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Galen lost her. Somewhere along the journey of their life, which started at such a tender age, he'd lost her. After three years in Europe, fighting a war that wasn't personally his, he came home to fight for what he lost. Madelyn Murphy enjoyed her new life far away from memories of her drunk father, runaway mother, and the love that left her. Until that love sits down in her diner and everything she ran from rushes back to haunt her. With memories of growing up and dreams of growing old together bombarding them, they have to find the truth amid a history of lies and decide if they can even trust each other.
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   I dedicated this to my grandmothers and grandfathers. For a generation of men and women of whom I stand in awe of what they’ve seen change over their lifetimes. A generation who knew what it was to be an American. For those that stood with dignity and grace. Who knew what is was to be young and still responsible.
 
    
 
   ~Suzette Vaughn
 
    
 
   One
 
   February 1947…
 
   They found her. Galen Langley boarded the twin-engine airplane with her picture in his pocket. His brother, Harland, had called the plane ‘The Silver Bullet’ with a smirk on his face. Galen hoped he would calm down once inside the belly of the beast, hoping it would be different to be in one rather than having them fly overhead. Still his stomach was doing flips. 
 
   The best thing he had to focus on was finding the girl in the photo. He didn’t need the visual confirmation. Madelyn was one girl no one could forget. Especially in his family. Especially him. 
 
   Which was probably how they’d found her. Some bent guy must have heard they were still looking for her. Someone she wouldn’t look at twice. Someone she had refused to dance with and, being put off, he provided them with a picture and a town. Madelyn Murphy was good at causing trouble and he was sure the coast of Maine was no different from Washington. 
 
   One propeller of the Boeing aircraft started around while the other side seemed to be having problems. 
 
   Harland had warned him of such before he left. “Just sit back and enjoy the ride.” 
 
   Easy enough for him to say. Harland’s heart wasn’t pulling him in different directions.
 
   Even with his brother’s advice, he wanted to run off the plane as he pushed his glasses onto his nose. His brain wasn’t far behind with the order to exit the plane when the second propeller caught. The only thing that got him on the plane was his father’s threats.
 
   “When I get my hands on that girl she’ll wish she were dead.” His dad’s hand had struck the desk in his study, the vein in his head pulsed. 
 
   Galen still looked him straight in the eye, realizing how much he had grown to match him physically, perhaps even surpassing him. His eyes were those of his mother, the rest was pure Fredric Langley.
 
   He ran a trembling hand through his military-cut light brown hair. Fredric was not someone you crossed. He and Madelyn were living proof of that, though maybe not living for long. For three years, his father had been searching the country for her, with the pay off coming last week; the man was well paid for the picture in Galen’s pocket.
 
   In the picture, her hair curled in loose locks, her eyes smiling at the man sitting at the counter of the restaurant. That was an issue in itself. Insult added to the injury, of the name Langley, spread across the coast and now across the country. No one would leave the family to be a “self-made-woman”, more words of his father’s. Even with so many women stepping up to fill in the working class since the war started, he didn’t embrace the change.
 
   Galen’s stomach lurched as the plane left the earth. There was no looking back. Find Madelyn, bring her home and his reward was simple. 
 
    
 
   He stepped off the bus, buttoning his coat up tight and securing his hat from the costal winds. He would have to find a better way to travel when he left. Possibly have a car sent for him. Sitting on a dirty bus with dirty people was not his ideal way to travel. He’d take the plane over that, but he’d left Washington so quickly that he wasn’t able to plan better. He’d been filthy long enough in this life and didn’t want to go back. Wouldn’t go back.
 
   North Perry, Maine sat just off the water, a fishing community much like home. Madelyn loved the water. It made sense that they found her here. The question was, would she still be here? If she were smart, she would be long gone. There was no doubt she was smart. Her stubborn side might cause her more problems in this case. 
 
   The town’s main drag was little more than one street. It shouldn’t be hard to find the diner. It was just after six, with the sun coming up. The diner should be the only thing open. 
 
   He walked down Main Street noticing how much the little town mirrored home, smaller but still the same basic fiber. Brick buildings lined either side. Trucks and rusting jalopies were parked along the edge of the street, all belonging to the working class. He personally liked Fredric’s choices of automobiles, that was one thing they kept in common as he grew up.
 
   He was right. Light poured out of a huge double window on the corner, with music and voices filling the street as a lady went in the door. Not sure if he should go in, he stared through the window. Red gingham curtains were pulled tight in the lower part of each pane. Two waitresses in red and white striped knee-high skirts worked the tables. Each of them wore a red kerchief on her head to keep her hair back. Neither of them was Madelyn.
 
   The silver stools at the counter were covered in red vinyl, the booths upholstered in the same style. The same kitchen window as in the picture on the side wall bolstered his spirits. Almost every seat was full of patrons pushing down toast, eggs, bacon, and sausage. His stomach protested at looking though the window any longer. 
 
   He set his hat on the counter and his suitcase by the wall. Glances passed his way but none lingered. It would be impossible for someone to come into a small town like this and not be noticed. If Madelyn had skipped out before he got here, someone would know she passed through. Someone would probably know which direction she went.
 
   “Hey Maddy, where’s my bacon?” 
 
   The man’s deep voice yelled toward the kitchen window from his seat at the counter. His hand engulfed the small glass as he took a drink of orange juice. This was a mammoth of a man, but the name he said was the reason Galen couldn’t turn away.
 
   Maddy. No one at home had called her that since she matured.
 
   “Now Hollis,” the door next to the kitchen window swung open, “how am I supposed to hear Glenn Miller playing to me with you yelling like that?”
 
   The big man, Hollis, laughed as she slid the plate of bacon on the counter. Then she moved down the line, sliding more plates in front of customers. 
 
   “If you’d bring my bacon out with everything else, I wouldn’t have to yell. Now would I?” He took a big bite of the pork in question.
 
   “And if you didn’t order so much food, it’d all come out at the same time. If you don’t like the service, go home.” Smiling, she pulled out the coffee pot and filled the older man’s coffee cup next to Hollis.
 
   “Come now, no one likes the service.” He chuckled back.
 
   Maddy walked his way. Red trousers instead of the skirt the other girls wore. The same red striped shirt and kerchief, with her soft deep brown curls falling out around the edges framing her face. Her lipstick matched the outfit, the upholstery and looked damn good on her. She looked better than he remembered, and far better than the picture portrayed.
 
   She set the menu on the counter without looking at him. He ignored it. She hadn’t changed. The clothes maybe. The hair style, sure. And maybe she was smiling just a little more. 
 
   “What can I do for you?” Her coffee brown eyes finally connected with his, the smile dropping. “Go home, Galen.”
 
   “Can’t do that, Madelyn.” He made his voice as strong as he could while she spun away, back through the kitchen door.
 
   Nothing took the girl by surprise but somehow, him sitting there had. How had she not known he would be coming? If not him, then someone else would have. The person who took the photo must have been more than bent. 
 
   The door was still swinging when he glanced around the counter. Two of the men, one being Hollis, had put down their forks and were trying to stare him down. If his father’s voice wasn’t ringing in his ears, it might have worked. Instead, he looked to the menu.
 
   One of the girls in a skirt picked up an order from the window and nodded through. Just because he looked like he was studying the menu, didn’t mean he wasn’t watching. The others had picked up their forks but were paying as much attention to him as he was to the kitchen.
 
   She couldn’t stay back there forever.
 
   “Did you decide what you would like?” A waitress was now blocking his view. Her name tag was in his face.
 
   “Everything looks so good, Darla. I’ll take whatever Maddy cares to send out.”
 
   Darla didn’t like that answer as her eyes rolled with her body back toward the kitchen. More whispering through the window ensued. Darla didn’t let on to the other side of the conversation other than a shrug, followed by a cup of coffee placed on the counter before him. 
 
   “Thank you,” he sipped, ignoring the reminder of the color.
 
   A booth emptied and filled. A lanky man came in and sat next to Hollis, whispers exchanged, looks glanced his way. The only thing he could do was return a smile, hoping the natives were tame. 
 
   Coffee was refilled for all but him. He almost laughed, knowing Maddy wasn’t coming back out of the kitchen while he sat there, but she could at least send him food. 
 
   He finished the coffee and put his hat back on, tossed a few coins on the counter before heading for the door. 
 
   Turning back around, “Can anyone tell me where the inn is?”
 
   The question was met with silence, not even a look from a customer.
 
   
 
   The diner kitchen was little more than a duel sink, stove, oven, and ice chests. Maddy was always comfortable in the small space, but for once, it felt like the walls were closing in around her. Even if she’d had a back door, she couldn’t slip out of it and leave her customers with no cook.
 
   Instead, she stood over the griddle, holding tight to the counter on either side. There was no way she could stay in the kitchen until Galen gave up and went home. Even if she could, Fredric would just send someone else. The thought sent a cold chill to her bones.
 
   For three years, she dreamt of it almost nightly, someone showing up and dragging her back to Washington. Galen was the last one she expected, though there had to be some reason it was him. Perhaps he’d grown a backbone. But if he had, he wouldn’t be here in the first place. He’d have told his daddy no.
 
   She waited a full two minutes after he’d gone out the door before sticking her head over the window, only to come eye to deep brown eye with Frank.
 
   “Are you gonna come tell us what that was about?”
 
   Self-involved as she was, she hadn’t noticed him sit down. How was she supposed to tell them she was fine? Her heart hadn’t stopped pounding since she saw Galen and it wouldn’t until he was gone. It might even take a full ocean between them, again, to stop the ache she was feeling. How was she supposed to stay here and not end up with Galen as a bobbing ice cube in the Atlantic?
 
   The kitchen door felt like it was full of sand as she pushed through it. 
 
   “Morning, Frank.” She leaned on the counter to kiss his cheek.
 
   He pulled away. “None of that now.” 
 
   He was set on that, the clear line on his forehead showing he wanted answers. It’d taken a year for her to agree to go out on a date, but they’d learned about each other quick. Not too much, but she understood his facial expressions loud and clear.
 
   She picked up the coffee pot. “That was an old…friend from back home, which I didn’t expect to see.”
 
   “An old beau?” His brows rose.
 
   She shook her head filling his cup. “Not exactly.”
 
   “Then what is it, exactly? You kill a man and not tell us?” He joked.
 
   She laughed. “Murder is not one of my crimes.” She took a deep breath putting the coffee pot back. “His daddy says I stole twenty-five thousand dollars…or so.”
 
   Two
 
    
 
   Galen walked into the inn only two doors down from the diner. He hadn’t needed to ask where it was, he’d passed it on his way to the diner. The question was to see if anyone would possibly answer him. She had them all under her spell. Not that he could blame a single soul for that. He’d been there once or twice himself. 
 
   The inn’s lobby was a small room just big enough for a few chairs and the person standing at the desk. Another far cry from what he was used to. 
 
   “How can I help you?” Whistled from between a few missing teeth of the old man behind the desk.
 
   “Well, I guess I need a room and maybe something from room service.” Galen set his suitcase on the floor and his hat on the counter.
 
   “Rooms are plenty, haven’t got a guest in . . . about a month. Room service we don’t have, but the diner on the corner is mighty good.” He ran his tongue across his remaining teeth trying to lick his lips.
 
   “No room service.” Galen nodded his head. Figures that the only place he could eat wouldn’t serve him. “The rooms don’t have a kitchen either?”
 
   “I got a hot plate I can rent ya.”
 
   Galen sucked in his lips trying not to cuss. “I’ll take the room, please.”
 
   “Three dollars, son.”
 
   He started to object, but was smarter than that as he tossed down the money and took the key. If he objected to the price of the only inn in town, either the price would go up or he would be shut out...she’ll wish she were dead, echoed through.
 
   The room wasn’t much and definitely wasn’t worth the three bucks he paid for it. The view however, was worth more than money as nothing blocked his sight of the diner entrance.
 
   
 
   “Twen-ty-five . . .” Hollis whistled.
 
   Frank’s brow furrowed further, “Why in the world would anyone think you stole that kind of money?” 
 
   “It’s just an excuse to get me back there.” She brushed off the question, shaking her head and trying to find something to wipe down.
 
   “Then why do they want you back there? ‘Cause I’ve never seen you skirt a question like this.”
 
   “‘Cause… I don’t want to talk about it.” But she sure was thinking about it as she grabbed the phone.
 
   After two rings, she heard, “ ’ello?”
 
   “Stan, did a guy just check in?”
 
   “Why, yes he did.” Stan was proud to have a guest.
 
   “No calls in or out and lunch is on me.”
 
   “Sounds good. What’s the special?”
 
   “Meatloaf with a side of me if he gets a call out.”
 
   “I’ll take the meatloaf, you can keep the side.”
 
   “Thanks, Stan.” She hung up, still twisting the phone cord in knots.
 
   “Maddy?” Frank was becoming irritated.
 
   “Shush. I have to think.”
 
   She couldn’t have Galen run out of town, Fredric would send someone else after her. William, her heart jumped to her throat with the thought. Fredric could easily send his brother, Will, after her. There might already be someone on a plane with Galen being the first round of an entire army. 
 
   “You’re gonna wear a hole in the floor if you keep going back and forth like that.”
 
   “Frank! If I explain will you all go away?” she barked.
 
   Slowly he and his brother, Hollis, nodded. 
 
   “I walked out of an engagement.”
 
   Frank laughed. “Is that all?”
 
   “That was enough.” She whined and ran her fingers over her head where the ache was starting. “You don’t understand these people. I made them look bad because I didn’t want to marry him.”
 
   “You were engaged to the twerp?”
 
   “No, Galen was in . . . Britain I think at the time.” She rested her elbows on the counter, keeping her head in one.
 
   “He was in the war? Can’t be much older than you.”
 
   “Left the week after his birthday because his daddy told him it was best for his future.”
 
   “Now I’m going to feel bad when I beat him.”
 
   “You won’t have to Frank.” She bordered on shouting. “I’m not going anywhere and I don’t need you making this harder, either.”
 
   “What do you expect me to do?” he bellowed back.
 
   “Nothing Frank.” She lowered her voice, staring straight at him, “That is what I expect and that is what I will have.” She turned to Paula, the only waitress other than Darla. “I need to give my order to Roy before it’s too late. Will you watch the place?”
 
   “Of course.” Darla tried to pretend she hadn’t been listening in.
 
   
 
   Galen picked up the phone in his room, watching the street as people began to mill about. The grocery was across the way, he would see what they had when he got off the phone. He glanced at his watch knowing it was far too early to call Washington State but they were expecting the call.
 
   “Switchboard.” He recognized the voice from the front desk with piercing whistling s’s.
 
   “Yes sir, I’d like to place a call.”
 
   “Where to?”
 
   “Washington . . .”
 
   “Only local calls, son.”
 
   “Collect is fine.”
 
   “Only local calls . . .”
 
   “All right, can you tell me where I can place a call from?”
 
   “The sheriff has a phone and so does the diner.”
 
   “The diner.” He nodded. She was going to make this as difficult as possible. “Thank you, sir.”
 
   He hung up in time to see her cross the street. Grabbing his coat and hat, he rushed out of the room. The desk clerk waved as he sidestepped the front door, back out into the cold of the day. He looked both ways before the red kerchief caught his eye in the grocers.
 
   Making sure no one would run him over before he could talk to her, he slowed his pace to cross the street. He still couldn’t take as long as he wanted. Heckle and Jeckle from the diner would probably be along shortly. 
 
   “No, Roy,” she was raising her voice to the man behind the counter, pushing a package of meat back at him. “I won’t take that junk. Would your wife be happy with me if I served you that mess? It’s mostly fat and you are round enough.”
 
   “It’s all I got, Maddy.”
 
   “Then get me better. You should be doing better for everyone. How are the boys on boats supposed to even function on this stuff?”
 
   “I get another shipment Thursday.” 
 
   “I expect it to be good.” 
 
   She poked him in the stomach that hung over the counter to make her point. When she turned, she wasn’t shocked to see him.
 
   “Go home, Galen.” She tried to breeze past him.
 
   He grabbed her arm, whispering, “Can’t do that unless you are with me.”
 
   “Then you might as well find someplace to live around here then because I’m not going. Now take your hand off me.”
 
   She was even stronger than the last time he’d seen her. The warmth in his stomach rose, he released her and she immediately headed for the door. 
 
   “Not going to ask about Harland?”
 
   “Not today. Not tomorrow.” She pushed the door.
 
   He followed, “He was married three months ago.”
 
   “Good, I’m sure the newest Mrs. Langley will be very happy.” She stopped only long enough for a car to pass as she crossed the street.
 
   “Rita snagged him up as soon as he was done looking for you.”
 
   “And that took what, two minutes?” She waved to a passing mother with a buggy.
 
   “Three months from what I understand.”
 
   “Sad for him.” She waved at the man in the hotel.
 
   “Everyone here knows you?”
 
   “That’s what happens when you are part of a community, instead of above it or below it.” She removed her coat as she went into the diner. 
 
   “What do you mean by that?”
 
   She turned, finally looking at him for the second time, her eyes sad. He much preferred the carefree side that she was good at giving out to everyone else. This was the side of her few saw and the reason he had wanted to be the person that came out to take her back home.
 
   “You have to come back.” he continued.
 
   The look was gone and she was heading down the aisle back toward the kitchen. “Why?”
 
   “You know why.”
 
   “Do you?” She dropped the counter down between them, planting her hands firm on the divider.
 
   “They told me what happened.”
 
   “I’m sure.” She turned, grabbing a coffee cup.
 
   “When I got home.” He started spinning his hat in his fingers.
 
   She stopped pouring, standing perfectly still for a moment. “When did you get back?”
 
   He heard it. A twinge of Madelyn behind that closed off demure.
 
   “About four months ago.”
 
   Her hand shook as she picked up the coffee cup and sat it down on the counter in front of the seat he was standing by. Without looking at him, she went to the kitchen.
 
   He sank into the chair, wondering what the cup of coffee meant. At this point, he would take any kind of truce she might offer. The bell over the door jingled and he knew the truce would stop with the sound of boots on the linoleum floor walking his way. 
 
   
 
   This is exactly why she left. She didn’t need those people’s issues, she had enough of her own. It wasn’t her place to fix their problems. There had been no way for her to write to him, not after she left. And before that. . .  before . . . what would she have said? 
 
   Now it was far too late to think about what she should have, or could have done. She tossed two eggs on the grill, then a third, and a good portion of bacon. There had to be some way she could set everything right without going anywhere near Washington. Fredric had to understand. . . 
 
   Frank sitting down next to Galen stopped all thought. Those two men in one spot was a bad thing. At least one of them had a brain. Maybe. Galen sent a silent warning her way, his eyes spoke to her in ways that Frank couldn’t understand. 
 
   Frank smiled across. “Heard it went bad with Roy.”
 
   “Could be worse in here in a minute.” She failed to control the edge in her voice.
 
   His smile faded, she’d made her point, probably a little harsher than she meant, before flipping the eggs. 
 
   Galen kept his eyes on his cup. “She’s pretty good with coffee, how’s the food?”
 
   “She’s good at everything she does.” Frank eyeing Galen.
 
   “Frank, go to work.” She pulled the food off the griddle.
 
   “They can do without me for the day.” His smile was back, trying to look reassuring.
 
   She pushed through the door, it banged against the wall. “And I don’t need you taking up one of my seats.”
 
   Standing, he leaned over for a kiss, missing her as she leaned down to place the plate. 
 
   His voice had grown cold, even colder than hers. “I’m only a call away.”
 
   “I’ll see you for lunch.” At least she hoped.
 
   The door almost slammed as he headed out, but she couldn’t worry about him. She leaned against the counter as Galen took a bite.
 
   “He’s your. . .?” Galen bit his lip, keeping his eyes on the plate.
 
   “We date. That’s it.”
 
   Galen nodded.
 
   “Paula, go ahead and do your shopping, I’ll handle it ‘til lunch.”
 
   With Galen being the only customer, it would give them a chance to talk about what needed talking about. They both waited until Paula was out the door before speaking.
 
   “So, what is my list of crimes by Fredric Langley’s highly regarded standards?”
 
   He swallowed harder than she expected. “You really don’t know?”
 
   “I want to hear them from you.” She bent to look him in the eye.
 
   “On top of the embarrassment you caused him, theft would rank pretty high.” 
 
   “You believe it, too, don’t you?”
 
   “Give me a reason not to.” He sat down his fork, crossed his arms on the counter, and waited. His soft eyes were very patiently planted on hers. 
 
   She hated when he gave her that look.
 
   “What did I steal?” she inched closer.
 
   “Twenty-five thousand in payroll.” 
 
   “So I put back your grandmother’s wedding ring and took payroll for half the county. How can that possibly make sense to you?”
 
   “I have no idea what was going on with you from the moment I left.”
 
   She stood, jerking away from him. “No you wouldn’t. Enjoy your breakfast, don’t bother to pay.”
 
   “Maddy. . . Madelyn.”
 
   The kitchen door closed behind her.
 
   

 
   
  
 

Three 
 
   Frank tossed the ice over the fish, fuming from her making him leave. Had been since he stood up from the chair, replaying the whole thing for Hollis was just making it worse.
 
   “So she was actually talking to the guy when you left?” Hollis looked disgusted.
 
   “Fixed him coffee and breakfast, too.”
 
   “But this morning she was about to climb the walls.”
 
   “You think I understand it anymore than you do? One minute she’s telling him to ‘Go home, Galen,’” Frank raised his voice to match hers. “The next she’s got breakfast out for him.”
 
   “You think he’s really going take her back west?”
 
   “If she took that money, I don’t see how we can stop him.”
 
   “Easy. He doesn’t leave with her.” Hollis smirked rolling his massive shoulders.
 
   “She already said if anyone gets involved she’ll have their head. I really don’t need her mad at me.”
 
   “Have you decided when to ask her?”
 
   “Well, I figured now I have to wait ‘til this guy’s gone.”
 
   “Why? It’s a perfect time. He’s drudging up the past that she ran from, she might just come running to you.” For once, Hollis was making sense.
 
   Frank shook off the thought, “I think there’s more than we know and I don’t think Maddy has ever run to anyone.”
 
   Least of all him. When she got here, she could have had her choice of men. The un-married ones at least. Instead, she rented a room and waited tables. Something in her seemed so distant. Everyone figured she’d keep going on after she made enough money. One of those women that lost their love to the war and just kept searching. Instead, she bought the cottage down by the sea. 
 
   It’d taken nearly another year of him constantly asking for her to agree to a date. Still, she kept him away but she didn’t seem so distant anymore. The look had been back this morning. That look of pain and anger that said leave her be.
 
   “You think maybe that’s how she bought the diner?” Hollis asked.
 
   “Everybody knows she’s got some agreement with old man Tate. Like food for life or weekly payments. There might be a lot we don’t know about Maddy, but she’s not a thief.”
 
   
 
   Galen dropped his hat on the dresser and his coat over the chair. Somehow, he’d gone from talking to dead weight in less time than it took him to scarf down breakfast. It hadn’t bothered her to be accused of stealing, but the moment he mentioned him being gone, she was out the door. 
 
   He would have to take smaller steps to get her back home and be more careful about what he said. They didn’t really need to go over everything that had happened. This wasn’t story time. It was time to close her chapter in his life. They’d simply gone different directions and it was time to come to terms with those decisions.
 
   The guy in the diner told him she had moved on. Of course, when she wasn’t in Washington when he walked off the train should have told him that much. Now he just had to worry about Frank complicating his life.
 
   Sitting on the bed, he loosened his tie and threw it toward the dresser. There would be no way to get her on a plane without telling her everything though. He fell back on the bed. A little rest would do his mind good. The plane had been too nerve wracking, the bus too jarring, and seeing Madelyn was too. . .painful.
 
   He finished undressing and crawled onto the twin size bed.
 
   
 
   Madelyn leaned against the counter watching the burgers sizzle. The lunch crowd couldn’t keep her mind occupied. So far this morning, nothing would. 
 
   Galen had looked good though. He’d filled out a little in the past few years, wasn’t as thin as when he’d left. The new suit had been tailored well. He needed to let the honey grow back to his hair, but he looked good…healthy really.
 
   She flipped the burgers, double-checking they hadn’t burned on one side. One sided was how Galen was looking at this. His daddy spoke and he jumped, no different from when he’d left, let alone when she’d left. 
 
   To get her point across, she would have to tell him everything from her last few days there. She bit her lip. And that was if he gave her a chance instead of throwing her in a car the first opportunity that arose, taking her back without a say.
 
   She put cheese on the burgers, then on a bun on the plate. “Order up.” 
 
   “You gonna come out of that kitchen today?” Frank was sitting back in front of the window.
 
   Paula blocked her view as she picked up the food. She’d been so preoccupied that she hadn’t seen him come in. Which made twice today.
 
   “Not while I’m busy. Never do and today is no different.”
 
   His lips puckered. He definitely didn’t like that answer. Yet, he started eating and she pulled more orders from the spindle. Hopefully, the late and large breakfast Galen ate would keep him out until Frank went back to work. 
 
   With the last order in the window and Frank heading out the door, she boxed up Stan’s lunch, along with the constable, Roy’s, and the other shop owners. Then she shoved an extra on the top. She pulled the bag over her shoulder and started out. 
 
   Waving at Alva driving back toward the fish plant, she headed to the constable first. It was a small red brick building, two jail cells, the front desk, and the constable’s office. The building was conveniently placed too, diagonally from her and across the street from the bar. She stopped at the front desk and pulled out two boxes. 
 
   Her hand was on the door as he yelled through the little room. “Heard you might be having a problem.”
 
   The constable, Lucien, was a good guy. Tall, lanky, handsome, and happily married to Frank’s aunt. Probably just looking out for her after watching them cross the street. 
 
   “Galen is about as harmful as a gnat.” She ignored the nagging image of Galen tossing her over his shoulder.
 
   Lucien walked out of the office toward the food, “Frank said. . .” 
 
   “Frank,” she interrupted him, instant heat coming from every pore. “Frank needs to learn when to stay out of what isn’t his business.”
 
   He leaned on the desk. “The way you two have been around town, I’d say that makes it his business.” 
 
   “Dancing with a man gives him no right and you know it.”
 
   Lucien smiled, his green eyes sparking, but his voice staying smooth and calm. “You know where I am if you have any problems, Maddy.”
 
   “Yeah,” she pushed out the door. 
 
   Damn men. She passed by the bar. It was simple. She wouldn’t be able to have a private conversation in this town, which made it no better than where she grew up. Instead of being under Langley’s thumb, she was under everyone’s watchful eye.
 
   Roy was smarter than Lucien, as he kept his mouth shut when she dropped the container on his counter. Linda at the tailor’s wasn’t nearly that bright.
 
   “So is he married?” Her dark hair was pristine, lipstick thick, and dress too short. Galen wouldn’t look twice. At least not the one that left for Europe.
 
   “Last I knew, free as a bird.”
 
   If Linda knew, everyone knew, or would shortly.
 
   The toy store was quiet and Everett didn’t say anything. Which was normal for the man of few words. Even if he knew there was someone new in town, he wouldn’t say. 
 
   She caught herself glancing around as she went through the hotel doors.
 
   “Hello, Stan.” She sat his food on the desk with one more container left. “Is the guest in his room?”
 
   “Now, what makes you think I keep tabs on my guests?”
 
   She raised her eyebrow, hoping he didn’t want her to answer. All tact had left with Linda.
 
   “Fine. He’s up there, has been since he left your place.”
 
   “Thanks, got food for him, too.” She clarified, afraid of what would be spread around if she didn’t.
 
   This would be short, she promised herself. She’d be back to the diner with a little more good will spread. The knock echoed down the empty hall and the pit in her stomach. When she heard nothing in the room she knocked again. She could leave the plate in the hall but then it’d be cold by the time he got it. 
 
   The door didn’t make any noise as she eased it open. “Galen?”
 
   The shade was drawn making it dark, still, she could make out the form in the bed. She’d know that form even in pitch black. Squeezing her eyes shut she shook off the thought.
 
   His suitcase was sitting next to the dresser still packed with the tie he’d been wearing about a foot short of it on the floor. She sat the plate of food down, put the tie next to the food, and eased toward the bed. 
 
   “Galen?”
 
   “Shh, they’ll hear you.” He breathed deep, his eyes still closed.
 
   She leaned down, wondering if someone else was coming, “Who will?” 
 
   His eyes flew open as his hands grabbed her, swinging them down to the bed together. One hand clamped over her mouth, the other her throat. The muscles in her body tensed. He was really going to drag her back without a say, or even worse.
 
   His breathing was more labored from the exertion than she expected. Muscles restrained in his arms and chest, his entire body filled out much more than she would have expected from the way he looked in the diner. 
 
   Warm breath from his lips blew down her chin, her neck, and her ear, heating with each gasp he took. His hands loosened, finding their way unsteadily down her arms, the jacket doing little to keep out the warmth of his touch. 
 
   “Madelyn.” 
 
   It came out as a whisper, little more than the mist from the sea spray, but it liquefied her muscles. The blowing moved up her chin, his eyes coming to view, open but unseeing. Slowly they focused, with his hands roaming her side, slipping under the jacket.
 
   He looked confused, “Madelyn?”
 
   He truly had been somewhere else, another time, another woman. White hot anger pushed through, wondering who’s arms he’d caressed just so but that wasn’t her concern. He wasn’t hers. Not anymore.
 
   The confusion cleared and he sprang off the bed, pulling the sheet around him as his feet landed on the floor.
 
   “What are you doing in here?” His voice was raised, impatient.
 
   She took a deep breath, flinging her hand toward the dresser behind him, “I brought you lunch.”
 
