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My children – Nate, Brittany and Joseph: I couldn’t love anyone or anything as much as I love you guys. And I wouldn’t change a thing. 

Marla Jackson: You were the first to read and praise Patchwork, lighting the flame. Nearly 30 years later, you still had the original, typewritten copy and here I can’t even find the earrings I wore yesterday. They just don’t make teachers like you anymore. I hope I’ve made you proud.

ExModSquad – Felicia, Sandra, Jeannie and Sylvia: Who said online friendships aren’t real? Sixteen years and counting...

My sister – My friend. I love you for your unwavering support in everything I do.

Foreword 

––––––––
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Stepmothers often get a bad rap in fiction. I’ve had a few stepmothers that were pretty awful but I also had one that was a blessing. Then I became a stepmother to two little girls – one loved me with all of her heart; the other wanted me to just disappear into thin air and would do anything to make it happen. So I’ve been on both ends of the step-parenting issue. In horror stories, it’s always the evil stepmother that causes the conflict, but sometimes the stepchild has their own agenda.
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Junebug/The Flat Earth
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Tending the garden was the only thing that ever calmed her nerves. It took her away from the madness indoors and a quiet peace draped over her head and shoulders like her favorite blanket. As soon as her knees touched the soft soil, her blood pressure decreased and her breath slowed. Waving her fingers through the spread of green leaves had a calming effect that no little white pill could provide. 

The fresh smell of foliage filled her nostrils and she inhaled deeply, feeling the energy return and course through her body. Her arms and legs were tingling now; she used her gloved hands to smooth over the open patch of soil where no flowers yet appeared. 

The seeds buried beneath would begin peeking out in a few days with just a little love and care, bolstered by sunshine. The Morning Glories would be a nice addition to the little garden, it needed more color; she had stuck to mostly greenery since it was in the back of the house and no one would see it behind the privacy fence. But she had suddenly been inspired to add some color, hence the Morning Glory seeds. 

She rose from the ground carefully, wincing at the pain in her hip, and retrieved the water sprayer to moisten the bare patch. Relief flooded through her veins like the water rushing from the hose. Watching the dirt turn black with needed moisture, she smiled. Her garden hadn’t truly pleased her in some time and she’d become bored with it, but this - this gave her joy again.

The sound of a car door slamming jolted her from her thoughts. The king was home! She reached down and slapped the dirt from her knees before peeling off her gardening gloves and placing them on the little stool. One final step before she could return to the house; she ducked into the little shed and looked around the shelves, moving the cans of engine oil and plant fertilizer, until her hand closed around the wooden end of the sign.

The pole sunk smoothly into the wet dirt until it struck solid and could go no further.

“Carlita!” The king bellowed through the house and she scrambled to clean up her tools before going to greet her husband. She could hear him moving about the kitchen, lifting the lids on the pots to see what she had assembled for dinner. 

“Did you wash your hands?” She yelled at him from the laundry room where she peeled off her dirty clothing and slipped into a t-shirt and gym shorts. She’d removed her sweaty bra and panties and rummaged through the clean basket for fresh replacements, but there was nothing but the King’s laundry and Junebug’s play clothes. 

She sighed and limped slightly on her way into the kitchen in her bare feet with her breasts jiggling underneath the thin t-shirt.

He turned to look at her when she entered and his eyes fell immediately to her chest.

“Dessert?” He asked with a grin, stretching out his hand to touch her.

She slapped him away.

“Dessert is after dinner, right?”

“Doesn’t have to be - we make our own rules,” He reached out quickly and pinched her nipple before she could duck away from him.

“Where’s Junebug? We can sneak upstairs real quick before he notices - I won’t take long!” He looked behind him to see if his son was sneaking up on him as he usually did when he returned from work. Carlita used his distraction as a chance to escape the reach of his long arms, although the idea of a quickie was appealing and she felt her thighs tremble slightly at his touch. The sharp pinch reminded her that his tenderness was conditional upon her accepting his reality and foregoing her own.

