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The coolness of the room woke Joe. At first he almost moved away from the woman’s body he held in his arms, but, as he focused on the black hair his face pressed against instead of the bleached blonde he might have suspected, he pulled Maddie closer. He glanced at the clock; it was only four-thirty and still black outside. If he wanted to keep from freezing he needed to turn up the thermostat. He pulled the blankets around Maddie’s shoulders, then went to the front room, turning off the lights they had forgotten earlier. When he came back, he stopped in the doorway and looked at her. God, she was so pretty and vulnerable as she lay in his bed, her hands drawn up in front of her like a child and her legs curled beneath her. He watched her turn over, to the spot where he had been, then pull the blankets around herself tightly as she wriggled into his spot. She was stealing the body heat he had left behind. He smiled as he leaned against the doorframe. He wasn’t sure if he could ever get enough of the sight of her.

Why had he ever thought his obsession with her was some child fixation? He knew now it was (and is) a Madelyn Baker fixation. For years he had fought his need for her, but during these past few days he knew it went past her body. Without her standing at his side, he could never have faced the death and funeral of his father. He needed her strength. He knew, now that he had taken her, he would never be able to let her go. He’d remedy that in a few days when he returned north.

Maddie jerked, then pulled the blankets around herself tightly as she began shivering. He almost went to her but stopped when she tossed back the blankets and swung her feet to the floor. Her eyes were still closed as she stood up; he wondered if she was walking in her sleep. God, he didn’t look forward to that. A lifetime with a sleepwalker would leave him exhausted and probably send him to an early grave. She started walking, but not toward the doorway. Straight into the wall! He had to stifle his laugh when her eyes popped open to see what she had bumped into, then moved her gaze quickly to her nude body. She gasped with shock then grabbed a blanket from the bed and pulled it around herself.

"Where are you trying to go?" Joe laughed at her.

Her eyes swung around to him with surprise, the sight of his nakedness sending her glance away. "I–I thought I was home. I h-have to go to the bathroom."

"Wrong way. It’s behind me." His amusement glittered in his eyes as he watched her stand across the room, still not returning his look. "Well? I thought you said you have to go?"

"I–do. But, could you please. . . . You’re naked."

"Yes. I know." His laughter still sparkled from his eyes.

He could see his amusement angered her as she stomped past him, but he didn’t mind. He had faced the wrath of Maddie many times as they were growing up, and he was sure he’d face it many times to come. He moved to the bed and slid under the remaining blanket, then lit a cigarette as he waited for her. He heard the running water and wondered what the hell she was doing in the tub at four-thirty in the morning, then remembered her shock at his pink-stained fingers earlier. Her embarrassment was undoubtedly flowing steadily at the sight of her legs.

"Hurry up with that blanket," he called to her. "It’s still cold out here."

"It was so nice out today," she said sleepily as she slowly made her way into the room. 

"I guess winter’s not ready to let go after all."

He put out his cigarette then pulled back the blankets for her to take her place again, but, when she saw the sheets weren’t crisply white as they had been earlier, her face flushed.

"Maybe we’d better change the sheets," she suggested quietly.

"Lie down. It’s four-thirty in the morning. Nobody changes sheets at four-thirty in the morning." He pulled her down next to him and removed the blanket from her body then spread it over them. "Anyway, I don’t want you up walking into any more walls."

"I didn’t walk into it. I stopped just before I hit it. Stop laughing at me!"

"Come on Maddie. I have to tell ya, this is a first. No other woman has ever walked out of my bed straight into the wall. You’re making this night one memorable event."

"Oh, go to hell! I didn’t walk into your wall. I just–bumped into it." She slid her hand over the muscles of his chest before nestling closer.

"I thought you just said you stopped before you walked into it."

""Well, that’s where the door is in my bedroom. I was still half-asleep."

"Admit it Maddie. I had you so bedazzled you didn’t know which way you were going," he teased as he held her close.

"Well, where were you? If you would’ve been here I wouldn’t have gotten cold, and then I wouldn’t have had to go to the bathroom in the first place."

"I got cold too. Although the heat of last night kept me warm for a while, nothing lasts forever. I got up to turn up the thermostat and turn off the lights."

"What about this light?"

"If you want it off–you go turn it off. It’s cold out there."

"Joe, you’re such a gentleman you amaze me!" She pulled away from him.

"Stay here," he growled as he pulled her back against him, his mouth holding half a smile. "It won’t hurt to keep it on until we’re ready to get up. Now get to sleep. The sun will be up before you know it."

When the sun did come up, both were too deep in slumber to notice. Joe finally awakened and opened his eyes slowly. A sideward glance told him it was close to ten o’clock, but other than that, he remained motionless. His arm was still around Maddie as she lay with her head on his chest, her finger lightly tracing the outline of his chest muscles. By pretending to still be sleeping, he could let her go on with her inspection without letting her shyness get in the way. Her finger circled his nipple, and she released a tiny gasp when it hardened under her touch. Her fascination made her try it with its twin. He felt her smile, satisfied with the result before her fingers moved over the flatness of his stomach and circled his navel, then ran down the thin line of dark hair that ran to the patch below. She hesitated, then slowly let her fingers explore the softness before going on to the flesh that had begun hardening at the beginning of her investigation. She hooked her leg over his, then slowly lifted her head. He closed his eyes quickly, looking at her through lashes that hid his wakefulness. She held an impish smile as she pulled his leg over, being careful not to wake him so she could further her exploration. Satisfied that he was still sleeping, she replaced her head on his chest. Her fingers touched him delicately. Gently she stroked him for an agonizing amount of time before taking a firmer hold and moving with him until he felt her shift her hips up against his side. He knew what she was doing was arousing her as well, as she hesitantly moved against him. Her lips touched the solid muscle of his chest, kissing the lean flesh that had supported her throughout much of the night. They were both reaching a point that was dangerous in such a position. Her reaction to her own secretion embarrassed her enough–if he didn’t do something soon the sheets wouldn’t have only red stains on them.

"You better watch it, little girl. You could get yourself in trouble that way," Joe said in a thick voice as he quickly pulled her on top of him.

Her eyes widened as she jerked her hand away. "How long have you been awake?!"

"How long did you expect to go on with me asleep?" His smile was lazy as he looked at her. "I’ve been awake since somewhere around–here." He pointed to his chest. 

He pulled her up until his lips met hers, lightly tasting them before the urgency that throbbed though him made him deepen the kiss. His hands took full advantage of her position as they moved over her backside, kneading and caressing as he pulled her against him, rocking her against the part of him that lay between them. Her tongue curled around his as her body made small twisting movements against him, trying to ease the tension coiling inside her. Finally he lifted her hips, ready for penetration, but after a second’s thought let her down and rolled over until he was on top of her. That position would come later. Her near virgin-like tightness would make penetration nearly impossible unless he was on top. Her legs came up around him immediately, telling him she was past the point of foreplay, but as he guided himself to her, he found that, even in this position, entry would be difficult. One powerful stroke had him in, a stroke that, like the night before, made her nails dig into his back. As he moved slowly inside her delicious tightness, she hesitated only slightly before responding, her eagerness to complete what she had begun evident. They were taken high on their passion, leaving them to fall with only each other to hold onto. They had no doubt that they would be safe.

"Joe?" Her nails lightly traced his back, sending shivers through him. "Is it–always so. . ."

"Is it always so–what?" He lifted his head to look at her.

"I mean–is it always like that?"

"We’ll just have to wait and find out, won’t we?" He was smiling again. She made him feel so total that he wondered if he walk around forever like some damn idiot with a perpetual smile on his mug. "Are you planning on doing anything for the rest of the day?"

Her eyes moved to the clock, then they widened as she twisted beneath him, dumping him on the mattress with a heavy thump. She jumped up from the bed and made a mad dash for her clothes.

"I forgot! Today’s Saturday!!"

"Yeah," he said irritably as he leaned back against the pillows and watched her. "It usually follows Friday. What are you doing?"

"It’s Mom’s Saturday off." She rushed into the bathroom. "Oh–Joe!"

He got up and pulled on his jeans before moving to the bathroom doorway and watching her again wash her legs. "What’s the matter?"

"I thought–I heard–Joe!" She looked up at him in exasperation.

"What?" he laughed.

"I heard this only happens–the first time."

"Not everyone is built like you–or me. And those that are don’t always have partners like one or the other. Don’t worry, your body just has to get used to mine. It won’t happen much longer." He moved to stand behind her. He didn’t know which was more enticing, the sight of her bottom bare, or covered with her shorts as they were now, teasing with only a portion of the fleshy cheeks peaking from beneath the denim as she dried her legs. "You still didn’t tell me exactly what you’re doing."

"I told you. It’s Mom’s Saturday off."

"So it’s Mom’s Saturday off–so what?"

"I have to get home before she wakes up and sees I’m missing." She hastily walked past him to the kitchen where she sat on the floor to put on her sneakers. 

"In case you didn’t notice, the temperature has dropped about twenty degrees since last night. Don’t you think she’ll notice you coming in wearing a pair of shorts?"

"Oh. I didn’t think of that," she groaned. "What should I do?"

"You could stay here and hope it’ll warm up again by tomorrow." His eyes sparkled.

"You’re no help." She got up and walked past him, pressing her hands into her back pockets as she nervously bit her lip. She looked through the living room window toward her parent’s house.

"Well, I’d loan you a pair of my pants, but they’d be too big." He moved to the couch and sat down.

"I have to get up there soon. The house won’t do itself and if I don’t start before Mom, she’ll do it all alone."

"I’ll go up and help–then you can come back here and help me."

"No! You can’t go up with me!"

"Why not?"

"They’d only have to take one look and they’d know!"

"So? Would that be so bad?"

"You don’t understand." She inched closer as she looked down at him in exasperation.

He grabbed her waist and pulled her down until she was sitting astride his lap. "I understand. If you have to go, you can tell her you fell asleep down here and I didn’t have the heart to wake you. You wouldn’t be lying."

She tilted her head as she looked at him. "Do you want me to come back down?"

He flipped her back on the couch until he was lying on top of her. "I don’t want you to leave. Are you sure I can’t persuade you to stay?"

"No, I’m not sure. Do you want to give it a try?" she laughed.

His mouth met hers in a slow lingering kiss, but before it could deepen, he sat up and moved away from her. "You better go now or neither one of us will get anything done today."

He got up and walked her across the room, then kissed her again before she turned and opened the door. The gush of cold air made her turn back to him doubtfully; then with a grimace, she darted out. He watched as she dashed up the road to get out of the wind, wishing desperately it wouldn’t be long before she would return to him.

The hours that afternoon dragged for Joe. He went through all of his father’s things in the bedroom first, keeping what he wanted and putting what he didn’t into boxes he would take to charity. As he moved to the living room, he glanced up toward the Baker home just in time to see Bob Green’s vehicle start its ascent up John’s driveway then continue on to Jack and Sarah’s house.

"You better be going up to visit Tom, ya little prick," Joe murmured as he lit a cigarette, and watched through the smoke as the car disappeared over the crest of the small hill. 

He went into the bathroom next, emptying the medicine cabinet of all the shaving gear he would not be keeping. The prescription bottles that he tossed away came as a shock to him. He hadn’t realized his father was on so much medication. He imagined there was a lot about the old man he would be discovering as he went through his belongings.

By the time he finished the bathroom, his gaze kept returning to the front door, and by the time he was finished with the hall closet he was occasionally moving back to the front window in search of his neighbor. Halfway through the kitchen he was so restless he had to fight to keep himself from marching up the Baker lane and physically removing Maddie from her home. The knowledge that Bob Green was there kept Joe where he was. The simple fact was that Bob always had an insight into how Joe felt about Maddie; it would take only one look at the two of them together to know what had transpired.

If it were up to Joe, he’d be up there with her now. He’d go straight to Sarah and Jack and inform them of his intentions, and the hell with Jack’s wrath that he would be sure to face. He knew they had so many things they would object to, things he had battled with himself for the past three years: things such as her tender age and the fact that he was a close, trusted family friend. The fact that he was married would be the final straw. That was what would get him tossed out–and, knowing Jack Baker, it could be straight through a wall. Personally, that was the least of his worries. He wouldn’t be married much longer. He would take care of that problem as soon as he got home.

But it wasn’t only his decision. It was Maddie’s choice as well, and he could fully understand her feelings. He knew he certainly hadn’t run home to inform his father when he had lost his virginity. He didn’t expect her to either; it was a much more delicate matter when a girl’s virginity was at issue.