   “Well how’d you end up. . .” he pointed to her in the bed. “There!”
 
   She sat up, she wouldn’t tell him that he’d been dreaming. “You pulled me down there, when I tried to wake you.”
 
   One hand held the sheet loosely around his waist, the other ran over his head. “I’m sorry, Madelyn. I didn’t mean. . .”
 
   “I know.” She let the door slam behind her.
 
   
 
   He hadn’t been dreaming about her, he smacked his head with his hand. Still she’d been there, in the dream and in his bed. Madelyn, the way she’d been before he left, but it wasn’t supposed to be her. Now she was a little different, stronger somehow. She’d grown up.
 
   But he wasn’t here to remember. Not here to have her close. He was here to bring her home. She had to answer for taking the payroll, for leaving when she had promised she would be there. 
 
   She had made a good point though. Why would she return the ring and take the money? The ring would have been enough to pay her way anywhere she’d wanted to go and the Madelyn he knew wouldn’t steal. Especially, from working people who had little more than she did. 
 
   He slid on his pants and peeked at the plate on the dresser. How could a thief, who sure didn’t trust him right now, bring him lunch? Maybe she was having as much difficulty separating then from now as he was. He pulled the roll off the plate. 
 
   Along with growing up, she’d gotten better at cooking. She’d been good at that, cooking for herself, since her mother disappeared. 
 
   Life was so much simpler before they grew up. He knew where he stood. He’d always stood by Madelyn.
 
   

 
   

 Four 
 
   “I’m sorry, Mrs. Langley, my aunt’s sick and I can’t leave her at home with her pa. There’s no way for him to take care her.”
 
   Galen stood at the railing of the stairs watching the plane float down. His mama sure wasn’t happy that the nice lady that cleaned the house brought her daughter.
 
   “Well I can’t have her wandering around, Cassie.”
 
   “Oh no, ma’am. She’ll be right with me the entire time. You won’t even know she’s here.”
 
   “Well,” his mama bent down toward the girl. “You’re Maddy, right?”
 
   The nearly black hair moved around the edge of her mother’s flowered skirt.
 
   “Galen!” his mama called, sending her back to hiding.
 
   He went down the stairs to the landing, turned and went down again, staying on the dark red carpet. His feet echoed off the hardwood, as he hoped not to get yelled at for the plane hitting the foyer floor. He picked it up, “Yes, Mama.”
 
   “Now that was quick. Were you eaves-dropping again?” Her hair, the color of honey, fell into her face with the grimace.
 
   “I couldn’t help it. I was playing with my plane and . . .”
 
   “I’ve told you about that.” She put her hands on her hips.
 
   “Yes ma’am.” 
 
   “This is Maddy, she’s going to be here for the day. Think you can keep an eye on her for us?”
 
   “Mrs. Langley, that’s not necessary.” Cassie said, pushing a strand of blonde behind her ear.
 
   “She’ll have more fun playing with Galen than helping you fold sheets. What do you think, Maddy?”
 
   Big brown eyes looked at him from her hiding spot, the sun pushing through the windows on the side of the front door highlighting her head.
 
   “You can play with my plane.” He held out the small paper toy.
 
   She looked up at her mother.
 
   “It’s fine with me, baby.” Cassie shrugged.
 
   The girl eased out, staring at the plane. 
 
   “She wears pants, like a boy, Mama.”
 
   Maddy stopped moving forward to look at the floor.
 
   “Galen!” Mama was yelling again. 
 
   “I’m sorry. I was just saying.” He backed away.
 
   “The chickens peck ma’ legs if I wear a skirt.” Maddy’s words were directed to the floor and seemed so soft especially after his mama’s voice which hadn’t made her jump.
 
   “You got chickens?”
 
   She nodded.
 
   “Neat.”
 
   She smiled.
 
   “Wanna go outside, before Mama makes me get a switch?”
 
   His mama moved her hand over her mouth, which she normally only did when she was trying not to laugh at him.
 
   Maddy looked a little more scared of his mama now, but nodded.
 
   He took off for the back door with her a step behind. Once outside, he ran to the tire swing and she looked in awe as he swung back and forth.
 
   “You’ve never seen a tire swing?”
 
   She shook her head, still eyeing the plane he’d forgotten to give her.
 
   “Never seen a plane before, either?”
 
   She shook her head, looking at the ground again.
 
   “Daddy owns one.” He handed the paper replica to her.
 
   She sat down hard on the ground and looked it over like it was impossible.
 
   “This thing fly?” her words were drawn out more than anyone he normally heard.
 
   He held out his hand and she gave back the plane. Once he double-checked that she hadn’t torn it, he threw it through the air. It looped back to him. He turned to give it back and her mouth was standing open.
 
   “You wanna try?”
 
   She took it back, even gentler than before.
 
   “Now don’t go throwing it, you just kinda let it glide out your hand.”
 
   Letting it go, it started the loop and she followed it all the way around. 
 
   “Do it again if you want.”
 
   She it picked up, watching it intently as it glided through the air.
 
   “You don’t talk much.” Galen continued.
 
   Her eyes moved back to the ground. “Pa gets mad.”
 
   “My daddy yells when we get too loud or run through the house.”
 
   She smiled, picking up the plane. 
 
   They spent the morning out there. When he pushed her on the swing she laughed good and loud before closing her mouth, waiting for someone to yell. The color and smile returned when no one had.
 
   They even spent a few minutes tossing his baseball back and forth. Harland’s glove was a bit big on his hand, but she couldn’t wear it at all. His was closer to her size. She sure didn’t throw like a girl, tossing it almost as far as Harland could.
 
   Mama called out the back door that lunch was ready and she’d gone running in with him, but when he climbed into the chair next to Harland, she’d stopped dead in her tracks at the door, her eyes back on the floor.
 
   “Go ahead and get a seat, Maddy,” Mama said.
 
   “I. . . better ask my mama.”
 
   “I already talked to her, get up there with the boys.”
 
   His brother poked him. “You’re playing with a girl.”
 
   “Better than going to work with Daddy.” He pushed him back.
 
   “Stop that.” Mama swatted them both with a kitchen towel. “No fighting at the table.”
 
   Harland turned to Maddy, “You gonna eat standing?”
 
   “Are you going to . . .” Mama corrected him.
 
   “Fine. Are you going to eat standing up?” He pronounced out every syllable.
 
   “Shut up, Harland.” Galen pushed him again. “She’s just quiet.”
 
   “That she is.” Mama stated. “Your behavior isn’t helping any. She’ll sit down when she’s ready.”
 
   Tess, their cook, set a plate down in front of each of them and one by the empty seat, too. His mama left the room with their daddy’s plate. He must have been eating in his study as usual.
 
   Daddy spent a lot of time in his study and that’s when he was home. Mama said he worked so much to provide a good home. Harland said it was because he wanted to be in politics, whatever that was.
 
   Tess bent down to Maddy’s height and whispered to her. The girl’s face colored, but she nodded and eased toward the empty chair. 
 
   “Tess, what’d ya tell her?” Galen asked.
 
   “That I made potato salad.”
 
   He looked back to Maddy to see her taking a bite of the stuff like it was as good as chocolate. “You want mine?”
 
   She nodded and he slipped it off his plate to hers. When he’d eaten his sandwich, she offered half of hers while she was finishing the potato salad. Mama was none the wiser.
 
   
 
   “Fred, we can’t just ignore it.” 
 
   Galen heard his mama’s voice and crept into the hall, taking a spot just outside the light next to Harland.
 
   Harland whispered, “They’re talking about that girl.”
 
   “Maddy?”
 
   “Yeah. Daddy said her pa used to work with Uncle Will and was hurt in one of the fish packaging plants. That’s why he can’t work.”
 
   Fredric’s voice carried better than Kate’s, “What do you want me to do? I can’t get a cripple a job.”
 
   “Let me give her a raise.”
 
   “A raise?” Both boys ducked with the volume.
 
   “Just a small one. Enough that she can get the girl a dress for church. She’s wearing hand-me-down boys’ pants. It just isn’t right.”
 
   “Then buy her a dress.”
 
   “I will, but I want to give Cassie a raise.” 
 
   “You’re going to keep pestering me until I agree.”
 
   “That I am.”
 
   “Fine, give her a small one.”
 
   “Oh, Fred.” 
 
   They heard the kiss and rolled their eyes.
 
   “And a dress.” His mama finished.
 
   
 
   Since Maddy’s mama only came to clean once a week, Galen looked for Maddy in church. The balcony was where most of the poorer folks sat, with the kids hanging their legs through the slats of the railing for a better view. He wished he could do that, but his mama would have yelled. 
 
   Maddy wasn’t with the other kids. She was trying to sit on her Mama’s lap without showing her underwear to everyone and was failing at it. He laughed.
 
   “Galen, don’t you laugh at her.”
 
   “She looks like a girl, Mama.”
 
   She looked a little proud. “That she does.”
 
   “Are you happy now Kate?” His daddy asked, almost growled as usual.
 
   She smiled bigger.
 
   After church, while he and Harland played with the other boys, his mama talked to Cassie. Maddy stood by them instead of running around. 
 
   “I’d love to bring her to work, Mrs. Langley, but I don’t think. . .”
 
   “No, buts. She can keep Galen out of my hair and maybe even study with him.”
 
   “Not sure her pa would like that.”
 
   “Then don’t tell him.” Mama patted Cassie’s arm.
 
   “It would save me walking her to my aunt’s.” She looked down at Maddy. “Would you wanna go to work with me, baby?”
 
   Maddy glanced his way, bit her lip and nodded. 
 
    
 
   Maddy came in the back door with her Mama and every Wednesday for the rest of the summer. She’d come in the back door, greet Mrs. Langley and Tess, and run off to find Galen. 
 
   Most of the time they’d spend in the yard, playing and staying out of trouble. That is until the rain hit. 
 
   After watching Maddy put together the puzzle of the forty-eight states for the fifth time, Galen had enough. “I’m gonna go bonkers sitting in here all day watching you do that.”
 
   She pushed away the wooden toy, moving to sitting cross-legged. “I don’t have anything like this at home, I find it interesting.”
 
   “You find everything interesting.” He moved away from the window. “Don’t you have any toys?”
 
   “I got a doll Mama’s aunt gave me.”
 
   He sat down in front of her. “And?”
 
   “That’s all.”
 
   He looked around his room full of toys. “One doll?”
 
   She nodded.
 
   “Your family’s different than mine.”
 
   She nodded.
 
   “What’s your house like?”
 
   “Small.” 
 
   “Well, how small?”
 
   She thought about it for a moment. “About the size of your garage.”
 
   “How do ya’ll live there?”
 
   “Mama and Pa have their room, we got a kitchen, and I sleep on the sofa.”
 
   “You sleep on the sofa?”
 
   “Well yeah, I don’t have a bed and the floor is too hard.” She frowned and rubbed her bottom.
 
   “So what do you do for fun?”
 
   She shrugged.
 
   “No brothers?”
 
   “No sisters, either.”
 
   He imagined life without Harland and smiled. 
 
   “We could go down to the library and read.” Her eyes grew and it occurred to him they’d never gone to the library. “Do you know how to read?”
 
   “Me and Mama read every night from the Bible. She says it’s the only book I ever need to read.”
 
   “One book?”
 
   She shrugged, “It’s the only one we have.”
 
   He jumped up from the floor and dragged her along, downstairs, through the parlor, and into the library. She stopped just inside the door. 
 
   He picked out three books from the shelves that were his and Harland’s. Then headed back out the door, having to back step to drag her along.
 
   “You don’t read in there?” She was trying to look back as he pulled her along.
 
   “Mama says we can’t ‘cause me and Harland get to playing and end up breaking something. So, we get a book and go to our rooms or wherever with them.”
 
   She nodded.
 
   In his room, he climbed into the window seat where he could watch for the rain to go away and she followed. He opened the book using their knees to hold it open so they both could see. 
 
   “The Sea Hare,” Galen began.
 
   And they spent at least one hour every time she was there reading in his window seat. The stories changed, Hardy Boys, and Nancy Drew, even fairytales. The only thing that didn’t change was the way she listened and caught on to the words herself.
 
   
 
   “I can’t play, Galen.” Standing in the backyard, she poured more hot water in the bucket of soap.
 
   “What do you mean you can’t? We’re all going down to the river.” It was the summer he turned thirteen. 
 
   “Mama says I have to start working. That I can’t be running around with you this summer.”
 
   Six years she’d done just that. They’d played baseball, read in the window, and explored the town. This year his mama told him they could go to the river with Harland when his brother wasn’t at Daddy’s office.
 
   “Well you’re too young to be working.”
 
   “I am not.” She dropped the sheets in the bucket. “Most of the kids out by me were working last year. I’ve been working with Mama for weeks now. She’s talking about working here more since you all are getting older and picking up jobs around town, too.”
 
   “We’ll see. I’ll just go tell Mama.”
 
   “She already knows.” She called toward him as he went in the back door.
 
   Thirty minutes he’d tried. Thirty minutes he failed.
 
   “Galen, I can’t make her mama let her go. She has to do right by what Maddy needs. In a few years she’s going to be marrying age and she will have to know certain things.” His mother was no help.
 
   Marrying age? She was only eleven. They couldn’t already be thinking of giving her to some guy. Of course, several of the girls from around the street had been acting funny. He was thankful it was mostly toward Harland. 
 
   He pulled his bike from the garage, watching her use a step stool to hang the sheets she’d washed. Most girls weren’t Maddy.
 
    
 
   Galen called down to the front desk. 
 
   “Local calls, only.”
 
   He didn’t laugh, “What time does the diner close?”
 
   “Eight sharp.”
 
   “Thank you.” He hung up.
 
   Twenty minutes until she locked up. He wanted to be the last person in there.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   
Five
 
   He walked down at five minutes until eight, ignoring the little old man laughing behind the counter. 
 
   “She’s gonna slap you, yet.”
 
   The wind whipped around the building as he hurried along. This time when the bell jingled over the door, no one looked at him odd. There was no big lug that wanted to smash in his head as he took the same seat he’d eaten in this afternoon. The waitress, Paula, even smiled at him. She walked to the serving window and knocked twice, the grin grew. 
 
   She sat down a glass of water for him and went back to the window in time to pick up a plate of food that appeared by Maddy’s unseen hands. She set it in front of him and leaned on the counter. 
 
   “Galen, huh?” Paula winked.
 
   Before he could say anything, a loud bang came from the kitchen and Paula turned on her heals. There was a look exchanged through the window and the girl retreated to wipe down empty tables. The last table cleared out before he finished and Paula locked the doors behind them. 
 
   He finished the last of the potatoes that were with the pork chop and Paula grabbed his plate, setting down coffee.
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   Another bang came from the kitchen. Paula didn’t jump so high this time but did report to the hole in the wall.  
 
   “Go home,” Maddy’s voice carried.
 
   Paula started to open her mouth.
 
   “Full pay until your normal time.”
 
   “Fine by me.” Paula took off the apron, exchanging it at the door for a coat. The door locked behind her.
 
   He sipped the coffee, listening to her bang around in the kitchen. Slowly he drained the cup, and then slipped behind the counter to refill it because there was no way he was asking her to do it. 
 
   Trying not to make a sound, he looked through the hole in the wall, watched her toss things around. She was tense, her back rigid, and she seemed to be mumbling to herself. Some things never change.
 
   He set his coffee in the window and rolled up his sleeves as he walked through the door. The spatula came flying and he ducked before it hit him.
 
   “Get out of my kitchen.”
 
   “I figured if I help, you would get done quicker.”
 
   “I don’t need help, Galen.”
 
   He picked up the spatula and tossed it in the sink. “You might not need it but I’m offering just the same. What can I do?”
 
   “You can go home.” She drained the water from two sinks on the side wall.
 
   “Already said I can’t do that. I meant it.” 
 
   “What am I supposed to do?” She turned to look at him, her eyes wide.
 
   “Tell me what happened.”
 
   She shook her head. “Not now.”
 
   “Why not?” He raised his voice.
 
   “I’ve had kind of a hard day. Having a ghost walk in on you is a little . . .” She stopped and leaned against the sink. Her eyes closed and she looked to be praying.
 
   “You really thought I was dead?”
 
   “Three years is a long time.” Came out nice and calm.
 
   “It’s not like I could send you letters.”
 
   “Well you’re not going to blame that on me.” She was back to being shrill, then pushed off the sink and went past him into the diner.
 
   “I didn’t blame you,” he barked back. “What was I to think when I came home and you weren’t there? When Harland told me you ran off with the payroll? When . . .” He stopped this time.
 
   “When he told you I ran out on his engagement?” She stopped moving.
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “I heard about Kate, too. I’m sorry.”
 
   He took a deep breath, “Thank you.” 
 
   “I close the diner on Saturday and Sunday this time of year. Come by Saturday and we’ll talk.”
 
   
 
   Before the breakfast crowd was done on Friday, Maddy had dropped three dishes, two spatulas, and one cast iron skillet that just missed her toes. Her mind was too busy trying to figure out what to tell Frank about Galen, and what to tell Galen about anything, to worry about washing extra dishes, or smashing toes.
 
   Galen sat down where he could see her through the window. She kicked the onion she dropped at the sight of him across the kitchen and picked up another. At least Frank had stayed away this morning, thus far. 
 
   Darla gave him a soda today, and his blues twinkled like the last star over the ocean at sunrise. He looked through to her and she looked down at the grill. 
 
   She tossed on a hamburger with all the fixings. Then looked back through the window where he was still staring at her. This time she stared back. 
 
   So much filled her head. Far more than Frank. Far more than figuring out what to tell Galen. She could close her eyes and see him as he grew up. Seven years old with pudding on his chin from licking the bowl. Eight when he’d wrecked Harland’s bike because she was on his. His knee bled for an hour. Their first kiss.
 
   She looked up and he was still watching her. His lips were full and she was delighted to know he hadn’t grown a mustache. The corners turned up and she wondered what shade of red she was turning. His lunch went into the window.
 
   Those lips had inspired more than one romp through the woods. It was only right since that’s where it had started. However, the day as a whole had resulted in that first kiss.
 
   
 
   Her and Mama had left the Langley’s on time and didn’t hurry walking home. It was such a beautiful fall day. The leaves were changing color, the mums were out in full, and animals scurried across the road storing food for winter. They’d talked about the kids of the prominent neighborhoods. They’d talked about the Winter Dance and the possibility of her going this year.
 
   “I’d have to have a new dress and that is too expensive.” Maddy objected, kicking a pebble up the hill. 
 
   “I’ve been saving for something special. If you want to go?”
 
   “I’d love to go.” She quickly added. “But there has to be something else more important for the money.”
 
   “You are important, baby.” Cassie wrapped an arm around Maddy’s shoulder. Mama always knew what to say when she needed it.
 
   “You’ve been working just as hard as me lately, too.” Cassie continued. “Think about what you want and we will see when we can go shopping.”
 
   Maddy didn’t think she’d ever felt so good. A dance. One that most of the county would be at. She could dance, correction, she would dance. The possibilities made a smile that even her father’s foulest mood wouldn’t remove. 
 
   The moment she stepped on the porch, she proved that statement wrong. 
 
   Donald Murphy stood just shy of six foot. He wasn’t a tall man, he wasn’t muscular, he wasn’t outstanding at all; but he could scare Maddy with a look. His voice could send her crawling behind the couch, before she out grew the hiding space. These days she always ran, didn’t matter where, just away.
 
   Still, he was her father and she loved him the same. She just didn’t receive much back in the way of love.
 
   “Where have you been? What are you smiling about?” He pushed her down to the floor.
 
   Cassie put herself between them. “Now, Donald stop that. She’s smiling ‘cause I told her she could go to the dance.”
 
   “With all those boys there? I don’t think so.”
 
   His voice grew louder. It had been a long time since she’d seen him like this. He normally didn’t pay her any attention. She slid her rear end down the stairs as quiet as she could without standing to make a larger target.
 
   “We talked about this.” Cassie ran a hand down his arm.
 
   “She’ll just end up ruining her life.” 
 
   “It’s her life to ruin.” Cassie’s voice stayed calm.
 
   “I’m her father and I won’t allow it.” 
 
   Maddy could feel the tears pushing, her eyes stinging, but she held them back. Only her heaving chest could give her away.
 
   “Don’t you start talking like that.” Cassie pressed her finger into his chest to push her point. “She does without most things. She will have this.”
 
   “Damn it, Cassie.” He grabbed up her arms. “You don’t understand boys.”
 
   “You better believe I do. I’ve got you don’t I?” She yanked her arms out of his hands.
 
   Maddy had seen this play out a few times. They argued, louder and louder by the minute until either Cassie walked away, or until he won. She’d never seen Cassie win an argument. 
 
   It was that simple. The smile was gone and there was nothing she could do about it. There would be no dance. There would be no spinning around the floor with a cute boy. There would be no beautiful dress.
 
   The tears dropped like falling stars that she couldn’t swipe at as quickly as they were moving. If he saw her cry, it would be worse. She backed away farther.
 
   He turned, “Where do you think you’re going?”
 
   She took off for the woods, west of the house, and didn’t look back. The tears burning didn’t make it easy to see as she ran, yet she kept running, not slowing down until she reached the river. The sun had set leaving a huge black hole where the drop was to the river below. 
 
   It would be simple enough to spread her arms and let the darkness below take her. To not have to deal with her father’s outbursts any longer. She looked up instead of down, knowing it would never do. She couldn’t leave Mama. Never would she take a coward’s way out.
 
   She couldn’t catch her breath as she slid down the tree trunk. The blood pounded in her ears so no other noise made it in. Then her own scream pierced the woods. A hand grabbed around her arm, pulling her up from the bed of leaves.
 
    The body she was pulled against was warm, the arms tight. 
 
   “Maddy, stop.”
 
   She was fighting to get away until Galen’s voice broke through. Relief flamed the tears again. She leaned into his shoulder, letting the tears fall.
 
   “How-did-you . . .”
 
   “Mama noticed you left your jacket, she said you’d need it in the morning. I pulled in front of your house about the time you took off. Cassie told me to find you before you fell over a tree and hurt yourself.”
 
   She hiccupped the laugh out.
 
   “I took one look at your pa and followed before he could object. Whatever it is can’t be that bad.”
 
   “It’s not, really,” she sniffled. “It’s silly.” 
 
   “Then why did you take off like that?”
 
   “I just,” she started, “oh, you wouldn’t understand.” 
 
   She tried to pull away, only getting away far enough that his face was right before hers. The moon was coming up, glistening off his eyes. Her heart quickened with a warmth pouring through her but she couldn’t look away. When had his eyes ever looked quite so shocking?
 
   “I’ll try to understand.” He cocked his head to one side studying her.
 
   She closed her eyes. Pa was right, boys were going to start being a problem, but she’d never thought Galen would look at her like that. She’d caught Harland a few times, but he normally looked at her bare legs when she’d worn shorts, or her chest. Mrs. Langley even smacked him once. 
 
   A few of the boys she passed walking looked at her the same way, but Galen was looking at her differently. When her eyes opened, she diverted them to her fingers that were twisting together. 
 
   “Maddy?” 
 
   He was looking at her, but seemed to be trying not to look at her like he had been. He almost seemed like the normal Galen, instead of a pair of blue eyes, on a kind face, with a body that was constantly growing up.
 
   “He just . . .” She stopped. Somehow talking to him was different too. With a hard breath, she made up her mind that she wouldn’t let talking to him be different.
 
   “Did he hurt you?” The words were clip, eyes narrowing.
 
   “No.” She shook her head. “Well, yes, but . . .”
 
   He grabbed her hand and started dragging her back through the woods. 
 
   “Galen?”
 
   “He can’t just go hitting on you. Damn it, you’re not a kid anymore.”
 
   She stopped dead. He almost pulled her over when the tension in their arms locked. The moon only penetrated the canopy here and there, keeping them in the shadows of the forest.
 
   “I’ve seen the bruises,” Galen continued, nearly yelling with his back to her. “Everyone has. It’s not right and if your mama won’t do anything about it, I will.”
 
   Their hands were still connected and she could feel him shaking. 
 
   “He’s never hit me. Pushed me down, knocked me over, but never hit me.” She tried to keep her voice calm. “He hurt my hopes, not me.”
 
   The leaves moved, the tension in their arms lessened. He again held her close.
 
   “I’m sorry, I assumed. . .”
 
   “He gets drunk and pushy, downright nasty, but he’s never hit either of us.”
 
   She realized she was holding him as tight as he was her. His lips gently pressing into her forehead caused her eyelids to flutter.  
 
   “What hope did he destroy?”
 
   “The Winter Dance.” 
 
   “I would love to see you there. I could escort you, if you want.” It came out muffled with his lips pressed against her.
 
   “I don’t think that would help.” She sighed. “Boys are the problem.”
 
   “Boys better not be a problem.” He stepped away, she could just make out his hand going over his hair. “I guess I fall into that too, though.”
 
   “This is different, isn’t it?” She couldn’t keep that realization from him. There wasn’t anything she’d kept from him before. She wasn’t starting now.
 
   “Yeah. I didn’t mean for it to be.” 
 
   “I don’t think we had a choice on it. We change as we grow up.” 
 
   “But you’re Maddy. You’re not supposed to be a girl. You’re not supposed to be a woman.”
 
   “I am though.” She was becoming more confused.
 
   “I know.” He kicked at the leaves around him. 
 
   “Thank you for noticing.”
 
   “I’ve noticed for a while now.”
 
   “Me too. Still, I think a schooner just side-swiped me.”
 
   He laughed. “I didn’t know what to do when you were crying and, well, Daddy just holds Mama when she starts that.”
 
   “You did just fine, but if we don’t get back, Pa’s gonna have a go at you.”
 
   His fingers trailed her arm down to her hand and locked them together, his other hand lifted her chin. “If your Pa changes his mind, will you save me a dance?”
 
   “I think I can do that.” She tried to look at the ground again, but he held her chin firm. Galen didn’t understand that Pa never changed his mind.
 
   His lips were soft against hers. His breath shuddered out warm, flowing over her skin. Their hands squeezed together as their lips pressed harder. Her stomach warmed, matching his chest where her hand rested.
 
   “Madelyn,” whispered from him. He’d never called her by her full name, no one did.
 
   He pulled away and her tongue moved over her lips. They too were unusually warm and tasted like he smelled. Slowly he turned and they walked back to her house.
 
   Before they stepped from the cover of the trees, he stopped.
 
   “You swear to me, he doesn’t hit you?” 
 
   She could hear the concern, making out the lines of his face by the moon.
 
   “If he does, I know where to run.”
 
   He kissed her quick and pulled her out of the trees. 
 
   She could already see her parents sitting in the bench on the porch. The nausea built in her stomach, replacing the warmth. Pa really could go after Galen and it wouldn’t be a push to the ground. The only hope she had was that Galen could outrun Pa.
 
   His hand slipped from hers and he headed toward the car in their driveway. His Daddy’s car, a baby blue Ford. She again thought of the way his eyes looked by the moonlight.
 
   “Come on over here,” Pa barked from the porch.
 
   She came closer, stopping just short of the steps, giving her more than enough space to run. 
 
   Galen joined her, handing over her morning jacket. His hand just brushing hers as it passed between them.
 
   “Took you long enough to get back.” Pa was eyeing Galen.
 
   “She was all the way to the river by the time I caught her.”
 
   Pa’s eyes moved to her. “Cassie tells me Galen’s a good kid.” 
 
   Maddy nodded trying not to make eye contact.
 
   He turned to Galen, “If, and I do mean if, I let her go to the dance you’ll keep an eye on her?”
 
   “Yes, sir.” 
 
   She glanced up as Galen spoke. He somehow didn’t look away from Pa.
 
   Pa ran his hand over his beard. She wanted to beg, plead, and cry.  She stood right where she was.
 
   “I might change my mind, but as of now, you can go.”
 
   She jumped and hugged Galen, “Thank you.” Then she ran up the stairs and kissed Pa on the head. “Thank you, you won’t be sorry.”
 
   “We’ll see.”
 
   Mama patted his hand on her knee. “Galen, you better get home before your mama worries.”
 
   “Yes ma’am. See you tomorrow.” He started to the car. “Bye, Maddy.”
 
   “Night.” She already felt like she was dancing on a cloud over the sea with the moon shining bright. She would dance with Galen while she was in a beautiful dress and he would remember she was a girl.
 
   She watched until the taillights were gone. When she started for the door, Pa stopped her. 
 
   “Is he one I have to worry about, Madelyn?”
 
   She glanced to the trees. “No, Pa. That’s just Galen.”
 
   

 
   

 Six 
 
   Each day she walked around Pa very carefully. She didn’t want him to change his mind and she wouldn’t give him a reason to. If he never saw her, he couldn’t change his mind.
 
   She also skirted Galen. Not that she didn’t want to see him, but she kept blushing remembering his lips. Neither of them needed their mamas knowing what happened that night in the woods anymore than Pa. Though she was fairly sure their mamas knew that sooner or later they would grow closer than the friends they’d been for so long. 
 
   It started with little comments when they were younger, then assuming looks since they started to grow up. Mrs. Langley smacking Harland in the head when she caught him looking at her legs this past summer. She said her silent thank you to heaven for that one. But if Galen had ever looked at her like that before the night in the woods, she hadn’t noticed. Now, she couldn’t stop thinking about him.
 
   Her own mama wanted to make sure they were gone each day before the boys came home. Of course, if Mama had been too worried about it, then Galen wouldn’t have been her escort for the dance. Maddy could only assume Mama wanted them to have as little time as possible around each other.
 
