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			Chapter 1

			Penrod couldn’t believe how many kids came forward with their parents to tell on Ms. Jacobson. She’d been abusing her students for nearly forty years. Taking them to her home on the ruse of tutoring them, when all she had them doing was cleaning her house from top to bottom, all the while beating them with a stick as well as socks full of apples and quarters. The reason that none of them had come forward was that she told them that no one would believe them over her, and if they were caught in the lie to the police, they’d go to prison. It was a good scam she had going all those years, and he was happy to have her off the streets. She also lost her job as a teacher at the local middle school, as well as her pension and other privileges that she would have gotten had she only retired without the abuse charges.

			“Do you have a comment for the paper?” Stamos, the youngest brother of them all, was working at the local newspaper and was really good at his job. He and Penrod were the closest of all his brothers, and he enjoyed his company. “I can quote you without telling anyone your name.”

			“No thanks.” He thought about it. “Yes, I have a comment. It’s been a long time in coming, and I, for one, am glad that it worked out for a lot of the community. If not for the local doctor, there is no telling how much longer this would have gone on.”

			“Good one. I’ll put it in the first lines.” He put his notebook away and leaned back in the chair he was sitting in. “I have something I need to ask you. Have you been dating much? I have to admit that I’ve not been. Not that I’m afraid of finding someone to love me, but I’m pretty set in my ways and don’t want to have to change my lifestyle around to suit a woman’s needs.”

			“Have you met the women in the family? They’re going to kick your ass if they hear what you’ve been spouting off.” The two of them laughed. “But in answer to your question, yes, I have been dating more. I don’t really feel like it’s doing me any good. I haven’t met anyone who turns me inside out like the other two have been.” 

			“I know what you mean. It’s been brought to my attention that I’m not a good date when it comes to going out.” He asked him what had been said to him. “I only date the one time and never call them back. If there’s no spark, I can’t stand to have a second date. I have no idea why that is, but that’s just the way that I feel.”

			“You’re going to get yourself in trouble if you keep saying things like that. And I’m going to tell on you.” He laughed, but it didn’t have much humor in it. “Maybe it doesn’t happen that way for us. Perhaps it’s not a spark on the first date.”

			“I don’t know. I just know that I’m sick of dating only to feel like I’m being dated because I have money. And that’s what it feels like. The last date that I had was disappointing because I wanted to have some burgers and fries. I know that’s not a good first date, but I really had a craving for it, and she thought that I should take her to someplace fancy so that she could be shown off as someone I was dating. Women are strange.”

			“Again, I wouldn’t say that to anyone in this family. You can tell me that, but if you were to say something like that to one of our brothers, I have a feeling that you’re going to be in traction for a long time.” They both laughed, and he told him that he thought that he’d better be changing his attitude or he really was going to be in trouble. “I love you too much to see you in the hospital all the time.”

			“I know. I don’t know what’s wrong with me. Perhaps I’m just bored. I know that I’ve been doing the same thing for years now, and I’m just jaded about people. I guess if I were to do what I’ve been thinking about for a while now, I might have a better attitude toward life. I was thinking of writing a book about a murder mystery. It’s not like I don’t have enough experience with it, working where I do.” He told him he should do it. “I’ve already done an outline for one. It’s going better than I thought it would.”

			

			“So you’ve started on it already?” He said he just had the outline. “Well, that fucking fantastic. I’m happy for you. You’d be really good at it, too. Like you said, you have enough experience on the subject.” 

			“I think I might do it. It might get me out of this funk I’ve been in for a while now.” He asked him if he was all right. “Not really. Like I said, I’m bored, and I need to have something to occupy my mind other than just trying to find myself a date that will spark something in me.”

			“Do you believe that there is someone out there for the rest of us?” He said that he had to believe that because there was no other choice in the matter. It was that or spend the rest of their lives alone. “I hope you’re right. Like I said, I’m lonely, too, but I’m not going to be looking all that hard for someone. I have plenty of life left in me for me to be looking for someone to love.”

			Penrod hoped that he was right. Or not. He wouldn’t mind someone in his life like his other two brothers had. He just didn’t know how to go about finding that one special person. Not that he was looking all that hard, but it would be nice to have someone there when he needed a boost to his life. As soon as his brother left to go and write his article for the paper, Penrod got to work on the paperwork that needed to be done. He also had a trial set for the morning as a key witness, and he wasn’t looking forward to that either. His life was just too boring.

