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PART I – THEIR PAST

CHAPTER I

June 1984 

Joe McNier slowly walked up the small incline to the Baker house. The realization that he was finally coming home brought a silent sigh of relief from him. He was about to go inside when he heard voices from the back yard, detouring him instead along the side of the house to see whom they belonged to. Sight of three figures stopped him abruptly. The ease that had been with him just moments before evaporated as he watched them, regret, apprehension and even a bit of envy filling his chest. He closed his eyes momentarily with a slight negative shake of his head. He wasn’t prepared for a confrontation already–not this soon, so he stayed out of their line of vision as he quietly observed them.

The two boys seemed oblivious to the stranger behind them as their play took them on journeys too far for an adult’s mind to reach. They were filling an old washtub with water as the sun beat down heavily on them. Joe had seen Jackie, the oldest of the boys, before, several years ago. At about seven years of age Jackie was a good-looking boy with his medium to light brown hair and facial features that were a reflection of the boy’s Uncle John. The younger boy though, at three-and-a-half years, was of a darker coloring with his brown, nearly black hair, sparkling brown eyes and his quick flashes of smile. Joe paused a moment for a second look, noting that the eyes were about the only things these two brothers held in common.

Long, sleekly oiled legs stretched on a lounge chair caught Joe’s attention. He recognized those legs and his pulse seemed to take a sudden leap. Maddie was seated in the chair, her position hiding her face from the man that knew her so well. 

"I don’t want be a sailor!" The youngest of the two boys suddenly stood up and moved to the pile of sand a few feet away. "I wanna be a soldier like Daddy was."

"Our dad wasn’t a soldier either," remarked Jackie, the older brother.

"Was too. Ask Mommy."

"Mom?"

"Hmm?" Maddie’s voice came from the lounge chair.

"Tell Robby that my dad wasn’t a soldier," requested Jackie.

"Your father wasn’t a soldier, Robby. He wasn’t in the service at all," she said gently.

"Yes he was," Robby sang to himself as he pushed a jeep over mounds of sand. "Anyway, Jackie, soldiers are better!!"

"No they’re not," snorted the older boy.

"Yes they are," Robby sang again. "They can march all over the place!"

"Yeah," Jackie picked up the garden hose and walked toward his younger brother. "but, if you put sailors on land, they can walk around. What happens when soldiers are in the middle of a flood?"

"I dunno." Robby looked suspiciously at the tall slender boy above him.

"They get sunk!" Jackie let a steady flow of water spurt into the sand pile, driving landslides of brown goosh over his brother’s army replicas.

A moment’s hesitation was all it took as Robby looked over his toys, then picked up a handful of wet sand and threw it against his brother’s chest with a heavy thud.

"Jackie! Don’t even think of it!" Maddie warned as she saw her oldest son stiffen and take a few steps toward the smaller boy.

"Well look what he did to me!"

"I can see. Robby, you throw one more grain of sand and you won’t be able to sit down for a week!" 

"What’s a grain?" Robby asked through wide, innocent eyes as he stood up and moved to his mother’s side.

"Just don’t throw anymore. Jackie, go back to your water and pretend you’re driving a yacht. Robby, go build a tunnel in the sand and drive your jeep through it."

"I don’t know how," Robby moped as he headed back for the sand pile.

"Come here, dummy, I’ll show ya," mumbled Jackie, allowing Robby to follow.

With the feud subsiding, Joe watched as the boys busily went about building (as Jackie put it) an interstate highway. The boys seemed very involved in their construction when for some reason that Joe didn’t quite grasp, Robby stopped his work and looked directly at him. The smile that crossed Robby’s face reminded him of a smile he had seen before but placing it seemed unimportant.

"What are you smiling at?" Jackie glanced at his brother.

"Daddy." Robby’s eyes went back to his work.

"Our dad is dead."

An impish grin seemed to spread across Robby’s face as he leaned forward and whispered an obvious scheme into his brother’s ear.

"No. She’ll yell," Jackie said in a low voice.

"So?"

"Then you do it," ordered the older brother, halfheartedly. 

"No."

"Go ahead, you’re brave. Do it."

"All right." Robby slowly got to his feet and picked up the hose. His steps were slow and calculating as he approached the woman baking in the ninety-five-degree heat. With a sudden squeeze of his hand, he let the frigid water free from the confines of the nozzle. In a flash, the woman was on her feet, exposing a darkening body that was covered only with a white bikini. 

"ROBERT GREEN! PUT THAT DOWN!!"

"Ah-ha! Look at Mommy! She jumped clear across the yard!" Robby laughed.

"Give me that!" She took the hose from the child. "Now get in the house!"

"Ah, Mommy!"

"Go!" She nudged him toward the front of the house but stopped with a suddenness that nearly knocked her son on the ground, when she spotted the thirty-five-year-old man that had been watching them. Her voice came out in a single breath. "Joe!"

