Chapter Four

She didn’t look up as he approached.  Didn’t move at all, her eyes glued to the paperback in her lap.  Sure wasn’t reading, though.  The effort she put into not noticing him, frozen there on the bench, showed how aware of his presence she actually was. 

The little boy in the sandbox stopped digging and stared wide-eyed the moment Walter began walking along the outskirts of the playground, moving toward his mother.  Not until Walter was nearly upon her did she finally raise her head.
Little evidence remained, noticeable only if one were looking for it.  Small notches of scar tissue in her eyebrows and at the corner of her mouth.  No doubt she knew they were there, though, every glance in the mirror likely a reminder of when fists had split flesh.

He met her eyes and smiled, standing nearly close enough to touch but with his hands tucked non-threateningly in his pockets for the moment.  She returned an uneasy smile and placed her foot on the stroller’s back wheel, rolled it closer to herself.  Those pesky maternal instincts, making it harder to get at the children inside.  His appearance probably wasn’t helping matters – faded jeans and a cheap nylon windbreaker, rings in both ears and a two-day beard, hair pulled back into a small street-samurai knot.  If he were dressed like some displaced Wall Street hustler, maybe she would’ve reacted more openly.  

But maybe not.  Stockbrokers make fists, too.

“Um...”  He looked at the ground, playing shy.  “Figured I’d say hello.  I, uh, I’ve seen you here, couple other mornings, so...”  Just how many, she’d be shocked to learn.  
He capped it off with an almost indiscernible nod to himself, as if relieved he hadn’t spit or stuttered.  The little details always sold the performance.  

“I’m Hank,” said Walter, extending his hand.
“Trish.”  She reached out, tentative.  Silent tension thrummed between them, a swarm of bees in a soundproof room.  As her hand disappeared inside his, elegant and fragile against his palm, there seemed a slight easing, but not nearly enough.  He’d have to pry at that lone crack in the wall separating them, widen it enough to sneak through, make his move before she could realize anything had happened.

He set his knapsack on the ground and pointed to the bench.  “You mind?”
She shook her head, still reluctant, and he sat, plenty of space separating them.  Better than continuing to loom over her.  He nodded toward the stroller.  “Yours?”

“They are.”  She glanced at the sandbox, the boy now back to digging.

“Full time job, that’s for sure.  They grow up fast, though.  Before you know it, really. One day I woke up and my daughter was seventeen.  I was like, when did that happen?”

He had to reel himself in.  What was he doing, talking about that?  The best lies contained a bit of truth, but of all the things to bring up, that wasn’t one.
She gave another curt smile, eyes not straying from the book for more than a second.  Trying like hell not to send any open signals.

“I’m a writer,” he lied.  “So I was lucky enough to spend more time with her than most...”  He stared blankly toward Jefferson Avenue.  Again, what the hell was he thinking?  His focus, his head, was somewhere else.  Maybe he should call this off, forget it.
“A writer?”  

Her voice brought him back, in it the first trace of anything other than grudging tolerance.  She was looking at him, thumbing a worn corner of the paperback.
“Well, a novelist, anyway.”

His choice of fictional occupation was in no way arbitrary.  The woman was never without a book, and from the lift in her voice and the sudden open body language, he knew he’d played it right.  She was a lover of the written word, of tidy story worlds where husbands didn’t cheat on wives and strike them when confronted about it, or acquire a taste for doling out beatings at the slightest provocation, whether real or imagined, or abandon them with young children to raise alone.  Where if such things did happen there was karma, justice – the heroine would not be left alone, living on government assistance because her earnings as a medical office receptionist weren’t enough to support three children.  

“Have you written anything I might know?”

He eyed the cover of her paperback.  Elegant lettering, airbrushed artwork of a half-naked couple rolling on the beach, surf washing over their feet.  “That’s not really my genre.”  

Flushing, she turned the book facedown.  “I read other stuff, too.”

“No, of course.  I didn’t mean...”  Flipping it, making himself the embarrassed one while furtively studying the position of the stroller.  “Thing is, I don’t write under my own name.  My publisher told me Hank was a name meant for country singers and baseball players.”

A nervous energy was steadily building in him, breathless, almost sexual, the familiar thrill of knowing what he was about to do was wrong, yet doing it anyway.  The stroller was right beside her, jutting from the bench at a 45 degree angle.  He stood, kneading his lower back as if trying to work out a kink, then stepped to the stroller so that he was subtly blocking her from standing.  Because she’d pulled the stroller in close she was now boxed in, unable to view everything under the stroller’s awning.  To see inside she would have to climb over him or slide out and circle around the stroller.  Either way, he would have the second or two he needed.
Inside the stroller the babes were barely alert, their heavy-lidded eyes drifting side to side as if debating whether or not to step out of whatever primeval dreamscape they were in.

“Those are two beautiful babies,” he said, glancing back.  The beginnings of a smile bloomed with the compliment.  “And I’m not saying that just because you’re their momma.”  

With that, the newly formed smile wilted, his carelessly forward comment likely reminding her that while he might be a writer, an engineer of wonderful stories that provided a reprieve from harsh reality, he was still a man.  With her past, she’d naturally consider men inherently dangerous – and she’d be right.  

“Twins?” he asked.

“Yes...”  She was fidgeting with the paperback, obviously uncomfortable.  “...identical.”

He leaned forward and reached into the stroller, still shielded from view, and was struck by the powdery sweet scent of the newborns.  It released an unexpected tide of memories – his daughter at that age napping sprawled on his chest, impossibly soft blond locks against his skin, her tiny heart beating alongside his own.  Innocence.  He clenched his jaw, heard the porcelain squeak of grinding teeth.

“What’s this cutie’s name?” He hoped she didn’t notice the tremor in his voice.

“On the right is Taylor.  The other side is–”

“Hello, Taylor!”  Slowing her down, wanting the chance to reach into both sides, give both little ones a surprise their mother would never forget.  He pantomimed stroking Taylor’s chubby cheek, working loose the item he’d hidden in his sleeve before coming over, then tucked it down at the bottom of the seat under a bunched blanket.  He remained still for a moment, trying to read their mother’s reaction.
“And her name?”   
He stepped to the opposite side, reached in with his other arm.  The second item slid down past his wrist.  He nearly slung it out into space when she suddenly shouted: “Jack!”
She seemed about to leap from the bench, the boy having wandered too far.  If she stood, Walter would be exposed, the item still in hand.  She set her book aside and leaned forward, hands on her knees, but then sank back when the boy grudgingly returned.

During that brief span Walter performed like an expert prestidigitator, managing a repeat of the first drop and once again concealing the item under a blanket.  

“Her name?” he asked again.  He straightened and positioned himself so that he was no longer crowding her.
Her face softened.  “Victoria.”

He nodded, looking down at his work.  “Beautiful.”  

A bit of a sharp angle showed under the first blanket, but given the circumstances, he was satisfied.  Concealing a tightly wrapped stack of currency in a baby stroller wasn’t easy, and he’d hidden two, each bundle a combination of 20’s, 50’s, and 100’s totaling five thousand dollars.

He maintained conversation for a few more minutes before declaring that he needed to return to his writing.  As he shouldered his knapsack, he told her he’d be sure to say hello next time, knowing full well this would be the last time he ever saw her.

“Wait,” she called after him.  “You never told me what you wrote.”

“You know, you’re right.  Guess we’ll have to save that for next time.”

He continued toward Jefferson Avenue, willing himself not to look back.
