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 Chapter 1


 



Elizabeth sat at the table, watching her mother, Christine,
frantically put the settings in place. The tune “Rockin’ Robin”
sang from the small AM radio on the counter. Christine watched the
clock on the wall above the table intently, like it was going to
spontaneously combust.

“Mommy, can I go to Rachel’s house after supper?” Elizabeth
asked, playing with the fork her mother had just placed next to her
drinking glass.


Christine nervously pulled the fork out of her daughter’s
hand and replaced it exactly how it had been before Elizabeth
touched it. “No, your father wants you home tonight.” She answered
tersely.

A frown
crossed Elizabeth’s five-year-old face. She hadn’t seen her little
friend Rachel in over a month. “How come I can’t see her, Mommy? Do
you and daddy not like her?” she asked, her pony tail bobbing from
the pink satin ribbon Christine had so neatly placed in her hair
that morning.


Christine sighed, frustrated. “Yes, we like her just fine.
Daddy just wants us all home tonight.”

“Tomorrow?” Elizabeth begged, looking up at her mother. One
eye was open, the other closed, as if bracing for a blow to the
side of her face.

Shaking
her head, like her daughter had just asked a difficult question,
Christine answered, “Maybe. We’ll see.”


Satisfied, Elizabeth turned and ran to the living room. She
switched the metal dial to her favourite cartoons on the television
and sat, cross-legged on the floor with her hands folded in her
lap. The side door opened with a crash and Elizabeth looked over to
say hello to her father. “Hi, Pumpkin.” He smiled, removing his
overcoat and grabbing something from the outside pocket. Christine
took it from him and draped it over the chair.

Charles
grunted a hello to Christine, abruptly placing his briefcase on the
kitchen chair. Christine bent slightly and chastely kissed her
husband on the cheek. He looked at her like she was a dog who had
just licked his ear.

“Have you been a good girl today?” Charles asked, approaching
a beaming Elizabeth; his hands behind his back. The crinkling of
cellophane was a dead giveaway. She nodded emphatically. Her mother
watched lovingly from the kitchen as she stirred the bubbling gravy
in the pan.

“I went to the candy store today.” His hands came into the
little girl’s view and he opened his palm. A large package of
licorice lay across his hands as he presented it to
Elizabeth.

“Oh daddy, thank you!” she shouted gleefully, opening her
arms. “My favourite!”

She
leaned her face into the red-lettered package and inhaled the sweet
smell. “Can I eat them after supper?”

“As long as you eat it all up.” He advised warmly; his index
finger pointing at her. Charles walked back into the kitchen and
opened one of the steaming pots on the stove.

“Dinner ready?” he frowned.

“Just about.” She answered, turning quickly towards the oven.
She inserted her hands into the oven mitts, pulled on the metal
handle and a plume of steam rose upward. When she reached into the
oven, Charles waved his hand in front of his face and scowled,
“Jesus, Christine!”

“Sorry.” She whispered quickly, removing the steaming hot pan
from the oven. “You like your roast right out of the
oven.”

“Roast again?” Charles complained. “Christ, maybe I should do
the grocery shopping.”

Charles
folded open the newspaper as he sat, awaiting his meal. His left
ankle rested on his right knee and a lit cigarette hung from his
mouth.


Christine ignored Charles’s comment, working diligently to
get supper on the table promptly. As she delivered her husband’s
hot plate of roast beef, mashed potatoes and freshly steamed
vegetables, he boldly slapped her on the rear, causing her to
yelp.


Elizabeth entered the room, smelling the delicious aroma of
her mother’s cooking. Her stomach growled as she sat beside her
father. Charles reacted snidely to Christine’s unexpected response.
“What, I can’t touch my wife?” he sneered.

Smiling
sheepishly, she lowered Elizabeth’s plate to her and patted her on
the head. “You want ketchup?”

“No, mommy, did you make gravy?”


Christine smiled, nodding and spooning up a dollop of gravy
into the ladle, oozing it onto her daughter’s meat and
potatoes.

“Gimme some of that, here.” Charles asked, snuffing out his
cigarette in the crystal ashtray beside him.

They sat
and ate their dinner in silence. Charles remained with his nose in
the newspaper while Christine and Elizabeth obediently cleaned
their plates. Christine dismissed Elizabeth from the dinner table
when she cleared the dishes as instructed. Charles remained
indifferent, still turning the pages of the paper.

As
Elizabeth left the kitchen, Christine sat beside her husband and
reached for the pack of cigarettes sitting on the table next to the
wall. “Pass me your lighter, please. Mine’s out.” She
said.

Reaching
into his inside breast pocket, Charles briefly looked up from the
paper and handed his wife the lighter. She lit it, blowing out an
‘O’ with the first drag and handed the lighter back to Charles.
“You want a drink?” she offered.

Charles
shook his head without looking up. “Any bills come in
today?”


Christine rose and walked over to the console table in the
living room. She shuffled through the envelopes, pulling out the
electric and water bill. A letter from her mother, a coupon package
and a flyer remained, which she left on the table. Charles lit
another cigarette as Christine re-entered the kitchen, handing him
the bills. He opened them with his index finger and slowly perused
each one as Christine pulled three dessert plates out of the
cupboard and began cutting the freshly baked apple pie into
sections.

She
called up to Elizabeth, telling her that dessert would be ready in
five minutes. Charles grunted as he reviewed the bills and placed
them in a pile, discarding the empty envelopes in the garbage bin
beside his wife. “Any other mail come?” he asked.

“Just some junk mail.” She answered as she licked a piece of
pie filling from her thumb. Charles walked over to the console
table and inspected the remaining pile. Christine quickly
remembered her mother promised to send pictures from her most
recent visit, when she and some old high school pals had gotten
together.

She
remembered the invitation coming in the mail mere weeks before
Charles’s out of town sales meeting. Being March Break, Christine
packed up Elizabeth and herself, slating a vacation at her mother’s
place as her excuse. Elizabeth loved visiting her grandma Suzie’s
house since they lived up the street from a wonderful little hobby
farm.

During
their stay, Christine stopped in at her old stomping grounds; her
school, the old café where all her friends used to meet after
school, and the baseball field where she and Marcus Newbern shared
their first kiss. The reunion was the night before they left to
return home. Suzie had taken some photos of the gang all decked out
in their evening gowns and tuxedos.