   “What about this fabric, baby?” Mama held up a bright green cotton.
 
   Maddy didn’t think it was much, and apparently her face showed it.
 
   “We’ll keep looking, baby, this is special and should be just want you want.
 
   Le Rue, was a one-of-a-kind store. The owner, Mrs. Vickers, personally chose every fabric in her store and handmade each dress, so there were never two dresses made alike. Of course, there was no way Maddy could afford that.
 
   The woman was very gracious in letting them pick out a fabric and letting Cassie make it to save the extra money. Still Maddy was having problems finding something they could easily afford. Even making payments until the dance would be cutting it close. 
 
   Mrs. Vickers stood quietly behind the counter looking over button choices, but every now and again Maddy would catch her watching them. Maddy couldn’t blame the woman. They’d been cleaning houses all day and she could still feel the course cleaning powders on her hands, keeping her from touching anything too delicate looking. Mama on the other hand couldn’t seem to keep her fingers off the plush velvets.
 
   When Mrs. Vickers went to her sewing room in the back, Maddy pulled Cassie’s hands from the soft fabric. 
 
   “Mama there’s no way we can afford that.”
 
   “Would you let me worry about that, baby. It never costs anything to touch.”
 
   “I’ll just tell Galen I can’t go. It will make everything much easier.”
 
   Cassie smacked her bottom, “No, you won’t.”
 
   A throat cleared behind her and Maddy turned around.
 
   “What about this, Madelyn?”
 
   Mrs. Vickers stood with a perfect dress draped over her arms. 
 
   “It’s wonderful ma’am but I know that has to be far more than we can afford.” Maddy’s heart dropped as she looked at the fur lining the edge of the skirt. 
 
   “Actually I can give you a great deal on it. No one wants something from last spring and I made a few extra deals on this years’ dance.” Mrs. Vickers’ normally straight face brightened. “Mrs. James insisted that her daughter have something from Europe this year. And since I still have a cousin in Paris I had her mail me something. Then charged Mrs. James three times as much as it cost me for the dress.”
 
   Maddy let her fingers brush across the trim before letting her hand drop back to her side. In a dress like this there would be no way for Galen to forget she was a girl, neither would Pa. She opened her mouth to tell the kind woman again that they would keep looking, but Mama interrupted before a word could escape. 
 
   “We’ll take it.”
 
   “Mama!”  
 
   “You will only get to do this once, baby.”
 
   Mrs. Vickers walked away before Maddy could object again.
 
   They walked home, leaving the dress at the shop until they finished paying for it. The realization that it was hers slowly set in. With each passing car she seemed to grow lighter. Biting her lip wondering how Galen would like it. Hoping Pa wouldn’t object. 
 
   The baby blue Ford coming toward them caused the swimming feeling in her stomach. It increased as the car slowed. 
 
   The man behind the wheel though wasn’t the blue eyes that were filling her mind.
 
   “You want a ride the rest of the way?” Galen’s Uncle Will smiled across the passenger seat.
 
   “No thanks, Will.” Cassie answered through the open window. “It’s not that much farther.”
 
   She pushed off the car and put her arm around Maddy’s waist pulling her along.
 
   “And that’s why we normally make it home earlier.” Cassie smiled.
 
   “You mean you are trying to stay away from Will, not keep me from Galen?”
 
   “Oh, baby. Is that what you thought? Will just likes to talk to me and I would rather get home. I like you being around Galen. I don’t worry about him.” 
 
   Maddy almost laughed with the relief that Galen wasn’t the problem, but she didn’t want to give away that relief, even to Cassie.
 
   
 
   The day of the dance Mama told her to leave early. She ran all the way to the dress shop. 
 
   “You’re here early, Madelyn.” Mrs. Vickers said from behind the counter. Her hair was up in a bun, her glasses around her neck, and stray strings hung from her argyle sweater.
 
   “Mama told me to go get ready.” She wiped the sweat from her palms on her jeans.
 
   “You have the rest of the money for the dress?” The lady smiled.
 
   She fished in her pocket, pulling out the change. Mrs. Vickers was sitting her dress on the counter as Maddy put back fifteen extra cents Mama had given her for the ice cream shop. Maddy grabbed the hanger and started for the door, wanting every minute to get ready.
 
   “Don’t forget your shoes.”
 
   She backtracked for the shoes and her manners. “Thank you, Mrs. Vickers.”
 
   The woman waved as Maddy pushed out the door only to bump straight into Rita James. She and Mama cleaned the James home every Tuesday. Rita’s room was always a disaster with clothes, and makeup strung everywhere. More discarded items than Maddy owned, or ever thought about owning.
 
   “Why don’t you watch where you are going?” Rita spat. The girl stood a few inches over Maddy, little more than a year’s worth of growth, plus a slight heel. Her light brown hair curled in ringlets.
 
   “Didn’t see you sorry.” Maddy tried to keep the venom from her voice as she turned to go. Not that she hated the girl, Maddy didn’t hate anyone. Rita just brought out the worst in her.
 
   Rita laughed. “That’s what you’re wearing to the dance? I got my dress from Paris.”
 
   Maddy smiled remembering what Mrs. Vickers had told her. “I’m sure you’ll look very nice, Rita.”
 
   Not waiting for a response, she ran as much as she could on the way home. 
 
   “What’re you doing home?” Bellowed from Pa when she walked through the door.
 
   “Mama told me to head home. I need to clean up for the dance.” She edged back to the door. She could run and get ready at Aunt Vicky’s. For that matter she could go all the way back to the Langley home and save Galen the drive out to her.
 
   “The dance isn’t for two hours.” Pa eyed her, but didn’t move to make her feel smaller.
 
   “Yes, sir. I need a bath from cleaning all day and I have to set my own hair.” She tried to reason, keeping her voice calm. 
 
   His brows furrowed, “Get to it.”
 
   She took a deep breath and breezed past him. Since agreeing she could go to the dance, Pa had been acting odd. Odd to the point that he had yet to send her running off for the woods. Also he didn’t have his usual alcohol smell.  Everything around her seemed to be changing.
 
   Her dress went on the back of the door in her parent’s room and she set water on the stove for a good bath. While the third bucket heated, she washed her hair in what she had. If she waited longer, it would never dry enough to set. The third bucket filled the tub to about half, but it would have to do.
 
   While most homes had running water, they went without. It was far too expensive to change the house for that convenience. Each time she poured water into their tub she thought of someday having running hot water. Showers instead of baths. A new laundry machine like many of the homes they cleaned had.
 
   Her skin was pink by the time she was done scrubbing and she’d nicked her knee when she shaved her legs. First time and only one cut, Mama would be proud. When she was dry, she stepped out of the bathroom, keeping her bare bottom, where the towel didn’t cover, to the wall. There was no need to embarrass her or Pa.
 
   She went to plug in the hot rollers to find them already hot. All she could do was shake her head, it had been years since Pa’d thought about doing anything for her. Today she was probably more grateful than if he did something everyday. 
 
   The rollers had been yet another gift from Mrs. Langley. She’d give Mama something with the excuse of “It’d go to the church anyway.” Since the church gave Mama household items, she was just cutting out the middleman. They got an iron that way, and she’d even offered one of the guest beds to them a few weeks ago. If Mrs. Langley could get rid of the old bed, Mr. Langley had no choice but to let her put a larger one in there.
 
   Maddy laughed at that logic while she slipped into her new undergarments. Mama had shown her how to clasp the corset by herself and then turn it around. With the war effort they couldn’t get her stockings so she painted eyeliner up her leg to make it look like they were there. Too bad there was nothing she would be able to do about the cool weather.  
 
   The knock on the door caused one burn from the hot rollers, though it wasn’t too bad. 
 
   “I’m in here,” she said sucking on the red mark on her thumb.
 
   “You need help?” Pa wasn’t happy to ask.
 
   “I think I’ve got it.” She smiled. “Thank you.”
 
   He mumbled, “Your Mama wouldn’t be happy if I didn’t ask.”
 
   She heard him limping through to the front room making a mental note to make sure and tell Mama he asked. Now for the hard part, she opened the makeup case wishing Mama was here. By the time she was done, she had less than thirty minutes left, and the towel she had from her bath had multiple colors smeared on it. The curlers still in her hair were starting to make her wonder if she’d be ready on time. Not being ready when Galen knocked wouldn’t do.
 
   Now she just had to get past Pa with the way she looked. The protective bag slid off her dress, revealing the pale pink sparkles in the fabric. The skirt and the cuffs where trimmed in a small white faux fur that felt good against her skin. The long sleeves would keep her warm though she wasn’t sure what Pa would think of how it fit to her form or the fact it stopped just short of her knees. 
 
   Mama had okayed it, so she hoped that was good enough for him. She tried three times to zip it before she figured out she couldn’t do that alone. She slipped on the shoes and walked out of the comfort of the bedroom.
 
   “Cassie said okay to that dress?” He was sitting in the chair listening to football on the radio.
 
   “Yes, sir.” 
 
   He took a deep breath. “She knows more about these things than me. Glad to see you don’t have skin everywhere.”
 
   “No sir. I do have a problem with it though.” She hoped she didn’t look as scared as she was.
 
   “Spit it out.”
 
   “I can’t zip it.”
 
   He stood up and she turned around. When he went around her and headed to the back of the house she wondered what she did wrong now, but knew better than to ask. She heard the water turn on and cringed. He was going to come wash off her face. 
 
   She was fine with that, as long as she was able to go. The towel was drying his hands when he came back in the room. 
 
   “You went and washed your hands?” It was her turn to be confused.
 
   “I’ve been cleaning chicken houses and just wanted to make sure I didn’t leave a spot on that dress. You will probably wear it more than once.”
 
   She turned around again. “Thank you. I will probably wear it a lot.”
 
   “I might not always think. Sometimes I do.”
 
   “The curlers, too,” she smiled, thankful he couldn’t see. 
 
   “Now that just kinda happened.” The dress zipped tight but she kept her back to him, afraid if she turned, he’d stop talking to her like a grown up. “I do it for Cassie every Sunday.”
 
   She cleared the smile off her face before she turned around. 
 
   “You look alright, girl.” He watched the floor steadily.
 
   “I’ve got a coat, too.” She tried to keep him talking to her.
 
   “Good, keep it on all night.” He glanced at the wall behind her. “Go get those things out of your hair.”
 
   She didn’t try to hug him when she went by—he’d just get mad—but she felt it. 
 
   The knock on the door this time was from the front door. She was just spraying some of Mama’s perfume. The mumbling from the front room made her grab her coat. She didn’t want Pa scaring Galen, or Galen saying something stupid. 
 
   She stepped through the doorway and almost tripped over the heeled shoes. Galen looked very handsome. His suit was dark gray, the tie had red and green specks in it, his hat circling in his hand. His eyes widened for a moment, but he recovered as quickly as she had. 
 
   “You’re in a dress.” He smiled. “And grew a little.”
 
   “What’d ya expect me to wear?” She set the scowl to her face and swallowed the laugh.
 
   He didn’t answer and Pa looked thoroughly confused.
 
   “We better go.” She added quickly.
 
   Galen held out his hand. She felt petrified. He couldn’t want her hand now.
 
   “Your coat.” His eyebrows rose.
 
   She handed it over, turning red because she missed that step. He slid it on and she buttoned it up.
 
   “Bye, Pa.”
 
   Galen turned for the door.
 
   “Wait a minute.” Pa didn’t sound happy.
 
   She cringed, they were so close, just a few steps and they’d be out the door.
 
   “Cassie said I had to be nice.” His voice wasn’t set to a very good start. “You be careful with her. She’s her Mama’s heart and I don’t want her hurt.”
 
   That was more like the man she’d grown up with for a father. More concerned with Mama’s feelings than hers.  
 
   “I understand, sir.” Galen looked perfectly serious.
 
   “I don’t think you do, but this is Cassie’s doing. Get out of here.”
 
   Galen didn’t have to be told twice as he reached for the door. She still smiled at Pa as she went out the door and waved.
 
   “Your pa can be very frightening.” The door had barely shut.
 
   “That he can.” She grinned trying not to blush.
 
   They stepped off the porch, Galen lowered his voice. “You look fabulous.”
 
   “You don’t look so bad yourself.” She bumped into him trying to make him laugh. 
 
   “Don’t let your pa hear you say that.” His brows rose.
 
   He held open the car door and shut it when her dress wasn’t in the way. Pa’s silhouette was visible at the edge of the front window. She waved, not expecting one back. She didn’t get one either. Still, the difference in him was something she would have to think about.
 
   Galen slammed the door on his side and then started the car. He pushed a few levers and heat poured out. “Do you want it warmer?”
 
   “I’m fine,” she laughed.
 
   “What are you laughing at?”
 
   “This is all so odd.” Pa as much as being on a date with Galen.
 
   He put the car in reverse and pulled out of the drive. “It might take a little getting used to, but I’ll wait.”
 
   He smirked going down the road. 
 
   Did he mean getting used to the fact they were growing up and growing together or possibly something else? Her younger self would have asked, now she just blushed, wringing her fingers together.
 
   She felt the car slowing and pulling to the side of the road.
 
   “Is everything alright?”
 
   “Fine.” He stated, putting the car in park. “I think it’s safe for you to slide over here now.”
 
   A sort of muscle cramp started in her stomach as she carefully slid across the bench seat. 
 
   “You look like I’m going to bite you.” His arm went around her shoulders.
 
   “That’s ‘cause you look like the cat that ate the canary.” She settled into the new seat. “Whatever you’re thinking can’t be good.”
 
   “It is.” 
 
   Surprised, she turned to him fast enough the curls came around her shoulder. His finger gently going across her chin took the words from her mouth just before his lips skimmed hers. He pressed harder and the tension in her body melted. Their lips skimmed again as he pulled away.
 
   “How did you learn to do that?”
 
   He cleared his throat, the words coming out raspy. “Do what?”
 
   She shook her head. How could she explain to him what those kisses did. “Are we going to stay here all night?”
 
   “No ma’am.” He straightened in the seat. “We’re going to a dance.”
 
   He put the car in drive and put his arm back around her.
 
   

 
   

Seven 
 
   Streamers and balloons filled the rec-center from ceiling to floor, with tables around the dance floor for those who needed a rest. The music poured from the band—still at a reasonable level, though to speak to anyone she would have to be close. People spun around the room in beautiful dresses and handsome suits. They checked their coats at the front door with one of the Sunday school teachers, and Galen had her change for the ice cream shop in his pocket.
 
   No one she could see looked as good as Galen. Then again, she hoped everyone thought that about their date. The hope that Galen thought that way about her had the butterflies waltzing in her stomach. She’d hardly looked around when he grabbed her hand and pulled her out to the floor.
 
   “You do know how to dance don’t you?” He looked playfully concerned.
 
   “I think so.” She jested back. 
 
   He spun her around, her skirt flowing up with the motion. She came softly against him, laughing. The first few times around the floor she’d stepped on his toes, but she was busy looking at the other people. A few times he even pointed out someone. 
 
   The whole county seemed to be there. Didn’t matter what your social standing was, the Winter Dance was the place to be. Some of the girls were in homemade dresses, others from Mrs. Vickers’ shop, then there was Rita in her Paris exclusive. 
 
   Harland looked happy with Rita as they joined the movement on the dance floor. It was good to see him home from college. He was someone other than Galen for Fredric to harp on. And there would be plenty of that before the Christmas season passed.
 
   Harland looked nearly as handsome as Galen, but not quite; he was still too skinny for his height. And Maddy had to admit, Rita’s dress was beautiful. The dark green fabric hugged her body all the way down, but Maddy was very happy with her own dress. Mostly because of the way Galen’s eyes twinkled when he looked at her.
 
   “You look like you’re having fun.” He pulled her a little closer.
 
   “I am. At least as much fun as you are.”
 
   When one of the chaperones moved their way, Galen would put a few more inches between them, once gone, he’d pull her back close. 
 
   Galen crinkled his nose, “You smell like a girl. You look like a girl too.”
 
   “I should. Are you going to forget that fact again?”
 
   “Never.” The smile eased out.
 
   Everyone seemed to be having a great time. Even Rita smiled as they passed by and Harland winked. She wondered if he would watch her legs as they went around. 
 
   As good as her imagination was, actually dancing with Galen was better. There didn’t have to be a cloud, or moonlight; it was perfect without all that.
 
   After a few dances, Galen agreed to stop for a drink. The punch was in a large glass bowl like Mrs. Langley used for special occasions. This was special, at least for Maddy. Harland waved them over to a table and Galen refilled her drink before pulling her that way. His hand stayed firm around hers even after they made it there. However, he was keeping their hands behind his back away from Harland’s view.
 
   They sat down their cups and she saw someone waving from an outside door. On her tiptoes, she leaned to Galen.
 
   “Mama’s here.” She pointed to the door that was now closed.
 
   He nodded rather than yelling over the band and they headed that way. Mr. Berber stopped them just short of the door and Galen explained to him what they were doing, Maddy stayed behind him. The chaperones were taking their job very seriously, Pa would be happy to hear that.
 
   Galen held open the door for her and smiled his best. “Good evening, Mrs. Murphy.”
 
   “Oh Galen, don’t you look handsome.” Cassie ran her hand across his arm then turned to Maddy beaming. “Baby, you look so grown up.”
 
   Maddy thought Mama was about to cry, and did a spin for her so she could see the skirt float up.
 
   Galen spoke quick, “I’m going back, I’ll be just inside the door. Don’t want Mr. Berber thinking things aren’t right.”
 
   Once he’d shut the door, Cassie grabbed her in a hug to crush ribs. “Is Galen being a good boy?”
 
   “Of course, Mama.”
 
   Cassie raised an eyebrow. “You can say it as innocently as you want, but I’ve seen the looks.”
 
   Maddy fidgeted.
 
   “I don’t want you getting too attached to him, but I’m sure I’m far too late.”
 
   Maddy shook her head, “It’s just Galen, Mama.”
 
   “You still don’t convince me, but there’s nothing I can do to stop it. Just remember to be a good girl.” Cassie kissed her cheek.
 
   “Pa helped me get ready.” Maddy smiled bigger.
 
   “He did?” Cassie’s eyebrows moved again.
 
   “Turned on the curlers like he does for you and helped me zip my dress. Even washed his hands to not leave a stain.”
 
   Cassie laughed. “I’ll have to fix him a good supper.”
 
   “Why did he help?”
 
   “‘Cause you gave him a purpose.” Cassie looked more serious.
 
   “What do you mean, Mama?” Maddy half-laughed as if it didn’t mean much.
 
   “When no one would hire him ‘cause of his leg, Pa lost his purpose in life. He felt useless. When he saw Galen chase off after you that night, he found a new purpose in life. He realized I wasn’t going to be able to keep the boys away from you like a father was supposed to.”
 
   “Poor Galen.”
 
   “Ha.” Cassie pointed a finger at her. 
 
   “Don’t tell Pa. I don’t need either of you protecting me from him.”
 
   “He’ll figure it out.”
 
   “Hopefully not before he figures out what Galen is like.”
 
   “Oh now baby, that’s what you have to do. Boys grow up and they’re not the same.”
 
   “I’ve got that down, but then again I’m not the same either.”
 
   “Only time will tell. Speaking of time, you’d better get back in there before Galen thinks I dragged you home.”
 
   “We will talk more about this tomorrow.” Maddy kissed her cheek.
 
    
 
   Snow started falling before Maddy and Galen walked out the door at the end of the dance. Ice cream might not be the smartest thing on a cold December night, but everyone at some point would go to The Parlor. It seemed the less time they had alone, the less people would talk. There would be enough talk about the Langley boy taking out the cleaning lady’s daughter.
 
   They ran the block to the malt shop knowing that parking by the building wouldn’t work. They were right: every spot was full, but at least the place was warm. They slipped into a booth across from each other, shaking off the snow that had attached to them. 
 
   “All right, it’s too damn cold for ice cream. What would you like?”
 
   “You better not let your mama hear you talk like that.” She wiggled a finger at him. “I want something warm.”
 
   “I’m warm.” His eyebrow rose.
 
   “Galen!” She half whispered the admonishment.
 
   “Sorry.” He stared at the table, but she could see him fighting the laugh. “I know what would be good.”
 
   He slid out of the booth and spoke across the counter to one of the busy waitresses. Someone slipped into the booth across from her and she started to object. 
 
   “Hey Maddy.” Harland said as he settled into the seat. “No other open seats. I hope you don’t mind.”
 
   Across from her, Rita rolled her eyes and looked around the room.
 
   “Hey Harland.” Galen slipped in next to her. “They’re a little busy, if you want something you might want to tell them like I did.”
 
   “No hurry, they’ll get around to me.” Harland smiled across like he knew a secret.
 
   Her heart flipped as Galen’s hand ran down her leg, settling on her knee. He patted twice and she wondered what shade of red she was. 
 
   It took a moment for what Harland said to make it to her ears. “How did you like your first dance, Maddy?”
 
   “It was fun.” 
 
   “You look very nice, too.” He added.
 
   Rita huffed and it was Harland’s turn to roll his eyes. Maddy had to bite her lip to stifle the laugh. It was good to know that even he tired of Rita. Of course, they had been dating longer than anyone expected. 
 
   “I’m hungry, Harland.” Rita whined.
 
   “I’m sure they will be by in a minute. Someone does have to deliver what they ordered.” 
 
   His voice was like honey when he spoke to her. Maddy was thankful Galen didn’t use that tone with her. She’d probably walk away if he tried.
 
   “Did Cassie get to see you all dressed up?” Harland continued to talk to her.
 
   “She came by the dance.” Maddy nodded.
 
   As long as Rita didn’t speak, it was just like sitting at the house having lunch during the summers. Harland trying to be gentlemanly and convince her to talk more. Galen trying to make her laugh, which he was doing now by running his fingers against the ticklish spot in her knee.
 
   “About time.” Rita ruined the moment.
 
   The waitress looked half ragged sitting down two cups of hot cocoa and a large order of fries. 
 
   “Hey Harland, good to see you home.” She was pretty when she smiled. “What can I bring you?”
 
   Rita started, “I want a strawberry milkshake.”
 
   The young woman standing at the end of the table nodded but didn’t take her eyes off Harland.
 
   “Add to that a hamburger and fries, Olivia.” Harland kept the smile.
 
   “It will take a little longer than normal, but you got it.” She bounced away.
 
   “If she didn’t talk so much it’d be quicker.” Rita moved her eyes out the window.
 
   Harland closed both his eyes, clasped his hands together, and took a deep breath. Galen took the moment to lean over to Maddy.
 
   “You like the cocoa?”
 
   She smiled at him and nodded, hoping she could pass a look across as well as Olivia had.
 
   “Good. Eat the fries, too.” His leg rubbed across hers, but at least his hands were on top of the table.
 
   “What are you two whispering about?” 
 
   She shot Harland a look that this time went through as he looked to the table.
 
   “Why would anyone care?” Rita said mindlessly, still looking out the window.
 
   Harland’s hand wrapped around the back of Rita’s neck and he pressed his fingers just below her ear, pulling her to face him. It was singly the most abrasive thing she’d ever seen him do, and she nearly cheered him for it. He leaned to the side away from her and Galen. The muscles in his jaw moved and Rita’s face went near the shade of the snow on the window.
 
   “You wouldn’t?” For Rita, it actually came out as a whisper as they stared each other down.
 
   “You know I would.” He kissed her forehead and turned back to Galen. “You two have plans after this?”
 
   “Take her home so her pa doesn’t skin me alive.” Galen cleared his throat.
 
   “Too bad, thought we’d go for a drive by the water.”
 
   “Not tonight.”
 
   She swallowed the last bit of cream out the bottom of the cup feeling much warmer than before. The fact that Galen hadn’t moved his leg had helped. Each time he wiggled in the seat, he brushed against her. That was a new issue she could get used to. 
 
   “Are you ready?” He whispered to her.
 
   “It might be best.” It would at least get her away from Rita.
 
   He slid out of the booth and popped Harland on the shoulder while she slipped into her coat. 
 
   “In case I don’t see you again, Harland, have a good visit.”
 
   “Have a Merry Christmas, Madelyn.”
 
   They passed Olivia carrying food when they started out the door.
 
   “Why does Harland date her?” Maddy couldn’t keep the question in any longer.
 
   Galen chuckled, “Because, believe it or not, he loves her.”
 
   Maddy stopped walking. “He what?”
 
   Galen stopped a few steps ahead and turned back. He looked good with his hands in his pockets. His hair just sticking out from under the hat with the Christmas lights from the hardware store twinkling in his eyes. 
 
    He came back and linked his arm with hers. “With all her faults, he loves her and prays that she will grow up. Soon.”
 
   “It would explain why she’s always around him, but I don’t understand it.” 
 
   “She doesn’t understand us, I’m sure.”
 
   “I don’t even understand us, yet.”
 
   “We will figure it all out and have plenty of time to do it.”
 
   It turned out to be the point where Galen was wrong. They grew up far too quickly and still, time was their greatest enemy.
 
   

 
   

Eight 
 
   Maddy locked the diner door behind Paula, wondering why Galen hadn’t eaten tonight. The grocery wasn’t bad, but cooking on Stan’s old hot plate was not real food. Being left alone all day wasn’t good either. Remembering was painful. Even staying in the good memories. It was still another time, another life, almost another Maddy.
 
   Frank stopped by for dinner, but didn’t distract her enough to stop her from burning two pork chops. They went in the trash with the five hamburgers from lunch. 
 
   She put her lunch and dinner for the next two days in a bag, with a few extra meals, just in case someone else was around and hungry, and locked the door for the weekend. She’d hardly made it halfway down the block when she heard him behind her.
 
   “Want someone to walk with you?”
 
   She turned and he was circling his hat around his fingers. Some things never changed.
 
   “Where have you been all day?”
 
   “Spent most of it in my room. Thought it was safer.” His face said he’d been wrong.
 
   “Did you at least eat?”
 
   “Yes. There’s a really nice diner in town that has orders to go.”
 
   She smiled. “I didn’t even notice how many of those I did today.”
 
   “A little pre-occupied I assume.” His eyebrow rose.
 
   “You could say that.”
 
   He stepped forward. “Madelyn. . .”
 
   “Not tonight, Galen. I expect to see you at my house early tomorrow.”
 
   He stepped back and let the look of hope fall, “Fine by me. How do I get there?”
 
   “Go to the water and head north.” She turned around and started home.
 
   “Be careful, Madelyn.” 
 
   
 
   Galen watched her until he couldn’t see her shape anymore. He’d hoped they could talk tonight. At least start to talk; instead, he would go back to his room and be left with his thoughts. 
 
   There had to be a better way to spend the night. He took a deep breath and turned around, coming directly in contact with a hard object to the face.
 
   “Hit him again, Frank.”
 
   He recognized the laughter of Hollis.
 
   “I plan to.”
 
   Galen checked that his nose wasn’t bleeding and did his best to dodge the two shapes around him. “I don’t want to do this.”
 
   “I do.” Frank slurred the words just a bit, and fell a little sideways.
 
   “It’s not a fair fight if you’re drunk.” Galen laughed.
 
   “There’s two of us.” Hollis objected before his attitude became more jolly. “And we ain’t drunk. Just feeling good.”
 
   Galen pushed Hollis away when he tried to take a swing. “Good, show me to the bar.”
 
   “What?” Frank stumbled into the gutter and fell.
 
   “I’d rather drink with you than fight with you.” Galen held his hands out. He’d spend enough of his life fighting.
 
   “What you think, Hollis?” Frank was still flat on his back and breathing heavy.
 
   “I think we’re feelin’ a little too good to be dancing around in the streets.”
 
   Galen waited as they tried to get up then helped them when he saw they couldn’t exactly do it alone.
 
   The bar was across the street from Maddy’s diner and shocked Galen that it wasn’t an absolute hole in the wall. There were a few couples dancing to the music, but mostly it was men sitting at the bar. 
 
   Hollis led the way to a table on the far side of the bar and sent a few hand signals to a waitress, consisting of the number three and a point to the table. Apparently, Galen would be drinking what ever made these two stumble through the streets.
 
   He was happy to see it was simply beer. There was no problem with that, verses some of the things he’d drank across the ocean that could make you forget a week at a time. 
 
   “I’m too drunk to beat you like I planned, so we have to find some way to settle this.”
 
   “There’s nothing to settle.” Galen helped the waitress pass the drinks around the table. 
 
   “Sure there is. I can’t have you hanging around her or thinking you’re gonna take her back west.”
 
   “No one’s made Maddy ever do anything she didn’t want.”
 
   “I can see that. Everyone can see that.”
 
   “Not my father.” Fredrick never saw anything that everyone else could see. Most of all he never saw what Maddy was to him.
 
   He took a long drink of the cool liquid, listening to his father’s voice ringing in his ears.
 
   
 
   “You won’t see her, anymore.” Fredric stood behind the heavy desk, papers scattered across it. His dark eyes glinting with something Galen couldn’t pinpoint. 
 
   “Why not?” Galen matched his tone and volume.
 
   It was the week after the dance, and Fredric had heard the gossip around town, mostly from his own secretary. His son out with Madelyn Murphy, in his car. Holding hands when they walked down the street.
 
   “It’s disgraceful. If you had half the sense God gave a skunk, you’d know that.”
 
   The fight had just started but Galen had been expecting it. Fredric expected him to be a good son and date someone like Rita. Money, a name, and connections. 
 
   “I don’t see anything wrong with Maddy. Unless you’d like to point out her faults.” He pressed his fists onto the desk, keeping them far from his father. If this went as far as blows he’d hurt as bad as Fredric. And Mama would have a fit.
 