The sight of her had its usual effect on Joe. He felt as if he had been nearly winded, then the quick tightening in his lower region as he took in the full effect of her. At twenty-five she hasn’t changed much, perhaps only getting better with the passing of years. 

"Hello, Maddie."

Her face seemed to pale before quickly taking on a cool indifference. "Run in the house and get your sneakers, Robby, and get Jackie’s too. We’ll go home now."

"I won’t spray you no more. Can’t we stay?" Robby whined. 

"No. We have to go home now. Gram and Pap have company."

"But Gram’s making sketties. She said I could eat with her!"

"Me too," Jackie chimed in from the rear as he dropped the jeep and moved to join them. "Gram said we could eat sketties with her."

"Did you come to eat sketties with Gram too?" Robby asked Joe through excited eyes.

"I didn’t know she was making spaghetti. But I know from personal experience that your gramma makes the best spaghetti in the state," Joe answered Robby, then looked up at the tot’s mother as he continued. "I don’t think I’ll be eating here today though. Maybe some other time."

"Are you going in to see them?" Robby asked. His continuing the conversation was obviously irritating his mother.

"I thought I might. That is, unless you have any objections." Joe pivoted the conversation to the young woman a few feet away from him again. His eyes moved over her shoulders to the swell of her breasts, his blatant admiration making her reach for her robe.

"I have no say in who comes or goes in this house. I don’t live here anymore. I am curious as to why you’re here though, appearing suddenly, out of the blue. But then that’s your style, isn’t it? Old reliable McNier, never around when he’s needed, then once everything is calmed down–poof–there he is!" She snapped her fingers with emphasis then walked past him to the front of the house. "Well, come in. I’m sure they’ll be glad to see you. They usually are."

"I can see you’re just overwhelmed, kid. Well, ya better get used to it because I moved back."

"You what?" Her frigid response stopped them as they were about to follow the boys inside.

"You heard me," he said quietly as he walked past her and into the house that was known as the new house, although the Bakers had lived in it for over sixteen years.

"Shut up," Jackie whispered from the middle room as he attempted to quiet his younger brother. "Gram’s sleeping."

"Where’s Pap?" Robby whispered back.

"In the cellar–can’t ya hear him?"

"Can we go down with Pap?" Robby asked his mother anxiously after pausing to hear a motor running from the floor beneath them.

"You have to ask Pap first, then if he says so, you can. But be careful–and make sure you listen to him!" she called after the boys that were already on their way into their grandparents’ cellar.

"Pap, you want us to come down with ya, don’t ya?" Robby asked from behind the closed door.

"Come down," Jack Baker called in return.

Joe couldn’t help but notice the smile in Maddie’s eyes as she watched her children; a maternal pride that she quickly masked when she turned to face him.

"She’s in the living room," she told him stiffly. "You might as well go in, she’s probably only dozing."

Dozing? Sarah Baker was not one to fall asleep during the day unless something was wrong. Slowly, Joe approached the living room doorway, not knowing exactly what to expect. The first glance was a betraying glance. He didn’t recognize her. This pale woman was at least fifty pounds overweight with swollen ankles at the end of the still shapely legs; a swollen stomach that was larger than any pregnancy would allow, and partially gnarled hands at the end of otherwise slim arms. The soft, fine hair now held more gray than its original black.

He hesitated as he looked at her sleeping in the recliner. She was a relatively young woman, only fifty-six, and yet she looked worn and tattered. As he knelt next to her chair and covered her hand with one of his, he could feel the warm, gentle strength that he had always admired and time seemed to stop and flow steadily back twenty-five years until Joe was ten years old.

March 1959

Joey McNier was a boy again as he entered the old Baker house. He followed his four playmates who consisted of the three Baker brothers (eleven-year-old Jackie, ten-year-old Johnny, and seven-year-old Tommy) and the boy from the orphanage down the road, seven-year-old Bobby Green. The aroma of Sarah Baker’s spaghetti sauce filled his nostrils as he stopped in the kitchen long enough to smile at his best friends’ mother. The others piled into the living room to investigate the Baker boys’ new puppy.

"Hello, Joey. You hungry?" Mrs. Baker held one hand affectionately on her protruding abdomen.

"Sketties?" he asked hopefully.

"Sketties," she answered with a smile as she went back to stirring the sauce.

"Sure."

"Maybe you better go call your dad and tell him you’re eating here."

"Ah, Mom, he won’t care," Joey replied, using the affectionate title that both he and Bobby Green used since neither had a mother of their own.

"Probably not, but I think it would be nice to let him know anyway, don’t you?"

"I guess." He started for the telephone in the room.

"Better tell Bobby to call the orphanage and let them know he’ll be eating here too," she called after him.

After convincing his father that he would not eat the Bakers out of house and home, Joey returned to the kitchen to find Sarah leaning against the sink, her face slightly pale with anxiety.

"What’s the matter, Mom?" he asked quietly as he walked up next to her.

"Nothing, Joey, I’ll be all right. Maybe you better go get Jack. Tell him my water broke and I’m ready to go."

