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Chapter 

	One

	Nestled in the underbelly of the city was my kingdom, The Velvet Viper, a cavern of temptation where shadows clung to curves, and the air hummed with a heavy bass that pulsed like a second heartbeat. As I stepped into the dim light, neon signs flickered and buzzed, casting a lurid glow over faceless voyeurs of flesh. Onstage, barely-clad dancers spun around poles, weaving tales of desire with their erotic grace.

	"Italia," Olive's voice purred at me, barely audible over the thumping music, "Ready?"

	"Always," I shot back, winking playfully at her. We took our place in the spotlight, igniting a collective intake of gasps from the crowd. The energy in the room shifted as the focus narrowed on us like a sharp lens. I let the music sink into my skin as my hips swayed with innate rhythm, perfected through countless hours of practice and experience. Olive matched me effortlessly, and our choreography was a seamless exchange of power and seduction.

	"Watch this," I whispered to Olive, catching her eye and signaling the next sequence. With practiced fluidity, she followed my lead as we transitioned into a duet that blurred the lines between spectator and spectacle. Olive arched her back as my hands traced her form, guiding her into a dip that elicited palpable desire from the audience. Our routine was a dance of control, and we were in total command.

	We twinned together, telling an unspoken story through calculated movements. The stage beneath our feet was our world, where we were queens of the night reigning supreme over our court. Every tilt of my head and every caress spoke of a timeless tale - the dance of the eternal feminine.

	They're eating out of our hands, I thought triumphantly as my green eyes glittered with feral glee. On stage, we wielded power unlike anywhere else. Power was currency and the very reason why I was here.

	We moved in perfect unison. Our performance reached its climax before winding down with practiced precision. As the lights dimmed and the applause faded, Olive and I shared a silent look, acknowledging our profound bond.

	"Same time tomorrow?" Olive asked with a tinkling laugh mixed in with the cheers. It was an obvious question, and I gave her my traditional answer.

	"Wouldn't miss it for the world," I replied, my voice brimming with a truth deeper than the façade we wore under the spotlight.

	Backstage, of course, was a respite from the chaotic jungle of the main floor. Away from the scrutinizing eyes and the hypnotic beat, the air was heavy with the scent of sweat and sequins. I leaned against the cool concrete wall, my heart finally slowing down as Olive joined me. We paused to catch our breath, still glistening from our performance.

	Olive tossed her hair back and shed her costume. I cherished her camaraderie. She brought a sense of calm to the electricity coursing through my body.

	“We were on fire tonight!” Olive said.

	"Fire is right. But it's the ashes I'm after," I replied, my mind drifting to my hopes for the future. "There has to be something more than this, Olive."

	Her hand found my shoulder in a gesture of empathy and understanding. "We weren't made for this kind of life."

	My thoughts turned to my eight-year-old son, Dominic, his face a beacon of light in the dark waters of my existence. I would do anything for him – dance under a thousand watchful eyes, walk through fire – if it meant he could have a chance at a normal life away from this club's artificial glow. "He deserves better than this, Olive. He deserves the sun."

	"How's the little prince?" Olive asked with a fond smile, knowing that any mention of Dominic could soften even my toughest exterior.

	"Growing too fast," I admitted, tracing the locket around my neck that held a photo of him smiling inside. "Asking questions that I don't know how to answer. He's got his father's curiosity, and it scares me."

	"You're his North Star, Italia," Olive reassured me with a tight squeeze on my shoulder. "With you guiding him, he'll navigate any storm."

	That simple act of comfort lifted my spirit. Taking a deep breath, I clung to Olive's strength like a lifeline. "Thank you. I needed that."

	"Anytime, that's what friends are for." Olive's infectious grin made me forget, just for a moment, that we were dancers living in the shadows of midnight transactions.

	"Let's get out of here," I said, straightening up and taking on the facade I wore outside of this shared space.

	"Lead the way," Olive chirped cheerfully, following me as we made our way through the maze of hallways toward the real world—a place where we were more than just performers, where we could dream of daylight and laughter without the constant backdrop of lust and longing.

	As we walked through the club's backdoor with a resounding thud, cutting off the pounding bass from the night, I couldn't help but notice how different Olive looked in her street clothes that clashed with the lingering scent of smoke and sweat on her skin. She appeared like a weary warrior returning from battle, shedding her armor to reveal the utter exhaustion beneath.

	"That was a long night," I observed in a low voice as we approached my car, our heels crunching on the gravel.

	"Isn't it always?" Olive replied, fumbling for the bobby pins holding up her auburn waves, letting them cascade over her shoulders. "But it pays the bills, keeps the fridge stocked, and... well, you know how it is."

	"Every cent counts," I agreed, unlocking the car with a beep that pierced the silence around us. I slid into the driver's seat while Olive settled beside me, both sinking into the familiar comfort of leather seats.

	"Thanks for the ride, by the way. My car's still at the shop," Olive said, her voice trailing off as she stared out the window, eyes tracing the blur of neon signs slipping past.

	"Least I can do," I responded, my hands gripping the steering wheel with purpose. "You're juggling enough as it is—day job, night shifts… Jamie must be what, seven now?"

	"Eight next month," Olive corrected, pride seeping through her fatigue. "Wants a superhero party. I'm gonna have to pull double shifts for a while to make it happen."

	"He’s lucky to have you." I glanced over, catching Olive's tired smile. "You're one hell of a mom, Olive. Don't you forget that?"