She went to the stove and began stirring the pot of thick tomato sauce for the pasta. Bubbles rose to the surface and she caught a glimpse of a curly brown hair floating on the top before it dipped beneath the surface again. She used the spoon to tap at the bubbles to see if it would pop up again so she could lift it out, but it never reappeared. 

“Babe, hand me that foil-covered bowl from the fridge, please,” Carlita said over her shoulder. 

King opened the fridge and removed the large bowl, then lifted a corner of the foil to take a sniff.

“Chicken?” He asked, poking at it with his finger.

“Hey! Again - did you wash your hands?” Carlita took the bowl and dumped the contents across the pan of freshly blanched pasta noodles, then swished the yellow chunks of meat around with a spatula before spreading a layer of shredded cheese over the top.

“Junebug! Junebug, I’m home!” King bellowed through the house. 

“Stop yelling! He’s probably inside Timmy’s house, he’ll be here eventually.”

“But he always comes home when I get off from work - that’s our time.”

Carlita smirched. “Yeah, I know, your time. How could I forget?”

“Aw, don’t be jealous - I offered you a ride on the magic stick before he got here; I was going to put on a cartoon to keep him busy but you turned me down,” King slapped her butt and pulled out his cell phone.

“What’s Timmy’s mom’s number? I’ll call and tell him to get here.”

Carlita covered his hands with her own to stop him from dialing, then gently removed the phone from his fingers and dropped it into her pocket.

“Baby, let him play! He’s getting older; you gotta stop treating him like a baby. He doesn’t need to come home and be tossed in the air like a toddler. They’re probably playing Xbox or something.”

King frowned and rubbed his bearded chin, thinking. He looked forward to bonding with the boy every evening and he was more than a little disappointed to see that Junebug may be focusing his interest elsewhere.

They had been through a lot, those two. They were both still grieving the loss of Junebug’s mother to a drunken driver, less than two years earlier when Junebug was merely three years old. Carlita had been one of the unit nurses in the hospital where his first wife finally succumbed to her devastating injuries. She breezed into their lives and helped settle the storm during the frenzy of the lawsuits, trial and sentencing of the driver. She brought a certain peace to their home and King was able to return to his job as a police officer, assured that Junebug was in good hands.

Carlita had no children of her own. She was a few years older than King and fell in love with him the moment she looked into his eyes. He was frantic over the possibility of losing his wife and his hands shook so much that he couldn’t hold on to the papers she’d handed to him. She covered his shaking hands with hers and assured him that he didn’t need to worry about paperwork at that moment. 

Tears flowed down his cheeks as he thanked her and shuffled back into his wife’s bed in the intensive care room. Carlita stayed on all night to make sure he had what he needed and that the other nurses gave him the highest level of attention. When his wife failed to recover from her internal injuries, she was there to help him with the details and preparations, easily sliding into the role of friend and eventually lover.

But Junebug wasn’t giving in so easily. He was a problem from day one. With his big brown eyes and protruding teeth that were just a little too big for his mouth, he was determined to be sullen and difficult. Perhaps in allegiance with his dead mother, he didn’t want to love or even like another woman in her place. She’d tried so hard, she wanted to be a good mother but he refused to accept her offerings.

So they danced daily. She’d rise early to make his favorite chocolate and caramel pancakes; have them sitting on a warm plate for his breakfast, and he’d sit at the table and cross his arms and stare, refusing to eat. 

Birthdays came and went and a corner of the basement began to pile up with unopened presents - things that Carlita had purchased and wrapped lovingly for the boy. He didn’t want them. He refused to eat the cake, declined the gifts, and sat staring off into space with his eyes tight, chewing on his lower lip, while the party went on around him. 

King shrugged it off; he never wanted to get involved, thinking that Junebug just needed a little understanding; the adjustment was rough for him. Don’t push him, King advised. Give him more time. Two years later, Carlita was still spending each day desperately plotting and strategizing on how to win Junebug’s love.