"Go where?" he asked, fright filling his eyes as he noticed the wet floor at her feet. "Jackie–something’s wrong with Mom!"

The oldest of the Baker boys was in the kitchen in an instant, eyeing his mother carefully as the others were soon to follow.

"She said her water broke. What’s wrong with her?!" Joey asked in a rush.

"Johnny, go get Dad. Tell him the baby’s coming," Jackie ordered with the authority of the eldest child.

"What about the sketties?!" Tommy asked with wide eyes as he ran to the stove, dragging a chair behind him, then climbed up and looked down into the pot of sauce. "If you’re going to the hospital now–who’s gonna give us our sketties?!"

"Tommy! Get down before you burn yourself!!" Sarah Baker ordered her youngest son as sternly as she could manage.

"But–we’ll starve!!" Tommy insisted.

"Jonas! Get your brother down!" Sarah told Jackie, calling him by his Christian name.

"Get down, fickled! We ain’t gonna starve!" Jackie yanked Tommy to the floor, then lifted the chair next to his mother. "Do you want to sit down?"

"No, just go help Johnny find your father."

"I’m here," Jack Baker said in his low voice as he took a step into the kitchen. He grabbed a towel to wipe the black grease from his hands, obviously having been working on the engine of a car. "John said you’re ready to go."

"I think so."

"Then let’s get a move on. You’re early. The sooner we get to the hospital the better." He moved to her side and assisted her across the kitchen. "Are they coming along or is someone coming out to be with them?"

"I called Lew earlier today. I had a feeling this might happen. He said he’d be home all day. Jackie, call him and ask him to come out right away. Meanwhile keep the boys in the living room with the TV. I don’t want them around the stove. Uncle Lew will feed you when he gets here." 

"Okay," Jackie called after his parents.

"Tommy, you be good! Johnny, help Jackie with the boys," Sarah Baker called back to her sons as they ran to the door and watched her leave.

"And I don’t want no more brothers!! I have too many already! Bring me home a sister!" Tommy called, making his two older brothers look at him a moment, then push him toward the living room.

"Go sit down ya jerk!" Jackie said as he started for the telephone.

"But I’m hungry," Tommy protested.

June 1984

"Mom?" Joe spoke gently. "Mom?"

Sarah’s eyes fluttered a moment before opening and slowly turning to look at him. Recognition took a moment before a smile touched her eyes and lips.

"Joey. You’re back."

"Yeah. I’m back," he sighed, relieved at sight of the part of her that outshone all the rest, the part of her that would never change or grow old, all the warmth, understanding and graciousness that she possessed. "I see your legendary spaghetti still attracts little orphan boys."

"You mean Jackie and Robby?" she chuckled as she retrieved her hand from his and cradled it in her other hand. She slowly straightened her fingers, revealing the painful arthritis that was invading her bones. "My spaghetti and just about anything else I cook."

"Then things haven’t changed much in the past twenty-five or thirty years."

"Sit down, Joey."

"I can’t stay long. I have a truck to unload down home. I’m moving back into Pop’s place."

"I didn’t know your cousin and his wife moved out."

"Last week. The last time the creek got high she gave the order that she wanted out of there."

"We’d have to build an ark if the creek got this high," Sarah remarked with a glint of humor.

"She wasn’t raised around here though. I imagine the idea of being stranded at home for a week or two during high water really got to her."

"It’s been over three years since we had a flood," she reminded him, then changed the subject. "Have you seen the boys yet? Tom and John?"

"No. Are they home?"

"John’s probably down at his house. I wouldn’t doubt Tom’s down there with him. If you stop in and ask, they’d probably help move your things back."

"Maybe I’ll do that." He got to his feet. "Will you be all right?"

"Maddie and her boys are here, and Jack’s downstairs. He’ll be up soon."

"Well, then I’ll go. I have a lot to get done." He looked down at the familiar face that was the closet thing to a mother that he could remember. "It’s good to see you again, Mom. I should have never left."

"Maybe–maybe not. You’re here now. That’s what matters, isn’t it? Just stop trying to be a stranger. You should know by now that it won’t work. You’ll always be called back."

"I know," he said gently as he kissed her cheek then stood to leave.

When Joe returned to the kitchen he found Maddie clothed in a pair of cut-off jeans and a T-shirt. Her thick black hair was brushed to a fullness as it flowed over her shoulders to her breasts. Surprise fill her eyes as he grabbed her arm and moved out the door.

"What are you doing?! Leave me go!" She growled as she tore away from him.

"What’s the matter with her?" 

"What are you talking about?" She took a step back from him. "You mean Mom? Besides having arthritis throughout most of her body, taking two shots of insulin a day, having congestive heart failure, and going through double bypass two years ago with a heart disease that continues to eat away at her–nothing! Today she seems to be having a relatively good day. She only reached for her nitro twice that I’ve seen!"

"Why didn’t you let me know?" he asked in very slow, tense words.