In all
the years Christine attended high school, Suzie always favoured
Marcus. He was tall and handsome with dark features and he was
well-mannered. Marcus was very shy and quiet, but made his feelings
for Christine apparent early on. Remembering how fond they were of
each other, Suzie thought it best to take a picture of the two of
them after all these years, so her daughter could have a
keepsake.

Some
things don’t work out for the best. Marcus’s father sent him off to
the army after high school, and she never saw him again until the
reunion.


Christine’s heart began to beat faster, listening to Charles
opening up the envelope from her mother.

“What the hell is this?” he blurted, opening the
letter.

“It…it’s just some pictures my mother took.” Christine turned
around, facing Charles, who was holding a picture of her and Marcus
up in the air.

“You wanna tell me just what the hell is going on?” his teeth
were clenched and his fingers were crushing the photo.

“N…nothing’s going on, Charles.” Christine sputtered. “He’s
just a guy, Marcus, from high school. They all are.”


Charles’s nostrils flared. “You told me you were going to
visit your mother.” He seethed. “You lied to me.” his voice was a
low, warning tone.


Christine’s hands began to tremble and her heart was beating
out of her chest. Before she could brace herself, Charles lifted
his right hand and smacked her across the face in a quick, yet
powerful motion. The slap was loud and nearly knocked her over. Her
hand came up, covering her cheek in a failed attempt to protect
herself. As she turned back towards Charles, she saw Elizabeth
standing there with a look of horror on her face.

“M…mommy’s okay, sweetie.” She said, unable to hide the quiver
in her voice.


Elizabeth did an about-face and ran up the stairs. Charles
was oblivious. He remained standing there, like he was waiting for
an explanation and was becoming impatient.

“Why must you make me do these things?” he asked, like it was
her fault.

“I …I didn’t do anything, Charles.” Christine insisted. “It
was a high school reunion.”

“Why wasn’t I included?” he was still suspicious.

“Y…you had to work out of town, remember?” Christine
explained, smoothing her hair, as if the gaping red welt on her
face wasn’t as obvious. She knew there would be a fall out from her
neglecting to tell Charles, but like everything else, if Charles
wasn’t able to go, neither would she. She didn’t want to miss the
opportunity to see friends; it had been too long.

Charles
ripped the picture in half, then in quarters, and threw the pieces
into the air. They fell to the floor like confetti. He glared at
her as he walked closer, into her personal space. His eyes burned
as he was nearly nose to nose with her. She stood still, wondering
if he would strike her again.

Leaning
with one side against the wall was Elizabeth’s prized doll house.
Christine failed to see it, and as Charles crept closer to her, she
stumbled onto it, knocking it over. The metal hinges holding the
two sides together squealed as her body landed on it. She looked up
at Charles pleadingly as she pulled herself back to her
feet.

As he
walked away, she let out her breath; unaware that she was holding
it in.

When
Charles exited the room, Christine sensed a presence. She looked up
and saw Elizabeth’s little face buried into the spokes on the
stairs. Her hands were on either side of her face, holding her head
in place; like she was watching through a wrought-iron
gate.


Christine felt a pang of guilt; had she went against her
husband’s wishes and allowed her daughter to go over to her
friend’s house, she would have spared Elizabeth witnessing
Charles’s assault. Then she retracted the thought; Charles would
have beat her twice: once for the picture and once for disobeying
him.

 


***

 


The warm
summer day enveloped Elizabeth’s shoulders through her sundress.
The straps tied into a bow across her thin bones on each arm, as
she rode beside her friend Rachel on the yellow school bus. As the
sun beamed across her face, she shielded her eyes. Her feet dangled
excitedly from the foam seat as she anticipated having the whole
summer off after being in school her first year.

A
screech could be heard for miles as the bus came to a full stop in
front of Elizabeth’s house. Her brown sandals tapped happily on the
steel floor and her backpack bopped, awaiting the driver’s
dismissal. Elizabeth peered out the window and saw her uncle’s
police cruiser parked in the driveway.

“Uncle Wayne and Aunt Marie are here!” she squealed, unable to
keep her bottom fixed to the seat. Skipping across the aisle to the
front door, she saluted Mac the driver and bid him a pleasant
summer, before stepping off the bus, straight into Uncle Wayne’s
arms.

“Hey, Pumpkin!” he giggled, lifting her up above his head and
down again. “How was the last day of school? Looking forward to
going to gramma’s?”

Wayne
was tall and stocky; blessed with enough bulk to take on any
assailant without a gun, should one come his way. He still wore his
gun holstered when on duty, citing the rules of the Kentucky
Police.

Wayne
and Elizabeth’s Aunt Marie lived in Kentucky, where Marie worked as
a Mary Kay consultant and Wayne was a Deputy for the Louisville
Police Department. Marie and Christine grew up in Chicago, Illinois
in a house where Suzie still dwelled, a mere hour from Christine
and Charles’s current house. It was a favourable arrangement since
Carl’s death eight years ago, leaving Suzie widowed. This made it
possible to visit on short notice as the drive to Kentucky was only
three or four hours from either home.

Wayne
fixed it so he could use the police cruiser whenever he visited
Elizabeth, even though he was out of his jurisdiction. Climbing the
ranks in his department, Wayne was well respected and had
concessions made for him often due to unpaid working hours and
generally helping in the community without being asked.

“Can you take me for a ride in the car today?” Elizabeth
beamed. She loved to be driven up and down the barren fields so she
could play with the sirens and various lights. Some of the state
troopers would even call in on the police radio to talk to her
briefly.

“I’m afraid today’s not a social call, sweetie.” Wayne’s face
dropped. He put Elizabeth back on her feet and took her by the
hand. “Your momma needs to talk to you. Here, Aunt Marie’s in with
her.”

The
storm door creaked open as they entered the home. Elizabeth noticed
first that the radio was not singing the upbeat tunes it normally
would be. Mom wasn’t in the kitchen baking cookies or roast beef.
Instead, she sat at the table with her back to the door, holding
her head in her hands while Marie stroked her back.

“What’s wrong, Mommy?” Elizabeth cried, rushing to her
mother’s side. Christine hadn’t heard her daughter come in and
tried to quickly hide the tears. She lifted her head from her hand
swiftly and put it across Elizabeth’s shoulders.

