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Chapter 1

Frankie stretched and then yawned as she turned her head slightly to see if her wife, Johanna, was awake. She smiled. Johanna looked so peaceful and innocent with her long auburn hair fanned across the sides of her pillow. She was beautiful, and at forty, looked thirty. They had a unique working and personal relationship and Frankie knew that she and Johanna had the kind of connection many people never found. They complemented one another's weaknesses and strengths. She adored Johanna, and the life they had built together. Still, she knew better than to take anything for granted. She gave thanks for each day they had together. She knew only too well how quickly things could change in the blink of an eye. How happiness and joy could instantly be replaced with heartbreak and grief.

Frankie rolled onto her side and watched as Johanna began to waken. Her eyelids fluttered but stayed closed. Frankie slid down under the pale pink satin sheet until her face was near Johanna's smooth thigh. She loved the smell of her. Every scent Johanna used from soaps to lotions to perfumes had a light lilac fragrance. She snuggled closer to the silky naked flesh and with one hand, lightly roamed over Johanna's flat stomach. As her hand descended, her fingers caressed Johanna's soft pubic hairs and then slid to her opening.

“Now this is how I like to wake up,” Johanna murmured. “Let's forget work today. I want to stay in bed making love all day.”

Frankie raised her head. “Wish we could, sweetie.” She teased the outer lips for several seconds and then slipped a finger inside. Johanna was moist and ready. Just like she knew she'd be.

Johanna moaned quietly. “This is the only way I want to wake up from now on,” she said breathlessly. Her legs parted.

Frankie removed her finger and edged closer until her face was right above Johanna's tempting vagina. She lowered her head and tenderly kissed Johanna's inner thighs before flicking her tongue teasingly at the opening. She took her time savoring the taste of her lover.

Johanna moaned loudly and sucked in her breath as Frankie's tongue finally plunged inside. She teased the hot throbbing clit a little longer before tenderly sucking on it while Johanna squirmed beneath her.

“Honey, I can't wait. I'm going to come,” Johanna panted.

Frankie loved the sensations she knew were surging through Johanna as the woman wriggled beneath her. She continuously brought Johanna to the edge and back again, finally releasing her to an explosive climax.

A few minutes later Frankie eased herself up next to Johanna. She lay on her side facing her.

Johanna sighed contentedly as she ran a hand over Frankie's cheek. “Do you know how much I love you?”

Frankie grinned as she rolled onto her back. “Why don't you show me?”

Johanna cupped Frankie's face and kissed her deeply. “I intend to,” she replied as she moved her mouth to Frankie's breast.

Frankie closed her eyes enjoying the sensations erupting within her as Johanna's mouth softly took her breast into it. Frankie's nipples were hard and when Johanna gave the same attention to Frankie's other breast, she felt the pangs of raw hunger surge through her. As Johanna's tongue tenderly flicked her nipple, Frankie dug her nails into Johanna's firm strong back. She spread her legs, and then brought them up wrapping them around Johanna. She panted as she grew hotter.

Johanna shifted her weight and her mouth sought Frankie's, parting her lips as her tongue found Frankie's. Frankie released her legs as Johanna broke the kiss and with the tip of her tongue descended slowly down Frankie's throbbing body taking her time to lick every inch of Frankie's bare flesh. She licked Frankie's inner thighs and gently spread her apart softly blowing inside. When Frankie thought she could stand it no longer, Johanna took her throbbing clit into her mouth. An electrifying pulse vibrated through Frankie's body. She never wanted this moment to end. She gripped the sheet as she bucked up and down trying to hold on to savor every second for as long as she could, but her intense need finally forced her to give in. She screamed Johanna's name as she came.

Minutes later, as they lay side by side, Frankie knew that if her life ended at this moment, she would die a happy woman.

“What are you thinking, baby?” Johanna asked softly. Her fingertips wound through Frankie's chestnut hair.

“Just how much I love you. Have I told you that lately?”

“At least ten times a day.” Johanna propped herself on an elbow and stared down at her. “And I love you. I never knew what love was until you, Frankie.”