"Why didn’t I let you know?!" she asked with a false laugh. "Who are you that I should let you know anything?"

"You should know who I am by now, little girl. Or do you need reminded again?"

"Yeah. I know who you are," she said dryly. "And I know your connections with my family. As for my brothers and parents–go ask them why they didn’t fill you in on the condition of my mother’s health."

"Did you tell the others not to let me know? Did you sit there thinking of how this shock was going to hit me?" He knew exactly what he was doing as he watched the fury fill her eyes, stopping only when he saw the build-up of tears.

"No. I didn’t sit there pondering on how this was going to affect you! For all I knew she was dying on the operating table. I sat there wishing, hoping–praying–that by some miracle, you’d show up–just once–when you were needed. And God knows we all needed some extra strength those days she was in Intensive Care. So, if you still think it’s a big mystery as to why we didn’t let you know–go talk to your wife. Maybe she’ll give you the message that she evidently forgot to give you two years ago when John called her parents’ house!"

Joe watched her turn and head back into the house, feeling a disgust for his ex-wife for not giving him such an urgent message and an anger with himself for not checking to see how things were. He knew, as he witnessed all the anger that she held toward him, that he had a long, rutted path to travel to get where he needed to be. One of the deepest ditches was to gain her trust and forgiveness. But he also had to gain the ability to forgive her as well. He sighed as he turned and started walking down the long driveway toward John’s house. Nothing seemed much different actually. He had known her for twenty-five years. She had gotten under his skin the first day he saw her and somehow managed to stay there ever since.

March 1959

Joey McNier opened the doors to the Baker house and stepped inside. Bobby Green followed him like a shadow, a sudden shyness coming over the younger boy. Bobby had never seen a real baby close up; the children at the orphanage were always at least three years old.

Joey looked around the kitchen, yearning for the security of Sarah Baker’s smile. Sight of her slowly and painfully walking from the bathroom filled his eyes with tears. He tried not to cry. Boys weren’t supposed to cry, especially boys his age. But the tears fell anyway as he ran to the woman, wrapped his arms around her waist and buried his face against her.

"Joey? What’s wrong?" Sarah asked gently as she stroked his dark hair.

"I missed you, Mom," he choked out. "Why did you have to stay away so long?"

By this time Bobby was crying openly. His nervousness over meeting the newest addition to the Baker family and seeing Joey crying was getting the best of him.

"Oh, Bobby, not you too. Come here," Sarah said with pity as she reached out to the younger boy, pulling him easily to her as she hugged the youngsters. "You two knew I was going to have a baby."

"Yeah–but ya didn’t have to stay away so long," Joey complained.

"I’m afraid I did. The baby came too early. There were some problems and it took this long to make us better again. Come on now, it isn’t worth crying over," she soothed the boys. "You should be happy–both of you. I brought home the baby. Think of her as a present."

"A present for me?!" Bobby grinned as he pulled away and looked up at her.

"For both of you." 

"Hey, Bobby, come look at what we got," Tommy yelled from the front room, making the blond-haired boy hurry in to join him.

"Come on, Joey." Sarah took a step toward the room but winced with pain.

"Does it hurt?" Joey’s eyes threatened new tears.

"No," Sarah lied as she started toward the room with her children. "not a bit. Now come see your present."

"I don’t want it!" he grumbled, hating the creature that made this woman have pain.

When Joey and Sarah walked into the room they found Tommy playing with his mongrel pup, Johnny on the floor in front of the television, and Jackie on the couch next to Sarah’s twenty-three-year-old brother, Lew.

Lew Cressinger was a fine-looking man, though no more than five-eight, he was of a slim build with skin stretched over muscle that his service in Korea a few years earlier had toned. His thick black hair framed a face that seemed to be forever holding a smile. A smile that, when flashed your way, made a returning smile curve your lips as you were filled with apprehension. You never knew what trick the warm-hearted Lew was up to.

Joey saw that the man was holding a pillow on his lap, and he knew there was something on the pillow from the way Jackie was gazing down at it with such shining pride. But the object of Jackie’s gaze was hidden from Joey. Bobby stood at Lew’s knees, totally fascinated in the object before him.

"It’s so pretty," Bobby sighed. "Can I touch it?"

"Just its arm–up here," Jackie warned in his superior eleven-year-old manner. "We can’t touch its hands or feet yet. It was premature. It’s not all the way done, so we can’t get dirt on it."

"Hey, Irish," Lew addressed Joey. "don’t you wanna take a look?"

"No." Joey sat on the floor next to Johnny.

"Why not?" Lew asked with one arching brow.

"Because. It made Mom hurt." He kept his eyes glued to the black and white cartoons, as Heckle and Jeckle strutted across the television screen.

"All babies do that. That’s an awful big thing to come out of a woman’s. . ." Lew started to explain.

"Lew!" Sarah warned with shock.

". . .belly button," Lew finished, looking at his sister. "I was gonna say belly button."