   “You know her faults, and don’t play even stupider.” Fredric turned toward the window and ran his hand across his face. “You don’t marry down, son.”
 
   “So, that is what this is all about?”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   “I don’t care about social standings. I don’t care about the money—.” 
 
   “Well you should. How about if I just stop paying for anything until you start thinking straight.”
 
   “I’ll get a job.” Galen calmed his voice further.
 
   “You think so? Who’s going to hire you.” Fredric matched his stance, with fists on the desk but the edge was still in his voice.
 
   Galen thought a moment. “Uncle Will.”
 
   Fredric leaned back and laughed, nodding his head. “That he will. Go ahead and get a job down there, you’ll last less than a week.”
 
   
 
   Maddy made it home without the past disturbing her. Galen had sparked it this morning but tonight he’d brought her some peace too. He was going through the memories himself and that alleviated some of her personal anguish. 
 
   She hoped that she wouldn’t be leaving her home anytime soon. It was a beautiful old place and she loved it. Mostly because it was hers. It wasn’t stately, but it also wasn’t a two room shack. She shook her head over the last thought, apologizing to no one that could hear as she unlocked the door.
 
   The front door squeaked, the floorboards creaked, and it felt like home. She went through the three-foot square foyer and straight into what would be a dining room if she used it as such. Instead, it was her library. Pine bookcases full of books lined the front wall around the window and the six feet that connected to it on the southern wall. A small drop leaf pine table where she ate was on the opposite wall flanked by a door to the restroom and one to the kitchen. She’d left the paint the same pale blue as when she’d moved in.
 
   She took the food into the kitchen and stored it in the little fridge. For someone who owned a diner, the kitchen was small. Just big enough for her and maybe one other person to be in comfortably. She didn’t need more than that and she didn’t plan on sharing it with anyone. 
 
   From the kitchen, she could see the dock at the end of her property. The porch was screened in, allowing her to sit out there for most of the year. Normally she went to the dock instead of the porch but it was still a wonderful spot. There was also another door to the restroom from there and one to her laundry room on the south side.
 
   She started laundry before flopping down on the sofa in her parlor. The little room was open to her library and consisted of nothing more than the sofa, a chair, the fireplace, and a radio.
 
   It’d been her house for two years and the furniture was sparse but still more than enough for her. The sofa in the parlor had been added when Frank continued to come around. Sitting at the kitchen table wasn’t the way to make a guest feel welcome. Not that she wanted anyone to feel too welcome to her home. 
 
   The guest room finished off the first floor, with only a three-quarter bed, a dresser, and a nightstand. She’d yet to have a visitor stay there but she had to do something with the extra room. It’d sat bare for nine months until she couldn’t take it anymore. Two doors led to the guest room, one from the parlor, and one from the hall that led upstairs. 
 
   The only thing up there was her room. It took up the space of half the house. There used to be two small rooms but someone before her had taken out a wall and made it one. She had a large bed, a large closet, and a chair by the window that overlooked the backyard and her dock.
 
   She hoped that after tomorrow she would still be able to call this home and not a cell in Washington. She would tell Galen everything she dared and find out her fate from there. Either he would believe her and leave it at that. Or he would think she lied and drag her back to Washington. In that case, she would fight him every inch of the way. And she wouldn’t be fighting fair.
 
   She didn’t rest on the couch long, she still wanted a hot bath and a good book, both should distract her from tomorrow. 
 
   The hot water poured from the tap. She enjoyed the book in the bath until the water cooled off too much. Then she slipped into her nightgown and continued the book in the chair by the window of her bedroom. 
 
   The phone rang and she stared at it trying to decide if she really wanted to speak to anyone. Frank was normally the only person who called her and she didn’t expect it to be him. Stan was allowing Galen local calls, but he’d already been turned down tonight.
 
   She put down the book and crossed to her nightstand. “Hello?”
 
   “Maddy,” Lucien didn’t sound happy. “I need you to come down here and help me out.”
 
   “Frank drunk, again?”
 
   “He’s got company this time.” Lucien wasn’t in the same jolly mood he’d been in when talking about the new guy in town.
 
   She sighed, “I’ll be down in a bit.”
 
   She slammed down the phone. At least when her father had gotten drunk he’d stayed at home. Of course, the way she’d been treating Frank since Galen got in town she didn’t blame him for letting off the steam. She just wished Lucien wouldn’t call her when he got rowdy at Ray’s.
 
   She pulled on trousers and a button up over her camisole and undies. No need to be fully dressed, Lucian wouldn’t look that close and Frank would be too drunk to notice. She pulled the keys to her Buick off the wall of the laundry room and went out the porch door. 
 
   She didn’t like to drive but sometimes it was necessary to have a car to browse a market that was larger than Roy’s. That was why she’d bought it; but she’d driven it more on Friday nights getting Frank from the drunk tank than heading out of town. 
 
   She walked north across her property to the barn and opened both doors wide. The car took three tries to crank in the cold weather. Everyone told her to start it every now and again, but she never thought about it. It took a few minutes to warm it up. 
 
   Frank wasn’t a drunk. She wasn’t being fair in the way she was thinking about him. But she didn’t need to worry about him with everything else that had been on her mind. He also wasn’t a mean drunk, not even as surly as her father had been. Still he knew how she’d felt about it.
 
   Slowly she pulled the car out of the barn. She could have walked but then Frank would be in her guestroom when Galen came over in the morning. And it would be hard to steer him down the road since he was drunk enough for Lucien to throw him in the tank.
 
   She parked right in front of the jail and walked in. The door hadn’t even shut when two whistles erupted from the cell. Followed immediately by laughter.
 
   Lucien had said he wasn’t alone this time. She assumed he meant Hollis was with him. Which he was, passed out asleep on one of the cots and half hanging off it. But Galen sat next to Frank with red eyes and a bloody nose.
 
   “Maddy’s got a car?”  
 
   “Yeah, but she doesn’t like to drive it. Which would be why she’s a mad Maddy.” Frank’s head rolled toward Galen.
 
   The both erupted in laughter at that. Lucien stepped out of his office.
 
   “I tried to teach her when. . .” Galen scratched his head.
 
   She broke in, not needing a rehash of more history than she was having on her own. “How did they both end up in there?”
 
   “Seems like Frank and Hollis had a few early on, tried to start a fight with him, instead they all had a few more.”
 
   “Together?”
 
   “Yeah, then they decided to try the fight again.”
 
   She tried to add it all together, coming up a little short. Staring across into the cell she couldn’t even think of what to ask to make it add up.
 
   “I don’t know any more than that myself.” Lucian continued. “They were all laughing at each other when I went into the bar and they haven’t stopped yet.”
 
   “Uh huh.” Maddy let out a deep breath trying to figure out what she was supposed to do with them both. “You keeping Hollis for the night?”
 
   “Since he’s asleep, yes.”
 
   “Guess I’ll walk Galen over to the inn and come back for Frank.”
 
   “Well there lies the problem. Stan was over having a drink when the fight broke out. Galen knocked him square in the jaw and now Stan won’t let him stay there.”
 
   She leaned on the counter and rubbed across her head where the ache was forming. “Alright, I’ll run Frank home and come back for Galen.”
 
   “Well, I’m going that way anyway. I got Frank. I called ‘cause I didn’t know what to do with Washington there.” 
 
   It was an easy answer, she just didn’t want to do it. “It looks like my guestroom is going to have its first visitor.”
 
   

 
   

Nine 
 
   Maddy refused to help Galen make his way to the car while she carried his suitcase that Stan had the decency to pack up. 
 
   “If you throw up in my car. . .” She tossed the case in back.
 
   “I won’t.” He smiled and stumbled into the seat. “That was fun.”
 
   “Fun?” She raised her voice. “What is fun about getting drunk and fighting?”
 
   “It’s a man thing.” He deepened his voice.
 
   “I would assume so since I don’t understand.” She started the car.
 
   “You need me to drive?” He leaned her way.
 
   She pushed him back. “You can’t even walk.”
 
   To prove her right, he fell twice trying to cross to her back door from the car. She went in the door and started a pot of coffee. 
 
   “Little kitchen.” He leaned against the doorjamb that led to the laundry room. He looked serious and kept blinking his eyes as if he was trying to believe what he was seeing.
 
   “Big enough for me.” She pulled him off the wall and sat him in the chair in the library.
 
   “I remember when you owned one book.” His head slid down his arm to the table. “Sorry, he called you. I expected to stay there ‘til mornin’.”
 
   “Lucien doesn’t like to leave anyone in there if he can help it.”
 
   “That’s very nice of him.”
 
   She sat across from him. “Galen, what is it you are doing here?”
 
   “I had to find my Madelyn. She was supposed to be at home, waiting on me but she wasn’t.”
 
   She went back to the kitchen and got a towel and a bowl of water. The bowl went on the table and his face in her hands. His eyes connected with hers. 
 
   “I had to leave.” She said firmly.
 
   “So you keep saying.” His hands fell to her hips and pulled her down to his lap.
 
   She kept dabbing at the dried blood around his nose trying to ignore the body that was so close. A body she knew all too well. 
 
   “How did we end up like this?” He continued looking intensely over her.
 
   “Life took us here.” 
 
   His fingers pushed her chin so her eyes looked from the blood to him. “You were supposed to be there.”
 
   “And you weren’t supposed to leave. Life isn’t perfect.” She pushed his chest and stood up. In the kitchen, she poured out the bowl of water and poured a cup of coffee. 
 
   She sat the cup on the table. “I’m going to bed now.”
 
   He caught her arm when she tried to pass by. “Why can’t you treat me like a person?”
 
   “You’re not a regular person. You’re just… Galen.”
 
   She stopped at the end of the hall. “Your bed is in there and the bathroom’s there. Goodnight.”
 
    
 
   Tossing and turning for hours, Maddy gave up and tossed off the covers. He had the nerve to talk to her about being a person. Downstairs, she planned on a cup of warm milk to ease her mind; instead she stopped at the door to his room. 
 
   He slept without a shirt, the sheet hardly covering his lower body. Her body warmed, making her think he may get cold like that. She stoked the fire, watching the flame dance over the new logs.
 
   Had they ever really had a chance? Images of them dancing with her in that pink dress mixed with the flames.
 
   The dance was when Maddy realized things were changing, even more so than her and Galen. Her mother spoke to her as an adult. 
 
   The morning after, they talked of the future but Maddy didn’t know what to say. She’d never thought too far away. Never realized she had to choose. She always assumed she’d find a husband and start a family like Mama and Pa had. 
 
   When Pa woke, they moved the conversation to the kitchen which was slightly warmer than the porch. Maddy remembered when Pa had been like this, before the accident. Though it was taking time for him to treat her like a person, he was coming around. That morning he decided she was too old to be sleeping on the couch and they needed to find a way to add a bedroom on for her. She also realized Mama was right, he hadn’t had a drink in a few weeks. Which explained why the smell of whiskey had disappeared. 
 
   Every now and again, he would set his face and she’d wait for a push or yelling, but he would just stare at her and they would go on. Life was definitely going to be different. She wondered if perhaps even Galan’s daddy would come around in his own time.
 
   The following weekend, Pa had enough wood to start on her room and more on the way. He sat at a makeshift table nailing as much together as he could, but it was up to Maddy and Cassie to put the boards up to form the room. 
 
   They moved up and down the ladders and Pa bellowed orders from the ground. He even tried to stop her from hitting the ground when she fell off the ladder. He ended up sprawled on the ground because his leg didn’t make it and she ended up with a bruise the size of a grapefruit. 
 
   She was sitting next to Pa on the flooring of her new room when Cassie handed her the bottle of aspirin. She took two and handed the bottle to Pa.
 
   “I want a drink.” He snatched the bottle of pills from her.
 
   “No you don’t.” Cassie stated.
 
   “I can’t even stop…” he paused and shook his head.
 
   “Can’t stop what?” Maddy snorted. “I’ve had a lot of bruises over the years, most of them from you.”
 
   “See what I mean. How am I supposed to do anything with this?” He gestured toward his leg.
 
   “At least you tried. Means more to me than if you’d been between me and the ground.” She stood and grimaced.
 
   “Cassie get her something cold to put on that bruise.”
 
   Mama walked past him, kissing the top of his head.
 
   “I don’t care how useless you feel Pa.” Maddy didn’t look at the anger coming over his face. “If you were useless there wouldn’t be what looks like the start of four walls to a room.”
 
   She offered her hand to help him up. Taking the offer, he grimaced but not as noticeably as she had. It took a few limps to get him turned around so he could see the framed walls standing in place.
 
   “Looks pretty good.” He nodded. “But you all did more of it than me.”
 
   “Maybe, but if we did it alone it would have taken at least twice as long. I don’t think it would be straight either, and we would have gone through more nails.”
 
   He chuckled. The sound caused her eyes to widen, she couldn’t remember him ever laughing.
 
   “Don’t you two make a pair, leaning on each other.” Cassie handed a glass of water to Pa and a towel wrapped bag of peas to Maddy.
 
    
 
   By the next Saturday, Pa had nailed together everything he could, including the window she was sure came from Mama’s Aunt Vicky. That was a woman Maddy would miss greatly when she passed.
 
   The girls just had to put them where they belonged and attach it to the frame. He’d even attached part of the lower wall, at least what he could without putting pressure on his leg. 
 
   “How are we going to do this Pa?”
 
   “I’ve been thinking on that.” He took a hard breath. “You’re going to sit up there and attach the pieces of the roof.”
 
   She rubbed the bruise that was still healing on her hip. The boards that he was referring to were a few feet higher than where she’d fell from the ladder. Still, she climbed up and sat on the highest board, carefully balanced as a nailed together set was passed up to her. 
 
   “Move it a little toward the house.” Pa yelled up. “That’s good.”
 
   She jumped when the next voice sounded.
 
   “What are you doing?” Galen didn’t sound happy. “Get down from there before you fall.”
 
   “If you don’t stop yelling, you’re gonna make me fall.”
 
   As she retained her hold on the board between her legs, she noticed Pa looking at Galen. She knew the look but couldn’t do much from where she was. Pa was thinking he should worry about that boy. It wasn’t even what Galen said, it was the look on his face.
 
   Maddy’d seen that look on Pa’s face, she’d seen it on Mr. Langley’s too, and Pa knew it well himself.
 
   “If you don’t like me up here then you can help.”
 
   “Now just wait a minute.” Pa’s brow furrowed farther. 
 
   Galen kept his eyes on her. “Get down and I’m happy to help.”
 
   “Donald.” Cassie tried to get his attention.
 
   Maddy was steadily shaking her head while trying to figure out how to get down, until Galen’s eyes grew. He turned to see the anger in Pa’s eyes.
 
   “Sir, I’m just concerned for her safety,”
 
   “I’m sure you are.”
 
   Galen ran his hand over his head. “I’m having a bad day.”
 
   “Madelyn, you said he was a boy I didn’t have to worry about.”
 
   “He is Pa.”
 
   “You don’t have to worry about me, sir.” Galen stepped back as Pa limped toward him. “I’ve been friends with your daughter for a long time.”
 
   “Yes, you have.” Pa’s voice grew angrier.
 
   “I respect her very much.”
 
   “You better.”
 
   “Galen, shut up.” Maddy pleaded.
 
   “Donald just calm down.” Cassie used the same tone. “We were dating when I was fourteen if I need to remind you.”
 
   Galen stopped stepping back. “Mr. Murphy, I will not run from you.”
 
   “Galen?” Maddy tried to hold on to the board between her thighs and watch them. Wondering if it would be worth another bruise to make this stop.
 
   “It’s alright.” He stood his ground. “I spent all morning arguing with my father about us, it’s only right to get this over with.”
 
   “What’s your father got against my girl?”
 
   “Nothing, sir. He thinks I should date someone who can help forward his career like my brother does. Mama spent all morning arguing on my side too. Talking about friendship, love, choices, he just didn’t want to listen.  I told him I didn’t need his permission to date Madelyn and was on my way to talk to Will about a job at the plant when I saw her on the roof.”
 
   Maddy was dumbfounded. He actually stood up to his father like that and now hers.
 
   “You’re really not gonna run, son?”
 
   “No, sir. I might not need my dad’s permission but should have yours.”
 
   “And you don’t.” Pa confirmed.
 
   “Yes, sir.” Galen stared at the ground. “I can still stick around and help out if you’d like an extra set of hands. Will and the plant will be there tomorrow.”
 
   Pa scratched his beard. “We could use a hand. Still she’s the smartest choice to be up there, ‘cause she’s the lightest. I’m not real good on a ladder and you can help there.”
 
   Pa handed him a hammer and a few nails. “You can start on that ladder and nail the bottom when she’s done the top. Oh, if she starts to fall I expect you to be able to move quicker than me.”
 
   “Yes, sir.”
 
   Galen went to the ladder but didn’t look at her. He was mad, probably at himself. There was nothing they could do now but leave Pa to think and pray that he changed his mind. Every time she thought of Galen standing up to his father, let alone hers, she smiled. 
 
   Over the time she spent on the roof that smile became contagious and Galen loosened up. They moved into the pattern of friends they had always been. Pa didn’t say much, just orders on who did what as they progressed on the roof and finished up the walls. 
 
   Galen helped her down from the roof, neither of them thinking that it would be him touching her. When she realized she waited for a few seconds for Pa to yell, when he didn’t she continued going about following Galen to put up the next piece of wall. 
 
   When the last board was in place, they stood back and looked at the little room. It was barely eight by eight but it was hers with a window facing east. Even more important they’d done it as a family.
 
   “Cassie, why don’t you take the girl inside and set up that bed.”
 
   “Donald?”
 
   “We’re just gonna have a talk.” He patted Galen on the shoulder.
 
   Cassie pulled Maddy along.
 
   “Mama, we can’t leave them out there.”
 
   Cassie shut the door. “He can still run from him.”
 
   “But he said he wouldn’t.”
 
   “If cornered, anyone would. Now get away from that window and let’s get your bed set up.”
 
   “Mama, he won’t run.”
 
   Maddy tore herself from the window to help Mama but her mind remained outside. If Pa stayed by his decision, there really wasn’t anything they could do about it. They would be forced to stealing kisses on those rare days he came home and she was still there. And that was if their mama’s let them have that much time alone. 
 
   Tears were nearing the surface when the front door came open. Galen looked somber as he crossed the living room into her room and her heart sank.
 
   “Mr. Murphy and I had a long talk.” The corners of his mouth turned upward for a split second. “We have limited permission to go steady.”
 
   His mouth gave way to a full smile and his arms encircled her. Her heart almost stopped as she went back over what he said. Limited permission was better than none. 
 
   She slipped out of his grasp and for the first time that she could remember, hugged Pa. It only lasted a moment until he pulled her away.
 
   “I think you should walk the boy out. He does have other things to do today.”
 
   “Yes, sir.” 
 
   She walked past Pa, taking Galen’s hand when he joined her in the living room. Cassie was whispering as the front door closed behind them. Then she was back in Galen’s arms with a shout of glee from them both.
 
   “Now, I just have to talk to Will about a job, since Dad’s cut me off. His head is going to spin when I tell him we are officially seeing each other.”
 
   “You’re not joking.” 
 
   “No.” He shook his head with a gleam in his eyes. “Just means dates are going to be low budgeted until I get a pay check.”
 
   He guided her off the porch.
 
   “Dates.” She smiled.
 
   “As many as your pa will allow.”
 
    
 
   She’d slept peaceful and sound that night in her new room ,waking before the sun rose.
 
   “What are you doing up so early?” She didn’t jump at the sound of Pa’s voice. Hadn’t in weeks.
 
   “Watching the sun come up through my new window.” She was sitting on the end of her bed snuggled deep into her cover.
 
   

 
   

Ten 
 
   Madelyn sat on the dock with her blanket wrapped around her, looking over the water, waiting for the sun come up. This had been the reason she bought the cottage. The cottage itself was too big for just her. Cute, but all the space became lonely. It was close to the diner, which made it convenient, but the dock was the reason she’d settled here. The dock was the reason it was home. 
 
   It was her place to think, to relive the past, plan the future, or just forget about everything. This morning there had been no forgetting. Her mind was stuck, skipping along on a scratched record of a never-ending player. 
 
   Those first few months after her room was complete, after Pa had given them permission to date, had been near bliss. At least as near to bliss as she’d ever known. Slowly she was getting to know a sober father. There was laughter at the kitchen table versus the awkward silence of years past. 
 
   Galen worked at the fish plant with his uncle Will after school and every chance he had. It seemed ever day he got stronger, and happier.
 
   If they both had time, then there would be a date. Outings to the shore, the river, or wherever they could be alone. There was dancing to the car radio with picnic lunches. Stolen kisses when no one was looking were as common as rain in spring. 
 
   Not a soul in town said a sentence that put the two of them together to Fredric Langley. Then May took her life away as easily as December had given it. 
 
   Mama’s screams woke her in the middle of the night and she ran into her parent’s room.
 
   “Run to the neighbors, call the doctor.”
 
   “Mama?”
 
   “Now.” She yelled.
 
   Maddy slid on her shoes and started running. The closest neighbor with a phone was the Van Horn’s. It was about a five-minute walk; she knew because they walked past every day on their way home. All that walking had done wonders for her legs. The years of running from Pa hadn’t hurt.
 
   She sped up, thinking of the panic on Mama’s face, then pushed harder remembering what her father looked like. His eyes rolling back in his head. One arm clasped to his chest. His skin changing colors. 
 
   As the house came into view she tried to yell, she was too far out of breath to succeed. Instead, she pounded on the door, taking large gasps of air. 
 
   “What in the ha . . .” Mr. Van Horn stood in the doorway with a shotgun and underwear.
 
   “Doctor,” Maddy spit out. “Pa needs a doctor.”
 
   Mr. Van Horn nodded and moved to the phone. Maddy took a few more gasps of air.
 
   “I need to get back.”
 
   “I’ll give you . . .”
 
   Maddy didn’t hear more of what the man had to say as she took off again. By the time she waited for him to put on pants and find his car keys, she’d be back home. 
 
   
 
   Aunt Vicky looked so small holding Mama up at the funeral, the same mourning frock Maddy had seen her wear to funerals before. Mama kept her hand clasped over the cross around her neck.
 
   So many turned out for someone to whom most never gave the time of day. Mrs. Langley stood on the other side of the grave with Galen. Harland was at school but sent his condolences. Fredric had stayed away but Will stood by him.
 
   Maddy stood next to Mama wondering, much as she had for the past three days, if she could have ran faster, would it have made a difference. Even with the doctor’s assurance that there was nothing anyone could have done, she still had to question herself. The doctor said that drinking the way Pa had was too much on his body. It was that simple. 
 
   She’d wanted to scream at him, no death was that simple. Instead, she hadn’t screamed at anyone, hadn’t even shed a tear.
 
   Galen’s eyes were filled with sorrow and planted on Maddy, though she didn’t return the look. There was too much pain for a man she spent most of her life avoiding. Finally, she was to the point of being numb after spending every night trying to console Mama.
 
   It wasn’t her first funeral. Mama took her to every church member’s memorial service. Said it was only right to give the remaining family all the spare love they had. Pa’s however was the first funeral she ever attended that was personal. 
 
   It felt wrong to put him in the ground and leave him there, alone. For someone to be so alive, more alive than he’d been in years, one minute and gone the next. With the only thing anyone could do was bury them and move on. 
 
   Vicky held the after service dinner. Her home was far nicer than Mama’s and could accommodate more people. They settled Mama onto the sofa in the parlor where people could talk to her and give their respects. Maddy couldn’t sit still so she walked around the house then watched from the doorway as each person kissed Mama.
 
   Maddy could see the physical difference in her. Dark semi-circles incased her eyes. Her hair was disheveled from having her head on someone’s shoulder for the better part of three days, mostly Maddy’s shoulder at that. 
 
   Will leaned down by Mama and she feigned a smile. The doctor had given Mama a pill so she would be calmer for the day. Maddy had another in her pocket to ensure Mama slept that night. There were whispers exchanged and a pat on Mama’s back.
 
   Will was an odd man. He kept to himself, to the point that, even though he lived over the Langley’s garage, he rarely came to the main house. He was taller and lankier than Harland, with darker hair like Fredric. He’d talked to Mama now and again, as they passed each other by, but never looked at Maddy. 
 
   He stood from Mama’s side and today he actually looked at Maddy as he tried to pass from the parlor to hallway.
 
   “Sorry about your pa, Madelyn.”
 
   “Thank you.” She tried to smile, realizing she was a broken record repeating the same monotone thank you all day. 
 
   He stopped in the hallway and turned back toward her. “Watch over your Mama, she’s taking it real hard.”
 
   It wasn’t the first time that someone had said that, but none had looked at Cassie in quite that way. There was a sparkle in his eye and she wondered if that was normal. The longest she’d ever seen Will, was when he stopped the car and asked if they wanted a ride the rest of the way home.
 
   She tired of hearing everyone say how sorry they were. No amount of words could bring Pa back. No matter how many times she heard “sorry,” it didn’t help. She settled on the swing in Vicky’s backyard just to get away from the people.
 
   Galen looked much older in the suit today than at the dance. Perhaps because it was black compared to the gray. Maybe the wear of working at the plant the last six months was taking its toll. 
 
   He knelt in front of her putting his hands on her knees. “How are you doing?”
 
   She shook her head. In all the time spent consoling Mama, she’d yet to cry. But with him looking at her with concern, the back of her eyes stung. She averted her eyes to the ground just past him, sliding over when he moved to sit next to her. They sat in silence for a time. 
 
   “I don’t have any words of wisdom. I have no idea what your feeling.” He cleared his throat. “All I can do is be here and comfort you when you cry.”
 
   His arm went around her and his lips touched the top of her head. Snuggling into the opening, she allowed her eyes to close.
 
    
 
   When her eyes reopened, it was dark and she was no longer curled against him in the swing. Even though she hadn’t slept in her bed for days, she knew the feeling. She could make out the faint glow from the kitchen.  Mama’s door stood open, but the house was quiet. 
 
   She put her feet on the floor, trying hard to not make a sound. 
 
   “She’s sound asleep.” Galen’s voice startled her.
 
   “What are you still doing here?”
 
   “Mama told Dad I was off to visit Harland. He doesn’t expect to see me ‘til tomorrow sometime. Her and Miss Vicky didn’t think the two of you needed to be alone tonight.” Following the sound of his voice, she could just make out his shape sitting in a chair in the corner of her room.
 
   “They weren’t concerned with you being here?”
 
   “Not right now, no.”
 
   “Did you give her that pill?”
 
   “After about an hour of her crying, she agreed to take it and has been asleep ever since.”
 
   Maddy pushed her hair out of her face. “How did you get me home?”
 
   “Very carefully.” He said with an underlining laugh. “I even asked if you’d taken anything from the doctor.”
 
   She didn’t return the laugh. “I haven’t been sleeping well. Guess it caught up.”
 
   “You might as well go back to sleep, too.”
 
   “Need to change out of this dress. It’s not very comfortable to sleep in.”
 
   “You don’t have to ask my permission.”
 
   She walked over to the dresser and pulled out two pieces of clothing, then past him to the bathroom. It didn’t matter how tired she was, there was no way she would change in front of him.
 
   The shirt and shorts looked horrible but there wasn’t anything else to sleep in. With the light in the kitchen, she could see Mama dozing peacefully and hoped that after the pill wore off tomorrow she wouldn’t cry as much. It was slowly weighing Maddy down and there was nothing she could do.
 
   As her eyes adjusted, she saw Galen still sitting in the chair, the front legs of which were just off the floor. She couldn’t let him sleep in the chair, not that the sofa was any better.
 
   She sat on the bed, looking across at him. “It was nice of you to come over.”
 
   “Madelyn, you don’t—?”
 
   “Do you plan to sleep in that chair?” She interrupted.
 
   “If I need to, I can take the couch. You just looked so beautiful, I didn’t want to sleep.”
 
   She thought how safe she felt on the swing. “Why don’t you sleep with me?”
 
   The legs of the chair hit the floor and echoed through the house. Mama let out a snore but that was all.
 
   “You understand I mean in the bed with me. Not…” She hoped he couldn’t see the smile.
 
   “I get that.” He whispered. “I also think your mama would have a fit in the morning.”
 
   “I don’t think she will wake before us and if anyone would understand…she would. Fully dressed, of course, won’t hurt.”
 
   He laughed at that. The first laugh in the house in three days, it sounded better than rain during a drought. The chair slid back a little across the floor when he stood. His feet didn’t make a sound as he walked to the other side of the bed. The bed dipped as he lay behind her.
 
   His hand was warm along her shoulder. She settled into his arms with the same feeling as the swing moving over her. Safe and secure, nothing could go wrong with them together. 
 
   Together they wiggled a little, trying to find the best way to lay. With him there, she didn’t find sleep as simple as on the swing. Her mind didn’t want to slow down. She kept viewing the day on a repeat with surreal motions. It started with Pa staring out of his coffin and ended with Mama’s scream pulling her back from sleep.
 
   Each time she jerked awake, Galen would kiss just above her ear and whisper, “I’m here.”
 
   She would slip back asleep only to do it again. Until the scene ended with Pa screaming instead. Then she woke with a slight scream and the jolt.
 
   “Madelyn, I’m still here.” Galen’s voice was deeper. He’d been asleep that time.
 
   “I’m fine.” 
 
   She patted his arm where it was slung over her. He held tighter, pulling her full against him. 
 
   The tear fell with a simple thought. It snuck up and forced the tear. Mama would never be held like this, Pa was no longer there to do it.
 
   Her body shuttered. Mama’s screams echoed back through her head. The tears fell free, she was no longer able to contain them. 
 