Frankie smiled, but before she could reply, her cell phone rang. She groaned. “Who would be calling this early?” She sighed as she reached for the phone sitting on the nightstand table. She looked at the name displayed. “It's George.” Her heart began to pound. Sheriff George Ryker wouldn't be calling unless something was wrong.

She flipped the phone open and put it on speaker. “Good morning, George.”

“I'm sorry to bother you so early, Frankie, but I'd like you and Johanna to stop in my office before you go to work.”

“No problem,” Frankie replied. “Do you have some summonses you need delivered?”

“Yes, but there's something else I need to talk to you about.” He paused. “I wouldn't ask if it wasn't important.”

Frankie frowned. “What's wrong, George? Has something happened?”

“I'll explain when you get here.”

He disconnected before she could ask another question.


Chapter 2

Frankie stretched her long, jean clad legs out in front of her. She swept a hand through her medium-length, chestnut brown hair as she scrutinized the pictures Sheriff Ryker had set before her a few minutes earlier. Johanna peered over her shoulder.

“Do you recognize him, Johanna?” Frankie asked, slightly turning her head to look at her. She sniffed appreciatively as Johanna's soft feminine scent teased her nostrils. Johanna was dressed in a sleek dark brown skirt with matching blazer and a beige blouse. Dark brown pumps adorned her feet. Her jewelry consisted of a gold chain, which coordinated with her earrings. Frankie wasn't comfortable in dresses and skirts and tried to avoid them as much as possible. Her slim frame was usually attired in a pair of jeans or dress slacks with a comfortable pullover or sweater. Today she'd chosen jeans with a dark red sweater. A pair of tiny gold earrings was usually all the jewelry she wore, except for the gold cross she always wore around her neck. Her feet were clad in a pair of black boots.

Johanna shook her head. “Never saw him before.”

George eyed them carefully as they studied the pictures. “She wouldn't recognize him, Frankie, but you might.”

“Me?” She scrutinized the pictures again. “Is this what you dragged us down here so early for, George? To look at this picture?” She lifted an eyebrow as her eyes shifted from the picture to the sheriff. As usual, George's gray hair was in bad need of a trim. It never seemed to bother him, though. He worked long, hard hours. Being sheriff was his life. She suspected it was all he lived for. Keeping his hair trimmed wasn't one of his top priorities. “I've never seen this man before. What makes you think I'd know him? What's he done?” She peered at him. “Is he connected to one of our cases?”

George rubbed his jaw. “No.” His features softened as he looked at the women. “You know I wouldn't have asked you two to come here if it wasn't important, Frankie.” He shifted his heavy body in his large worn leather chair.

“You've already said that, George.” Frankie nodded. “It's fine. Today's mostly paperwork.” She screwed up her face. “My least favorite part of the job.”

“And what I usually get stuck with,” Johanna said, frowning good-naturedly at her.

“You're much better with paperwork than I am,” she replied, with a wide grin. “I don't have the patience, so you can do the paperwork, and I'll deliver the summonses.”

George smiled faintly as he shifted his weight again and sat quietly observing them. “You're sure nothing at all looks even a little vaguely familiar about him? Take your time.”

“No.” Frankie turned her attention back to the sheriff. She wondered what was really going on. George wasn't his usual jovial self. His movements were stiff and the obvious tension in his face made him look like he was carrying the weight of the world on his shoulders. Something wasn't right. As far as she was concerned, he'd never call them first thing in the morning if it weren't a matter of life and death. But why was he stalling instead of just coming right out and telling them what was going on? And why did he think she, and not Johanna, may know this stranger in the photograph? If she'd met the man at some point in her life, then it had to have been years ago, certainly many years before she'd met Johanna. And if she had met him, he obviously hadn't left any kind of impression on her or she'd remember him. “I don't know him from Adam,” she said looking him squarely in the eye. “I'm positive.”

George frowned. “I was hoping the mug shot would maybe trigger your memory.”

“Are you sure?” Johanna asked brushing a fallen strand of hair away from her face.