	"You're not so bad yourself," Olive chuckled softly, a momentary lightness cutting through the weight of the night.

	The car pulled up to a modest building, where Olive's apartment nestled among the others. We shared a look, an unspoken understanding passing between us. With a nod, Olive stepped out into the cool air.

	"See you tomorrow night?" I asked, leaning across the passenger seat.

	"Wouldn't miss it," Olive assured me before shutting the door and disappearing up the steps.

	I watched until Olive's figure vanished before driving off, my thoughts swimming with the plans and plots that filled my nights beyond the stage. The drive was a brief, quiet moment, a chance to peel away the layers of my alter ego until I was simply Italia Rossi—sister, mother, protector.

	Upon arriving home, the sight of our apartment building was a beacon in the dim cityscape. Sheila awaited my return, the door opening even before I could fish for my keys.

	"Hey, you," Sheila greeted me, her curly hair framing her face like a halo of comfort. "How'd it go tonight?"

	My sister Sheila had evolved into an indispensable pillar within our home. Once lost in life's aimless drift, she discovered her true north nestled in the loving chaos of my household, where I, a solo guardian to my son, grappled with the enormity of my responsibilities. The day she chose to share that burden deepened our bond, elevating it beyond simple familial ties. 

	Sheila became the keystone in the arch of our shared existence. Our relationship blossomed, transforming from mere sisterhood into a union of shared dreams and silent understanding. We were each the other's anchor against life's tempests. We found not just a refuge but the strength to thrive, creating a true sanctuary where we could blossom to our fullest potential.

	"Same old, same old," I sighed, stepping into the warmth of our sanctuary. "Olive sends her thanks for helping with Jamie."

	"Anytime," Sheila smiled, closing the door behind us.

	"Feels like it's never enough, though," I murmured, hanging my coat on the rack. My vulnerability, always shielded from the world outside, found solace in Sheila's presence.

	“We have enough for today, and that’s what counts,” Sheila countered gently, guiding me towards the couch. “Tomorrow, we’ll win again."

	"Because we have each other," I agreed, my exhaustion melting into gratitude as I sank into the cushions. Sheila's hand found mine.

	"Always," she affirmed, her brown eyes holding a depth of loyalty that only sisters understood. "Now, let's get some rest. We've got battles to win, dreams to chase, and a little boy who thinks his mom hung the moon."

	"Speaking of which, is Dominic—"

	"Out like a light. I read him that book about the space pirates three times." Sheila chuckled. "He's dreaming of adventures, no doubt."

	"Adventures that don't include strip clubs and drug lords, hopefully," I said, a wistful note in my voice.

	"Definitely not," Sheila said firmly, “and we’ll keep it that way.”

	Together, we sat in the quiet of the living room, two women bound by blood and circumstance, fortified by the unyielding will to carve out a life worth living—for ourselves and for the young boy sleeping soundly in the next room.

	The first light of dawn had barely kissed the sky when I heard the soft patter of feet outside my bedroom door. I was already awake, of course, a remnant of years conditioned to anticipate early mornings after long nights. The door creaked open, and in the dim glow of the hallway night light, my son Dominic's silhouette appeared, his small frame leaning against the doorframe.

	"Mom?" His voice was barely above a whisper, but it carried the weight of his excitement as he searched the darkness. "Are you home?"

	"Right here, amoremio," I replied, my heart swelling as he moved closer. I peeled back the covers, inviting him into the warmth of my bed. With a quick sprint, Dominic bounded onto the mattress. His green eyes gleamed in the faint early morning sunlight. He gazed adoringly at me as we cuddled together. 

	"Tell me about last night," he urged, his curiosity cloaked in innocence. "Did you see any celebrities?"

	"Only the ones in my dreams," I chuckled softly, running my fingers through his tousled black hair. "But I did wear the sparkly dress you like."

	"Good," Dominic beamed, satisfied. "You're the brightest star there, I bet."

	"Flattery will get you pancakes for breakfast, young man," I teased as I rose from the bed, mentally preparing for the day ahead. I could hear my sister Sheila moving about the kitchen, and the aroma of coffee was strong and beckoning.

	“Good morning!” Sheila greeted us with the energy of someone who had been up for hours. “Pancakes coming right up!” She assured us as we took our usual seats. 

	"Morning, Auntie Sheila,” Dominic chirped, swinging his legs happily. After a moment, he offered a special request, ”Can we add chocolate chips today?"

	Sheila laughed, ”Your wish is my command!” Dominic jumped up to watch her pour batter onto the griddle. Our daily routine had a comforting rhythm—a quiet solidarity.

	"Thanks for taking care of him last night," I said.

	She didn’t miss a beat, ”Always,” She flipped a pancake with practiced finesse. "We're a team, remember?"

	"Team Rossi," Dominic interjected proudly, earning a high-five from Sheila.

	"Team Rossi," I echoed, my resolve hardening like armor.

	Dominic chattered about school projects and playground escapades while I reviewed my schedule for the day. Appointments, errands, and the never-ending ballet of being a mother, provider, and sister were not just tasks but a testament to the life I was building, piece by piece. My life was all about multi-tasking. More accurately, it was a careful symphony.

	"Dom, did you finish your history homework?

	"Uh huh," Dominic nodded, mouth full of syrup-laden pancake, "And I read two more chapters of the book Sheila gave me."

	"Space Pirates?" Sheila quipped, raising an eyebrow.

