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ONE

 


Sapphire: The gem of Wisdom, deriving its names from
the Greek word “blue.” Ancient Persians believed the earth sat on a
giant sapphire, its reflection giving the sky its color. Throughout
history it was believed to bring the wearer spiritual
enlightenment, ultimate knowledge and the gift of prophesy.

 


***

 


The best thing about jewelry, besides its beauty,
shine and glamour, is that it’s bought for a special someone with
love or affection. Think about it. No one ever pops into Tiffany’s
to pick up an I-hate-your-guts pendant or a get-lost bracelet. No,
it’s always to mark an engagement, anniversary, or
birthday—something happy. Nothing says I Love You better than
platinum with a few diamonds sprinkled on top, right? And there
isn’t anything else you can say that about…even flowers get sent to
funerals.

 


***

 


Gale and Barbara were waiting for me when I walked
into Roxie’s ten minutes late. As I pushed through the Saturday
night crowd of happy drunks I waved my hand, knowing damn well they
couldn’t miss my right hand ring. It was a two carat, round cut
sapphire, framed with diamond baguettes all in an elaborate gold
setting. I’d be making payments on it for the next three years, but
hey, every time something special happened in my life I
commemorated the occasion with a new piece of jewelry. And tonight
we were celebrating something big!

“Oh my God, it’s gorgeous!”

“Chloe, what did you do?”

“Just a little somein’-somein’.”

Barbara grabbed my hand and held it close to her
face for inspection. “Well you certainly deserve it, girl. It’s not
everyday a person gets through law school. No, correction, people
do graduate everyday, but you…now that’s where the surprise comes
in. Who’d a thunk that our confused friend here would finally
finish…”

“Hey, hey, hey.” Gale grabbed my hand to have a
look. “Give her a break. Some people need more time to get their
life together.”

I pulled my hand back while trying to climb onto one
of those ridiculously high stools positioned around an even more
ridiculous small table. “So I took a few years off to—”

“If you say, ‘find myself’ I’ll puke. That’s such a
cliché!” Barbara was the no-nonsense one. The girl had known from
birth who and what she was about and expected us to be as sure of
everything as she was.

“Well surprise!” Gale said in her bored voice,
“life’s one big cliché. And just because you’ve always known where
you belong doesn’t mean the rest of us do. The way I see it, we’re
all just little fish swimming around in a big bowl full of cloudy
water, trying to have some fun without getting lost or gobbled
up.”

I nibbled from a bowl of stale peanuts. “I need a
drink.”

“We ordered before you got here but it looks like
our waitress is giving all her attention to that guy over there,
the one who looks like Johnny Depp.”

“I don’t blame her,” I said, stretching to see.

“So? What now? More traveling?” Barbara asked.

“Gotta study for the Bar.”

“You’re really gonna do this lawyer thing?”

“I’ve got to see if that’s him,” Gale said, pushing
her way toward Johnny.

“I’ll get our drinks on my way back.” And off she
went in search of the truth.

“Yep, I figure the world needs more lawyers,” I
said.

Barb stared at me for a moment, trying to figure out
if I was kidding or not. Then she asked, “For real?”

“Oh, there’s a million reasons I want to be a
lawyer. Some of them good—like trying to make the world a little
better. And some selfish—like the theatrics, the plotting, and
don’t forget about all those billable hours. Lots of billable
hours. Seriously though, it does seem like a worthwhile way to
spend my life.”

“I guess so. But then who am I to judge; I’m just a
buyer.”

“Oh no, no,” I said, “not just any buyer. You
have every woman’s dream job—purse buyer for Nordstroms. You
travel, get free samples, you have it made!”

“But does the world really need more purses? I
wonder about this. Am I making any kind of real contribution to the
world?”

I strained to study her face. “Now it’s my turn to
ask, are you serious?”

“As the plague. You know, I’m not getting any
younger here.”

“None of us are.”

“I’ve never been married, don’t have any kids.”

“You’re only thirty-six—”

“Do you mind?” she asked. “This is my crisis.”

“Sorry. Continue.”