   Galen stirred, kissed behind her ear, and squeezed. She tried to breath. 
 
   “Madelyn?”
 
   She shook her head, unable to speak. He held tighter. 
 
   She had avoided Donald Murphy. Now she missed him. She had refused to let him see her cry; now she cried for him. 
 
   “It’s healthy to cry, I can’t make the tears stop, I can’t fix the pain, but I’m here if you need anything.”
 
   She clutched tighter to his arms and he did the same.
 
   “If you turn around there is more of me to hold.”
 
   She let go of his arms and bounced to her other side, grasping on to him as soon as she could. Still she saw the look of pain on his face. He hurt for her.
 
    
 
   Time does heal. Life does move on. Perhaps not the exact same as it had been. Mama smiled less. Galen visited more and spirited her off less. She and Mama worked more since there wasn’t anyone for Mama to rush home to. 
 
   They even worked later at the Langley’s. At least once a week, she’d watch Galen come in looking beat and smelling like fish. Once his eyes connected with hers he perked up, he still smelled but he looked like Galen. Mama was sure, when that happened, they were gone before he was out of the shower.
 
   She’d even said one day, “No woman will kiss a man that smells like fish.”
 
   They’d laughed but she was half right.
 
    
 
   “Why not?” 
 
   Maddy was walking to the garage to put away the washbasin when Will’s voice stopped her dead. It wasn’t his voice but the tone of it. A slight shiver up her back. 
 
   “I’m not ready. Not sure I ever will be.” Cassie responded sorrowfully as was now normal. 
 
   “I don’t understand why you even stayed married to him, let alone why you won’t move on.”
 
   “Because I loved him.” Mama’s voice grew with anger.
 
   Maddy heard the footsteps and stepped to the side of the garage. Mama was shaking her head when she passed the corner where Maddy could just see around the building. She leaned further into the garage door, trying to not be spotted. 
 
   What had they been discussing? 
 
   Will left the garage, up the stairs to his rooms above, and she put away the tub. She barely walked in the house when Mama insisted they go. They walked in relative silence with Maddy’s conscience bugging her. Yet, she kept the questions that were running rampant in her brain until they were out of town. 
 
   Then she opened the best she could. “Mama, what were you and Will talking about in the garage?”
 
   “What were you doing listening?” Mama wasn’t happy but not nearly as mad as the last sentence she’d said to Will.
 
   “I was trying to put away the washtub.” The defensiveness of the statement came across.
 
   “It was an adult conversation.” 
 
   Maddy stopped and stared at her with eyebrows raised.
 
   Cassie rolled her eyes. “Will has—on occasion—asked me to go out with him.”
 
   “He what?” 
 
   It was Cassie’s turn to look at her like she was dumb. “Is it so hard to believe?”
 
   “I don’t mean it like that Mama, but Will?” Not that he was a bad looking man, she’d just never seen a hint of his actions. Never saw anything that indicated that he wanted anything to do with her family. 
 
   “He liked me when we were younger. I however fell in love . . .” Cassie cleared her throat. 
 
   “So why don’t you?” Maddy didn’t want her to have to finish the sentence.
 
   “It’s just too soon.” Mama’s voice still cracked. 
 
   Maddy put her arm around her mother’s shoulder and thought of her mama being alone when she left the house. “Maybe someday.”
 
   Cassie put her head on Maddy’s shoulder. “Maybe baby, but I’m fine living the way it is.”
 
    
 
   Cassie Murphy disappeared two months later. 
 
   

 
   

Eleven 
 
   When Maddy had left Washington, she’d wandered for a while, trying to not turn around and run back. Somewhere in Nebraska, she’d decided there was no turning back. Actually, she figured she could never go back. Innately she’d continued east. New York City was a shock to her system. So many people and yet she felt alone, empty, and isolated from them all.
 
   There was no doubt that she was different. The people in the city knew where they were going and she was just walking around. They were dressed in nicer clothing but she wasn’t going to spend money to look like them.
 
   There it would be simple to blend in, really get lost in the crowd. Even if someone came looking for her and figured out she’d stopped in New York, there were too many people for them to easily track her down from the masses. It only took a few hours to toss that plan. 
 
   She’d walked through the streets still heading east but the moment she spotted water there was an actual spark in her. Just because she hit water didn’t mean she had to stop. After a few hours of asking and following directions, she found what she was looking for and went to the ticket counter. 
 
   “I want a ticket to Europe.” She said to the lady on the other side.
 
   She received a hearty laugh back before the woman even looked at her. “Oh honey, you’re serious. There are no boats going across.”
 
   “What about planes?”
 
   “Don’t you know there’s a war going on?”
 
   “Everyone knows there’s a war. I’m willing to pay well for a way there.”
 
   “You don’t really want to go over there and the only people going are military and doctors.”
 
   Madelyn picked up her bag cursing under her breath. She didn’t stop there. Every boat told her the same thing, though. Even if they were going east, they couldn’t and wouldn’t take her. 
 
   She continued along the coast heading north, asking at every dock, asking every ship. When she’d found North Perry something new sparked. It was a smaller town, with a fishing industry that she was used to. It was on the water with friendly enough people. It was almost as far northeast as she could go and stay in the States. She could have continued to Canada and found something a little farther east but this would do nicely.
 
   And the dock that she was now sitting on had been the final piece to make her stay. It jutted out a good bit from the shore giving her an unblocked view of the water, and the sun rising, and if she could see beyond her limited eye sight all the way to Europe. It was as close as she could get to Europe and still be away from the fighting. 
 
   It was as close as she could get to Galen. The first time she’d realized that, she cried for three days, sitting on this dock. Instinctively she’d done it. She’d gone as far as she could to get to him. This dock was her final resting place since she was sure he’d die fighting across the sea that separated them. 
 
   Even with part of her dying, she’d started working at the diner. She’d bought the cottage knowing he’d be proud of her. Her Mama would have been proud too. 
 
   
 
   The leaves rustled behind her but the wind wasn’t blowing that hard. She half hoped it was Frank so she didn’t have to talk to Galen, yet. The other half of her went the other way.
 
   “It’s beautiful, Madelyn.” 
 
   “I can second that.” 
 
   The sun was just cresting over the ocean creating a vision by which to live one’s life. 
 
   “The whole property, but that view is spectacular.” Galen sat down putting his back to the next pole down from her. 
 
   “Do you mind if we stay out here and talk?” 
 
   “I’m fine with that.” His tone stayed soft.
 
   She pulled her quilt tighter, trying to figure out where to start. 
 
   “Harland,” she said. “That might be a good place to start.”
 
   His face flushed.
 
   “You want to go in for coffee?” She decided maybe that wasn’t a good place to begin.
 
   “You’re comfortable here. Let’s talk about Harland.” His eye was slightly bruised.
 
   Her eyes moved back to the water.
 
   “When you left he was very kind.” She started but she wasn’t going to tell him how devastated she was at that time. “Somehow he understood what I was going through. 
 
   “Well, one night I was mindlessly straightening papers in Fredric’s study and he walked up behind me and said my name. When I turned around, he was on one knee with your grandmother’s ring in an open box. 
 
   “I wondered what in the world he was doing. Before it really registered, he’s putting that ring on my finger, your mama’s laughing, and Fredric is patting him on the back. It took all night for me to figure out what really happened then I still couldn’t figure why. Really what was he thinking?”
 
   “Taking care of his brother’s widow.” Galen’s eyes were planted on the north side of the beach away from her.
 
   “Maybe. At least that makes some kind of strange sense. Of course, we would’ve needed to actually be married and you dead for it to be true.”
 
   “Why didn’t you just tell them, ‘No,’ once you came to your senses?”
 
   “I was working on that. The next day everyone kept saying congratulations. Then after dinner, Harland’s giving me bridal magazines, Kate’s still laughing, and Fredric’s standing around like a guard dog. 
 
   “While I’m trying to figure how to tell them all it’s a mistake, it hits me that if I do, I might as well not exist. I would never get a job, never find a home, and there would be no one to help me. There wasn’t anything in town that Fredric didn’t have a hand in.
 
   “And when I looked at him, he smiled. He knew when I realized it. He’d been waiting for me to try and break it off so he could explain the situation I was in. 
 
   “I told them I needed rest, that it was all too exciting. I went up to your room and cried. I really didn’t know what to do. Each time someone opened the door to check on me, I feigned sleep.”
 
   She couldn’t look at Galen but he was intently watching her now, instead of the shoreline.
 
   “When everyone was asleep I packed. I’d decided it was the only thing I could do. Leave and try to never be found.”
 
   “That sounds simple.” Galen’s voice was deep, riddled with anger. At least he was showing some kind of emotion.
 
   “It was harder than joining the war.” She bit back.
 
   His eyes were mere slits with the glare she received.
 
   She huffed, “If you don’t want to listen then we are wasting my time. You might as well do what you want.”
 
   Her stomach hurt. Too much emotion pouring through remembering that time and the decisions she had to make. It was torturous staring at the sea with him so close and not being the man he once was. To think about how long he was gone and then have him show up like this.
 
   “How did you find me?” It shocked her that the question came aloud when it was barely a thought.
 
   “A man knocked on the door with a picture and a place.”
 
   “I haven’t had my picture taken.”
 
   He rifled through his jacket and handed a picture to her. She was serving Frank coffee in the diner.
 
   “Still have no clue who or when but thank you.” She handed it back. He stared at it for a moment, then put it back in his pocket.
 
   “Are you going to tell me how you ended up being accused of stealing the payroll?”
 
   She considered for a moment the way he put accused. He was accusing her of it himself. She didn’t like it but he didn’t understand. She hoped by the end of the day he would understand the full story.
 
   “I walked in the back door with my suitcase full of what I could take with me, which wasn’t much. I went into the study to put the ring on the desk where it wouldn’t be missed and Kate was asleep on the sofa, still wearing her dinner dress. She’d done that a few times since you left. I put down the suitcase and retrieved the quilt that was in the parlor. When I put it over her though she woke up.”
 
    
 
   “What are you doing up?” Kate asked, then she saw the suitcase. “I wondered if you wouldn’t end up running.”
 
   “I don’t have any other choice.”
 
   She sat up on the sofa. “Before you go I want to talk to you. Get me a drink if you will.”
 
   Of course, Maddy did as asked. 
 
   “Sit down, sweetie.”
 
   She sat in the chair by the desk as Kate took down the bourbon. 
 
   “Fred has a mind of his own, thinks he rules it all too. It was his idea that Harland ask you and he wouldn’t take no as an answer. You’re doing both of you a favor taking off. I don’t want to know where you’re going, but how do you expect to get there?”
 
   “I don’t know where I’m going and I’ll walk or catch a ride. I just can’t be here.”
 
   “I’m amazed you’ve stayed as long as you have. Fred shouldn’t have sent Galen off like that. He just can’t see it.”
 
   Maddy looked to the floor, she couldn’t think about Galen just now. He wasn’t here and he would have to understand.
 
   “I need to tell you something that I’ve held in too long.” She held out the empty glass.
 
   Maddy refilled it and took her seat again. Kate didn’t slosh it down like she had the last but took a reasonable drink of the clear brown liquid.
 
   “Your mama was working late.” She took another sip. “I offered to give her a ride home but she declined as always. Said the walking did her good, kept her closer to God. I always thought she didn’t want me to come face to face with your pa but I never knew for sure and he was gone at that point anyway.”
 
   “Probably a little of both.” Maddy offered.
 
   Kate looked up from the drink to her but only for a moment. “You remind me more and more every day of her. Your hair may be dark but you are your mother’s daughter. Anyway, Cassie said she was going to put the washtub away in the garage and go on home. I agreed she’d worked late enough. You’d been sick that week and she was picking up the slack, of course. Cassie just couldn’t leave something left undone.”
 
   It hit Maddy that she was talking about the week Mama had disappeared.
 
   “I saw Will pull in the driveway and expected he was going up to his apartment over the garage. You remember he stayed here for a time.”
 
   He’d stayed there for years prior to Maddy moving in. 
 
   “A little while later, I couldn’t tell you how long, I heard a noise in the garage and went out to check. I figured Will was working on the car but Fredric had told him not to do that, it leaves oil stains on the floor.”
 
   Kate took down the rest of her drink, again in one swallow. Maddy stood to refill it but got waved back to her seat. Each word came out a little softer as Kate continued, she was lost in the memory. Her eyes glossed over and it wasn’t only from the liquor. 
 
   “The garage door was closed and I thought that was odd, Will never remembered to close it. So, I went through the side door and stopped. My hand covered my mouth so as to not scream. I didn’t believe what my own eyes saw. Will was . . .” Kate cleared her throat. “He had Cassie sitting on the work bench out there, pushed back toward the corner, cans from the bench tossed on the floor. At first, I thought I’d walked in on the two of them having an affair but I knew Cassie better than that.”
 
   Even though Kate was looking at her, Maddy couldn’t return the look. Too many questions going through her mind and each making her more angry.
 
   “I looked closer and Cassie was trying to talk. There were red marks on her throat, to the point that it was raw, where she was scratching trying to loosen the belt he’d wrapped around there. I’m not sure if he realized he was slowly choking her or not. He yelled something at me. I don’t know if he was so out of his mind that he didn’t speak right or if I was in enough shock that I didn’t hear it.”
 
   Her jaw shook. She stood and walked over to pour her own drink, clanking the glass together. She took a large swallow almost emptying the glass.
 
   “I ran from the garage. I intended to call the police and have them come and help. I didn’t know what else to do. I didn’t know how to help her. When I came into the kitchen, Fred was there. I started telling him what I could and trying to drag him to the garage. He patted my hand and walked out there telling me to stay in the kitchen. He told me to get a drink and calm down, that he would take care of Will.”
 
   She finished off her drink probably mimicking what she did that day.
 
   “I waited in the kitchen. Tess came in asking about the commotion, and I sent her upstairs to clean up. She didn’t need to see what Will had done. When Fred came in, he took me up to bed. Said I had an awful fright but everything was fine. He was going to take Cassie to the doctor and make sure she was alright. The two had gotten into a fight, that was all. I tried again to tell him what I saw and he kissed me and left me to rest in bed.”
 
   Kate stared at Maddy for a moment. Tears were falling down Maddy’s face no matter how much she tried to stop them. 
 
   “I woke up when you came in the house that night.” Her voice filled with sorrow. “I just couldn’t think about what I’d seen and what you were saying. After Galen left with you, Fred came up to checked on me.” 
 
   Kate sounded like she’d gone completely back to that day, like she was no longer in the study. It was eerie enough to stop the tears.
 
   “I tried to tell him again what I’d seen. He said that I hadn’t seen anything. He said I was dreaming it because I had a fever and was hearing you talk in the foyer. He gave me a pill and told me I was never to speak about it to anyone.”
 
   Kate reached for the decanter. 
 
   “The next morning I tried again. He yelled saying I would obey him as his wife. That I would never say what I thought I saw. It would ruin the family. It would ruin my sons. I kept trying to ask him what it would do to you not to know. He said it was simple, Cassie ran away. That was it.”
 
   Kate sat back on the sofa with a full drink.
 
   “I wonder what he’ll do when I tell him I told you? Told you everything.”
 
   She laughed, like she had over the previous two days. That laugh that said everything was funny to her because it was so surreal. 
 
   “You know,” Kate continued, “you try and tell anyone I told you this I’ll deny it. Much like you have no choice but to leave, I have no choice but to stand by my husband.”
 
   It made sense to Maddy. Kate knew what she did, there was no way to escape their lots in life. Not the way they stood now. 
 
   Kate drained her drink, stood on wobbly legs, and put the glass with the decanter that was now empty. 
 
   “You put that ring back in the box in the safe and take what you need to leave with. I would say that when Galen comes home, he’ll come find you, but we both know his daddy sent him off to die. But if . . . if he comes home, rest assured he will come after you.”
 
   

TwelveMaddy looked at Galen who had disbelief in his eyes, looking at her but seeing straight through her. His eyes reminded her of Kate’s. Those clear blue, unseeing eyes.
 
   Anger and tears swelled in her but she refused to let either go. She did however stand up and step over him. “I knew you wouldn’t believe me.”
 
   She heard him moving behind her. “Madelyn, wait.”
 
   She shook her head crossing from dock to land. Trying to keep the quilt wrapped around her.
 
   He caught her and his fingers dug into her arm as he turned her to look at him. “Why didn’t you go to the sheriff? Why didn’t you tell someone?”
 
   “Let go.” She pushed him away heading up the hill to her cottage. “What does it matter? You don’t believe me. How in the world was anyone else going to?”
 
   “Damn it—Madelyn—stop.” This time he grabbed both her arms, shaking just a little. “Look at me.”
 
   His blues were nearly gray with anger. His face marked with lines. 
 
   She pushed away, his grip didn’t waiver. “Go home, Galen.”
 
   “I can’t,” breathed through clenched teeth. “Why didn’t you fight him?”
 
   “How? Who would have been on my side?”
 
   “Does that really matter?”
 
   “You just can’t see it can you? Why would I fight? There was no one left to fight for.” 
 
   “I was still there. Your mama’s still out there somewhere.” He spun her around again before she could open the door to the porch. 
 
   She slapped him across the face, the last bit of control she held gone. “She’s dead, Galen. She didn’t run off. She didn’t leave me. She’s dead. Will stole her from me. He claimed to have loved her and took her. And you were halfway around the world doing just what your daddy wanted. Dying for your country. Damn it, you think I didn’t want to fight it? That I didn’t want the truth for everyone to know? That man took away the only two people I ever loved.”
 
   Her hand went to her mouth not believing she’d just said that aloud, but that is what anger does best; forces out what needs to be said. He reached for her, she pushed him away and let the screen door slam behind her. She made it as far as her kitchen, with blood pounding in her temples then her knees refused to move farther.
 
   
 
   Frank pulled in the driveway wondering what he was doing here. He’d never had the urge to check up on Maddy on a Saturday before. Yet, he stepped out of the car and walked down the drive. He knocked on the door, hoping he would be interrupting whatever Washington had planned. It wasn’t in him to let someone walk in and take his girl. Even though he couldn’t exactly call Maddy his girl. They’d dated but she wouldn’t let him much closer than that.
 
   When no one answered the door, he headed around the side of the house. He stopped when he saw her standing up from the dock. Washington jumped up right behind her. His muscles protested to standing there but his mind was right. Maddy didn’t need anyone to save her. He wasn’t leaving just in case, but she would come out of it fine. 
 
   He watched as they went back and forth across the backyard. Each time the boy touched her, more anger built. It all went out with the wind in him when she said “…the only two people I ever loved”. That didn’t include him. 
 
   He knew when he started asking her out that she didn’t love him. He’d hoped she’d move his way over time. The way Washington was kicking around the leaves one of those people she’d loved was him. 
 
   The thought of staying and giving her a piece of his mind rang in his ears as he walked back to his car, hoping he’d get out of the drive before she’d notice. 
 
   
 
   Galen tried to remain calm and took a hard seat on the porch with her blanket in hand. He knew there were reasons she ran that he couldn’t even conceive of. Will killing Cassie hadn’t been one of them. Hadn’t even been in the same ballpark as anything he could think of. He sat on her porch steps trying to line up the timing. 
 
   When was it his mama had taken ill? When was it that Dad had moved Will out to the country? He remembered when Cassie disappeared. It really was the first day of his mama’s illness.
 
    
 
   Mama had taken ill for the evening leaving him and Fredric at the table in silence. Seemed with every day the silence grew. Harland had been to college since September, his second year there, and Galen was allowed to take the car more. Which was great, he could sneak off to see Maddy and not be at home. 
 
   The pounding on the door echoed through the empty air but couldn’t fill the space. Tess moved from the kitchen to answer it. When the pounding came again, Tess spoke toward the door, hurrying her steps.
 
   “Quiet now or you’ll disturb the missus.”
 
   The door opened at the same time that Maddy’s voice filled the house.
 
   “Tess, have you seen Mama?” She was talking fast, her feet pacing the foyer, he didn’t have to see her, he just knew her that well.
 
   “Not since she left here this afternoon. What’s wrong?”
 
   “She’s not home yet. She should have been home hours ago.” 
 
   Galen stood from the table. 
 
   “Sit down, son.” Fredric put down his fork, pushed away from the table, and walked down the hall.
 
   Galen jumped up to go through the parlor. Once in front of Tess and Maddy, he wouldn’t get yelled at. The hell would come when they were gone but it wouldn’t matter, right now, she needed him.
 
   “Slow down, Maddy, you’re not making sense.” Tess continued.
 
   “I came here the same way she comes home. I asked everyone I saw. No one’s seen her.” Her voice cracked a little more with each word.
 
   “Maybe she passed another way.” Fredric glared at Galen with the women in between them.
 
   “She goes the same way every day.” Maddy was near hysterics. “I have to find her.”
 
   “I bet you just passed her by on your way.” Fredric’s voice stayed steady. Steadily mad but it didn’t waver.
 
   “But she stays on the road, she goes that way every day.” Maddy’s voice was anything but steady. “She would have told me if she was supposed to go anywhere else.”
 
   “Now you just calm down little girl, there is no reason in waking Mrs. Langley while she’s ill.” 
 
   Maddy was hurt. She was having a problem speaking now, her mouth opened but nothing would come out.
 
   “Why don’t I take her back home.” Galen offered. “Maybe by the sheriff’s.”
 
   Maddy looked even more nervous and Fredric didn’t like the idea.
 
   Tess piped in, “I think that would be a great idea.”
 
   Thank God for Tess.
 
   “No need in bothering the sheriff over a girl whose mother is late. If she hasn’t come home tomorrow, then Maddy can go talk to him.”
 
   Galen walked behind Maddy and pulled his coat down.
 
   “Take her home and come straight back.” Fredric stood firm, arms crossed.
 
   Galen put his hand on her back and helped her move out the door a little quicker than she was moving on her own. He opened the car door and held her hand while she settled into the seat. He drove. Her fingers fidgeted. When he stopped the car in front of the sheriff’s office, her head shot up.
 
   “Your daddy said. . .”
 
   “And I disagree. Telling the sheriff will help set you at ease.” He removed the keys and went around to her side in time to shut the door for her.
 
   He sat in the front room of the little jail while she spoke in the sheriff’s office. There was little traffic around the square but still it kept his attention as he thought about where Cassie must be. When Will pulled up, he assumed that he recognized the car and was looking for him by his father orders. 
 
   He stepped outside to tell Will that he wasn’t going home until Maddy was safe at hers but as soon as he stepped out the door Will pulled back out and drove toward their house. It was odd, but Will was probably reporting that he’d found Galen.
 
   He stayed outside pacing the sidewalk in front of the door. Maddy came out shortly after, her fingers twining in and out.
 
   “What’d they say?”
 
   “They’d watch for her but she’s probably home by now.” Her voice was hoarse.
 
   “Do you feel better?” 
 
   She shook her head. “None of it feels right, Galen.”
 
   He offered his hand, kissing her knuckles. “I’ll take you on home and we can see if she’s there.”
 
   She nodded, her hand slipping into his, slipping out again when he put her in the car. A few blocks went by in silence.
 
   “Mama said you were sick.” He broke the peace.
 
   “I lost my voice and had a high fever.” 
 
   That would explain why her voice still sounded like she’d been crying. Maddy wasn’t exactly the one for hysterics. Not even when her father passed did she go hysterical. 
 
   “Did you see the doctor?”
 
   “He gave me this stuff to drink. Tastes like rotten grapes but it’s helping.” She continued to look around as they drove. 
 
   “It will be alright, Madelyn.”
 
   Her eyes settled on him for a moment. “For once I don’t think you’re right.”
 
   She turned back to the window and he saw a tear glistening in the lights of the passing car.
 
   That weekend Will moved out of the apartment over the garage and closer to the fishing plant. 
 
   She’d tried to keep the little house but she couldn’t afford it. Even picking up some of Cassie’s extra work, no one paid her as much. Tears fell with every box she packed.
 
   “How is she going to find me if I’m not here?” Madelyn put another dish in a box.
 
   He ran his hands over her shoulders. “It’s not that big of a town. She will find you. She knows where I live, too.”
 
   And she was moving into the apartment over the garage that Will used to live in. 
 
   “Just think,” he continued, “how close you will be to me.”
 
   “Your parents will be watching you like a hawk.” The smile didn’t reach her eyes.
 
   She had him there. The shock that Dad finally gave in had almost knocked him off his feet, but made him wonder why. Fredric wouldn’t change his mind that way. He wasn’t just being generous since she was now an orphan. 
 
   “It’s better than you being here by yourself.” 
 
   “I sleep here, that’s all I have time for.” 
 
   He took the chance of kissing her. When released, the smile had spread over all of her.
 
   “Now, you will have more time, too.”
 
   “I’m still working just as much.” 
 
   “Not for long.” He smirked. “I graduate in May.”
 
   “Your daddy won’t let us get married.”
 
   “After May he won’t have a choice.” Galen added a dish to the box.
 
   “Why not just stay here then and go ahead and do it.”
 
   “Even with what I make at the plant we couldn’t afford it. When I start full-time in May then we can find something.”
 
   “If we are going to wait anyway you should still go on to college.” She huffed.
 
   “I can do that later.”
 
   “What, when we have kids running around?”
 
   He bit his lip with the thought of giving her children. 
 
   “Behave.” She held out a hand to stop him but didn’t move quick enough. He grabbed her.
 
   He was breathing heavier than he’d expected when he released her. “You want children just tell me when.”
 
   “After we’re well and married.”
 
    
 
   It didn’t take long after she moved in the apartment for him to find ways to sneak in. 
 
   He opened the window to his bedroom and eased out, putting his feet on the bay window below. Then moved his hands under the eave, hoping a spider wouldn’t decide he was invading it’s home. He held onto the eave and dropped the rest of the way down. 
 
   The first time, he side stepped his way up the stairs of the garage making sure no one was watching. She’d almost screamed when he slipped into bed behind her. Then he did it every Friday night. 
 
   He couldn’t through the week Fredric woke too early. And Sunday they all went to church. 
 
   They’d made love in that apartment. They’d planned what they were going to do.
 
   Plans have a way of changing. 
 
   
 
   Galen hung his head cursing himself that he’d never added that up. It was outrageous to think it though. Will wasn’t a murderer. Will was the one that gave him a job at the fish plant when he’d fought with Fredric over Maddy. Will was his uncle for Christ sake. If Will did cause her all the years of pain, he would suffer for it. One way or another.
 
   He went in the back door with the intention of finding out what she wanted to do from this point. If possible, he needed to repair the damage from his reaction. She sat with her arms over her head, which lay on her knees. He pulled her off the floor, her arms swinging at him before he could say anything. 
 
   Holding her firm, he kissed her, not sure what he hoped it would accomplish. She molded to him, her arms wrapping around him. Lips parted and his tongue slipped through. There was no doubt she was still his Madelyn.
 
   

 
   

Thirteen 
 
   “You don’t have the right to do that anymore.” She was breathless when he finally released her lips. She could taste him as her tongue eased over the warmth he’d left.
 
   “I don’t ever remember giving up that right.” 
 
   A feeble attempt was made to push him away.
 
   “Not this time. You can talk to me right here and you will talk.”
 
   “Galen. . .” She shook her head, then rested it on his shoulder. “What do you want me to talk about?”
 
   “What you’ve done since I left.” He moved a stand of hair from her cheek. “I didn’t come just to find out the truth, I came because I wanted to see you. I had to know why you left.”
 
   “But you don’t want to discuss that anymore?”
 
   He thought for a moment and shook his head. “Not right now.”
 
   That was a bit of a shock. She expected him to continue storming on. “Do you want to sit in the parlor?”
 
   He looked down her body and back up. “I think we are fine where we are.”
 
   She laughed because his eyes were sparkling. Gently she pulled away. “How about some coffee, too?”
 
   “Now, that sounds good.” His eyebrows rose.
 
   “Feeling a little pain from last night?”
 
   “You could say that.” He rubbed across his face. “I would ask if you have anything strong to put in it but I’m sure you’d say no.”
 
   “Ah, he knows me so well,” she laughed trying to keep the conversation light as she started the coffee.
 
   “That I do.”
 
   She turned to find him leaning against the doorjamb. The look was unmistakable. She’d seen love in his eyes for many years.
 
   “Coffee will take a little while. Why don’t we go on in to the parlor and sit down?” 
 
   “Sure.” He smiled, the look gone for now.
 
   He stretched out on one end trying to look comfortable, while she curled up on the other. Slowly she told him about traveling across country. She explained that, around Nebraska, she figured out she couldn’t go back no matter how much her heart wanted to. He’d gone through New York City too and couldn’t believe how many people lived there.
 
   He’d slapped his knee when she told him she’d paid a lot less for a room at Stan’s while she worked for old man Tate. He admitted that the right hook to his jaw was on purpose. It’s what he got for charging so much for a room.
 
   Then she shared the first time she saw the dock and how she’d saved the money to buy the cottage. 
 
   They had lunch in the library and he told her how beautiful England was, at least when there weren’t planes overhead. He told her about Germany, France, and countries she had never heard of.
 
   There were times when he would look different. A sadness that wasn’t normal to Galen, except maybe when her pa had died and he stood across from her at the funeral. She assumed there were many stories he would never be able to tell her even if they had eternity. Perhaps the dream that ended up with her on his hotel bed, was part of that, though she wouldn’t ask.
 
   She laughed when he talked about spoiled little Rita marrying Harland. Even Galen was shocked at how much she’d matured over a few years. He was sure that the little engagement had done wonders for her attitude. 
 
