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CHAPTER ONE  A Fateful Decision


[image: ]


OLD SCHOOL

“Don't be a fool, Helen!”

Dottie Barton's voice was full of admonishment.  She was nearly sixty years old and looked it.  Her face was lined and there were bags under her eyes.  But her gaze was fierce and her anger was evident.

“He's a good catch,” she continued.  “Engineers make good money, and he's in a growing industry.  Who knows how many newfangled airplanes they'll invent?  And they'll need engines ta power 'em.  And Ron Baker will be right there helping ta design them.”

Helen Barton, twenty five and never married, sat in the armchair and stared at her mother.  She was a copy of the younger Dottie, with light brown hair, a smooth and attractive face, and a figure that attracted mild attention.  And she was not surprised that her mother would take such an attitude.

“Whaddya waitin' for, anyway?” Dottie asked.  Then she pushed ahead without the answer. “You're gonna be an old maid!”

“Mother!”

The women glared at each other.

“I don't love Ron!”

“What difference does that make?”

Helen's jaw dropped.

“Ya think I loved yer father when I married him?  Hell no!”

Helen's eyes widened.  She'd never heard her mother speak like that.

“Over time, though, I grew kinda fond of 'im,” Dottie admitted.  She huffed.  “He had his faults, o' course, but he was a good man.”

“I never doubted that.”

“But I married him because I knew he would be a good provider.”

Helen knew that her mother had just admitted the real reason for this little talk.

“And Ron will be just like that.  Makes good money every week, will give you a good house, food on the table . . . “

“Two chickens in every pot,” Helen shot back.

“And two cars in your garage!” Dottie replied with just as much emphasis.  “He'll do for you what your father did for me, and you, and your brother too.”

Helen fiddled with her dress, the tiny flowered print with shades of blue brought out the blue in her eyes, or so she hoped.  “Marriage is about more than money.”

“Like hell it is!”  Dottie huffed again.  “You young people, think ya gotta love yer husbands.  Well, I got news for ya.  The way things are, ya gotta grab the best man ya can.”

Helen knew the statement to be true, what with the prevailing attitudes in society at that moment.  A woman's place was married to a man, cooking and cleaning and having children, at least according to the tradition.

“And why didn't you want to marry the last man who proposed?  Why didn't you become Missus Robert Johnson?”

“I told you, Mother.  I learned things about him that changed my mind.”  Helen wasn't about to admit that Robert Johnson had been visiting houses of prostitution.  While the morals of the day prevented premarital sex, Robert decided he could have a girlfriend that he might eventually marry, and have paid lovers on the side.  Young Helen thought Robert Johnson would continue the practice after the ceremony, and wanted no part of that.

“He was a good provider, too.  Tall, handsome, and was respectful to me and to you.”

Helen shook her head, the helmet of medium brown hair styled as one unit.  A great deal of hairspray held the hair strands very tightly together

“And before that, Sam Washington, and before that Walt Granger,” Dottie continued.  “You've had at least three proposals that I know of . . . and you turned them all down.”

“It's not your decision, Mother.”  Helen sat back and looked away from her mother.  The fabric of the chair was a little rough, but the color was nice, or so Helen thought.  It was her favorite chair.

“You've had your career, such as it is.”  Dottie took a step back and sat down on the devan.  As she did she smoothed her skirt under the backs of her thighs.  The skirt was black and matched her pullover blouse.  There was a string of pearls, real ones, around her neck, and simple pearl earrings in each ear.  Sheer hose and black pump shoes completed the ensemble.  Helen thought her mother's skirt was just as douty and outdated as her mother's thinking.

“You've made plenty of cash.  Paid for most of this apartment.”

“Everything in it,” Helen corrected, her eyes in her lap.  “Rent, food, furniture . . . everything.”

“Well, it's time to settle down and get yourself a man!”

Helen looked up but continued to avoid eye contact.  She looked at the pattern on the devan and liked the colors.  The tropical pattern of blue and beige and tan matched up with the tan color of the chair, which complimented the light color of the carpeting, which contrasted the eggshell white of the walls and ceiling.  All of the furnishings were carefully selected and coordinated by Miss Helen Barton, telephone operator, valued employee and career-minded young woman.  None of it came from dear old Mom nor from any man she had ever met.