She did. “I get paid lots of money just because I’ve
got great taste in leather

goods. Is that it? Doesn’t it all seem
so…so…frivolous?”

“You really want my opinion?” I asked.

Barbara nodded. “I really, truly, absolutely
do.”

I hadn’t thought much about my philosophy of life
until that very moment. To tell the truth, I didn’t even know I had
one. But out it came, pearls of wisdom gushing all over my friend.
“All a person really needs, I guess, to survive, is
nourishment—nothing gourmet, clothing—no designer labels—just
something to keep them protected from the elements. And shelter. No
fifty room mansion, just four walls.”

“Your definition of a happy life is
certainly…depressing,” she said.

“I didn’t say anything about happiness; I’m only
talking basic survival, here. Basic items the body needs. But
happiness, ahh, now you’re talking about what the soul needs. And
that’s where you, my chic friend, come in.”

Barbara leaned forward, elbows on the table, resting
her chin on her hands. “This I gotta hear. Come on make me feel
good.”

“The soul is a lot more difficult to satisfy. The
soul needs inspiration, hope, dreams. It craves beauty and love.
But everyone’s version of these things is different. So you end up
traveling through life looking under every rock and behind every
tree—”

“Sale sign or clearance rack…”

“Right. Because the soul needs hundreds of hits
every day. From the tiniest thing like a double mocha latte, to
slipping into your soft, fuzzy robe, or carrying around a gorgeous
leather purse.”

“I never thought of it that way.”

Before I could get more philosophical, Gale came
back followed by her Johnny Depp look-alike who was carrying our
drinks. “Here you go.” she said, smiling at him then winking at us.
“Girls, this is Pete. Pete this is Chloe and Barbara.”

He carefully set the drinks down, concentrating so
hard not to spill anything that I had to like him a little. We all
watched and waited until he was finally satisfied that things were
perfect. “Mind if I join you?”

I did mind, but my mama raised her eldest daughter
to be, above all else, polite, and so I said, “No, it’s fine.”

Barbara, on the other hand, never held back
anything. “We were having a private conversation here. But, if you
must…” I always envied the way she spoke her mind and every time
she did, I promised myself to try and be more like her. But when a
sticky situation presented itself, I always reverted to Miss
Manners.

Pete hesitated for a moment.

“Oh, don’t listen to her.” Gale pinched Barbara’s
arm. “Go get that chair over there and sit with us.” She tossed her
long dark hair over her shoulder.

When Pete left, Gale asked, “So? What did I
miss?”

“Chloe was telling me what an inspirational life I
live because I buy purses that feed the soul.”

Gale lifted her wine glass. “I’ll drink to
that.”

Pete was back. “I’ll drink to anything.” He climbed
up onto the chair he’d pushed next to Gale and lifted his Corona
bottle.

“To beauty and inspiration,” Barbara said.

When I raised my glass, Pete whistled. “Wow! Now
that’s what I call one honkin’ big ring.” He put down his beer and
waited until I’d returned my glass to its coaster. Then he grabbed
my hand, twisting my wrist until light from our little candle
reflected back the deep blue and diamond sparkle. “Did you just win
the lottery or is your daddy loaded?”

“Neither,” I said, suddenly not liking our drinking
companion very much.

“Now why wouldn’t it even enter your mind that maybe
Chloe bought that herself?” Barbara asked, obviously irritated.
“With her own, pink, girlie money?”

“Hey, chill. I didn’t mean to hit any of your
feminist nerves. I was just admiring the ring.”

“Oh, come on you two,” Gale scolded. “We’re here to
celebrate. It’s Chloe’s night; be nice.”

He tried again…we all tried.

“So, Chloe, what’re we celebrating?” he asked and I
noticed he didn’t look a thing like Johnny Depp.

“I finished law school.”

“Huh.” He was finished with me. He turned toward
Gale. “And what about you? Beauty Queen? Model? Someone as gorgeous
as you probably makes a good living. Right?”

“I’m a firefighter.”