   Through the afternoon, they just talked. No one held the floor. She told him about Frank, everything about Frank. He vowed to be nice on their next encounter. He was in awe of the hours she put in at the diner. She pointed out it was less than she worked in Washington and it was far more rewarding. Owning where you worked did wonders for an attitude too.
 
   After dinner, they convened to the porch for coffee and to watch the water as the sun set. While in Washington they would have watched it set over the water she enjoyed the sunrises far more. 
 
   She kept her distance while they spent the day together. His eyes flipped to that loving look but she didn’t fully bite. Over the years she’d learned not to trust people as a whole, even it the person was Galen. He’d broken her heart once. He wouldn’t do it twice.
 
   
 
   Galen had attempted to inch closer. Sitting on the porch, he did so literally. Still she kept pushing him away. Not actually pushing but the body language was clear, she didn’t trust him.  
 
   When she’d made the comment about him knowing her so well, she’d hit it on the head. There was something she wasn’t sharing. Although it could be something very small, she was doing it on purpose. Not that he could tell her every aspect of the last three years of his life. There were some things that a person just couldn’t talk about. 
 
   “How long are you staying?” Madelyn broke the silence.
 
   They’d been quiet for a while just sitting there watching nature go by. It was fairly warm on the porch considering it was February. 
 
   “I’m here until I decide to head back.”
 
   “No one at home expecting you to come back soon.”
 
   “I have as long as it takes.” He said it strongly trying to keep her off the subject.
 
   She turned and faced him. “That’s not an answer.”
 
   She was worse than a bulldog. 
 
   “It’s the best one you’re going to get.”
 
   Standing she stormed in the door. He wasn’t going to let her push those buttons, he followed with the same gusto.
 
   “Madelyn Murphy!”
 
   She turned on him, “Don’t speak to me like that.” 
 
   “We’ve been having a perfectly fine day, there are things I don’t want to discuss.”
 
   “Like taking me back there? Or like buckling under the pressure of Daddy?”
 
   “I do not buckle to him.” His anger was getting the best of him, he took a deep breath.
 
   “No, you’ve never done what he told you.” The sarcasm stung.
 
   “Don’t you dare.” 
 
   “Me?” She glared. 
 
   “We are not going through this.” 
 
   Her nostrils flared with the breath she drew in. “And I’m not so weak as to standby when Fredric barks this time.”
 
   “I had to do something, Madelyn.”
 
   “You were supposed to stay with me. You promised.” Her features went from anger to pain.
 
   He stared at the floor, pushing his anger down. “I couldn’t let you have a life like your mama’s. I couldn’t not be able to take care of you.”
 
   “No one ever asked you to take care of me. I did it just fine on my own.”
 
   He sat in the chair at the table just inside her library. “You shouldn’t have had to.”
 
   “What should happen and what does happen normally differ.” Her anger rang through the room.
 
   “I just wanted to make it right.” He rested his head on the wall continuing, to calm himself. This was a three-year-old argument on at least its fourth round. “I couldn’t take care of you the way I wanted without either college or some kind of plan. The plant didn’t pay anyone enough.”
 
   “It fueled most of the families in the county.”
 
   He studied her face. The creases that were there with anger. The way her hair bounced when she paced across the room, a caged animal wanting out of this room. She didn’t really want to discuss it again either but she needed to.
 
   “It did fine for some. Dad convinced me the military would do better by us both.”
 
   She stopped pacing and took a few breaths seeming to calm herself. “I didn’t want better.”
 
   “I did.”
 
   Her eyes came across meeting his, closing almost as fast. His heart felt as if it would burst in his chest. This was why he didn’t want to go through the motions again. They didn’t need to yell at each other over him leaving.
 
   “I did what I thought was best. We can’t go back and change it.”
 
   “There lies the problem.” Her eyes came back to him. “You did what you thought was best, not what we thought was best.”
 
   “You wouldn’t have been happy, it might have taken a while, but it would have happened.”
 
   “Do you think for one moment Mama was unhappy with her life?”
 
   “She should have been.” He closed his eyes trying to remember Cassie as she was, trying not to let anger rise over what Will may have done.
 
   “Really think, Galen. The woman who always had a smile even at home. She loved him everyday and he couldn’t offer her anything. He couldn’t give her anything. Most days for her love, she received pain back, but she was always satisfied with her life.”
 
   “And look what it did to him.”
 
   “To him? Was his fault. Not Mama’s, she kept faith in him through it all.”
 
   “You’re not Cassie. You couldn’t even wait for me to come home. Let alone live like that.”
 
   He heard her footsteps on the stairs and bounced his head on the wall. He couldn’t leave it like this, not this time. The chair made the same dull thud against the wall that his heart was creating as he took off after her. Anger was officially taking over.
 
   “You wanted to do this Madelyn.” He called up the stairs.
 
   A door slammed. The stairs ended at that door. He banged on it.
 
   “Do not shut me out.” He continued when she didn’t yell back. “I spent three years fighting, to make sure I came home to you, and you weren’t there. I listened to Dad when he told me about Harland, about the payroll, about you leaving, and I didn’t believe a damn word of it.” He hit the door again. “Open up.”
 
   He took a deep breath and heard the sob through the door. 
 
   “God.” He cursed at himself. “Don’t cry. Open the door.”
 
   “Go away.” Her voice cracked with emotion.
 
   He sat on the stairs to be closer to where she sat on the other side. “No. No matter how many times you tell me to, the answer is no.”
 
   Another sob erupted.
 
   “I know you well but maybe you don’t remember me as well. I didn’t come to drag you home. I didn’t come to accuse you of anything. I came because you’re Madelyn. I came for the same reason Harland married Rita. The same reason your parents stayed together. I fell in love and I refuse to let you slip through my fingers.”
 
   He heard the rustling under the door and stood up but the door didn’t open.
 
   “If you don’t believe me open this door and look. You are the reason only I’ve done anything in this life.”
 
   The door slowly opened.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   

 
   

FourteenHis hands were on the wall on either side of the door. The sound of his voice was calm enough but his body betrayed the fact that he hadn’t taken full control of his anger. 
 
   “Madelyn.”
 
   “I don’t believe you.” 
 
   She stood as strong as she could halfway across the room. So much of her wanted to give in and believe. The need was almost painful for him to have simply come for her. Perhaps the only thing greater was that he hadn’t believed Fredric.
 
   His lips curled. “Yes you do. You don’t want to, but you do.”
 
   He took the step into her room. 
 
   She took a step back. “Why didn’t you believe him?”
 
   The smile widened. “Didn’t sound like my Madelyn.”
 
   He stepped forward, she countered. 
 
   “People change.”
 
   “Yes we do, but the core of a person doesn’t.”
 
   He moved, her legs brushed the bed. 
 
   He continued forward with each sentence. “No matter how old you grow, no matter how far you run, you are still Madelyn Murphy. You are still the little girl impressed with the workings of a paper plane. You are still the young woman in the pink dress spinning around the dance floor. You are still the only woman I’ve ever loved.”
 
   His fingers skimmed her chin, then cheek causing her eyes to flutter shut. Looking back over time, that first kiss at the river gorge had been good; but with each touch they had improved. His lips brushed hers and her breath caught in her chest. 
 
   The body might have changed but the touch had not. The way they formed together was still simply comfortable. His lips were much softer than they had been this afternoon as they teased hers.
 
   His lips trailed her chin pushing all thought from her mind. Muscles quivered as his hands moved over her body, one settling in the mass of her hair, the other cupped at the small of her back. 
 
   The muscles in his back were taut and firm as her fingertips ran under his shirt. His mouth left hers only long enough for him to remove her shirt, eagerly pulling her back when it was discarded. Galen knew what he was doing, it wasn’t the first time he’d touched her like this. She hoped it wouldn’t be the last.
 
   The caress was gentle with firm hands. Even cropped, his hair was baby fine. His stomach still quivered when a fingernail ran across his ribs. His mouth still reminded her of grape flavored cola. 
 
   The camisole she wore gave him a path to trace with his tongue. She jolted when he stopped partial way across her chest.
 
   “This isn’t what I came here for.” His voice was deep, or her ears were, with want.
 
   She put her arms around his neck and smiled. “I know.”
 
   The thin undergarment came off with a quick lift and they fell to the bed. The skin on his hands seemed rougher as they ran over the peak of her breast, but the pleasure was greater. She felt like a fumbling kid again when his shirt wouldn’t easily give.
 
   He threw it to the floor and swayed on tense arms when she unzipped his slacks. The breath over her stomach warmed as it trailed down. A sigh escaped as the remains of her clothing slid off. His hands were now cooler than her skin as they floated up her body, lingering where they affected her most. 
 
   Her name whispered into her ear pulled the moaned, “Yes.”
 
   His lips curled into a smile, he still had to hear her confirm she wanted him. Her smiled matched his as her back arched with the feel of him. 
 
    
 
   Galen lay across her bed, his hand smoothing out her hair, occasionally catching in a tangle. She didn’t even wince with the slight pull, her body was too relaxed in the cradle of his arm to react. 
 
   “Now this is heaven.” His chest didn’t even rumble, it came out so softly.
 
   “Hmmm.”
 
   “I was so afraid that you wouldn’t open that door.” His chest rose with the sigh on the small laugh. “Afraid you’d really given up on me.”
 
   “I never gave up. Moved, yes…but never stopped believing in us.”
 
   “You weren’t there.” He kissed the top of her head and held tighter.
 
   A piece of her heart shredded. 
 
   “But we are here.” He continued with a hum.
 
   A larger piece of her heart dropped. She pulled herself from his body to look at him. With his features relaxed, he looked more like the young man that had left. The one that had shattered her, now pieced together heart. And the glue was eroding.
 
   “I need you to come downstairs with me.”
 
   His smirked, “What’s downstairs?”
 
   She took a deep breath, “Something I have to show you.”
 
   “It will wait until morning.” The smirk was back as his fingers trailed her hip.
 
   “It could, but it won’t.”
 
   His eyes opened to a slit, the purr left his voice, “Why not?”
 
   “Because it’s important.”
 
   
 
   The coffee was hot and as good as the diner’s but she didn’t sit with her cup at the small table. Galen watched as she walked over to a trunk in the parlor and retrieved a small suitcase. She looked nervous as she placed it on the table, much like he’d watched men dealing with explosives. 
 
   Once it set safely on the table she eased into a chair and sipped her coffee not taking her eyes off the case.
 
   “What’s in it?” he tried to get her to stop staring at the case.
 
   “You’ll see.” Her eyes stayed put.
 
   “Is it going to explode or run away?”
 
   “No.” She didn’t crack a smile but at least she looked at him. “When I told you about the night I left, I didn’t tell you everything.”
 
   She looked as if she would be ill. 
 
   “Whatever it is it can’t be that bad.” He ran his fingers over her bare knee.
 
   “When your mama left the study I went to the safe to put back the ring like she told me to do. The entire time I’m thinking she could tell your daddy what she told me. They could come after me just for jilting Harland, let alone anything else. Well she had told me to take whatever I needed from the safe to run. So I did.”
 
   Her eyes moved back to the case as his heart sank wondering what was in it. What had she taken that had made Fredric so adamant that she be found and brought back to Washington? He sat the coffee on the table and flipped up one of the latches on the case.
 
   “Galen.” Her hand shot up and clasped his. 
 
   He thought before he moved on but it didn’t stop him. The other latched flipped open and he looked inside to a notebook and papers. He didn’t know what he was expecting perhaps something more ominous with the way she was behaving. 
 
   He opened the notebook to see his father’s handwriting. Number’s and figures, lines in red and black. Financial records. Simple enough.
 
   He flipped through a few of the loose papers trying to make sense at what he was looking at. Then it all started adding up. Letters from judges, sheriffs, lawyers, each referring to ‘contributions’ for his ‘political career’. 
 
   Even in the last three years he’d been gone, Fredric had yet to get elected into any of the seats he’d run for. He continued through the papers finding out more about the money that came into his family than he had wanted. Mostly the kind of exchanges you didn’t tell your tax accountant about. 
 
   “Why didn’t you take this to the sheriff? This with what Mama had told you should have been enough.” 
 
   “Me against Fredric and Will Langley? They would have eaten me alive. If I didn’t end up next to my mama, wherever she may be.”
 
   His anger subsided. She was right. “If I’d been there. . .”
 
   “None of it would have happened, but you weren’t there.”
 
   “Madelyn.”
 
   “I’m not blaming you and you know it.”
 
   “What was your plan in taking all this?”
 
   “Insurance so he wouldn’t come after me ‘cause I could burn him down with it.”
 
   “You know it’s not working that way.”
 
   Her eyes grew larger. “I understand that. Not sure what the man has been thinking, but then again I never did understand him.”
 
   He pulled her out of the chair and unto his lap. With her head held firm in his hands he kept her eyes on his. “I won’t let them hurt you.”
 
   Her eyes closed, her breath shuddered out. The tears dropped, she couldn’t hold them back anymore. He took his thumbs across each stream as it ran. Lips pressing where the moisture stopped. 
 
   Her lips trembled as they found his. Her fingers pulling him closer. Slowly she stopped trembling but continued to use her body to keep him close, wrapping her legs around the chair to lessen the air between them even more. 
 
   The muscles in her body relaxed as his fingers walked under the shirt and up her spine. Her body arched but he held her on the chair with him marveling at the way her body moved. The way her body had always moved against his. 
 
   He buried his head in her hair, her heartbeat quickened under his mouth. 
 
   “I missed you so much.” Eked out of her.
 
    
 
   Maddy stretch out over the bed, her body tingling with sensations. Pleasure and happiness above all else, though a few of her muscles were chiming in at a close third. She smelled coffee, felt the heat in the house, but not his body. 
 
   Breakfast in bed? No, not even Galen was that good, he probably didn’t know how to cook. She slid into his shirt that was at the edge of the bed and put on her house shoes. The coffee was hot and he didn’t do too badly on the taste. 
 
   She peeked out the back door expecting him to be laid out on the bench with his chest puffing like a peacock. The back porch was empty. She moved to the window where she could see the dock but he wasn’t out there pondering the major questions of life.
 
   Shaking her head, she walked into the library wondering if he was out front, almost dropping her coffee cup when she saw the table empty.
 
   The case was gone. The papers were gone. All of it. Setting the cup on the table, she ran over to the trunk she kept her insurance in, maybe he’d put it all away. The trunk had the quilts but no suitcase. She stomped into the guest room. His suitcase was gone, his shoes, his coat, everything but the shirt she had on.
 
   The bed bounced when she dropped her bottom on it. 
 
   Galen was gone.
 
    
 
   

 
   

Fifteen 
 
   Galen tried to write her a note before he left. He tried to wake her but couldn’t bring himself to do it. He watched her sleep, with exactly what he needed to do coming clearer the longer he stood there. 
 
   There was no way for him to explain how much he needed the truth. That need pulled him across the country to find her, even if she hadn’t wanted anything to do with him, he had to know. It was no different going the other way. And now he had the love she still held for him to make it that much easier. 
 
   Instead of Fredric’s voice ringing in his head, it was Madelyn’s tears. The strain in her tone when she told him what had happened. The feel of her body.
 
   Going back home was going to be a little different too. He wasn’t waiting for Harland to send the plane back for him. A few phone calls with the first rays of sun and he was booked on the first flight west he could manage.
 
   When he’d spoken to the half sleeping Harland, he confirmed that Fredric knew he’d gone somewhere in the plane, but no one was say where. No one knew, not even Harland. The east coast to visit a friend was all they could say. It’s all Galen had told them.
 
   He also hoped she’d forgive him for leaving her car at the airport with the small case that no longer had the papers in it. One call to Lucian, after he was safely in Washington, and the car would be returned.
 
   The picture in his pocket he’d paid for when the guy presented it. This time as he stepped on the commercial flight his suitcase was full of papers and he had a country to cross considering the best way to deal with them.
 
   When he landed, he went straight for Harland’s little house on the edge of town. His brother answered the door in faded boxers and a white T-shirt. 
 
   “You won’t believe what I found.” Galen half smiled.
 
   “Madelyn?” Harland blinked, trying to see better and rubbed his hands over his head.
 
   “How did you…” Galen let his mouth hang trying to figure it out.
 
   “Where the hell else would you run off to?”
 
   “All right. I’ll give you that. Now, let me tell you what else.”
 
   “I’m guessing you haven’t been home, yet.” Harland led the way to the kitchen. “Dad is hopping mad that no one knows where you went.”
 
   “All the better.” Galen started putting the papers on the table with a prayer that Harland was the right person to come to. He couldn’t see his brother siding with his father after he told him everything. That was the hope, anyway.
 
   Harland started water to boil for coffee, he didn’t have a machine like Maddy did. 
 
   Rita looked out of the bedroom, crossed the kitchen and kissed his cheek. “Did you find her?”
 
   “Am I really that predictable?”
 
   “Your heart is.” Rita’s eyes lit up even at half-mast. She gave Harland a little kiss on the cheek and went back to the bedroom. 
 
   Harland poured two cups of coffee and sat down at the table. “What do you have for me here, kiddo?”
 
   “I’m bigger than you now, would you stop calling me kiddo.”
 
   “No.” Harland picked up one of the papers and stared at it. Then another. 
 
   Galen sat across the table and let him look. Harland would understand what he was looking at far better than Galen. So, he sat back and sipped the weak coffee, letting the memory of Madelyn in his shirt play. That memory had left his shirt where she would find it. Anything would have worked to keep his mind from what could play out when Harland finished. 
 
   Harland looked over everything, then went through it all again. When he sat back, the lines around his eyes looked deeper. “What are you going to do with all this?”
 
   There was no doubt his brother was feeling very suspicious. Galen sat back studying his only sibling. Long ago, he’d changed his mind and enjoyed having a brother. Right now though, he was going to choose his words carefully. No different than finding your way through rubble trying to stay away from a sniper. He sat back in the chair.
 
   “I was hoping you’d help me with that.”
 
   Harland nodded, slowly. “You plan to attack Dad—just because you can?”
 
   Galen leaned forward, putting his elbows on the table, rubbing one hand over the other clinched in a fist. With a deep breath he relayed the story of Maddy’s last night in Washington. 
 
   Harland didn’t interrupt. He refilled his coffee once, and sat with his eyes growing more intense by the second. He remained silent long after Galen was done.
 
   “She knows Mama passed.”
 
   Galen nodded, “Sent her condolences along.”
 
   “Is she still the same Maddy?” Harland’s voice stayed guarded.
 
   “Older, wiser, same Maddy.”
 
   “Are you going to try and find her mother?”
 
   It was Galen’s turn to rub his hands across his face. “I think it will end up that way.”
 
   “I can’t see Will killing anyone.”
 
   “Me either. But I can’t see Mama or Maddy lying.”
 
   “Daddy on the other hand,” Harland shook his head. “I always knew something…”
 
   They fell silent for a bit before Harland asked, “What do you need from me?”
 
   “A course of action.”
 
   “You don’t want me standing by you?”
 
   “I’d love for you to stand with me, but you’ve got Rita. Whereas I can’t have this between me and Maddy. There’s enough there.”
 
   Rita came out of the bedroom looking refreshed, stopping when she saw the downcast faces at her kitchen table.
 
   “I’m going shopping.” She grabbed her purse and went out the back door without another word from anyone.
 
   Harland smiled at the empty doorway, grabbed a notepad from the kitchen drawer and sat down. 
 
   “If it was Rita, I’d want your help. Don’t show anyone what I’m giving you. Dad will recognize my handwriting in an instant.
 
   “The good thing...most of the people listed here are dead or at least no longer in office. You’ll get to talk to their replacements. And most will be very receptive. Start with the sheriff, that’s why he’s on the top of the list. If he’s a dead end go to the next and so on.” Harland rubbed the hand not holding the pen across his stubble. “Don’t go straight to Dad or Will. If it’s true, I’m afraid of what that confrontation would cause.”
 
   “Thank you, Harland. That’s why I came to you, so I didn’t go straight to Dad and clock him one.”
 
   “I’ve thought about that a few times too. This will be far better.” Harland grinned.
 
    
 
   With a few of the papers in hand, Galen walked into the sheriff’s office. What wasn’t on him was safe with Harland. Several of the guys in the office watched him walk back to the office and knock, instead of having himself announced. But this was his town, he was a Langley, and not a soul said anything.
 
   Sheriff Jennings sat behind a desk that reminded Galen of the one in the study at home. Only behind this one sat a tall stocky man that actually intimidated him. The husky baritone didn’t hurt that fact.
 
   “Galen.” The sheriff stood to shake his hand.
 
   He dropped the papers and a letter he wrote at Harland’s table on the desk and sat down. Handing his dad over to the authorities wasn’t sitting well with him even if it was the right thing to do. If he didn’t have to speak the truth on the desk again, it was better. 
 
   The memory of Maddy sleeping when he left made him look up to the sheriff when he finished reading what he had.
 
   “What do you want me to do with this, son?”
 
   With a drawn out breath, Galen started. He’d talked it over with Harland and had chosen the best course of action they could think of. 
 
   “Does your dad even know you’re in town?”
 
   “No, sir.”
 
   “Yet, you want to be the one to confront him?”
 
   “And Will.” Galen added.
 
   “You know that’s my job?”
 
   “But it’s something I have to do.” 
 
    
 
   By lunch Galen slipped into the back of Will’s little shack. Will always went home for lunch and a few times since he’d gotten home they’d eaten at the dingy table. Will even offered him another job. If it hadn’t been for the hope of finding Madelyn, he would have taken it.
 
   He sat at that table and looked at his clasped hands. They trembled with anger over what his family had caused Maddy. Fredric had always been part of that pain. But Will…how could he possibly be part of that? How could he take Cassie and…
 
   Air vibrated passed his lips and his head shot up when the door opened and Will smiled across his living room.
 
   “When’d you get home.” He shut the door.
 
   “This morning.” Galen glared across the space.
 
   “You go visit an Army buddy?”
 
   Galen averted his eyes to the table. “No.”
 
   “What’s wrong, kid?”
 
   Galen stood from the chair making sure Will couldn’t run if he tried. “Where’s Cassie?”
 
   
 
   Frank pulled into the cottage driveway wondering what in the hell he was doing there. It was his habit to come by after church on Sunday’s. 
 
   He’d always found her staring over the water sitting on her dock. Her own personal communion with God underway. He would stand back at the end of the dock watching the sun light up her hair with the wind blowing it back from her face. She’d always turn and smile, stay for a few moments, and then join him for lunch. The boy from Washington had changed every-thing. Still she was a friend and he would make sure Washington was being gentlemanly. 
 
   With that, he stepped out of the car and put on his hat. The sun wouldn’t be lighting her hair if she was on the dock this morning, but the wind would be blowing. Mother nature had turned out in all her glory to make sure this morning was a cold, blustery mess. 
 
   He knocked on the door and waited. Knowing if Washington answered he was going to have a little talk with him. No one answered though, he kick a pine cone heading around the side of the house, wishing he could get the anger out, crunching leaves with each step. 
 
   He’d barely rounded the house when he spotted her wrapped up in one of her quilts on the dock. Today instead of facing east, she was facing due south with her head resting on the pole. 
 
   He made his way down the yard and onto the dock. She didn’t look up as his boots echoed across. The wood was cold when he sat looking north and a little at her.
 
   “Where’s Washington?”
 
   She didn’t look at him. “On his way home, I’d guess.”
 
   “Didn’t work out then?”
 
   “He got what he came for and left.”
 
   A tear rolled down her cheek. If given the chance, he’d punch the boy again. “Did I tell you about Ida?”
 
   “The lady that came to visit a while back? Family reunion if I remember right.”
 
   “Yes, her. She was all I wanted when I was younger. When she came of age, I asked her to marry me. She said no, she didn’t want a husband or kids. A month later she ran off to New York with dreams of Broadway.”
 
   Maddy’s brow scrunched, “Didn’t she have a husband and four kids when they were here?”
 
   “When she sent me pictures from their visit she also told me number five was on the way.”
 
   “Must have hurt.” Her voice was still monotone.
 
   “It did, until I realized how happy she was. The way I see it, my Ida is your Washington. The only difference is that boy still loves you.”
 
   “Then why would he leave, Frank?”
 
   He thought a moment, “Not sure about all that, but I know how he got here.”
 
   Her head rolled to finally look at him.
 
   “I’d always wondered what you were running from. Mostly whether or not it was a husband that would get in the way if I every asked you to marry me. Well, one of those pictures from Ida was a real nice shot of you serving me coffee in the diner. I sent it to a cousin in Oregon and he took it down the coast ‘til he found someone that knew you. Guy gave him fifty for the photo and another twenty-five to know where it was taken.”
 
   “That explains that. I didn’t even remember someone taking a photo.”
 
   “You were busy that week. That family reunion brought you more business than you could handle.”
 
   She nodded.
 
   Frank continued. “The way I see it, if Washington is gone, I’ll be here when you’re heart forgives me. If he comes back . . . I wish you’ll many children.”
 
   “Thanks, Frank. I don’t think he’ll be coming back, at least not soon, and I might need your help before then.”
 
    
 
   

 
   

Sixteen 
 
   When Galen left Europe he’d thought the days of washing blood off his hands were over. Using Will’s kitchen sink told him otherwise.
 
   The police were dragging Will out shackled, mumbling something about being sorry. Make sure and tell Maddy I’m sorry.
 
   Galen flexed his fingers under the running water. They hurt but he wasn’t going to stop today to see the doctor about it. He hadn’t even realized he’d been hitting Will until one of the officers yanked him back.
 
   Will’s telling of what happened to Cassie was far more graphic than what Mama had told Maddy. At least the pain had been worth it, sometime before Will started mumbling, he’d said where they took Cassie. As long as he hadn’t been lying, Cassie would be at the morgue by morning.
 
   If Will was lying, Fredric would have to spill it. The truth and perhaps some blood too. That would be worth the other hand hurting as much.
 
   Not a person spoke to him as he walked out the door. An advantage of being a Langley, even if that name was going to hell today. 
 
   It wouldn’t be him or Harland that made his Mama flip in her grave. If she hadn’t already. Just the secrets that she kept when she was put there might have caused it.
 
   Sheriff Jenkins grabbed his shoulder as he reached Harland’s sedan. It took a second to pull back his fist, just in time. 
 
   “I hope your father’s confrontation goes better.” The sheriff handed him a roll of gauze.
 
   Galen nodded, running his tongue over his teeth. “I need to know if…you find her.”
 
   “I’ve got three deputies taking him out back. Hard to believe he’s been living with her here in his own backyard.”
 
   Galen didn’t want to discuss it, didn’t even want to think about it. He got in the car without comment, growing more angry by the second. At least it was a few miles back home to get that under control. 
 
    
 
   In the driveway, he wrapped his hand with the gauze and let Madelyn’s image roll around his mind. Anything and everything he could think with her smiling…laughing. The same thoughts he’d used the last three years, with a few new ones tossed in.
 
   Two of the sheriff’s men parked on the other side of the street just out of view of the house, and he got out of the car. 
 
   The garage caught his eye but he would have to ignore it…for now. The important thing was, Fredric’s car sat inside. He opened the front door and still no one was there to greet him. Tess worked less. Mama was long gone.
 
   Fredric sat behind his desk, looking somewhat stunned as Galen went for the shelf of decanters. He poured a glass of the sweet bourbon. “Want a drink, Dad?”
 
   Fredric stood up, “Where the hell have you been?”
 
   “East.” Galen smiled.
 
   “Maine?” Fredric raised his voice.
 
   Galen handed over a well poured tumbler, something he’d learned from his mother in those last few years. 
 
   Fredric stared at the bandaged hand, blood seeping through where his knuckles were busted. “Have you been boxing?”
 
   “Something like that.” The other person just didn’t get a punch in.
 
   Fredric’s voice calmed even more as he took his seat again. “You know I’ve been looking the better part of three years for that girl. You’ve been home a few months and already found her.”
 
    Galen nodded, thankful his father wasn’t a fool. 
 
   “You know,” Fredric continued, “no one expected you to come home. And when you finally do, you mess up thirty years of…”
 
   Galen caught the hint of laughter. 
 
   “I’m guessing you’ve talked to Will.” Fredric said at length with a slow drink.
 
   He flexed the fingers of his hand, the pain had lessened. 
 
   The phone rang. Casually, Fredric answered.
 
   “Yes, Sheriff. I expected you to call.” He paused. “I’ll pass along that message.” He hung up. “I never knew where she was buried. All they can get me for is an accessory, after the fact, mind you. Anything else, can’t be proven.”
 
   Galen swallowed the last of his drink. “We will have to see about that.”
 
   He put the glass on the desk and stood.
 
   “Don’t even want to hear me out do you, son?”
 
   He thought for a moment, “You have something you want to say?”
 
   The knock sounded through the house. The sheriff must have called in his men to make sure this didn’t end up bloody, like Will’s house.
 
   Fredric rounded his desk and straightened his tie. “Wasn’t supposed to be like this.”
 
   
 
   Galen sat by the sheriff as the house was searched. He opened the safe for them, then stayed out of the way. They had instructions not to mess up the place too much. Tess, after all, had to clean it up.
 
   “Are you satisfied now, son?”
 
   He sat on the front porch listening to the whispers. “This isn’t done. And I still need your help, sir. Madelyn has to come home.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   

 
   

Seventeen
 
    
 
   Pain and dread filled Maddy as she climbed on board the Boeing. At least they had decided not to handcuff her. They were letting her keep her dignity, even if Lucien had followed the Washington officer all the way to the airport, after he’d searched her suitcase for a gun. 
 
