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February 11, 1984

The needles of air sting my face, when I open the old black steel door of Maggie’s, sliding the piece of wood under the edge. The Friday night party is over and cold seeps in around my Carhart jacket but can’t deter my swagger across Main Street. Twinkling stars and the misty clouds float past a full moon in the dim streetlights as if they know it’s a night to remember. The old Ford F-250 groans before the diesel rumbles out bellows of smoke. The frosted windshield, do little to keep me from making a perfect U-turn and negotiate the truck in front of the bar door. Leaving it to warm up, I head towards the alley for Laura’s car. 

What the hell? A kid walking towards me, dressed in teddy bear pajamas sticking out of a pair of black rubber boots, with his hands stuffed in his pockets, squeezing his jacket closed. He can’t be four, maybe five. It’s three a.m. I drop to one knee in front of him. “Where’re you going, son?” 

His deep brown eyes pierce his face and he spits out. “I’m looking for my Aunt Laura.”

“I’m a friend of hers.” I stretch out my hands. He shifts a small step towards me, then freezes. I quickly pick him up. “She’s inside. I’ll take you to her.” He feels like a log as I carry him inside and sit him on the bar. 

I say, “Everything’s going to be okay.” Where in hell is your mother? I yell toward the office in the back. “Laura, we have company.” No answer and the kid still squinting with a defiant stare, sending a chill through me. “What’s your name, son?” I lightly rub the top of his legs and say, “Laura will be here in a minute.” Finally, the office door closes. “Someone’s here to see you.”

“Yeah. Smart-ass, who?”

I’m staring at her when she comes around the corner. “Someone looking for his Aunt Laura.” 

Her eyes become darts, and she runs towards us. “Johnny, oh my God, what happened?” Pushing me away pulls him tight, rubbing his back. He lays his head on her shoulder and sobs. She cradles him until his crying becomes a whimper, then wipes the tears still running down his face with her hand. “Where’s your mother?”

“Mommy fell asleep, and the heater started blowing cold air.”

“We’ll go get her.” She moves him to a chair, and wraps her coat around him and says, “You stay at the table. We’ll find your mommy.”

“Aunt Laura.” The kid’s eyes roll up at me he leans towards her and whispers. “She doesn’t want anyone to know what happened.”

She kisses his forehead. “Don’t worry, it will be okay.”

I give her my coat. “I didn’t see a car. The kid was walking up the sidewalk.”

We turn down the alley beside the bar and parked next to Laura’s car, it is an old Pinto.

Laura opens the driver’s door. “That bastard, son-of-b...” The dim light exposes a woman collapsed against the console. Laura gently shakes her. “Marilyn, wake up. Marilyn—” 

I put my hand on Laura’s shoulder. “Let’s get her inside.” She moves away, her green eyes watery. I squat down, pull the girl upright and try to zip her cheap winter coat. It’s stuck. I pulled it closed over the ripped blouse and her exposed chest. A small dignity. Then lay her head on my shoulder and pull her tight to me. A faint breath tingles the hairs on my neck. Her swollen eye, and the dry blood smeared across her face—suck it up. I swallow, slide my arm under her legs, draw her close, and lift her from the car. 

Laura scurries ahead, pulls the bar door open, then runs and slides a couple of chairs together. 

Limp as a rag doll ... I’m choking up and my eyes are blurry.

“Sit her down. Let me get a warm towel.” 

“She needs more than a towel.” I keep my arm around her, keeping her head on my shoulder. Damn it, kid, quit staring at me. I’m trying to help.

Laura pulls a chair in front of the girl and wipes the dry blood from her face. Her dark brunette hair is matted with more blood. “Marilyn, can you hear me? Marilyn!”

The kid says, “Aunt Laura, why’s Mommy not answering?” 

“She’s still asleep, dear.”

I sit holding her limp body, and motion for the kid to sit by me. “We’ll take care of your mom. No one is going to hurt her anymore.” 

The kid doesn’t move off his chair but the vibes. He wants to punch me.

“Marilyn, can you hear me?” There is still no response. “Marilyn.” Laura closes her eyes. 

I lift Laura’s chin and whisper, “She needs to go to the hospital.”

The kid moves and yells, “No. No. Mommy said they will take me away.”

Laura holds out her hand. “Come here.” She hugs Johnny. “We won’t let them take you.” Laura keeps rubbing the girls' legs.

I keep her tight, adding body heat but seems little for what this girl needs ... Laura knows her, but more than a bar friend and haven’t I seen her? Would’ve remembered ... This jealous asshole messed her up on purpose, he needs to pay. 

The girl pushes Laura’s hand and swings wildly with the other, hitting me in the face. “Get away. Leave me alone.” 

The deep brown eyes that are twins of the kid’s, glare at me with fear or hate, I can’t tell.

“Marilyn, it’s Laura.”

Her eyes shift to Laura. “Oh my God, I am so sorry. Where am I?” She winces when the kid hugs her, and says, “Johnny, are you all right?” 

“Yes, Mommy, I was so scared.” 

“I know, baby.” She glances at Laura. “We had a fight—I didn’t know where else to go.” 

“You did the right thing.” Laura’s eyes are glossy. “We’ll figure out something as she keeps rubbing the girl’s legs. “We need to warm you up.”

The girl with such a softens voice says, “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to hit you.” 

“Thought it was a love tap.” 

Laura wraps my jacket around the girl’s legs. “You’re still freezing.”

“I’m so sorry to ... It’s my problem—”

“We’re going to help you. Keith, get her a shot of schnapps.” 

The girl says, “I don’t need anything.” 

I’m instantly behind the bar pouring a shot and handing it to Laura. The vibe—we need one too.

Laura hands Marilyn the glass says, “Marilyn, this is Keith. Keith, meet Marilyn and Johnny.”

I reach out my hand. “Nice to meet you.”

Marilyn cautiously moves her hand. 

The softness touches me as I slowly let it slip away. 

Laura is staring at Marilyn and says, “Drink. It will help warm you up.”

Marilyn sips the schnapps, and her eyes ...

Queasiness grabs me. “I’ll be back, girls.” I make the bathroom and up chuck. Gaining some composer, I wash my face, rinse my mouth, and look at blurry image in the mirror. Emotions are for the weak and wimpy. The mirror stares back. The game face.

Don’t get all caring ... 