Pete gulped down a mouthful of beer, trying not to
choke on it. “Come on, look at you. You’re too small, too pretty,
too…you know.” When none of us smiled, he kept digging a nice big
hole for himself and I was really enjoying the show. “This is a
joke, right?” We still didn’t smile. “Show me your muscles,
then.”

Were we ever going to learn? Whenever any of us had
tried introducing a new friend or current boyfriend into the mix,
things got out of whack.

Barbara and I drank in silence, trying to
telepathically send Gale a signal that now would be the perfect
time to knock this guy on his butt. I raised an eyebrow and leaned
back, trying to distance myself. But Barbara pushed herself closer
toward Pete’s face, looking as though she was searching for some
sign of intelligence. Before she could say anything, Gale
started.

“Okay then, nice meeting you Pete, but I think it’s
time for you to move on. Oh look,” she pointed her French tips
toward a table of loud, college types, “those little girls over
there are more what you’re looking for.”

“Yeah, go spew your manliness all over ’em,” Barbara
said.

The women at the next table applauded. The room
might have been small and the tables microscopic, but all eyes and
ears at Roxie’s were big. “That guy hit on me last night. What a
loser!” a tipsy blonde shouted over to us.

As Pete slithered away, I tried not to laugh but
couldn’t help myself. “You have been banished! Be gone.”

 



 


TWO

 


By last call we were getting hungry and decided to
walk down the block for a snack at Nicky’s diner, the best place on
the south side for Chicago hot dogs. Loaded with bright green
pickle relish, tomatoes, garlic salt, onions and peppers, served in
a brown lunch sack topped off with a handful of greasy fries, this
was my idea of heaven. The three of us sat at a picnic table out
front and appreciated the cool breeze.

After getting ourselves settled and all the food
spread out, Barbara asked, “Aren’t you glad we’re not super
models?”

“Yeah,” I said. “Every day I give thanks that I’m
not someone hideous like Heidi Klum. Oh the torture she has to
endure! You know I never told either one of you my worse nightmare.
I’m at home in bed when three men wearing Armani suits come
bursting in. One opens a briefcase and makes me change into an
elegant, yet simple, Stella McCartney dress. Then they tie me up,
carry me to a van waiting outside and drive me to a warehouse.
There’s a camera crew, bright lights everywhere and I’m forced to…I
can hardly say the word…pose.”

Barbara stopped chewing on a pickle until she could
control her laughter. “Stop…I can’t breathe.”

“Where are we going with this?” Gale licked mustard
off her lips.

“I was just thinking that all those
L.A.-super-model-skinny-girls will never have the fun of sharing
too much food with their girlfriends. All they do is worry about
calories and wrinkles,” Barbara said.

“True,” I said, “but somehow I could struggle
through life with millions of super model bucks. That would sure
make up for all the hot dogs and pizza I’d have to sacrifice.”

“No, I’m serious, look at us. We’re young,
extraordinarily attractive,” she made a goofy grin, “above average
intelligence, and happy. We are happy, aren’t we?”

Gale and I chewed slowly, enjoying making Barbara
wait.

“Come on, you guys!”

“What’s going on?” I asked. “You’ve been weird
tonight. Why do I get the feeling you’re in the middle of some kind
of crisis?”

“I met a guy.”

“And?” Gale now showed more interest in Barbara’s
news than she did in her food.

“His name’s Roberto; he lives in Italy. He’s
gorgeous, has wavy dark hair, olive complexion, and such white
teeth they’re blinding when he smiles. He works at the American
Embassy, we met at a party one of my vendors invited me to. He’s
charming and sexy and great in bed.”

“So again I ask, ‘and?’” Gale said. “What are you
leaving out?”

“Oldest story in the book…”

The three of us spoke the two words simultaneously:
“He’s married.”

“So?” Gale asked. “Forbidden fruit tastes the best,
so much juicier.”

I must have had a disapproving look plastered on my
face.

“What?” Gale asked defensively. “It’s not as if
she’s going to move to Italy and destroy his marriage.” Then she
looked at Barbara. “You’re not, are you?”

“God, no!”

“Does he have children?” I asked.

“No.”

“See?” Gale said, “No family to break up.”

