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Chapter One – Worst Week Ever
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Chicago, Illinois

Khloe Burgess sat on her front porch, the smoldering embers crackling behind her while the ache in her head thumped and angry blood pumped into the grey matter. Disbelief overcame any attempt to get on her feet and get moving because honestly, she didn’t know what to say, what to do, or how to even respond to just one more situation that she labeled as the worst week ever. It was only Wednesday. The week wasn’t even over yet.

People walked by, asking if she was okay. The furthest thing from her mind was whether or not she was okay. From where she sat, shit would never be okay again in her life ever. It was still perplexing her to no end that the week had only reached Wednesday. Three days into the work week and her life was physically, literarily and mentally in ruins. She counted the days again on her fingers, just to make sure she hadn’t awakened in an alternate universe which had conspired to render her insane. Sunday, Monday, Tuesday, yep, it was Wednesday. Checking her smart watch, she eyeballed the calendar function for confirmation - still only fucking Wednesday.

Four days ago, on Sunday morning, before her shift at Mercy Memorial Hospital in Chicago where she held a glorified position as a nurse practitioner, three thugs gave chase through the city streets during her morning run. Luckily, the idiots were sagging their pants, which hindered their ability to catch up to her to do whatever dastardly deed had entered their small minds. She had escaped one horrific fate only to enter her workplace and be shot at by the wife of Dr. Lombardi, the resident male whore who found it necessary to hump every woman willing to spread her legs. His latest conquest, believing her love affair with the roaming Romeo made her special, took it upon herself to call his wife. The sad part was that as emboldened as Nurse Vicky believed herself to be, she wasn’t courageous enough to give Nancy Lombardi, the doctor’s wife her real name. Instead, Vicky decided to tell Nancy that her name was Khloe Burgess. Ducking from the spray of bullets, on her knees on the floor behind the desk, she peered over the counter.

The bullets from the gun, held by a shaky Nancy, went into the wall. Dr. Lombardi, in his effort to wrestle the gun away from his enraged wife, ended up with a gut shot. Khloe, ashamed of her own thoughts, wished the shot had hit the man a bit lower. He was a disgusting man, who by any standards wasn’t even good looking, and had an average penis. This she knew for a fact since she’d caught him in the on-call room several times in a state of readiness with different young women. The man, whose first name was Roger, was a menace that walked around all day tugging his junk as if pulling the inch worm would make it grow.

“I need a new life. This one sucks,” Khloe remarked as she applied pressure to the bullet wound in his belly while others prepared Roger Lombardi for surgery.

It wasn’t a normal day at the office. Nothing in her life this week was normal, but tomorrow was her day off. A day away from the hospital with sick people only to spend it with her mother, who made people sick. Especially Khloe. Ending the night shift at 7 am, she climbed into her car, driving home to deal with the next catastrophe who had given birth to her. Putting on a brave face, she climbed the old stairs, inserted her key into the lock, inhaling deeply before bracing herself to deal with today’s shenanigans. 

“Morning, Mom,” she said cheerfully as she entered the childhood home she and her brother Dorian had grown up in. The house smelled of sour beer and old cigarette smoke trapped in the walls and pissy carpet. The status of the carpet came by way of her mother, who was on another drinking binge. For some damned reason, the woman refused to make the necessary short trip down the hall and alleviate herself where ever she stood at the moment. The cheery attitude Khloe tried to bring to the day was met with vitriol and sour breath which slowly soured her fake happy disposition.

“Don’t morning me. Don’t say good morning either, cause ain’t a goddamn thing good about it,” Erica Burgess slurred. “Where is that peasy headed brother of yours? He don’t even come by anymore to check on his Momma.”

“I’m here, Mom,” she said, getting the woman off the floor. From the way her mother was sprawled on the stained carpet, it appeared as if she’d spent the better part of the night there, soaked in her own waste. “Let’s get you to the shower.”

“I ain’t your damned child!”

“Then stop shitting on yourself like you are, Mom,” Khloe said, reaching for her mother but not moving fast enough to avoid the swing of the woman’s fist, which connected to her eye.

This was the way it normally went, but usually, Khloe moved fast enough to duck from the wayward swings. “Mom, I’m going to have to put you in a home,” Khloe said. “You can’t be left alone.”

“Then I will live with you,” Erica said.

