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“Hi,” came a small voice from the darkness outside Joe’s house.


Joe glanced toward the screen door, not seeing the body that went with the sneaky little voice until Robby walked inside.


“What are you doing down here?”  Joe knelt down to look at the boy’s smiling face.  Such brown eyes.  He didn’t look at all like his father.  “It’s past your bedtime, isn’t it?”


“It’s summer.  I wanted to come down and see you.  I followed Mommy; she don’t know it, though.”  His giggle warmed Joe.


“Then I think we better get you back home.  You don’t want to worry your mom, do ya?”


“Too late.”  Maddie’s voice came from the screen door, a sternness to it as she entered and looked down at her son.


“Uh-oh.”  Robby laughed, hurrying behind Joe.


“‘Uh-oh’ is right.  You get back here.”  Maddie had her arms crossed, tapping her foot in a manner that made Joe look up at her and laugh.  How many times had he seen Sarah in the same position when scolding one of her children.


“Nope.”  Robby’s arms went around Joe’s neck from behind, climbing up his back and nearly pulling Joe off balance.  “I wanna stay down here.  He can be my daddy from now on, can’t he, Mommy?”


“No, he can not be your Daddy.  You don’t just go pick one out of a hat, Robert.  Mr. McNier already has a little boy.  I’m sure he doesn’t want another one.”


“Sure I do.”  Joe stood up, taking Robby along with him as he clung to his neck, and moved into the living room before dumping the youngster onto the couch and sitting next to him.  “Sit down, Maddie.  You can stay for awhile.”

“No thank you,” she said distantly then looked at her son.  “Mr. McNier and I don’t have anything to talk about, Honey, so let’s go home now.  Jackie’s up at Gram’s waiting.”


“His name’s Joe, Mommy.  Please can’t we stay?  Please?”  Joe hid his amusement as he watched Maddie weaken as she looked at her son.  This boy had a special grasp on her heart and it was easy to see why when he looked at the handsome features pleading pitifully.  “Please?”


“Just for a few minutes!”  she scolded him as she threw the shirt on a chair and stomped over to it, sitting down irritably as she crossed her shapely legs.


“I can stay!”  Robby’s eyes were huge as he smiled while leaning over Joe’s shoulder, peering into his face.  “Whatcha got to eat?”


“Robert!”  Maddie’s surprised scolding brought a smile to Joe as he picked the child up and moved to the kitchen.


“What are you hungry for?”  he asked.


“Pizza?”  Robby asked hopefully.


“I think that can be arranged.  Sit there, I’ll make one.”


“Joe, don’t.  You don’t have to make him something to eat.  Believe it or not, we do feed him quite well at home,”  Maddie said, standing in the doorway.


“Nothing wrong with an evening snack.” He took a pizza from the freezer and opened the box.  “You like pepperoni?”


“Yeah,”  Robby answered.  “My favorite.”


“Mine too.” 


“I’m going to a birthday party next week.  Are you?”  the boy asked him.


“Not that I know of.”


“You can come along.  My Uncle Lew’s nice.”


“Lew’s birthday?”  Joe looked over at Maddie with a smile in his eyes, making her look toward Robby but Joe’s eyes stayed on her.  “I know I’ll like your Uncle Lew.  You could almost say he’s my uncle too.  Or maybe more like a brother.  I’ll go along, if your mom promises not to get on any swings while we’re there.  I’m getting too old to save her anymore.”


“Promise, Mommy.  Please.”


“I don’t think Mr. McNier will have to worry about anything like that,”  Maddie told him icily.  


“No.  I don’t either,”  Joe said as he looked at her appearance.  “Not dressed like that anyway.”


“Don’t you like the way Mommy’s dressed?”  Robby asked Joe.


“Let’s just say I liked the way she was dressed when I got her off the swing at Lew’s birthday party the last time I went.”


“How did you dress the last time he went, Mommy?”


“I don’t know.  It was too long ago.  Mommy doesn’t remember.”  She reached down and took the boy’s hand then started back to the living room.  “Come on Robby, we’ll wait in here.”


Joe watched her leave the kitchen’s doorway.  He very much doubted that she had forgotten that hot July day.  He knew that he would never be able to erase it from his mind.

July 1973

Joe was refilling his glass from the keg of beer in Lew’s front yard; an almost grassless, narrow lawn that ran between a long dirt lane and Shamokin Creek.  It was one of the few chances he had lately to actually get out with his friends since starting newest job.


“Hey Lew!  Happy birthday!  What are ya now anyway?” The voice behind Joe had a very familiar ring to it, bringing a soft smile to his lips.


“Twenty-two,”  Lew’s smiling voice answered.


“Uh-huh, and that would have made you. . .eight. . .when you and Janet had your first child?”  laughed the new arrival at the party.


“Try a lot closer to forty-two,”  Janet responded.


“Thirty-eight, only thirty-eight, Gert!  Don’t add any years onto it!”  Lew reprimanded his wife, using the nickname he sometimes gave her.


Joe turned from the keg, quite prepared to lift that voice into his arms and greet her with a friendly kiss on the forehead.  It had been over a year since he had seen Maddie due to his position for the ambulance service on third shift.  But when he turned, he almost bumped into a pair of shining brown eyes with dark hair that was windblown except for what was pulled back into a loose ponytail.  His thoughts of the neighbor child quickly evaporated as his gaze moved to the lips that were full and very inviting and he felt the first stirrings of need in his loins.  The smile that spread over her lips invited his gaze to move lower, seeing breasts that were thrusting against the bib of a pair of overalls that were cut off very short.  It didn’t take much creativity to imagine how those delectable breasts would feel in his hands; taste under his kiss.  The shapely legs that flowed from the frayed denim made his mind wonder at their strength as they would wrap around him and pull him into her depths.


“Well, look at you!  When did you grow that?”  Joe heard that familiar voice again, but from that very unfamiliar form.


His body stiffened as he jerked his gaze up to those dark eyes.  It couldn’t be! was his first reaction.  Then seeing that it was indeed Maddie, he was overcome with guilt and embarrassment.  Maddie was only fourteen.  She should be short and stubby, not standing before him with developed breasts and long slim legs that invited any man’s fantasies to run rampant.  Not with a mouth that made him starve to taste it.  Not with eyes that reached into his very soul.


