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  Dedication




  This book is dedicated to women everywhere. Women who have loved the wrong man, (or woman) and/or struggled through a maze of wrong ones—to find the right one; for women who have been abused; for women who help other women; for our loving nature, our creativity, and sometimes our devious minds.




  I’d like to give a special thanks to Brandy Lanning and Liza VanPelt for helping me create a couple of my characters as well as editing. Also, a special thanks to Kelly Hayter for her editing and suggestions. They are wonderful friends and were the “seed” for the story.




  I want to thank my mother, for her gentleness, wisdom, and grace; her strength and uncountable hardships in her life. We all miss you, Mom.




  I need to thank my sisters: Kathy Taylor and Vicki Baumgardner for our childhood stories, both funny and sad; for their humor and continual support and love! Meg too.




  Of course, none of this would be possible without Whiskey Creek Press and their great staff: Steve Womack, Melanie Billing, and Marsha Briscoe, for their editing and suggestions and to Harris Channing (artwork!) for bringing the cover “to life.”




  Prologue




  Clear Lake is a small town nestled quietly in the beautiful Skagit Valley, Washington. In the early 1900’s, it was a large booming logging town with several hotels, a meat market, church, school, and even their own telephone company. However, in 1925 the logging mill folded, and brought down many of the town’s businesses with it. People moved on.




  Old concrete structures, like skeletons of the logging past, could be found within the woods around the picturesque lake until the late 1970’s when they were torn down, making way for development of new houses.




  However, many of the families have lived there for generations. Residents attend the same grade school their parents went to, and their parents before them. School buses, to this day, still transport the children to Sedro Woolley, a nearby town, in order for them to attend junior high and high school. Extended family members web through the tiny town, interweaving the lives that reside in Clear Lake. Some people continue to live in the same house they grew up in.




  It’s a town where you nod “hello,” and smile when you pass each other. It’s a town that has a strong community bond, which goes beyond residing there. Clear Laker’s have roots, deep because of their family generations who have lived and loved, and died in that area. They feel responsibility for their town and the people who live there. They carry an “accountability” for their community that is rare these days.




  This story is about a handful of women. Their bond of family and friendship is tightly woven from the strings that began from generations back. They don’t take friendship or loyalty flippantly; neither do they take betrayal lightly, or harm to a loved one. It’s about their hopes, and dreams, the relationships they are involved in, and...hidden secrets of the past. It’s about the women’s true friendship that holds no boundaries except their love and devotion for one another.




  Chapter 1




  Madison eased the bedroom door shut and walked quietly back into the kitchen.




  Jacki met her eyes. “Is she still sleeping?”




  Madison nodded. Sitting down, she picked up her wine glass, only half full now, and took a sip. She was an attractive, full figured young woman. Her face was accentuated with dimples and framed by her dark blonde highlighted hair that hung in curls down the middle of her back.




  Roxy glanced from one woman to the other, before hissing between her clenched teeth, “The bastard oughta be shot.”




  Jacki piped up, “I don’t think you’ll get any argument out of us.” She paused for a moment. “I’m just so afraid one day he’ll end up killing her.” Her blue eyes narrowed.




  A light scratching noise came from the hallway.




  “LP!” Madison whispered loudly. The miniature dachshund came trotting quickly to Madison and jumped up on her, lavishing her neck with kisses. Madison cupped her little face and said, “You need to be quiet and let Sunday sleep.”




  LP turned in a circle before she settled on Madison’s generous lap.




  Roxy reached up and wiggled the silver ring in her left eyebrow.




  Madison watched Roxy and winced. It was a new piercing; the skin around the ring appeared angry red.




  “We could hire a hit man,” Roxy noted, tipping her wine glass to her lips.




  Jacki smiled. “Ya. Maybe your little brother, Cory, could find someone. I’m sure we wouldn’t get caught.” Her cynical tone didn’t go unnoticed.




  Roxy frowned. “Maybe one of your lesbo friends?”




  Jacki stuck her tongue out at her in response.




  “You wish,” Roxy retorted.




  “If she didn’t have her mother in the rest home, maybe she would leave the state,” Madison conveyed.




  “Maybe her mom will die soon.” Roxy replied.




  Jacki frowned. “Now, Roxy, that’s a happy thought. Did you want to take her out? After all, she is your aunt.”




  Roxy gazed out the window as if she were contemplating that plot. A moment later, she spoke up again. “No, we would have to have a great plan. Like maybe each of us having a part to play. Each of us not knowing what the other is supposed to do.”




  Jacki laughed. “Oh, I see.” She emptied the wine bottle into her near empty glass. “We could make a plan, then write out each little event, put it on paper, cut them up, then throw them in a bowl and we take turns picking out our parts to do?”