There
was an audible wince from Christine but she dismissed it, nodding
“Mommy’s got some bad news, baby.”

Wayne
turned his back and walked out of the room. He paced in the living
room, as though he wanted to stay nearby but didn’t want to be
witness to what his sister-in-law was going to tell his little
niece. Marie grasped her sister’s hand and stroked the top of
Elizabeth’s head.

“Daddy’s been in an accident.” Christine explained, pulling
out a crumpled tissue from the front pocket of her apron. Her voice
quivered and her eyes reddened again while tears streamed down her
face.


Elizabeth looked at the floor, feeling tears prick the backs
of her eyes. “What kind of accident?”

“A car accident.” Marie offered.


Elizabeth felt a pit at the bottom of her stomach. Throughout
most of her childhood, save for the occasional business trip,
Charles had been present physically, and the thought of not having
him in the house was unsettling. She didn’t think of her father as
anything but normal. His abusive behaviour and drinking was
something she’d grown accustomed to. When she visited Rachel’s,
despite Charles’s unexplained protests, it never occurred to her
that the way Charles behaved was cruel, unfeeling and brutal at
times. He supported her with food and clothes at best.

But to
the six-year-old, she didn’t know any better. Charles was the only
dad she knew. She loved him no matter how many times she’d
witnessed his violence. She clung to every smile, no matter how
seldom, and each kind word, though rare, burned into her memory.
Trinkets brought home twice a year were kept sacredly stashed in a
locked box, pictures taken at family functions were tucked like
treasures inside her jewellery box.


Christine was expert at hiding her misery, no matter how much
Charles wore his fiery temper on his shirt sleeves. Therefore,
Elizabeth knew nothing of her mother’s numerous hospital visits,
broken bones, stitches, concussions or the miscarriage she suffered
months before that led to her sterility.


Elizabeth, old enough to understand only the simple
differences between Heaven, Earth and God, would now have to face
the death of her father, along with all the other horrifying
experiences, at such a tender age.

She
looked plainly at her mother, “I…is he?” she stammered.


Christine nodded and wailed, rising from the chair. She
walked over to the window overlooking the kitchen sink, grasping
the metal tub with whitened knuckles.

Wayne
still paced in the living room. Elizabeth ran to him, hugging his
legs and whimpering. “It’s okay.” He soothed, bending down to hold
her tightly. “It’s going to be alright, sweetie.”


Christine entered the living room; Wayne watched her
intently. She leaned on the wall by the console table, the same
table where Charles had struck her the year prior, the same wall
that housed the stairs where he’d thrown her when she was with
child, and the same stairs where she’d had to look up and see her
daughter witness her husband’s beatings countless times.

She lit
a cigarette, blew a smoke ring out slowly, and looked directly at
Wayne. The glances exchanged were cold, yet understood. Like a
telepathic message had just been transferred between the two. Wayne
held Elizabeth until her cries calmed, and then he rose to meet
Christine’s eyes, still holding the young girl’s hand in his. His
lips pursed as she nodded. He walked away, leading Elizabeth to the
play room, still holding Christine’s gaze.


 


 











 Chapter 2


 



Elizabeth sat in her room, playing with her Barbie dolls.
Barbie and Ken were dressed in beach clothing. The plastic table
they sat at held discarded toothpaste lids for cups, tipped
upwards. A metal jack-in-the-box lay in the corner of the room,
rusted from being left outside in the rain, and Disney Golden books
were propped in a wooden bookcase, their foil binding glinted with
the morning sunlight.

As she
played alone, she heard gramma Suzie call her from downstairs,
“Elizabeth! Darling, your mommy’s home!”


Christine walked in the door to her childhood home, eager to
see her daughter. Suzie’s homemade corn bread was plumping inside
the oven, its crust turning golden brown. “Oh, mother, that smells
lovely.” Christine inhaled. “What’s the occasion?”

“I figured you’d be needing a good supper.” Suzie bent down to
check the corn bread, peering into the grimy glass window. “I ran
into Maggie Crenshaw at the market. She told me Vera Weaver’s
expecting again.”


Christine rolled her eyes, “Yup. Number seven. She brought
all six brats into the office today. Dr. Cooper nearly had a
coronary. Of course the phones didn’t start up until then.” She
craned her neck, “You know that crazy woman home-schools
them?”

Suzie
shook her head, removing the corn bread from the oven, “Dr. Cooper
oughta sew that woman’s knees shut.”


Christine was about to tut when Elizabeth ran down the
stairs. “Mommy!” She ran straight into her mother’s open arms.
“Baby! How was your day? Did you have a picnic like gramma
promised?”


Elizabeth beamed, “Uh-huh. We picked blueberries, too.” She
said, showing Elizabeth her stained fingernails.

“Now, you go on and get washed up and changed; supper’s ready
in ten minutes.” Suzie interrupted. Christine’s brows furrowed as
she rose, “Why do I need to change?” Elizabeth ran into the living
room to watch television.

Suzie
brought out a large bowl of salad from the refrigerator; enough to
feed an army. She then removed the foil wrapping from a casserole
sitting on the counter to cool. “And why is there so much food?”
Christine asked suspiciously, “Are we expecting
company?”

“N..now don’t be upset.” Suzie stammered, lifting her hand in
defence. ‘I was talking to Tanya Newbern the other day.”

“Wh…who’s Tanya Newb—“ Christine’s mouth opened wide; she was
not impressed. “Now, mother, we talked about this.” Her voice was
shrill and her index finger was raised, pointing at her mother, “I
told you I’m not ready yet.”

“I know. I know.” Suzie pulled a kitchen chair out and gently
forced her daughter to sit. She took the seat beside her and
wrapped her hands around Christine’s fingers. “Marcus is only in
town this week. Tonight is the only night he can come visit.” Her
voice was low; like they were involved in a conspiracy. “I know
you’re not ready. It’s only been a couple of months. But love, you
have to think of…others.” Her head cocked towards the living room,
where Donald Duck was walking across the screen with a towel
wrapped around his waist, his feathers ruffled from a recent
shower.


Christine’s lips pursed. “Isn’t it soon for her, too?” she
whispered.