			After work, he headed home. He had on his list of things to do tomorrow to go and look at houses. He, like his brothers, was sick of living in a condo. There were too many people around all the time, and he wanted his own yard. He didn’t want to mow it, but he did want to have the option of doing that. He figured that once he was ready to move into his own home, he’d be able to stretch out like he wanted. 

			On his way home, he saw a for sale sign that was by owner. He usually would have made an appointment to see the house, but he found himself pulling into the curved driveway and falling in love with the look of the place. Trying not to get his hopes up too much, he got out of his car and looked around. It had just enough yard that he could do what he wanted, and there was enough landscaping around it to make it look like it would be perfect to have people over and awe as his house. 

			He wasn’t going to get his hopes up, however. The inside of the house could be crap, and he thought that he could walk away from the best yard he’d ever seen just for that reason alone. A couple came out of the house just as he was walking up to the porch. 

			“Hello, young man. Can we help you?” He said that he was here about the house. “There’s an open house tomorrow afternoon, but since you’re here, you might as well have a look around. The missus and I were about to head out to dinner. Since you’re a police officer, we’ll just leave the key with you, and you can look until your heart’s content.”

			“Are you sure about that? I mean, I could be anyone.” He said they were looking forward to dinner, and he looked trustworthy. He thought it was the strangest thing he’d ever heard of. “I promise you that I’ll leave it like you left it. If you’re sure.”

			“As sure as rain.” They left him there with the keys to the place. The only thing that they told him was that the house had been redone just recently, as they wanted to sell, and that they’d be back in a couple of hours. He didn’t think he’d be there that long, so he shook hands with Mr. and Mrs. Abrey, and they left. Calling his brother, he asked him to come to the house with him as the couple had left him to it.

			“That’s odd. Did you at least get their name?” He said that they were the Abreys. “I know them. Or at least I’ve heard of them. They’ve been looking to sell their business in town, too. I think it’s a knick-knack shop of some kind. I heard they buy up lots at auctions when no one else wants them and they sell them in their shop. I thought about doing that, but I don’t have the time or the energy to sort through things like that. I’ll be there in ten minutes.”

			He was glad that Axel had the time to come with him to the house. His older brother was an attorney, and people trusted him over a cop at any time of the day or night. He didn’t go into the house until his brother arrived and was glad to have waited on him. 

			“It’s really big.” He said he hadn’t thought to ask about how many bedrooms were in it. “I’d say there has to be at least five. Are you ready to go in?” He told him that he was almost afraid to. “Yeah, I can understand that. The yard is perfect. I hope that they didn’t spend everything on the yard and not the house. That would be a real shame.”

			The double staircase greeted them as soon as they walked through the door. He was already in love with the place and decided not to say anything just yet. If he was this much in love with the front entrance, he was going to be hard-pressed to find anything wrong with the house. He was glad that he’d asked Axel to come with him. He’d be the voice of reason when it came to finding things wrong with the house.

			“Look at the top of the stairs. There’s a stained glass mural there that is beautiful. I’d buy it just for that.” He told him he wasn’t helping. “I had no idea I was supposed to find fault. I know my part now, and I’ll stick to the rules. I’m the bad guy in this buying thing.”

			They both laughed and toured the house. When they got to the kitchen, newly remodeled too, they found flyers on the countertop, no doubt ready for tomorrow’s open house. He took one of the flyers and read over the specs on the house. 

			“It has six bedrooms and ten bathrooms, two half baths. I wonder why so many. I mean, it’s great, but it seems like a lot of bathrooms.” Axel said that they more than likely had daughters, and that’s the way they could make it work. “Wow, are you saying that a daughter in the house needs their own bathroom?”

			“Yes, I am.” They laughed again and looked over the flyer. “It says that the fireplaces work. And that there are two of them. Also, the furnace is new, as well as there is air conditioning on the second floor for the upper levels. I’m sorry about the rules, but this house is perfect so far. And the price isnt so bad either. I mean, look at it this way, you’d be able to save money on it by making an offer tonight instead of when a lot of people will be here tomorrow.”