“Mom, I don’t know why you hate me so much to suggest such a thing,” she said softly, trying again to get her mother on her feet without getting caked-on fecal matter on her own. “Something has to give. We can’t keep doing this.”

“You may not be able to, but I can. I will drink as long as I can get my hands on a bottle,” Erica said. “Ricky is a son of bitch who left me with all of this. Two kids. A mortgage and a dog I didn’t even like. You know that fucker bit me?”

“Yes Mom, I do, that is why the dog lives with me now,” Khloe said somberly as she got the thin woman into the stand-up shower. Ricky Burgess left them when Khloe was five and Dorian was eight. Thirty-two years later, her mother was still drinking and blaming the man for not wanting to come home every day to a woman who smelled like pee, menthol Kools, and an invisible demon, who tortured them all.  The sad part was that he left his children with her as well. As Khloe aged, his visits became fewer and he seemingly never wanted to look her in the eye. Dorian, her brother, eventually moved out and in with their father. His visits too, became fewer, leaving Khloe alone to care for her mother. As time went on, it began self-evident that Erica Burgess did not want to get better, only to drag everyone around her down the same path of misery. 

Fed up and wanting a new life, on Khloe’s 18th birthday, the Army beckoned. Joining the corps, she trained as a nurse serving her country and tending to broken soldiers who, like her mother, clung tight to dark demons who visited in the wee hours of the night. The time served sped by and twenty years, seven countries, and three wars later, she returned to Chicago to do good by her community. Too bad the community didn’t want to do good by her. It was going to be a long Monday.

Freshly showered and attempting to eat the bowl of oats Khloe placed before her, Erica Burgess gave up on solid food sliding down her throat, opting instead to sit on the couch with a glass of cheap wine. 

“Go home girl,” Erica said. “You need some rest before you go back to your shift tonight.”

“I’ll stay a bit longer Mom, make you some lunch, then I’ll leave,” Khloe offered, leaning back in the chair and closing her eyes. She’d slept longer than she planned, waking in time to shower, grab a bite to eat and head to work. Monday nights were fight night as she like to call them. Angry men came home from the day shift, poised for battle, taking out the days aggression of a job that paid too little, worked them too hard and being supervised by people who knew even less. Black eyes, broken arms and whimpering women lined the wall waiting for help yet at the end of treatment, they all went back home to the abusers. It was a vicious cycle that ended Monday night, fading slowly into another day.

****
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TUESDAY MORNING, KHLOE spotted Paddington Clawfoot, her Rottweiler, walking down the street with the local drug dealer. She whistled for the dog to come to her side but the animal looked at her and continued on with his new master. She was uncertain if the protection she’d raised from a pup to be her bodyguard, whom she loaned to her mother at night, was stolen or if he too had become tired of her moping about the house. The dog, had no intention of coming back and she sure as hell wasn’t about to get confrontational with a drug dealer, so she let it be.

“Be happy Paddington, make good choices,” she called out to the dog. He responded by showing her his puckered doggy asshole and walking away.

Opening her front door, she realized why the dog had left. Her mother was in her house. How the woman managed to consistently get in, even after she’d had the locks changed and a security system installed, befuddled her. Today, Khloe felt like Paddington Clawfoot. She wanted to get the hell out of that house as well.

“Mom, what are you doing here?”

“You said I didn’t need to live alone, so I’m going to move in with you,” Erica said with glassy eyes.

“No, you aren’t, Mom,” she said.

“Well, just let me stay tonight until you get off shift,” her mother said. “That damned dog tried to bite me again, so I burned him with a cigarette and kicked his black ass out!”

“Mom, that was my dog and you had no right,” Khloe said. “How did you get in my house anyway?’

“Joey let me in,” Erica said with pride.

“Why was Joey in my house?” she asked, concerned, going past her mother to her bedroom to check the jewelry box. Joseph Greenwood, her on again, off again boyfriend, aka Joey Montana, the poker player, had a nasty habit. He gambled. For every hot streak he had one more that was tepid. Joey would win big and buy expensive baubles and trinkets for Khloe, then hit a low point and come take it all back.

“I assume you two had some hot loving planned for this morning,” her mother said, standing in the middle of the floor allowing a yellow stream of urine to trickle down her leg.

“Mom! Seriously?” 

“What?”