“Don’t you consider a husband and wife family
enough?” I asked, knowing how very melodramatic I sounded.

“Come on,” Gale pushed on, “this is the twenty-first
century. Italy’s operated on double standards for centuries—every
man is expected to have a lover stashed away somewhere. America’s
just behind the rest of the world, that’s all.”

Barbara sipped her Coke. “I’ve turned this over and
under in my head, upside down, even sideways for weeks. It’s not as
if I’m a teenager and mooning over the guy. And I certainly am not
going to pack up and move in next door to win him away from his
wife. It’s an exciting, exotic fling and it makes me very, very
happy.”

“So, there you go. Problem solved—question
answered.” Gale smiled. “You are happy.”

“When do you go back to Italy?” I asked.

“Not until the middle of September. That’s four
months from now. And after that it’ll probably be another six
months. I’m not exactly living in stalker time. Look, this is just
a great sexy secret that jazzes up my life.”

I guess we were swimming around in that gold fish
bowl Gale had mentioned back at Roxie’s.

“Now your life, Chloe, your life could use some
spicing up,” Barbara said, wiping salt off her fingers. “All you
ever do is work and study, study and work. As far as I can see, you
only go out with us. No man, no pets, no hobbies.”

“Sounds like I’m living a country western song,” I
joked.

“Come on, be serious. Now that you’ve worked for
years to get out of school, you’re going to start working harder to
pass the bar…”

“And then you’ll work harder getting into some fancy
law firm and that will bring more work and more clients…” Gale
added, singing harmony to the same old song they’d been serenading
me with for years.

“I was with Chris….”

“Old news,” Gale whined. “The boy next door, child
bride, married to the pig for ten years before finding out he’d
been cheating for five of them. House in the suburbs, one dog, two
cars—you were living the American dream. Or was it a Lifetime
movie?” Her voice dripped with sarcasm.

“And it sucked, even before I found out about him
cheating. A cold man in a colder marriage. Flea infested animal
that loved him, hated me. A mortgage payment we could hardly afford
and two cars, he picked out, that always needed repairs. It all
sucked! But now I’m on my own and I like it, thank you very much.
It’s time to get what I want and I’m almost there. Okay?”

“She’s right,” Barbara told Gale, “we’re just a
couple of pushy broads. Our girl here is doing fine. Let’s get off
her back.”

“Fine by me,” Gale said. “I could use the rest.”

“Me, too,” I said.

Barbara looked at her watch. “Time to go; it’s
late.”

We threw away our trash and walked down to the
corner. “Where are you guys parked?” I asked.

“In back of Roxie’s,” Gale said.

“I’m two blocks over that way.” Barbara pointed.
“What about you?”

“In that parking garage across the street. Since I’m
the closest why don’t I drive you guys to your cars?”

We agreed we had a plan and strolled through the
intersection. It was three fifteen in the morning, street lights
flashed red but there was no traffic to heed their warnings. I
loved the calm, quiet of the big city as it slowed down while its
people slept.

When we got to my Toyota, Gale walked around my
faithful vehicle and rubbed at a dent I had gotten last trip to the
mall. “Chris came out smellin’ like a rose—as always. Traded the
two cars in for a brand new Lexus and you got this. How many miles
on her now?” she asked.

“One hundred sixty thousand. And I bought it with my
own money”

“Looks like this will be the last time I’ll be
riding in the old girl,” Barbara said as she waited for me to
unlock the doors.

“What do you mean? She’s only ten years old and
looks brand new.” I felt offended.

“Come on, Chloe, don’t you get it? That’s your cue
to ask Barb about her new sportscar.”

I opened my door. “Oh, right, I forgot.”

“How could you forget? Don’t you check your email
for the latest pictures?”

I laughed as Gale opened her door. Barbara started
to get into the front but dropped her purse and bent down to get
it. “Well at least my car has room for that gigantic tote of
yours,” I said. “Your little toy car can’t hold—”

“Get inside or I’ll cut her!” A man stood behind
me.

At first none of us knew what was happening; I don’t
even think Barbara heard him. Then he shouted again and I felt
something sharp jabbing through my jacket.