“Mmmmm, that smells good already! When can we eat?” King opened the oven door and peeked inside. “Junebug loves chicken - he’s gonna love this - let me call him-”

“Don’t you dare!” Carlita turned on him with her eyes ablaze. “I told you to leave him alone! You wanted him to have a friend, he finally has a friend, now leave him alone and let him play!”

King recoiled in surprise. “Gee, sorry. Didn’t mean to piss you off!”

He stepped away from the stove and slumped into a dining chair.

Carlita threw her arms around his shoulders and covered his huge neck with kisses. 

“I just really want to make this evening special, I want Junebug to be in a good mood for a change and I want us to enjoy dinner together – like a family!”

King twisted in his seat so he could look into his wife’s eyes. A tear slid down her cheek as he cupped her chin in his hand.

“Honey, I know you’ve been trying so hard, its okay,” He said soothingly as he stroked her face. “I’ll step back from this one and let you run the show. Maybe that’s part of the problem, I always try to jump in and redirect things, to keep you from getting hurt. Maybe I need to just let you and Junebug work it out on your own.”

Carlita nodded. “I think that would help a lot. As long as he knows that you are going to defend him, he doesn’t have to try to be nice to me.”

“Okay, I’ll stay out of it, starting today. Promise.”

“Thank you, babe. You’ll see, he’ll be inviting me to Mother and son dances soon!”

“Ha! That I’d like to see!”

“Just wait, he’s got to give in at some point, it takes far more energy to hate me than it does to love me.” Carlita playfully slapped his massive arm and returned to her cooking.

“He doesn’t hate you, he just misses YoYo, it’s been hard for him.”

“And it’s been hard for me as well,” insisted Carlita with a frown. “But I’m doing my best. I’ve been patient but I’m human, I have feelings too.”

“He’s a child, Carlita, he’s not emotionally mature enough to understand what he’s doing. He sees you as competition for me – and I’m all he’s got left,” said King.

“Don’t make excuses for him, Honey. It’s not okay to be rude to me, even if he doesn’t want to love me or like me – YoYo should have taught him to respect his elders.”

King scowled at the criticism of his dead wife. “Watch yourself now. I told you before, don’t go there and we’ll be fine.” 

He took a water bottle from the fridge and left the kitchen angrily. She had crossed that line unintentionally but it was too late to unspeak those bitter words. She didn’t actually bear any ill will against Junebug’s mother, how could she? She never knew her. She had only seen her when she was brought into the hospital the night of the accident, the night she was assigned to her care and delivered her final dose of morphine before she slipped away, and then at her funeral. But she was resentful of the bond that Yoyo seemed to have with Junebug even after death. 

At times it felt as if she were controlling Junebug from the grave, coaching him on how to respond to every conversation with his new stepmom, how to make her feel every bit as useless and intrusive as possible. No matter what she tried to coax some kind of acknowledgment, hug or even a smile, he blocked her at every turn.

Carlita soon accepted that Junebug may never see her as anything more than an invasion into his life, and she was learning to be fine with that. It was a tradeoff for the fortune she gained by marrying King. 

But when Junebug tried to kill her, she knew she was dealing with more than just a sad little boy.
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King insists that it was just an accident, but Carlita knew better. Accidents happen, certainly, but the car slipping into reverse while Carlita walked behind it – that was no accident. She was headed to the mailbox at the end of the drive and as she turned slightly to wave at the neighbor, she caught a brief flash of movement in the rear window. It happened too fast to register in her brain the connection between Junebug being buckled in the backseat and the car suddenly lurching backward down the driveway toward her, bumping her hip as she dove into the grass. It narrowly missed crushing her under its wheels.

Carlita’s body healed over time, leaving her with the permanent limp, but her heart didn’t forget so quickly. At King’s insistence, she put aside her feelings and instead focused on not making Junebug feel bad about the accident. So she never said a word about seeing Junebug scoot across the backseat of the car just as it began to roll toward her. 