	"Space Pirates," Dominic confirmed joyfully.

	"Remind me to check both before bed tonight," My eyes scanned the clock on the wall. Time was a relentless master, especially for a family like ours that spun gold during the hours most people slept.

	"Will do," Sheila agreed, scribbling a note on the pad that lived on the refrigerator door. "Anything else?"

	"Keep an eye on the news for me," I added, a hint of steel threading my otherwise gentle tone. "Just in case."

	"Of course." Sheila's resolve, as always, was firm and unwavering.

	"Can I help too?" Dominic piped up, eager to be included.

	"Your job is to ace that history quiz," I forced a smile despite my exhaustion.

	"Got it," Dominic replied, puffing out his chest with a sense of importance.

	"Alright, Rossi crew," I announced, standing to clear the breakfast dishes. "Let's conquer the day!”

	"Hoorah!" Dominic cheered, saluting like a miniature soldier.

	"Hoorah," Sheila and I repeated in unison. The sun was pouring into the kitchen now, and I felt that with our hearts beating in unison, we could defeat any challenge together.

	Despite the optimism of the morning, by early evening, I was feeling exhausted as I sat before the vanity backstage at the club. As I applied the last touch of crimson lipstick, I studied my reflection in the mirror. I had applied my mask of seduction and was about to assume a character wholly unlike the weary mother who kissed Dominic with promises of a better tomorrow.

	"Every night," I reminded my reflection, "is one step closer, mio angelo."

	"Talking to the mirror again?" Olive teased from the doorway, her arms folded across her chest.

	I met her gaze in the glass, "Just reminding myself why I'm here: because I want more for Dominic. And I’m the best damn dancer this pit has ever seen.”

	“Exactly,” Olive agreed. 

	I stood up, the click of my heels against the floor echoing my resolve. "He'll have a life free from all this."

	Olive walked over and placed a gentle hand on my shoulder. "You'll get him there, Italia. You’ll find a way."

	She moved around to the side of the vanity so we could talk directly, “Any word about Angelo?”

	"Nothing," I replied, the weight of years of silence heavy in my voice. "It's like he and his family vanished into thin air.”

	“Dominic deserves better.” 

	I sighed, “He does. I think it’s best Dominic doesn’t know about his father. And that his father doesn’t know he exists. It’s safer that way.

	"Maybe so," Olive conceded. "But it doesn't make it easier on you."

	“Some things are better the way they are," I said, suppressing tears that should never be shed. "I do this for Dominic – for his future."

	"Hey, you two," came a male voice from behind the curtain, "showtime."

	Immediately, I shifted into performance mode. ”Let's put on a good one tonight," I declared, wiping away the vulnerability I felt. 

	"Always do," Olive replied, “Always do.”

	On stage, under the assault of strobing lights and the thump of bass that vibrated through my bones, I transformed. Each movement was deliberate; each glance cast out to the crowd calculated to enthrall. I never danced for the sea of leering eyes in the crowd but for the vision of a life where Dominic could grow up with the sun on his face and grass beneath his feet, 

	Unlike my world of shadows.

	As the set ended and applause filled the air, I exhaled slowly, letting the persona of the sultry stripper dissolve as I retreated backstage.

	"Another night, another dollar," I mused, just as I had a thousand times before, but added this time, ”But it can't be like this forever."

	"Thinking about getting out?" Olive handed me a bottle of water.

	"Every day," I confessed. "There are things I can do, information I can gather. If I play it smart, I can pull Dominic out of this world."

	"Careful, Italia," Olive warned. "Those drug lords aren't forgiving types."

	"Neither am I," I reminded her, the fire in my eyes belying my calm exterior. "And I'll do whatever it takes.”

	"Antonio would be proud," Olive remarked softly.

	I could only sigh and shake my head. I allowed myself to ponder, my thoughts drifting to the boyish charm of my high school sweetheart, whose disappearance left a void no amount of dancing could fill. "But this isn't for him. It's for Dominic."

	"Then let's get you home to that boy of yours," Olive said, offering me her jacket.

	"Sounds perfect," I agreed, my heart already racing ahead to the small apartment where my world made sense, where Dominic waited with dreams of space pirates and history quizzes, and where every sacrifice I made stitched together the hope of dawn after the longest of nights.

	The night had worn itself thin as Olive and I stepped out into the cool embrace of the early morning. The neon lights of the strip club buzzed a muted farewell as we made our way to my car, the gravel crunching beneath our heels in a steady rhythm.

	"Thanks for the ride," Olive sighed, her breath visible in the chilly air.

	"Of course," I responded, unlocking the door with a click. "Always."

	Olive slid into the passenger seat, her eyes weary. "We're more than just dancers in that place, aren't we, Italia?” I could sense the uncertainty in her voice.

	I started the engine, ”Far more.” The car hummed to life, its headlights cutting through the darkness.

	Olive spoke after a couple of silent minutes, ”Promise me something?” Her voice sounded unusually stressed.

	"Anything," I replied, navigating the deserted streets.

	“Promise me you won’t let this life swallow us whole. That all our dreams will come true.”

	I glanced over at Olive, my green eyes solemn. "I promise you, Olive. I won't stop until we're both free from this world. We're not just surviving; we're paving the way for our kids."

	"Deal." Olive extended her pinkie towards me, a childlike gesture laden with adult conviction.

	"Deal." I linked my own pinky with Olive's, sealing our pact with the simplicity of shared resolve.