“Do what he says,” Gale said under her breath as she
got into the back seat.

“No way!” Barbara shouted. “We’re not going anywhere
with him. We’re not leaving here.” She was out of the car, looking
past me to the man. Then she reached down and opened Gale’s door.
“Get out. We’re staying here and we’re staying together.” She stood
firm looking so fearless. “Come on, there’s three of us and only
one of him.”

I borrowed some courage from her and swung my arm
around to catch him off guard.

He was quicker and shoved, sending me flying into
the cement wall. Instantly I took inventory: the wind had been
knocked out of me, my shoulder would be bruised, I had bitten my
lip and could taste blood…no real damage done. I was okay, we were
all still okay.

Then Gale screamed and everything shifted from slow
motion and frightening to warp speed—confused and blurred.

I expected him to run, but the three of us could
identify him. Gale got out of the car shouting, “Security! Help!”
Barbara leaned on the horn all the time calling over to me, “Are
you okay? Chloe?” I screamed back that I was fine, wondering why no
one was coming to help us.

I got to my knees and started to crawl, hoping he
had forgotten about me temporarily and I could get to my cell
phone, still in my purse on the driver’s seat.

“Get outta there!” he shouted to someone in the car.
I supposed it was Barbara because the horn stopped honking and
everything got deadly quiet. Finally I made it to the car, eye
level with the driver’s seat, staying low.

That’s when I saw him on top of Barbara. Gale
wrestled with him, beating his back with her fists. He didn’t see
me; he was too busy jabbing at Gale, trying to get her off him.

I stood up, trying to push the shock back to a place
where I’d deal with it later. I studied his face, amazed at the
arrogance that had convinced him he hadn’t needed a mask. Anger
surged through me. Without hesitation I started to grab for the
blade.

Gale saw me and screamed, “Chloe, run, get help!
Run!”

Those crazy eyes fixed on me and he pushed himself
out of the car.

We were on the second floor; I didn’t know if I
could outrun him down the stairs. But I tried. He rushed toward me,
sliding over hoods and trunks of parked cars. Fast, he was on
something that made him move like an animal. And then he hurtled
himself on top of me.

At the same time Gale landed on his back, her face
streaked with blood and terror. I fought, but he was so heavy; I
thought my ribs would crush.

“All I wanted was your fuckin’ money an’ look what
you gone an’ made me do.”

I scratched, Gale punched. But he never loosened his
grip on the serrated blade clenched in his fist.

He managed to toss Gale off his back like she was a
minor annoyance, a bug. As she went flying into a parked truck, I
heard her hit the metal.

Those eyes again, raging with hatred. His sweat
dripped onto my face; I could taste him.

“Okay, okay, take my money. Take their money.
There’s credit cards, too. Just take what you want and go.”

For a minute he looked like he was considering my
offer. He grabbed my hand, ripping off the sapphire ring. Then he
pulled me up by my wrists and went through the pockets of my jeans
and jacket. I went limp, looking across the room at Gale lying
unconscious. He seemed confused; I turned my face away from him,
hoping he had what he wanted. I took a deep breath when he got up
and walked over toward Gale. He went through her pockets roughly
but didn’t hurt her anymore than he already had. Then he headed
back toward the car, walking like a drunk, talking to himself.
“Credit cards, look in car. Get the money, money. Where’s the
fuckin’ car? Which one…?”

I could run now, I told myself. He wouldn’t even
notice if I just ran. Go for help! But I couldn’t leave my friends
alone there with that lunatic.

I took off my heels and raced back to my Toyota.
That’s when I saw Barbara lying across the front seat. She was
breathing but didn’t look good. No, I kept telling myself, don’t
lose it now. I touched her leg and leaned in to whisper, “I’m
here.” She reached up, holding her cell phone out to me.

I grabbed it.

“Oh no! You ain’t doin’ no such thing!”