Suzie’s
hand rested on Christine’s shoulder. She leaned in, looking
directly into her daughter’s eyes, “I’m not saying you have to
marry the guy tomorrow. Just visit with him. Since you saw him in
March, Tanya says he hasn’t stopped talking about you.”

“Right.” Christine muttered. “I’m sure I’ll have to beat him
off with a stick when he sees I live with my mother and recently
orphaned daughter.”

Her hand
lifted Christine’s chin, “Hey, Marcus has always had feelings for
you. I saw the way he looked at you at the reunion.” She searched
her daughter’s eyes. “He never married, you know.”


Christine broke eye contact and sighed, “Alright, mother. If
it pleases you, I’ll visit with him. But I’m not making any
promises.”

 


***

 


The
doorbell rang. Christine unconsciously fluffed her hair, glancing
at herself in the hallway mirror. Her reddish-brown hair was still
vibrant with youth; blue eyes stared back at her, stark and white.
Not one wrinkle could be detected on her face. She seemed younger
since Charles died. The only evidence of her pained past was a
small scar that trailed down the corner of her mouth; its mate lay
hidden above her hairline.

She
traced the scar with her finger, remembering the vicious attack
Charles had inflicted on her, less than a month after learning she
was pregnant. Charles sat at his small desk in the bedroom paying
bills. Seemingly in a decent mood, Christine approached him and
rubbed his back from behind.

“I’ve got some news.” She said, sitting on the edge of the
bed. Elizabeth had just been read her bedtime story and was in
blissful slumber. “Good news.” She added.

“Oh yeah? I could use some.” Charles commented, his attention
still half on writing a cheque to the electric company.

“We’re gonna have another baby.” She put her hands together
under her chin, as if in prayer. “The doctor says I’m over three
months. We can start telling people now.”

Charles
looked at her and gave a half smile. “I suppose you’re starting
with your husband.”

“Well, I…I didn’t want to jinx anything.” Christine explained.
“We’ve been waiting a long time. Elizabeth’s been asking for a
brother or sister for a few years now.”

Charles
ignored her justification; he was distracted by the calendar
sitting open to the current date. He reached over and thumbed
backward, to the previous month, and then to the month before that.
“Over three months, eh?” he licked his index finger once again,
flipping the page a final time. Leaning forward, he studied
notation written on one of the days.

“Huh.” He tutted. “That’s strange.”


Christine rose and stood beside him. Bending to see what was
written on the calendar. “What’s strange?” she asked.

A snort
came from his nose, “Like you don’t know.”

The
blank look on her face ignited his temper. “Don’t play the fool
with me. I wasn’t even here.” He pointed his index finger abruptly
on the date, looking accusingly at her. “Seems I was out of town
nearly half that month.”

“B..but it could have been anytime that month.” Christine
defended. “What are you saying, Charles?” Her face went white and
her voice was a faint whisper.

He
turned his head, like he was looking for something, and then rose
suddenly, prompting a startled gasp out of Christine. They were
nose to nose; she could smell the bourbon he’d drank earlier,
before he retired to the bedroom to pay the bills. He raised his
nose slightly, “So who was it? The neighbour across the street?
I’ve seen the way you look at him.”

“I…I don’t even know who you’re talking about.” She stammered,
“John? John and Edna are hardly home.”

Charles
took a step forward, forcing her to take a step back. “How is it
that you know so much about our neighbour?”

There
was a pair of slippers on the floor, Christine stumbled on them.
She grasped the door handle for stability. “I don’t know anything
about our neighbour.” She proceeded carefully, “E….Edna used to
sell Avon. She had to give it up because she and John went into
business together.” She watched his eyes darken at the mention of
another man’s name. “Th….That’s why they’re hardly home. They run
s….some out of town business.”


Christine was at the top of the stairs. She could feel the
wooden strip at the base of the first step on her heel. The round
hardwood bulb sitting atop the first balustrade was under her palm.
“Don’t lie to me!” Charles shouted, spittle firing out of his
mouth. He gave her a shove. Her grip on the bulb wasn’t tight
enough and she went down.

Every
step hit another part of her body; dozes of bruises appearing each
time she made contact. Due to her slight build, Christine’s body
bounced with a soft bang down the steps. The last one gave the
worst blow; to her abdomen. When she landed on the bottom, her head
was fuzzy and the room spun, as she could feel herself losing
consciousness.


Christine looked up but couldn’t see Charles anywhere. A
faint whimper came from her throat as she lifted her hand to the
corner of her mouth. Her fingers were covered in blood and there
was more as she inspected the side of her head. Pain radiated from
her entire body but the worst discomfort was in her
belly.

She knew
Charles had insecurities. It was hard for him; being away on
business so frequently. That was his justification. Christine
wondered if he would ever trust her fully; then she wondered how he
didn’t already. She’d never done a single thing to betray him. In
their seven year marriage she’d cooked, cleaned, run all the
errands and looked after the baby without fail. Every minute she
remained faithful to him despite his fiery temper.

At that
moment, as the door knocked, signalling the arrival of her old
flame, Marcus Newbern, Christine felt a pang of guilt. It was too
early. Much too soon to be thinking about another man in her life.
She watched Marcus enter the house and give Suzie a bear hug. Her
mother adored Marcus and Christine didn’t blame her. Suzie was no
fool. She knew the pain and suffering her daughter endured while
being married to Charles. Marcus, in Suzie’s eyes, was the perfect
son-in-law. Part of Christine realized that had things been
different and he didn’t get shipped off to the army, she would have
married Marcus.


Witnessing Suzie introduce Marcus as “Mommy’s friend from
high school” to Elizabeth made Christine smile. She then realized
that having a friend was no harm. Even though Suzie’s intentions
were much different, for now Christine could allay her mother’s
worries and be companionable. She owed her mother that. She also
owed Charles that, for he never allowed her the freedom to be
friends with anyone; male or female.

At the
memory of him, she instinctively felt the scar on her lip once
more. It was less evident than the last time she looked at it. She
fluffed her hair again as Suzie walked down the hall, “I wonder
what’s keeping—“ she tutted, “Well, there you are. Marcus is here.”
Suzie said, her tone was lightly reprimanding. “Come on out and say
hello.”

