gonna make it outta here.  We’ll be back to the real world in a month, that is if we don’t get some broad to give us head while we’re driving.”  His sarcastic laugh escaped him.


“Yeah, we’ll be home.  I just read Maddie’s letter again.  She said she misses you.”


“I know, you told me.  I miss her too.  Tom says she’s growing like a weed.  Remember the day Lew brought her and Mom home?  You didn’t want to have anything to do with her, then after Lew left we found you holding her.  Hell, Mom didn’t even let me and John hold her yet and there you were, not letting anyone take her from you until Mom had to feed her.  Take care of her, Joe.  She’s my little mouse.”


“Take care of her yourself.  She’s your sister.”


“I know.”  Jackie smiled.  “But just in case.  So, how about going and getting me some extra clips then maybe I’ll have a fighting chance to make it to tomorrow’s Jeep.”


Joe left him, not liking the way Jackie was talking.  He hoped it was only a spurt of fatigue wearing him down.  Things would look brighter as soon as they were on their way out of here.


The shot made everyone drop to the ground for protection but when there was no more fire they got up and looked around in anger.  Some stupid son-of-a-bitch let his rifle go off.  Joe moved back toward where he left Jackie but his steps slowed when he saw his friend’s hand lying awkwardly from behind the tree he had been sitting against.  Joe’s mind froze, shock setting in before he even rounded the tree.  There lay Jackie Baker, Jack and Sarah Baker’s pride and joy and prize football hero of their city.  Most of his face was gone, leaving only a bloody mass of flesh and bone where his rifle had pressed when he squeezed the trigger.  Joe’s eyes moved to the ground where a note was scratched on a piece of Tom’s letter.  It read, “Looks be damned.”


Joe met up with John Baker in California a few weeks later.  They were going home.  There was little joy as they greeted one another.  They were alive but they were accompanying the coffin of Corporal Jonas L. Baker.  The man had died a hero they said.  Died in the line of duty; a sniper’s bullet bringing his death.  Only Joe knew of the short suicide note and the way Jackie’s rifle was positioned.  He wasn’t about to tell the officials or the Baker family any different.


The front of the funeral home was somber, but in the rear where smoking was allowed, Lew tried his damnedest to get their minds off the boy whose middle name was the same as his.


“So, you’re gonna be a cop?”  Lew said to eighteen-year-old Bob Green.


“Hopefully.”


“Good God, what’s this town coming to when they hire the likes of you?”


“Better watch it, Lew, he’s liable to write ya a ticket now just to get on the good side of the chief,”  said Tom Baker.


“Well that’s what I was hoping he was becoming a cop for.  To take care of our tickets.”  He moved closer to Sarah’s chair where he kept a keen eye on her.


“I can’t do that.”  Bob smiled uneasily.


“Hear that, Sarah?  The little snot won’t take care of our tickets.  What good is he then, huh?”  Lew tried to bring Sarah’s mind into some kind of coherency.


“Bobby’s a good boy,” she said dully, not really hearing the conversation.


“Good for nothin’,”  Lew smiled.


Joe looked around the room.  Their laughter couldn’t have made any situation sound sadder.  Their laughter was forced so they wouldn’t have to deal with the reality of the death.


He looked at Jack, standing to one side of Sarah, both lost and alone as they smoked cigarette after cigarette.  The torture of losing a child showing plainly in their eyes as they sightlessly stared at objects that just wouldn’t focus for them.  Tom and John were wearing forced smiles as well as Bob; all three feeling as if their right arms had been ripped away, but keeping up the front just to keep from showing the depths of their grief.  The time for that would come later, when they were alone and could express their agony.  Lew kept up the joking.  He was a Godsend.  Joe knew he was going through his own kind of torture.  Jackie was named in part for him and although Lew was his uncle, the slimness of years parting their ages made them seem more like brothers.  Like Sarah and Jack, Lew had watched Jackie grow into a man, but Lew had a special relationship with him that Joe respected.  When Jackie, John or Tom would be out later than allowed, it was Lew they would go to.  He always accepted them into his home with open arms.  


Joe looked at Maddie.  She was so young; just past eleven.  She shouldn’t have that look on her face; as distant and removed from reality as her parents as she clutched to John, taking the only comfort the war offered in allowing one brother to return to her.


“Maddie?”  Joe knelt before her, making her eyes move slowly up to meet his.