“So whaddya waitin' for?  Christmas?”

Helen finally let her eyes fall onto her mother's face.  She saw the redness of her skin and the frustration in her eyes and the furrow of her  brows.  It was almost comical.

“You know, Mother, I'm a grown up woman—”

“Who's making her own decisions, yes, I know that.”  Dottie scoffed.  “But do ya wanna go through yer life alone?”

Helen didn't have the temerity to tell her mother that her daughter was alone by choice.  It wasn't a preference for her own gender, or a disdain for her mother.  Young Helen had felt emancipated when she moved out of her childhood home on Staten Island and into an apartment in Brooklyn near a subway station.  And Helen had loved the independence, the self sufficiency of her single life.  She'd been attractive enough to find male companionship when she wanted it, but had grown accustomed to being alone.  And she had grown to like it.

“You know, Mother, we've had this discussion too many times before—”

“And if you keep turning down marriage proposals, we're not gonna have many more of them!”

Helen knew how stubborn her mother could be.  There was no doubt that Dottie's shouting would become louder, and her insistence would become stronger, and she would berate her daughter endlessly until finally she wore down the resistance enough that young Helen could stand it no more.

The two women glared at each other.  Dottie's eyes showed her fierce determination.  Helen's eyes showed her fierce resistance.  Silence and tension fairly sizzled in the room.

“Dammit, Helen, marry this guy!”

The daughter didn't budge.

“Didn't he go down on one knee for you?”

While Helen didn't react, a memory flashed in her mind.  A nice restaurant, a booth in a quiet corner.  A solicitous waiter.  Wine was ordered, then dinner.  Once the waiter withdrew, Ron turned to her and showed a face full of serious sincerity.

“I have something I'd like to talk to you about,” he'd said in his moderate voice. 

She looked at his face and saw that his square jaw was set.  His brows were lowered over his brown eyes.  His dark brown hair was pulled back from his forehead and jelled into place.  His skin was clear and his eyes were lively.  His suit was dark grey and had been recently cleaned and pressed.  His white broadcloth shirt was immaculate.  His black tie was knotted at the top button.  And the show hankie in the pocket of his jacket was starched white.  He looked at her through his new glasses with the plastic frames and horn rims and put his hands on hers as they rested on the tabletop.

In her mind, warning lights flashed.

“You know I've grown very fond of you,” he began.

She nodded.

“And I think you have some feeling for me, too.”

She'd become familiar with him, even comfortable with him.  Love wasn't part of the equation, however, and she didn't know if it ever would be.

“I'd like to talk about marriage with you.”

Her jaw dropped ever so slightly.  She couldn't keep the surprise from her face.

“I think it would be the next logical step in our relationship,” he continued.

Her eyes wavered.

“I've met your mother, and I like her.  I think she likes me.”

You have no idea, Helen thought.

“And I'm sure you would like to meet my family back in Michigan.”

She'd heard Ron talk about life in the small town not very far from the Mackinac bridge, and liked his descriptions of the pine forests and friendly people there.

“I think we should get married.”

His eyes were focused on hers as he finished the sentence.  Helen was stunned.  She hadn't expected this in the least.

After several seconds of silence, she found her voice.

“Let me sleep on it,” she said in a quiet voice.

“Of course,” Ron said with a trace of disappointment in his tone.  “It's a big step.”

The waiter brought the appetizers and they ate their meal without much conversation.  On the trip home he thought her silent and pensive.  In reality, her thoughts were filled with how her mother would react.

“No,” Helen replied at length.  “He was serious, and logical.”  Like the engineer he is, she thought.  The memory faded but the look on his face did not.  It hung, a ghost and yet a clear image, in her mind for several seconds.

“Well,” Dottie replied at once, “doesn't matter if he did.  Shows he's not that moonfaced kind of romantic fool that other men can become.”

Helen never said that she liked that kind of romanticism.  Mother disapproved, and that kept Daughter silent on the subject.

“So what did you say to him?  That you'd sleep on it?”

Helen nodded.

“So when he calls you tomorrow, ask him to meet you and tell him YES.”

Helen was about to say NO but knew her mother would start in all over again.  The arguments would continue for days.  Suddenly, Helen felt so tired she was ready to cry.