Marcus
overheard. He dipped his head into the hallway. “Chrissy!” he
announced, holding his arms out. “So glad to see you!” he almost
shouted as he embraced her in a similar bear hug. He pulled his
arms out, glancing at her like she was a long-lost pal, “How ya
been, Chrissy?”

She
giggled, forgetting the pet name he used, “I’m good. How are
you?”

Marcus
still looked the same. He was one who didn’t show age at all. His
short, chestnut hair was slicked back with Brylcream, and his blue
eyes gleamed with exuberance. “I’m well. Yep.” He released her and
rested his hand on the hallway wall. “Just in town for a few days
visiting the old lady.” He giggled, “Err…my mother.”

“Yes, I was telling Christine that I ran into your mother the
other day.” Suzie interrupted, “That’s how we knew you were in
town. Christine here just insisted that we have dinner
together.”

She shot
her mother a warning look. “Um….so you’ve met Elizabeth, have
you?”

“Babsy here, yes, we’ve met.” Marcus winked at Elizabeth. Her
face scrunched, “Babsy?”

He
waved, “You’ll get used to it. I have nicknames for everyone.”
Elizabeth looked up at her mother. “Chrissy?” Christine
half-laughed, “He’s called me that since high school.” Elizabeth
smiled in satisfaction.

Marcus
lifted his nose into the air, “What is this I smell?” he narrowed
his eyes at Suzie, giving her a mocked-guilty look, “Did you bake
my favourite cornbread?”


Christine pointed towards the counter, “It’s right there. Are
you hungry?”

“Starved.” He answered, pulling a chair out for
himself.

Later,
Marcus and Elizabeth sat on the living room floor watching
television while Suzie and Christine cleaned up the dinner dishes.
“Marcus, would you play Barbies with me?” her face was pained; her
bottom lip was curled over and her eyebrows angled upward. “I never
have anyone to play Ken.”

“Sure, Babsy.” Marcus smiled, messing her bangs up by fluffing
them with his hand, “Why don’t you go bring your stuff down
here?”


Elizabeth trotted upstairs, leaving Marcus sitting on the
living room floor. He watched the women in the kitchen, chattering
away as one washed and one towel-dried the dishes. He’d forgotten
how beautiful Christine was; she looked good in everything. Her
knee-length A-line skirt complimented her legs perfectly. There was
never a hair out of place on her head and she always smiled. That’s
the part he liked the most about her.

“Marcus?” Elizabeth’s head poked around the upstairs hallway.
“Could you help me?”

He
smiled, grunting as he lifted himself on his feet. “Sure, Babsy,
I’ll be right up.”

Her
bedroom was tidy. A large, circular rug with rainbows on it lay on
the floor beside her twin-sized bed. The bedding matched the rug
and curtains. Her walls were adorned with powder blue wallpaper;
something Marcus guessed hadn’t been changed since the girls moved
into Suzie’s house.

“That’s one heck of a doll house.” Marcus commented, standing
with his hands on his hips. The house stood three floors high and
opened like a book, with metal hinges in the middle.


Elizabeth nodded, “Santa brought it for me.”

Stooping
to her level, Marcus helped her put all the doll accessories inside
the house so they could transport it downstairs. When he tried to
close the house, it jammed and made a terrible creaking
noise.

“It won’t close.” Elizabeth said quickly, “It got broken once
when…um.” She hesitated.

Marcus
waited, looking at her expectantly. “When what, Babsy?”

“When Mommy…um…when she fell on it.” her voice cracked.
Something in the way the child delivered her answer made a shiver
travel up Marcus’s spine.

“How did she fall?” Marcus asked cautiously, placing his hand
on the girl’s shoulder.

“Daddy hit her and she fell.”

“Y…your daddy hit her?” Marcus stammered, trying to hide his
incredulity, “When?”

“Lots of times.” She said simply. “He’s gone now.” She
sniffled.

Marcus’s
heart broke. He rubbed Elizabeth’s forearm. “You miss your
daddy?”

She
nodded. “He bought me the bear.” Her little finger pointed towards
the tattered bear sitting atop her bedspread. Marcus peered over
and took the opportunity to change the subject. “Does he have a
name?”

“She.” Elizabeth corrected.

Marcus
giggled, placing a hand on his chest. “My mistake.”

“Her name is Mathilda.”

“Mattie for short?” Marcus suggested, slating his penchant for
nicknames.


Elizabeth frowned. “You can call her that.”

He
smiled and patted the doll house, “What do you say we play with
this up here?”

“Okay.”

As they
sat on the rainbow carpet playing Barbies, Christine trotted
upstairs, wondering where they went. She slowed her pace to avoid
disturbing them as she reached Elizabeth’s room. Watching Marcus
sit, Indian-style, on the floor with her daughter; laughing and
playing Barbies, was priceless. It was nearly three minutes before
Elizabeth’s head turned toward the door.

“Hi, mommy.” She said. “Do you want to play
Barbies?”

“No, that’s okay, honey.” Christine smiled, “I just came up to
ask Marcus if he wanted some coffee.”

“Can I have it up here?” he asked, trying desperately to force
a plastic shoe on the Ken doll’s foot.

“We aren’t allowed food upstairs.” Elizabeth noted.

Having
successfully placed the shoe on the doll, Marcus looked up at
Christine, “How about I take Mommy out for
coffee?”

It was
then that Christine noticed the pink, flowered bracelet on Marcus’s
wrist. She recognized it from the batch of jewellery Elizabeth had
made with Suzie the previous week. She looked at him and a light
bulb suddenly went on, “I’d love to.”


 













 Chapter 3


 


Tanya
Newbern pushed the empty metal shopping cart down the cereal aisle.
Just as she was about to turn into the meat section, she nearly
collided with another cart coming from the other direction. She
recognized the face and immediately gasped her pleasant surprise,
“Suzie! How are you?” she beamed. Suzie was holding a pad and paper
in her hand, checking off items on her grocery list. She put the
writing instruments down and pulled her cart off to the
side.

“Tanya! I’m wonderful, how’s Ed doing?” They abandoned their
carts and stood off to the side of the aisle, leaving plenty of
room in between for passers by.

Tanya
waved, “Oh, he’s fine.”

“Did he get over that flu?”