   Frank was watching over the diner still she was sure that business would drop for the week, even with old man Tate back in the kitchen. It was the least Frank could do for sending off that picture. It was going to be good to get this over with.
 
   She set the suitcase in the seat next to her and buckled her belt. One engine roared to life while the other sputtered.
 
   “It’s all right, miss. Did the same thing on the way over.” The officer was just now sitting down. 
 
   It didn’t matter to her, this was no way to have her first plane trip. Galen wasn’t there to have it with her. The tears welled but didn’t drop. She would give none of them the satisfaction, most of all Galen. He’d known what he was doing all right. He’d gotten to her, had her hand over her heart wrapped in the insurance papers, and taken off. Straight home to Daddy.
 
   The other propeller caught and Lucien waved to her from the runway. She didn’t return the gesture, he was no better the Officer Redmond sitting across the aisle.
 
   In the sky, everything looked so infinite. The sky and land never ended, much like looking over the sea. It was far different than watching the paper plane loop through the air. Such simpler times.
 
   Stepping off the plane, they escorted her to the police car. In three years not much had changed. They’d gotten a traffic light to replace the old stop sign downtown, otherwise it was almost like she remembered. 
 
   The house they pulled up to hadn’t changed in her lifetime. They were bringing her straight to her accusers, not even bothering with the jail first. Sometimes, she thought, love just isn’t enough.
 
   The officer knocked on the door, the sound echoed through the porch like a firing squad. She stood back at the bottom of the steps for a moment, still in disbelief. Then she changed her mind; if they were going to accuse her, she was going to stand strong and make sure they looked her in the eye as they lied. 
 
   The door opened and there he stood. Galen couldn’t look at her no matter how unwavering her stare was. 
 
   “Thank you, Officer Redmond.” He turned to her. “Come in, Madelyn.”
 
   She stepped into the house keeping her lips tight. Her face set in anger.
 
   He shut the door behind her. “I’m sorry I had to do it this way.”
 
   “You can keep your pathetic apologies.” She gripped her suitcase with both hands, trying not to swing it at him.
 
   “The way this works,” he continued as if she’d said nothing, “if you agree, the officer is going to release you into my custody until we take you down to the courthouse. If you run, I’m the one that has to answer for it.”
 
   “I’m ready to go now.”
 
   He swallowed hard. “Judge says, we can take care of that after the funeral.”
 
   She looked at him, really looked at him this time. His hand was bandaged and he looked very nervous. “Whose funeral. Yours?”
 
   “Well, I’ll get to that in a second. You need to hear it all.” He waited a second before continuing. “I took your papers and came home for a reason. I showed the papers to Harland, then the sheriff. Didn’t take long and Dad spilled it all. Will was a little harder, a little painful.” He lifted his hand. “I’m sorry Madelyn. Mama didn’t lie.”
 
   Her suitcase fell to the floor as her hands shot over her mouth. While she’d always assumed Mrs. Langley had been telling the truth, to hear it from Galen was altogether different. She eased herself to the stairs and sat down.
 
   Mama hadn’t run off. Hadn’t left her. The tears stung as they fell to the hardwood floor.
 
   “I made sure Cassie was at the funeral home before I made the call to Lucien. No reason in you being here fretting over whether he was lying or not. Everything is taken care of we’re going to bury her next to Pa tomorrow.”
 
   She wanted to kiss him as well as beat him. Why hadn’t he called her? Why hadn’t he told her what he was doing? She tried to ask but nothing came out. 
 
   “We still have to go down to the courthouse the day after. You can stay here until then. Tess bought you a black dress for tomorrow and another for court so you’ll look right, and I gave her the rest of the week off. You’ll see her tomorrow though I’m sure.” He’d still hadn’t look directly at her. “Do you agree to behave and stay here? Or do I need to have Officer Redmond, take you down to the jail?”
 
   She sat in silence a moment trying to stop the tears from falling. So much joy. It was all over. So much pain that it was all true. “I’ll stay.”
 
   The front door opened and he stepped out onto the porch. He and Officer Redmond whispered and the officer went down the walkway.
 
   The door closed behind him and they were alone. A house that had always been so full of life, stood empty beside the two of them. Everyone had grown up, moved away, passed away, or sat in jail. She’d be in the latter herself soon enough.
 
   He picked up her suitcase. “You look tired Madelyn. Why don’t you go up to my room and rest?”
 
   She nodded and pushed her hair out of her face. He held out the suitcase, she took it and headed up the stairs. Numbness filled her, empty except for the memories. Walking into his room didn’t help. So many summer days whittled away. Instead of lying down, she sat in the window seat that she remembered being much bigger. There was probably no possible way they could both sit in it now. 
 
   Pain hit again as she stared out into the fading sunlit backyard and the garage where her mother’s life had ended. She buried her head in her knees. 
 
   She dosed in and out of sleep. Lost between nightmares that were all too real and blissful dreams that were lost themselves. The door eased open but she didn’t realize it was in reality until his hand gently ran over her head.
 
   “Are you hungry?”
 
   Her head rolled to the side, he already had a tray setting on the bed, so she nodded.
 
   “You want it over here?”
 
   “Please.” She sat up and pushed her hair. 
 
   “You always were partial to sitting up there.” He picked up the tray trying to smile.
 
   “Always felt like the princess locked in the tower.” She huffed out a half-laugh as he sat the tray down. “It’s also where we sat and you read to me.”
 
   “I remember.” He sat in the oversized chair.
 
   “My best memories are in, or around this house.”
 
   “Many in this room.” He added.
 
   “At least the early ones.” 
 
   She looked down at the tray, Shepard’s pie, one of her favorites.
 
   He laughed, “Tess refused to go home until she was sure I’d have something good to feed you.”
 
   “I’ve missed her cooking. I’ve missed her. I miss a lot of people.” She couldn’t keep the pain out of her voice.
 
   He didn’t respond, letting her eat in peace while she did her best not to look at him or out the window. As she finished, she pushed the tray away and curled back up. 
 
   Galen took the tray and walked to the door. “You should get some sleep. You’ve got a long day tomorrow.”
 
   “I don’t think I can sleep. Would you read to me instead?”
 
   He sat the tray in the hall and came back in. “What would you like to hear?”
 
   “I don’t care.”
 
   He looked over the bookshelves, pulling out a thick book with a light blue cover. 
 
   “I remember it.”
 
   “Would you rather I read something else?” He started to look back over the books.
 
   “No, it’s perfect.”
 
   He offered her his hand. She wanted to stay in the window but accepted, wanting to be closer to him even more. Once she was standing, he put his back to the wall and his leg against the window, giving her room to sit between his legs. The smile slid out and she took her seat, his arms curling around her so she too could see the book. 
 
   “The Sea Hare,” Galen began. “There was once upon a time a princess, who, high under the battlements in her castle, had an apartment with twelve windows, which looked out in every possible direction, and when she climbed up to it and looked around her, she could inspect her whole kingdom….”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   

 
   

 Eighteen 
 
   Madelyn had fallen asleep before he finished the short Grimm’s Fairytale. Her day had been hard and all he wanted was to make it easier. To take the pain and hurt away. To take the hatred and lack of trust, just to have back his Madelyn.
 
   He’d tried several times to write a note before taking off but how did you tell the woman you loved that you were going to clear her name, incriminate your father, and hopefully find her mother’s body. He’d even thought of waking her but she would have tried to talk him out of it.
 
   He sat the book on the floor and pulled her into his arms. Life could pass by with them in the window seat and he would be happy with that. Yet, he picked her up and moved her to the bed with little more than a moan from her. He let her slip out of his arms and slid the blanket over her.
 
   “Don’t go.”
 
   His heart lifted, “If that’s what you want.”
 
   “Never go.” She drifted back to sleep.
 
   He slid off his shoes and eased into the bed behind her, wrapping his arms securely around his sleeping princess.
 
    
 
   With her fingers caressing his hair, he woke to a sun filled day. A day that would hurt her beyond his imagination; but now she looked at peace, even with one hand balled in a loose fist against his chest, his shirt tangled in her grasp. The shirt slipped from her grip easily still her eyes opened wide as he eased from the bed. 
 
   “What time is it?” Her voice was thick with sleep, her eyes blood shot as she blinked.
 
   He glanced to the clock on the wall. “Not quite seven.”
 
   “When is the …” She cleared her throat.
 
   “Not until eleven. I’m going to fix breakfast and let you get ready.”
 
   Her brow arched but she didn’t say anything. Deciding not to ask, he picked up the tray from her dinner and headed to the kitchen. Tess, Rita, and a few others had made sure the house was clean after the sheriff’s department had gone through every room, finding little bits of the story hidden throughout. 
 
   He’d considered having the after funeral gathering at Harland’s when they offered but Madelyn wouldn’t have been comfortable. Not that she would be perfectly at ease here, it was just the best he could do.
 
   He went out the back door and pulled the car out of the garage. Having her go into that building wasn’t going to be an option. Once back in the house, he waited for the water to shut off from the bathroom and cleaned the dishes. Then he put on fresh clothing and set out her dress. 
 
   Slipping on the black jacket, he left the room only to run into her.
 
   “You look good.” She averted her eyes to the floor. 
 
   “So do you.” 
 
   She stood with damp skin in his dark blue terry cloth robe and her hair in curlers.
 
   “Sorry, I didn’t pack a robe and. . .” she pushed on the curlers.
 
   “Stop.” He grabbed her hand. “Anything you need is yours.”
 
   “Be careful. Last time someone in this house told me that I walked out with a lot.”
 
   “Well the safe doesn’t have much in it but you’re welcome to what it has.”
 
   She laughed, a good healthy sound, her eyes though were still red and full of pain.
 
   “How long will it take you to get dressed?”
 
   “You can really cook breakfast?”
 
   “I’ve had to cook a few meals in the last three years.” He nodded trying to not watch her foot nervously slide up and down her bare leg. 
 
   “I should be dressed in about fifteen minutes as long as you don’t mind eating with me in curlers?”
 
   “Not at all.” He turned to go down the stairs. “Your dress is on the bed.”
 
   
 
   Madelyn shut the door with his footsteps still echoing down the stairs. The deep breath did little to settle the butterflies in her stomach and even less for the ache of her chest. He was being too helpful, knowing she wouldn’t be able to stand strong all day. Nothing would make her think about tomorrow. 
 
   With the dress on, she admired the fit in the mirror. Tess had done very good, she was sure the hat and shoes had been Rita’s doing. The dress stopped at her knees with a little room to move. The sunglasses were definitely Rita’s and might just come in handy, and not because of the sun. 
 
   Cassie would be proud of her only child. She looked good. She owned her own business. Although Mama might not be as proud of not having grandchildren. She slid on the shoes and grabbed the hat, and coat; her fifteen minutes was up. 
 
   The smell of food filled the air and didn’t further upset her stomach when she opened the door. Galen was setting the plates on the table in the kitchen when she came in. Each plate was full of flapjacks. 
 
   “You know even on a good day I can’t eat that much.” She sat the accessories on the counter.
 
   “I didn’t know, better to have too much right.”
 
   She had to offer him a smile, “How many ended up in the trash?”
 
   He eyed her suspiciously, “One.”
 
   “I can smell it.” She winked. “Still that’s not bad.”
 
   She settled into the seat facing the back door and he slid out of the chair next to her. There was no possibility of her ignoring the back door as she stared at it.
 
   “Would you rather eat in the dining room?”
 
   “No, Galen.” She slid her hand over his, realizing too late how personal the touch was. Quickly she removed it, “This is much better.”
 
   They ate in silence and again she wondered how the house had gone from so much to so little. Harland should have been sitting across from her cracking jokes. Tess should have been at the sink cleaning the pans. Kate Langley should have been taking food to her husband in the study, or doting over Madelyn and the boys. She could see the ghosts, feel the way it should have been. Instead, it was just the two of them.
 
   Half the flapjacks sat untouched on her plate when she pushed it away. She couldn’t eat anymore with the tears pushing, but she did rub her hands across her face to keep Galen from seeing how close she was to crying.
 
   “Maybe you should let them fall.” He knew too well. 
 
   “I’m afraid once they start, they won’t stop.”
 
   “Can you take those things out of your hair?”
 
   “The curlers?” She looked at him.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   She touched them. “They should be set.”
 
   “Take them out and we will drive around until we should be. . . there.” He stood and slid into his jacket.
 
   “Why Galen?”
 
   “Because you need to get out of this house.”
 
   “If I do that, you pay for it right?”
 
   “You’re not running before the funeral and after that…you’re not leaving my sight.”
 
   He leaned on the chair as she stared at the back door.
 
   “I want to get you out of this house,” he continued following her line of sight. “And the car is out front.”
 
   Bastard, thoughtful  bastard. She stood and walked down that hall. “Hey, Galen?”
 
   “Yes?” 
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   
 
   The car was facing the street when they got in; she didn’t have to look at the garage, still she knew it was back there. She could hear Will’s voice upset, talking to her mama. Perhaps he was right, they needed to get her away from that house. 
 
   They passed down his street full of big beautiful homes. So many memories. Trees were bigger, new landscaping, but the houses all looked the same. The traffic signal made them stop, again. 
 
   She waved when people waved at them, but when they would turn away each looked a little somber. “Everyone knows why I’m here.”
 
   “I couldn’t keep your mama’s story out of the paper.”
 
   “I’m sure you tried.”
 
   He ran his hand across her shoulder and down.
 
   Reassurance was a wonderful thing but she wished for more. Those strong arms holding her like she’d awakened to in the night, with his cheek brushing across her forehead. The shear closeness of his body had caused questions. Why had he stolen the papers and turned her in? Did he really think he could keep her out of jail or was this a means to an end? 
 
   The end being: find her mother, put his father away, and make Madelyn pay for not waiting patiently by. He had to understand that she’d tried. She hadn’t agreed to marry Harland; they’d all cornered her and were saying congratulations before she could even object. Before she could say there was only one man for her on this earth.
 
   There would also be other people, others she didn’t want to see. Her fingers started to twine together.
 
   “Stop doing that.” Galen interrupted her thoughts. “Anyone who sees you will assume I’ve been manhandling you.”
 
   “Well, that’s the problem.” She whined.
 
   “I haven’t laid a hand on you.” His eyes darted to her then back to the road.
 
   “No.” She fussed. “I’m talking about anyone who sees me. They think I stole money. They think I ran away ‘cause of it.”
 
   “They will understand. Today you have more important things to worry about.” He stopped the car.
 
   She looked out the front window for the first time since they’d left the city. The house hadn’t changed. Bushes pushed against the walls. Rocks lined the flowerbeds that were now empty but would be full of sprouts come spring. 
 
   Madelyn pushed the car door shut as the older woman came around the edge of the house. Her hair was in a gray cinnamon bun on top of her head. She was already dressed in her mourning frock. 
 
   “I don’t believe it.”
 
   Maddy wondered how the woman could talk and run at her age while she couldn’t find her voice.
 
   “He said he’d bring you home and he did.” Vicky’s arms squeezed tight. “I just can’t believe it.”
 
   “It’s me.” She defended herself as the woman looked her over.
 
   “All grown up.” 
 
   Vicky hugged her close again, giving her a moment to look over to thank Galen. He was looking at the ground giving them a moment.
 
   He cleared his throat. “Why don’t you two go on inside. I’ll go for a walk.”
 
   “Now Galen Langley, it’s too cold for you to be out walking around.”
 
   “I’ll be fine Ms. Dutton. You two have family affairs to talk about.”
 
   “Get your butt inside.” 
 
   Galen kept his mouth shut and followed them into the house. The poor man never had a chance. 
 
   They sat in the kitchen nursing coffee and talking. They mostly talked about Cassie without a tear shed. This was how people should be remembered. By good times and life in general, not how they passed or how young. Cassie had been too young and her daughter too young to lose her. 
 
   “How is it you stay so young?” Maddy’s eyes gleamed.
 
   “Simple.” Vicky patted her hand. “I never had to deal with men.”
 
   Maddy shook her head, glanced his way, and then nodded as if she understood. 
 
   “You kids better be on your way. We don’t want to be late for the ceremonies.”
 
   Maddy stopped smiling.
 
   “Galen, go on out and start up that car while I bundle up my girl.”
 
   He glanced to the back door. “Don’t let her try to run out.”
 
   He smiled at Maddy rolling her eyes.
 
   Aunt Vicky slowly walked Maddy to the door. 
 
   “I want to tell you about Ben.” She started.
 
   “Who’s Ben?” Maddy had a flash of Frank on the dock, talking about Ida.
 
   “He was my Galen.” The little woman looked up at Maddy. “He went to war but I was sure he was gonna come home. He didn’t.”
 
   A lump formed at the base of her chest. “Aunt Vicky…”
 
   “I never told you before because I figured Galen would go and I didn’t want you to know that I had loved once. Now sweetie,” Vicky brushed her hair out of her face. “don’t be looking sad for me. He didn’t die. He found some cute little French girl and married her. And I wrote men off from that point on. I’m telling you because you have to understand that yours came home. With only finding you on his mind.”
 
   Maddy slipped into her coat. “Why didn’t you find someone else?”
 
   “Oh, there have been men, I just send them home. You, though, need him. You always have.”
 
   “I’ve been doing just fine on my own.” She slipped on the hat, trying to stop the lift in her tone.
 
   “I’m sure you have been. There’s also been lookers, I’m sure, but you won’t be happy with any of them.”
 
   Maddy yanked on her gloves, bent down, and kissed the old woman. “I love you.”
 
   “Tell him that.” Vicky called as she went out the door.
 
   

 
   

Nineteen 
 
   Madelyn was upset when they pulled into the funeral home. Why, though, was the question. Vicky had only given her opinion. She didn’t need anyone though. She owned her own business and a home. It was her wants which would end up getting her in trouble.
 
   Galen opened her door before she realized he’d even gotten out, he even offered his hand. Once her hand was in his, he clasped onto it and leaned down to her.
 
   “If you need me, I’m here.” 
 
   His hand slipped from hers as they entered the double door. The mortician led them back to a room filled with chairs and a white coffin with bouquets standing on either side. 
 
   She stopped just inside the doors as they banged closed behind Galen. She’d prepared for this for the last six years. Yet, her stomach churned, her heart stopped, and her head spun from just standing there. 
 
   “No one will be here for a bit. You have all the time you need, even if we need to start late.”
 
   She nodded not trusting her voice. The lump in her throat would have stopped anything she’d tried to say. Slowly she stepped forward, testing her knees with each step. At the front row, she sat her handbag and hat on the corner chair and rested her hand on the back to steady herself.
 
   Taking a step forward, she inhaled deeply and stopped again. She started saying her ABC’s backward to keep her mind busy. When she was on U, she stepped forward. As she made it to M, she laid her hands on the coffin. By L, Galen’s arms were on either side of her holding down the lid.
 
   “You don’t want to do that. She no longer looks like Mama, she’s…been gone too long.”
 
   The tear splashed like an icicle dripping on the frozen river, running down the shiny surface. 
 
   “How do you know,” she trailed off. “He could have lied. Maybe it isn’t my mama in here.”
 
   One of his hands lifted from the coffin and disappeared behind her, the other stayed firm—the one still wrapped in gauze. Coming back around he held an envelope. “Open this instead.”
 
   Her hands shook so much she didn’t think she’d get it open. On the fourth try, the seal gave way and gleaming jewelry slid into her hand. Mama’s golden cross on the chain and her wedding ring sparkled in the overhead lights.
 
   Galen was good to his word and held her steady as her knees gave a bit. Her hand squeezed around Mama’s personal items as she bit back the tears. One tear was enough; she would not breakdown. Not for those who would come for her mother, not for those who would come just to watch. She wouldn’t even cry for Galen, though he probably expected her too.
 
   He helped her over to the chair and took the seat next to her. 
 
   “I still want to look.” She slid into the cradle of his arm keeping her eyes on the closed casket.
 
   No you don’t, Madelyn.” The soldier inside had said it. The one who’d seen too many bodies and far too much war.
 
    
 
   Galen opened the doors to the room ten minutes before they were expected to. She stayed in the chair and stared at the white box that contained the earthly remains of Mama. It was still a shock to know for a fact she was dead, though she’d said her goodbyes long ago. 
 
   That was something she’d done on her dock back in Maine during her Sunday morning communions with God. She’d said goodbye to several people she assumed were dead. Peace was made with her father. It was where she’d decided to fold and go on a date with Frank. 
 
   The dock was where she wanted to be now. She wanted to be curled up in a blanket watching the sunrise and be alone. In her mind though, Galen was there,  wrapped in his arms, head on his shoulder.
 
   She turned to see the room slowly filling up. Galen had refused to make her stand and greet the people who came in and she didn’t push to do it. He was more gracious than she was these days. It all needed to go away so she didn’t have to deal with it. 
 
   She was perfectly happy in Maine with no past. No people there that knew Mama had disappeared. No people who knew anything about her more than she choose for them to know. Of course, if she’d shared more, she wouldn’t be here. She wouldn’t know Galen came home.
 
   Galen hugged Harland by the door and kissed Rita on the cheek. 
 
   The only thing that had not been happy about Maine was missing Galen. Of course, if he hadn’t shown up at her diner then she would have continued to miss him and think he had gone the way of Mama. She cleared her throat fighting the urge to let a tear fall.
 
   Harland bent down and hugged her. “How you doing, kiddo?”
 
   She nodded, forcing her lips together. The warm reception was more than she expected.
 
   A sad smile graced his face and his hand pulled Rita down the aisle as she tried to say something.
 
   “Honey,” Rita whispered as they took seats leaving an empty one by her, “I was just going to say my condolences.”
 
   “I’m sure you were,” He kissed her forehead. “but I don’t think that’s what she needs right now.”
 
   Rita still looked like the spoiled brat she always was, but she listened with the scowl set firm on her face. Perhaps the obey part of the marriage vows was doing well by her. Maddy hadn’t even thought about marriage in years. 
 
   Galen slipped into the seat next to her and the preacher took his spot at the front. As the service started, everything blurred. The man was talking about live and afterlife. Saying beautiful scriptures and Maddy couldn’t concentrate even on her own thoughts. Just staring at the white box. Wondering just why it had to end this way.
 
   Vicky stood and talked about Cassie as a child, a mother, and a wife. Anecdotes that made people laugh. The sadness of losing her for both Vicky and Maddy had a few sniffling. Still, Maddy felt numb. This wasn’t real; Cassie had been gone too long for this to be real. 
 
   The preacher told them they would finish the service at the cemetery. Galen stood and offered his hand. It took a few seconds and she took the offer, not sure that she could walk on her own.
 
   She settled into the back of the stretched car with Vicky, Galen, Harland, and Rita. She wasn’t thinking, She didn’t even believe she was feeling, but the tear dropped. The handkerchief came from Galen before she even realized she was crying.
 
   No one said anything as she leaned into him. Her breath coming in gasps. Something about the closed in car made her feel like she was the one trapped in a coffin. No matter how much she tried to breathe, she couldn’t. Mama was trapped in a small space, alone, and she couldn’t shake the thought.
 
   Galen pulled her tight. “It’s alright. Cry all you need but please breathe.”
 
   She shook her head, no words could slip out past the gasps.
 
   Rita joined in her tears. “Harland do something.”
 
   “I don’t know what to do.”
 
   Aunt Vicky sniffled, “If she passes out she’ll breathe.”
 
   “Crack the windows.” The desperation in Galen’s voice didn’t go unnoticed.
 
   His arms were tense as he held her tight, the top of her body lying in his lap, he leaned over her. His lips pressed soft against her wet check as the cool air from outside hit her.
 
   “Just breathe, baby.” He whispered down on her. 
 
   The tears dropped harder though breathing seemed easier. It was Galen’s voice that whispered to her but she heard Mama. 
 
   “It will pass, baby. The pain will go away. The memories will stay.” Lips skimmed her cheek as he spoke. “Keep hold of all those wonderful memories.”
 
   Harland’s voice came from across the car, “Why is it once one woman starts crying they all do?”
 
   “I feel for her.” Rita sobbed. “I might not know what she is going through but I can still cry for her.”
 
   “Too bad you can’t breathe for her.” Galen loosened his hold, sitting up to give her a bit more room.
 
   She could make out the form of Harland and Rita with his arms wrapped around his wife they looked to be one big wavy mass. 
 
   Maddy took a deep breath. Mama and Pa had once been like that. A combined entity that felt for the other. When the funeral was over, her mama would be free to rest with him. They would be together again, never to be apart. 
 
   Her hands clasped over Galen’s arms as another huge breath came. She needed that feeling. She needed to feel what Galen did. Not just know how he thought, not just feel for him, she needed him to be part of her. More than just the rhythmic moving of pleasure she needed to trust him with her every emotion.
 
   Another large inhale and he was whispering again. “That’s better.”
 
   She held tighter.
 
   “We only have a few minutes until we pull into the cemetery.” Vicky was tucking her handkerchief back into her sleeve, then cleared her throat.
 
   Galen tried to sit up and she dug her fingers in, bringing him back down over her.
 
   “If you hold any harder you will leave bruises.”
 
   “Sorry.” Hiccupped out between breaths.
 
   He kissed her head. “No it’s fine. I was hoping to make you laugh. Are you feeling better now?”
 
   She nodded and squeezed once more before she had to release him. All vows to stay strong and not let anyone see her cry had left and all she wanted to do was stay curled safely in his grasp.
 
   She sat up slowly, concentrating on inhaling and making the people around her stop swirling.
 
   “Oh Maddy, you look like you’ve been crying.”
 
   She looked at Rita like she’d lost her mind.
 
   “Let me fix your makeup.” She was already fishing items out of her handbag. “Good thing about not wearing much make-up is you don’t have it smeared everywhere.”
 
   Rita gently touched up her face then turned the mirror on herself. “You do have those glasses I insisted on.”
 
   Maddy nodded and cleared her throat, not believing she what was about to say to Rita James—Rita Langley she corrected herself. “Thanks, Rita.”
 
   Galen helped her out of the car and then Vicky. Each of them took an arm to escort the elderly woman to the gravesite. 
 
   “I don’t need an escort.” Vicky stated.
 
   “No ma’am but you are keeping me steady.” Maddy took a good deep breath of fresh cool air.
 
   “You realized it didn’t you? That they wouldn’t be separated anymore?” 
 
   The woman’s intuition never amazed her. Not sure she could talk as she blinked away the tears behind the sunglasses, she nodded.
 
   “Now you just have to figure out yourself, baby.”
 
   Her heart thumped again, when she called her baby. Why was everyone calling her baby today? Didn’t they understand how much that reminded her of Cassie talking to her? Maybe that was it, Mama was talking to her through everyone else.
 
   They waited for the casket to be placed before they took their places around the grave. Not everyone from the funeral home made the trek over to the gravesite. Tess must have gone on to the house to greet those who went there. She’d yet to even hug the woman.
 
   This time she actually heard what the preacher was saying. Galen’s strong hand resting on her back helped. He would catch her if she fell to hysterics again.
 
   Her eyes continued to move from Pa’s spot to Mama’s, the thought of them being together held her together through the ceremony. 
 
   “In sure and certain hope of the resurrection to eternal life through our Lord Jesus Christ, we commend to Almighty God our sister Cassie Ann Murphy; and we commit her body to the ground; earth to earth; ashes to ashes, dust to dust. The Lord bless her and keep her, the Lord make his face to shine upon her and be gracious unto her and give her peace.”
 
   

 
   

Twenty 
 
   Maddy stayed by the grave as mourners greeted her and said their condolences. Not one person said a thing about Fredric, the payroll or Will. 
 
   “I’m going to go with Harland and pay our respects to Mama. It’ll give you a few minutes alone.” Galen held her hands as the smile eased to his lips. “Don’t think about running.”
 
   She nodded. “I’ll be here or the car when you’re done.”
 
   He was clearly disappointed when he walked away. Guess that was meant as a joke. She’d have to make it up to him when she was feeling a little jollier. The heaviness of the day was weighing on her and all she wanted to do was curl up on the bed of grass and sleep between her parents. 
 
   She moved out of the way of the gravediggers as they lowered the casket into the ground. The urge to see inside the casket was still there but she trusted Galen in the fact that she probably didn’t want to look. She took the jewelry out of her pocket, strung the wedding ring through the chain and put it on her neck. 
 
   The tears were flowing less than they had in the car. She leaned against the gravestone that would soon have Mama’s name next to Pa’s. Life had not been kind to them. Newlyweds with a child. The accident at the plant putting Pa out of work. Then once he came to terms with his lot in life, he passed, leaving Mama alone. 
 
   She stared across at Galen, Harland, and Rita standing over Kate’s marker. Fredric and Kate’s life hadn’t been much better. She blamed it on Fredric’s need for power and money, but it was still sad. So why do people go through it all? 
 
   Rita rubbed her hand across Harland’s back. Again newlyweds with family problem. Maybe not a child, but still problems. Yet, it didn’t seem to affect them. They were together and holding each other. She wondered what it would take to break them, that last straw that would cause the tears and the heartache. 
 
   She didn’t remember Mama crying. Pa drank, that was his escape from the pain. So had Kate. Maddy herself had run when she couldn’t take it. She was no better than they were. It might have been the best thing to do, but it was still an escape. Even Galen had run. At least he seemed to be atoning for that now. As well as setting everything straight for her, she hoped.  
 
   The bottom line was that life went on. Pa had died and Cassie continued. Cassie died and she went on. She’d thought Galen died and again she went on. Someday she would die and life would go on. 
 
   The people that each deceased soul left behind were their way of living on. She took a hard seat on the ground. She was all that was left of two people. The tears were dropping faster. 
 