“I can’t with you today. I just can’t,” Khloe said, looking into the jewelry box and spying all the empty slots where her boyfriend had ripped her off. Again. It was a constant cycle of crazy and she wanted off the Ferris wheel of stupid.

“Don’t tell me what you can and can’t do!  I am your mother for Christ’s sake,” she slurred.

“Don’t bring Jesus into this unless you plan to give your wretched soul to him for salvation,” Khloe mumbled reaching for a smokeless ashtray. She regretted the words as Tuesday ended with her mother on her bed. Snuffing out the burning cigarette which dangled from the sleeping woman’s hands, Khloe moved the pack to the kitchen, hiding them in a cupboard. At 10:30, she turned on the alarm, leaving her home, wishing she had awakened sooner to take her mom back to the house where she’d grown up.

“I’ll deal with it in the morning,” Khloe said, arriving at work to look at the social services book for care homes. She set about her shift, calling patients to come to the exam room to mend cuts and bruises. It was an easy night as she clocked out on a bright Wednesday morning, girding herself mentally to deal with her mother.

It became a Wednesday morning from hell, arriving home to find her house in a pile of smoldering ashes, and a charred body on a gurney being wheeled out. Everything she cared about had been in that house. She had been left with nothing. No clothes. No dog. Not even a pot to piss in or a window to toss it out of was left. She stood immobile as the body rolled past her, unable to cry, feeling robbed of all emotions, even one of relief.

“Miss, you live here?” the Fire Chief asked.

“I did,” she said softly. “What happened?”

“From what I could tell, the fire started in the back bedroom. Looks like a bottle of booze was on the floor, and whoever that was fell asleep with a cigarette caught a bit of paper on fire and the whole thing went up like kindling,” the Fire Chief said. “Miss, can you identify the woman on the gurney?”

“She was my mother, Erica Burgess,” Khloe said.

“I’m sorry for your loss,” he told her, looking at her suspiciously, waiting for the emotional breakdown and cries of agony. The fire chief stood at her side for several moments awaiting a reaction that never came. “Again, I am sorry for your loss,” he said, handing her his card before walking away, leaving the woman alone.

In some sense of the universe giving her a pass in an effort to ensure her sanity, Khloe too was sorry for the loss. Truthfully, she’d never known the Erica Burgess that a dude named Ricky Burgess fell in love with and married. At some point, when her life made sense, she would reach out to the man and find out where it went south. Behaviors, as she was once told by a commanding officer, are formed out of the necessity to protect the mind from damage. He told a young Captain Khloe Burgess with some modicum of expertise, that even if the damage done to the body is a great as what is done to the soul, one was bound to break the other down to nothing.

Her mother had rotted both her body and her soul. Khloe didn’t want to think it, but the idea just kind of showed up in her head. Her mother’s body was filled with enough alcohol to make the woman a piece of kindling.  She was gone. In just the span of an eight-hour shift in a hospital, the woman had changed both their lives to a point it caused her head to hurt. The dull throb in her temples made her want to lie down for the rest of the week.

It was just Wednesday. She sat on what remained of her front porch and looked at the fire engines all shiny and red, with flashing lights. The trucks pulled off, leaving her alone in an unescapable misery until she got to her feet and drove herself to the old house that smelled of urine, stale cigarettes and sadness.

Letting herself into the house, she trudged her way to the old bedroom where she often hid in the back closet when her mother’s drunken friends would come calling. Staring at the ceiling, she tried to find the tears, but they just wouldn’t flow. Later. I’ll cry later.

“Later I will call Dorian, but right now, I just want to sleep,” she said, closing her eyes and drifting off into one of the more peaceful slumbers she’d had in years.

****
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HARBUCK, TENNESSEE

Beauregard “Beau” Montgomery sat in the back of the church watching one Hannah Bryndle say I Do to a mush-mouthed meat-mangler named Marty Manchester. He didn’t know which irritated him more, that the woman dumped him for a tenderfoot named Marty, or that she was marrying the slack-jawed meat processor who short-changed old people on the only meat they could hunt in these parts.

“Dude, why did you come if you gon’ sit here giving ‘em the evil eye?” his cousin Jethro asked.

“I came to wish them well,” Beauregard said.

“Do ya?”

“Do I what?”

“Wish ’em well?” Jethro asked.

“Yep,” he said. “If there are any two people in this world who deserve each other, it’s them two ass wipes.”