“Well, when?”  she asked again.


“When did I what?” he croaked through a suddenly dry voice, taking a large gulp of beer to moisten his parched throat.


“Grow it.  When did you grow it?”


“Grow what?!”  He choked.  Good God!  Was that his voice?  Did it actually crack?  He was twenty-four years old!  His voice wasn’t supposed to crack anymore!  And grow what?!!  He turned back toward the beer keg as his eyes immediately looked down at his pants.  He prayed that the erection he felt coming on a moment ago wasn’t showing.


“Your mustache,” she said with a roll of her eyes.  It was clear to Joe that she thought he was a bit on the stupid side at the moment.


“Oh, that.  I-I don’t know for sure.  Last year sometime.”


“You look nice with it.”  She looked at him a moment.  “What’s the matter with you?!”


“You changed, I guess.  I expected to turn around, pick you up and kiss your cheek.”


“Oh,” she said quietly, glancing down at the ground.  “Ya better not.  You’ll hurt yourself.  I got fat.  But you can still kiss me–I guess.”


“I don’t know, in front of all these people?  They might start talking.”  He covered up his previous embarrassment by teasing her.


“Why?”  Her eyes said that she had no idea of the picture she presented.


“Hey, brat, get me a beer,”  Lew called from the table.


She picked up a glass and moved to the tap, but when she tried to fill it, all she got was a glass of foam, making her look at it with confused disapproval.  “What’s wrong?  I did it the way you did it.”


“Not quite.”  Joe took the glass from her and filled it properly.


She took the glass to her uncle, her appreciation of the man showing in the way she slid next to him on the bench and smiled up at him.  

‘God, she just turned around and walked away!’  Joe thought. ‘She just leaves me to stand here shaking like a Goddamn kid!’   


Lew’s reaction to his niece was quick as he reached up to push his index finger in her ear, making her squeal with delight as she squirmed to the ground to avoid his hand.  Through exasperated eyes, she stared up at him from where she landed beneath the picnic table.


“Get up!”  Lew said with mock annoyance that his eyes betrayed as he smiled down at her.  “What the hell ya doing on the ground like that?  You’re acting like some kind of a Goddamn animal!”


“Let her up, Lew,”  Janet said with amused pity as she watched her husband’s horseplay, making Lew chuckle as he pulled the bench back and allowed his niece to get up.


Joe watched as she scrambled to her feet, still a bit awkward, but very enticing as the fray of her denims pulled up over her firm fleshy behind.  Her hand absently pulled the material down before taking the seat next to Lew again.


“Hey, Maddie, let’s play catch,” called Lew’s oldest son.


“Nah, I wanna sit here awhile.”


“Come on.”


Maddie sighed with disappointment then got up and walked to her cousin, taking the mitt he offered.


“Joe, come sit the hell down.  Ya becoming a snob in your old age?”  Lew called over his shoulder.


“My old age?  I’m not the one with a bald spot on the back of my head the size of a plate.”  He moved to where Maddie had been seated a moment ago.


“Hey, didn’t you hear that bald is sexy?”  Lew told him.


“Who told you that?!”  Maddie called to him as she threw the baseball with a strong arm.


“How do ya think I ended up with six kids?  Ask Gert.”  He nodded toward Janet, but she simply flustered and smirked.


“When I get married, my husband is gonna have a full head of hair.”  Maddie caught the overthrown ball with ease.


“You better not break any windows or you’re getting kicked straight to the moon,”  Lew yelled, much more to his son than to Maddie, then turned his attention back to her.  “What do you want a husband with a lot of hair for?”


“I don’t know,” she said honestly, jumping in the air to catch the next ball before throwing it back fiercely at the boy, making him yowl silently as the ball smacked into his mitt.  “Dad isn’t bald.”


“You tell him, Maddie,” said Janet.


“Oh, you love it, you know you do.  You should hear her at night, Joe, beggin’ to stroke my bald spot.  Of course I just lay in the other bed and tell her to go the hell to sleep, but you know women.  She’ll just lay there and beg, until I finally get up and let her pat it a few times, then I can go back to bed and get a good night’s sleep.”


“You rotten. . . “ Janet laughed as she flustered again under her husband’s teasing.


Lew started laughing at her, then pretended to sober as he saw Sarah’s car pulling up next to them.  “Shut up everybody.  Can’t talk about sex now, my big sister’s here.”


“Did I hear you mention sex?”  Sarah asked as she got out of the car on the driver’s side and John got out of the passenger’s side.


“Not me.”  Lew raised his brows to her.  “Where’s Ilene?”  he asked John, referring to his wife.


“Work,” John said simply.


He sat next to Janet.  John’s second wife wasn’t with them, not unusual as they were on shaky grounds after only two years of marriage.  Ilene liked to wander and didn’t make any secrets of it, but it went unmentioned–John was too good a young man to deserve such a wife.


“Maddie was just saying she doesn’t want to marry a guy that’s bald,”  Lew told Sarah as she sat next to him.


“I don’t blame her, a woman likes to have something to hold onto.”  


“That’s right,”  Maddie said from the middle of the road.


“And what’s wrong with bald?”  John asked over his shoulder.  “You don’t even know what the hell you’d be hanging on for.”


Maddie just smiled over at her brother as she caught the next ball.   “That’s enough, I’m done for now,” she told her cousin as she moved back to the table by her brother.  “Sure I do.  So you can kiss him and he can’t get away!  Just like this!” 


John’s face turned crimson as Maddie quickly grabbed him by the hair and pulled him back in a mock kiss before leaving him drop.  She moved to sit on the bench again, this time across from Joe.  


“Jesus,”  Lew breathed.  “Almost makes me glad I’m going bald.”


Joe looked back at Maddie.  She really had changed.  His eyes moved over her face before dropping to the front of her overalls again.  She most certainly didn’t look fourteen–more like seventeen, eighteen, but not fourteen.  Realizing that his probing gaze was stirring the sensation in his loins again he guiltily looked back to her face, hoping for some signs that said she was still almost a baby.  She looked at him at the same moment that she was about to get another olive from a jar on the table.  He saw an emotion of pain cross her face as she put the jar down, then turn to anger as she threw the olive on the ground.


“Go to hell, McNier!  I know I’m fat!!”  She turned and shoved her hands into her pockets as she started walking down the lane toward the bridge where Lew’s other sons were walking up toward them.