It was a great night now stored in my secret memoirs. The beef-feeding-frenzy starts in a couple of hours, and I turn into a farmer. There is no time for emotional affection.
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February 11, 1984

The small sip of schnapps burns Marilyn’s throat. She winces when Johnny slides onto her lap and leans back into her, but she still pulls him close. 

Laura scurries around the bar and brings ice wrapped in a towel. “Here, hold this on your eye.” 

Marilyn says, “All I could think was run before he kills me or starts beating on Johnny.” 

Laura slides the chair close and says, “You did the right thing.”

“It was the worst.” Marilyn looks around. “The place looks different from what I remember.”

“The new owner made improvements. It’s been almost three years. Keep drinking your schnapps. It’ll help you warm up and relax.”

Johnny moves. Marilyn winces. 

Laura slides a chair close to the table. “Johnny, move over here, and I’ll get you some pop. Your mommy is hurting too much for you to sit on her lap.” 

Marilyn leans ahead, keeping the ice on her eye, trying to get a grip. 

Must be Laura’s boyfriend?

Laura says, “Okay, so what happened?”

“The norm promised to be home right after work but went to the bar. The lie, I believed it again. I fixed mac and cheese, read Johnny a story, and tucked him into bed. Having a heart-to-heart with myself at the kitchen table, saying I should’ve gone to Mom’s for the night at least to scare him.

“He strutted in carrying a twelve-pack and said, ‘What’s for supper?’ Without hesitating, I answered him. ‘Cold macaroni and cheese. We saved you some. You can warm it up.’ Course he spits trying to talk. ‘Funny. I don’t eat mac and cheese in case your feeble mind forgot.’ I calmly glanced at the clock. ‘Remember, I was getting groceries at four when you supposedly got home? Guess the alcohol blurred your sense of time. Supper was at six; it’s now ten, we assumed you ate.’”

Laura leans back in her chair.

Marilyn says, “I couldn’t let it rest. ‘We understand your bar friends are important.’ His jaw tightened, but I continued. ‘Did you save money for food or rent?’ He went ballistic, pulled out a wad of money, waved it around. ‘This is all you care about, isn’t it? Well, isn’t it? Answer me, you—’” She glances at Johnny; he’s playing with the straw and his ice cubes. “He threw it on the table, dug out the change, threw that which some of it hit the floor. He pulled his pockets inside out. ‘You got it all ...’ I sat completely still.” She closes her eyes and recollects herself. 

“He opened the freezer and found the hamburger I had planned for Sunday. Threw it on the table, it slid and hit the floor.” Marilyn takes the ice away from her eye. “He’s laughing. ‘You’ve been waiting to take care of your man, right?’ I picked up the hamburger, never looking he left to watch TV.”

Keith walks back over to us. “You want me to go start the cars?”

Laura nods and says, “Yes, we need to go.” 

Johnny sucks air from his glass.

Laura finger-combs his hair. “You need a haircut.” 

Marilyn looks at Johnny and says, “He does, but it would be another fight. John thinks he looks tough with his scraggly hair.”

Laura is rubbing her face. “So, he got mad because you wouldn’t cook him something to eat?”

“No, I cooked the hamburger for his worthless ass.”

“Mommy, that’s a bad word.” 

“Sorry.” Marilyn is shaking her head.

Laura rubs my hand. “You’re still cold.” She gets up and refills the glasses. “Johnny, don’t drink too fast; there’s no more.” 

Johnny says, “Thank you, Aunt Laura.”

“You’re welcome, dear.” Lips to me, “It’s mostly ice.” 

Marilyn sips hers. “I’m still worried—no grocery money, the landlord coming in the morning for the rent that is past due, the electric bill is due on Tuesday, which we have no way of paying.”

“His problem. You’re on to your new life.” 

“Sounds like a dream ... I don’t want you involved any more than you are I’ll go to my mom’s in the morning.” She gazes at Laura. “My revenge, I left him a dime and a penny with a note. ‘You can call someone, and you’re still not broke.’ I took the rest of the money. He gave it to me, right?”

Laura smiles. “Definitely the right thing to do.”

“He is going to come after me and anyone who helps me. You understand that.” 

“We’ll find someplace for you to hide. Till we get him locked up.” Laura is rubbing her mouth. 

“Even if I press charges, his mother will bail him out. I’ll go to my mom’s till I figure out what to do. She won’t be happy, but at least she didn’t have to drive to the hospital in the middle of the night.”

“I tried to follow what they said in counseling, make minimal eye contact, agree to whatever he said, and stay calm. But I had to defend myself.” Marilyn holds up the empty glass. “Think I’m over my one-drink limit.” Tears are forming. She stares at Laura. “He moved his hand up my leg. I pushed it away and said, You should’ve cuddled with your bar friends.”

Marilyn closes her eyes. “He quipped back with his smirk, ‘I always come home to you.’ I was going to add, no one wants you there either, but I didn’t dare say it. He goes into this big explanation about his unwinding time, everyone having a few laughs on a Friday night. He continues to whine, justifying how I’m making a big deal about it. Tell’s me. ‘The girls realize I’m married, and a caring husband.’ I wanted to gag.”

“What bar do they go to?”

“They go to Jack’s in Peck. Says the bars here in town are too snotty.”

Laura smiles. “I’m sure we are. So, what set him off?”

“I kept reading, ignoring him. He droned on how he brings his love home and I sit around being Miss Prissy reading a love story but won’t give him any.’ Then jumps to how I am teaching Johnny to be a sissy.”

Johnny turns in his chair and says, “Aunt Laura, I’m not a sissy, am I?”

Laura puts him on her lap and gives him a hug. “You’re mommy’s hero.” Turns to Marilyn. “So, he’s pissed because you are reading?”  

“Yeah, but hates being ignored and says, ‘Maybe if you give me some, it would help me relax.’ I’m not forgiving you. Watch TV.”  

“Mommy, what did Daddy want you to give him?”

Marilyn catches her breath. 

Laura pipes in. “It’s an extra kiss.”

“You can see what else happened. I’ll finish telling you later; the rest is ugly. I’m vowing not to cry anymore.” She wipes her tears on her sleeve. “What’s your friend going to say? I feel so repulsive.”

“Keith, is part family. Your secret is safe.” Laura’s eyes light up. “You can stay at the farm.”

“What are you saying? Whose farm?”

“Uncle Keith’s, as Chad calls him. He has a quaint old farmhouse with extra rooms.”  

“Laura, I’m not really in a joking mood.”

“It is perfect.” 