“You know what I heard?” Jethro asked, staring at his large cousin. He sat there, his green eyes twinkling, the shock of red hair sticking high on his head like a cowlick on acid, blinking at Beauregard, who sat waiting.

“Jethro, do you expect me to pull it out your head or are you gonna tell me?”

“Oh, yeah,” Jethro said as if remembering the thought that had popped into that head of his. “I heard that she slept with his cousin last week and the two of them, her and the cousin, plan to rob ole Marty blind.”

“Heard that, too,” Beau said.

“You believe it?”

“With those two snakes, you can believe almost anything you hear,” he said, frowning in distaste at the overtly loud tongue kissing of the new man and wife. His stomach lurched and he got to his feet, making others in the church turn to look at him. He offered a half-hearted wave to the crowd and skedaddled out of the building, if a man his size could actually do such a thing.

“Beau! Hey Beau! Wait up,” Jethro yelled, coming after him in a hurry. “Wanted to tell you something.”

The large man, known for possessing the patience of a saint, his arm tattoos, and large, imposing stature stood, in his best pair of dress pants, nice shoes, and a tie, waiting for his cousin to remember whatever in the hell he wanted to say.

“Jethro, these shoes are pinching my toes,” he offered to his cousin.

“Oh yeah,” Jethro said. “Maybe you should go home and change.”

Beau pressed his lips together and counted to ten, hoping that lightening didn’t strike him in the nuts for wanting to kick the shit out of Jethro. “I was going to change, but you stopped me. Remember? You said you wanted to tell me something,” he emphasized, speaking slowly.

“Oh yeah, I wanted to tell you something,” Jethro said, arching his furry eyebrows.

“Will it be today, Jethro?”

His cousin, an odd man with a weird sense of communication skills, leaned back, sticking out his chest in the wing tipped shoes that were also pinching his toes, and offered him a full-toothed smile. Jethro had a dental plan as he proudly informed everyone he met while he showed off his very healthy set of chompers.

“Oh yeah!” Jethro said with a grin. “I was down in Huntsville, Alabama last week and met a fella by the name of Roscoe. You know like, Roscoe P. Coletrain of the Dukes? Well, he up and got himself a wife.”

“And that impacts me how, Jethro?”

“He used one of them mail order bride services out of New York. That Roscoe was pleased as punch with himself because he said that service matches you up with the ideal mate, not wife, but mate,” he said. “You have to take this test, give blood, urine, and I think a poop sample, too, just to make sure your kids won’t come out with one leg shorter than the other and a funny eye.”

“Dear Lord man, is there a point to this?” Beau asked scowling in the mid-day sun beaming down on his partially shaven head.

“Oh yeah, I wanted to tell you something,” Jethro said.

“Gosh dang it, would you fucking tell me already!”

“You should use the service, too,” Jethro said.

“What? Beauregard Montgomery don’t need any help with the ladies,” he said with pride.

“Ladies, no. A wife, yes,” Jethro said. “You got some funny ways about you, Beau.”

Beau stood on the sidewalk, glaring at his cousin while his shoes seemed to shrink around his toes. At this point, Beau was uncertain if the shoes or the conversation with Jethro was causing the most pain. Jethro was grinning again, showing off the veneers he saved a whole year to purchase. Just as when they were children and he hatched a plan, he would lean close to Beau, tap him on the arm and dispence the new-found truth he knew could change their lives. Today was no different.

“Hear me out,” Jethro said. “We could sure use a doctor or even a nurse practitioner in these parts, ‘specially for our kin. Maybe...now think about this...you oughta get you one of them brides.”

Beau arched one eyebrow, replying, “You came to this conclusion all by yourself?”

“I ain’t no dummy, Beauregard Montgomery,” Jethro said defiantly. “But you are if you think some woman is going to willingly live on that mountain, growing her own vegetables, drinking pulverized cabbage mixed with strawberries as a breakfast drink, then you’re wrong. The way I see it, you can place an ad, pay the fee, and find you a lady bear to hibernate with this winter. You know, make a few more Montgomery’s while you’re at it.”

“Jethro, you are saying that you think I’m weird?”

“Your word, Cuz, not mine, but I don’t know many ladies who want to spend the evening reading about dragon queens sleeping with their nephew then watching the show on pay per watch television,” Jethro said. “Plus, you have different tastes. What you like to dine on ain’t served much in these parts.”