All I had time to do was cover my head before he
threw me onto the floor and started kicking…my chest…my legs…and my
head …

 



 


THREE

 


I woke up in the back of an ambulance, strapped to
something hard, being jostled from side to side. The siren wasn’t
blaring, no attendant hovered over me looking concerned. There was
no oxygen mask strapped over my nose, and I took that as a good
sign. But I was hooked up to an IV, which I figured was standard
procedure. You get images in your head of every conceivable life
situation, from movies, television and family stories, I guess, and
you file them away. Maybe for comfort, a point of reference to
dredge up when you need to bring some normalcy. But nothing felt
remotely familiar as I looked around and that’s when real horror
started to erupt.

I had to poke the EMT to get his attention. “Where
is he? Did you get him?”

He looked away from the window and down at me,
annoyed. The van hit a bump, forcing groans up and out of me as
every pothole resonated through my body. “Calm down. That’s for the
police to handle. I’m taking care of you.”

“Where are the two women who were with me?” I looked
around for my friends.

“One got picked up by the Fire Department and the
other one’s in the ambulance ahead of us.” He said it all as if he
was bored, reciting words for a school report. A pat on the
shoulder, a kind word would have gone a long way about then. But he
was doing his job and I figured that was all I could expect.

There was nothing else for me to do but endure the
ride. I could worry about everything else when I got to the
hospital. I closed my eyes, trying to relax but with each breath,
pain rose up in my chest. Turning my head I flinched as a shock
electrified down my neck. And when I opened my eyes again, things
seemed fuzzy…if only this were a nightmare.

 


***

 


I ended up at Little Company of Mary Hospital on
95th Street. Things moved efficiently and I was wheeled, checked
in, checked over, changed into a thin cotton gown, and finally
rolled into a private room where two men stood waiting for me. I
felt like a piece of bruised meat, laid out, ready to be
inspected.

“Miss Weber?” The black man asked.

“Yes.”

“I’m Officer Bernard and this is my partner Officer
Wykowski.” The other man was older and all nose. He nodded to
me.

“Did you catch him? Who was he?” I asked.

“No, we didn’t and we need your help identifying
him. That’s why it’s important we interview you while things are
still fresh in your mind. Do you think you can answer some
questions?”

“Sure.” As I spoke, my tongue felt thick in my
mouth. I was in an alien’s body, nothing felt like me. “But first
tell me about my friends!”

“They’re down the hall,” Wykowski said. “We’ll have
the doctor come talk to you when we’ve finished with our
report.”

“Okay.”

Bernard took a pad and pen out of his breast pocket
and started. “Where were you earlier this evening?”

“Ahh, we had drinks. Funny, I can’t remember the
name of the place.” No…it wasn’t funny.

“How long were you there?” Bernard pulled a chair
over for himself and pointed for his partner to stand on the other
side of the bed.

“I don’t know.” And I didn’t. Now I was getting
frightened. I couldn’t remember many details except Gale and
Barbara had been there.

The policeman’s uniform looked stiff enough to cut
the skin beneath, his demeanor was just as unyielding. Such cold
eyes for a young man. “Come on, Ms. Weber, give us something, here.
If you don’t cooperate we can’t get this guy off the street.”

“Hey, it’s not my fault he’s out there in the first
place. Don’t you think I’d tell you something if I could?” My head
pounded, I felt nauseous, and frightened realizing there was no one
to help me, not even…me.

Wykowski shifted back and forth. “Do you remember
what time you left the bar?”

“It was late, I remember that.” Something, thank
God.

“How late?” Bernard persisted. “After midnight?
Before?”

I held back tears and shrugged.

“Fear does that, sometimes.” Wykowski said. “People
forget things, it’s normal.” He turned to his partner. “She don’t
look so good; we’ll come back later.”

“Yeah, I guess you’re right.” Bernard stood up,
straightening the crease in his dark pants. “Get some rest, Ms.
Weber.”

“I’ll try.” When they left I felt some relief and
shouted for the nurse. She must have been waiting on the other side
of the door because she arrived in an instant, accompanied by a
doctor.

“Ms. Weber, we’ve tried calling your sister, her
number was on an emergency card in your purse,” the nurse said.
“But there’s no answer. Can you give us the name of someone else to
notify? A parent maybe?”