			“I don’t think it works that way.” They looked around the living room and dining area. The dining area was big enough to hold a fourteen-chair dining room table as well as three China cabinets full of things to go with the set of dishes in the corner cabinets.

			All the bedrooms were on the second floor, and he loved them as well. They didn’t go into the master, or what they thought was the master, as that seemed like a private place for them. The bedrooms were large in that each of them had a king-sized bed in them with plenty of room left over for a couple of dressers and huge walk-in closets. Each of the bedrooms had an ensuite bathroom, and he understood the need for the bathrooms. At the end of one of the halls was another bathroom. There had been three on the lower level, with one in the kitchen with a washer and dryer area too. The basement was finished and had a lovely pool table on one side as well as an entertainment area on the other. The house was perfect. Neither of them could find fault with the house, nor how it was decorated, either. 

			“I wonder how much it would cost to have them leave everything where it is? It’s perfect the way that it’s set up, and I’d love to just move in.” He told him that, as much as he wanted to be the bad guy, he couldn’t find fault with anything either. “You’re not at all helpful when it comes to house hunting. I thought that you’d find at least something wrong with it.”

			“Sorry. But if I didn’t already have the perfect house, I’d buy this one and want it just like it is now. As you said, it’s perfect.” They were sitting out on the front porch when the couple returned. 

			They did indeed know Axel and were glad that he’d been able to help his brother out with looking around. Penrod introduced himself again and asked about the sale of the house. The man simply looked at his wife, and he thought, here it comes. I’m not going to be able to buy this house because it’s already under contract or something. 

			“I’ll be honest with you when I tell you that we’ve had open houses before. Nothing much ever comes about with them as people are trying to get less than the asking price.” He said it was a beautiful home. “Thank you. My missus and I raised up five daughters in the house, but they’re all married now with families of their own. We just want to sell and go to Florida for the rest of our lives. Our daughters all live there, and it would be nice to be able to see them when we want.” 

			“I understand. I have five brothers and our parents that I love to be around too.” He waited for him to say more. Penrod wasn’t one to chatter on about things when quiet worked best. 

			“I’ll have to have the open house tomorrow. But if you want to put in a bid, I’d be glad to take it. With all the work that we’ve had done on the place, the asking price is what we need. If you pay that, then I’ll be glad to sell it to you.” He put out his hand and said he had a deal. “I thought you’d say that. All right, son. You have yourself a home. I’ll be happy to sell it to you. But as I said, the open house must go on, but I’m not going to put much hope that it brings us anything.”

			“I understand.” He did too. If the offer came in to be higher than the asking price, he’d have to take it. It was just the way that it worked. He’d have to wait until tomorrow to know if he got the house or not.

			~*~

			Lori looked around her apartment and decided there was little to nothing else she could do about it. It was as clean as she could get it. For the next six days, she had to work doubles, and she had to have her apartment cleaned on her days off, or it wouldn’t happen. Today, she’d even done her laundry so that she’d not have to mess with it on her work days. Sitting down in the living room area to put away her sweeper, she thought about her work schedule and decided that it was the best she could do under the circumstances. It was only open six days a week, and that was all she could work. 

			After putting the sweeper away, she put away the cooled cookies that she’d treat herself to when she got home from her shift. They were chocolate chip, not even her favorite, but they would do in a pinch. Her favorite were oatmeal cookies without raisins, but she didn’t have any oatmeal this week, so would have to do without them. Putting them into the container, she also bagged up her salad that she’d have too. This was going to save her so much time that she would be able to wash her uniforms once a week to get them cleaned for the rest of the week. It was what she’d been doing for the past sixteen months, and it had worked out well for her.

			“Lori, it’s your mother. Open the door.” She thought about pretending that she wasn’t home, but when she thought it through, she knew her mom would just come back later. Opening the door, she put a smile on her face even though she didn’t feel it. “What took you so long?”

			“I’m putting things away for me for the week. What do you want, Mom? I don’t have any time left today to hang out with you. I’m going to study some, then I’m going to go to bed.” 

			“What do you have to study? Aren’t you out of school now? I think you’re over eighteen.” She said she was twenty-five. “I thought so. What are you studying?”