The longer Joe waited, the more irritated he was becoming. What the hell was taking her so long? The idea that Bob might still be up there was driving him mad. All kinds of images ran through his imagination:. Nothing extraordinary, but even the simple thought of Bob up there, sucking up to Maddie and Sarah all day, was enough to ruffle his already stressed feathers.

Finally, after he had been lounging in the darkness of the living room for more than an hour, the front door opened.

"Where were you?" Joe growled.

"Up at the house." Maddie seemed surprised as she closed the door.

"With Bob?" 

"Bob’s not up there." She turned on a lamp.

"I saw him drive up."

"That was hours ago. He came to give Tom a ride to work. Tom’s truck wouldn’t start."

"Then what took this long? It doesn’t take this long to clean a house."

"My Aunt Mae died today. Mom wasn’t in the greatest condition when I got home, so I sat with her until she was ready to go to bed. I had to be sure she was all right."

"Is she?"

"Yes. She’ll be okay."

"Come here." He shifted on the couch, making more room. She slowly removed her coat, then came toward him, but his anxiousness wouldn’t wait. Before she could sit he was pulling her down next to him, covering her mouth with his as his hand slid inside her shirt, meeting the material of her bra. "Do you have to wear this?" he breathed as he dragged his mouth away. "You don’t need it."

Her body stiffened as she pulled away. 

"Are you saying they’re too small?" she asked angrily.

His laughter intensified her anger, but he merely pulled her back and replaced his hand. Breasts the size of large grapefruit were not his idea of small. "What do you think?"

"I don’t know! You tell me!"

"I’m saying you don’t need it–they’re great without it. You don’t need the support–you’re supporting yourself," he said, but when he still saw doubt in her eyes he went on. "No! They’re not too small! As a matter of fact they’re on the larger side of average. They’re not too big either, if that’s what you’re thinking. They’re just right!"

"Prove it."

Her bluntness surprised him, excited and delighted him, as he quickly opened her shirt while her hands moved to his shirt. They almost tore their clothes from one another, showing Joe that the day had been just as long for her as it had been for him. Their move to the floor came when they found the couch wouldn’t permit them the room they needed to rid themselves of their jeans and shoes; but, once everything was removed, Maddie sat on her legs a few feet away, tossing her mane of hair over her shoulder as she looked at him with a smile that made his heart twist. He sat on the floor and leaned against the couch, watching her a moment before reaching for her.

"Come here."

He pulled her against him and lifted her leg over his as his arm encircled her waist. He held her tightly as he looked into the velvety brownness of eyes that were still smiling down at him. Her eyes searched his face before stopping at the thick stubble on the upper lip that he hadn’t shaved in two days; this time when she reached for it, he let her touch it to her heart’s content. Her fingers first outlined its shape, then stroked it, making her smile at him before she moved closer to touch it with her lips.

"I told you once before it looks good on you," she told him.

"If I would have known it has this effect on you, I would have let you touch it back at Lew’s birthday party three years ago."

"I probably wouldn’t have. I wanted to–but I wouldn’t have." She kissed it again. "But then you look just as good without it."

Her lips clung to his as her hands moved to his chest and her hips moved against his lap. His hands moved up her back to the thickness of her hair, taking pleasure in its softness as he took handful after handful. Her gentle twisting had him fully aroused, and this time when he lifted her above him, he didn’t think twice about pulling her back down as he guided himself into her. Her eyes widened with surprise as she looked at him, but she showed no pain as she pressed herself down until she was flat against him. In her eyes there was only a twinkle of amusement.

"What’s so funny?" he asked.

"Not funny. I just didn’t know." 

"I take it you approve." He smiled lazily as his hands slid over her hips.

"Mm-hmm."

"Then I’m going to let you take charge this time." At her puzzled expression he smiled gently at her, and with his hands on her waist, slowly lifted her and then lowered her again, her warm center holding him tightly, exquisitely. "Your turn to take us for the ride, Angel."

This time she needed no instruction as she slowly began to move on him, tentatively at first; then, as Joe’s guttural groan expressed his satisfaction, her confidence grew with each thrust. His hands gripped her, pulling her against him as his mouth covered hers. His emotion was overflowing. He didn’t want to ever let go. He sensed the same feeling in her as she answered his kiss, giving all she could, holding nothing back. Their lovemaking was slow and tender as their fingers relished the pleasure of touching skin and hair and muscle, only quickening toward the end when their bodies took complete control and once again they were feeling the spiraling sensations that rocked them.

"I love you, Joe," she said quietly afterward as she pressed her head to his shoulder and stroked the hair at the back of his neck.

"Oh, Maddie." His mouth found hers in the gentlest of kisses. He felt as if his heart would burst with the emotion he felt for her.

He lifted her off of him, then got up and pulled her with him as he moved to his father’s bedroom. They had the rest of the night to make up for the hours that day had denied him; a night that allowed them to touch, and caress, and take pleasure in simply holding one another and satisfying a hunger that drove them both.

It was past noon when Joe woke the next day, and when he reached across the bed to pull Maddie close, the coolness of the sheets woke him completely. The sight of the empty room sent a strange chill through him, a fear that tore at him.

"MADDIE!" he roared, about to get up and race through the house in search of her, but the sound of her running from the kitchen stopped him. She rounded the doorway to look at him through huge eyes.

"What’s wrong?!"

"Nothing," he sighed heavily with relief as he sat back against the pillows and pulled the blanket over his lap.

"Good God, Irish! Do you wake up like that every morning? It’s enough to scare a person half to death!" She turned and strode out again.

"Where are you going now?"

"I’ll be right back." She was gone again, making a few clinking sounds in the kitchen, then returning with a full plate of bacon. "I got hungry. You’re not a very good host, ya know."

"I would have been a worse host if I had made it. It would have come out black as charcoal." He watched her move to stand in front of him, dressed again except for her bra, socks and shoes. "Are you going to stand there and eat it all by yourself?"

"Oh, I don’t know. I might."

"There must be a half a pound of bacon on that plate!"

"Don’t worry. I’ll leave some change on the counter." She smiled mischievously as she crunched away on a strip of curling goldness.

"It sure looks good." He tried a new tactic.

"It is."

"Smells good too." 

"I know. My mouth was watering as I was making it." His tactic didn’t work.

"Are you going to give me some?"

"After last night–I would have thought you had enough."

His hand snaked out and grabbed her wrist, then pulled her down on the other side of the bed, taking the plate from her on the way, so it wouldn’t spill. When she sat up to take some of the bacon, he playfully pushed her away and guarded the plate. 

"Guess what? I didn’t have enough of either," he told her.

She sat back against the headboard and watched him eat the golden strips until there were only two pieces left. He looked at her, smiled, then handed her the plate.

"You pig!" she scolded him.

"Well, now that that appetite is satisfied. . . ."

"Oh, no you don’t! You go out there and make me some! Here, finish it!" She pushed the plate back on his lap.

"No," he laughed. "I’m full now."

"I wonder why. Jesus, you keep that up, and you’ll weigh three hundred pounds by the end of the year."

"Would you still want me?" He put the plate on the night stand and pulled her down with him as he stretched out on the mattress.

"Well, maybe we can work some of those calories off sometime today." 

She reached up and kissed him. The kiss would have led further but, when her hand reached across him to sneak some of the bacon, he twisted her around until she was lying beneath him.

"I thought you said you didn’t want it," he teased.

"Just a piece," she laughed.

"I’ll give you a piece."

"You’re not talking about bacon now, are you?"

"No. I’m not talking about bacon." His fingers moved up her sides, gently tickling her as she laughed and squirmed beneath him. 

"Bigger than a slice of bacon?"

"Mmm." He lowered his head and kissed her. "And it’s getting bigger every second."

Any response she might have made was interrupted when the telephone rang, and he looked from her toward the sound.

"You can’t answer it this way," Maddie told him.

He sighed deeply then got off the bed and headed for the doorway that separated the kitchen from the living room. 

Bob Green’s voice came over the line, "Joe, I’ll be out in about twenty minutes to help with the house." 

"You don’t have to," said Joe. Dammit, why did Bob always have to be dangling around in the background?

"I know–but I figured the less time you’re in the area, the less chance you have of trying anything."

"Trying anything," Joe repeated flatly. "Like what?"

"I’ll be out in about twenty minutes."

The line clicked. Joe hung up, then moved into the living room to put on the jeans he had left there the night before. When Maddie joined him, she was carrying the empty plate.

"Is anything wrong?"

"Yes," he said dryly. "Bob’s coming out."

"Oh. Is there something wrong with that?"

"Never mind." He didn’t want to get into it with her. Instead, he turned his attention to the empty plate. "Couldn’t resist it, huh?"

"Nope." She took the plate to the kitchen, then returned to pick up her shoes and socks and put them on. "I guess I’ll see you later then."

"Will you be back before I leave?"

"I’ll try." She walked to him and kissed him, but, when she tried to leave, he pulled her back and kissed her properly.

"Now, you can leave."

Bob lingered around the house until nine that night, always coming up with something else that needed to be done. Joe was positive he was doing it intentionally. Finally, Bob said that if Joe planned to make it up north by a reasonable hour he had better get started–that is if he did intend to go to work the next day–and didn’t they only give employees three days off for a death in the family? Joe knew he was right, so he left with Bob, not having the chance to see Maddie again. But it mattered little, he’d be back for her by the end of the week. God, it was going to be one hell of a long week.

When Joe finally arrived home, all the lights were out in the apartment. Home, he thought as he entered the impersonal foyer, this isn’t home. He knew he would be going home in a matter of days and wouldn’t be trapped here in a cold, loveless marriage anymore. He was going home. He stopped in the kids’ bedroom to check on them. He had missed them unbearably. Next time, they were coming with him, he decided. Both were sleeping soundly, so after tucking blankets a little higher and then stroking the softness of their hair, he kissed each, then started for his bedroom closet. He needed his pillow and a blanket for the couch. On his way, he took off his shirt and tossed it in the hamper, then flicked on the ceiling light to look for the spare blanket.

"Well, well. Looks like you’ve had an exciting week of it." Lena lay in bed, watching him without a show of interest.

"Go back to sleep."

"Let’s see. You’ve been at your dad’s house the whole time. I know because I had an old friend drive past and check. So you didn’t have a chance to go out and bring someone back. And, since there were no strange cars around, she must have been within walking distance." Lena paused then started giggling. "Oh good God! Don’t tell me it was that brat from up the road! Although I should have known, you’ve been calling out to her for years now."

"What are you talking about?" His throat went dry. He didn’t want this marriage to go on, but he didn’t want Maddie brought into the middle of it either.

"I mean you call out to her when you sleep at night. It’s rather irritating–wakes me up at all hours."

"Leave Maddie out of this."

"Out of what? Jesus, what do you expect me to do? Go into a raging fit and demand a divorce just because you’re chasing after some young girl barely out of diapers?" She rolled onto her back and fluffed the pillow beneath her head. "If that calls for a divorce, then you would have had your ticket out of this marriage a long time ago."

"What?"

"Joe, sometimes you’re so thick I pity you. Just where do you think I’ve been twice a week for the past two years?"

"You little. . . ." He didn’t finish, his mind was trying to calculate the time with the conception of Oliver. "That means–Christ–what about Ollie?!"

"What about Oliver? I guess he’s yours."

"You guess he’s mine?! Where does that leave me as far as Ollie’s concerned?"

"You’re supporting him. Your name’s on the birth certificate. You should have nothing to worry about. So, now that you’re back, what are you doing with that blanket? I can imagine you’re tired from your spree, but that’s no reason to sleep on the couch tonight. Don’t worry, I don’t hold it against you. From the marks on your back, she must be a fierce little thing."

"Shut up." He started for the door. "We’ll discuss this in the morning."

"If you think I’m gonna get up at six o’clock just to talk, you’re crazy. We can discuss it now. There won’t be much said, I assure you."

"All right." He turned back to her. "I want a divorce. How’s that for a start?"

"Good start. Now, let me finish for you. If you think I’m going to let you go so you can bed some sixteen-year-old nobody, you’re fooled. I married you under the impression that you were going to make something of yourself. . . ."

"I never told you I was anything other than what I am."

"Don’t interrupt me. Since you didn’t, you’ve made my life miserable. So, there’s no way I’m going to let you go to have the time of your life, especially with Maddie Baker."