His explanation made the three Baker boys laugh. They had already witnessed the process of birth, having watched numerous dogs have their litters. But Joey and Bobby looked at him with fascinated curiosity.

"All babies?" Joey asked.

"Yep. Ya can’t blame her for making Sarah hurt. She was gentle as she could be when she came out," said Lew.

"How did she come out?" Bobby asked.

Sarah gingerly sat on a chair, waiting for her little brother’s words, knowing that in his amusing way, he could take them on a journey without ever leaving the room.

"Well, Sarah says Joey saw that her water broke. That was when the baby first told Sarah that she was ready to come out. That was when her little swimming pool in there overflowed and it was time to come out because she was too big for the swimming pool anymore and it was time to go to the hospital. Then once they got there, Sarah squeezed her out of her bellybutton. Sort of like a great big. . . ."

"Lew!!" Sarah interrupted again.

"Belch, a great big belch!" He looked at Sarah again. "I was gonna say belch."

"Well, how did she get in there?" Bobby asked.

"Jack put her in there. He spit a watermelon seed in Sarah’s ear and it grew."

This last comment not only made the Baker boys laugh, but Sarah joined them as well.

Joey looked at him suspiciously. "Are you lying?" 

"What do you think?" Lew asked with a sparkle. "Ask Jack when he comes home. He ought to get a kick out of answering that one."

"Well, if it hurt at all, she was worth it," said Sarah.

"Yeah. It’s pretty," said Bobby again.

"I think it looks like a Chinese monkey," Tommy told them.

"Oh, she does not," said Sarah.

"It’s all yellow," Tommy replied.

"She’ll have normal color in a few days."

"I think she’s pretty," said Bobby for the third time.

"Well, I better get back home. Janet’s supposed to have ours any day now. My luck she’s in labor right now and didn’t call out to tell me," Lew said, referring to his wife as he stood up and placed the pillow on the couch.

"You gotta go now?" Tommy complained as he and Johnny stood up and started toward the door with him, soon to be followed by Jackie.

"Joey, can you sit on the couch next to her until I come back in?" Sarah asked as she stood up and started out through the house with her brother.

Joey looked up at her, seeing that she wasn’t waiting for his answer. Her request made something new stir inside him. It made him feel a little taller, a little stronger. He didn’t know that this new feeling was a sense of responsibility over the creature he hadn’t yet even laid eyes on. He walked toward the couch slowly, watching as Bobby leaned over the pillow, his hands reaching for the baby.

"Don’t touch it! Didn’t Jackie just tell ya not to touch it?" Joey scolded, expecting to see a little hairy baby with yellow skin as he sat next to the pillow.

"He said I could touch her arm."

Joey’s eyes moved reluctantly to the baby. The sight surprised him. It’s skin was golden–not yellow, and the only hair visible was the head full of black thickness. It didn’t look like any monkey he had ever seen, but it didn’t look like any dolls he had ever seen either. This baby was kinda pretty. The baby was so small that Joey felt enormous sitting next to it. It seemed no more than a foot long with its little legs drawn up the way they were. Stretched out, it would be closer to a foot and a half. He was certain he had seen pups bigger than this baby.

"I said don’t touch it," Joey said in a strange voice, this time the reason had nothing to do with what Jackie had said, but at his young age, he didn’t know it or even stop to ponder on it as he pushed Bobby’s hand away.

Bobby looked at his older friend. Sarah had said it was their present; so, he would wait. He knew his chance to touch her was coming.

Joey seemed mesmerized by the baby, something inside made his chest about to burst with protectiveness as his hands slid under the pillow and pulled it up onto his lap.

"Hey! I thought ya said not to touch it!!" Bobby whined.

"She’s mine!" escaped Joey’s lips in a growl, surprising both himself and Bobby. The younger boy backed a step away.

"No she’s not," said Bobby very quietly. "Mom says she’s for both of us."

"Come here then." Joey felt guilt at his selfishness and the way he yelled at the other boy. "Sit down and we’ll both hold the pillow."

CHAPTER II

June 1984

"Robby, come on. Time for bed," Maddie called her youngest son as she pulled the sheet back.

"No, I wanna watch TV." 

"No more tonight. Everyone to bed. Robby, you’re first. Come on," she insisted this time.

"Oh, all right," Robby moped on his way to his bedroom.

"All cleaned up?" 

"Yep."

"Your teeth, I mean."

"Yep."

"Did you go to the bathroom?"

"Uh-huh."

"Okay. Then you’re ready to go to sleep so you can grow up tall and strong like your brother." She pulled the sheet up over his waist. "Warm enough?"

"Yeah," he answered inside a yawn.

"Goodnight then, my little prince." She leaned down to kiss his cheek, then received a kiss in return before standing up and moving toward the door.

"Night, Mommy."

"Jackie, your turn," Maddie whispered toward the living room.

"Right now?"

"Right now." She went to his side of the bedroom and pulled his sheet back.

"Mom?" He asked as he climbed up on the bed.

"Hmm?"