“Hey Maddie’s here!”  they called as they ran up to her then turned and headed back across the bridge to follow her.


John and Lew chuckled at the look of pure shock on Joe’s face, but Janet and Sarah both sighed, uneasiness filling them at Maddie’s discomfort.


“Puberty,” said John.  “Nothing like it.”


“What the hell did I say?”  Joe asked quietly in astonishment.


“I didn’t hear you say anything.”  


“No, me either,”  Lew agreed, both of them knowing more than they were letting on.


“Ya don’t have to these days,”  John told him.  


“Then what did I do?  I was only looking at her.  Jesus!  Remind me not to look at her!”


“She’s sensitive about her weight.  You were watching her eat,”  Sarah explained with a tired voice.


“Her weight?  What’s wrong with her weight?  She looks fine!”


“She was starting to pick up a few pounds last winter and Jack wouldn’t let her live it down.”


“But she’s not fat!”  Joe insisted.


“Well, she’s . . . changing.  That’s all.  She’ll be fine,”  Sarah reassured him.  “You just happened to look at her the wrong way, at the wrong time.”


“Where’d she go?  I better go apologize.”  Joe got up from the table and glanced across the creek at the crowd of boys swinging from a Tarzan rope.


“Over on the swing with the gang from Tenth Street,”  Lew told him, still finding the situation amusing.  “Maybe you better go over there and save those young guys before she takes out her wrath on them.”


Joe crossed the bridge, feeling a surge of anger burst within him when he saw four boys aged anywhere from fifteen to seventeen years, standing among the group of younger children.  They were all waiting for their turn at the thirty-foot long rope that swung precariously from a half-dead tree over the creek. 


“Here, I’ll get it for ya.”  One of the older boys handed the rope to Maddie.


By the time Joe reached the small crowd, Maddie was on the full arc of the swing, the rush of air lifting the bib of her overalls away from her body and exposing breasts covered with the minimum of cloth.  It was evident that she was unaware of it as she came back to land on the bank with an agility she hadn’t displayed with her uncle.


“Where’s your shirt?!”  Joe growled as he grabbed her arm and pulled her up the bank.


“O-over there.  Why?”  Her eyes were huge as he picked up the discarded T-shirt, glanced across the creek to the party, then pulled her up the fifteen-foot-high dike and down the other side.  “It was hot, so I took it off!  I have a tube top on underneath!”


“Put it on!”  He the shirt at her.


“No!”  She turned and started running back up the dike, but he ran after her.  The steep incline and the thick grass making their chase a slippery one.  As he grabbed her ankle to stop her, his feet slipped out from beneath him and landed on her legs, his face falling barely an inch from the partially exposed flesh of her small well-rounded bottom.  The sight itself made his muscles tighten immediately.  He had a sudden urge to bite that firm mound–instead, he turned her struggling body around and pulled her down next to him.  “Leave me go!  Lewis took his shirt off and you didn’t yell at him!”


“Lewis is a goddamned boy!  Jesus, are you that stupid?”  His insult hit its mark as fire flared in her eyes.


“You go straight to hell, ya big horse!”  She started to rise but he pushed her back down and pressed his leg over her thighs as he held firmly onto her shoulders, refusing to let her go back to the older boys until she was dressed properly.


“Put your T-shirt on.”


“No!  Ya can’t see anything!  My bib’s covering me!”  Her angry struggles brought her hip in contact with his groin, sending a jolt through him as he held her beneath him.  Her continued struggling was confusing him both mentally and physically.  Each time her hip bumped him he could feel himself harden more and more, but he refused to let her up.


“You can see everything,” he said quietly through gritted teeth.  “Why do you think those boys were watching you so closely?  When you go on the rope, the air pushes everything open and you can see--everything.”


Her struggling stopped as her eyes widened in horror and her hands moved to cover the bib of her jeans.  “Everything?”  she asked in a small voice.


“Everything.”  


“Let me up!  My God!  I’m gonna kill the bastards!”  Anger flared in her eyes as she tried to get up and run over the dike and give her all to carry out her threat.


“Maddie.  For God’s sake stay still!”  he moaned as her continued movements against him were driving him nearly senseless, making her look at him strangely before he moved away.  “Your shirt.  Put on your shirt.  Then go back to Lew’s house.”


She sat up and looked at him as he remained on his stomach next to her.  Her curiosity at his behavior was quite clear.  Taking the shirt, she put it on without having to take down the bib of her overalls, then as she stared at him, Lew’s voice boomed from the top of the dike, above them.


“Get the hell over there before I kick ya so hard you’ll be a permanent fixture on the end of my foot!”  Lew yelled at his four sons.


If Joe hadn’t been in so much pain at the moment, he would have found the empty threat amusing.  Not once had Lew actually hit, let alone kicked one of his children.  His most vicious act was taking his cap from his head and swatting their rumps once before following up with another empty threat.


“C’mon, brat.  You better go over too.”  Lew’s voice was much softer as he looked down at his niece.  “Your mom’s wondering where ya got off to.”


Maddie moved up the dike, leaving Joe lying on his stomach with his head across his folded arms.  Joe was hoping that Lew had gone with her.  When he was finally able to get up without the possibility of someone seeing what had kept him hidden on his stomach in the first place, he saw Lew kneeling on the top of the dike, watching him with an amused eye.


“Think ya can make it yet?”  Lew smiled at him.


“What are you talking about?”  He slowly made his way up the dike to meet the man.


“I’m thirty-eight today, Joe.  Ya don’t make it to thirty-eight without learning a little bit about life.  You could have had a pogo stick in your pants for as high as you were propped off the ground over there.”  Joe’s shocked expression brought another chuckle from the older man.  “Don’t worry.  Maddie didn’t see it.  And if she did, I’m almost positive she wouldn’t have known what it meant.  She might have developed early physically and have a mind as sharp as a tack, but emotionally, she’s still as green as the grass you hid yourself in.  And don’t look so guilty.  Christ, you’re a man, ya know.”


“But she’s just a baby.”  They walked toward the bridge.


“No.  She’s turning into a young lady, I believe is the term.  She’ll always be a baby to John, Tom and me, but you’re starting to see something else.”


“She’s like a sister,”  Joe tried again.