			“If you must know, I’m studying for my driver’s license.” She asked her why she was studying for that. “I want to learn to drive. One of these days, I’m going to save up enough money that I can buy myself a car, and I want to be able to drive it. You have yours.”

			“I do, and fat lot of good it does me when I can’t afford the gas. Speaking of which, can you loan me fifty dollars? I have my rent due, and I don’t have it all.” She told her mom that she didn’t have it either. That her rent was due at the same time. “See what I mean? You can’t afford the gas either if you can’t spot me fifty bucks when I need it.”

			“This is different. Rent is due at the first of the month, and I’m never late. I like it that way. It means I have a roof over my head for the next thirty days.” Her mother rolled her eyes at her, and Lori ignored her. “What made you short fifty dollars? I’m sure you’re on the same budget that I am. I know that my rent is due on the first, and I save it throughout the month so that I have enough to pay it.”

			“The lottery is up to over a hundred million. I bought fifty dollars’ worth of tickets, hoping I’d win. Do you still play those same numbers?” She said that she did and told her mom that spending fifty dollars on the lottery was just stupid. “I know, I just couldn’t help it. That would go a long way in making sure that I have a roof over my head for a long time.” 

			Knowing her mother the way that she did, she knew that she’d be broke by the end of the month, no matter how high the lottery got when she won it. She just didn’t know how to stay on budget. Lori knew her mother would also tell everyone that she’d won, and that would be the end of her money, too. People would be coming out of the woodwork trying to get a piece of the cash. Lori knew just what she’d do if she were to win anything over five hundred dollars.

			

			She’d not tell her mom for sure. That would just be a disaster. She’d not only want a part of it, but she’d also tell all her friends how her daughter had won and that she had all the money in the world. With her mother’s help, not only would she be broke, but she’d be beaten to shit because she wouldn’t want to give any of it away, and that would cause her problems. No, she’d never tell her mom that she’d won anything if she wanted to keep any of it. Ohio was one of the states where you didn’t have to tell if you won the money. And she liked that about the state.

			There were other rules that she liked about living in the state of Ohio and lottery winnings. She was beginning to learn a great deal about them. Like you only had so many days before you had to turn it in if you won. In Ohio, it was only six months before the Powerball winnings expired. Yes, she was learning a great deal about Ohio Powerball winnings. 

			Five months ago, she’d won the biggest lottery winnings that had ever been given away. And she’d been the only ticket that had won. Since then, she’d been quietly doing what needed to be done to cash in her winnings and get the money. Now all she needed to do was contact the attorney that she’d been looking into and see if he could do the final touches on getting her paid.

			Lori had never changed her routine one bit but continued working like she had not won. One of the mistakes that people made about winning was that they immediately quit their jobs and went on a spending spree. She’d done none of those things. She’d even continued to purchase lottery tickets with the same number every week like clockwork. 

			No one knew. And no one would know but her and the attorney that she’d picked out—she only hoped that he’d take her on as a client when she contacted him, to represent her with the lottery commission. 

			“Are you listening to me?” She said that she’d not been, as it was the same old story every time. “Well, are you going to help me out or not? I know you save a bit for emergencies when you have them. This is an emergency. He said if I was late one more time, he was going to evict me. I can’t be living on the streets again, and there isn’t enough room in this place for you, much less the two of us.” She told her that she could maybe do half of that, but nothing more. “I’ll take it. It’s a better offer than I got to sell my car. He only wanted to give me ten bucks. I know it’s a piece of shit, but ten bucks? What is this world coming to when a woman can’t get more than that for her rusty car?”

			“I think you just answered your question.” She folded the last of her towels and put them away. While in the bathroom, she pulled out the money that she said she’d give her mom and hid the rest back in the cubby hole in the wall. 

			She had managed to save over a thousand dollars by rounding down her tips each day and putting the rest in the jar. She really did have her own emergencies, and one of them would be paying the attorney when she got to talk to him. No one had to know that either. 

			Giving her mom the money got rid of her after a few more minutes, and she finished up the rest of her laundry. Tomorrow was her only day off, and since it was Monday, she was going to do some things that she’d been putting off. One of them was to contact Axel Hathaway to see if he was as good as they said he was. 