  Madison smiled; her eyes glanced to the ceiling. “We could entice Duffy to come over here and then shoot him. As long as he was inside the house, maybe we could get away with it.” She was beginning to enjoy the sick game.




  Roxy shook her head. “No. It would need to be planned well in advance. You would have to call the police a few times, complaining of a burglar.” Roxy glanced up at the large five-point deer head trophy on the living room wall. “You could do it. You’re a great shot.”




  Madison stood up. “More wine?” The women shook their head “no” in unison. She picked up the empty bottle and placed it in her glass recycling bin.




  A moment later, Madison sat back down. Her eyes went directly to the salt and pepper containers which normally sat in the middle of her table, but had been moved. She arranged them neatly back in their place. “Don’t do that, Roxy,” she scolded. Roxy grinned and glanced at Jackie who frowned in return, shaking her head in dismay.




  Roxy turned up her hands. “It is so easy to mess with you. I can’t help it.” A couple minutes of silence passed as Madison thought about her friend, who, for the moment, was sleeping peacefully, unaware of their imaginative schemes.




  “We gotta do something,” Roxy stated. “But we can’t talk to each other about it...ever! No phone calls, no texting. No e-mail. As long as we don’t know, we can’t tell. Even if we are tortured,” she said dramatically.




  Madison pursed her lips and stared at her friend. Roxy’s expression was serious, yet with her bleached blonde/ red tipped spiked hair, nose piercing, a small silver ring in her lower lip and now her eyebrow, it seemed difficult to imagine her contemplating a murder.




  Jacki beat her to the punch. “Roxy, you can’t even keep your check book balanced. LP is more organized than you.”




  Madison laughed. She leaned her head down and petted her dog. “Are you listening to this, Little Princess?”




  Undeterred, Roxy leaned in on the table. “We could do it you know. He’s never going to leave her alone. He will hunt her down and kill her. That’s all that he knows!”




  Madison was sure that was a line from The Terminator, one of Roxy’s favorite movies, yet she was right. Duffy had been with Sunday for ten years now, the abuse escalating. The times Sunday had tried to leave, he coaxed, threatened, did whatever he could, until she was back under his roof.




  The phone rang and all three women jumped from the unexpected intrusion. It was two o’clock in the morning. They all waited for the answering machine to kick in. Duffy’s voice came over the line. “Madison! I want to talk to Sunday. I know she’s there.” A deep inhale. “You have her call me. I mean it, Madison. Don’t fuck around with me.” Click.




  “He sounds like a happy camper.” Jackie sighed.




  A short while later, Jackie walked home. It was only a few blocks away and the night was clear. Roxy slept in Madison’s bed, with Little Princess between them on the pillow.




  * * * *




  The next morning, despite her friend’s concerns, Sunday returned home to her husband. Madison wished she could do more for her. It seemed like a hopeless battle with Sunday returning to him time after time.




  * * * *




  Monday morning Madison hurriedly stepped out her back door to the garage. She walked around to the driver’s side, clicked her key pad to unlock the door and slid onto the seat. Sticking the key into the ignition, she glanced up, and noticed the window in the garage was broken. Madison turned off the car, got out, and walked toward the broken window. Glass lay on the floor, while some broken shards remained in the frame. She looked around on the floor, looking for a baseball or perhaps a rock. Nothing. She walked outside the building and around to the broken window. It seemed to her someone had deliberately broken it. Were they trying to get access into the garage? Not likely since it was a small window. “Damn it!” She pulled out her cell and dialed 911. As the operator answered, she began, “I want to report a...” She suddenly remembered parts of the conversation with her friends. She had drunk too much wine and slices of the evening came to her in blurry recall. She frowned, thinking of the implications...felt a second of panic...then continued on. “A burglary.” She walked back into her garage, answering the routine questions. “Actually, I don’t think anything is missing. Perhaps it was just a case of vandalism.” More questions. “I have to go to work right now....can the sheriff come over after I get home?”




  Chapter 2




  Madison slowly backed her car out of the driveway; however, just before she pulled on the highway, she paused.




  Did I lock LP’s cage? She thought for a moment. I’m sure I did. But what if there was a real burglar and he’s hiding in the house? Madison turned the ignition off and walked to her front door. She unlocked it and walked in cautiously. “LP?”




  A whine confirmed that LP was still locked securely in her dog cage. Still, Madison checked the latch before walking cautiously from room to room and peeked inside the closet in the spare bedroom. She checked the burners on the stove. “Everything is off. I can go to work now,” she spoke out loud.




  She returned to her Ford Mustang, got in and fastened the seat belt. The gnawing voice in the back of her mind asked, “Is the furnace turned down?”