“I didn’t see John looking at her the way you were looking over home.  And I never seen Tom looking at her like that.  Bob–that’s different.  But then Bob isn’t her brother either.”


“What’s Bob been doing?!”  Joe looked at Lew sharply.


“Nothing,” he assured him with a chuckle.  “I told you.  She’s still green.  And it would be best if she was left that way for a few years yet.  She’ll bloom some day–but not now.”


“I have no intentions of helping her bloom,” Joe said irritably.


“I can see that.  And it’s pissing ya the hell off that your body’s trying to tell ya something different.  Come on, there’s a cold beer over there waiting for ya.  It’ll help calm ya down.”


“No.  I think I better leave.”


“You sure?”


“Yeah.  I have some things to do.”


“I can imagine,”  Lew laughed.  “Okay.  We’ll see ya soon then.”


Joe did get a beer to calm himself, but it was from a bar across town.  Two beers, three beers; still not calm.  He tried another one, and another, but he knew it would take something other than alcohol to calm him.  He often wondered if perhaps a little less alcohol that day would have prevented him from finding himself married four months later with a child on the way.  
June 1984

Joe stayed in the kitchen while waiting for the pizza.  He took it from the oven to cool while he leaned against the counter, staring out the window at the moonlit lawn behind the house.  In past years he would have blamed his marriage on Maddie.  Over the last few years, though, he’d learned to accept the responsibility for his mistakes.  It was just the naivete of youth that made him think he could get that fourteen-year-old girl out of his head.


“Smells good,”  Maddie whispered quietly as she stood in her stocking feet behind him.  “You’re not going to believe this.”


“Robby fell asleep.”  He smiled gently at her.


“I’m afraid so.  I tried to tell you not to make it.  He’s very impulsive.  Now you have a whole pizza to eat by yourself.”


“You won’t eat any?”


“Me?  No.”  She turned to go back to the room.  “Maybe if you keep some here and take some up for Tom and Dad, that would solve your problem.”


Joe put most of the pizza on a plate and went into the room with her.  Maddie had put her shoes on and was picking up her sleeping child.  


“Here, I’ll trade ya.”


“What?”  She looked at the plate he offered in confusion, bringing a forced smile to her lips.  “Sorry, but my boy is worth more than two-thirds of a pepperoni pizza.”


“Ha, ha.”  He put the plate on the coffee table and pulled Robby out of her arms, letting him snuggle against him as he quickly went back to sleep.  “Those heels may be fine at the store you work at, but out here, you’ll break an ankle carrying him.”


“I can manage myself.”  Her words were terse.  “I’ve done quite well for the past three and a half years.”


“Have you?  Good.  Do you think you can manage carrying that pizza up to Mom’s?  I’d appreciate it.”  He was already on his way out the door.


They crossed the road and started up John’s driveway, its rocky surface providing Maddie with difficult footing as she slowly made her way beside Joe.  They were almost to the top of the lane when he saw her take an awkward step and he reached instinctively to grab her arm.  He smiled down at her when he saw that she had broken a heel from her shoe.


“Don’t you say one word, Irish!  Not one word!”  she scolded him as she removed both shoes then moved on with tender feet across the rocky driveway.  “New pair of stockings are shot as well–damn!”


“Are you informing me?  Or just talking to yourself?”  Joe tried to conceal his amusement as he watched her try to keep in pace with him.


“Just shut up.  Or are you waiting to say I told you so?”  She moved to the grass that ran along the driveway.  “There, that’s better.”


“No, I’m not saying a word.”


“Good.  Just don’t,” she mumbled.  “Ouch!  Jesus!”


She was hopping on one foot, grabbing onto Joe’s arm to steady herself.  Joe grabbed the pizza before she dropped it as she pulled her injured foot up to look at it.


“Now what did you do?”


“Pine needle.  Damn, I can’t win.”


“Why don’t you just go in John’s house and borrow something for your feet until you get home?”


“Because nobody’s home.  They went away about an hour ago.”  She pulled the needle from her foot then took the pizza back again.  She moved back to the rocky driveway, preferring the larger sharpness to the pin-like sharpness.


“So where do you work?”  Joe continued up the driveway watching the way her awkward steps carried her, the contrast between her movements and her business clothes was rather entertaining.


“In town.”  


“I know that.  And don’t say in a store.  I know that too.”


“How about a store on Market Street?  It’s called RJ’s.”


“Never heard of it.”  


“You will–soon.  It’s going to expand by next spring.”


“How do you know?  They may go bankrupt like most of the small businesses in this area.”


“Let’s just say I’m very close to the owner and I know for a fact that business is doing quite well.”


Joe slowed his pace.  So she didn’t wait long at all, did she?  They walked the remaining distance to Jack and Sarah’s house in silence where she took the plate of pizza in to her father and brother then returned with Jackie.  She was about to take Robby from Joe but he offered to carry him the rest of the way to her home.  Since she was minus a pair of shoes, she accepted.


Although Jackie was half asleep, he walked ahead of Joe and his mother in an attempt to get to his home, and eventually his bed, as quickly as possible.  But as Maddie walked next to Joe he heard her sudden intake of breath as she stopped in an almost jerking fashion. 


“What’s wrong now?”  he asked.


“Nothing.  Take the boys inside.  Here’s the key.  They should go right to sleep.  Tell Jackie I’ll be in soon–that I forgot something at Mom’s and I’ll be back in a minute.”


“Why?  What’s wrong?”  Joe repeated his question, suspiciously.


“Just make sure the boys are in bed, okay?  I’ll be right there.”


Joe stepped to the side, letting the moonlight fall on her and showing him the flow of blood from the bottom of her foot.  He looked behind her to where she had just stepped and saw the broken jar she had stepped onto.  


“Jesus, Maddie.”  He started to kneel next to her, but she stopped him.


“The sooner I can get the boys in bed, the sooner I can get in the house and take care of this.  They’re almost asleep now.  I don’t need them waking up fresh and ready to go just because of this,” she pleaded.


Joe got up quickly and moved toward the house where Jackie was sitting on the front steps, eying him with a sleepy distrust.  He unlocked the door and took a step inside.


“Jackie, you’ll have to show me where your bedroom is.  I’ve never been in here before.”


“Where’s Mom?”  Jackie’s voice was slurred from want of sleep.