			She needed someone that she could trust, and by all intents and purposes, he was the one to have belief in. She would call him first thing in the morning to get him to pick up her money for her and then disperse it where she wanted it. Since she didn’t know how long that would take, she was hoping thirty days would do it. That’s all that was left on her winnings before it expired. 

			Doing everything at her apartment that she did every week, she was ready for bed at eleven o’clock. As soon as she checked on the ticket again, making sure that the numbers were all right there where she’d given them, she put it away in the little safe she’d purchased and put it under her bed. Getting into bed, she was nervous again, but she knew that after tomorrow, things would be different for her. 

			Waking up earlier than planned, she was having breakfast when her cell phone rang. It was her mom, and she wanted to know if she had fifty dollars that she could borrow for her rent. She explained to her that she’d given her twenty-five yesterday, and she said that she’d bought some more lottery tickets. Telling her no wasn’t difficult for her. She’d been telling her mom no for the last five years, and she thought that she was getting good at it. At least her mom didn’t take her to task when she told her that.

			“I don’t have my rent.” She told her that she’d helped her all she could yesterday. “I know, but the lottery is over a hundred grand, and I’d like to win that. It’ll just be until I get my next check. I’m short fifty dollars of my rent, and I don’t want to live on the streets again.”

			When she’d been about seven, her mom had lost their home, and they’d lived out of the car until it too got claimed from the bank. Moving around every night never made it easy for her, but she was glad that she’d learned a few lessons. Never be at a point where you have to decide on food or rent. And to have a stash hidden around so that the first decision was taken out of your hands.

			At sixteen, she’d gotten a job as a waitress in a small diner that didn’t care if she was eighteen or not. Working all evening after going to school all day had been hard on her, but she’d gotten her education and had managed to save enough money to get her first place to live. Before then, she’d been on other people’s couches or even out on the streets, but she saved enough for the place that she lived now. Her mom had managed to save enough money for the same thing, but it took her a bit longer. Her mom couldn’t save money if her life depended on it. And sometimes she thought that it did.

			“Come on. It’s just fifty dollars. Surely you can be late on your whole rent once in a while.” She said that she couldn’t. When she’d given her the money yesterday, it had been to help cover her rent. “Well, I spent it, and when I win the lottery, I’m not going to tell you. I’m just going to spend it all on myself and leave you by the side of the road.”

			“Remember, you said that if I ever win the lottery, too.” She said that she didn’t care for her attitude. “I don’t care for the way that you’re treating me either, so I guess we’ll have to call it even.” 

			“You’re really not going to give me the money, are you?” She said that she’d already tapped herself dry and didn’t have as much stash as she’d like to have. “Well, the very fact that you have one shows how much you don’t love me. You should want to give me some money. I’m your mother after all.” 

			“And I’m your daughter. You should be going out of your way to help me.” She said that she’d help her if she needed it. “Really? I don’t remember a time when I asked you for help, and you ever came through for me. You have to know that I’m not going to play your games anymore, Mom. I don’t have the money. You should have thought about that before you spent money on the lottery. You know the chances of winning are very slim.”

			“I know, but I deserve this money more than anyone else does. I need to get on with my life, and there is no way I’m going to be able to do that by cleaning hotel rooms for a living. I need a break as much as the next person.” She said that they all needed a break. “Yes, but I need it more than anyone else. Even you. And I wasn’t kidding when I said I’d not share with you. You’ve become selfish in your old age.”

			“I’m only twenty-five. I would think you’d remember that sometimes.” She said that she didn’t want to be reminded that she had a daughter that old. “Well, I guess it sucks to be you. I’m that old, and you’re nearly fifty years old. It’s not my fault you had me. You should have thought of the consequences before you got knocked up.” 

			“What a thing to say to me. Well, since you’re going to be selfish, I guess I’ll have to move in with you when I get evicted. That would serve you right to have to put up with me all the time.” She said that she wasn’t going to be living with her as the place was barely big enough for her. “Then lend me the money. See how that works? You lend me the money, and I don’t have to live with you when I get kicked out of my home.”

			“No.” She sputtered around for a few minutes, and she rolled her eyes. Her mom was so melodramatic that sometimes she wondered how she’d made it in the world. If not for her, she was sure that it would be on the streets all the time instead of living in a nice apartment like she was. It was even furnished, which was good too, or there was no telling how she’d afford furniture for the place.
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