	We drove the rest of the way in companionable silence, and each lost in thoughts of a future free of this world. When we finally arrived at Olive's modest apartment, she squeezed my hand before exiting the car.

	"See you tomorrow, partner in crime."

	"Tomorrow," I assured her. 

	I watched her disappear behind the closing door. 

	The drive home was always a way to shed my work persona and return to who I really was—a mother, a sister, and a dreamer. I parked the car and ran up the stairs to my apartment, and my mind occupied with a growing plan of action.

	Sheila greeted me at the door with a soft smile, her brown eyes reflecting the kitchen light. "He's been asking about you," she whispered, leading me toward the dining table.

	"Has he?" My heart swelled as I spotted Dominic sitting there, his small frame hunched over a plate of spaghetti, his dark hair tousled from sleep.

	"Mom!" Dominic's face lit up, green eyes sparkling. "You're back!"

	"Hey, space pirate," I chuckled, ruffling his hair affectionately as I took my place beside him. "I see you've started without me."

	"Sorry, Mom, but Aunt Sheila makes the best spaghetti,”

	"Can't argue with that," I agreed, as Sheila placed a bowl before me. I looked around the table—at the simple meal, at Sheila's nurturing presence, at Dominic's innocent excitement—and felt a surge of gratitude.

	Every night reminded me why I fought so hard and why the nights under the club's lurid neon sign were worth enduring. I fought for Dominic, for Sheila, for Olive, and for every dream that dared to stretch beyond the confines of our reality.

	"Everything's going to be okay," I found myself saying, more to myself than to the others. It was a mantra I repeated several times every day.

	"It will be," Sheila agreed, reaching across to squeeze my hand.

	Dominic nodded earnestly, tomato sauce smeared on his cheek. He took my other hand, "Because we're a team, right, Mom?"

	"Right," I smiled, feeling love spread through my chest. 

	As we cleared the dishes together, I felt strengthened. 

	And I felt loved. 

	 

	 

	
Chapter 

	Two

	I glanced at my reflection in the hallway mirror, tucking a stray lock of dark hair behind my ear. The neon green digits on the clock read 9:47 PM. I drew in a deep breath and let it out slowly, steeling myself for another night's work. Where I usually exuded confidence, tonight, I felt an edge of concern.

	"Can't shake this feeling about Olive," I murmured to Sheila, who was curled up on the living room couch with a book. "She's been... I don't know, distant lately."

	"Maybe she's just tired?" Sheila suggested, setting her book aside, her kind brown eyes locking onto mine. "You know how hard she works."

	"Sure, but it's more than that." I ran my fingers through my hair, my movements betraying my unease. "It's like she's there, but not really. It's worrying me."

	"Have you talked to her about it?" Sheila asked, her voice a soft blend of concern and curiosity. She sat upright to listen to me.

	"Bits and pieces. Nothing concrete. I'm picking her up tonight; maybe I'll get something out of her then." I straightened my jacket, the black fabric hugging my lean figure.

	"Be patient with her," Sheila said, rising to give me a quick hug. "And be safe out there."

	"Always am." I managed a half-smile and turned to Dominic, who sat at the dining table, engrossed in his homework. His hair fell into his eyes as he looked up at me.

	I smiled and tousled his hair, "Hey, champ, don't stay up too late, okay?"

	Dominic nodded, offering a brave smile. "Bye, mom. See you in the morning."

	"Goodnight, Dom," I said softly, planting a kiss on his forehead. With one last look at my son and sister, I slipped out the door into the cool evening air.

	My heels clicked rhythmically against the pavement as I made my way to my car. The drive to Olive's apartment was short, but my mind raced with every turn of the wheel. I pulled up to find Olive waiting outside, a shadow beneath the flickering streetlight.

	"Hey," I greeted as she slid into the passenger seat, her curly brown hair framing her face like a cascading waterfall in the dim light of the car's interior. "Ready for tonight?"

	"Always," Olive replied, though her voice seemed weary and lacked its usual warmth.

	"Something on your mind?" I glanced over at her as we merged into traffic.

	"Nothing important," she sighed, turning her gaze to the window. Her hazel eyes, usually so full of life, seemed dulled.

	"Olive, talk to me." My tone was gentle but insistent. "You know you can tell me anything."

	"Really, it's nothing," Olive insisted, yet her hands fidgeted in her lap—a telltale sign of her unease.

	"Okay, if you say so." I decided to give her some space, focusing on the road ahead. But internally, my thoughts swirled with concern. I couldn't shake the feeling that she was slipping away from me, sinking into a depth I couldn't reach.

	We drove on in silence, the hum of the engine and the distant city sounds filling the space between us. I resolved to keep an eye on Olive throughout the night. I cared too much to let my friend suffer alone. Whatever was eating at her, I would be there to help pull her back.

	The neon lights at the club pulsated, casting a lurid glow over the throngs of patrons clamoring around the stage. I felt the vibrations of the bass under my skin as I moved with practiced grace, my body undulating to the rhythm of the heavy music. The air was thick with the scent of sweat and cheap cologne, punctuated by the occasional sharp tang of spilled liquor.

	"Next up on the main stage, give it up for the dazzling, the incomparable, Italia!" the DJ's voice boomed through the speakers, his words slurring together slightly.

	"Where's Olive?" I asked, peering behind the curtain just before I stepped forward into the spotlight.