“You’re telling me to go home with a guy from the bar with a quaint farmhouse? Think I’ve had enough guys for one night.”

“You’re not sleeping with him.” 

“Laura, be serious. I don’t know him. I’ll just go to Mom’s.”

“Remember how that worked out? It’ll be the first place he goes when he sobers up. Trust me; the farm is the perfect hideout.” 

Marilyn closes her eyes and lets out a breath. “I should’ve worked out a real plan.”

“You can’t work out a plan when you are living in hell and getting the shit beat out of you every day.” 

“But staying with another guy?”

“I’ve known him for over ten years. It’ll be your hideout for a while, till we can figure out something.” 

“This is not a fairy tale.”

Laura grimaces. “Not all guys are slimebags and beat up women.” She nervously glances at the bar door. “Keith should’ve been back.” 

Marilyn says, “It’s after three, you should be home.” A tear drops off her cheek. 

Laura picks up the glasses. “Some quick history about Keith. He’s a teddy bear, who will turn into a grizzly if someone goes after his friends.”

“He goes around taking care of abused married women?” 

“No.” Laura looks off into space. “He’s a stand-up guy.” She smiles. “Don’t get me wrong, he wants it ... but he wants you to feel good too. John doesn’t know it yet, but he should be worried about Keith beating the shit out of him. Remember, when I started working here? I had everything under control.” 

“Yeah, so.”

The door closes. 

Marilyn whispers, “He’s coming.”

Laura leans close to her ear. “I’ll tell you later.” 
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February 11, 1984

Some kind of hypnosis takes over me, planting me into a war novel, a mother cuddling her child, with the building wreckage behind her. A softness emerges from Laura as she holds Marilyn’s hands, both with tears running down their faces. 

I step into the icy wind. Forgetting my coat slaps me back to reality. The Ford, the diesel purring, waits to go home, as I jog by the alley towards the girls’ cars. Sliding sideways in the Pinto, turn the key, and a dim red light shows on the dash. The gas gauge doesn’t move. Walk mode. I turn the key, a small groan before click, click, click. 

Shit. 

Grab her purse, throw it in Laura’s car and push the seat back, swing my legs inside and close the door. The Cutlass makes a low moan, sputters, and comes to life. Light frost covers the windshield. I roll down the window, stick my head out. Park, facing Main Street, turn the defroster on full blast, and leave it running in the middle of the alley.

The sheriff patrol parks in front of the car, such timing, he shines his spotlight towards the car, and waits as I walk up to the passenger side. He shuts the light off. “You’re a little late leaving. Is everything okay?” 

I squat down, keeping some distance from them. “Just some extra work to finish up.”

“You work at the bar?”

“Help the girls close, make sure the stragglers are gone. Where’s Sid been?”

The passenger cop, with tight-trimmed hair and mustache, says, “Can we see your ID?”

“Sure, I’m Keith Larson.” I dig out my license. They’re looking at it; thoughts race into my head. Something is not right, although they stay in the car. 

“So, what kind of private after-bar party did we miss out on?”

“The party is over. You missed out on the cleanup.”

The driver snickers. “You own the beef farm out on Baily Road. Rumors you’re a heartthrob for the women in the county. What kind of seeds are you planting?” He raises his arm and looks at his watch. “At three-twenty in the morning?”  

I say, “Making sure the women are safe. It’s a humble job.” 

Passenger cop says, “Along with winning Jock of the Year or something.”

The driver says, “You beat my kid’s team ... Yeah, I remember, thirty-five to nothing. I can’t recall any humbling.” 

Passenger cop turns to the driver with a grin. “Should we check out his story? Or whose wife he’s secretly taking care of?”  

The driver leans ahead. “Sid gave us a report about the troublemakers in town.” He chuckles. “My hypothesis is he’s doing the bartender.” 

I grin. “And the rule of the bar is, the bartender never tells.” 

He hands me my license. “We need details. Who is she? Measurements, quality rating, all of it?” He glances at the driver. “The crucial details for our report. Her husband’s name, how long, where she lives, it saves time when we come back.”

“I see Sid is keeping abreast of my farming secrets.”

They are both laughing as they peer down the alley. “Or maybe he has more than one?” 

“The battery is dead. She needed a ride home.” My neck tenses. “Haven’t seen Sid in a while. I miss him harassing me, although I can tell he sent quality replacements.”

“He’s on day shift. We’ll tell him you’re missing him.” 

“Tell him to stop by the coffee shop on Sunday morning. I’d like to thank him for keeping me in his caring thoughts.” 

The passenger cop beaming a grin. “We don’t believe your tale, now get her home.” He’s laughing and starts to roll up the window. “And put a coat on; you’re making me cold.”

I stand up. “Pass my best on to Sid and thanks for the advice.”

He loses his grin. “You be careful.”

“Always.” My heart is racing. Should I’ve told them? I rub my arms, return to game face and walk into the bar.

Laura’s eyes squint. “What took you so long?”

“Had a friendly chat with the sheriff patrol.”

Marilyn’s eyes dart to the door. “They can’t find me. I need to hide—” 

I raise my hands. “Calm down girls, everything is fine.”

“What did you tell them?”

“I was helping the bartender––”

Laura says, “I’m surprised they didn’t want to check it out.”

“They did, but I told them it was a secret, and better if they didn’t know who. Besides it was more fun sitting in the warm police cruiser watching me freeze.”

Marilyn’s voice is trembling. “You didn’t tell them ...?” 

“No, they didn’t think anyone––” 

“I can’t ... go through that again.”

Laura says, “Some of them are just nosy. Why aren’t they out catching criminals instead of checking who’s still out past curfew—”

Marilyn is gasping. “Please—I don’t want anyone—”

“Don’t worry, I took care of it. They don’t know you’re here. The bad news is Marilyn’s car has a dead battery and, I am assuming, is out of gas.” 

Silence, which seems forever. Laura motions for me to follow her. Once we’re in the office, she bear-hugs me. “I hate to put you in this mess.” 

I feel her shaking. “Got that part. I’ll straighten him out.” 

“No, we will talk about that later.” She puts her arms on my chest. “Can she stay at your place over the weekend, till we figure out what to do?”

“Sure, anything to help ... She’s okay with that?” 

“We’re short on options, but don’t let your ego knight-in-shining-armor image swell your head too big. John, her husband, is nasty, more than the normal jealous husband you have pissed off before.”

“And life was getting so boring.”