  “Yes,” she said. “I’m going to work now.” As she pulled out onto the highway, she glanced at her watch and knew she was going to be late again. The incessant thought returned and she pictured LP’s cage door. “It’s fine,” she reassured herself, clutching the wheel tighter, her knuckles turning white. Madison knew leaving home was a key trigger for her, whether it was going to work, or anyplace for that matter. It was an ugly cycle with anxiety feeding her Obsessive Compulsive Disorder, which caused her to be more anxious, which heightened her OCD. The more she worried about worrying, the worse it got. Madison tried to take her mind off her ruminating thoughts by picturing Sunday. She decided to call her later in the day to see how she was doing.




  * * * *




  Jacki parked her truck in the back of a large lot of an upscale housing community. The Larsens had recently moved in and hired her to landscape their yard. She had brought the sod in last week, laying each layer of grass carefully, and checked frequently on the watering. She was meeting with Susan Larsen this morning to go over a few changes she wanted to make. Although Jackie understood it was part of the business, it still irritated her when she had already spent a lot of time pricing what Susan had wanted, and had the plans drawn out, ready to go. As she got out of her truck, she grabbed her gloves and tucked the ends in the back of her jeans pocket. She walked to the back of the house and rang the door bell. While she waited, she reached back and stuck her fingers in her back pockets and gazed across the street at a hot little red 56’ Chevy Corvette. “I’d give my left nut for that, if I had one,” she mumbled quietly to herself.




  Susan opened the door, smiling. Jacki noted it was a Hollywood smile: showing off lips full of Botox and teeth so perfect, they would be a wet dream for any dentist.




  “Hi, Jacki. Right on time as always.” Susan opened the door and waved ahead of her. Jacki wiped her booted feet on the mat and was reluctant to enter; however, she walked cautiously to the kitchen nook, where they usually sat to go over the plans. Jacki could visualize little clumps of dirt falling off the bottom of her boots with every step. She took the closest chair and sat down, pulling her feet in close together.




  “Coffee?”




  “No, thank you. I just finished a cup.”




  Susan brought over her mug and sat down beside Jacki. She sat the latest plans on the dinette table and began to show Jacki what she wanted changed. Jacki pulled a pen out of her pocket and began to make notes.




  “I’m thinking I would like the flowering willow over here.” She pointed to the paper. “But I’m not sure. What do you think?”




  Just as Jacki began to answer, she was interrupted by a knock on the back door.




  “Just a second,” Susan said, standing up.




  Jacki studied the new plans. Her thoughts were quickly distracted as she heard Susan say, “Oh Elvira, this is my landscaper. The one I was telling you about.”




  Jacki turned and met piercing violet eyes. A handful of dangling silver bracelets reached out to her. Jacki took her hand and gave her a customarily firm handshake. However, as she pulled away, the warm hand held on for a couple of seconds before letting her go.




  “Jacki, meet Elvira. She lives down the street. She liked what you were doing to the yard and wanted to meet you.”




  Jacki, not able to find her voice, only nodded in return. Who was this incredible being in front of her? She looked like some beautiful dark goddess; her hair black as a crow’s feathers and her eyes dark and enticing. Elvira smiled; her lips were perfect. Jacki’s eyes quickly took in her whole body: small breasts, tiny waist, and slim legs covered in tight jeans.




  Jacki felt her face grow hot and turned back to the plans.




  “We’re almost done,” Susan stated. “I can point out your house.”




  “Do you have time to stop by?” Elvira asked. Her voice almost purred.




  Jacki nodded and seemed to speak into the table. “I’ll come over as soon as we finish up. Nice meeting you.”




  Jacki heard the women say their goodbyes and sighed with relief. She had never had a reaction like that before. Her body tingled in anticipation at the thought of seeing her again.




  Susan sat down to finish with her project changes; however, Jacki found it difficult to remain on track; her mind kept returning to Elvira.




  * * * *




  Roxy pushed the heavy motel cleaning cart down the carpeted hallway and into the utility room. She wiped her brow with the back of her hand, grateful to be done. Usually, she cleaned with Ebby, except she had left early to go to a doctor’s appointment, leaving Roxy to finish up the afternoon on her own. She took the elevator to the bottom floor and let Natalie, the head housekeeper, know she was leaving for the day.




  Roxy walked to her elderly Ford Aspire, still wondering how it managed to stay on the road. The speedometer had stopped at 183, 428.7 miles, and that had been a few years ago when the cable had broken. The seat belt had given up too, but there had been only a few years the cars were made, and she was unable to buy one, even from the company in Milwaukee. Still, her car was paid for, and she had it for so long it seemed like an old friend. She turned the key in the ignition and it started right up. She figured the car was more loyal to her than the men in her life had ever been.