“They live out of town; I’ll call them tomorrow. And
I can’t remember any other number for Madeline.”

It was obvious the doctor was getting impatient,
waiting for all the small talk to be done with. The nurse felt it
too and hurried along. “I guess all this can wait.” Then she
checked her watch. “It’s almost six; breakfast won’t be out for a
few more hours. Are you in pain do you need something?”

“Nurse Baker, why don’t you give us a few
minutes?”

“Of course, Doctor.”

After she left, he came to sit on the bed beside me.
The man could have been my dad. His hair was thinning and he had
the kindest blue eyes. Taking my hand, he held it between his two
warm and steady palms. “Ms. Weber, my name is Doctor Sheraton.”

“I’m Chloe.”

“Well, Chloe, you’ve been through a terrible ordeal
tonight. You’re pretty banged up, but you’ll live.”

“I’m having trouble remembering things.”

“Temporary, not to worry. And you’ll need some
physical therapy to strengthen your arms and hand coordination. You
took a bad hit to the head. We’re going to keep you here, watch for
concussion and monitor you.”

“And what about my friends? Is Gale okay?”

He rubbed my wrist. “Ms. Kent? She’s fine. Oh she’s
suffered quite a shock like you have. Her assailant stabbed her
several times but they were minor wounds along her arm. She’ll be
fine.”

Thank you, God. “And Barbara? Please…”

His face dropped and I knew but didn’t want to hear
the words. “Chloe, I’m so sorry. She died in the emergency room. We
tried but her carotid artery was severed. She lost so much blood.
We tried…”

I couldn’t stop. They had to restrain me and I could
hear the doctor shouting above my screaming, for the nurse to bring
him something. There was a jab in my arm. I drifted into darkness,
not wanting to wake up.

 



 


FOUR

 


My sister Madeline has never liked me. I don’t know
why. It bothered me most of my life, but by the time I’d put in
thirty years of trying to understand her indifference, I stopped
caring. There was never any sibling rivalry—at least not on my
part. I was three when she was born and thought having a little
sister was great. We never had any fights, no words said in anger
that severed a bond. She’s void of any warmth or compassion where
I’m concerned, while I am forever being told how very sensitive I
am—too sensitive for my family. We’ve always been opposites in
every respect, which I find interesting and she finds aggravating.
If I love a movie, I know she hates it. I’m blonde, fair skinned;
she’s darker on the exterior as well as interior. She got good
grades all through school without even trying while I struggled in
every class. She’s tall—I’m short. She’s thin—I’m…normal.

When I rolled over in the hard hospital bed,
Madeline was sitting there, staring at me. “Finally,” she said
through her tight lips.

“How long have you been here?”

“A few hours. There’s not much traffic this time of
morning and Peoria isn’t that far, you know.”

“The nurse said they couldn’t get hold of you.”

“Your friend Gale managed to, somehow. She made it
sound urgent, like you were dying, but you don’t look that
bad.”

“I don’t? Really? Tell me the truth.”

“It’s always about you, isn’t it Chloe? You get to
lie in a bed and relax while everyone takes care of you. Not like
your poor friend, Barbara.” Madeline does have compassion for other
people, people she’s never even met, just as long as they’re not
me.

“Did you call Mom and Dad?” I asked, fighting the
urge to scream at her to leave me alone.

“No, I thought I’d see for myself what was going on
before worrying them. You know Dad’s not doing well and the trip
would be so hard on Mom.”

“I didn’t expect them to fly out here. I just asked
if you called.”

“And I just told you I didn’t.”

Why was everything always so difficult with her?
“Well, you’ve seen me. And I’m alive. You can go home now, proud of
yourself for being such a good sister.”

Then she did what she always did—she surprised me.
“I have the extra set of keys you gave me; I’ll go to your
apartment and get unpacked. I’m starving.” And she leaned over and
hugged me.

I told myself not to get suckered in. She was always
doing things like that—throwing me off balance. But still I was on
the verge of agreeing with her about just how self-centered I was
when, thankfully, Gale walked in.

She rushed over to my bedside. “Oh, my God, Chloe,
you look terrible! How do you feel?”