“Goodbye Jethro,” Beau said, walking away.

“Beau, this is a win-win for you, the community, and a weird bear-loving woman who’s just waiting for you to come find her,” Jethro said. “Wait up. I have the number for the matchmaking woman in New York.”

He didn’t know why, but Beauregard accepted the number. After making it home and ridding himself of the toe pinching shoes, another force outside of himself made him call the nice lady in New York. Caroline Newair, that was her name and she wanted to meet him in person. Well, that was after heard Caroline Newair clicking away on her computer with each statement he made about himself. He’d figured she was looking him up and doing a background check on him. Then, the damndest thing happened. She wanted him to fly up to meet her in person.

New York. He’d been a few times himself in college, then once for a football game. Beau didn’t much care for the place or the millions of people who lived in such confined space. But, a mate would be nice. 

“I’d love to meet you as well,” he said, using his college-mock-interview-for-a-job voice.

Then, for the dimmest reason, he called Billy Joe Remmer, who flew planes for the meth drug makers who ran the other side of the mountain. As far as he could tell, Joey made weekly runs to New York, Vermont, and sometimes Philadelphia. Luck was on his side and tomorrow, the plane was headed for the Big Apple. The apple had worms but he was going anyway and before he knew it, he was in New York City.

That Monday afternoon, he found himself in the offices of Perfect Match, having a conversation with one and the same green-eyed Coraline Newair who reminded him of a witch. Beauregard learned two things that day. One, he could crap on command because the lady did in fact take a poop sample and two, Jethro wasn’t as stupid as he acted. He took a test, gave a blood sample, swiped his credit card and he was officially in the database of lonely hearts looking for a woman to share his life.

“Beauregard, you will need to compose an ad to explain, in your own words, what you are looking for in a mate,” Coraline said.

“Call me Beau,” he said, taking the notepad she offered, thinking hard on what he wanted in a mate. A wife. A life partner. He came up blank.

It took several tries to get the ad right and he wasn’t satisfied, but the nice lady said he had time. She needed to fly home with him to Tennessee and see his business, the house in which he lived and meet his folks. It was fine by him because Billy Joe Remmer wasn’t coming back for an extraction and Beau needed to find a way back home.

“You have a plane?” He asked.

“Yes, I have to move quicker than airlines, and airports make me feel discombobulated,” she said.

“Very well, my home is modest, and you are more than welcome to come sit a spell,” he said smiling at her. In his mind, he went over leaving the place in a hurry to catch up with Billy Joe, hoping, he hadn’t left his underpants in the floor

Beau wasn’t an idiot either. The Coraline woman wanted the time alone on the flight with him to pick his brain and get to know him better. That part he appreciated. The hefty ten thousand dollars he had to pay, not so much, but if she said she could do what she promised, it would be worth every damned penny.
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Chapter Two – ...And Things Got Worse
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Chicago, Illinois

Thursday morning, the Chief of Staff for Mercy General summoned Khloe to his office. Years of working in the medical field as a nurse had gifted her with the perfect poker face which gave away no reaction, whether it was good news she needed to deliver or bad news which had to be explained. Her facial expression did not falter as she sat in front of Dr. Wells listening to him and the head of Human Resources explain why she would be placed on a leave of absence for the situation in the ER.

“Do you understand what we are saying, Ms. Burgess?” Jennifer Conners, head of HR asked.

“I understand it perfectly,” Khloe said. “To keep the heat off that man whore Dr. Lombardi, you are hiding me from the staff and patrons who may want to sue the hospital for allowing a crazy woman in the ER with a gun.”

“Khloe, it’s nothing like that,” Dr. Wells lied. “In lieu of the situation, along with a bit of counseling for such a traumatic ordeal, plus the loss of your mother, we are giving you time to get your personal affairs in order.”

“My personal affairs are just fine,” she said, maintaining the stoic face. “I need to stay busy and work.”

“Yes,” Jennifer said with that same patronizing tone she used when she fired people. “You may need to work to stay busy, but lives are at stake. A distraction could be deadly to one of our patients.”

“Waiting for nearly 24 hours to be seen by a doctor because you don’t have enough insurance can also be deadly, but I don’t see you changing any of your policies regarding that,” Khloe said. “I also don’t see you changing any of your policies regarding fraternization and Dr. Lombardi’s overprescribing the use of his penis to every female employee.”
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