	"Hasn't shown up yet," one of the girls replied, forcing a smile that didn’t quite reach my green eyes. I turned away to hide the worry creasing my brow. It wasn't like Olive to miss a dance, especially not without calling.

	"Maybe she's just running late?" another girl offered weakly.

	"Maybe," I said, but my gut twisted with doubt. I launched into my routine, my movements mechanically sensual, but my mind elsewhere.

	As the song ended and applause erupted, I scanned the crowd, searching for the familiar face with curly brown hair and gentle hazel eyes. But there was no sign of Olive. Returning to the dressing room, my concern grew heavier with each step.

	"Did Olive call in sick or something?" I asked the manager, my voice edged with tension. He shrugged, disinterested, barely looking up from his paperwork.

	"Who knows? These girls come and go. You're on again in fifteen," he told me.

	"Damn it," I muttered under my breath, pacing the small room. I couldn't shake the image of Olive's fidgeting hands from earlier that evening. "She wouldn't just bail..."

	"Talking to yourself now?" teased one of the dancers as she passed by, her comment hung unanswered in the air as she ran out on stage.

	I sank onto a stool, my thoughts racing. Olive had been distant, disconnected. Now, this absence—it wasn't just fatigue. There was something deeper gnawing at her, something corrosive and hidden.

	"Olive, what's going on with you?" I whispered, almost hoping for an answer to materialize out of the stale air. I reached for my phone, hesitated, then typed a message: "Where are you? Everyone's asking about you. I'm worried."

	The phone remained silent, the screen taunting me with its stillness.

	"Pull it together, Rossi," I finally scolded myself, standing and smoothing down my costume. I could not afford to be distracted, not here, not in a place where any sign of weakness was like blood in the water.

	Not when our lives depended on it.

	Yet even as I stepped back onto the stage, the crowd's electric cheers invigorating me, my mind was adrift. 

	A dark premonition enveloped my heart, whispering that the night’s performance wasn't the only thing at stake. I felt my friend was slipping away, swallowed by shadows that I could neither see nor understand.

	"Come back to us, Olive," I thought, my gaze once more sweeping over the sea of faces. But the plea went unanswered, lost amidst the beat of a heavy drum.

	The club finally emptied, the pulsating music now a distant echo as I made my way through the cluttered dressing room. Tubes of lipstick and scattered glitter reflected the harsh light, creating a kaleidoscope of chaos that seemed to mirror the storm inside me. Olive's usual spot was conspicuously bare, her absence a gaping hole in the fabric of the evening.

	My fingers traced the edge of Olive's abandoned makeup kit. I grabbed my coat and left the club, my heels clicking with purpose against the cold sidewalk. The night air nipped at my exposed skin, but the chill on my flesh paled in comparison to the icy fear coiling in my gut.

	I arrived at Olive's apartment building, the structure looming like a tired sentinel against the ink-black sky. After a buzz and a static-laden voice granting entry, I climbed the stairs two at a time, my heart pounding a rhythm of dread.

	"Olive?" I called out softly as I knocked on the door of apartment 3B. No answer. I tried the handle, relieved to find it turned easily beneath my touch.

	“Olive, are you here?”

	I stepped into the dimly lit space, my eyes scanning for any sign of my friend. In the living room, I found her curled up on the couch, an afghan tangled around her legs, her face etched with lines of exhaustion.

	"Hey," Olive murmured, her voice brittle.

	"Hey yourself," I replied, trying to keep my tone light. "You missed work. People were asking about you. I've been worried sick."

	"Sorry," Olive mumbled, avoiding my gaze.

	"Talk to me. What's going on?" I sat beside her.

	Olive hesitated, then her shoulders slumped, and a dam crumbled within her. "It's everything...the bills, work, trying to be a good mom. I started using stuff to keep me going."

	"Stuff?" I prompted gently, already fearing the answer.

	"Cocaine, to start with. Then booze to come down. And now, sleeping pills because I can't shut my brain off at night." Olive's confession spilled out, her voice still barely above a whisper.

	"Jesus, Olive..." My heart ached as I reached over and took her hands in mine, feeling her delicate fingers tremble.

	"I thought I could handle it, just until things got better." Olive's hazel eyes, once filled with warmth, now brimmed with despair. "But they're not getting better, Italia. They're just...not."

	"Okay," I said firmly. "First things first, we'll get you some help. Professional help. There are places—"

	"Can't afford it," Olive cut in, shaking her head.

	"Then we'll find a way together. You're not alone in this, hear me?" I squeezed Olive's hands tighter. "I'm with you every step. But you have to trust me."

	"Like you trust me?" Olive's voice cracked, her normally kind eyes searching mine for an anchor.

	"More than that," I assured her. "I trust you enough to fight for you when you can't fight for yourself."

	"Thank you," Olive whispered, tears streaming down her cheeks.

	"Save the thanks for later," I said with a small smile, feeling a glimmer of hope and determination ignite within me. "We've got work to do, and it starts now."

	I knew the road ahead would be difficult. But looking into Olive's weary eyes, I saw a flicker of something potent—a will to rise from the ashes. And that was enough to ignite a flame of conviction in my own heart.

	Olive's breathing hitched, a ragged inhale that seemed to tear at her throat. I watched as she clutched at the edge of the dressing room table, knuckles whitening against the chipped laminate. The once vibrant glow of stage lights now cast harsh shadows over her face, accentuating the hollows beneath her eyes.