"I don’t need your permission. You just admitted to an ongoing affair–or numerous affairs. I’m not sure which and I don’t care. I could sue you for divorce."

"Think of it this way. Maddie Baker is still very much a minor. You try to divorce me and everyone will know what you’ve been up to this past week. I think you can still be arrested for statutory rape."

"I’m going to marry her. There will be no charges brought against me if we’re married."

"But think how much you’ll miss Felicia and Oliver."

"I’ll have visitation."

"Oh, no you won’t."

"I may even win custody when they find out how you’ve been neglecting them for your twice-a-week outings."

"No, you won’t. Ya see, the court will let me keep them. After all, what’s an adulterous affair compared to a pedophile? They wouldn’t let you within a mile of those kids. You can’t be trusted now."

"What the hell are you talking about?"

"Maddie’s only sixteen."

"She’s seventeen."

"If she is, it’s just barely. But sixteen or seventeen doesn’t really make a difference in Pennsylvania. According to law, she’s still a child, and, from the looks of you, you did quite a bit of molesting. That would be considered an acute fondness for children–pedophilia."

"You can’t do this," he said breathlessly. He was listening to her plans to destroy his life.

"I can and I will. I wouldn’t hesitate for a second. Actually, you can say I’ll get you one way or the other. It’ll be rather amusing watching you squirm either way. So, take your pick, Joe. Maddie–or Felicia and Oliver. Why so white, Joe? Don’t worry, I’ll let you go someday. My life hasn’t been heaven since you got me pregnant almost three years ago. When you’ve suffered as much as I have, you can go to your beloved Maddie."

Joe turned again, heading for the living room. He might have to remain married to her–but that didn’t mean he’d have to sleep in the same bed as her. 

"Don’t forget, Joe. That means no more weekend rendevous. One telephone call or letter even, and no more kids. So if you want your kids–stay away from that Baker bitch!" 

"Fine!" He yelled back.

The rotten slut might think she had the upper hand now, but Joe was already making plans. Maddie would turn eighteen in less than eleven months. She would be legal, and he would go to her then. By that time Lena wouldn’t be able to prove they had been together this weekend. Maddie would be almost through her senior year, so it would be best for her also. The more he thought about it, the more he realized the only logical thing to do would be to let Lena think she had won; then, in eleven months, he could see a lawyer and start the divorce. In the meantime, he’d need proof she was still having an affair.

CHAPTER X

July 1984

Maddie missed Lew’s birthday party; a last minute call from the store saw to that. She was alone in the store with the head clerk, a handsome young man named Rodney. His charisma helped attract attention to RJ’s, but word of its handmade goods and their excellent quality spread quickly. He was a valued employee, making large sales to some of the more frivolous female customers by flashing his charm. Maddie was just as eager to wait on the less prosperous customers (who would come in to browse and get ideas, then buy the supplies from her to make the items themselves) as she was the wealthier ones who thought nothing of spending a small fortune on a hand-sewn quilt or a hand-knit sweater. As a matter of fact, she probably spent more time with the less privileged. Her own past had left her with a respect for people who could fend for themselves.

"Ten minutes after nine, Maddie." Rodney entered her office with his jacket over his arm. "I closed up the front."

"Is it? I didn’t notice." She looked at him over her glasses. He was a fantastic-looking man. She smiled when she remembered how lanky he had been in high school.

"Come on, now. I thought you had a birthday party to go to." Rodney closed her book and turned off the lamp.

"I should, but I’m tired. I think I’ll go pick up the boys, then head home." She followed him to the back door, putting a vinyl envelope and the book under her arm as she locked the door.

"Over on the hill, isn’t it?" He opened the car door for her and looked at her long legs, running his hand up the silk that covered them, then laughing when he noticed her raised brow. "Sorry, couldn’t resist it. Love the feel of silk." 

"Rod, you know you’re the only man that gets away with such things."

"Maddie, you have beautiful legs. I’ll tell anyone that."

"Thank you, sir."

"I asked if it was over on the hill. The guy with all those sons."

"Yes. It is."

"That one, he comes in here a lot. Who’s he?"

"Wayne. I know he’s very handsome–but he’s also very straight. He can be a great friend. I’m warning you to keep it at that. Okay? Wayne is a no-no."

"Ah, life in a small city can be such a trial," Rodney sighed, then reached into the window and gave her a friendly kiss on the lips. "I actually thought about falling in love with that one."

"Well, to save yourself a broken heart–don’t. He’s very attracted to females."

"Advice taken. I’ll see you Monday morning then." He went to his own car and prepared to follow her to the bank.

It had become customary for him to follow her and watch as she deposited the envelope in the night slot at the bank. He insisted on making sure she was safe. Maddie waved to him that all was well, then slid back into her car. As she closed the door, she saw a man partially hidden from her view. His hands were on a blonde beauty’s waist, pulling her against him. She wasn’t positive but it looked like Joe and her anger flared. Well, she shouldn’t be surprised. She understood he preferred blondes, but the pain was as sharp as it had been eight years ago.

June 1976

Bob Green had taken Maddie to the doctor’s office, asking no questions, and she offered no explanations. Two days later, he allowed her to stay at his house while she waited for the telephone call. He busied himself in the adjoining room when she talked to the doctor’s office, not intruding on her privacy. Finally she hung up. Her feelings were conflicted. Exuberant joy and pride; she was going to have a baby–Joe’s baby. And painful disappointment; he hadn’t come back home in two months–or even called.

"Bob. I’m done. Can I talk to you?"

"Sure. Maybe you can tell me what’s on your mind now." He moved into the room and sat next to her. "I think I know though, so don’t have any hesitations about telling me."

"You think you know." She eyed him suspiciously.

"The secrecy with the doctor. The secrecy with the telephone call. I’m not stupid."

"Now the question is–what am I going to do? I’m two months pregnant." She didn’t understand the flash of pain that crossed his face, but she noticed that he quickly masked it. He recovered the handsome features that attracted women of a wide range of ages, although she had never seen him go out with any of them. If he did, he was very discreet about it.

"Joe?" asked Bob.

"Yes."

"Are you going to tell him?"

"I–don’t know. I don’t have the right to keep it from him. But–Bob, I’m not sure how he’s going to take it. He hasn’t called or anything since he was here two months ago."

"He’s married, Maddie," Bob said simply.

"I know." She looked down at her hands.

"He never made any promises to you, did he?"

"No. He never came right out and said he would never leave Lena."

"No, of course not. He wouldn’t," Bob said quietly, a bit sarcastically. "Not if he were in his right mind, not when he was. . . . Maddie, dammit, I’m not sure about him."

"What do you mean?"

"It’s just that, before he got married, he didn’t make a secret of his constant companions. He liked his variety in women. I just wish I didn’t have the suspicion you’re just that–a variety in his women."

"No." She walked away from him, keeping her eyes on him even as they filled with tears. "No. He wouldn’t do that. I told him I loved him."

"Oh, Maddie," Bob sighed as he stood up and walked over to her. "Did he tell you that he loved you?" Her mind raced back to that weekend, as a matter of fact, he hadn’t. "Maddie, Joe isn’t a cruel man. He probably does care. . . ."

"But not enough. Is that what you were going to say?"

"Well stop and think! Remember how it was. He dated Lena in high school, then dropped her. I don’t doubt for someone else. Then when he came back from Nam he started dating her again but got tired of her and started going out with a different girl each week. And I’m positive it wasn’t just a visit to the movies. Lena’s the only one that held his interest for longer than a one-night stand, or for a weekend."

"Are you saying he’ll go back to Lena every time?" Her tears were falling freely though she made no sound.

"It looks that way," he said quietly, then smiled up at her, attempting cheerfulness. "Listen, maybe I’m wrong. Maybe he’ll be ecstatic at the news–I know I would be if you were having my baby. Why don’t ya call him up and tell him?"

"Right now?" She wiped at her eyes.

"Sure. He should be home from work by now. Go ahead, I’ve got his number in the book. I’ll go upstairs and get my uniform ready for work tomorrow. Go ahead, everything will turn out all right. You’ll see." He hastily got up and left the first floor of the half-double he rented shortly after his eighteenth birthday, when the orphanage had closed.

"Hello." Lena’s voice came across the line, making Maddie almost hang up with fright. 

"H-hello, Lena?"

"Yes. Who’s this?"

"Maddie Baker. Is Joe there?" Her discomfort was overwhelming. God, she didn’t feel right doing this to another woman.

"Maddie? Joe?" There was a pause on the line. "No, Joe’s not here. He rarely is anymore. Usually it’s during the weekends that he’s gone. He hasn’t spent a whole weekend at home in more than a year."

"Do you know. . .will he be coming back down home soon?" 

"No. As a matter of fact, that was one of the first things he said when he came home from his father’s funeral. He said that now that he had tied up all his loose ends down there, there was no reason to go back. I’m sure he doesn’t mean to offend John or Tom. Tell them he’d be glad to have them come up for a visit. But tell them to call first, so I know if he’ll be home or not. Uh. . ." There was another slight pause. ". . .how about if I tell him to call you when he gets home. He’ll probably be home soon for a change of clothes, but I can’t really be sure."

"But I’m not at home now."

"Well, where are you, dear?" There was impatience in Lena’s voice.

"I’m at Bob’s. Does he know the number?"

"Yes. Yes, he does. I think I hear him coming now. I’ll tell him you called, but I have to go. The baby’s crying."

Maddie hung up the telephone and moved to sit on the edge of the couch; her legs were shaking from her uneasiness. God! She just wanted to get this done and over with. She needed to talk to Joe. She needed the reassurance Lena and Bob were stripping away. She sat silently, listening to Bob moving around on the second floor. It was taking so long. Perhaps it wasn’t Joe that Lena had heard coming in. She had almost given up hope when the telephone rang, its unexpectedness startling her.

"Hello?" Maddie quickly grabbed the receiver.

"You get that, Maddie?" Bob called down the stairs.

"Yes. I got it," she called back, then turned back to the receiver. "Hello?"

"Hi." It was Joe. The sound of his voice sent tremors through her. She was so glad to hear him. But why had it taken so long for him to get back to her. "Why are you at Bob’s this time of night? Is everything okay at home?"

"Yes. Yes, I’m just visiting with him."

"Why so late?"

"I was waiting for you to call back."

"Oh." There was a hesitation on the line and his voice sounded strange–strained. "Lena told me you called. I don’t think it’s a very good idea to call me here anymore."

"What?" Her voice was very quiet, very disbelieving.

"I’ve–been busy lately. I don’t know when I’ll be able to get back to you."

"Will you be coming home soon?" God, where did she get the strength to ask that question? She didn’t feel any strength at the moment.

"No. I don’t think so. I doubt I’ll be down all summer. Maybe sometime next spring–I don’t know yet."

"But Joe. What about . . . ."

"Listen, Maddie," he broke in. "I-I’m really sorry about what happened. I really am. I think it’d be best if we didn’t see one another for a while, okay?"

"Not see each other?" Her voice was barely audible.

"I–I gotta go now, Maddie."

"You have to go now?" she repeated dully.

"And, Maddie, go home. I don’t want you staying at Bob’s so late. I gotta go now."

Maddie listened to the click of the telephone, then slowly replaced the receiver. She made her way to the couch although she couldn’t feel her legs or feet. So many things running through her mind. She was a mass of confusion. "I’m really sorry about what happened." "I don’t think it’s a very good idea to call me here anymore." "I’ve been busy lately." "Think it’d be best if we didn’t see one another for a while." "I’m really sorry. . . ." Oh God! She felt used. . .dirty. . .so confused. The pain she felt was unbearable. He didn’t want anything to do with her. Their weekend together had been no different than any of the other weekends he’d been having this past year, except maybe this time it had come a little easier. What a fool she’d been to believe he could ever be interested in her longer than the time it would take to use her. His interest in her at fifteen and sixteen had merely been an interest in something he couldn’t have. Didn’t he almost take her at that football game then stop and remind her that she was too young–jail bait? And then two months ago, hadn’t he said he needed only one kind of help that night–anyone would have done. Hadn’t he told her that morning that nothing lasts forever. When she told him she loved him–God! When she told him she loved him he hadn’t answered; only said her name to shut her up. He didn’t want her love that weekend, and he didn’t want it now. He had gone straight home, leaving with Bob so she couldn’t even come down to see him before he left. God, how he must have laughed at her, and probably still is laughing.