“Positive.” Frankie glanced over her shoulder at Johanna. “I know I've never seen him before.” She sat continuing to stare at pictures of a man she knew she'd never seen or met before while she waited for George to tell her what the hell was going on.

“Just study the pictures one more time,” George prodded her. “Take your time. Concentrate.”

She slid her feet under her chair and focused intensely on the pictures for a few minutes tuning out everything around her. After a few minutes of staring at the pictures something suddenly seemed to nag at the back of her mind triggering a vague memory that refused to come fully to the surface. Her forehead furrowed as she tried in vain to search the recesses of her memory. She rubbed her temples. If she'd met this man, why couldn't she remember? More importantly, how was he connected to her? She let her breath out in exasperation.

“Does he look familiar at all?” Johanna asked. She placed a hand on Frankie's shoulder. “Maybe just a brief meeting?”

Frankie sighed heavily. “No, I don't remember him.” She chewed her bottom lip. “But, yet, the more I look at him, especially this picture,” she stabbed her finger at the picture of the man taken when he was booked years ago, “a part of me feels like I do know him from somewhere. But where? Maybe I've heard his name before.” She shrugged. “Heard it on the news or read it in the newspaper.” She stretched. “Carson Fellows.” She said the name slowly. Her eyebrows knitted together deep in thought as she forced her mind to focus on the picture of the nondescript gray haired man and then back to the picture of the man's mug shot taken over thirty-five years earlier. Except for the gray hair and obvious signs of aging, his features hadn't changed much. In the mug shot, his face was pasty and gaunt with a pronounced, elongated, angular nose and small gray eyes set too close together. His curly brown hair hung down to his shoulders.

“Maybe this will help you to remember.” George slid a file across his large cluttered desk toward her. “I wish you didn't have to read this. Some of it is quite disturbing, Frankie. Maybe something in there will jar your memory.” He hoisted his heavy body out of his chair and walked to the back of his office where a small table held a coffee maker, cups and an assortment of creamers and sugars. He poured three cups of coffee and then brought two cups back to the desk before walking back to the table and retrieving the third cup and some sugar and coffee creamer packets. He kept his eyes focused on Frankie as he seated himself in his chair.

As Frankie thumbed through the file, Johanna moved to the chair next to her. She mixed some cream and sugar into two of the coffee cups, and then slid one in front of Frankie and picked the other one up and sipped at it as she peered at the page in the file Frankie was reading.

“Anything?” Johanna asked.

“No.” Frankie picked up her cup and brought it to her lips, took a sip of the hot brew, and then set it back down. “None of this makes any sense.” She cocked an eye in George's direction. “I'm assuming somehow this man has something to do with me or else I wouldn't be sitting here looking at his file.”

George sat stiffly. “Keep reading and tell me if anything, no matter how trivial, triggers your memory,” he replied. “Maybe something you've forgotten all about.”

Johanna skimmed the file. “According to this you would have been about four or five when he was convicted, Frankie.” She screwed up her face as she shot a look at George. “How is she supposed to remember anything at that age?”

George sat sipping his coffee keeping his eyes focused on Frankie. “You've never heard the name Carson Fellows while you were growing up?” He directed his question to Frankie.

“The name does sound vaguely familiar, but I don't remember him.” She tensed. “Why would I? I was just a little kid when he went to prison.” Her eyes narrowed as she looked again at George. “What's going on? Level with me, George, what are you not telling me? If I'm somehow connected to this piece of garbage, I have a right to know.” She thought her chest would explode as the adrenalin gushed through her body making her movements jerky. She hoped to God she wasn't related to this monster. Could he be some relative her parents had disowned and never wanted her to know about? From what she read in his record she certainly wouldn't have blamed them if that was what had happened.

The sheriff shifted his heavy body and then rubbed his stubbly jaw thoughtfully before exhaling loudly. He kept his eyes level with hers. “Frankie, the reason I called you two in is because Carson Fellows was released from prison six months ago.” His jaw tightened. “He's recently threatened to take care of those who put him in prison and now he's disappeared. His parole officer hasn't heard from him in weeks and he's left no paper trail.”