She never mentioned it because she knew that King wouldn’t believe her. But when she nearly overdosed on her pain medication, it all came bubbling up from her throat and spilling across her lips before she could stop it. 

“I didn’t take too many pills, King, I’m a nurse, for God’s sake, I know how to fucking medicate myself!”

King stood next to her hospital bed looking down at her pitifully.

“We all make mistakes, Hon,” He said.

“God-dammit, King! Do you really think I accidentally took too many pain killers? Do you think I’m that stupid?”

King rubbed his forehead then scratched furiously at his beard.

“I didn’t say you were stupid, I’m just saying, you’ve been in a lot of pain – maybe you were a little confused, pain can make you feel all out of sorts –“

“Maybe Junebug put something in the glass he brought me to take the fucking pills!” Carlita screamed at him. 

“What is that supposed to mean?” 

“What don’t you get? He brought me a glass of milk to take my pills and now look where I wake up – coincidence?”

King’s eyes widened. “You...are really losing it. Junebug said you were acting strange earlier – and now this.” 

“Look just get the fuck out and let me rest. I’m not dead yet so you and Junebug can go plot something else for me,” Carlita turned her back to him and pulled the thin hospital sheets up around her neck, effectively dismissing him and ending the conversation. She listened for the sound of his shoes as he exited the room; then she started to silently cry. The sweet smell of the lilacs in her garden wafted through the open window and gave her comfort.

King watched her closely when she came home the next day, taking a few weeks off work so he could care for her. He was there at every turn, bringing her meals, massages on demand, brushing her hair while she lay across his lap. It was blissful and serene, almost like the early days of their marriage when he would barely let her feet touch the floor. 

When King returned to the business of running his company, Junebug stepped up his efforts to eliminate her.

The following weeks brought a tumble down the stairs, a narrow escape from a sudden gas leak behind the dryer, and a close shave with the electric carving knife. 

After so many accidents, Carlita asked King for a dog.

“What are you going to do with a dog, my love?” King asked, looking at her as if she had asked for a wild leopard.

“Just for companionship, I get lonely here during the day. Besides, dogs are great for smelling gas and detecting danger, the hospital works with this group that gives dogs to patients who need assistance.”

“Well, you do need assistance, that’s for sure,” said King. “You’ve been a walking zombie since the accident with the car!”

Carlita winced at his words. 

“Yeah, the accident,” she said. 

“Don’t start,” King rolled his eyes and threw back the bed covers to leave.

“Junebug, come here, baby boy!” King’s deep bass cut through the quiet morning.

Carlita struggled to pull herself up higher on her pillow. “What are you calling him for?”

“To tell him the news, that you guys are getting a dog!” King bounced on the bed like a child; like a six and a half foot bearded child.

Junebug suddenly appeared in the doorway with his usual scowl. He never made noise as he moved through the house; it was as if he floated when he walked, his feet didn’t seem to touch the floor, because Carlita never heard him approach.

He stood there with his eyes fixed on Carlita; she pulled the blanket up to her neck and stared at the blank television screen.

“Hey, Son! Good news! You’re getting a dog!” King announced with glee. “What kind of dog do you want?”

Junebug continued to stare, soundlessly.

“You don’t have to tell me now, tell me when I get home from work and we can go pick it out this weekend,” King walked over to hug his son and the boy circled his arms around King’s waist with affection while peering around his body to stare coldly at Carlita. She looked away when she saw him smile.

A few days later, King came roaring into the house cradling a miniature schnauzer against his massive chest. 

“What the hell is this?” Carlita asked, lightly stroking the tiny head of the pup.

“You asked for a dog – I got you a dog – what’s the problem now?”

“I wanted a DOG, King – not a toy! This is a TOY, I don’t need something to play with!” Carlita yelled through tears. 

“What else do you need a dog for? I thought you wanted a companion? That’s what you said!” King had already started moving through the house, looking for Junebug.

“I wanted a big dog, not a little tiny rat, for heaven’s sake, King, why didn’t you ask me what I wanted? Why would you go and get it yourself without even asking me?”