She felt lost and alone as she clutched a cushion on her lap and rocked back and forth. She was barely seventeen and would pass eleventh grade in a few weeks. What kind of job could she get to support herself and her baby? Her baby! She had to find a way to keep her pregnancy from him. He would never know he had fathered her child. And her child would never know what kind of a father it had. She had to find a way–even if it meant giving it to John and Beth to raise as their own. But the thought of living her life as her child’s aunt tore at her, and she didn’t know if she could trust her family not to tell Joe either. She had to find a way to keep her baby without Joe ever finding out.

"Maddie?" Bob came from the stairs. "Maddie? What’s wrong?"

She looked at him with tears she had been trying desperately to hide. "Bobby."

"Oh, Maddie." He sat next to her and pulled her against him, rocking her against his chest as his arms held her tightly. "What’s wrong? What did he say?"

"He said he was sorry it happened. He said I wasn’t supposed to call him anymore. He said he didn’t have time for me–he was busy. Oh, Bobby, I don’t know what to do. I love him and he just used me. He won’t come back. He said he won’t. Bobby, I don’t know what to do." Her tears fell against his shirt.

"Oh, Maddie. I was afraid of this. I hoped it wouldn’t happen. I really did. I wanted you to be happy. You don’t know how much I wanted you to be happy."

"It won’t happen. He doesn’t care about me."

"We all grew up together. He cares about you, but. . . ."

"No! You, me and Tom grew up together. Jackie, John and Joe went off to war. He doesn’t care. If he did, he doesn’t care anymore. He told me two months ago–nothing lasts forever."

"Some things do, Maddie." Bob’s voice was tender as he tipped her chin back until she was looking at him. "My feelings for you have never changed."

"I know, Bob. You’ve never treated me badly. You’ve always been here for me," she said absently.

"What are you going to do, Maddie? Now that he doesn’t want the baby?"

"I didn’t tell him. I didn’t even have the chance. He didn’t want to talk to me. He couldn’t have made it any plainer. I don’t want to tell him. I don’t want him ever to know."

"He doesn’t know?" Maddie saw something click in Bob’s expression. "Well, you’re only about eight weeks pregnant. It would be easy enough to get rid of it."

"No!" She sat up and stared at him. "I won’t! It’s mine! I can’t! And I won’t!"

"Then I can see only one other solution. If you want it and you don’t want Joe to know he’s the father, I think we better get married–and fast."

"What? I couldn’t do that to you! What kind of marriage would that be for you?"

"One I’ve waited a long time for. And I would have waited until next year before I asked you–normally. I couldn’t see marrying you before you were even out of high school. But, as things are, we have to take things as they are given to us. Well? Will you marry me?"

"But I’m having Joe’s baby!" She rubbed her eyes.

"I know." Was that some kind of arrogance she saw in his eyes? No, whatever it was, it was gone when he looked at her. "It’ll be my baby from this moment on. If you’ll let me be its father. Of course you’d better hope you’re overdue. Otherwise we’ll have to lie and say it was born prematurely. God help us if you really do deliver prematurely. There wouldn’t be any way to cover it up then. Unless. . . unless. . . that’s it. If there are any questions, and Joe says you were together eight weeks ago, you can always say you had your period a few days after you were with him. Then we got together. That’s it–if you have to. If we don’t, I think we better stick to the premature bit," Bob went on, and Maddie could see the odd excitement in his eyes before he stopped and looked at her again. "I’m sorry. I’m not giving you the chance to answer. Do you want to? I do–I’ve just been waiting."

"It wouldn’t be fair to you, Bob," she told him slowly, eying him warily.

"Maddie. You don’t know how fair it would be. I’ve waited in line behind Joe all my life it seems. All of your life–I know. For once, don’t make me stand in line."

If there was any chance of her saying yes it vanished when he lowered his head and met her lips. She felt the urge to pull away as soon as she saw his head lowering, but remained still. When he tried to deepen the kiss by pressing his tongue between her lips, she couldn’t stop herself and pushed at him as she pulled away.

"NO!" She jerked away, staring at him with revulsion.

Never had she ever thought of Bob Green as a lover–it was perverse! Just as perverse in her mind as if she had lain with Tom or John. Bob Green had always been a brother to her. He could have been Tom’s fraternal twin as far as her perception of him was concerned, but when she saw the pain enter his eyes it tore at her. Bob wasn’t her brother. As far as anyone knew, he was a young child with a funny accent left at the orphanage in the middle of the night, dressed completely in green clothes, hence his name. (Bobby, he remembered at three years of age and told the nurses. They kept it.)

"It’s all right." He stood up and moved into the other room. "I can understand."

"No. I don’t think you can," she said softly as she walked after him, stopping him as he was about to leave the house altogether. "I don’t think you understand at all."

"What is there to understand, Maddie? I’ve loved you all my life–Christ, do you know how strange that is? While Joe, Jackie, John and Tom were outside playing football, I offered to sit and play with you while Mom made supper. I was ten years old and you were three–and I loved you. When I was fourteen and started to get sexually aroused, I thought I was sick because the thought of taking advantage of a seven-year-old made me ill. But I didn’t want to be with anyone else. You filled me completely. At seventeen I finally went out with a girl and lost my virginity. Seventeen, Maddie! Around here, guys don’t usually wait that long. They all started to think I was queer because I was still a virgin. You don’t know how close you were to losing yours at that creek two summers ago when you were fifteen–but I would have stopped myself-even if Joe hadn’t. I love you. I didn’t want to make you do anything too fast. Fifteen wasn’t right for you–you couldn’t have handled it. No, there’s nothing for me to understand here–except I love you and you love Joe McNier."

He tried to leave again, but Maddie stopped him as she put her arms around his waist. "I love you, Bob. I’ve always loved you too. But you never let me know how you felt. Can you blame me for thinking of you as a brother. When you kissed me–I might as well have been kissing Tom or John. Please, Bob, I don’t want to hurt you. Don’t be angry because I can’t respond yet."

"Yet?" He tipped her head back again. "Did you say yet?"

"Yes." 

"Then I can wait a little longer–but not much longer. I have needs too. And if our plan is to work, we better get married damn fast."

"How damn fast?"

"I can apply for a license tomorrow. Tonight, I think we better call Mom and tell her we plan to get married. That you missed a period and we suspect you’re pregnant. You’ll stay here from now on." 

"Oh, Bob," she sighed. "It’s all happening so fast."

"Your baby–no, I mean our baby–isn’t going to wait."

"No, it isn’t. Where am I going to sleep tonight?"

"My bed. I’ll sleep down here on the couch if you want me to. I don’t want to. But if you want me to, I will."

"Maybe we better go out to see Mom. I’ll need some clothes and stuff anyway. She’ll take it better if we’re there. But. . . ."

"What?" Disappointment crept over his handsome features.

"But Dad, that’s what. You tell him–not me."

"Oh shit! I forgot!!" His relief at not being refused again was short-lived when she reminded him of her father.

"Almost makes you wish you hadn’t offered, doesn’t it?" She smiled sadly.

"Truthfully–yes. But I won’t pull out now. I’m getting what I wanted in a roundabout way. It’ll be worth it." He took her arm and headed out to the car parked on the busy street in front of the house.

"Bob, about the sleeping arrangements. . . ."

"I won’t force you," he said simply.

"But tonight–I think we ought to start sleeping in the same bed at least. I’ll never get used to you if you sleep on the couch. It shouldn’t be too much of a shock–I mean, if circumstances called for it, like, I don’t know, being stranded somewhere with only one bed maybe. I’d sleep with Tom or John. They wouldn’t sleep on the floor if there was a bed–they’d make me sleep on the floor. But I think I’d do it–sleep with them I mean. We’d probably be clinging to the sides or shoving each other away if we got too close though," she rambled.

"Shut up and get in the car. I get the message." He opened her door then moved to his side of the car, sitting behind the steering wheel. "But don’t count on me shoving you away. I can’t guarantee I won’t hold you close in my sleep."

Once at Maddie’s house, she started up the sloping walkway as she had done hundreds of times after a trip in Bob’s car. This time though, Bob whistled for her attention then slipped his arm around her waist before continuing.

"We were supposed to have been intimate already, remember?" he asked through clenched teeth as he smiled at Sarah who was watching their approach from the kitchen. "Make it look good, sweetheart."

"What’s this?" Sarah was getting a glass of water. "You giving out hugs today, Bob?"

"I always got one for you, Mom." He released Maddie and went to the woman to hug her gently and kiss her cheek. 

"That wasn’t a hint, Bob," Sarah told him dryly.

"You don’t have to hint for a hug; there’s always one here."

"Bob, does the name Eddie Haskell mean anything to you? Now, what’s on your mind? I could tell something was wrong as soon as I saw your faces. What’s up?"

Maddie and Bob looked at one another before Maddie turned her eyes back to her mother. "Mom. I’ve–I mean, we’ve got some news for you." She paused when she saw worry cover the woman’s face. "We–think I’m pregnant."

Sarah took a deep breath and released it, moving to a chair as she took a Marlboro from her pack. She looked from one to the other as she lit it. "How far?"

"A month," Bob told her.

Another deep breath. "Are you sure it isn’t closer to two?"

Maddie’s heart sank as she looked quickly at Bob.

"No, we’ve been keeping track. She got her period at the end of April. I tried to be careful, Mom. I didn’t want to get her pregnant before she was out of school. I guess I just wasn’t careful enough." He glanced back at Maddie before going on. "We’re going to get married though. As soon as possible in fact. That is if we have your permission."

"Yes, Maddie can’t be married without my and Jack’s consent. Are you sure you want to marry her, Bob?" she asked almost sympathetically as she eyed him suspiciously.

"Of course I’m sure. I’ve always been sure. You should know that."

"And what about you, Maddie? Are you absolutely positive you’re not making a mistake marrying him?"

"Yes, she’s sure," Bob answered for her. Maddie simply nodded. She wasn’t sure at all, and she couldn’t face lying to her mother.

"Maddie. Do you have a tongue?"

"I’m sure." At that moment she hated herself.

"Oh, Maddie. You aren’t even finished with school." Sarah’s disappointment was evident; suddenly she seemed very tired, but after a moment she looked up at them and forced a smile. "All right. If you’re both sure this is what you want to do. Do you want me to tell Jack or do you want to tell him? I think he’d appreciate it more if you told him."

"Don’t you think he’ll get mad?" Maddie asked with astonishment.

"I wouldn’t doubt it one bit. You’re his little girl, no matter how much he yells at you. Don’t be surprised if Bob gets his head bit off."

This time, Bob took a deep breath. "Well, I better get it done and over with then."

Maddie followed him into the room where Jack was reading the paper. She couldn’t stop the mad shaking of her knees. She had faced (and run away from) Jack Baker’s anger more than a few times in her young life.

"Jack, can I talk to you?"

"You got a mouth?" Jack looked at the young man strangely and put down the paper.

"Maddie will be staying in town with me from now on." 

Maddie cringed under that remark. What a way to start.

"She’s got a bed upstairs," Jack told him.

"We’re getting married," said Bob.

"Why? You can see her as often as you like when you come out here."

"She’s pregnant, Jack."

Jack remained silent a moment as he eyed Bob. His expression was unreadable. "Is that why you want to marry her?"

"I love her." 

"Hmph. Well, Sarah and I have been married for twenty-eight years now. She was pregnant too." He went back to his paper. 

"Jack, will you give her away?"

Maddie’s eyes widened. Just what kind of a wedding was Bob planning? She thought they’d face a judge or JP, not in a church in front of a crowd of people.

"You got her." Jack continued with his paper.

"I mean at the wedding. Will you give her away?"

The paper came down again and Maddie watched her father’s eyes. The combination of anger and disappointment was beginning to show.

"Sarah and I got married by a judge. John got married in a big church the first time–I didn’t go. The second time he got married by a preacher in Montana–I wasn’t there. The third time, he faced a JP and again I wasn’t there. No. I won’t be there whether you get married in the same big church John got married in, or if you stand in front of a JP. I only went to one wedding in my life–the only one I’ll ever go to."

"Are you angry about this?"

"Me? No. You want to marry my daughter. She’s going to give me a grandchild. I couldn’t be angry over receiving a grandchild. She’s only seventeen Goddamn years old–what the hell have I got to be angry about?" He put his paper back in front of his face, then calmed down slightly. "I-I just won’t be there."

"It’s okay, Dad. I understand," Maddie said quietly.

"Then who’s going to give you away? John?" Bob asked her quickly.