  Roxy glanced in the mirror and tugged on her spike bleached blonde/ red tipped hair, causing it to stand a little straighter. A short time later she drove in her driveway. The cottage sat on a small lot amongst bigger lots and bigger houses. The house had been owned for many years by an elderly lady and when she passed on, the house went to her nephew, John, who rented it to Roxy. She loved the little place and wanted to buy it, yet unless she won the lottery, that wasn’t going to happen. She parked her lavender car, got out, and went to her mailbox. Grabbing what was there, she flipped through the envelopes and sales papers as she headed towards her front door. She reached up and took a hold of the screen door, when her eyes caught the corner of the last envelope. Roxy stopped short. A wave of panic swept over her. The bank! She unlocked her door and continued inside, sitting down at the table, starring at the envelope for a minute. Then she sighed before she ripped it open. She read the form and laid it on the table. She was overdrawn one hundred twenty-six dollars and two cents. Jacki was right. I can’t even balance my check book. What the hell am I going to do about this?




  * * * *




  Madison took her break and called Jacki.




  “Hey, babe, what are you up to?”




  “I’m just about to leave Susan’s and head over to a neighbor of hers.”




  “More business?”




  “Maybe...” Jackie replied, thinking about Elvira.




  “Hey, remember the other night we were discussing...how the world would be better off if someone wasn’t in it...and...how no one would know...or should know...” Her voice trailed off.




  “What are you talking about?”




  “I called the sheriff this morning because someone had broken out a window in my garage.”




  Dead silence.




  “Are you there?” Madison asked.




  “Yes.” Pause. “I’m thinking. So, did the sheriff come over?”




  “No, after work. I’ll call him as soon as I get home. Nothing was missing. Just a broken window.” How come Jackie is so quiet? Maybe she thinks I did it myself. Or...maybe she had done it...but doesn’t want me to know the truth and lie to the cops.




  “All right,” Jackie answered. “Call me after they leave.”




  * * * *




  Jacki clipped her cell phone on her belt and got in her truck. Was Madison telling her she had broken the window and was actually working on this crazy plan? And if so, and I know...am I an accomplice? It had started as a silly woman’s conversation. Now... What if Roxy broke the window? Even so, I had better keep my mouth shut. And...hopefully...this was just nothing. Maybe just a prank to have something to laugh about later on. My friends really couldn’t...wouldn’t plot to kill someone. She took a deep breath and drove to her next destination.




  She glanced in the mirror and combed back her short blonde hair with her fingers. Her face, free from any makeup, held a healthy natural tan from working outside. Jacki met the reflection of her curious brown eyes.




  “Now or never.” She started the ignition and drove to Elvira’s. A minute later she stood on the porch, ringing the doorbell.




  Elvira opened the door, a large smile and a twinkle in her dark eyes caused Jacki to feel the blush once again.




  “Come on in.” She offered.




  “Well,” Jacki stared down at her work boots, “I don’t want to traipse any dirt in...”




  Elvira waved her hand; her bracelets jangled. “Come in. Don’t worry about it. I haven’t cleaned this morning anyway.”




  Jacki followed her into a cozy sitting room. A burning candle brought the aroma of cinnamon spice to her senses. A dozen plant and garden books lay about a glass coffee table. Elvira sat on a small couch that would comfortably seat two people. Across from the coffee table was a high back antique chair. Jacki sat there, trying to appear relaxed.




  Elvira grinned. “I just recently moved here and I’m not very happy with the yard. I’ve been looking over several books, as you can see. I would like a small pond in the back.”




  Jacki nodded. She glanced at the magazines, trying hard not to focus on Elvira’s face. “Show me what you like in the books, and then let’s take a look at your yard.”




  Just then, Jacki felt a movement across her leg. She looked down to see a calico cat staring at her, her tail held high.




  “She’s waiting for you to pet her.”




  “Oh.” Jacki reached down and ran her hand from the top of the cat’s head along its body, and finished up with her tail. The cat purred, and turned around, waiting for a second petting. Jacki, not wanting to be rude, petted the cat once again. She straightened up in the chair, hoping that would signal the cat to go on its way.




  “Not a cat person?” Elvira asked.




  Jacki met her eyes. “I’m a rotty person.”




  Elvira tilted her head; her eyebrows rose in question.




  Jacki laughed then. “I’ve got a Rottweiler.”




  Elvira smiled back. Her eyes sparkled with mischievous. “You prefer the big dogs over...small pussies?”




  Jacki felt her face grow red, yet held eye contact with the black hair wench. Elvira put the end of her finger in her mouth, waiting in anticipation for Jacki’s answer. The mannerism did not go unnoticed.




  “It really all depends.” Her grin grew.




  Elvira bit the end of her finger, then let it lightly caress her bottom lip before it curled up in her palm. “On what?”