“Oh yes. He was so sorry we couldn’t make it to dinner that
night. We’ll reschedule for some time next week.” Tanya moved
closer to Suzie, placing her hand across her face, as if she had a
big secret to tell, “I hear your daughter and my son are smitten.”
She winked.

Suzie’s
eyebrows raised and her lips pursed, “Christine’s been pretty
tight-lipped about it. You know it’s not been long since Charles
died.”

Tanya
blew air quickly out of her mouth, “Well, in this day and age,
nobody waits the full year any more.” She waved, “Life goes on as I
always say.” Her voice sang.

“And you know how he feels about little Babsy.” Her voice was
matter-of-fact, “He wouldn’t mind having a few of his own,
too.”

The
thought of more grandchildren sounded like music to Suzie’s ears.
“Wouldn’t that be nice.” She gushed.

“I just know my Marcus wants a little boy. He’s always dreamed
of that.” Tanya went on. “To teach him how to play baseball, you
know how he loves baseball, and show him all the combative stuff he
learned in the army. Boys and their guns, you know?”

Suzie
nodded. Bringing up the army struck a chord. “Say, how come he
stopped serving in the army anyhow? I remember hearing something
about him getting hurt?”

“Oh, yes.” Tanya rolled her eyes dramatically, “It was the
scariest thing; getting a letter saying that my son’s been hurt in
battle. He was shot in the arm.” She touched her upper left arm for
emphasis, “Nothing below the waist though; everything’s fine.” She
assured.

Suzie
shook her head quickly, “Oh, that’s not what I meant.” She blushed,
“I just wondered if he’d serve again.”

“Oh, no. Not our Marcus.” Tanya insisted, “He hasn’t mentioned
the army since he came back.”

The
girls paused the conversation while a voice came over the loud
speaker, “Will the owner of a grey 1967 Ford Falcon please return
to your vehicle. Your lights are on.”

Tanya
rolled her eyes, “Of all the bad luck! That’s my car!” she gasped.
“Gotta go. I’ll call you later in the week so we can schedule that
dinner.”

Before
Suzie could respond, Tanya left her empty cart in the aisle and
trotted off.

 


***

 



Christine and Marcus sat on the bench at the park. The moon
shone through the trees from above, lighting their view of the
little river ahead of them. Her head lay against his shoulder as he
stroked her hand in his lap.

“I’m so glad you’re happy over at Feldman’s.” Christine
whispered. “I couldn’t bear being apart from you any
longer.”

Marcus
kissed the top of her head, “Feldman’s is a fine place to
work.”


Christine guffawed, “They were sure sorry to see Vern
retire.”

“They sure were.”

She
lifted her head, brows furrowed, “But weren’t other people waiting
to take his place? I mean, let’s face it; plenty of men would have
given their right arm to be the manager of the largest car
dealership in this town. I’m sure it must’ve been tough for the
owner, William, to hedge his bets on you.”

“William and my father go way back.” Marcus explained.
“Daddy’s been sending business William’s way for a long time, being
head of his company. Lots of people buying tires are also looking
to scrap them and buy a whole new car, too.”

“So he called in a favour?”

Marcus
nodded. “Daddy always promised me the moment I didn’t want to do
the travelling side of the business any more, that he’d get me
something else local real quick.”

“That was noble of him.” Christine said, interlacing her
fingers with his.

“Well, we had a deal. He couldn’t say no.” Marcus was
matter-of-fact.

“What kind of deal?”

Marcus
put his hand in his pocket, fishing around for something. “The deal
was,” he paused for emphasis, sticking his tongue out the side of
his mouth, “when I found myself a wife…that he’d make sure I could
be there with her.” He presented Christine with a small, silver,
bell-shaped case. Kneeling in front of her, he looked at her
earnestly, “Chrissy, I’ve loved you since the day we met back in
high school. I believe I waited for you all these years. You and
Babsy have had your share of sorrow and unhappiness, but I’d like
to change that. Will you be my wife?”


Christine’s mouth was wide open, and tears pooled in her
eyes. She put her hand in front of her mouth in a vain attempt to
avoid sobbing. Her mouth pouted downward. Marcus saw the look of
bewilderment in her eyes. He looked at her and furrowed his brows,
his free hand was on hers, “What is it, Chrissy?”

“I…I can’t.” she managed.

He
scooched in closer to her, “You can’t what, Chrissy? You can’t
marry me? Why?” his voice was a whisper as he fought the lump in
his throat.

“Children.” She gasped.

Marcus
craned his neck, “Children? What do you mean? Babsy?”


Christine swallowed hard. She drew in a deep breath, trying
to calm herself, “Marcus, I never dreamed you’d ask me to marry
you.” Her eyes met his, “I mean, I love you, don’t get me wrong. I
love you so much and so does Elizabeth.”

“Then what is it?” he asked, his voice desperate, as if
clinging to her last words.

Her hand
met his cheek and she stroked it gently, “You’re still so young,
Marcus.”

He was
baffled. His brows knitted together, “But we’re the same age. We
went to high school together. How does age have anything to do with
this?”


Christine broke eye contact, she gazed down at his hand,
stroking it softly, “Y...you want to have children.”

Marcus’s
face dropped. Can she not have children? She’s not been sick. He’d
known her since they were teenagers and she was always healthy.
Maybe she didn’t want any more children. But that couldn’t be true.
He saw the way she looked at Babsy, and how she cooed at babies she
saw wherever they went. Maybe she liked babies but didn’t want any
more of her own? Well, if that was true, why did she keep a trunk
full of baby clothes in the garage at Suzie’s place? He saw them
once when he changed the tires on Suzie’s car.

Then
what was it? He suddenly recalled the conversation he had with
Babsy the first time he met her. When he tried to lift her doll
house and the hinges were broken. She had explained reluctantly how
her mother had fallen on them after being beaten by her father. His
memory lapsed back to the first time they made love. As his fingers
skated down her belly and legs, he encountered many dips and
defacements. Christine had more bodily scars than the average
person, especially the one on her face.

Had
Charles beaten her so bad that she was barren? Marcus was aware
that he was a vicious man. Christine had many nightmares where she
screamed his name in sheer terror, her body engulfed in a cold
sweat. It took months for her to trust him enough to let him touch
her. And Christine’s unrelenting need to please had been somewhat
of a problem in their relationship; as if she feared displeasing
Marcus.