	"Every night," she began, her voice barely above a whisper, "I tell myself it's the last time. But then the sun comes up, and I'm reaching for it again. It's like I've sold my soul to the devil, Italia. And he's come to collect."

	I felt the sorrow in her words slice through my own defenses. I reached out, my fingers brushing against her trembling hand. "There's no debt you can owe that can't be paid back, Ollie. You still have your soul—it's just a little bruised right now."

	"Does it even matter anymore?" The question seemed to weigh heavily on Olive, her shoulders slumping under the burden.

	"Of course it does," I said, my tone soft but unyielding. "You're more than your mistakes, Olive. You're a mother, a friend, someone who has always seen the good in others. It's time you allow yourself the same kindness."

	Olive looked up, her hazel eyes meeting my steady gaze. In them, I could see the war waging—a battle between surrender and the yearning to fight back.

	"Help me, Italia," she pleaded, her voice cracking with vulnerability. "Please."

	“Always,” I affirmed without hesitation, my heart aching for her and the pain etched into her weary face. I stood and pulled her into an embrace, promising to beat this darkness together.

	Her apartment faded away as we held onto each other, releasing fear and shame with each silent sob. I whispered for Olive to look at me, reminding her that this was just a tough chapter in her story and that we would turn the page together.

	She nodded, a small gesture of hope. My resolve solidified in that moment, knowing that our journey together would require patience, strength, and unwavering support.

	"Thank you," Olive breathed out with a ghost of a smile on her lips.

	"Don't thank me yet," I responded with a half-smile of my own. "We have a long road ahead, but we'll get you free from all this."

	"Free," she echoed, the word tasting like a distant dream.

	"Free," I confirmed, holding onto her hand as a symbol of our solidarity and strength. "You won't walk this road alone, Olive."

	I reached across the space between us, intertwining our fingers under the soft glow of the vanity mirror. Shadows danced across our skin as if whispering secrets of solidarity and strength.

	"I want you to know that I'm not going anywhere," I said firmly. "Your battles are mine, too. We'll face them together, like sisters in arms or warriors in the night."

	"Warriors," she repeated, a spark igniting behind her eyes.

	"Exactly," I affirmed, standing up with determination. "We'll start by seeking professional help. There are therapists who specialize in addiction and support groups where you can share your struggles without judgment."

	"Support groups?" Olive asked.

	"People who understand because they've been there themselves," I explained as I paced back and forth, planning our next steps. She needs structure, guidance, and compassion.

	"Will they really help me?" Olive's gaze followed me, holding onto the conviction in my movements.

	"Many have walked the same path you're about to take," I reassured her. "They've come out stronger, and so will you."

	"Italia," she whispered, grasping onto the hope in my words.

	"But it's not just about therapy or meetings," I continued as I knelt before her, taking her hands in mine. "It's about rebuilding...finding the Olive who got lost along the way."

	"Rebuilding," she repeated, clinging onto the word like a lifeline.

	"Piece by piece," I confirmed. Standing up again, my silhouette outlined by the backstage lights, I declared our plan for tomorrow: making calls and setting up appointments for the best options that fit with her work and responsibilities as a mother.

	"Thank you, Italia," Olive said with gratitude and the weight of her journey ahead heavy in her words.

	"Remember our pact," I reminded her, offering a determined smile. "I’m with you, Olive. When you fight, I fight. When you fall, I’m here to help you back up."

	"Fight and fall," Olive echoed, a mantra forming between us.

	"Fight and rise, Olive. That's the goal," I corrected her gently. "Now, let's get some rest. Tomorrow is a new day—a new beginning."

	As we stood, the mirror caught our reflection, two figures bound by an unspoken oath. I locked eyes with Olive's reflection, my own fierce green eyes promising a loyalty that would endure the trials to come.

	My apartment was dimly lit, the soft glow of my laptop screen illuminating my focused expression. A collection of sticky notes had colonized the wall beside me, and each was scrawled with potential treatment centers, therapists, and support groups. My fingers flew across the keyboard, a metronome to my relentless search for something—anything—that might help Olive claw her way back from the abyss.

	"Let's see... 'Holistic approaches,' 'Cognitive Behavioral Therapy,' 'Twelve-step programs'..." I muttered under my breath, my green eyes scanning the seemingly endless list of options. My mind was a whirlwind of pros and cons, costs and availability, filtering through what I knew of Olive's fragile situation.

	Tapping the edge of my screen thoughtfully, I felt the weight of responsibility settling on my shoulders like an old, familiar cloak. I exhaled deeply, reminding myself that this wasn't about duty; it was about love—messy, complicated love for a friend who had lost her way.

	"Outpatient or inpatient?" I murmured, narrowing my eyes at the screen. "How can I expect her to check into a facility when she's got a little one waiting for her every night?" The thought spurred me on as I leafed through reviews and testimonies of past patients, seeking a beacon of hope amidst the sea of information.

	The next morning, I stood by Olive's side outside the nondescript building that housed the support group I’d chosen. It was a humble place, tucked between a bakery and a dry cleaner, but it represented a monumental step forward.

	"Are you sure about this?" Olive asked, her voice small against the cacophony of city life bustling around us.

	"Nobody's ever ready for their first meeting, Olive," I replied, placing a hand on her arm, feeling the tremble beneath my fingertips. "But I found a group that understands where you're coming from. They've helped a lot of people."

	"Okay," she whispered, barely audible. "I trust you."