Madeline looked across the bed at Gale. “You must be
Gale, I recognize your voice from the phone.”

“And you’re Mattie? Chloe’s baby sister, right?”

“Madeline, my name’s Madeline—no nickname and I
don’t think I’m much of a baby anymore.”

“Sorry.” Gale rolled her eyes.

“Well, I’ll let you two ‘survivors’ chat. I’ll be
back after dinner, okay?” Madeline walked around the bed and out
the door.

“What a bitch!” Gale said. “Does she always make
everything about her? Here you are lying hurt, your friends
attacked, some crazy man with a knife lurking around out there.
Hello? Sorry, Miss Madeline, but you could show a little love
here.”

“Never mind her. What are you doing walking
around?”

“Going home. I’m all checked out, got a handful of
prescriptions and lots of stitches. But hey, I have no right to
complain.” Tears pooled in her eyes and I knew she was thinking
about Barbara. Neither one of us could say her name; it was still
way too early to acknowledge the truth.

“Did the police question you?”

“No, I told them I’d be in to look over some mug
shots. Do they still call them that? They can take my report then.
The Emergency Room was crazy last night. There was a car accident,
a shooting and all kinds of people sitting, pacing, leaning against
walls. The cops looked relieved when I said I’d come to them.”

“I guess they came to me because I’m not getting out
of here today.”

“Not even tomorrow from the looks of it.”

“That bad?” I asked.

“That asshole did a real number on you,
Sweetie.”

“I can’t remember a lot of what happened. Protecting
my sanity with insanity, huh?” I tried a laugh.

“Baby steps come later. Right now, you have to take
tiny bug steps—ant steps.” She smiled, her face shadowed with fear
and sadness. She reached out to hug me but we both were in too much
pain to complete the gesture. “Ouch. Ouch. I have twenty-three
stitches in my right arm and more than that in the left. If I end
up with all these little chicken scratch scars up and down my arm I
should get tattooed so no one takes me for a junkie.”

“You need to sleep on that idea for awhile,” I
said.

“Just a thought.”

“When can you go to work?”

“I called in awhile ago and the Chief said I’m not
much good to them until I’m healed. So it looks like I’m on leave
for a few weeks.”

“Be honest Gale, how long do you think it’ll take me
to heal? Tell the truth.”

“I’m not a doctor,” she said as she fiddled with a
loose button on her dirty jacket. “I don’t have a clue…honest.”

“How do I look? Really?”

“Bad, Chloe. You look like you got run over by a
tank. There isn’t one inch of you that isn’t bruised or cut.” Then
Gale broke down. “I’m so sorry, I should have moved quicker,
faster. I’m the one with training. Dammit! All those hours of
training, working out in the gym and I froze. I don’t think I can
handle this.” She collapsed next to me on the bed.

Afraid, I touched my face with both hands. It felt
like a beach ball, blown up all out of proportion. My head was
wrapped in a gauze cap of some kind, my eye lids were swollen but I
could see. Thank God, I could see. Her sobs turned into wails and I
tried patting her head, comforting her somehow, but I couldn’t even
reach over for a Kleenex. I must have been pumped up with pain
killers or else I surely would have joined in her sorrow.

But as bad as things were, I never once thought to
ask the universe, “Why me? Why my friends?”

Why not us?

 



 


FIVE

 


Three months passed…three long months. Spring came
and went, I hardly noticed because I was occupied with therapies of
every conceivable kind. There was physical therapy on Mondays and
Wednesdays, sessions with my shrink, Dr. Kraft (as in Mac &
Cheese) to help cope with depression and nightmares, every Tuesday
and Thursday. Hot water therapy was my favorite and that got
scheduled on Fridays. I’d sit in a big whirlpool filled with hot
water and let my muscles relax. Sometimes the body was more than
willing, but the mind wouldn’t cooperate. Besides missing Barbara,
I was also missing some of my short term memory and my hand-eye
coordination was still on the fritz. Things were constantly flying
out from between my fingers or dropping off tables when I tried
doing the simplest things. I felt frustrated and stupid.
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