Luara shakes her head. “I’ll update when we have more time. She’s been through hell. John, her husband, the asshole, and Bob, his butt buddy, they’ll be drilling me tomorrow. Her mother is so wishy-washy it’s hard to tell what she’ll do.” She pinches her lips together. “It’s a mess, and I’ll owe you for helping.”

“Seriously, you won’t owe me.” I grin. “On second thought, I have a fun repayment plan.” 

She gives me a gentle slap on the arm. “The fun’s over. Be serious. Please.”

“I can’t be getting all serious. Next thing, this caring emotion will be spilling out and ruin my reputation.” 

She hugs me again. “You can’t hide it from me. She has to break free from her slime-bag husband. Hopefully, this gives her enough willpower to leave him.” 

“I’ll do whatever. You know how I hate guys that beat up women.”

“Let’s get home. I don’t need Ace to ask why I’m late.” 

“Someone needs to teach her husband you’re not allowed to beat up on women the modern world,” I mumble under my breath. “I’d like to feel his face at the end of my fist, hearing bones crunch.” 

“You can’t, remember? He doesn’t realize you exist. That’s why your place is perfect until we can figure out what to do.” She looks up at Keith. “And your gigolo status ends. You are now Uncle Keith.” Tears well in Laura’s eyes and she kisses me. “Take care of her, please. Let’s go tell her.”

I put my arm around her, and we walk back out. “Done.”
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February 11, 1984

The anguish rips my heart when Marilyn looks up at me. The kid is holding on to her like a baby cub. She is rocking him and winces in pain, motions towards my coat. “You’re gonna need that.” 

I pick it off the chair. “The truck is nice and toasty.” 

Laura sits across from her, their knees interlocking. She takes hold of her hand. “You’re going home with Keith.”

Tears stream down Marilyn’s cheeks. “All I do is mess up everyone’s lives.”

Calmly, I say, “It’s not a problem for a girl to stay overnight at my house.” 

Laura spits nails at me. “Damn, be serious for once?”

My stomach is churning again, just shut off the emotion. 

Marilyn gradually gets up. She rejects the offer to help he up.

I’m choking spit out. “Honestly,” I pat my heart. “Just want to help.” I flip the chairs onto the table and kneel in front of Johnny. “I’ll take care of your mom. No one’s going to hurt her anymore.” 

He just stares with those deep, penetrating dark eyes.

“Did they tell you we have tractors and a snowmobile, a toy box that is part of the living room, and most of all, Jake, my purebred farm dog, loves to play with kids. Do you like dogs?”

His head barely nods. “I don’t have one.”

“Well, you do now. Jake will be your new friend.” 

Laura picks Johnny up. “We’ve got to go.” She looks at me and raises her eyebrows. “Before someone promises his cows can jump over the moon.” 

Johnny glues his eyes on me and says, “Can Mommy play too?”

“Well, of course, they’re for everyone that visits.”

I hold the bar door and Marilyn follows Laura out. 

I ran quickly in front of her and open the truck door. She declines taking my hand even with pain etched on her face when she pulls herself up.

Laura sits Johnny on Marilyn’s lap. “Johnny, your mom is hurting. You should sit next to her on the seat.” 

Marilyn pulls him close to her and says, “He’ll be fine.” 

Laura closes the door softly. I wrap my arm around her shoulders and walk her to the car. Tears fill her eyes as she gives me a hug. I kiss her on the cheek. 

“I’ll take care of her.”

“I wish there was ... She’s scared to death.”

***
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I have clever, sexy lines once I have the girl in the car. Beads of sweat break out on my forehead before we’re even out of town. I turn the fan down too low. “Are you warm enough?”

“Yes, you must’ve been freezing without a coat?”

“It’s supposed to impress my toughness.” 

“You don’t want to be involved in my life.”

“Damsels in distress enhance my knight-in-shining-armor status, and I just showed up.”

Johnny is sleeping before we are out of town. 

“You’ve taken girls home as nasty as me before?” 

I glance over. Say something to cheer her up. 

“You could do anything you want. I wouldn’t even make an ugly whore statistic. You should think of yourself. I’m not that good, according to John. And he’ll want revenge, so you’ll—”

I pull up to the stop sign and glare at her. “You’re a friend of Laura’s, Laura is a friend of mine, and caring farm hospitality is priority.” 

“You should stay out of my life; nothing good for you can come from it.”

The humming of the tires fills the silence. No smooth talking is making this better. 

I pull onto the gravel road and park the truck right up beside the house. “The farmhouse is nothing fancy, but you’ll be able to rest. Wait here and let me open the door.” 

Jake bounds outside and does his tire check. I slowly reach out my arms sliding them under Johnny, her eyes penetrate my soul. “You're both safe,” I whisper finally feeling her release him. “Stay here. I’ll come back and help you.” I cradle Johnny in my arms, my heart is pounding as I lay him on the couch, and cover him with the quilt off my chair. 

She is still in a trance when I return. She clutches my arm tight as she slides out of the truck. The pain on her face gives me shivers. I lead her through the kitchen into the living room. “Would you like another drink?”

She closes her eyes and shakes her head slowly. “I’ll sleep at this end of the couch.”

“You’re the guest you can sleep in the bedroom.” I feel her tense up. “There's no sleeping for me the beef must be fed. How about a hot shower?” She stands motionless, tenderly I walk her to the bathroom. Dig out a clean towel, washrag, and a new bar of soap, adjust the water and say, “It takes a bit to warm up.” 

She is still in a trance. “I suppose it’s time for you to strip off my clothes.”

I fold her petite hands into mine. “Promise.” My voice trembles. “Cross my heart down-to-earth farm care.” I close the door.

I dig out the smallest sweats, a t-shirt and flannel shirt for her wardrobe. They’ll engulf her, but it's the best I can do. Steam rolls out when I crack the door and set the clothes on the vanity with one hand. 

I turn on the headboard night-light and pull back the blankets. Not quite what I planned for Friday night clean sheets. Change into work clothes and throw the dirty ones in the corner. I gently carry Johnny into the waterbed. At least he’ll be warm and won’t fall out. Jake lies at the end of the bed. Digging in my closet, I found my keepsake teddy bear my mother insisted I save and tuck it in under Johnny’s arm. He instantly squeezes it tight. I leave the door open enough for Jake to get out.