  Jacki leaned down and picked up the cat and sat it on her lap, stroking the soft fur. “Well, the pussy of course.”




  Elvira grinned wide and stood up. “Let’s look at the yard.” She reached out her arm and Jacki found herself taking the welcoming hand and following her out through the house.




  * * * *




  Madison shook her head in response to the officer’s question.




  “I can’t think of anybody...” Her voice stopped in her planned response.




  “What?” the officer asked, staring intently into her face. Madison looked away. She turned back and made eye contact with him. “A friend of mine spent the night with me a few nights ago because her husband...beat her up. He guessed she was here. Maybe he did it...”




  The officer asked more questions and made notes. Madison felt her anxiety grow. She clutched her hands together so tight, she felt her fingernails dig into her palm. I’m only telling the truth; why does it feel so wrong?




  Her cell rang and Madison pulled it out of her jeans pocket.




  “Hi, Princess!”




  “Oh...” Madison looked at the officer. He appeared annoyed that she was on her phone. “Hey, Roxy. I gotta go. Someone broke a window in my garage and the sheriff is here investigating.”




  “Oh...shit. Call me later.”




  “Have you reported this to your insurance company?” the officer inquired.




  “No, I figured with the deductible it wouldn’t be worth it.” The word fraud stuck in her head.




  “Well, I think I’m finished up here.” He pulled a card out and wrote something on the back and handed it to her. “Call me if there’s anything that comes to mind, or if you have any more problems. I wrote the case number down. You may need it.”




  * * * *




  Roxy had planned to ask Madison for a loan, once again; however with the police business it gave her an excuse not to bother her. She knew there was one of those pay day loan places in town. She wondered how that worked and decided to call them. An hour later, she walked out of the small office with cash in hand. She’d put it in the bank in the morning and all would be well.




  * * * *




  Madison was fixing herself a cup of hot tea when her phone rang. Answering it, Jacki asked, “Have you heard from Justin?”




  Madison sat on her futon, petting LP. “No. Not since last weekend.” She sighed.




  “He’s a pretty boy,” Jacki teased.




  Madison pictured the six-foot man. Dark hair and deep brown eyes. Pretty wasn’t exactly how she would describe him. She wasn’t sure if she was in love or in-lust with him, but either way, she had been stung by cupid’s arrow, and the thought of him sent tingles to all the right places.




  Madison’s thoughts flashed on the broken window. She wanted to ask Jacki about it, yet couldn’t bring herself to it...just in case. Next week they’d probably all laugh about it. But right now...the “what if” card was being played.




  * * * *




  On the way home, Roxy drove past a bar, and did a double take. She slowed and went around the block, parking at the end of the street. Hopping out of her car, she sauntered up along side of the Black SUV. Sure enough, it was Duffy’s. Roxy looked up and down the street. It was empty of life. She knelt down beside the back wheel and unscrewed the plastic cap from the valve stem on the tire. Using a pen she had already pulled from her purse, she shoved it against the metal prong hard enough that she heard the air expelling. A laugh erupted from her and the sound startled her so much, she looked about, making sure no one was watching her.




  * * * *




  Sunday stood in the kitchen, pouring herself a glass of milk when the slam of the front door caused her to jump. Her heart skipped a beat; she took a deep breath before she walked into the spacious living room. She saw Duffy throw his jacket on the back of the leather chair, toss his keys on the coffee table, and slump onto the davenport.




  “What’s wrong, honey?” Sunday asked, sitting down beside him. Her long dark hair waved behind her ear and down her back.




  He picked up the remote and began to change channels. He didn’t bother to ask if she had been watching anything. He frowned, clicking along until he found something he was satisfied with.




  “Honey?”




  “Oh, my tire went flat and I had to change it. Pissed me off.”




  “Maybe you ran over a nail at work.”




  “Maybe.”




  Sunday leaned over and rubbed the top of his shoulders, hoping to ease some of the tension from his muscles.




  He stared at the hunting show, but his mind returned to his flattened tire. He didn’t buy the nail business. Not when just last week he had his vehicle serviced at the shop. They had rotated his tires. He had watched them check the air pressure. He’d have that flat tire checked tomorrow, but he was damn sure someone had let the air out of it. Damn! Somehow Madison must have found out I busted her garage window and she had the balls to flatten my tire. Well, she doesn’t have a clue of who she’s fuckin’ with.




  Chapter 3




  Roxy’s cell came alive. “Bitchin,’ I’m bitchin,’ I’m bitchin,’” sang a husky female tone. She grinned, answering it. “Whaaat’s up, M&M?”




  “How’d you know it was me?” Madison laughed.




  “Just some wild guess. I’m still looking for a ring tone I like.”