"No, not John. He passed out at his own wedding once he saw everyone watching him." 

"Tom?"

"Tom would turn and run. If someone has to give me away and Dad can’t do it–then I know who I’ll ask."

Maddie didn’t like this at all. She never in her wildest dreams, even as a child, imagined she would have a big church wedding. It embarrassed her to be taking her vows in front of a crowd. It was such a performance. But, she thought with regret, this was something she had to leave up to Bob. One of the few choices he had left.

"Yeah." Jack looked back at his paper, already knowing whom she was going to ask. "Ask Lew. He’ll do it for you."

By the end of June Maddie was dressed in a full-length ivory gown. The heels she wore made up some of the difference in height separating the top of her head from Bob’s. It was odd that she felt no sign of bridal nerves as her mother helped her dress, only a deep dread of the performance she was about to make in front of nearly one hundred people.

During the past two weeks Bob had made no attempt even to kiss her again as he slept in the same bed with her. And, as she had suspected, she clung to her side of the bed, but halfway through the night she would wake up holding Bob desperately. In her sleepy state it wasn’t Bob’s body she clung to though. The difference in Bob’s and Joe’s body made little difference when she slept. Bob’s build was bulkier than Joe’s from the constant weight-lifting he did every evening. Joe’s body was somewhat leaner, providing muscles in all the right places. It was during her wakeful hours that she would long to hold the leaner body; a longing she fought against. She didn’t want to want Joe. She wanted more than anything to be in love with Bob Green, but her heart had a will of its own.

"Are you about ready, brat?" Lew entered the room provided at the back of the church as she pulled the traditional garter up over her pale stockings.

Any other man would have turned and left the room when he saw the leg exposed clear to her thigh. Not Lew; he barely noticed as he lit one of his Winstons and sat uncomfortably in his black suit with a tie that made him look as if he were being hanged. Maddie knew that to dear Lew’s eyes, her long shapely limbs were still the short stubbly legs that would carry her down the dirt road to his porch, most of the time with banged up knees resembling hamburg.

"Is it time?" Maddie’s heart sank. Damn, she didn’t like the idea of doing this.

"I guess so. They told me to come back and get ya." He looked at her with his sparkling eyes. "Next time your cop decides to buy us all new clothes, tell him to get me a pair of work-pants and a sports shirt. This is damn uncomfortable."

"This isn’t much better," Maddie sighed as she straightened then turned to look in the mirror. The reflection was surprising.

"Did your old man give you guys the bathroom speech? You know, you don’t love each other until you’ve shared a bathroom with each other?"

"Yeah. A few days after we told him we were getting married." She moved to a neighboring chair and sat down. Folding the satin gown between her legs, she crossed an ankle over a knee and leaned back, picking up one of Lew’s cigarettes and lighting it.

"Ah yes–that’s the Maddie we all know and adore," Lew laughed.

"I don’t care. In a few minutes I have to be all dainty and feminine. I would just love to put on my cut-off jeans and T-shirt and run out, turn around and yell surprise! But. . . ."

"But Bob wants dainty and feminine." Lew finished for her.

"He deserves to get what he wants." Maddie drew back on the cigarette. "Lew–I’m starting–to feel–sick."

"Just don’t puke on my new suit. You better go in the bathroom quick. Stick your finger down your throat if you have to. The organ’s going to start any minute."

Her last look in the mirror showed a beautiful stranger. As she hurried past this time, she couldn’t help be a little more satisfied with the green-tinged teenager she saw. She held a towel against her dress as she leaned over the toilet, going through her newly acquired ritual. Goddamn Joe! How she wished he’d have to kneel to the throne day after day to york his guts out. "Well, so much for breakfast," she thought as she cleaned up her face. She still felt like a limp rag when she came back to the room with Lew. Within seconds the organ music drifted back to them. Her stomach twinged again in response. God, she hoped she wouldn’t throw up out there.

She took a deep breath, then walked to the door with Lew. He would be forty-one in a few days, and he was still the huge gentle giant she adored. As they started out the door, he pulled her back.

"WHAT?!" She almost barked as she glanced up at him nervously.

His eyes laughed down at her, then he pulled her veil to the front of her face. "Now they can’t see how green you are."

In another moment they were on their way. Her eyes scanned the crowd. On one side were cousins and friends from school, on the other, a lot of policemen she barely knew. There was Mom and Beth in the front row with Janet and four of Lew’s children; his other two wouldn’t fit, so they were sitting in the second row. Her two bridesmaids were dressed in pale yellow, holding violets. Damn, they looked completely at ease in their gowns. They were her best friends from school. They should be wanting to jump into a pair of jeans and T-shirt as much as she wanted to. On the other side stood Tom, looking like his greatest wish was to pluck a cigarette from his pocket. And John–she almost laughed at his red face. Anyone would think he was the one getting married again. 

And there was Bob. He looked great. What she would give to be sitting on the groom’s side, watching some lovely girl approach him, ready and willing to give herself to him completely and give him the life he deserved. But she was the one walking up to take his hand, giving her bouquet of violets mingled with baby’s breath to the girl on her left.

The ceremony, thankfully, was short and they were on their way to a Victorian-style hotel across town after a kiss that was neither casual nor heated and pictures taken by the local photographer. It bothered her that Bob had spent all this money on their wedding, but he had insisted it was what he wanted. He insisted that, since he planned to get married only once, he wanted to go all the way. Funny how she thought her parents went all the way when they stood in front of a courthouse judge with the maid and janitor as their only witnesses.

Maddie’s and Lew’s families had decorated the reception hall the night before. They had fun doing it. And she and Bob had fun sneaking down to watch them from the shadows of the hall. Lew spent his time supervising and eating butter mints from tiny bowls, much to Janet’s irritation; for, each time she filled one, he would come up behind her to take several of the pastel candies as half-hearted orders would roll off his tongue.

Today the atmosphere was so different, so stiff and formal. She liked it better when her family played employees, just doing their job, instead of the family of the guests of honor. She and Bob cut the cake and drank champagne–under Bob’s orders her glass was filled with white grape juice. She didn’t mind. She could smell Bob’s drink and didn’t like the aroma. She threw her bouquet into a crowd of teenage girls, each trying to out-jump the other for its possession; she was glad when it landed in the arms of a more subdued friend who was trying to hide in the back of the other, more spirited girls. Then it was time for Bob to remove the garter. With her foot on the seat of a chair he pulled up her dress, revealing the curvy leg for all to see, bringing playful whistles and howls from men beginning to feel the effects of too much liquor. His hand possessively slid up her leg before moving to the inside of her thigh. It was the first time he had ever touched her there and she felt nothing. He could have been knocking a fly off her arm for all the sensation she felt. His expression as he looked at her showed they weren’t experiencing the same emotions. Seeing her apathy, he removed the garter and brought down her leg. She watched the garter sail through the air, landing in an unsuspecting Tom’s hands. He drew back as if it were a wasp and sent it flying back into the air. The squeal that escaped Tom’s lips was almost hair-raising.

"I don’t want it!" he breathed loudly, bringing a laugh from Maddie and Bob as well as most of the people watching.

This time it landed in Lew’s son’s hands. Lewis Jr. was seventeen and quite ready to show his manhood. Maddie almost laughed at the thought. He was a gawky teenager at best.

Bob had more champagne, then switched to beer, chugging down the contents of his mug and glancing over at her. She was feeling anxious about the amount he was downing. She didn’t know Bob to be a heavy drinker.

"Bob, can we leave? I’m not feeling very well," she lied.

"Any time you’re ready." He took her arm and started for a back exit to avoid the crowd at the front that would hinder their escape.

It was a short drive to his house, and Maddie didn’t hesitate going straight inside and up to the bedroom. It was a hot, muggy, summer night and the gown was becoming unbearable. She expected this night to be the night Bob would take what was rightfully his. She wasn’t looking forward to it, but she would no longer deny him either. He was doing a lot, taking her and her baby in like this. She would try her damnedest to be a good wife to him. As she undressed, she listened to the clink of bottles as he got another beer from the refrigerator. He would probably be up soon. She turned off the light and got in bed, pulling the sheet up over her nakedness while she waited for him. But Bob never came to her that night, and she fell asleep within half an hour after lying down. When she went downstairs the next morning she found him passed out on the sofa with at least eight empty bottles on the floor near him.

July 1984

As Maddie pulled up to Lew’s house, she saw Joe sitting in his truck. He couldn’t have been the man she had seen with that woman; he couldn’t have made it back here ahead of her. She felt a flood of relief at that knowledge, then scolded herself for caring at all. She stepped out of her car, seeing his engine still running. He sat with his legs out the open door, idly smoking a Camel.

"Who was that back there?" Joe kept his eyes on the red tip of his cigarette.

"What?" She moved toward him, smelling the beer in the truck. Lew had stopped drinking some time ago–she knew Joe hadn’t gotten it here.

"The guy that felt you up and kissed you. What’s his name?"

"What are you. . . ? Were you at the store when I was leaving?"

"Yeah. I thought I’d come over and escort you back here. I didn’t realize you had your own personal escort just waiting in there with you. What’s his name?"

"Rodney James." She eyed him suspiciously then alarm flowed through her. "Is there something wrong with the boys?"

"No. Are you really concerned? You promised them to come here today, then jumped at the chance to go see RJ. I can only imagine what kept you until nine-thirty. He must work fast."

She sighed as she looked up at the windows of the house. She had started it when she insinuated RJ was a man. Rodney’s initials were purely coincidental.

"Do I have to look over my shoulder from now on? I thought things would be easier now that you’ve gone back to work. But if it’s coming down to you following me, I can just as easily live in town as in the country."

"That certainly would make things easier for you, wouldn’t it? You could dump your kids off on any old neighbor while you go out with RJ."

"That’s none of your business. And I didn’t dump Jackie and Robby off on anyone today. They were promised that they could come, so I let them come in with Tom. And, as for what I do with my evenings–that is my business." She turned and went into Lew’s house for her sons.

Joe had been looking forward to the small get-together all week. His job was taking some getting used to. Things were starting to change rapidly. With the changes people worked extra hours, and sometimes things were not as safe as they should be. At his job, a minor mistake could prove fatal. The chance to relax in a friendly atmosphere with Maddie in the same room seemed glorious, but when he arrived and found that she had received a call from RJ and had left, his disappointment was overwhelming. He waited all afternoon and well into evening, then couldn’t wait anymore; he needed to see her. He intended only to visit her at the store, then drive back to Lew’s behind her, but as he stood in front of the store, at about eight-thirty, the sight of a man very close to Maddie’s age talking with two elderly women stopped him from entering. He was surprised to see the man take their money, then box their purchases, but he recognized that, in a town such as this, the owners of small establishments often helped wait on customers. It was after the two women left that he saw Maddie walk up one aisle and Wonder-Boy slide his hand possessively around her waist. That was when he walked down the street to a corner bar and picked up the six-pack. He went back to his truck and pulled around to the back. He was still prepared to follow her back to Lew’s, since he was already there, but after the scene in the parking lot, and watching the man follow her in his Datsun, he turned back to Lew’s without her. He was too angry to go up to the house. She had done it to him before. It would kill him if he was too late and she was doing it again.

 

CHAPTER XI

January 1977

Joe had turned twenty-eight the previous week. In two more months Maddie would be eighteen and he could go back for her. It was bitter cold as he rushed through the door of his apartment to escape the biting wind. Felicia ran up to him, jabbering about what she and Ollie had that day; her brother smiled as he looked up from the blocks he was piling into a mountain. Their mother was on the sofa, reading a magazine.

"It’s about time you got home. I’ve been wanting to talk to you all day." Lena slapped the magazine on the coffee table and looked up at him through amused eyes.

"What about?" His attention was already caught up with Felicia, who was hugging his neck tightly.

"Daddy. Ollie’s building a new house for us!"

"Is he? Who’s going to live in it?"

""You, me, and Ollie," she told him as she squirmed until he sat her back on the floor and she ran to show him her brother’s accomplishment.

"Of course." Lena moved to stand behind her children, wearing an expression that made Joe think she was about to kick the blocks clear into the kitchen. Instead, she brushed past them to pick up a cigarette. "You may be getting your dream house sooner than you think, Felicia."

The girl ignored her, but Joe’s attention was rising.

"What do you mean by that?" Joe asked calmly.

"I want that divorce you suggested last year."

She could have knocked Joe over with a feather after that. He looked at her in astonishment, then the suspicion set in. "Why?"