“So let me sleep on it, Mother.”

Dottie regarded her daughter with a mixture of regret and disgust.  “Oh alright.”  The mother got up off the devan and made her way to the spare bedroom.  She didn't wish her daughter a pleasant night nor sweet dreams.  And she didn't look at her daughter as she firmly closed the door on the guest room where she was to sleep.

Helen sat in her favorite chair and felt the need to cry.

NEW SCHOOL

Ron and Helen sat in stunned silence.

Their son, Timothy John Baker, sat across the dinner table and watched the reaction of his parents.  Tim looked at lot like his father at that age.  His hair was dark, but he'd parted it on one side rather than pull it straight back.  He favored t-shirts where his father often wore the oxford button down types.  Tim wore jeans and running shoes.  Ron wore dress slacks and black, shined shoes.  Both Tim and Ron were slim through the torso, with arms that were tanned from time spent out of doors.  Tim loved baseball and softball.  Ron loved golf.

“Why did you do that?” Helen asked.  She had aged much like her mother, with lines on her face and bags under her eyes.  And she had dressed herself in dark slacks and light pullover blouses just like her mother.  As she frequently did, that day she wore a string of pears around her neck and simple, white buttons on her earlobes.  Her figure, softened with age, was not as bulbous as some of her friends had become.

Tim stared at his mother, the confusion evident in his face.

Ron sat back in his chair and looked at his youngest son.  Was he being as rebellious as his older brother?  No, the father thought, it couldn't be.  While Paul was openly treasonous, and frequently espoused on his disdain for the “normal life” his parents had built, Tim was not.  Paul was quarrelsome enough to get into shouting matches with them, yet young Tim had been quiet and obedient.  Was this his way of imitating his brother?

“I am in love,” Tim answered in his most patient voice.  “I want to spend the rest of my life with Maddie.”

“But you're not out of college yet,” Helen replied.  “You don't graduate until June.”

“I already have a job lined up for after graduation,” the son replied.  “It's in the manager trainee program, and I'll have all kinds of opportunity for advancement.”  Tim knew he'd spoken in a language that both his parents would understand.

“But you're so young,” Helen continued.  “What do you know about love?”

Tim huffed.  “Enough to know it when I'm in it.”  He tried to keep his voice calm but couldn't keep the disdain out of his tone.

Ron intervened.  “Hey, young man.”

“Dad,” Tim said, “Maddie and I love each other, and we want to share our lives with each other.”

“And what was she studying?” Helen asked.

“Accounting,” Tim replied.  “What does it matter?”

“Is she going to remain in school when you go to work?”

“No.  She said she'd come with me to wherever they place me.  She can pick up her studies at a later time.”

Helen was surprised at the answer.  Mostly she was surprised at how practical it was.

“I know I won't be making very much, at least to start, and Maddie can get a job doing just about anything.  She's had a lot of odd jobs, so she can fit in anywhere.”

Ron nodded.  “Have you met her parents?”

Tim nodded.  “Went to visit her folks over spring break.  Nice people.”

“What does her father do?”

“Mortician,” Tim answered.  “Family business, third generation.”

“Brothers and sisters?”
The son grinned.  “There are nine kids in the family.”
Both parents scoffed.

“Maybe Henry dealt with death at work and made the unconscious decision to have life at home?”

Dad grinned.  Mom nodded as if she understood the psychology.

“Is Maddie the oldest?”

“No.  Eighth of nine.”

Mom grinned.  Dad nodded.

“We were thinking of getting married in August,” Tim continued.  “My new job doesn't start until after Labor Day.”

Ron and Helen glanced at each other, then turned their eyes back to their son.

“Let your mother and I talk for a few minutes?”

Tim agreed, then rose from his place at the dinner table and crossed the deep pile carpet of the dining room.  He went up the stairs to his room.

Helen and Ron stared at each other.  The dining table was maple, with matching chairs.  The plates were beige with light brown rings around the edges.  The glassware was new, tumblers of cut glass.  And the silverware was traditional.  On the table was a flowered print cloth.

Both parents were surprised.  They knew Tim and Maddie had been a couple, but thought, or perhaps hoped, that this was just a college sweetheart
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