She
could never do that. Marcus had loved her for as long as he could
remember. So much that he wanted to spend the rest of his life with
her. He would do anything to have her call him her husband. He
would do anything to make her happy. The last thing he ever wanted
to see on her face was guilt. Marcus knew at that moment that she
wanted to give him a child, but that was the one thing she couldn’t
give him. Ever. But having Christine as his wife far outweighed any
need he had for having children. In his eyes he already had a
child. He just had to make it official.

He
tilted her chin so she could look into his eyes, “Hey,” he
whispered, “Yes, I want to have children.” He looked downward,
unable to meet her eyes, “But I can’t.”

Her
voice was wet from crying, “What do you mean, Marcus?”

He
released her chin and sat beside her, resting his hands on his
knees, eyes affixed to the silver bell sitting on the bench. “I got
hurt once. It affected me…there.”

She
searched his face, “You mean…when you were in the army?”

He’d
forgotten about that. He nodded. “Yeah.”

Changing
the subject, he lifted his head, “So, you see, Babsy is all we
need. And if not, we can always adopt.” A glimmer of hope was
behind his eyes.

He took
her hands in his, looking at her eyes from right to left and back
again, “Say yes, Chrissy. I want to spend the rest of my life with
you.”

A smile
slowly formed on her face. She blinked and a tear fell down her
cheek, “Yes.”

Marcus
embraced her and then kissed her passionately.

 


***

 



Christine adjusted the white ribbon in Elizabeth’s hair,
“Now, you just walk down the aisle like we showed you, and sprinkle
the little petals along the way.” She explained. “Gramma Newbern
will be sitting up front. You’ll sit with her.”


Elizabeth grasped the handle of the small wicker basket in
her hand and stood proudly. She could hear her grandmother’s voice
coming down the rectory hall. “Chrissy? Babsy? Are you two ready?
The Reverend’s about to start.”

Suzie’s
hair was tightly held back in a chignon with a sprig of lace and
baby’s breath tucked into one side. Her powder blue double-breasted
pants suit was a snug fit.

Stealing
a quick glance in the mirror of the old Sunday School room,
Christine checked her simple, cream-coloured veil and pulled the
cap sleeves of her smart, cream-coloured satin gown down a little.
The square neckline captured her mother’s cameo necklace perfectly.
“Now remember, that necklace is your ‘something borrowed’.” Suzie
reminded warmly, “Your Aunt Margaret gave that to me as a wedding
gift.”

“I know, mother. Thank you.” Christine smiled as Suzie kissed
her on the cheek, being careful not to smudge her pink lipstick on
her daughter’s freshly powdered skin.


Elizabeth watched her mother with her head cocked to the
side, “What is it, honey?” Christine asked.

“How come we’re both gonna be Newberns? Aren’t you the one
getting married?” the child innocently asked, as though she
pondered why the sky was blue.


Christine knelt down so she could be eye-to-eye with her
daughter, “Babsy, we’ve gone through this, sweetie.” She scooped
the basket out of Elizabeth’s hand and placed it carefully on the
floor. Enveloping the girl’s hands in hers, she explained. “Daddy
and I are getting married, and I’m taking his name. But he’s also
legally adopted you as his own, so your name changes, too. We’re
all going to be a family with matching names.” She smiled,
searching her daughter’s face.

“But why is he adopting me? Aren’t adopted kids people who
don’t have parents?”

“Well, yes, that’s one scenario. But some people adopt other
children even when they have parents.” She scrunched her nose.
“It’s a little complicated for a child, honey. Just trust me,
okay?”

Suzie
stood behind her granddaughter. “Now, darling, you go on and walk
down the aisle before Reverend MacDonald thinks your mommy’s left
your daddy at the altar.” She urged, scooting Elizabeth with the
palm of her hand.

When
Elizabeth was out of earshot, Suzie faced Christine. “I saw the
paperwork on the table.” She searched her daughter’s eyes. “Why are
you changing both your first names, too?” Her voice was soft, but
her eyes bore a confident look.

The
organ began playing from the front of the church. Christine inhaled
a deep breath and rolled her eyes, “Mother, we’re making a fresh
start. Marcus and pretty well everyone else calls me Chrissy now,
and Elizabeth Babsy.” She stared into her mother’s eyes with a look
of apprehension. “I don’t see the harm.”


Christine retrieved the small bouquet of artificial flowers
from the side table at the entrance of the room. Suzie stood stock
still. Christine looked back at her mother, avoiding eye contact,
“Are you going to walk me down the aisle or not?” she said, with
her back to Suzie.


 













 Chapter 4


 


Babsy
stood in the full-length stand mirror by her bedroom door. Her
bedspread, curtains and area rug remained the same, although the
wall paint was a Granny Smith apple green. The room itself was
bigger than the one she had at gramma Suzie’s house. She could go
visit anytime she liked, since gramma only lived in the next
town.

“Babsy! Babsy, could you hurry, please? Daddy’s home and we
don’t want to be late!” Chrissy shouted from downstairs.

“Mommy, I’m not sure what to wear.” She shouted
back.

“Wear the pretty dress gramma Newbern gave you for your
birthday.” Christine called as she trotted up the stairs. “But I
hate that dress. I mean, it’s pretty and all.”

“But it has lettering on it?” Chrissy guessed.

“Not just that.” Babsy answered, rolling her eyes, “It says
‘World’s Greatest Nine Year Old’, it’s embarrassing.”

Chrissy
walked over to the closet painted the same colour as the walls. She
pulled on the painted-over brass knob and opened the
accordion-style door. “Here, why don’t you wear this purple sweater
over top? You’ll never see the lettering under there.”

Babsy
took the proffered sweater from her mother’s hand and removed it
from the hanger. “I guess that will be okay.” Her face was solemn.
Chrissy was about to walk away, but something in her daughter’s
eyes stopped her. She turned to face her, not having to bend down
to her level anymore, since Babsy had grown to nearly reach her
shoulders.

“What’s the matter, honey?” she placed her hand on Babsy’s
shoulder. “If you don’t like it, you can change. I won’t be
upset.”


Forgetting about the outfit, the young girl glanced up at her
mother, pushing the stray hair that escaped her barrette away.
“What’s an agency?”