"I want to get married again. Why else?"

"What about me? Am I free to do as I please?"

"As of this moment. The sooner the better."

"Okay," he said slowly, still not believing her. "What about the kids?"

"I’m taking them, but you’ll have visitation when you want." 

"Oh no! You’re not raising these kids. I’d rather put them in a home first!"

"I said I’m taking them, I’m not keeping them. They’re going to live with my parents."

That idea didn’t strike him so hot either, but it was better than living with her. "And if I refuse?"

"No divorce–simple as that."

"Nothing’s simple with you. But I’ll take your conditions. I’ll move out as soon as the kids are at your parents and I see the paper that says they have custody."

"How does right now sound?" She handed him some papers. "You can look them over if you like. But I’ll tell you in case that thick head of yours can’t understand. Incompatibility. The other paper says you agree to give custody to my parents. Otherwise we can wait until your sweet Madelyn turns twenty-eight instead of eighteen."

It didn’t bother Joe anymore when she called him stupid; he realized she was only doing it to irritate him. He remembered very well the fact that he had graduated in the top tenth of his class, while she squeaked through in the bottom third. "When do we do it?"

"The lawyer is waiting. He gets all the signatures in his office."

They packaged the children their pink and blue snowsuits and in a flash strapped them in the car, and they were on their way to the lawyer’s office. Within half an hour Joe was working his way through a sheaf of documents declaring "irreconcilable differences" as his ticket to freedom.

"I can leave," he almost sighed after his final signature. "What about the kids. I’m not leaving them here with you."

"Fine. Take them down to Mom’s and Dad’s yourself then."

"Today?" He narrowed his eyes again.

"Don’t worry, Joe. I can’t exactly bring up kidnapping charges when you’re going to drop them off at my own parents’ house. And, Joe, that Green kid called yesterday. He asked if you could stop in tonight. The Bakers will be there and he wanted you to come. I’m sure you’ll be eager to go."

"Tonight?" he asked suspiciously.

He didn’t wait for her to answer. He just knew he was going home. Felicia and Ollie’s maternal grandparents were waiting for them when Joe got back to his hometown. He stayed with them for about an hour after everything was unpacked. Soon Lena would tire of her vendetta and he could have his children back, so leaving them there wasn’t as bad is it might have been. He left reluctantly though, torn by the desire to stay with his children and the desire to go in search of Maddie. But he knew the Johnsons would take care of them and he was welcome to visit anytime he wanted, taking them every other weekend once he got a permanent place of his own.

He went directly to Bob’s house. He hadn’t talked to him in almost a year–nine months in fact, so why Bob would want Joe to come to his house, he couldn’t figure. But if Maddie was going to be there, so would he. When he pulled up in front of the green half-double house, there was only one car parked there, and it was Bob’s.

He walked up the steps to the porch, hearing a radio playing and some hammering coming from the second floor. He knocked loudly, but the hammering didn’t stop. He knocked again; this time there was a response.

"Wait a minute. I’ll be right down!" Bob called, then within a few seconds opened the door, looked at him with surprise, then stepped to the side for him to enter. "Come in. Come in. You’ll freeze out there."

"It snowed down here." Joe could think of nothing else to say. 

"You could say that." Bob smiled as he closed the door. "Almost two feet and its been here since the beginning of the month. The crust is so hard we can walk on it. They have warnings to keep inside. Don’t they have it up north?"

"The snow–no. The frostbite alert–yes."

"Well, what brings you down this way? Come on, I’ll get you a beer." Bob moved toward the kitchen.

"I brought the kids down to stay with their grandparents." Joe noticed the house as he walked through it; two big rooms, a stairway, and a dining room that was separated from the kitchen by a bar-like counter. He took a seat in the corner of the kitchen.

"Take off your coat and relax." Bob went to the refrigerator, his sudden friendliness making Joe suspicious. "You going out to see John and Tom?"

"Probably. Why?"

"We were just talking about you the other day. Remembering the time we were all playing darts and decided to take the game over to the Bakers’ house. I carried the board, and Tom put the darts in his back pocket and everyone got on their bikes and started over. Except Tom. His bike had a flat tire, remember?"

Joe smiled at the memory. "Yeah. Tom got on the back fender of my bike and I hauled him. But when we hit that bump coming off the covered bridge, he flew off."

"Remember how red his face got? He was only eight and you were eleven, but he was ready to half kill ya."

"I didn’t blame him. Those darts went in almost the full two inches."

"Remember how we all just stood back, trying not to laugh loud enough for Tom to hear when Jackie pulled them out of his butt?" Bob asked.

"I remember how we couldn’t keep quiet when we got back to Mom’s and she made him drop his pants so she could put disinfectant on it."

"Yeah, and Jackie started whistling until Tom ran after him. Hell, he must have chased him halfway across the hill, holding his drawers up with one hand the whole way," Bob laughed, then his face slowly sobered to only a trace of a smile as he stared at his beer bottle. "Boy, those were the days. Sometimes I just wish I was back to being eight and Jackie was a whopping twelve. I miss Jackie. Been almost seven years and I still miss him."

Joe didn’t know what to say to him. Jackie had been a part of their five-member brotherhood. The leader in all respects. He was the only one to know that their strong, capable leader was not as strong as everyone believed.

A voice came from the front of the house, along with a gush of wind. "Bob! I swear, if you don’t learn to park your car soon, I’ll drive in and dent your shiny little fender on purpose."

"You will not," Bob called back, starting through the house to meet Maddie, but when Joe got up to accompany him, Bob stopped him. "No, we’ll be right out. Wait here."

Joe sat still, waiting for Maddie to come into view. He knew how Bob felt about her and didn’t want to embarrass him by taking the girl into his arms in front of him. Bob was in and out in a flash, carrying a small bag of groceries as he re-entered the kitchen. After putting the bag on the counter, Joe saw the books under his arm. His interest perked. Was Maddie coming here to do her homework? He knew that Bob had been pretty swift in high school and could probably help her, but Jack Baker was no dummy either. As a matter of fact, it was Jack who had helped Joe get through English and Math with flying colors. When he turned toward the front of the house he saw Maddie standing behind the bar, holding onto it with her left hand as she removed her shoes. She still hadn’t seen him, so he slowly got up from the table and walked toward her. He was five feet from the bar that separated them when the ceiling light reflected off of something metallic on her hand. His gaze fastened on that small piece of metal, not wanting to believe it, unable to believe it. His hand clamped on the top of the bar, trapping her fingers in an iron grip.

"Joe!" It was a breathless exclamation from the other side of the semi-wall; her eyes turning huge.

"What do you call this?" His voice was terse, his temper escalating.

"It’s my ring. What does it look like?" She snatched back her hand, then went about removing her other shoe.

He turned slightly, looking at the flushed expression on Bob’s face. What was it? Guilt? Embarrassment? He wasn’t sure, but when he looked at the younger man’s hand he saw the matching band.

"You didn’t tell me Joe was here." Maddie smiled up at Bob. "Is he staying for dinner?"

"I don’t know. I didn’t ask yet."

"Some host. Would you like to stay for dinner, Joe? There’s more than enough."

He turned swiftly to stare at her with flaming eyes. How could she? For nine months he’d been living in hell. He hadn’t touched another woman; hadn’t even wanted to look at another woman! And she ups and gets Goddamn married! She stood at the end of the bar to go through the mail neatly laid out for her. Her smile, as she glanced up at him before continuing with the mail, sent jolts through him. His eyes moved down over her until the bar hid most of her body from his view. There was something different. Her chest! Her chest was bigger! How in the hell. . . .

"Well, Joe? Are you going to answer me or just stand there? You’re always welcome." Maddie put down the mail and walked toward the kitchen, the sight of her ballooned figure coming into view as she passed him.

"You’re pregnant!" This time it was Joe who released a breathless exclamation.

"I am?" Maddie said with mock surprise as she pulled a pack of hamburg from the refrigerator and put it on the counter next to the stove, then reached for some tomato sauce on a top shelf in the cupboard. "Could you get that down, Bob? I knew something was wrong. Now we know, don’t we? I’m pregnant."

"How far?" Joe stared across the kitchen at them.

"Eight months." Bob spoke up instantly.

His mind calculated quickly, but each time he came up with his answer, he tried again. "You don’t look it. You look too big for eight months."

"Well thank you very much! What a flatterer!" She didn’t look at him as she went about starting dinner. "I know. Everyone tells me that. I wish I were nine months already. He’s getting kind of heavy on the spine back there. Did you finish with the crib, Bob?"

"Almost. Joe came when I was pounding it into place. All these years, I think it warped a little."

"I wouldn’t doubt it. Maybe Joe could give you a hand while I make supper." She turned to him and smiled gently.

Goddamn, he wanted out of this place. Now he knew why Lena had gone through with the divorce. Now he knew why she had sent him here. The ignorant slut knew all along!

"Well? Want to give me a hand?" asked Bob.

Joe looked at him–he wanted to give him a hand all right. Right in the Goddamn mouth! But when he looked back at Maddie’s soft smile, and his heart felt like it was being ripped apart, he simply nodded then turned and started for the stairs.

"I’ll help. But I won’t be eating here."

Joe worked with Bob in silence most of the time. He recognized the crib. It had been Maddie’s. He used to sneak upstairs and get her out of it in the mornings before he went to school with the other boys. But now, instead of holding Maddie, it would hold her baby.

"Are you sure she’s only eight months pregnant?" Joe tried to sound casual as he questioned Bob, but it must not have worked, because Bob jerked his head toward him quickly, a strange emotion in his eyes.

"I’m positive. I ought to know. She got pregnant almost right away."

"She couldn’t have been pregnant before you were with her?"

"No." Bob stood up with the hammer and placed it on the dresser then bent to pick up the mattress and put it inside the crib’s frame. "I remember because it was funny actually. The first time we went out and I got a little more serious than usual–hell, it was only a few days after you went back north. I guess it was the time you were down for your dad’s funeral. Anyway, I brought her back here; we stared making out on the couch and she got her period. She was so embarrassed that I knew she almost cried. She didn’t come prepared and I had to go to the store for her while she washed and dried her clothes. I don’t know why she got so embarrassed. God, it’s part of being a woman."

Joe listened silently, then started out of the nursery, but stopped and looked back. "Do you mind if I speak with her a moment–alone?"

"No, go ahead. I have to put these tools away."

When Joe stepped off the stairs, he looked toward the kitchen and saw that the meal was nearly finished. What it was, he didn’t take the time to notice, for Maddie wasn’t there, and she was what he was searching for. Looking in the other direction, he found her standing with her back to him as she leaned down to finish some math problems on a piece of paper. He came up to stand behind her, watching in silence as she sucked on a lollipop that made her cheek bulge. She only made matters worse, looking like that. She wasn’t even eighteen, only a child. A child with a belly full of baby. Bob’s baby–Goddamn him! Bob knew how young she was. Couldn’t he have been more careful?! Couldn’t he have just left her the hell alone?! Everything would be fine now–Goddamn Bob!

Turning quickly to return to the kitchen, she bumped into him with a force that sent him back a step.

"Jesus Christ, Bob, if you don’t stop sneaking up behind me. . . ." she scolded in a whisper, before recognizing Joe. "Oh. It’s you."

"I’m sorry." Joe grasped her upper arms to steady her. "Did I hurt you?"

"Besides almost knocking my lollipop down my throat and giving junior the ride of his life–no, not much."

"Junior? You’re sure it’s a boy?"

"No. But Mom said it’s a boy. I’m carrying high–that’s how it was with her, and I craved a lot of sweet stuff."

"Like that lollipop?"

"No. Bob said if I’d quit smoking, he’d supply the substitutes." Her hands moved to her stomach, a smile coming to her eyes as she looked down at it. "He’s either telling me to bump into you again or that he didn’t like the ride. He’s kicking up a storm in there. Maybe he’ll grow up to be a high school football star like his. . .uncles."

Joe couldn’t say exactly what made him move his hands to her swollen abdomen. He hadn’t taken all that much interest in Lena’s two pregnancies, so he couldn’t understand the strange feeling that came over him, urging him to feel the baby’s movements. Well, it certainly was healthy, he thought, as a smile touched his lips and he stared down at their two pairs of hands. But the sight of the golden band around her long, delicate fingers made him pull away in a rush. Goddamn it–that should have been his child she was carrying and it made him sick that it wasn’t.

"Why, Maddie?" His question was very quiet as she narrowed her eyes slightly and stared at him.