“She forgot something up at your Gramma’s.  Come turn on the light before I trip.”


Jackie slowly got to his feet, walking past the man and absently switching on the living room light as he crossed the room then made a left and headed for his bedroom.  Joe followed him, seeing that the boy had stripped down to his underwear and was making a fast dive for his bed.  Joe removed Robby’s shorts and sneakers and covered him with a sheet before turning off their light and closing the door.


“Mom leaves the door open,”  Jackie said sleepily as he turned away from him.


He left the door partially ajar, then quickly went through the hall and living room to find Maddie sitting on the front steps, holding a tissue to her injured foot.  He opened the door but when she made an effort to step inside, he picked her up and carried her across the room.


“Put me down!”  she hissed at him.


“You wouldn’t want to stain that nice white carpet of yours, would you?  Which way?”  She pointed to their left then before they got to the boys’ door, to their right.  “I’m sure RJ probably helped finance it.”


“No, I wouldn’t want to stain it.  And yes, as a matter of fact, RJ did finance it,” she told him, then noticed where he was taking her.  “In the bathroom, not my bedroom.”


“The bedroom will do.”  He placed her on the edge of the bed then went for some bandages and peroxide.


When he came back from the bathroom, he saw that she was rolling her stockings down over her thighs.  Every muscle in his body seemed to instantly tighten at the sight.  She always was quick to arouse him.  She turned and noticed him watching her then lowered her skirt as she sat back on the bed.


“Well, I can’t exactly bandage it over the stockings.”  


He looked at the magazine she stood on while she unhooked her stockings.  Its front page was smeared with blood, saving the carpet beneath.


“You could have waited for me to help.  You would have saved yourself that magazine.”  He moved to the bed and knelt before her.


“I’ve already read it.”


His hands went to the stockings that were rolled to her knees, beginning to roll them over her calf and feeling the irregular texture of the nylon.  Then it came to him that they weren’t made of nylon at all.  They were silk.  He quickly pulled it off.  The Maddie he knew could never afford silk stockings!


“Another gift from RJ?”  he growled as he pulled her foot up to inspect the wound.


“You could say that.”  She winced at his treatment of her foot.


He wiped the wound with some gauze, seeing that it was no more than an inch in length, but the steady flow of blood made it wet again.


“You’re gonna have to hold it together while I put some Steri-Strips on it.  If that doesn’t stop the bleeding, then you’ll have to go in for some stitches.”


He opened the small pack of adhesive strips as she pushed together on either side of the sole of her foot, then wiping it clean again, he began putting the strips on until four of them secured the wound.  He finished it by covering it with a larger bandage.


“Thank you.  I can manage by myself now.”  She moved to stand up, but he pushed her back down.


“Don’t stand on it!  You’ll break it open again.  How could you have managed being a mother for almost eight years and not know that?”  he scolded her.


“Don’t you ever accuse me of being an incompetent mother, or you’ll be in for a fight like you’ve never seen!”  she said in a low, threatening voice.


He picked up the magazine and the paper from the bandages and dropped them in a wastebasket, then picked up the unused peroxide and extra bandages and returned them to the bathroom.  “Stay off the foot,” he told her as he looked at her from the doorway.


“And just how do you expect me to get around?”


“I think you can manage for the night.  Tomorrow you’ll just have to stay home from work.  That is, if you can bear to be away from your generous RJ for a day or two.”


“That’s the trouble, Joe, I can’t,” she smiled smugly at him.


He walked back to her, looking at the furnishings around him; the dresser and bed were in the same era as the furnishings in the living room and bathroom.  They could have all come out of a home during the Depression Era of the nineteen-thirties but still in immaculate condition.  That bathroom, even farther back than that with its claw-foot tub and matching toilet and sink.  It was all quite nostalgic and expensive, something no working girl could buy on wages from a store, even if she were the manager.


“You got yourself a nice place here, Maddie.  RJ pay for it?”


“Most of the furnishings and two cars as well.”  She looked at him defiantly.  “Now, do you see why I have to go in to work?”


He stared at her for only a moment before his irritation moved his arms around her and pulled her to him.  His mouth found hers; his lips possessing hers.  She fought him only a second or two before giving in and opening her lips to him, meeting his kiss with a desire as hungry as his own.  His hands went to her hair, pulling pins from it and allowing the dark waves to fall down her back, pulling her closer as their tongues moved together and he tasted her sweetness. 


Joe pulled away, his breathing heavy as he looked down at her.  “I always could get to you quickly.  Just like. . .”


Upon his remark, her hand met his face before he could tell her–just like she could always get to him.  He looked at her with anger seething through him.


“Get out!  Goddamn you, I don’t need you coming back into my life anymore!  Get out!”  she exploded.


He turned and walked to the doorway, pausing to look back at her.  At that moment he didn’t want to be anywhere but in that fancy bed behind her, but when she reached for a glass bottle, he turned again.


“Don’t bother throwing it.  You’d probably just turn around and step in the damn glass anyway.  I’m going.”
CHAPTER VI
June/July 1984

“Mommy!  I want to go with John and Tom!  Can I go?  Can I?”  Robby ran into the house, followed closely by Jackie.


“They’re gonna meet Lew at the creek.  Can I go, too?”  Jackie’s face was bright.


Maddie took off her reading glasses and looked at her children.  Jackie was tanning nicely, his hair bleaching to almost a dirty blond as his deep brown eyes gave him an appearance that would someday soon steal many third-grade girls’ hearts. On the other hand, Maddie knew that Robby’s hair would remain dark, almost black, while his complexion deepened to a bronze that would be much more intense than his brother’s.  Robby’s eyes, though identical to Jackie’s in color, had an added, joyful sparkle to them that the older boy’s lacked.


“I don’t know.  Did they ask you to go along?”  She leaned back from the desk where she was filling out order forms for the store.


“No, they’ll let us go though.  They like us,”  Robby told her.


“I know they like you.  But you should ask first.  Maybe they would like to spend some grown-up time together.”


“No, I don’t think so,”  Robby said simply, clearly finding that notion quite absurd.


“Come on Mom, go up to Gram’s with us so we can ask.  They’re gonna leave soon.”  Jackie’s anxiety showed as he stepped from one foot to the other, then grabbed her hand and pulled her out of her chair.