  “I’ve been looking for one for Jacki. Something like, “I’m gay, I’m gay, I’m gay...”




  Roxy burst out laughing. “And when she’d call you—”




  Madison shrieked. “That could be very embarrassing...or hilarious...depending upon the situation.”




  “Fer sure.”




  “You going to bingo tomorrow?”




  Roxy sighed. “I think I’m passing. Maybe next month.”




  “Hey girlie, I’m treating you; you can come over and help me clean my bathroom or something.”




  “Only if you have those little paper tabs that go over the toilet seat to finish the job.”




  “And I suppose I’d have to take the end of the toilet paper and fold it into a little point?”




  “That goes without saying.”




  “Actually, Dad is coming over next week and I’d pay you to come over and help me do some cleaning in the back yard; pick up the fallen branches and burn them.”




  “Isn’t that Jacki’s territory?”




  “I’ll ask her too. I’ll pay you though,” she said and giggled.




  “Are you picking me up tomorrow then?”




  “Sure, sweetie.”




  “Hey, any new words from Justin?”




  “Yes. He asked me to go with him to the Casino next weekend for a concert.”




  “Who’s playing?”




  “It’s country, but I don’t remember which band.”




  “You’re losing it, babe.” Roxy laughed. “Give LP a kiss and hug.” She got up off the couch and took her checkbook out of her purse. Gritting her teeth, she opened it and looked at the balance. Not good. She appreciated that Madison was going to cover her bingo for her, yet the thought was depressing. She knew she was getting deeper and deeper in debt, with no relief in sight. Her hours will pick up at the motel as summer arrives. That loan had helped too; however, now she had to keep borrowing because she couldn’t afford to pay off the loan and her other bills. She glanced at the newspaper, thinking about finding an additional job.




  * * * *




  Roxy looked around the bingo hall until she spotted Sunday and her sister sitting at a far table. She waved and turned to her friends. “Sunday brought Tuesday tonight. A family reunion of the cousins.” Roxy laid the money Madison had given her on the counter and paid for her bingo package, crossing her fingers as if in hopes it would bring her good luck, and walked over to the two women.




  “How’s it hanging, Hot Fudge?”




  Sunday laughed. “About the same.”




  “Did Tuesday come along to chaperone?”




  Sunday frowned and glanced away for a second, then back. “Don’t be like that, Roxy.”




  “Okay.” She hadn’t talked to Sunday since the last incident with her husband when she spent the night at Madison’s. Duffy was a jealous husband and Sunday didn’t often go places without him. She leaned across the table. “You know I love you, cuz.”




  Sunday smiled. “I know.”




  Roxy watched Tuesday glance around at the people in the large room; a look of superiority seemed to float around her mannerisms like an aura. She pursed her lips tight and sat up a little straighter in her chair, and shook her hair slightly, each blonde strand falling into place. Her eyes grew large as Jacki walked to their table, and Tuesday shifted in her seat as if to get as far away as possible.




  Tuesday sneered and leaned over close to her sister. “You come here once a month?” Her eyebrows furrowed as she spoke. “Most of these people are old...and some look ...really...odd.”




  “Hey, cousin, this is how the lower classes live. Get over it.” Roxy laughed. Tuesday rolled her eyes in exasperation.




  Madison sat beside Sunday and Jacki sat opposite, next to Roxy.




  Roxy piped up, saying, “I hear you’re landscaping for a pretty young thing...or should I say you are landscaping a pretty young thing?”




  Jacki shot a quick look to Madison who shrugged her shoulders in response. The grin Madison tried to suppress appeared despite her weak effort.




  Jacki’s faced reddened. “It’s just a job.”




  “That’s not what I hear.” Roxy grinned so wide, her red hair spikes even seemed to perk up. She paused for a moment before asking the next question. “Have you made any moves on her yet?”




  “Pleeasse... Can we discuss something else?” Tuesday asked loudly. Her face held a look of disgust.




  Jacki turned her head and looked away, while Roxy’s slate gray eyes threw sparks. “Tuesday, can’t you leave your homophobia home tonight?”




  “Come on,” Madison interrupted. “We are here to have fun tonight and make some money!”




  “B-4,” the announcer stated loudly. “B-4.”




  “Be-fore I met you all, I was nothing...” Roxy commented under her breath, sending the group of women into laughter. Even Tuesday seemed to drop her guard.




  “Oh sixty-nine.” A pause. “Oh six nine.”




  Roxy moaned, “Sixty-nine. It’s been such a long...long time...”




  The evening continued and as each game ended, Roxy felt her anxiety rise a little higher. She really needed to win some money. She really did.




  Just before the last game started, Roxy’s cell vibrated from her pocket. She glanced to see it was her mother. It was unusual for Madeline to call this late in the evening.