The night’s excitement and pain swirl through my mind as I pour coffee and sit down in the lounger. Better not get too comfortable. She finally came out of the bathroom with her sleeves rolled up, the shirt buttoned to the top, and her wet hair wrapped in a towel. Panic on her face as she takes in the surroundings.

“Don’t worry, I tucked him into bed.” I point to the bedroom. “Jake is watching him.”

She slowly takes a seat on the couch.

“Nice outfit.” 

“From what I heard, surprise, this is the sexiest thing you could find.” 

“Thought the flannels were the best for today. You want something to drink?”

“No, I’m over my limit.” She glances toward the bedroom again.

“He’s sound asleep.”

She put the ice pack on her eye. “You have a nice place.”

“An old farmhouse with country hospitality.”

She sits in silence.

I sip my coffee. “You can sleep on the waterbed with him. It’s a lot more comfortable than the couch.”

She has her head propped on the ice bag. “I’m not sleeping in your bed.” 

“Might as well take advantage; it’s warm with clean sheets. Besides, there’s no sleep for me tonight. The beef feeding frenzy starts shortly.” 

Softly, she says, “I don’t understand.”

“People call them cows, but it’s beef on the hoof, worth so much a pound. The bigger they are, the more they are worth.” I rise out of the lounger and hold out my hand.

She closes her eyes, shakes her head.

“Time for me to go to work and for you to get some sleep.”

She takes my hand as I guide her to the edge of the bedroom. 

She trembles, staring at Johnny. “Where did the teddy bear come from?”

“It was mine when I was a kid. He was so restless ... seems like it helped.” I hold on to her as she lies down. “Rest.” I point to the light on the headboard. Her eyes reach my soul. 

She touches my arm. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome. Glad I could help.” I motion for Jake and close the door.
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February 11, 1984

The wailing starts at the first sound of the John Deere roaring to the silage bunker. I scrape off the top layer of frozen silage and begin the sixteen trips to fill the feeding trough. The flashbacks of the night—eyes of fear, piercing my soul. It’s not a magazine story. 

I’m still trying to grasp the emotion running through me, Laura instantly snapping out of fun mode, into taking care of the crisis. Where’s the girl’s family? 

Girls like Leslie are my type. Has a depressing moment. Stops for the weekend or on a weekday afternoon. Flaunts her gorgeous chest, and I give her a pick-me-up with a booster. We return to our lives and see you next time. 

The bawling stops and turns to slobbering beef, money from heaven I say when Mom’s not around. What’s the rest of Marilyn’s story? You marry someone who is incompatible and a lowlife; you become one yourself or get divorced. I squeeze the tractor tight against one side of the tool shed and plug it in, leaving enough room to park her car beside it. 

***
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It’s after seven when I call Jason. When he answers I instantly say, “Glad you’re up.”

“Waiting for your call.” 

I lower my voice. “This is out of my norm.” 

“That’s hard to believe.”

“This one is serious. Someone’s car is at the bar, and we don’t want the world to know.” 

“And our hero steps in to comfort another damsel in distress.” 

“It’s not me this time, but one of Laura’s friends needs a hideout. And Mr. Mean will be looking for her today.”

“That’s the norm.” Jason breaks out laughing. “And you are helping a deprived girl needing hospitality and exceptional care.”

The phone cord is stretched to end as I let Jake in. “Couldn’t leave her to fend for herself on a record cold night.”

“Your help is in the cosmos, girls in distress drawn into your charming spell. So, you have her all tucked in and sleeping comfortably now?”

“Yeah, her kid too.”

“Oh, this is interesting. She brought her kid?”

“I’ll fill you in later, but she wasn’t stopping for a social drink.”

Jason says, “When are you going?” 

“I’m going now, been up for twenty-four hours. I’ll crash if I stop. I’ll leave the truck at the bar and we can pick it up later if you want.” 

“I’ll meet you—can’t believe the trouble you find when I leave early.” 

“It’ll be a Friday night for the history books.”

Jason says, “A top secret fun winter day in 1984.”

“Don’t think she’s had fun. Her old man is nasty, and she should be at the hospital. See you a half-hour.”

I set cereal and bowls on the table with a note. 


Marilyn 

Went to retrieve your car. Help yourself to anything else you need. Make a list of what you like to eat, and I’ll run up town later. 

Keith



I grab coffee, pull the truck around by the toolshed, and grab some tools, cables, gas, and head to town. 

I nose the truck up to her Pinto. Attaching the jumper cables and examining the four-cylinder lawn mower engine, I tried to grasp how small it is. The right side of the windshield reflects a spider crack from my flashlight. The mini trunk, not even big enough to hold a beer cooler. Who’s going to buy these puddle jumpers? 

I slide my leg halfway in, with my knee rubbing the steering wheel, and struggle to release the seat. With one leg outside, I turn the key. It cranks, but nothing except the whine of the starter. I pull myself out, grab the gas can. Headlights shine up the alley.  

Jason parks his truck and walks around mine. “Okay, so what kind—shit—” He freezes. “This belongs to the girl down the road from me.” 

“Oh, yeah.”

“She’s cute. Her husband—a top-notch jerk.”

“We’ll add wife-beater to his resume.” I keep pouring gas into the car.

Jason glances at the windshield. “Remember when the hydraulic line blew and dropped the plow in the road?” 

“Yeah.”

“This is the guy. When I explained why you couldn’t move the plow until it’s repaired, he went into a tirade. ‘Typical dumb farmer,’ he pointed, ‘it’s sitting on wheels.’ I bit my grin, asking if he has a license to drive a tractor.”

“That was cocky of you.” I add a splash of gas to the carb. “He was clueless?”

“I said it with a face that would’ve won me an Oscar. He stomped off, screaming something about being an ass.”

“You probably were.”

Jason sticks out his finger. “I learned from the best. The kid always stops playing and waves when I drive by with the tractor. Considered asking him if he wanted to go for a ride.”

“Too late now. I already promised them both a ride.” I squeeze into the car.

He leans around the hood “You move quick, that’s why you get all the girls.” Jason says, with his half-grin. “The interesting part, the next day she came and apologized. Opposites sure fit—such a dick and her trying to smooth everything over.”

“Let’s see if it’ll start.” Damn thing sputters as I flutter the gas pedal and kept it running. 

Jason unhooks the cables and closes the hood. “So, do I dare ask how you––”

“I’ll fill you in, but let’s get out of town before anyone comes looking for a white Pinto. Follow me in my truck. We’ll sneak out the back side of town.”