"Why? Why what?" She took a step back from him. "Why did I get pregnant? You’re a big boy now, Joe, I think you know the facts of life."

"Knock it off! You know what I mean." He looked back to her face then moved closer to her, ever so slowly. "You said you loved me."

He backed her against the wall before his mouth came down on hers in a kiss that was demanding what he knew she could give. His tongue pressed across her lips to meet clenched teeth, but at his persistence they parted, allowing him the freedom to roam and taste her mouth. God, she was so warm and so sweet, and even now with her belly full of another man’s child, she was making him swell as her tongue met his. But it ended quickly when she ripped away from him, her hand coming up in a full swing that he didn’t see until it was too late. He felt the first flow of warmth drip from his brow, and after reaching up he saw the blood on his fingertips. He didn’t know how, but she had managed to cut him, and cut him deeply. 

"You bastard! You ever touch me again and I won’t just scrape you with my ring!"

"What’s this?" he asked angrily. "Another scar from Maddie Baker?! How would that Goddamn husband of yours like to see some scars you left from the last time? My back has eight small white signatures from when I broke your. . . ."

"No, Joe. I have no interest in your scars." Bob’s voice came from the bottom of the stairs where he was calmly leaning against the wall, sending Maddie to him in an instant. He put his arms around her and pulled her gently against him. "And it’s Maddie Green now, not Maddie Baker. Go get him something to clean that up, Maddie."

"Don’t bother," Joe said through clenched teeth, but Maddie was already on her way to the kitchen. "I said don’t bother!"

"She heard you. But you’ll stay anyway and let her patch you up. After all, it was her engagement ring that’s making your eye swell and that blood drip onto my carpet." Bob walked over to him, inspecting the injury briefly. "If you went up to the hospital they’d put two or three stitches in it for you and charge you forty-five bucks. Or you can let Maddie make you an ice pack and put a tight bandage on it and we won’t charge a cent. If you decide for the hospital I’d have to take you anyway, because you wouldn’t be able to drive like that."

Maddie returned with the ice pack and a bandage, handing them to Bob. "I’ve got supper to finish. You do it."

"Sit down, Joe. It won’t take long. Maddie, bring in his coat. I don’t think he feels like staying after I finish this." Bob moved with Joe to the sofa in the living room.

The coat was thrown into the room, landing on the floor before the sound of stomping feet went back in the other direction. Bob looked at the coat and smiled slightly.

"Now ya got her mad," he teased, making Joe wonder how he could take it so lightly after what he had seen.

"It’s not the first time," Joe muttered as Bob pressed some tissues to the wound.

"No. She’s got a temper all right." He pulled away the tissues and bent to look at it again, then put it back and pulled Joe’s hand up to it. "Hold this a while."

"Have you faced it yet?" Joe asked as Bob was removing a bandage from the paper and peeling back the tape.

"Her temper? Me? Sure. A lot when we were kids–not so much now. Just little stuff, like parking my car. Move the tissue." He spread the bandage on so it would hold the wound closed tightly, then handed Joe the ice pack. "Now, all done. But before you leave I want to tell you this. Maddie’s not the only one with a temper, and we’re not kids anymore, Joe. I’ve got a good twenty-five-thirty pounds on ya. If I ever see you touching my wife again, you don’t know how sorry you’ll be. Maybe I better rephrase that. I don’t mind the touching. I saw you with your hands on her stomach. That I don’t mind. She lets anyone who wants to feel the baby move touch her stomach. So, I don’t mind the touching. It’s what came after that. That’s what just about had you thrown through the front door–literally. And in this weather its too cold for the baby with the front door busted out. Now get this part straight–because it’s important. You are welcome into my home anytime you like. I think it’ll take a while before Maddie gets over this hot spell. But I can understand such things–I don’t like what you did–but it’s over. And I don’t think it will be repeated. Just remember–you can always come back. I’ll have a son soon, I’ll want to show him off."

"Bob, who in the hell are you kidding?" Joe held the ice to his face as he grabbed his coat. "I’ll never be back and you know it."

"I thought as much. But just so you understand that it isn’t me that’s making it this way."

"Whatever you say. You’ve won, Bob. Congratulations."

Joe left quickly, getting in his car and driving back north where he rented a room in a motel for the night. He had his job there. His wife could drop dead for all he cared. She had won also, managed to take his kids and his life away in a single day. He’d find an apartment to house himself and, occasionally, his kids. They were the only reasons to go back to that town now. 

 

 

CHAPTER XII

July 1984

Maddie took Robby into the bathroom first, telling him to strip while she did the same in her bedroom across the hall, then wrapped a robe around herself as she came back and filled the tub for him. He reluctantly climbed in, insisting he was still good for another day or two without a bath. She insisted otherwise. She gave him the soap and washcloth as she removed her makeup and then the pins from her hair, brushing out the thick waves that traveled past her shoulders.

The crash from the boys’ bedroom turned her glance to Robby before she moved to the bedroom to find Jackie standing over Bob’s picture. The glass in the frame was broken and on the floor. She looked at the small red ball that he had bounced against the far wall; its ricochet had struck the picture and knocked it down.

"Jackie, get back. I’ll clean it. Go get me the broom and dustpan." 

"I didn’t mean to break it. I just missed the ball." Jackie started out of the room.

"You shouldn’t be throwing the ball in here in the first place," she called after him, then took the broom from him when he came back. "Go in the bathroom with Robby, I’ll be in as soon as I’m done here."

"Is it okay? The picture I mean."

"Yes. Just a little scratch. Now go on. I don’t want him slipping in the tub."

Maddie looked down at the photograph to see Bob in his uniform. She remembered taking the picture. Jackie had been about a week old, and Bob looked every bit the proud father as he held the newborn in his arms. He took on the role of father enthusiastically over the following months. Maddie knew her son would never want for affection.

November 1977

"How would you like to be arrested and put in jail for the next ten years? When you get out you’ll be almost as old as I am," Bob Green said to the two boys he held by the scuff of the neck as Maddie watched from her car.

She had planned to meet him for lunch that day. His arrival at the shopping plaza had coincided with the two youngsters being chased from one of the stores by a security guard. She smiled as she watched Bob with the boys; she knew what he was doing. 

As she picked up her nine-month-old son, she remembered how worried Bob had been about her that night of Joe’s visit. How she had managed to maintain control and even smile at Joe as if everything was completely normal during that last visit, she still wondered about. When he grabbed her hand, she knew who it was immediately. She didn’t even have to look, but her eyes searched for his face. His face had made her tremble and yearn to reach out and touch it. Instead, she pulled away. Pride made her want to hurt him as fiercely as he had hurt her. But then when he stood with her, holding their baby, feeling him kick, she knew she was still very much under his spell; still very much in love with him. When he kissed her she almost went to him, his power over her so overwhelming, until she realized he only meant to humiliate her. He would never know how glad she was when Bob had told her to go to the kitchen where she tried to gain control of herself; then after bringing Bob the bandage and ice, how she lost control and the tears fell. Joe would never know how Bob had held her that night to try to calm her, trying to give her the love Joe would dangle in front of her and then deny her.

Then two weeks later she had gone into labor, Bob’s anxiety was palpable until the baby finally arrived and he got a good look at it. He said throughout the pregnancy that he wanted a daughter with black hair and brown eyes–just like its mother. She knew he didn’t want it to look like its father. But she would never forget the way he floated into her room the next day, a relieved smile covering his face when he told her his baby boy looked just like her brother John–brown hair and brown eyes, with a face very similar to the baby pictures of her brother.

When it came time for filling out the birth certificate, Bob was at her side. Because the child looked so much like John, they took his first name–and, since John looked so much like Jack Baker, they decided to nickname the baby Jackie. It would save on any confusion between the two Johns. Bob insisted the middle name be Joseph, but, when Maddie refused, he smiled and said it would only be natural to name his son after one of his friends; the next one could be named after himself. His desire to have Joe named as the father on the birth certificate really upset Maddie. But again, he soothed her, telling her that he had grown up an orphan, not knowing what kind of diseases might have been handed down to him from his mother or father. So, for the sake of medical history, if needed, the information would be available to the child. They couldn’t tell the future, and there might come a day when neither Maddie nor Bob would be there to give the child the information he might need.

Her eyes came back to the parking lot where Bob was still holding the two boys.

". . . Or how about just being taken away from your parents and put in a foster home?" Bob scolded them, glancing back at the overweight security guard who was stiff puffing across the parking lot to intercept them. Bob turned back to the boys, and the stricken look on their faces showed the horror they would feel at being separated from their parents, or even having their parents find out what they had been up to. "What did ya take anyway?"

The smaller boy held out a bottle of perfume and the older one a wrench–bringing a smile to Bob’s face that he covered up as he tried to remain strict. It was evident the boys had been stealing gifts for Christmas, which was only a few weeks away.

"Ya know, maybe if you gave me that stuff, I could get it back to the store in one piece. But if we did that, I’d have to let go of you, and you might run off. But you wouldn’t do that, would ya, boys?"

They nodded their heads then handed him the perfume and the wrench. Bob looked back toward the guard, but still the boys stood there as they had promised. Bob seemed exasperated. He leaned slightly toward the boys as he whispered to them and turned away. In an instant the boys were gone, speeding across the parking lot.

"Green! What the hell did you let them go for?" The security guard puffed as Bob came back to meet him.

"They got away–what can I say?" He handed the man the perfume and wrench.

"They got away shit! You let them go!"

"Just long enough to get that bottle back. It would have smashed on the sidewalk and then you wouldn’t have gotten it back. I went after them–they were just too fast."

"Bob? You ready to go to lunch?" Maddie’s call from behind them brought a grunt from the guard as he turned back to the store.

"I’m starved. After that attack, I’m all out of energy," he smiled at her. 

"Right. And what are you going to do if they get caught doing it again next week?" asked Maddie.

"I don’t think they will. But if they do, I’ll let security handle it. They were getting Christmas presents for their mom and dad. Ya can’t put a little guy away for having good intentions but no money."

"If you ask me, Bob Green, they were lucky we planned on having lunch here today." 

Delight filled little Jackie’s eyes when he saw Bob. As they began walking together he squirmed in his mother’s arms until Bob gave in and took him. The love Bob gave the child warmed Maddie when she’d sit and watch them play on the carpet of their living room. Jackie was Bob’s pride and joy, and she truly believed that he believed the boy really was of his own flesh and blood. It didn’t matter. Bob was Jackie’s father in every sense of the word, except one, and any animal can implant a seed. It was a true father who would watch that seed grow and nurture it. 

It Maddie that Bob wouldn’t express his feelings toward her in a way she needed and missed. She had long ago put away her sisterly feelings toward him and had finally accepted him as her lover. The first week following their wedding, he didn’t touch her; always drinking himself to sleep at night on the couch. By the following weekend she knew whatever had been holding him back, couldn’t be contained any longer as he came to her in the middle of the night with a drunken sheen to his eyes and made love to her passionately. After that his lovemaking became less and less passionate, a simple act of releasing occasional sexual tensions. Without the passion, Maddie was lost. Her responses were few, and many times he would pull away, completely satisfied and ready for sleep without even raising her pulse beat. As her pregnancy progressed, he pulled away from her completely–she thought that, if it were his child inside her, things probably would have been different. And after she delivered the child, he didn’t touch her until Jackie was three months old. As it was now, things were really rolling if they made love more than three times a month. She was very used to it being as little as once a month. But, what he lacked as a lover, he made up for as a friend. She didn’t know many couples who could say their mates were their best friend. 

As they ate lunch Jackie reached for both Bob’s and Maddie’s plates, not caring which fed him, just as long as he held both parents’ attention. Maddie watched her husband with affection. She loved dining out with him, especially in such an informal atmosphere. His charisma drew every type of person to him. The younger women were drawn by his overwhelming beauty–a boyish face with a less than boyish body. She thought it was funny, the way the young women and girls flirted with him. If he was in the mood, he’d flirt back; if not, he’d simply smile and turn back to Maddie in exasperation. Oh, he knew he was a very handsome young man, but he didn’t flaunt it and didn’t like it when others did. He often said he kept his muscles toned for his job, and when he looked in the mirror all he saw was a dough-faced blond kid. She laughed and told him a lot of women would give their souls to hold that piece of dough–not telling him that, although he was a beautiful specimen of manhood, it wasn’t the type that could send her pulses racing from a single look.