"Who was that man today?"

"What man?" 

"The man in Gramma’s back yard," he said as she pulled the sheet up over him.

"Oh–him."

"That was Daddy," Robby answered inside another yawn from his side of the room.

"What did you say?" Maddie asked in a weak voice as she slowly straightened and turned to look at her youngest son.

"He is not," Jackie spoke up quickly. "Our Dad’s dead. Mom told you that today."

"His name is Joe McNier." Maddie turned back to her oldest son, deciding that Robby was reaching out for any father figure and Joe just happened to be it at the time.

"I know–but who is he?"

"He’s an old neighbor. He used to play with your uncles."

"Did he play with Daddy too?"

"Yes. Your father was in their gang too." 

"Did he play with you?"

"Sometimes, but I was ten years younger than him and your Uncle John. So, I was usually left alone with Gramma and Pap."

"Is that why you don’t like him?" Jackie asked.

"You ask too many questions, Jackie Green," she said with an indulgent curve to her lips.

"I don’t like him."

"Why not?" she asked, a bit surprised at the son who always quietly accepted anyone.

"You ask too many questions," he answered with a smile.

"Jackie. I don’t want you to dislike someone simply because you think I dislike them. There’s enough blindness in this world. You’re a big boy now, almost eight. I want you to open your eyes and look for yourself, then you can decide who you like and don’t like. Do you understand?"

"I guess."

"Get some rest, now. Okay?"

"Okay. Night Mom."

"Night, big guy." 

She bent to kiss a waiting cheek, then moved back to the living room where she switched off the television and lamp. Going to the open doorway, she stood in the darkness, watching through the screen as the moon lit up the rolling hills on the other side of the valley nearly a mile away; those rolling hills with their thick pine forests that she, Joe, and a few others had hidden in nineteen years before.

August 1965

It was hot and muggy that evening when Uncle Lew visited with his four sons (the oldest of which was younger than Maddie by at least twenty days) and his wife, Janet. Uncle Lew was younger than Maddie’s mother. Maddie knew this by the way they would look at each other. Lew looked at Maddie’s mother, Sarah, with a fondness that was reserved for the woman who took over for their own mother who died at the very young age of forty-two. Lew was only three and Sarah almost eleven at the time. Maddie also knew from the way Lew teased her mother, using that special right that all younger brothers have where their older sisters are concerned. Sarah viewed Lew as the son she didn’t bear, but he was also a brother who shared her problems. The pride was in both sets of eyes. Sarah knew that Lew grew into a man of the greatest kind. Everyone loved Lew. He could win anyone over if he had a mind to, and he always did. Children would follow Lew around as if he were the Pied Piper. Even the shyest of children would go with Lew because they knew they would always have a wonderful, magical time, probably because Lew had a heart that was ageless. And Lew knew that Sarah was a woman that everyone spoke fondly of. She was the listener, everyone knew it and they had no hesitations telling her their problems, knowing it would go no further. Children also loved Sarah. They loved her gentleness and they loved her caring.

Maddie could see all this at the age of six although she couldn’t put it into words and didn’t really care if she could or not. The good feeling she would get when she saw them together was enough.

On this particular evening Maddie could sense anticipation in her brothers’ eyes as they looked from one to the other while listening to their parents’ conversation with Lew and Janet.

"The paper says they’ve hit about every farm in this area, all except Foss’s over here," Lew said as he pushed thirteen-year-old Tommy back onto the couch only to have the youngster rush at him again.

"They’ll be next." Jack lit a cigarette, watching his youngest son’s attack on the waiting and prepared Lew. 

"Sure. Everyone knows it." Lew wrestled the boy down to the floor with one arm where he trapped Tommy’s head between his shins. "But when, that’s the question."

"I heard they killed five over at Jennings’s farm last week. They’re getting greedy." 

"Lew! Joe, Lew’s here!" Bobby Green called over his shoulder as he walked into the Baker house.

"Bob! Help me!" Tommy called from his awkward position on the floor.

"Well, if it isn’t Ugly and his big brother Uglier." Lew spotted Bobby and Joe.

"Hi, Lew." Joe smiled his acknowledgment as he entered the room.

"They’re not ugly, Lew," said Maddie as she got off her oldest brother Jackie’s lap and moved over to Joe. She hugged his legs and looked down at Bobby who was now trying to free Tommy’s head from between Lew’s shins. "They’re handsome."

Even at the early age of six Maddie could sense the power she had over her brothers’ two best friends. Joe McNier at sixteen with his dark hair and slim good looks held a protective eye on her that would come close to fierceness whenever Bobby Green would steal her attention away. And Bobby, at thirteen, held up his end of the rivalry in a quiet way. His blond handsome features were striking. Maddie knew this from all the teasing Bobby received from her youngest brother Tommy, who would often remark about the girls in eighth grade that were willing to give him their undying affection (just what undying affection meant, Maddie wasn’t sure, but she decided he was well-liked). But unlike Joe, who would pick her up and tote her with him like Tommy carried around that dog of his, Bobby just stood by, waiting for the affection he was sure would be left over for him.