  “Can you do my card?” she asked Jacki. She nodded in response and Roxy hurried out of the bingo hall to call her mother back.




  Roxy could hear the strain and tears in her mother’s voice. “Oh, Roxy, I don’t know what to do. Uncle Ned’s in the hospital.”




  Bastard.




  Roxy bit her lip and crossed one arm against her chest while the other arm held tight to her side; her hand pressing the phone to her ear. Her next question was only out of love for her mother. “What’s wrong with him?”




  Bastard.




  “Oh, I think a stroke. They don’t know for sure.”




  Good.




  “Oh, gee, Mom.” She tried to sound sympathetic.




  “I’ll need you to come over tomorrow and drive me to the hospital to see him.”




  She clenched her teeth tightly together. “Sure, Mom. I’ll come over right after work.”




  She could hear her mother’s sobs now. “I...I don’t know what to do...he’s always looked after us, you know. I...”




  “I’ll take care of everything, Mom. Don’t worry about it.” The words came out harsh and direct.




  “He always puts my pills together for the entire week...”




  “Do you have enough until tomorrow?” Her stomach grew heavy with anxiety; nasty stomach acid burned in her throat.




  “Just a minute.” Roxy heard her mother rummaging through her cupboard. “Yes, there is enough for a few days.”




  “I’ll fix you up for next week.”




  “Oh...okay then.” She sniveled a little less. “He’s been my rock...




  “I gotta go, Mom. See you tomorrow.” She closed her phone and took a deep breath. Her thoughts jumbled together and it took her a minute to feel somewhat steady again. She walked back into the hall, but Roxy did not feel centered at all. Her sense of reality tilted; a flood of memories pushed at her psyche. Roxy shoved back to keep them at bay. She focused on Sunday, taking her seat.




  “Uncle Ned’s in the hospital. Mom thinks he had a stroke.”




  Sunday’s eyes squinted in anger. “Hope the bastard dies.”




  “Me too.”




  Suddenly, Jacki shoved her shoulder. “You won! Look,” she said and pointed to the last number dobbed. She only stared at it, while Jackie took Roxy’s arm and held it up high. “Bingo! Bingo here!”




  Chapter 4




  Reluctantly, Roxy followed behind Madeline, her mother, into the antiseptic smelling hospital room. She glanced all around, trying her best not to look at Ned, her near dead uncle. She could hear his raspy breathing along with the rhythmic sound of the oxygen machine helping to keep him alive. Roxy crossed her arms tight around her chest, while a creepy shiver ran through her body, like having a spider run across someone’s bare foot.




  “Oh,” Madeline whined. “I’m here, Ned. I brought Roxy with me.” She turned to her daughter. “Come on over here and see your uncle.”




  Roxy squeezed her arms tighter and took two steps closer to the pasty colored body. She stared at his chest; the rise and fall, then the coughing that caused his chest to go into spasms. She nearly laughed. Bastard. I hope you lay there and suffer. Still, she didn’t want to see his face.




  Her mother took his age-spotted hand and held it. She leaned down and put her face next to his as she spoke in his ear. “Squeeze my hand if you know we’re here, brother.” He must have responded because Madeline smiled wide and turned to her daughter. “He knows.” She backed away a little and motioned for Roxy to come closer.




  Roxy stared at her and frowned. She shook her head and her eyes narrowed.




  Her mother pouted in return. She took Roxy’s arm, still tightened around her chest like a python snake, and tugged her close.




  Roxy glanced down. The man looked frail and helpless. Helpless like a little baby. His arms, once strong and muscular, were now thin like leafless limbs on a tree in the cold winter; brittle and lifeless. The arms that used to hold her tight so she couldn’t get away and...hands that hurt her. The hands now lay on a blanket, not moving. Skin thin; large purple veins that carried what little bit of life blood he had left. Intravenous needles were stuck in them, taped. Roxy had a thought of reaching down and yanking off that tape, just for a bit of her own pleasurable revenge.




  “Give him a kiss, honey,” Madeline said, placing her arm around her daughter, oblivious to the internal emotional turmoil Roxy was going through. Thoughts and memories of his abuse flashed in her mind like a turning kaleidoscope of horrible images.




  “Please, Roxy. Give him a little kiss.”




  Roxy loosened her arms enough to rest her hands on the side of the hospital bed. She knew his flesh was inches away. He can’t hurt me now. Her heart pounded so loud, she could feel the pulsations in her head. Her stomach rolled as a wave of nausea came over her. She leaned down, her face coming within a couple of inches of touching his skin. His scent was deep in her nostrils now, which heightened her memories. Her lips were so close, so close to his ear when she whispered, “Die, you bastard. Die.”