Robby got behind her and pushed until she was on her feet laughing at their excitement.  Granted, she didn’t take them fishing very often, but they went often enough with their uncles.  She knew it was the chance to visit with Lew that make them eager for her to hurry. 


“I didn’t say you could go yet, even if they did ask.  What if I say you have to stay home and help me around here?”


“Ah Mom, you can’t make us stay home now,”  Jackie whined as Robby climbed up on the chair she had been sitting in and jumped into her arms.


“Please, Mommy, please can we go?  You can go too.  I’ll teach you how to fish.”


“I have to go in to the store today.  I’ve already stayed home long enough.  But you two can go, if John and Tom agree.”  


Joe’s silent approach to the doorway turned Jackie’s expression dim, but lit Robby’s face with a fresh smile.


“I thought I told you to stay off that foot.” 


“Joe!  I’m going fishing!”  Robby told him.


“I know.  Your uncles sent me down for you.  I think I’ll go along, too.”


“I asked Mommy to go, but she has to go the store.”


“Then  you and Jackie better go get your rods and run up to your Gram’s.  John and Tom are there waiting for you.”


“I’m staying home with Mom,”  Jackie said sullenly as he let go of his mother’s hand and moved to the television, turned it on and sat on the couch.


Maddie put Robby on the floor and he ran immediately to the screen door and opened it, telling Joe to enter.  She walked back to her oldest child and knelt next to him.  She sensed Jackie’s resistance to Joe and wasn’t quite sure how to deal with it or if she even wanted to deal with it at this point.


“Ya know, sailor, Lew’s gonna be there.  Don’t ya want to go along and see him?”  Maddie asked quietly.


“Yes, but. . .”


“You like fishing with Tom and John.  Last time you caught a big trout.”


“I know.”


“So don’t you want to go have another try?  Maybe this time you’ll get two or three.”


“Mom, don’t you want me to stay home with you?”  


“But I won’t be home.  You can ride along to the store if you like, but I think you’d enjoy sitting next to Lew along a cool stream more than in a hot store.”  She kissed his cheek then stood up.  “Come on, run down and get your rods.  Tom and John are waiting for you.”


Jackie reluctantly got off the couch and headed for the cellar door as Maddie switched off the television.  When she turned back, Joe was sitting in the chair she had occupied earlier, listening to Robby’s childish babble about the trout his big brother had given him the last time they went fishing.


“I didn’t get any though,”  Robby said sadly, then brightened.  “So Jackie gave me his.”


“You like your brother a lot, huh?”  Joe smiled at him.


“He’s big–and strong, like you.”  Robby was pulling off his dusty sneaker, emptying the gritty sand from it before pushing it back on.


“I just bet you had to empty your sneaker right in that spot, Robert!”  Maddie looked down at him.  “That carpet was just screaming that it needed sand on it.”


“So now your house looks lived in, not like some piece of antique artwork,”  Joe said as he bent to help the boy with his sneaker.


“Joe, if you don’t like my piece of antique artwork, you know where the door is.”  She moved to the book of forms on the desk in front of Joe and closed it.


“Are you and Mom fighting?”  Robby whispered to Joe.


“Us?  Fight?  Never.”  Joe caught Maddie by the arm and pulled her unsuspecting body onto his lap.  “She just likes to yell at me a lot; makes her think she’s important.  But I don’t have to listen to her.”


Maddie’s eyes widened.  How dare he maneuver her into such a position in front of her son!


“Me neither,”  Robby whispered back.


“The hell you don’t, little boy!”  Maddie tried to get up but Joe’s arms held her firmly against his lap.  “I can easily take you to the store with me instead of letting you go fishing!”


“No, you won’t.”  Robby stared at them with an impish grin.


“And why won’t I?”


“Because Joe wants you to go along with us, dontcha, Joe?”


“Definitely.”  He allowed her to get up from his lap and go to the doorway.  “You sure you don’t want to go along?”  


“Yes.  I’m certain.  I have to go to the store.”  She watched him move to stand in front of her as Jackie came upstairs with the two fishing poles. 


“The Maddie I fished with last time didn’t wear tailored suits and three-inch heels.  She wouldn’t have known how to walk in them.  Her legs were shown off rather nicely in bare feet and cut-off jeans.  She would have jumped at the chance to go fishing with the guys.”


“She didn’t have two little boys to support.  You better go, Lew’s probably been at the creek waiting for some time.”  She started to walk past him but he stopped her.


His lips met hers before she realized it, the gentleness of his kiss taking her off guard as her hands moved to his arms to steady herself.  The kiss was making her warm again, making her feel things she started to welcome with agonizing relief, but before it could go any farther, he lifted his head and smiled down at her.  


“Sorry about that.  I couldn’t resist it.  Next time I’ll have to be more careful.”  He opened the door and started outside with the boys; Jackie eyed him suspiciously and Robby just giggling as he walked behind him.  “Stop by the creek on your way home.  The boys will enjoy having you there.”


She watched them leave.  He had no right to come back like this when she was beginning to think she didn’t care if she ever saw him again.  But he was quick to spoil that illusion when he could still play her like a puppet so easily.  Damn him for making her feel like a vulnerable fifteen-year-old again.
July 1974

“They biting?”  fifteen-year-old Maddie asked as she walked between her brother Tom and Bob Green toward the creek.  Her enthusiasm over her outing with her brothers and uncle dimmed drastically when she saw Joe sitting near John and Lew with their lines already in the water.


“Not really.  But then who came fishing to get any fish?”  Lew answered.  “Well, if it ain’t our little Boy Blue.  You fix up any of my tickets yet, Bob?”


“You didn’t give me any to fix yet.”  Twenty-two-year-old Bob knelt next to the creek.


“Hello, Maddie,”  Joe said quietly when she moved to sit next to Lew.


“Hello.”  Maddie glanced at him and quickly let her eyes drop.  He was so damn handsome, even sitting there in cut-off jeans, an old T-shirt with an open-front shirt on over top, the very sight of him made her heart seem to skip a beat.  She couldn’t bear looking at him, so she turned her attention to her safety net.  “What’d ya catch, Lew?”


“Four muskies and five walleye.”


“Uh-huh.”  She looked at the stream that was only six inches deep in some areas.  “You sure you didn’t get any whale or dolphin while you’re at it?”