“Okay.”

The warm air and the twenty-mile-per-hour drive down the gravel roads of glass make this a dumb decision. I roll the window down halfway to keep some sub-zero air blowing on my face, freezing my eyelids open. I squeeze her car into the tool shed beside the tractor. 

Before I uncoil from the car, Jason walks up beside me. “What’s in the garbage bags?” 

I stand, working the kinks out of my legs. “Clothes, I believe.”  

Jason jumps in the truck, with a grinning still plastered on his face. “She runs away from home, goes to the bar with her kid?”

We drive by Dad’s house before I say, “Much as I can figure, she knew Laura would be working and would help her. The unbelievable part was seeing the kid in doggie-print pajamas walking up the sidewalk, looking for his Aunt Laura.” I glance at Jason. “She was unconscious when we found her and lucky she didn’t freeze to death.”  

Jason turns the radio down. “So, how did you end up with her at your house?”

“This John is a buddy of Bob’s and they will be looking for her today.” I glance quickly. “Doesn’t know me. The vibes from Laura. Bob’s days are numbered even as a renter. She needs a babysitter if you’re interested.”

“Surprised you haven’t stepped up? Jason pauses before adding, “Laura was extra short with Bob the last time he stopped at the bar.”

“Being we’re all friends, thought you’d watch Chad and I’ll take care of her other needs.”

“You hadn’t worked that out with Bob already?” He is grinning and shaking. “Your greedy self, you’re probably already planning on taking care of them both.”

“See, you’re getting the wrong idea. Laura asked if I could hide Marilyn for a few days. Not sure Marilyn agrees, but—”

“She melted into your arms.” He grins. “And you whisked her off her feet, and now she’s sleeping in your bed.”

I quit grinning and say, “Laura knows how sweet and caring I am. Personally, I thought she was dead when I first saw her. Way beyond my caring skills.”

“Has to be a first. Did you tell her you’re a certified gynecologist?”

Silence overcomes me as I visualize helplessness. “I can’t shake the image. She had some old blue jeans with a ripped blouse exposing a bruise above her breast. Her old Kmart coat had the zipper jammed so it wouldn’t close.” My voice gets shaky. “Her eye was swollen half shut with dried blood under her nose when I lifted her out of the car.”

Jason looks at his watch. “We’ve got time. Let’s go kick the shit out of him.” 

“I wanted to do that last night. Figured he should wake up with a hangover, he would be days recovering.” 

“Why didn’t she call the police?” Jason asks as he waves at Hank crossing the street to the coffee shop.

“Not sure, but the county sheriff stopped for the nightly check, and I stretched the truth about taking care of the bartender—”

“This week—or just today?”

I flip him off. “I should’ve told them; they would’ve arrested him. But the strange part is she went into panic mode when I said they stopped.” 

Jason says, “Last summer, her car was gone for at least a couple of months.” 

“Had a feeling about this not being the first time.”

“Don said they’re always behind on the rent. He feels sorry for her, or he would’ve evicted them.” 

“She seems too nice to fit the bitch category. Her husband John didn’t just slap her and realize he shouldn’t.” Her swollen black-and-blue face made me pause. “The kid flinched when I wiped a tear off his face. She is in major pain; he hurt her bad.” I pull into the alley and put the truck in park. “She must trust Laura.” I glance at Jason ... “She went home with a complete stranger.” 

“So, your elegant reputation.” A slow grin absorbs Jason’s face as he says, “A woman leaves her husband in the middle of the night. You take her home, and she’s sleeping in your bed by morning.”

“I tucked her and the kid in the waterbed, perfect gentleman status.” Intensely I hold my gaze. “Even God would have been proud.”

“You’re lucky he doesn’t know everything.” 

“Went and fed the cows. Smart ass.”

“I promise not to ruin your reputation.” He raises his right hand. “Your secret is safe with me.” Jason climbs out of the truck. “Are you going uptown tonight?”

“Was planning on it—going to need sleep, eventually.”  

“You’d better stay home with the wife and kid. They say that’s how it happens. Most eligible bachelor in town one day has a one-night stand, finds love, wakes up with a wife, and you are always outdoing everyone, adding a kid too.”

“Thanks for the help. Just go home, asshole. When I’m looking for the next life critic, I’ll call.”

“I’ll tell everyone there is an extra barstool. You became a family man.” He closes the door.

I roll the window down. “Shit seriously, don’t tell anybody.”

He sticks his head in. “Your secret is safely tucked in at the farm.”

“Yeah, the worst part...” I drop my grin. “Is trying to explain to my old man.” 

“You’re saying he won’t believe you’re not sleeping with her?” 
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February 11, 1984

Light shines through a crack in the curtain as Marilyn tries to focus. The waterbed rolls as she moves slightly to see the clock, 11:07 A.M.; the scattered money, lying in the dust, holds her attention when the clock flips 11:08. 

She sits motionless, not wanting to wake Johnny, looking around the room. I am in a man’s water bed whom I met a few hours ago. No way to leave. No clothes to wear, and what’s his last name? How come I’m so calm? 

Johnny is sleeping peacefully with the teddy bear tucked under his arm. How many women have slept here? She stares at the drawer in the nightstand. According to Mom, every guy has secrets in the nightstand, and then hearing her say, ‘You stayed overnight with a guy from the bar!’

Just has a teddy bear? Has Johnny ever slept this peacefully after John threw his in the fire? The stream of light reveals a walnut-colored dresser with a pile of clothes on the floor beside it. 

Johnny wakes up and rubs his eyes. “Where are we, Mommy?”

“Someplace safe.”

He holds the teddy bear up in front of his face. “Mommy, look! Can I keep it?”

“No, it belongs to Uncle Keith.” She tightens her lips.

“Why does he have a teddy bear? He’s all grown up?”

“I don’t know but make sure nothing happens to it.” She sits up straighter and says, “We’re not here for handouts, and don’t start asking for stuff.”

“I wish I still had my teddy bear.”

“I know, dear.”

Johnny moves close. “Mommy, I like sleeping with you.” 

“I like sleeping with you, too.” She hugs him, feeling the pain in her ribs.

“How come this bed feels all mushy?” 

“It’s a waterbed.”

“What’s a waterbed?” 

“It’s filled with water instead of springs.”

He pushes down, and the bed moves.

“That’s enough.”

He rolls, watching it move. “Mommy, I have to go potty.”