  Uncle Ned’s eyes flew open, his upper torso raised up, as if he was attempting to sit up. His eyes darted madly about. Another coughing fit sent him into spasms. His fists opened and closed, clenching tightly on the hospital blankets. His eyes continued to move about quickly, darting frantically here and there. A machine started to beep loudly and a nurse rushed into the room. She hurried about, trying to help him relax to settle his cough. Madeline left the room with Roxy in tow. Walking down the hall, Madeline took Roxy’s arm and smiled.




  “He heard you, Roxy. It woke him right up, didn’t it?” She squeezed her arm again, before reaching up to push the button for the elevator. The door slid open and she took a step inside, turning to her daughter. “What did you say to him, honey?”




  Roxy’s hand glazed over the top of her red spiked hair and she smiled her mother. “I only said ‘hello’, Mom. That’s all.”




  Madeline laughed. “Well. I’m so glad you came with me to cheer him up.”




  * * * *




  Roxy sat at Madison’s kitchen table petting LP, whispering lovingly devotions in her tiny ear. Madison sat down across from Roxy. A plate of chocolate chip cookies sat in the middle of the table, untouched.




  “So, your mother is clueless as usual?”




  Roxy nodded and returned LP’s kisses by giving her a lick on top of her head.




  “Uucck! I hate when you do that.”




  “Why?” Roxy looked up at her.




  “Becauuuuuse...” She leaned in, staring intently at the impish face. “She will probably expect that from me and I’m not having it.”




  Roxy laughed and turned LP around to face her. “Your master is such a...pussy!”




  Madison smiled and leaned back in her chair. “Sunday said she offered to go with you to the hospital.”




  “I know... It just seemed worse, having her come along.”




  Madison lowered her eyes. “It’s not your fault he molested her, too.”




  “Oh, I know that up here.” She pointed to her head. “It’s just that she had come over to spend the night with me...and I’ve always thought...”




  “If you hadn’t... asked her...”




  “Right.”




  “Maybe so, but he was her uncle too.”




  “I know. He had the opportunity at my house was all. Mom had gone out dancing and he was babysitting...” She gazed out of the kitchen window as if caught up in the past.




  Madison reached over and patted her hand. “Your mom was...is a real ditz. She didn’t believe you then, and she certainly won’t now.”




  Roxy wiped the back of her hand across her eye. “Oh, I know that. Cory and me knew a long time ago that Mom needed Ned more than she did us kids. She couldn’t believe what I told her, or her whole world would have crumbled.”




  “In the meantime, your world crumbled instead.”




  Roxy reached for a cookie and broke it in half. A few crumbs landed in her lap. Her eyes met Madison’s and she smiled wide. “Cookie. That’s how the cookie crumbles.”




  Madison shook her head. “You are one sick chick.”




  “Ya, well I’ve earned it.” LP whined then, and Roxy obliged her with more petting.




  Madison’s cell phone chirped. She answered it. Roxy continued to fondle LP, while listening in on Madison’s end of the conversation. She watched Madison fidget with her long hair, wrapping it around her finger, while talking. Her face turned a bright pink and she laughed loudly, not meeting Roxy’s eyes. When she closed the phone a few minutes later, Roxy spoke as she tickled LP’s stomach.




  “Must have been Justin.”




  Madison grinned. “Ya. Saturday is the concert.”




  Roxy looked up at her friend. Her eyes twinkled. “I suppose you’re going to play hard-to-get.”




  Madison laughed again and nodded her head. “Like always.”




  “Do you think he’ll ever get serious?”




  “Oh,” Madison put a cup of water in the microwave, “he’s serious all right...about having a good time.” She turned. “Would you like a cup of tea?”




  Roxy shook her head “no.” “I wish you’d find a great guy.”




  Madison leaned against her counter, crossing her arms. Cocking her head to one side, she replied, “I’m not even sure I want to settle down with one guy. But...I do want a baby.”




  “His?”




  “I don’t know.” She walked across the small kitchen and retrieved a tea bag from her ceramic canister. A moment later the microwave dinged and Madison reached in for her cup.




  Roxy placed LP on the floor. The dog looked up at her with her big brown eyes. Roxy apologized to her. “Sorry, Little Princess, I gotta be getting home.”




  “Are you going to be okay tonight? You can stay here, ya know.”




  “I know, but I gotta get up at the butt-crack-of-dawn tomorrow for work...earlier than you, so I’ll pass.”




  Madison walked Roxy to the front door and gave her a hug. “Call me later if you need to.” Roxy nodded. She stepped outside.




  * * * *




  It was past midnight when LP awoke with a start and whined. Madison turned over in her sleep. A few blocks away, Roxy had been tangled in her sheets, her short hair wet from sweat. She yelled out, but in reality, as in her dream, no one was there to save her.
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