“So, how are you feeling?”  He tossed a can of soda to her.


“Tired,”  Bob answered for her as he moved to put his hand on her shoulder.  “She doesn’t look so hot either, does she?  I told her to stay home, but when she found out you were here, there was no holding her back.”


“Me?”  Lew laughed.


“Well, Lew,” Maddie teased, “I guess they never told ya I have this incredible crush on you that just can’t be satisfied.”


“That’s incredible all right.”


“Maybe you ought to get out of the sun, Maddie,”  John said, keeping his eyes on the fishing pole in front of him.


“Oh, John, I’ve been out of the sun all last fall and winter.  Most of this spring I was inside too.  Don’t make it sound as if I’m dying,” she said irritably, her comment turning all four men’s faces dim as Joe looked on.


“What’s wrong with you, Maddie?”  Joe asked.


“Nothing,” she murmured.


“We almost lost her last autumn, that’s what’s wrong with her.”  Bob again answered for her.  “She was running a hundred-and-four-degree temperature for over a week.  They couldn’t bring it down until after she was in the hospital for three days.”


“When did all this happen?”  Joe was shocked.


“Why do you think she didn’t make it to your wedding?”  Lew asked.


“Lena just said she wasn’t coming.  That’s all.”


“Lena,”  Maddie snorted under her breath.


“She was starting to get sick then.  By the next week, she was delirious.  She didn’t know most of us when we talked to her, just kept calling out for Mom and Jack.  Sometimes she would even talk to Jackie as if he were in the room,”  Bob told him.


“Why didn’t you tell me?”  


“Didn’t see ya.”  Bob’s tone told everyone that even if he had seen Joe, he wouldn’t have had a conversation about Maddie.  


When Joe looked at John and Tom they merely shrugged their shoulders and went back to their fishing, evidently not feeling the subject was worth discussing.  


“Ya gotta admit, Irish, you’ve been kinda hard to get a hold of since ya got married,”  Lew told him. “Maybe if you would have had a reception, we would have had time to talk.”


“What are ya talking about?”  Joe seemed astounded.  “There was a reception.  Lena said you guys couldn’t come.”


Tom and John glanced at each other in disbelief then looked back to the creek as Lew responded to Joe.


“Musta got lost in the mail.  Those things happen.  Better watch your pole there, Irish.  I think ya got a bite.”


Maddie got up and moved downstream a good distance to take off her shoes and wade in the cool, clear water.  She didn’t want to hear about Joe’s wedding and the way he’s been remaining isolated from her family since then.  And she didn’t want to hear about how sick she had been.  She was there, or almost there, when she wasn’t off in Never-Never Land.  She didn’t like thinking about those days.  She was mad at Joe McNier, so mad she could sit down in the soothing water and bawl.  She kept her eyes pointed away from him.  She didn’t know he would be here today.  If she had it probably would have made her want to come more, even if the sight of him did cut her like a knife.  She was in love with Joe.  She had known that for over a year now, just as she was sure that all he saw was a fat teenager on the few occasions that he was around anymore.  At least after he came back from Vietnam she would go to his house, hoping to catch a glimpse of him, but he was always asleep because he worked the night shift.  But now, he didn’t even live close anymore.  He moved in town after he got married last year.  


Married!  She had never been so heartbroken in her young life.  And what made it worse was that he married Lena Johnson.  Lena Johnson!  God, how could Madelyn Baker ever compete with Lena Johnson?  Even their names proved who the victor was.  What was a Madelyn next to a Lena?


She glanced back up at Lew where he sat laughing with her brothers, Bob and Joe.  He was always laughing–when he wasn’t yelling at his kids.  But she knew that his kids needed it.  She never saw a wilder pack of boys.  But they were likeable–just as Lew was a big old lovable teddy bear.  He’d gone bald long ago; she didn’t remember him having a full head of hair, although she had seen pictures of it.  She figured he must run around two-hundred-seventy-five pounds, and couldn’t love him more if he were a muscular one-hundred-eighty.  She was just sure that everyone had an Uncle Lew because she couldn’t picture her life without him.


“What are you doing?”  Bob asked softly from the bank behind her.


“Nothing really.  I thought you came to fish.” She smiled at him.  She liked Bob.  He came straight to her hospital room from work last year, staying until the nurses would chase him out.  Then he’d go home and get a few hours sleep before starting all over again the next day.  He treated her well.  He was like a brother.


“I did.  But how can I fish when you’re down here scaring them all away,” he teased.


“Am I?  I’m sorry, I’ll get out.”


“No, I was only kidding,”  Bob started, but she was almost to him.


In her rush to get back to the creek’s bank, her feet slipped on a rock and sent her to the bottom of the stream.  Bob grabbed for her but her fall was complete and pulled him into the water with her.  Their laughter burst from them as they tried again and again to get up, but the slippery rocks gave their bare feet no traction.  Finally, they gave up as he lay on his back and she moved from lying on top of him until she sat on his stomach.


“I’m sorry,”  Maddie laughed.


“You sound it.”


“You’re all wet–except for your hair,”  Maddie said mischievously.  She cupped the water in her hands and splashed toward his head.


“You little. . .”  He laughed and pulled her toward him to immobilize her arms.


“You can’t stop me that easily, Bob Green.”  She pushed down against his chest and shoulders until his head was only inches from the stream.  “Dare me?”


“Maddie!  Knock it the hell off!!”  Joe roared from above them, startling both she and Bob.  He grasped her around the waist, and yanked her off Bob.   “Get up!”


Maddie never witnessed an anger like the anger that seethed through Bob as he glared at Joe. He got to his feet instantly with fists clenched. She feared he would’ve floored Joe if she hadn’t been watching.  


“Leave her alone.”  Joe glanced back toward the other men upstream.  Maddie could see he was trying to remain quiet so they wouldn’t hear them.


“You told me that once before, old buddy.  I didn’t listen to you then, either.  If you remember, Mom said she was a present for both of us.  You gave up the right to your share last year when you got married.”


“She’s only a kid.”  Joe’s voice shook with his anger.


“I know what she is even if you don’t!  Maybe you should be the one told to keep his hands off.  You forget, I’ve known you a long time, McNier.  I can see what you’ve got on your mind.”


“You don’t know what the hell you’re talking about.”