"Yeah, but they’re not better lookin’ than me," said Lew, bringing a smile to everyone as they looked at his balding head and stomach that had long ago begun its protrusion over his belt.

"There! I’m free!" Tommy said as Lew loosened his grip, allowing the boy to get to his feet and come at him in a rush, only to be turned around and pulled onto the man’s lap with his arms loosely twisted behind him. "Well, I was free."

"So–you got a girl yet?" Lew asked Joe, making Maddie look up at him quickly.

"This is my girl right here." Joe picked the child up, sending relief through her as she put her arms around his neck.

"Better not tell Lena that." Sixteen-year-old Johnny lounged against the living room doorway, eating a sandwich.

"Who’s Lena?" Tommy asked from Lew’s lap.

"A blonde from town. She calls him and comes out Saturday mornings," seventeen-year-old Jackie told him.

"Put me down," Maddie said quietly as she pushed away from Joe.

"Uh-oh. Now what are ya gonna do, Maddie?" Lew asked. "Joe’s already got a girlfriend."

"I don’t care–I’ll marry Bobby," she said smartly as she moved to the corner of the room where Lew’s boys were throwing a small ball at one another.

"But Bob’s got a lot of girlfriends too," said Tommy.

"I do not!" Bobby spoke up.

"They’re always after ya in school!" 

"Tough," mumbled Bobby.

""See, Bobby’s got some too," Lew told her.

"I don’t care–I’ll marry him anyway."

"Well, I guess she put you in your place," Lew said to Joe.

"That’s nothing new. She’s always doing that," Joe answered.

"Well Gert, you about ready," Lew asked his wife.

"I guess so. C’mon boys, it’s time to go." Janet stood up, showing a bulging abdomen that announced her latest pregnancy.

Everyone but Jack got to their feet to follow Lew and his family to the door in a farewell that lasted over five minutes. Finally, getting to his car, Lew waved to Sarah as she stood in the doorway, then got behind the wheel.

"When are ya coming out again?" Maddie peered in the window at him.

"Oh, I don’t know. How ‘bout some time next week?" He reached out to tweak her nose, then turned around to his three oldest sons that were wrestling in the back seat, his hat coming off in a threatening manner as he swatted the air near them. "SIT DOWN!"

"No, sooner," Maddie pleaded with a smile.

"Well, tell your mom to bring you in. You could spend the night. We can all go for a walk up to the old place." He referred to the building that was standing in ruins near his home; the building where he and his sister were born.

"Okay!"

"Now, get back from the car so I don’t drive over your toes."

Maddie, her brothers, Joe, and Bobby all watched as the car pulled away, Maddie and Tommy waving until it was out of view.

"Dad says they hit Jennings’s farm last week," Jackie told Joe as the five boys stood in a circle on the moonlit road in front of the house.

"Said they’ll probably be at Foss’s too," said Johnny.

"Probably, but not tonight. The way the moon’s out, they’d get caught too easy," Joe told them.

"Wanna take a walk out that way?" Johnny asked. "We could have a look around."

"Might as well. It’s too hot to stay in the house," Jackie said as he started toward the small creek behind the house. "Take Maddie and your dog in the house, Tommy."

"No. I wanna go too." Maddie folded her arms across her chest in determination.

"You can’t go along. What happens if we have to run?" scolded Jackie.

"I’ll run with you," she countered.

"You won’t be able to keep up," Johnny told her.

"Joe will carry me."

"You can’t go along," said Tommy.

"Then I’ll tell Mom and Dad where you’re going and you’ll be in trouble!" She stomped her foot.

"I think she means it," laughed Joe.

"I don’t care. She’s not going," said Jackie.

"Ah, let her go along. I’ll watch over her." 

The Baker boys knew there was no arguing against both Maddie and Joe when they teamed up against them. So, after Tommy put his dog in the house and told Jack and Sarah they were going for a walk, they crossed the small creek and started on their way up the sloping cornfield. Their destination was farther than Maddie had anticipated and by the time they were at the half-way point, she was being carried piggyback by Joe.

The boys walked along an electric fence that separated the cow pasture from the wooded forest, glancing in different directions, but always being sure to keep a safe distance from the electric wire. 

"Hey, Maddie, you know what happens to cows during a full moon?" Tommy asked from the head of the pack.

"No," she said quietly.

"They grow fangs and catch little girls and suck out all their blood."

"Shut up, Tommy," Joe said as Maddie buried her face against his neck. "He’s lying."

"No I’m not. Ya see those trees up there? That’s where the witches live and you know what happens to witches during the full moon, don’t ya?"

"Hey, Tommy. You know what happens to thirteen-year-old guys named Tom during a full moon, don’t ya?" Johnny asked.

"No, what?"

"Their two older brothers take them out in the middle of cow pastures and dangle them in front of horny bulls." 