Chrissy
had expected the question, “An adoption agency you
mean?”

Babsy
nodded.

“It’s a place where people go to find little boys and girls to
adopt as their own.” She explained.

“But daddy adopted me.”

“Yes, and we decided to adopt another child into our family.
Aren’t you excited about having a big brother?”

Babsy
cocked her head to the side, “Kind of. But what if he wants to beat
me up?”


Chrissy’s heart began to pound. This was the first time Babsy
had mentioned physical abuse since Charles’s departure.

“Now, Luke is a very special boy. He wouldn’t hurt a fly.” She
stated firmly. “That’s why we chose him.”

“But what about a baby brother?”

“Babsy, mommy and daddy are far too busy with our jobs to care
for a baby.” She said warmly. “Luke is fourteen. You two can do all
kinds of fun things together.”

“But the kids at the high school…some of them are fourteen.
They don’t like me or any of my friends.”

Chrissy
sighed. “Like I said, sweetie. Luke is a very special boy. He’s
going to like the same things you do.”

Still
not convinced, Babsy shrugged the sweater on her shoulders and
began pinching the buttons together when Marcus called from
downstairs. “Girls? Girls, we’re going to be late. You can finish
primping in the car!” he giggled.

Trotting
to her jewellery box, Babsy retrieved two small plastic bracelets;
one with faux teddy bears affixed to it with metal links, and the
other with little baseball bats and balls hanging from it. She had
an eclectic taste; both in sports and jewellery.

“We’re on our way, Marcus.” Chrissy announced, walking down
the stairs.

“Everything okay?” he asked, kissing his wife chastely on the
mouth. “Fine. Just a little anxious is all.”

 


***

 


The
building was an oppressive brown colour. Brick and mortar
encompassed the entire structure save for a few small square
windows. Babsy had a chill run up her spine as she glanced at the
lengthwise bars covering the glass on the main floor openings. An
American flag swayed happily in the wind above; the only promising
sight from the parking lot. Crispy grass welcomed guests from the
lot, and thirsty-looking daisies lined the perimeter of the small
walkway leading to the entrance.

Upon
entering the building, a view of guests arriving signalled a woman
on the other side of a Plexiglass window to rise. She was short;
not quite as tall as Babsy, and her lipstick was painted over her
lip line, giving her a clown-look. This suited her well since her
ginger hair was hanging from her head in tight curls. Babsy had to
repress a smile, as in her opinion, this woman could pass for
Ronald McDonald’s twin sister.

“Mister and Missus Newbern! What a pleasant surprise!” she
gloated with a pasted on smile. “We have Lucas all ready to go!”
she said, as if Luke was a new puppy who’d just been de-wormed and
given a flea bath.

“That’s wonderful.” Marcus smiled warmly.

They
were led into a small room lined with metal-legged chairs, where
Luke sat. One caregiver sat at the opposite end of the room,
reading a romance novel, while Luke toyed with a wooden train set
cramped into one corner of the room.

The
woman looked up from her book and smiled briefly, “Nice to see you
again.” She said as she rose and walked over to Luke. “Well, Luke,
Mister and Missus Newbern are here.”

Luke
turned around and the woman bristled slightly as his knee knocked
over one of the trains. He was tall for fourteen; much taller than
Babsy. His long legs were scrawny; like he was malnourished. The
t-shirt he wore was once plain white, but looked like it had
endured many washes. Blue cotton worker’s pants shared the same
worn look, but with a hole in one knee; skin peeked through the
tiny opening.

He
smiled a toothy grin at Babsy as she hid behind her mother.
“Babsy?” he said, like she was a creature he’d only dreamed about.
“You’re Babsy, right?”

Chrissy
turned so she faced her daughter and spoke for her, “That’s right.
This is Babsy.” She gently pulled the girl’s clutching hand off her
shirt, “Babsy, why don’t you say hello?”

Marcus
sensed the apprehension. “Luke, why don’t you come over here and
shake hands with her?” he said good-naturedly.

Luke
bobbed his head in assent and rose. When he reached Babsy, he
lowered himself on one knee and extended his hand. “I’m Luke.
Pleased to meet you. I like trains and colouring books and cookies,
do you?”

Babsy
slowly offered him her hand, looking at Luke’s warm green eyes. As
he shook her hand lightly, her one-size-too-big bracelet dangled
under her wrist. His eyes widened, “Oh, you like baseball,
too?”

She
nodded hesitantly but said nothing. “Why, sure, Luke. Babsy and I
play baseball together all the time.” Marcus intervened, “Maybe we
can go to a game sometime.”

Luke’s
smile was ear-to-ear, “Wow!” he beamed.

Later
that night, Babsy lay in her bed, feeling strange with Luke
sleeping in the bedroom next to her. Dinner had been odd; Luke was
voracious; he cleaned his plate and had a second helping long
before Babsy finished her first. He also laughed obsessively at
things that weren’t funny, especially anything on the television.
His speech, she noticed, became slurred when he grew tired. And he
repeated words frequently, even his own, as if embedding them into
his brain.

As she
lay in her bed; with the moonlight glowing in shadows against her
bedroom wall, she could hear a peculiar noise coming from Luke’s
bedroom. The floor was cool to her toes as her feet met the
hardwood. Quietly, she tiptoed to her left, where Luke’s bedroom
door remained open a crack. Looking to her right, she noticed no
sounds from her parent’s room.

Gasping,
she heard the sound again. She covered her mouth instinctively to
silence herself. Praying his door didn’t creak, she opened it
slowly. There Luke lay in his bed, sniffling in his sleep. Babsy
whispered his name but he didn’t answer. Walking over to his
bedside, she knelt down before his face and studied him.

He must
have been having a bad dream; something Babsy had frequently. Most
of her nightmares were, unsurprisingly, revivals of Charles’s
beatings on her mother. Less often she dreamed about ghosts and
goblins she saw on television. As she sat, observing her new
brother crying in his sleep, he called out softly,
“Daddy.”

Her
thoughts went directly to Charles. Despite her fondness to Marcus,
Babsy still remembered her biological father. She had both good
memories of him and bad. It was Marcus’s encouragement that led her
to focus on the good ones. But it was at that moment that she
realized she and Luke had something very special in
common.
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