	"Remember, you don't have to share anything you're not comfortable with," I said as we crossed the threshold together.

	Inside, the room was warm, chairs arranged in a circle that spoke of unity and shared struggle. I took a seat beside Olive, close enough to offer silent strength, yet far enough to allow her the space to breathe and confront her demons.

	As others began to speak, I listened intently, vigilant for any sign of unease from Olive. I could feel the tension radiating off her, the internal battle raging as she fought to keep her composure.

	"Would you like to share today?" the group leader asked her, turning towards Olive with a gentle invitation.

	She hesitated, glancing at me, and I offered a subtle nod of encouragement.

	"Hi, I'm Olive," she started, her voice steadier than expected. "And I... I need help."

	My chest swelled with pride at her bravery. I reached out, squeezing her hand reassuringly as she recounted her story, raw and unfiltered. Each word seemed to release a fraction of the heavy burden she carried, and with every sentence, I felt the hopeful stirrings of recovery begin to take root.

	The room's stale air, tinged with the scent of brewed coffee and antiseptic, lingered as the support group dispersed. Olive and I remained seated, our chairs now turned towards each other, creating a small island of intimacy amidst the sea of empty seats.

	"Challenges," I began, my voice a low hum, "they're like these relentless waves, aren't they? They keep coming, no matter how hard we try to stand against them." I reached down to straighten the hem of my skirt, a nervous habit that betrayed my cool demeanor.

	Olive tucked a loose curl behind her ear, her gaze distant. "It feels like I'm standing at the edge of an abyss, Italia. What if I fall back in? The drugs...the drinking...it's like they're calling me from the shadows."

	"Listen to me, Olive," I said, leaning forward, my eyes locking onto Olive's with fierce intensity. "You've already taken the hardest step by facing those demons today. And yeah, it's going to be tough. There will be days you'll feel like giving up, but—"

	"But I won't be alone," Olive interjected, a fragile smile breaking through her anxiety. "I have you."

	"Damn right, you do!” My hand found Olive's again, our fingers entwining like vines seeking mutual support.

	"Every stumble, every fall, I'll be here," I promised, squeezing Olive's hand. "We'll pick up the pieces together and build something stronger each time."

	"Like a fortress?" Olive asked, a hopeful glint in her eyes.

	"Exactly like a fortress," I replied with a nod. I could see the resolve taking shape inside Olive, the determination to rebuild amidst the ruins.

	"Thank you, Italia. For being my rock in all this chaos," Olive murmured, her voice thick with emotion.

	"Hey, what are friends for?" I quipped, my lips curving into a wry smile. I stood up, pulling Olive to her feet. "Now, come on, let's get some fresh air."

	As we walked side by side toward the exit, the weight of the conversation hung between us yet also lifted from our shoulders, leaving a sense of solidarity in its wake.

	"Promise me something, Olive," I said once we were outside, the evening air brisk against our skin.

	"Anything," Olive replied, looking over at me with earnest eyes.

	"Promise me you'll fight, even when it feels impossible. Promise me you'll reach out when you need to, without shame or fear."

	"I promise," Olive said, her words carrying the weight of a sacred vow. "And what about you, Italia?"

	"Me?" I paused, considering my own vulnerabilities for a moment. "I promise to never give up on you, Olive. Not now, not ever."

	Our shared laughter mingled with the night breeze as we embraced, a testament to the strength of our bond. Overcoming addiction was not a battle to be fought alone, and in that silent pact, both Olive and I knew we had already won half the fight.

	"Tomorrow's a new day," I said as we parted, my heart swelling with pride and affection. "And we'll face it together, come hell or high water."

	"Together," Olive echoed, her voice steady and sure.

	We walked to the car, our silhouettes cast long by the streetlights, shoulder to shoulder, resilient against the uncertainty of the path ahead.

	The neon glow of the strip club sign was a distant memory as my car purred to a gentle stop in front of Olive's modest apartment building. The flickering streetlamp cast a pool of light on the cracked pavement, painting everything with an orange hue that failed to warm the cool night.

	"Home sweet home," I said softly, my voice tinged with the fatigue of a long day but buoyed by the unmistakable tone of hope. I turned to look at Olive, who was staring out the window, her profile etched in shadows and light.

	"Thanks, Italia," Olive murmured, her hand resting on the door handle but making no move to exit. "Today was... it was really something."

	Italia's green eyes softened, her gaze lingering on Olive's tired but determined face. "You did great today, you know. I'm proud of you, Olive."

	Olive turned, the ghost of a smile tugging at the corners of her mouth. "Proud? After sitting in a circle talking about all the ways I've screwed up?"

	"Especially after that," Italia insisted, her fingers drumming on the steering wheel. "It takes guts to own up to your mistakes. To face them head-on. That's the kind of strength that not everyone has."

	A silence filled the space between us, heavy with unspoken words and shared experiences. Olive chewed on her lower lip, a habit I had observed many times before when she was deep in thought.

	"Tomorrow," I began, "I'll swing by early. We'll grab some breakfast and hit another support group session before work. Sound good?"

	"Sounds like a plan." Olive nodded with a hint of a smile. “I feel... lighter somehow. Like I'm not carrying it all by myself anymore."

	"Because you're not," I affirmed, "I'm here. Through every step, every stumble, every victory. You're not alone."

	Olive's hand tightened around mine, "Thank you. For being there. For believing in me when I couldn't."