   She’d run instead of standing up to Kate. She could have gone out to Will’s and made him confess. That’s what Galen had done, of course he had the banged up hand to show how hard that had been. Running had seemed like her only possible course of action at the time.
 
   “Madelyn?” 
 
   “I ran.” 
 
   His hand smooth out her hair.
 
   “I should have made Kate tell the truth. I should have confronted Will. Instead, I left her out there by herself, away from Pa. I let her down.”
 
   “No, you didn’t.”
 
   She didn’t want to hear him. “I should have been here. You came home and I wasn’t here.”
 
   “You did what was best. God knows what Will would have done to you. Mama wouldn’t have told anyone else, I’m sure she was good to that promise.” He held her close, gently rocking her.
 
   “I should have stood up to Fredric.”
 
   Harland bent down. “Galen’s the only person who’s ever done that. I couldn’t even stand up to him and tell him I wanted to marry Rita instead of you. He intended for you to run. He knew you’d never go through with marrying anyone but Galen. Mama even said it that next morning. I just thought she was drunk.”
 
   “Harland!” Rita glanced at the grave they had left.
 
   Harland ignored her and continued, “She said something about he should be happy because he succeeded in getting rid of his biggest mistake. I didn’t know it then but I’m sure he was talking about the last link to Cassie.”
 
   She held tight to Galen. 
 
   “You two go open the car door please.” He waited a few seconds and lifted her up. “You know Harland’s right. Dad had been trying to run us both out for a long time. He convinced me with a stable future and coming home to you a better man than I left.”
 
   “There was nothing wrong with you when you left.”
 
    
 
   Galen had been kind enough to park halfway up the driveway instead of anywhere near the garage. The street was lined up and down with visitor’s cars that filled the house. She heard laughter, which surrounded Vicky telling stories of Cassie when she was a child. She was sure a few of her own were mixed in.
 
   “If you need me, I won’t be far.” Galen whispered then slipped down the hall toward the kitchen. Harland followed.
 
   Rita stood by her looking smug. “Until he comes back, I’m your company.”
 
   “I’ll be fine, Rita.”
 
   The smile left her face. “Now, I know when we were kids I was. . .  mean to you but that doesn’t mean we don’t have quite a bit in common these days.”
 
   She wanted a stiff drink. “You’re here to yell if I try to take off.”
 
   “I can scream like you wouldn’t believe.” Her smile widened.
 
   Maddy went down the hall assuming that the food and drinks were in the dining room. Rita fell in line behind her. She found the drinks and poured herself a glass of wine, not trusting what would spill out of her mouth if she took something stronger. 
 
   “Galen said you don’t drink.”
 
   “I normally don’t.” 
 
   She took a good drink of the wine and watched the door swing as someone came out of the kitchen. The girl was young and she didn’t recognize her but she did know the potato salad that was placed on the table. She followed the girl back into the kitchen.
 
   Tess stood over the stove, Rita’s mom was looking in the refrigerator and the girl was grabbing another dish.
 
   Mrs. James closed the door and hugged her daughter then threw her arms around Maddy. “Look at you all grown up and my girl did very good on that dress.”
 
   Rita’s smile was back.
 
   “I helped on that.” Tess was next in line with arms open. “If I’d let her go alone that hem would have been a few inches shorter.”
 
   “It’s a great dress.” She returned the smile to Rita then took another drink.
 
   Tess took the glass from her. “None of that now.”
 
   “I have to do something.” She objected.
 
   “Good, I hear you’ve been cooking.” Tess smiled. “You can start with that onion.”
 
   Maddy smiled and slid off the jacket, laying it in a chair at the table. Rita’s purse went in a chair, too.
 
   “What can I do, Miss Tess.”
 
   Tess laughed. Mrs. James handed her potatoes to peel.
 
   “I can do this.” She said defensively when Maddy looked at her.
 
   On the third potato, Maddy took away the knife. “You’re taking too much off it.”
 
   She showed her how to do it better.
 
   “That is a sight I never thought I’d see.” Harland said from the back door next to Galen.
 
   “But should we really be trusting Madelyn with a knife today?” Galen’s eyes grew brighter.
 
   She pointed the thing at him. “I’m doing just fine in here.”
 
   “You should be out there.” He nodded his head toward the rest of the house.
 
   “She’s just fine where she is.” Tess used her motherly voice on him.
 
   “Not really.” Galen looked to the floor.
 
   “Why not?” Maddy slammed down the knife on the counter.
 
   Harland chimed in perfectly seriously. “Because he just set fire to the garage.”
 
   Everyone stared at Harland. All at once, Rita and her mom went out the back door and Tess went for the phone.
 
   “You did what?” Maddy didn’t hide the shock.
 
   “You could have at least waited ‘til all the guests were gone.” Tess told him then spoke into the phone.
 
   “Why?” Maddy put her hand on her head where it ached.
 
   “I couldn’t stand it being out there.”
 
   She nodded. “You know there are cans in there of paint and gas, that will explode?”
 
   “We took those out.” Harland popped an olive in his mouth. “Actually almost everything but the work bench came out.”
 
   “You helped him instead of stopping him?”
 
   “I wanted it gone, too.” Harland said between chews.
 
   Maddy picked the wine glass off the counter and drained the last of its contents before Tess could grab it. Galen took it from her and went out the door toward the dining room as Vicky came in the other door.
 
   “You all know there is smoke flowing down the driveway?”
 
   “Yes.” Maddy tried to smile.
 
   “Alright.” Vicky went back out the door as if Maddy had answered for the smoke well enough.
 
   “Someone should tell everyone out there, not to worry about it.” Harland continued to chew.
 
   “Don’t talk with your mouth full. I know your mama taught you better.” Maddy wiped her hands on a towel and went out the door Vicky had.
 
   People were milling about the study, looking out the window and out the front door. Maddy passed them to the foyer so she could be heard in the parlor as well.
 
   Mrs. Vickers was closest to the window. “What’s going on Madelyn?”
 
   “There is a fire but don’t worry it’s not in the house.” She heard the siren coming closer.
 
   “Where is it?” Mrs. Vickers continued.
 
   “In the garage.” Maddy smiled and went down the hall back the way she came.
 
   Galen stood alone in the kitchen, handed her a full wine glass, his own tumbler nearly empty.
 
   “I’m not going back out there.” She took a drink.
 
   “What did you tell them?” Galen watched the ice roll around his glass.
 
   “That there was a fire…in the garage.”
 
   “You didn’t tell them I set it?” His brow bunched as he looked at her.
 
   “No.” She took another drink.
 
   “Then I will.” He slammed the glass on the counter.
 
   She caught his arm as he went by, heat apparent through the shirt. “No need to. They can think it was me. God knows I thought about it this morning before you got me out of this house.”
 
   “I . . .” He shook his head.
 
   She kissed his cheek feeling a little lighter. The garage was burning down, the fire trucks on their way, and he had done it without thinking she would appreciate it. Maybe to help alleviate some of her pain. In that case, it did what it was meant to do. 
 
    
 
   

 
   

Twenty-One 
 
   The guests slowly left after the fire trucks finished putting out the flames. The chief let Madelyn off with a warning for setting fires on purpose then apologized for not making the funeral—duty and all. 
 
   Tess and Mrs. James stayed and helped clean up but excused themselves long before Madelyn had expected. She, Galen, Harland and Rita sat at the dining room table.
 
   Galen’s expression remained macabre--he’d taken her pain with his actions. Pain she didn’t think would subside and he had done it in a moment of passion. 
 
   She wondered if Will had truly loved Cassie as she’d claimed. Perhaps his were also actions of passion. It wasn’t for her to decided, but the courts. The same courts that would decide if she’d stolen the money.
 
   “Are you alright with that?” Harland looked at her from across the table expecting an answer.
 
   “I’m sorry?” She shook her head.
 
   “For me to be your lawyer tomorrow?”
 
   She considered it for a moment. “I don’t think there is anyone more qualified.”
 
   “Good. I saw the paperwork when Galen wanted my opinion on what to do.”
 
   She glanced at Galen, his hands where clasped with his arms on his knees, his eyes planted on the floor.
 
   “Dad doesn’t have a leg to stand on, which is going to help you greatly.” Harland continued.
 
   “Glad he took it to you then.” She smiled, “I don’t need them back.”
 
   She could hear the breath Galen released.
 
   “I also know a good part of the story and already talked to Judge Coswell and Dad. Of course, Dad’s adamant that you took the money with all that paperwork. The judge doesn’t trust anything he says at this point. Dad hired one of his friends from Seattle to defend him. Anyone that would have represented him locally was in that book, and most have passed away, retired or are hiding away to stay out of it.
 
   What hurts us is Mama’s gone, too. She can’t stand up and relay the ordeal, I’m not sure she would have if she were still here.”
 
   “What should I expect?”
 
   “Coswell is a fair man. I’m not sure what to expect. He’s seen the papers on Dad, he’s heard from me, Rita, Galen and anyone else I could think of to speak on your behalf, even people whose homes you cleaned. Nothing ever came up missing. I just hope it was enough.” He sat back in his chair.
 
   “What’s the plan if he convicts her.” Galen said curtly.
 
   “We appeal.”
 
   Galen wrung his hands.
 
   “Did you bring your financial records with you?”
 
   “Lucien told me to, they’re upstairs.”
 
   “Get them.”
 
   She walked past the front door and took a deep breath. Galen was hurting and she couldn’t take his pain as easily as he had hers. She moved her clothes around the suitcase to get the envelope from the bottom.
 
   “Run.” Galen’s voice made her jump. “Leave and don’t come back.”
 
   “I can’t.” She shook her head.
 
   “Let me stand in your place.”
 
   “I think the lawyer downstairs would advise otherwise.”
 
   His hand wrapped around her arms. “Damn it, I don’t care.”
 
   “I do.” She closed her eyes, unable to take the anger and pain he held back.
 
   His arms wrapped tight around her, crushing her into him. 
 
   “Why can’t you listen to me?”
 
   “I won’t let you take the brunt of something I caused.”
 
   “I won’t let you sit in jail.”
 
    
 
   Galen woke up with the night still over the house. He stretched over the bed trying to figure out what wasn’t right. It took only a few seconds and he was out of the empty bed. He flipped on the light to find her suitcase missing.
 
   How far of a head start did she have on him? He slipped on an undershirt and his shoes. He’d grab his coat and be after her. She wouldn’t get any transportation out of this county; he’d seen to that but any of the surrounding counties he hadn’t. Part of him wanted her gone, hoped he wouldn’t find her.
 
   The door crashed into the wall when he swung it open. He’d cleared the landing on the stairs and halted when he saw her curled up lying against the wall. 
 
   “I tried to go. Tried to run like you told me to.” Her voice cracked with each word. “I couldn’t go any farther.”
 
   The suitcase sat on a step lower than her. Her coat still on the rack by the door. He stepped closer.
 
   “It was like each step I took was losing a little more of me. I was losing you all over again.”
 
   He took another step.
 
   She scanned the foyer with a cynical laugh. “I’ve been sitting here thinking about the foyer. How much of my life it’s seen. I met you here.”
 
   He took another step hoping she wouldn’t try to run, afraid if she did, it would spark the memory of the repeating dream.
 
   “I had people I trusted lie to me in this room.”
 
   He was close enough to see her body shutter as she tried to breath.
 
   “I lost you here, in this room.”
 
   He took a hard seat.
 
   “Watched you walk out the door and get in Harland’s car. You never looked back.”
 
   He’d wanted to. Harland had said it would be easier if he didn’t.
 
   “I couldn’t tell you how long I sat on the porch and cried. Thinking I’d never see you again. It felt the same when I woke alone in bed but at least I had the thread of hope that you would just clear my name and come back. Instead, we are sitting in the damn foyer.” Her voice broke. “And I’m so scared Galen.”
 
   He slid down the last two steps and pulled her to him, kissing her check, letting his lips linger. “I wanted to leave you there. The judge said he had to see you and I couldn’t let you not be at Cassie’s funeral. I couldn’t leave her out there with you never knowing what happen to her.”
 
   With each word, she curled closer while crying harder until her arms wrapped around his neck. She was shaking, her skin smelled of salt from so many tears. Like the ocean she loved so. All he wanted was to make the pain stop, to make the trouble disappear. If he wasn’t so sure the judge would toss them both in jail, he’d take her back to Maine. Now!
 
   Instead, he held her as tight and as close as he could, waiting for the tears to stop. As they slowed to a trickle, he carefully stood and took them back to bed. He lay her down, putting himself between her and the door. 
 
   “What if they don’t believe me tomorrow?” Her eyes were closing.
 
   “I’ll think of something.” He pulled her closer.
 
   
 
   Madelyn could feel his solid body as she came out of sleep. His eyes were closed and he snored softly. She wondered if he was still having the nightmares. Two nights now in the same bed without him waking her, she hoped they had gone. 
 
   Gently she lifted his arm, trying to slide out without waking him. Instantly his hand wrapped around her wrist.
 
   “Trying to run again?”
 
   “Only to the powder room.”
 
   He released her hand. “Don’t jump out of the window.”
 
   “You’re no fun,” she kissed his forehead and slipped from the covers.
 
   His eyes shot open but a smile quickly replaced the morning scowl. 
 
   In the powder room, Madelyn slipped out of the wrinkled cloths and washed her face. The window was tempting but not nearly as much as the door last night. The robe slipped on and she pulled it up enough when she tied it not to trip her as she walked. 
 
   She put the clothes back in her suitcase and stared at the pretty soft pink dress in the closest. The little girl with her first pink dress in church had grown up. Back then all she worried about was keeping the dress clean, her underwear from Galen seeing, and the chickens away from her legs. 
 
   Galen too had grown and not just physically. His sense of responsibility was still as high as the first time he agreed with his mama to play with her. Although these days he wouldn’t be brazen enough to ask someone why they wore jeans instead of a dress. 
 
   If she’d known then what she knew now, she’d have kissed him that first day. The man never waived on what had to be done. She’d rather not have to see the judge today but as long as Galen was there, she would be fine.
 
   “Coffee?” Galen stepped into the room handing her a cup. 
 
   She set the dress on the bed, took the coffee, drank a sip, and set it on the nightstand. Then she turned back to him and kissed him. No matter what happened today, he would know she loved him. That she didn’t hold him responsible for dragging her back. 
 
   At first, he seemed a little surprised by her actions but it didn’t take long for him to pull her close. His lips parting slightly as she took more. His fingers played under the robe at her exposed skin between panties and camisole. 
 
   She countered with her hands running down his bare chest. His breath shuddered out, making her wonder how many years it would take before he lost that reaction to her? How long would it take her to not melt at his touch? Little would stop her from finding out as the robe slid to the floor. The judge wouldn’t sentence her to life.
 
   She twined her fingers through the patch of hair on his stomach. Gently her lips skimmed across his chest, then to her tiptoes for his shoulder. Then around.
 
   He simple stood there taking deep breaths, tensing when she kissed the back of his shoulder. The scar went from his side across and up, stopping just shy of his neck. The tip of her finger fit in the groove and she traced it down.
 
   He cleared his throat, “I won’t tell you about that one.”
 
   A shudder escaped her and her finger trailed out of the groove only to find small dots scattered below it, covering a few ribs and the softer flesh below almost to his spine.
 
   “Glass.”
 
   Walking her fingers across the glass marks, then sliding that hand up his spine, and the other across his side looking closely for other blemishes. One on the top of that shoulder was the size of a silver dollar. With one finger planted there she moved to stand in front of him and put her other hand over the mark under his shoulder blade.
 
   His hand shook as he brought it up to hers. Pulling her hand to his lips, she ran it across his chin. 
 
   “We…were…” The breath vibrated from him.
 
   “You don’t need to—”
 
   “When I pinned you to the bed at the hotel,” his voice was stronger, “I was dreaming. The same dream…” his eyes closed tight. 
 
   Her heart sank.
 
   He continued, slowly, “We were somewhere in the east, I don’t even know what country at that point. Six of us looking for…for survivors. I don’t know where she came from, but I saw the dark hair and I swear my heart stopped. It was you running through the woods all over again. Dark hair and soft skin against the snow. 
 
   There were snipers all over, everyone knew to keep their heads down. I couldn’t leave her out there. The guy must have already had her in his sights…”
 
   He let the word fall off, his arms holding her tighter. Then his arms trailed hers as they did that first day in Maine. 
 
   “So much pain…I thought it was you and…I went numb…I got home and…and you weren’t here.”
 
   His stomach shook under her hands. 
 
   “I’m here now,” she whispered. “I’m here always.” 
 
   They moved together, slow and rhythmic like the tide pushing against the shore. Greedy for more but taking the time they needed together. A unique version of one last meal before she was tossed in jail or, at least, flew back to Maine.
 
   His fingertips played over her shoulder, followed by his mouth and she realized how different this was. They were no longer the youths exploring, using each other for the sensations. Instead, it was more feeling, more caresses, more love. 
 
   Peaking was long and drawn out, infuriating and intoxicating. His eyes searched her face. Her lips whispered his name. She pulled him into her pleasure.
 
    
 
   They ran up the courthouse steps with less than five minutes to spare and her body still humming. If they let her out of here with him, she planned to never go without him again.  
 
   Galen slid into the bench behind Harland. She flopped down in her seat with far too much energy to be sitting still and a smile she wasn’t sure she could remove. 
 
   “What are you so happy about?” Harland looked at her like she’d lost her mind.
 
   She leaned close. “I’ll plead the fifth on that one.”
 
   His eyebrow rose, then raised more and he turned to look at Galen who chose that instant to look at the other side of the room.
 
   The bailiff announced the judge and all three jumped to attention. Madelyn’s smile faded. 
 
   

 
   

Twenty-Two 
 
   Galen led her out of the courtroom heading toward the stairs. She didn’t understand what the judge said by he was done with her. Why exactly were they going upstairs?
 
   “Galen? What just happened?”
 
   “I’ll explain in a minute.”
 
   She pulled her arm making him stop and look at her. He was smiling; at least that was a good sign. His fingers wrapped back around her arm and he was pulling her along again.
 
   “Please, I really don’t understand.” 
 
   Harland had hardly said two words. In light of new evidence she was no longer a suspect…What in the world did that mean?
 
   He stopped and looked at her. Something about his eyes were unnerving. 
 
   “Fine. You are free, after we go upstairs and take care of one last thing.”
 
   “Free?” Had she really heard him right?
 
   “Enough so to do as you please.” He wasn’t nearly as chipper as he had just been.
 
   While she was still in shock, he continued up the stairs. At the top she stopped and wondered if she were insane.
 
   “I need to tell you something.” She bit her lip, flinching as he turned and glared.
 
   “It won’t wait a few minutes?”
 
   “It could but I think it’s better not to.”
 
   He ran a hand over his chin and crossed the floor back to her. “Alright, what is it.”
 
   The nervousness of the courtroom was back and even worse so. She had to tell him the truth.
 
   “I wasn’t entirely honest about what came out of the safe.”
 
   His eyes grew.
 
   “Now, just wait a second before you go getting any ideas.” She drew a hard breath. “There was more in the envelope than what you saw.”
 
   “What else was in there?” He sounded like he was prodding a child.
 
    “Money.” She set her face straighter and quickened her pace. “Which is good, if they take all your inheritance, you and Harland can split what I ended up with.”
 
   “Sounds like a plan. Can we go on now?” His charming smile was back.
 
   “You mean you’re not sore with me?”
 
   “If you don’t quit dragging your feet I will be.”
 
   She stopped. He stomped.
 
   “You are the most stubborn woman I’ve ever known.”
 
   “Yes, I am.” She smiled and strutted to him with the complete urge to kiss him. He was easy to oblige, slowly conforming to her lips. When she pulled away he looked a confused.
 
   “Thank you.” She smiled and stepped past him only to turn back when he didn’t follow. “Are you coming or not?”
 
   He laughed and looked heavenward. Then walked to the door she had almost passed. “This is our stop.”
 
   She strode back and reached for the door, stopping when his hand held hers.
 
   “Madelyn, you know I love you right?”
 
   “I’ve always known.” She stared at the door feeling her heart quicken.
 
   “What do you plan when we leave here?”
 
   The quickening thudded in her stomach. “I plan to go back to Maine.”
 
   “What if I wanted to join you?”
 
   Her eyes shot to him. “I expect you to. I don’t want to go back without you.” 
 
   “Then marry me and give me beautiful stubborn children, just like their mother. ”
 
   She pulled back to look at him. The boy that she’d always loved stared back at her almost petrified.
 
   “There is nothing I’d rather do.”
 
   He slid his hand from her back and opened the door. “Good ‘cause I’d hate to tell a room full of friends and family that you said no.”
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   It was just out of reach. All those fuzzy thoughts. Memories flowed in and out but nothing stayed long enough to grasp but she was trying. The wall directly before her looked to be moving, beige sand under the waves. A familiar feeling but she couldn’t remember why and she didn’t like it.
 
   A name. “Tyler.”
 
   Is this your name? “No. Jonathan? Johnny? No.”
 
   Your name is? Still just out of grasp. “Doyle?”
 
   She looked at her hands, Doyle wasn’t right, that name caused the breath in her throat to catch. Her eyes clamped shut. She wouldn’t do that again, wouldn’t look at anything living. While the walls looked odd in their beige crawl, her hands were grotesque as the skin writhed. 
 
   Her heart was beating fast, too fast. Adrenalin? No the only time that would happen, she’d be afraid and running not sitting…sitting on…the coffee table. 
 
   “Name?” this time her voice made it through the mud clogging her ears as it echoed off the walls. Then more sounds came through. Crying. A baby? Her baby. Her son. “Tyler?”
 
   She stooped, making sure she wouldn’t fall over, then stood from the coffee table. What an odd place to sit, she shook it off and opened a door. Bedroom. No baby. Her room…hers and… “Tyler?”
 
   He stopped crying. “Mamma.”
 
   She took a weight off the knob and opened another door and he laughed. “Mamma, I couldn’t get out. Are you okay?”
 
   “No, baby, Mamma not okay.”
 
   How could she do this and not look at him. His skin would be crawling like her hands. Use instincts. She had mother’s instincts. That would work. She followed the shadow out of the room, moving much slower than him. 
 
   “Badda.”
 
   Had Johnny left something out he’d get a hold of? Johnny, Jonathan, her husband, Badda. What would he leave out that the baby couldn’t have?
 
   “Why is he Badda?”
 
   “He’s sleeping at the table.” Little hands touched her hand. “Is it a moment, Mamma?”
 
   A knock was at the door. Which door? “Not a moment.” What was a moment?
 
   “Cereal, please.”
 
   “Door, cereal in a minute.”
 
   He ran to her, she opened her arms, keeping her eyes averted from him. A wet face pressed against hers. Kisses. She kissed him back, keeping her eyes downcast. 
 
   She opened the door letting her eyes rest on black pants and shiny black shoes. “Can I help you?”
 
   “We had a report of a child crying.” A deep voice sounded from in front of her.
 
   Her heart rate actually increased. That would be adrenaline. “That was him, Tyler, I didn’t hear him for a while.”
 
   “Miss, can you look at me?”
 
   “I’d rather not, please come in.” She pushed open the door and started back through the small living room.
 
   She heard the unmistakable sound of the snap on his gun holster. “Miss, stay right there.”
 
   “My son would like his breakfast if you’d rather follow me.”
 
   Shoes on the tile entry. A silent partner. 
 
   “There is a gun in the bedroom, this side’s nightstand. And one in the hall closet. Hall is loaded so please don’t shot yourself.” Why in the world did she have Tyler and a loaded gun?
 
   “Mamma, good guys.” Little legs kicked in excitement.
 
   “Yes, Tyler, police officers.” She kissed as close to his forehead as she could, sure that she got part of his eye.
 
   “Badda.” He pointed as she got to the refrigerator. 
 
   She pulled out the milk and glanced where he pointed, at the body sitting at the kitchen table. Not that she could focus on it. And even if she could would she recognize him as Johnny? She’d yet to figure out her own name. The box of cereal didn’t wiggle as much as anything else she looked at, it was the right box and not her bran.
 
   Tyler kicked excitedly. “That’s it Mamma.”
 
   “Thanks, Tyler.”
 
   “Simpson?” The voice from the entry sounded, somewhere in the bedroom now.
 
   A female voice answered from not too far away. “She’s just fixing the kid cereal.”
 
   “Officer…Miss…Simpson…Officer Simpson, that would be right. Can you tell me that there is cereal in the bowl and not anything else?”
 
   “She’s definitely on something.” Simpson yelled toward the rest of the apartment.
 
   “I haven’t done anything in almost five years.” She thought for a few seconds. “What haven’t I done?”
 
   “A flashback maybe?” Simpson didn’t yell this time.
 
   A flashback. She’d done that before. Freaked out in the middle of the grocery store. “This is not that. Whatever that is.” 
 
   “Looks good Mamma, can I eat now?”
 
   “Sorry, sweetie.” She tried the kiss again, not feeling eyelashes on her lips.
 
   She heard a clang next to her on the counter. “The nightstand wasn’t loaded, shells close. The closet was loaded.”
 
   “The closet one is mine, and I did warn you. Johnny doesn’t know it’s there. He knows it’s somewhere, just not where.”
 
   She picked up the bowl of cereal that she couldn’t look at either, though she wouldn’t tell Tyler what it looked like to her. Once he was secure in his chair with his cereal she kicked, Jonathan.
 
   “Get up, asshole.”
 
   “Bad, Mamma.”
 
   “I know, Tyler. I shouldn’t call him an asshole.”
 
   “We don’t hit either.” Tyler added.
 
   “Don’t do that again please.” The deep voice said from across the kitchen.
 
   Simpson was in the living room, whispering into her walkie-talkie. 
 
   “What did you all do last night?” The officer still in the kitchen asked.
 
   “I didn’t do anything.”
 
   “Sure. You wake up every morning after your son’s been crying long enough for us to get a call, and not be able to see straight?” Even in her half-full state she caught the sarcasm.
 
   “I can see, a little blurry mind you. I just don’t like what I see.” She returned to the cereal box and put it up. “As far as what Johnny might have done last night, your guess is probably as good as mine.”
 
   “So they guy, asleep over there, is Johnny? The kid is Tyler, and you are…?”
 
   The milk went back to the fridge. “I assume the man asleep is Johnny. Johnny is my husband and Tyler called him Badda. Bad Dad. And I would like to know who I am as much as you would.”
 
   “Mamma.”
 
   “Yes sweetie, I’m mamma.”
 
   “Does mamma have another name?” The officer asked.
 
   The kid didn’t answer.
 
   “He doesn’t respond well to men. I’m sorry.” She turned her body toward her son. “Answer him, Tyler.”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Are you being bad and telling me no or no mamma doesn’t have another name?”
 
   “Mamma’s just Mamma.”
 
   “What does, Badda call me?”
 
   She waited. “Tyler?”
 
   “It’s alright, miss.” The officer spoke, “He shrugged.”
 
   “Probably thinking of the things that he’s not supposed to say.”
 
   “There’s a purse in here.” Simpson said.
 
   “You got gloves?” The male officer asked.
 
   “Always.” Came the answer.
 
   “Would you like a seat officer? Right now I’d like one.” She passed him to the living room and sat back in the middle of the coffee table.
 
   The officer followed and started to sit in the chair behind her.
 
   “I wouldn’t sit there.”
 
   He stopped moving, the shadow on the floor gave him away. Stern cop voice again, “Why not?” 
 
   “Don’t ever sit on something soft in a drug addict’s house.” That didn’t sound right. “I’m not a…I was…”
 
   The officer stood and moved over next to her. 
 
   “Cheyenne Walters.” Simpson said holding her driver’s license.
 
   “Only my mother calls me Cheyenne. Dad calls me Chy, but not for a long time.”
 
   She saw her mother, “Help me with this dear.” A zipper turned towards her, black hair, almost blue and dark eyes. Then she was gone like everything else. Her father singing, salt and pepper hair and blue eyes behind glasses, “Higher, Chy.” Then he too was gone.
 
   “Now that was a flashback. Not the—I’m screaming in the store kind.”
 
    “Walters?” The deep voice startled her this time. “Cheyenne.”
 
   Simpson was talking into her shoulder again. 
 
   “Yes.” She could feel him looking over her. 
 
   “I know who you are.”And he didn’t sound happy about that.
 
   “Good you can call my parents and find out more.” She laughed at the absurdity.
 
   “No we can’t. They died a while ago.”
 
   “That’s not good.” Another flash went through of her screaming in a beautiful house. “How do you know that?”
 
   “They were one of my favorite bands.”
 
   “Music.” She nodded, with the singing coming in and out. Voices, instruments, and people. Her parents had a band, The Walters Sound, a damn good one and then they died.
 
   “Known alias, Rosie.” Said Officer Simpson.
 
   Rosie jumped up. “That’s me. I’m Rosie. Doyle?”
 
   She pulled the edge of her pajamas down just a little, showing roses tattooed across her pelvis. The vine looped around her hips, going all the way to her toes on her right foot. Not that she was showing them anything more than the edge. Not a soul had seen that outside of a doctors’ office since before Tyler.
 
   Doyle came to view, “You can’t run around telling everyone who you are. No one uses last and first names. Take me for example. I’m just Doyle.” His finger ran down the tattoo on her leg. “And you’re Rosie. Anyone who finds out who your parents were, are going to be different to you. Don’t tell anyone.”  
 
   More memories of him flashed before her, too fast to grab anything. Losing herself to memories would make the situation worse. Especially memories of Doyle, he wasn’t here and couldn’t help. Hadn’t been here for almost as long as her parents. She sat back down on the table, next to the large officer concentrating on the present.
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