Marilyn rolls out of bed. “Okay, just remember to be quiet.” 

Jake perks his head up when she opens the door. 

Johnny says, “Look, a doggie.”  

She puts her finger over her lips and whispers, “Yes, dear, he was guarding your room.” She guides Johnny to the bathroom while stealing a quick glance at Keith, sleeping in the recliner. His mouth is open, but his shoulders and arms stretch the white T-shirt tight.

The mirror reveals the reality of a black-and-blue swollen eye. She rolls her puffed lip, exposing a nasty cut inside. Next, trying to improve the fit of the oversize flannel shirt, she pulls and tucks it in the sweatpants and ties them tight. She fingers the matted side of her hair, trying to match the frizz mess on the other side. Her clothes from last night are still arranged in a neat pile, making sure her underwear is out of view. She takes the toothpaste out of the holder with only one toothbrush. She turns to Johnny. “Hold out your finger.” She puts a dab of toothpaste on it. “Rub it on your teeth.”

“This is a funny way to brush your teeth. Why don’t we use the toothbrush?” Johnny points to the rack. 

She cringes, remembering using hers to brush Johnny’s teeth before. “You can’t use someone else’s toothbrush.” She motions to be quiet when they go through the living room.

Johnny pulls on her shirt and points to the toys. She pushes him along toward the kitchen.  Jake trots to the outside door and looks at them. She whispers to Johnny, “I think he wants to go outside.” The icy wind hits her in the face when she cracks the door. They watch together as Jake runs towards Keith’s truck. 

Johnny giggles. “Look, Mommy, he is peeing on the tire.”

“Boy doggies do that.” 

“Mommy, how do you know it’s a boy dog?”

She lets Jake in the house. “I just do.” 

Johnny gives Jake a hug. “He is cold.” Johnny’s eyes are glassy as he says, “When are we getting a doggie?” 

Marilyn looks away and takes some hard breaths. A place to live first. “Someday, dear.” Marilyn reads the note stuck under the cereal bowls. “Guess he knew he’d still be sleeping.” 

Johnny says, “Can I have the Sugar Pops?”

“Yes, Uncle Keith set them out for us to eat.”

“Mommy, he was really nice to me.” 

She digs the milk out and fixes Johnny a bowl of cereal, hoping it will slow down the questions. She picks up the empty coffeepot, ponders, opens the cupboard above it, and finds the coffee and makes some. Her hands are shaking when she realizes she just helped herself. 

The questions from Johnny continue to bombard her, and her questions with no answers. Where’s the car? And where’s my purse? She goes over to her coat and boots to check on them. Nothing. Why does he want to help me, us? How will I ever pay him back? You realize the answer.

Johnny is staring at her the whole time and says, “How did we get here without your car?”

“We rode in Uncle Keith’s truck.” It sounds strange calling him an uncle.

“I like his truck. It has big tires. Is that why the dog peed on them?” 

“I don’t know.”

Johnny finishes his cereal. “When are we going for a ride on the tractor?”

“Johnny.” She lowers her voice. “We can’t be asking ... Uncle Keith to do stuff for us.” 

“He said he would give me a ride, and we could see cows.”

“You have to be patient; Uncle Keith was up all night taking care of us.” She pours coffee and adds milk. You can live without cream. “He had to feed the cows before he could go to sleep. We can’t be making more work for him.”

“Can I play with the toys?” 

“No, Uncle Keith is sleeping, and you must ask first.” Marilyn shakes her head. 

“Does he have kids who live here?”

“No.” I don’t think so.

“Why does he have so many toys?”

“I don’t know.”

“I was scared last night.”

“You were very brave, and I’m extremely proud of you.” 

“Uncle Keith helped me find Aunt Laura. Are we going to live here?”

“For a few days.” Wonder when he’ll quit asking so many questions.  

“How come we never visited Uncle Keith if he is part of our family?” The phone rings.

Marilyn rests her arms on the table to keep them from trembling.

Johnny’s eyes are staring. “Mommy—why are you not answering the phone?”
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February 11, 1984

The ringing phone brings me to consciousness as I stagger to the kitchen. Click and a dial tone. The smell of fresh coffee and my guest’s brown eyes transfix me. I mumble, “Someday, I’m going to buy me one of those answering machines.” Jake is wagging his tail and runs to me as I scruff his ear. “Do you need to go out?”

Marilyn, slightly above a whisper, says, “I let him out. Hope that was okay?”

“The coffee made. The dog let out. You’re trying to impress me?” I walk to the counter behind them and pour some coffee. 

“I won’t be impressing anyone for a long time.”

“No disbelieving allowed.” Neither of them moves as I take a seat. “How were the accommodations?” 

The kid’s brown eyes matching hers are penetrating my heart. She says, “It’s very generous of you to give up your bed.”  

Johnny says shyly, “The bed is all mushy.”

I break into a grin.

Marilyn says, “We’ve never slept in a waterbed.” 

“It has a calming effect, even better with ...” I shake the Sugar Pops box, hearing a few. Look at Johnny. “Did you have enough?”

He nods slowly. 

Marilyn whispers, “What do you say?” 

“Thank you.”

“I’ll get more.” I nod towards him. “Teddy didn’t wake you up, did he? He used to get up early.”

He looks at the bear. Marilyn answers, “It was nice of you—”

“My daddy threw mine in the fire—” Johnny’s voice trembles. “Said men don’t sleep with dolls.”

I wink at him. “We all need someone to sleep with. Teddy sleeps with me when I am lonely.” 

He is trying not to giggle. “You’re grown-up.”

“I pretend to be grown-up, trying to fool everyone. But it’s a secret, so don’t tell anyone.” He is still staring, but I can see a small smile develop. “Did you see the toys?”

Johnny looks up at his mother. 

“You can answer.”  

His eyes dance from his mother and then to me. 

“You want to play with them?”

He holds his gaze on Marilyn. 

“Come on.” I wave for him to follow me. “This is the playroom.” I point at the center of the living room over to the other wall. “Kid’s side, with a mini toy farm, tractors, and trucks in the toy box. By the wall there’s more Lincoln Logs. Tear down the log cabin and build anything you want. The fun part—no picking up the toys; leave them out for the next time.” 

He sets the teddy bear against the toy box and opens it. “You have a lot of toys.” He pulls out the tractor.

I say, “My kid image.” 

Jake lies down, and Johnny drives the tractor toward the log house. 

“You watch Jake while I visit with your mom?” 