	"Always," I whispered. I replayed the day's events—the raw truths spilled in the therapy room, the shared laughter during a brief lunch break, and the solemn nods from others who understood all too well the demons she faced.

	"Alright, get some rest," I urged, releasing Olive's hand as she finally opened the car door. "Tomorrow's another battle, but we'll fight it together."

	"Until then," Olive said, stepping out into the night. She paused, looking back at me. "I am fighting, Italia. I promise."

	"I know you are." I watched Olive climb the steps to her building, each movement deliberate and sure. As she disappeared behind the door, I let out a sigh of relief I hadn't realized she'd been holding.

	I allowed myself a moment of stillness in the solitude of my car. Olive was fighting the toughest battle of her life, but I was determined not to let her struggle alone.

	"See you tomorrow, Olive," Italia muttered to the empty passenger seat as if the words could bridge the distance between us until dawn. And with that, I shifted the car into drive and pulled away from the curb.

	 

	
Chapter 

	Three

	The veil of clouds cast a dull pallor over the cemetery, the sky weeping gently as if in mourning. I stood silently amongst the throng of black-clad figures that had converged to pay their respects to Olive. My eyes pooled with restrained tears.

	"Momma," whispered Dominic, tugging at my sleeve, his voice barely audible over the somber murmurings of the gathered crowd. "Why do people have to go away like Aunt Olive did?"

	I placed a hand on his shoulder, offering him a tender squeeze. "It's just part of life, sweetie," I said softly, knowing my words were inadequate.

	I knelt down, bringing myself to my son's level. "We all have our time, Dom," I said, my voice steady despite the storm of emotions brewing inside. "Sometimes, it comes sooner than we think. But what matters is how we live, not how long."

	The dark oak casket seemed a stark contrast to the vibrant spirit Olive once embodied—it seemed a cold, hard vessel too cruel for someone so full of warmth. The polished wood gleamed under the touch of the soft rain, droplets beading like precious pearls only to slide away into nothingness.

	"Look at all these people," I heard Sheila murmur beside me, her gaze sweeping across the crowd. "Olive touched so many lives."

	I nodded. "She did," I agreed. "And now she's gone because of those damned drugs."

	"Shh, let's not talk about that here," Sheila cautioned with a glance around. "Not today. Today, we say goodbye."

	"Goodbye isn't enough," I whispered fiercely. "Not for Olive."

	We approached the casket together, Dominic clutching my hand while Sheila walked closely behind. The other mourners ahead parted, allowing us space to stand before the somber reminder of our loss. A photo of Olive, framed in silver, depicted her laughing, her curly brown hair glowing in imagined sunlight. It stood beside a vase of white lilies, their scent heavy in the damp air.

	"Rest easy, my friend," I whispered, reaching out to lay a gentle hand upon the casket.

	"Will you be okay, Mom?" Dominic's concern pulled me back from the edge of my thoughts.

	"Of course, baby," I assured him, mustering a smile that didn't quite reach my eyes. "I'll always be okay. You and Aunt Sheila give me strength."

	As we turned away from Olive's final resting place, I felt the weight of my silent vow pressing against my chest, a secret resolve I would carry from this graveyard. I looked at Dominic, his curious green eyes searching my face for comfort, and my heart tightened.

	"Let's go home," Sheila suggested, wrapping an arm around my shoulders.

	"Home," I echoed, my mind already racing. The funeral might have been the end for Olive, but for me, it was merely the beginning.

	My fingers lingered on the casket, a final goodbye to Olive. My touch traced the grain as if I could somehow reach the soul and connect with my friend one last time.

	"Olive used to say that lilies were the flowers of the soul," I murmured, my voice barely audible above the soft weeping of the gathered mourners.

	"Did she?" Sheila's voice was thick with unshed tears.

	"Yeah." My throat constricted. "She said they reminded her of renewal... of purity."

	"Will Olive come back?" Dominic’s innocence pierced my heart.

	"No, sweetheart, she won't." I hugged him close, feeling his small arms wrap around my neck. "But she'll always be with us here." I pressed a hand over his chest, over his heart.

	As Dominic nodded against my shoulder, I allowed myself to drift into memories, where Olive's laughter was still a resonant melody in my mind. We had met in a world of glittering lights and thumping beats, two women fending for themselves against the odds. The bond we forged was not just in shared secrets and whispered dreams but also in the way Olive had looked out for Dominic, how she'd been a steady presence even when life was anything but stable.

	"Remember the night we closed down the club?" I spoke to Sheila, but my gaze was distant. "And Olive got us to dance on the bar top?"

	Sheila chuckled despite the tears tracking down her cheeks. "She was the only one who could get you to loosen up like that."

	"Life of the party," I agreed, a bittersweet smile tugging at my lips. The image of Olive, arms raised, head thrown back in joyous abandon, was as vivid as if it had happened yesterday rather than being a relic of a past now turned to dust.

	"Hey, Mom," Dominic said, breaking into my reverie. "Can we have ice cream later? Auntie Olive liked ice cream."

	"Sure, baby, we can do that." I stood, brushing the dirt from my knees. Ice cream seemed like such a trivial thing in the shadow of death, yet it was these small acts, these tiny threads of continuity, that kept me human in the face of loss.

	"Let's head back," I suggested, my voice steady even as my thoughts churned with unspoken resolutions. The crowd began to disperse, offering final condolences, their somber attire a stark contrast to Olive’s vibrant spirit.
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