She collapsed into the nearest chair and bent over into her own lap and cried; she waited to feel his big hands on her back, soothing and comforting her, but she could only hear him in the next room talking excitedly with Junebug about what they would name their new pet. That tiny thing couldn’t protect her at all! She wanted something big and terrifying, something that would guard her at night when King wasn’t home, so she could finally sleep peacefully. This little rat dog was not at all what she had in mind!

Carlita decided then that she’d had enough. If King would not take her side, she would have to stand up for herself. She wiped her tears with the corner of her shirt and joined them in the next room.

“That’s MY dog, I asked for it, so it’s mine,” she said as she entered. “I’m going to name it Poppy. Thank you.” Carlita walked between them and picked up the tiny animal, leaving the room with her husband and stepson staring at her back.

She didn’t expect King to stop her. He didn’t even try. She could hear them whispering behind her back as she walked away.

The next day, she called a friend to give her a ride to the animal shelter, where she traded Poppy for Dingo – a big, beast of a monster with sharp teeth and even sharper claws. He stood as tall as Junebug with a ferocious bark – and he fell in love with the boy as soon as Carlita brought him inside.

She bitterly watched them bond with each other on the front lawn, as much as Junebug knew how to bond with something living; he stood next to Dingo rubbing its head while Dingo eagerly reached up and licked his arm.

Carlita left them alone and went inside to change into her gardening clothes. She needed to feel the earth between her fingers to keep from breaking down in frustration. She could hear Dingo barking happily and Junebug was silent, as usual, but she imagined he was enjoying himself by commandeering her dog; he probably had that same sick smile plastered on his face. It was surprising that Dingo liked him – dogs are supposed to be able to detect evil. 

After pruning the dead leaves from the Hostas and spraying plant food across the flower bed, she stood back to admire her work. She had plans for the empty patch in the middle and felt anxious to get started seeding; it always excited her to plant because it gave her a chance to create and nurture, and to have something rely on her for its existence. She missed that since having to leave her position at the hospital; she missed having people need her, but with all of the accidents, her body wasn’t able to handle the long shifts and continuous walking.

The barking quieted. 

Carlita walked around to the front of the house to take a peek at Junebug and Dingo but they had moved from the front lawn and were nowhere in sight.

She went inside through the front door and walked into the living room, then froze.

Junebug sat in the overstuffed chair with the barrel of the pistol pointed directly toward Carlita; the gun was heavy and he balanced the weight of the handle with both of his little hands.

“What-what are you doing, Junebug? Please, put that down, please!” Carlita spoke softly, slowly and raised her hands out in front of her body, palms displayed in a sign of surrender. She was afraid to scare the boy and he might accidentally pull the trigger....accidentally.

“Where did you get that gun?” Carlita whispered. “That’s nothing to play with, Junebug. Put it down on the table next to you slowly – I don’t want you to get hurt. I don’t want to get hurt! You’re really scaring me right now.”

Junebug didn’t move. He held the gun steady – terrifyingly steady for a 6 year old who supposedly had never held a gun. Or had he been practicing for this moment?

Dingo lay on the floor next to the chair with his head resting on his paws; he whimpered softly as if he could detect the danger in the air. Carlita prayed that he wouldn’t react and jump.

“Please, Junebug, put it down, baby.” The word didn’t even feel right coming out of her mouth. She hadn’t called him baby since they first met, back when she believed he was just a sweet sad little boy. Now, she knew better, and if she still wasn’t sure – looking down the barrel of her husband’s gun made it clear.

Junebug sneered at her over the top of the big gun. His little fingers twitched as if he was having a hard time not holding the gun but keeping himself from pressing on the trigger. His eyes twinkled and the tip of his tongue snaked out to moisten his lips.

At that moment, Carlita knew she was about to die. Every nerve in her body relaxed when she hear loud music blasting into the driveway as King arrived home from work. She tried to force a smile at Junebug to keep him from panicking and jerking.
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