“Well, neither do I,”  Maddie broke in nervously, staring at them with wide eyes.  She had never seen either of them this angry before.  She looked up at Bob, wondering what he was talking about ‘a present for both of us.’  She heard long ago that her mother had said that, but it was a family joke, something she said to get them to accept her.  There was no way anyone in her family took such a thing seriously.  “So how about letting me in on it.”


Both men looked at her as if they had forgotten she was there, then dropped their gazes at the sight of the white T-shirt plastered against her braless breasts.  Joe took off his dry shirt and draped it around her shoulders.


“Nothing.  Just forget it.  Get back upstream with Lew and your brothers,”  Joe told her.


“Lew’s right there, behind you,”  Maddie said, still not understanding the argument as Lew stepped to the edge of the creek next to Bob.


“Come on, Bob.  They’re starting to bite.  All that splashing must have scared the fish up to us.  Maddie, you left your soda up there.  Better go get it or it’ll be warm.”


Maddie walked next to Lew, her appreciation for him overflowing.  He was there when he was needed.  He always would be.  She didn’t doubt it.


Maddie stayed with the men for nearly half an hour before the mugginess of the afternoon started settling in.  Seeking a fresh breeze, she went off in the distance and sat in the sun and removed Joe’s shirt, letting the warm rays dry the thin material of her T-shirt.   The warmth was making her drowsy, prodding her to lie full length in the grass and absorb the rays of sunlight.  It felt wonderful against the previous coolness of her skin and within seconds she was drifting on the welcome clouds of semi-sleep.  She didn’t know how much time passed before she felt someone watching her and she opened her eyes open to see a tall silhouette above her.  She put her hand to her brow to block out the sun, but she still couldn’t see the face.


“You shouldn’t sleep out here.  You never know when a snake will slide up next to you,”  said Joe as he knelt next to her waist.


“It felt good.  I couldn’t resist it.”  Maddie sat up, feeling a little strange at the look he had in his eyes; a strangeness that was making her stomach twist madly.


“I know what ya mean.”


“I-I have your shirt.  I wanted to dry mine, so I took yours off.”


“I can see that.”


“Where is everyone?”


“Home.  Or almost.  They were leaving when they sent me to look for you.”


“But Tom and Bob brought me.”  She started to rise, but his hand caught her arm, stopping her without using any force, its contact brushing against the side of her breast and making her heart jump.  “I should go home with them.”


“Bob had to go to work early.  There was a robbery at one of the stores in town.  And Tom got a ride with John.  I told them I’d bring you home.” 


All the years of confusion seemed to suddenly fall into place for Maddie.  She knew what was going on and could have died of delight.  His wife didn’t matter–she never did.  Lena didn’t have any right to Joe.  She had stolen him from Maddie.  He was Maddie’s first.  Maddie remained motionless as he reached for her hair, pulling it forward and letting it slide between his fingers.


“Your hair’s getting long,”  Joe whispered as his glance moved down her body again. 


Maddie had never seen anyone look at her the way Joe was watching her.  He was stealing her breath away with his dark, piercing eyes.  Initially, she began to self-consciously cover herself, but with courage greater than she thought she was capable of, she tilted her head toward his hand.  She watched his momentary hesitation before ever so gently caressing her cheek.  His finger moved to lightly trace over her lips.  Suddenly her throat felt dry.  Her tongue instinctively moved to moisten parched lips, inadvertently coming in contact with his finger.  His quick intake of breath at its contact made her eyes drop.  Slowly his gaze moved down over the front of her again.  


“Look at you, Maddie.” His hand moved down along her jaw line, then dropped away, but his eyes stayed on her.  “Do you still think you’re fat?”


She stiffened beneath his hands and immediately got to her feet.  “Leave me alone!  Is that why you offered to take me home?  So you could make fun of me?  We can’t all be slim cheerleaders like your wife!”


Grabbing her by the elbow, he hurriedly pulled her toward the stream where he held her motionless before him and looked down at their reflection.  “Look at yourself, Maddie.  Take off those damn blinders you wear and take a good look at yourself.”


She turned her head away from the sight before her, sensing the change in him again. She could feel him looking at her no longer as a man looks at a woman, but as a protective big brother would reassuringly look at his little sister.


“Maddie, my God, just look!  You’re not fat!  You’ve got a beautiful body.  Why can’t you see that?”  His hands moved to her waist to emphasize its slimness.  “Your waist is slim, but not sickly thin.  Your legs are long.  You’re getting curves, very attractive curves–not fat!”


Maddie reluctantly looked at the water, seeing the long legs he had mentioned, but when her gaze moved to her waist, all she could see beneath the oversized T-shirt was a bulging belly.


“No,” she almost whimpered as she looked away.


“Yes.” 


His hands quickly pulled the T-shirt up above her waist, bringing a gasp from her as she was about to rip it back down, but the sight in the stream made her stop.  She stared at it for a long time, not sure if she could believe the reflection that the stream showed her.  He moved her hand onto her stomach to stroke her soft flesh.  His slow movements caused her flesh to tingle; a new experience that made her lean back against him when she started to feel a little weak.  But he pushed her gently away.  He looked down at her with as much confusion in his eyes as she felt in her heart.  He put her hand to his stomach and repeated the procedure, making her look up at him through startled eyes as her fingertips touched him. 


“They feel practically the same, don’t they?”  he asked softly.


“But yours is flatter.”


“That’s because I don’t have a compartment inside of me for babies to grow,” he said, then pulled away abruptly as a mask covered his expression and he was once again the surrogate big brother.  “Don’t tell me you don’t know about such things yet.”


“Of course I know.  I’m not a baby anymore.  I’m fifteen years old.”  She tried to put her hand back on the warmth of his flesh, to feel the coarse hair that ran from his naval to the top of his jeans but he stepped away from her.


“There you guys are,”  Lew said as he walked toward them from where he parked his car along the road.  “I almost went home but remembered I wanted to go see Sarah about something, so I figured I could take Maddie home.  You can go back in town now without having to make the extra trip, Joe.”


Joe hesitated a moment before picking his shirt off the ground.  As his gaze moved from Maddie to Lew, indecision crossed his face, then was replaced with resignation as he silently moved to his car and drove away.


As Maddie rode back to her house with Lew, she knew that her childhood was lost, never to be found again.