"Quiet!" Jackie whispered harshly. "Hey, Irish, what’s that look like coming up the path over there?

"A spotlight. Everyone get back!" Joe reached out and pulled Bobby back behind some trees, then lowered Maddie to the ground next to them.

"Ya think it’s them?" Johnny asked as they knelt in the woods.

"Yep. They just cut the lock on the gate. They’re coming this way," Jackie said, pulling Tommy back down to the ground. "Stay here. If we leave now, they’ll see us. John, isn’t that the Klinger twins?"

"Yeah. I think so. Christ. They’re stopping right there," Johnny whispered, nodding toward the pick-up truck that came to a stop near a small herd of cows only twenty yards away.

"Jackie. What are they doing?" Maddie asked in a frightened whisper when she saw the two identical men with a large revolver move toward a cow.

"Shh, Mouse," Jackie whispered back.

They all watched in silence as the cow dropped to its front knees as if only stunned before another shot brought it down completely. There were mixed sounds of men arguing about lousy shooting and blood spirting onto the men’s clothing from the artery that had been slit in the animal’s neck.

"I’m sick," Maddie whispered.

"No you’re not," Joe answered.

The sight of the animal’s stomach being sliced wide open made Maddie’s stomach start churning even more. "I’m sick," she whispered again.

"No. You’re not," Joe insisted.

As the one man worked to remove the head and neck, Maddie looked away, but when the other man mistakenly cut into bowel and the horrendous stench flowed over to them, she couldn’t stop herself.

"I said I’m sick," spilled from her mouth as she leaned closer to the ground and allowed the convulsive spurts to empty her stomach.

"Jesus Christ, she’s puking!" Tommy swore as he jumped up and moved away from her.

"They saw us!" Jackie jumped to his feet and reached for Maddie.

"I got her! You and John make sure Bob and Tom keep up!" Joe took Maddie by the hand and started running for the Baker house nearly a mile away.

Somehow Maddie’s short legs kept up with Joe’s much longer ones. She was positive it was some kind of magic that carried her through the air, too young to know that fright had caused her adrenaline level to skyrocket.

"Jackie! They’ve got John!" Tommy’s bellow stopped Joe and turned him around.

Maddie’s eyes picked up movement farther behind the struggling Johnny, who still had a man holding onto his ankles after being tackled. More men were heading their way. Six? Eight? She wasn’t sure. She looked for Johnny again. He had freed himself from the man’s grasp but the man was on his feet again and after her brother. Johnny seemed to have wings on his heels as he sped through the woods, but the man was no more than ten feet behind him. 

"John–here!" Jackie yelled and Johnny ran between the trees where his brothers were standing.

"NOW!!" She heard Bobby shout, then watched as Jackie and Tommy swung limbs at the man still after their brother.

Jackie’s swing caught him in the stomach, Tommy’s in the groin as Johnny caught up to and passed her and Joe.

"MOVE IT!!" Jackie yelled, grabbing onto her free hand as he, Tommy and Bobby brought up the rear.

June 1984

Maddie smiled at the memory. It turned out they weren’t the only ones investigating the cattle poaching that night. Those other six or eight men Maddie had noticed turned out to be state policemen waiting for the Klinger twins to strike again. 

Nineteen summers ago. Had it been so long? It hardly seemed so. And yet here she was with a little Jackie of her own, nicknamed so as not to confuse him with her brother John. No need to worry about confusing him with her brother Jackie. And her other son Robby, again, no need to worry about confusion with anyone, just nicknamed that way–just because.

She hugged herself as she stood in the thick muggy heat of a Central Pennsylvania June. For some reason she felt chilled as she glanced in the direction of Joe McNier’s house, although she couldn’t see it. Those nineteen years ago, the only houses over here were the McNier house and the house that her parents lived in now. Their old house still stood across Shamokin Creek, on the other side of the small valley nearly two miles away. 

Her thin satin top served as no protection against the night air as her thoughts took her back to earlier that day when she had seen Joe. He looked fine–there was no doubt about that. Since she was fourteen he had a way of looking at her that could melt her insides. But, she thought as her hands moved over her shoulders before moving onto the tense muscles of her neck, this time she would maintain control. She had more to lose than herself this time–much more.

"Mommy, I don’t feel good," came a sleepy voice from behind her.

"You don’t?" She picked up her three-year-old and felt his head. "What’s wrong."

"I have a bellyache." Robby leaned his head on her shoulder as they moved to the bathroom.

"How come?" 

"I dunno."

"It couldn’t be from that banana split you had to have up at Gramma’s, could it?" She poured out a mild medication for his stomach.

"No, that couldn’t be it. Can I sleep with you tonight?"

"I think you can, since you’ve got a bellyache." She moved with him to her bedroom. "Get some sleep now, sailor."

"Soldier," he yawned as he turned and curled up on his side.

"Okay, soldier," she said, setting her alarm then lying on her side of the bed as she reached over and tucked the sheet around him. Much more to lose.