He never looks up but says, “Okay.” 

I watch him for a moment before I turn to the kitchen. I pick up my coffee cup, motion if she wants more. She looks at her empty cup. 

I hold up my hand. “Sit. I’ll get it.”  

She leans back. 

“Relax.” I pour some.

She stammers out, “Thank you.” 

I sit back down and slowly say, “The kid must like tractors?”

She nods. “Yes. He has a plastic one with a wobbly wheel. He always stopped and watched when the neighbor drives by, but we don’t expect to be entertained. And he’ll live without a tractor ride. We’ve imposed on you enough.”

“Anything to impress how cool I am.” I lean back in my chair. “It touches my heart seeing him so excited. Although I’d deny the heart thing in public.” 

Caring creeps onto her face as she looks away. “Caring for us will only bring trouble to your life. I’ll find someplace to go.”

“You found a place. Sit back, relax, chill, drink some cocktails, tell stories, snuggle up till spring. You’ll want to leave before planting starts; life becomes all work.” 

She seems to relax. “I wish life could be so simple, but John will—” 

“Get an ass kicking he’ll never forget.”

“Please, he can’t find out we stayed here.” She holds her breath. “He’s crazy enough to go buy a gun and come after you.” 

“He won’t find out, but if he did, I know cops and other caring people. We’ll make sure he gets the proper message.” I touch the top of her hand. “Trust me, nobody is messing with you.”

She doesn’t move it. “I can’t remember parts of what happened last night. How did I get into the bar?”

“I carried you.”

“I just let you carry me.”

“You were unconscious.” 

“I must have looked—”

“Like you needed help. You should be proud of your kid. He knew you were in trouble and was determined to find Laura.”

“The hell he’s been through—everything is my fault. It was closing time. Figured Laura would be out soon. I must’ve fallen asleep.”

“Your car ran out of gas.”

“Is it still there?”

“No, I called my friend Jason. He met me, and we put it in the tool shed. Needed some gas and a jump is all. According to the world, you officially vanished.”  

“Jason.” She rubs her chin. “He didn’t ask why?”

“He’s known me long enough not to ask questions. The white Pinto surprised him, not many around.” I pause and say, “Jason is your neighbor.”

“Oh, my God. Everybody in town will know. What did you tell him?” 

“The truth. You had a disagreement with your husband. I offered you a cozy farm house charming hospitality, hot coffee, a warm waterbed, and you couldn’t resist.”

Terror stream down her cheeks. She says, “When am I scheduled for the exam?”

My voice gets shaky. “Sorry ...” I straighten up, focusing on her demeanor. “People say I’m a little suggestive ... but trying to express my caring is all.” 

Her eyes acquire sadness. “You can do better than me.” 

“Priority is to get you healed up. Think of me as your dedicated butler, nurse, cook, and nanny. Life will look better. When Laura gets here, we’ll put a plan together.” 

She closes her eyes, sipping coffee. “You’re not afraid of me becoming too bossy.”

The phone rings. I answer it on the second ring. “Hello?”

“How is everything?” 

“Everything is great here. She’s already decided I’m the greatest guy she’s ever met. She made coffee this morning. Jake and Johnny have become best friends. True farm hospitality, taking care of her every desire.” 

“I hope part of it is true. Bob’s uptown getting a new battery for his car and is beyond his normal piss-ass self.”

“You can be awfully demanding, making it hard for a guy to satisfy you.” 

“Oh, shut up.” 

“She squeaked out a complaint about the wardrobe options; the cozy flannel shirt and sweats weren’t her size. I added some cheer suggesting clothes are optional.”

Laura says, “Keith—damn you, it’s not the bar—let me talk to her.”

I walk towards Marilyn. “Her first night in a waterbed was beyond her wildest dreams.” Letting my hand linger on her soft hand. 

Marilyn says, “Hello,” And gazes at me. “He’s trying to cheer me up. He’s been a perfect host. Did you call earlier?”

“Yes.”

I head to the living room with my coffee. 

When I return for more Marilyn is still on the phone. “John should be in raging bull mode by now; can’t believe he hasn’t called or showed up.” Marilyn pulls the phone away and gazes at me. “I heard something in the background and then a click. She hung up.”

I take the receiver and hang it up. “Give her a minute. She’ll call back.” Bob was going uptown. She would’ve waited till he was gone.

Fear overwhelms Marilyn’s face. “John’s there—”

“Laura knows how to handle herself.” I lay a pad and pen in front of her. “Why don’t you make a list? I’ll run up to the store.” And check on Laura.

“We can get by with peanut butter and jelly.”

“You’re at a farm that grows the best beef money can buy. I have a whole freezer full. Mom has all kinds of homemade canned fruits and vegetables. My cooking is nothing like Mom’s, but as you can see, I’m not starving, and Mom refuses to cook for me during the week.” 

She looks up from her list with slight smile. “Seems like you’re managing fairly well. I hate to ask but we could use toothbrushes. I have some money in my purse.” 

“I put your purse in Laura’s car, thinking ...” 

She looks away. “Sorry for involving you.”

“Glad I was there.” I open the fridge door. “Since you’re hanging out for a few days, add food you like.” I look over her shoulder. “We’ll need more Sugar Pops, and what do you normally put in your coffee?”

“We don’t need the extras.” 

“Let me ask Johnny what he needs, like his favorite ice cream and cookies.” 

She looks down with a small smile creeping out. “Laura said you spoil Chad, too.”

“Kids are easy to make happy. Show them the toys, offer rides on the tractor and snowmobile, buy ice cream, and I’m a legend.”

“You have some magic Johnny is normally clinging to me.” Marilyn’s dimple comes out. “I don’t expect you to support us.”  

A grin seeps out. “I live to save damsels in distress, and don’t worry, there’s extra bedrooms.” Quietly I say, “Have you thought about seeing a doctor? The way you’re wincing, I’d guess you have some cracked ribs. Can’t do much for them, but you should have them looked at.”

She says, “We went to the hospital last summer, after one of our fights. They called the police, of course. Made out a report. The hospital admitted me and took it upon themselves to call foster care. They arrived to take Johnny. I completely lost it, telling them they weren’t taking him. Four o’clock in the morning, the police drove me to my mother’s. She wasn’t pleased and lectured me about what I should’ve done. It was a nightmare.” Marilyn goes silent. “Her great wisdom would approve letting a guy take me home is better than waking her up, although she would deny it.”
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