Her response was slow in coming.  “Where were you when he was killed?  You were supposed to be there.  I told you to take care of him.  Why weren’t you there?  You could have stopped that man that killed my brother.”


“Oh, Maddie.”  She couldn’t have hurt him more if she’d stabbed him in the chest with a bayonet.


“It’s time to go in now.”  The funeral director approached them.


At the end of the sermon they watched as everyone moved out the door, allowing the family a moment or two of privacy with the flag-covered coffin, but when it came time for them to leave, Sarah hesitated.


“I want to see him,”  she said stiffly.


“No, Sar, you can’t.”  Lew’s pain was evident.


“I want to see him!”


“But, Mom. . .”  Joe started, not finding the words to tell her that the Jackie she remembered wasn’t the Jackie in the box, a body without a face.


“I think it can be arranged.”  The funeral director approached them with a thin handkerchief.  “You have to understand that you will not see his face, it will be covered.”


“It doesn’t matter.  I know my son.  I have to know it really is him in there and he won’t be coming back.  Just to see his hands.  I know his hands, I’ve held them for over twenty years.” 


“I understand.”  He gestured toward the room they had occupied earlier.  “If you could give me a moment alone, it can be arranged.”


When the eight of them returned Joe was shocked.  Though his face was covered, there were proportions of a face beneath the cloth that he knew really were gone.  The funeral director knew his work well.  Sarah walked with Jack’s and Lew’s assistance to the open casket.  Her hand shook as she reached out and covered that of her son’s.  She stroked it as her face tightened into a grimace, her eyes and nose reddening, trying desperately to keep back the tears.


“It’s okay, Sar, let it out.  You’ll feel better.  Cry–let him know you love him and miss him.”  Lew spoke softly to his sister.


“Oh–my baby,”  spilled from her mouth as she bent to kiss his hands, holding them to feel the cool skin that once was held inside the security of her body.  


Her tears were flowing unashamedly now, her crying a comfort to the ache she felt in her mind and her heart.  Jack’s jaws clenched tightly as his reddened eyes strained to remain clear.  Lew’s eyes were glassy as he tried to hide his face, but kept a secure hold on his sister.  Sarah straightened, but her hand stayed on that of her son’s until finally she turned to leave.  She almost made it to the door when her knees crumbled beneath her, making Jack and Lew take her weight as they sat her on a chair in the front row again.  Her sobs shook her body.


“Our baby, Jack.  They stole our baby.”


“I know,” he said through clenched teeth as he knelt before her.  “I know.”


When John, Tom, and Maddie moved up to the casket Bob and Joe stood behind them.  Tom’s and John’s faces were made of stone, but their eyes told the depth of what they were feeling.  Maddie stepped closer, reaching over her brother’s body she touched his hand, then slid her fingers under his palm to hold onto it.  Joe could see the small jerks of her body, but he couldn’t see her face.  He couldn’t see the sobs that were silently ripping through her were stealing her breath away until she couldn’t breathe.  John though, could see this.  He ripped his sister away from the coffin, and carried her outside.


“Is she all right?”  Joe asked as he, Tom and Bob rushed through the door behind them.  The sight of Maddie still trying to get her breath frightened him more than even the sight he had witnessed in Vietnam.  


“Breathe, Maddie!  Breathe!”  John ordered sternly, then softened his voice.  “Come on, kiddo.  You can do it, take it slow.  Relax, you’ll be all right.”


John’s soothing voice and stroking hands began working as her breathing slowly came back to normalcy before turning in his arms and clinging to her oldest surviving brother.


“I want him back, John.  I don’t want him to be dead,”  she whispered, tearing at Joe’s heart with her words.


“I know.  Come on now, you gotta be strong now.  We have to go to the cemetery yet and ya gotta be strong for Mom.  She’ll need you to wait in the car with her while we put Jackie in the hearse.  Can ya do that for me?”


Bob, Lew and Joe were pallbearers, there was no question about that.  But when questioned earlier about the remaining three, Tom and John said they wanted to be part of the escort.  Jack, on the other hand, didn’t say a word.   One look at his angry grief made it clear that he was carrying his son to his grave as well.  


Joe carried a bouquet of Jackie’s flowers to a lonely grave that was about thirty yards away in the small country cemetery.  Jackie would have wanted it that way.  Brenda would have appreciated it.