The older women would swarm to him, seeming to want to mother the little boy. And those were the ladies he would invite to sit down with him, relishing their conversation. The women in their fifties, sixties, seventies and eighties were the ones he listened to with an interest Maddie could only wonder at. During her pregnancy he told her he couldn’t send any of those women away, not knowing if one of them were his mother or grandmother.

As Maddie’s attention went back to her son, she saw the excitement in his eyes a moment before he jumped in his highchair, sending both her’s and Bob’s hands to push him back in his seat; this time buckling the belt around him before pulling him closer against the restaurant table. Maddie glanced at the baby’s face when he giggled and tried to stick his tongue out. That could only mean one thing, and a smile crossed her face before she turned in the direction the child was looking.

"What are you. . . ," Bob started to ask the baby, but he stopped when he saw Lew standing behind a semi-wall at the entrance to the dining area; he was making faces at the little boy. "Lew."

Lew’s laugh came, warming Maddie as it always did. He moved from the wall with Janet at his side and approached their table. "Hey, Slobberbox! Your mother should teach you some manners, sticking out your tongue in a public place. Move over, Blue Boy," Lew told Bob then slid into the booth next to him, picking Bob’s hot dog from its bun with bare fingers and tapping it against Jackie’s nose. The way the baby’s mouth opened and he tried to catch the food made them all smile.

"Here, Janet, you can sit across from Bob, I’ll stay here to feed Jackie." Maddie got up and let her aunt slide across the booth seat.

"You feeding him whole foods now?" Lew asked as he watched Jackie trying to grab the hot dog. 

"Not that big, we aren’t," said Bob, staring at the food Lew was snatching off his plate to play with Jackie. He was glad he had ordered three hot dogs, and he had already eaten two of them. "What are you doing off work?"

"Sick day." Lew pulled something from his jacket pocket and held it out to Jackie. "How about if I keep the hot dog and you keep this?"

When he saw the rubber dinosaur Jackie squealed with delight. He reached out and pulled it to his mouth, chewing with his few tiny teeth then pulling it back and inspecting it carefully. Lew beamed his appreciation for the little one. Of all Lew’s nieces and nephews he had chosen Jackie to spend his hard-earned cash on, including rubber dinosaurs that now totaled close to a dozen. Jackie preferred the ugly creatures over his cuddly teddy bears.

"You sick?" Maddie asked Lew.

"He was this morning. We were out picking up antacid when we saw your car," Janet explained.

"Acid?" Maddie asked.

"Gas," said Lew. "Too much cabbage or beans, that’s all."

"Neither. We had fish for dinner last night," Janet corrected her husband.

"Well, Gert, you about ready? We better get home before someone sees me and it gets back to the boss that I’m out playing hookie," Lew told Janet, then reached down to stick his finger in Jackie’s ear, bringing another squeal as the child squirmed away. "We’ll see ya later."

Lew’s chuckle could be heard as he and his wife walked toward the front of the restaurant. Maddie smiled as she watched them depart, then went back to feeding her son, although he preferred the new dinosaur over his food now.

It was shortly after Bob returned home from work that afternoon that her brother John called to tell her Lew was in the hospital. He had suffered a mild heart attack that afternoon, but he was doing well, even though he was in intensive care. Maddie went to the hospital immediately, not satisfied until she saw him lying in bed with his familiar smile as he teased the nurses. Janet’s smile wasn’t so quick. Sarah was soon to come, looking pale and frightened until she had the reassurance of her baby brother’s laugh.

July 1984

"Mom! Robby’s splashing!" yelled Jackie as Maddie was emptying the glass from the broken frame into the garbage can outside the back door.

"Robby! Stop splashing!" she yelled back, then came inside again to put the dustpan and broom away. A knock from the front of the house sidetracked her to that door where she found Joe standing with a cigarette in hand. Her greeting was dry as they stared at one another. "What do you want?"

Jackie’s wail from the bathroom put an end to whatever Joe was about to say.

"Mom! Robby’s gonna fall if he don’t knock it off! I told him to stop it, but he won’t listen!" There was a pause then a heavy splash. "I told you to knock it off. God! Will you get away from me! MOM!"

Robby’s laughter poured out of the bathroom, bringing an exasperated sigh from Maddie as she turned back to her sons. "Come in, Joe. I don’t have time to just stand here right this minute. I’m in the middle of a small catastrophe. ROBERT! PUT THAT DOWN!"

When Maddie got to the bathroom doorway she found the floor covered with water and shaving cream. Robby was completely bare, dripping water, and trying unsuccessfully to spray the foam onto his brother. At the sight of his mother he dropped the can and ran back to the tub, jumping in and sending another tidal wave over the sides.

"I told ya he wasn’t listening," said Jackie.

Maddie looked around the room in disbelief. She had been gone barely three minutes, and in that time the bathroom was a shambles. Jackie took a step in her direction but his foot landed in a mound of the foam, sending him on a slide across the floor. When he got up Robby was laughing hysterically at him, and he had foam from the bottom of his bare foot to the top of his brown hair.

"Did you see that?" Robby laughed. "He went zoom!" He repeated his brother’s slide with his hand.

"Mom!" Jackie managed to get to his feet. Although the floor was extremely slippery he very slowly got to the door where he took his first sure step, a step that would have landed him on the floor again if Joe hadn’t grabbed his arm and pulled him out onto the carpet. "I hope your going to hit him for this! I really hope you give him a beating!" Jackie ranted as he stomped across the hall to his bedroom, then went on muttering to himself. "If he was my kid–I’d beat him for it. I really think he deserves it this time."

Maddie only stared at Robby, his laughter having ended at Jackie’s mention of a beating. Now he stared pitifully back at his mother.

"And just what do you intend to do about all this?" Maddie gestured toward the room.

"Clean it up?" He smiled from the tub.

"You better believe it. Out of the tub! Move!" She stepped inside, taking his hand so he wouldn’t fall as he marched his bare little bottom across the floor and out the door. "You know where the mop is–go get it."

She moved back inside, and got some towels and spread them across the floor, then moved back to the toilet and put down the lid. She sat down and pushed her hair back with her wrist because her hand had foam on it. When she looked back at Joe, she saw him leaning against the doorframe, laughter in his eyes as he watched her. Well, at least he didn’t have the slightly drunken haze that he had when she had opened the door for him. Her kids were enough to sober anyone up.

"Mommy–I can’t find the mop," Robby whined from the hall closet.

"LOOK FOR IT!" She barked at him, then looked back at Joe. "And you think I could dump these two off on just anyone!"

His laughter erupted as he took a step toward her, but once his shoe hit the water, he started on a slide, making her jump up to assist him. They both landed on the floor.

"Are you all right?" he laughed at her.

"I’ll survive." She got to her feet and shoved a towel closer so he could secure a step. "But I’ll be completely gray by the time I’m thirty."

"I found it." Robby ran back to them, pulling the mop behind him. "Mommy, you’re all wet. So are you," he said, looking at Joe with wide eyes.

"Go to it," Maddie told the boy. She watched as he made a gallant effort to clean up the floor, but she knew it was too much for him to handle at his age. She waited until he made his fifth trip to the toilet to wring out the mop, then took it from him. 

"Is it done right, now?" he asked solemnly as he looked up at her.

"Good enough for now. Get in the tub so I can rinse you off. Jackie, come here," she called her other son and motioned for him to strip then get in the tub with his brother as she handed each a washcloth. "Cover your eyes and stand under the shower."

She let a stream of warm water flow over them, then turned off the faucet and opened the drain as she wrapped them in huge soft towels, helping Jackie out first, then lifting Robby and starting for the door. But Joe stepped in her way.

"How about if I take care of him and you finish in here?" 

"I think that’s the best offer I’ve had all day," she sighed, then turned her attention to Robby. "No cartoons tomorrow morning–and break out the cash for a new can of shaving cream tomorrow afternoon."

"All–right." His hand came up to his head as he leaned his elbow on Joe’s shoulder. "She gets awful mean sometimes."

"Oh, she does, does she? You didn’t do anything to deserve your punishment though, did you?" Joe asked as they went across the hall.

Maddie listened to them as she sopped up the water with the towels then tossed them into the tub. Most of the water was cleaned up by the time she finished with the last towel, so she got to her feet to get the mop, but she found Joe already there, mopping that end of the bathroom. 

"You do this very well–maybe I’ll hire you," Maddie smiled at him.

"Full time?" He continued with the chore until he worked her into the corner.

"Nope. Can’t afford the benefits." She took the mop and finished the small area where she was standing, then turned off the light and went to put the mop back in the closet. "I hope the lack of noise from in there is telling me they are both dry, in their pajamas and in bed." 

"That’s where they went. I couldn’t tell ya if they stayed there or not."

Maddie put her finger to her lips, then quietly walked back toward the boys’ door.

"Ah-hah! You can’t watch cartoons tomorrow!" Jackie teased his brother.

"Well neither can you."

"I’ll go up to Gram’s and watch them. Boy, are you dumb. Didn’t I tell you not to spray that stuff at me? You never listen. Now you have to buy her a new can–with your own money." There was a sound of something hitting the wall, then Jackie’s chuckle. "Sore head!"

When Maddie pushed the door open, she saw Robby standing at the head of his bed and a teddy bear against the wall on Jackie’s side of the room. Robby’s tongue was sticking out as he grabbed another stuffed toy to sail at Jackie.

"I wouldn’t do that if I were you. With your luck you’ll knock over a lamp and your bank will be left empty," Maddie warned.

Robby turned to look at her, then dove under the sheet. "Is he paying for the frame?"

"I don’t know. I’ll think about it." 

"That’s not fair. That was an accident!" Jackie spoke up.

"You weren’t supposed to be throwing the ball in the house in the first place. Now both of you–get to sleep." She pulled the door nearly closed, then waited for what she knew would follow.

"Nice going! You’re so dumb!" Jackie whispered at his brother, then the other toy landed against the wall.

"One more sound–just one more sound and no TV at all for a week for either of you," Maddie said sternly, then walked away, expecting the chaos to settle down. She went back toward the kitchen, going to the refrigerator and pouring herself a small glass of orange juice. "You want some?"

"Juice? No, I don’t want juice." His hidden message was clear in his tone, but she refused to acknowledge it.

She turned around and looked at him as she drank from her glass. She wished he would go home. It was all right when the children were with them, but now she didn’t know what to say to him. He was looking at her that way again, and she wanted to climb into the hall closet and hide. How could he look at her like that when he was seeing her at her worst? Her hair was wet in the back, and by now it was probably tangled as well. Her robe was wet and the only bits makeup were traces of mascara she hadn’t had time to remove. 

"Well, I’ve got those towels to get in the washer before they mildew." She put down the glass and walked around him, going to the bathroom for the towels and taking them back through the kitchen to the washing machine. 

She took her time about setting up the washer. If she waited long enough, perhaps he would leave by the time she finished. But, when she went back through the house, she found him standing at the boys’ bedroom door, silently leaning against the doorframe as he looked at them. When she approached to see if they were still awake, he pulled her against him, his arms going around her as his hands lay across her stomach.

"They’re something special, Maddie," he whispered against her hair. "They’re two completely different kids–but they’re more together than most brothers can get. Even when they’re bad–you can’t stay mad at them."

Why did it have to feel so damn good, standing in his arms? Why couldn’t she be repulsed by his touch? Why did it have to feel so safe, so right?

"I’m glad you like them," she whispered back, slightly sarcastic.

"Are you? I was under the impression you didn’t give a damn whether I liked them or not."

"I always appreciate it when someone likes my children. Any mother would."

"No," he sighed. "Not any mother. Ya know, if they were mine, I’d take them and we’d go away someplace where no one could ever find us, or split us up."

Maddie stiffened under his touch, moving away as he implied that if he ever found out, he’d take them and she’d never be able to find them. God, how she hated him at that moment, reaching for the doorknob and closing the door until only an inch remained open, more for Jackie than Robby. Sometimes Jackie still had nightmares.

"Well, if we stay here talking, they’ll never get any sleep." She went back to the living room and toward the front door. "How was Lew today?"

"Limping. He said he’s going to get his foot checked out sometime next week." His irritation at her coolness showed as he walked toward the door. 

"What’s wrong with his foot?"

"He said he stepped on a nail last winter. It hasn’t healed yet." 

Joe opened the door and started toward his house. She watched him go, knowing she never wanted anyone to stay as much as she wanted him to stay at that moment, but also knowing that she never trusted anyone as little as she trusted him at that moment.