Her eyes widened. The way George was looking at her, with so much sympathy in his eyes, caused her throat to constrict and her blood to run cold. What was he holding back? Why didn't he just come right out and tell her what the hell was going on? If she could manage to keep her own emotions in check, he'd tell her. He was gauging her reaction and preparing her for bad news. The more she looked into his eyes she finally saw something else there, too. Something he was trying hard to hide, but failing miserably at. Fear mixed with a good dose of sympathy. She'd never seen Sheriff George Ryker emit an emotion of fear before this moment. It made her uncomfortable. Why would George be afraid of an ex-con on the run? And what did that monster have to do with her?

“So, this Carson Fellows knows that now he'll be going back to prison for violating his parole once they catch him. Probably for life.” She drew a shaky breath. “You want us to keep an eye open if he comes around this area? Is there any reason to think he would?”

George rubbed his head again. It looked like the color was draining from his face right before her eyes. An eerie feeling crept up her spine. She sought to keep her composure, but it was quickly slipping away. Her palms began sweating. She glanced at Johanna. Johanna's eyes were frozen on George's face.

“George,” Johanna said weakly. “You didn't answer Frankie's question. Is there a reason Fellows would come to Charlestown?”

George cast an uneasy look at Frankie. “Yes.” He hesitated. “For you, Frankie.”

Frankie immediately sat up straight. “I was a little kid when he was convicted. What could he possibly want with me?” She felt Johanna's hand tremble on her shoulder and she turned her head to look into Johanna's worried eyes. Johanna's beautiful auburn hair hung loosely in front of her shoulders. It didn't matter how many times Johanna shoved it behind her shoulders, it still managed to fall forward. Frankie wondered why that thought had occurred to her right now. Such a trivial observation. Was it her mind trying to prepare her for what Sheriff Ryker was about to tell her? Johanna's frightened green eyes penetrated Frankie's eyes.

Frankie turned her attention back to the sheriff. “If he'd made threats against those who were responsible for putting him away, then why the hell wasn't he thrown back in prison immediately or better yet, why was he released in the first place?”

George slowly shook his head. “His former cellmate received a letter from Fellows outlining in crude graphic language what Fellows planned to do. By the time the letter was turned over to the authorities, Fellows was long gone. He probably mailed the letter right before he ran. That was the last contact anyone had from him.”

“Didn't anyone find it suspicious when a letter came to the prison from Fellows? Wasn't the letter even checked before being turned over to the former cellmate?”

George shook his head. “I don't know how it slipped through. An investigation is in progress.”

“I still don't see what any of this has to do with me.” Frankie rubbed her cheek. “What the hell do I have to do with this? Enough beating around the bush, George. What's going on?” she demanded. “Enough games, dammit!”

Johanna patted her hand. “Calm down and let George explain.”

George took a swallow of coffee. “This isn't easy, Frankie,” he began. “Fellows has spent a good portion of his life in prison. He's had all that time to plan his revenge.” He looked hard at her. “And his last known address, before he was convicted, is only a few streets away from your mother's trailer park in Bradford. That much I do know.”

Frankie's jaw dropped. “How do you know my mother's address?”

George tilted his head toward the file. “It's in there.”

“Why would my mother's address be in the file?” The blood rushed to Frankie's head and for a minute she thought she'd pass out. She gripped the edge of the desk until her knuckles showed white. Johanna's soft hand immediately brushed her cheek. “Does Fellows have family in Bradford? Is my mother in danger?” Frankie choked. “If that bastard lays a hand on her—”

George held up a large hand palm out. “No. As far as anyone knows, what family he had moved away years ago. We're trying to locate them. And as for the names on his list, none of them live in Bradford any longer.” He cleared his throat. “Your mother's name wasn't on his list. But she might remember the family.”

“What does that matter? How am I connected to this?” Her eyes grew dark. “Why the hell is my name on his list? You haven't answered that question yet. You keep avoiding giving me a straight answer, George.” Frankie wasn't a patient person by nature and what little patience she'd managed to hold onto was quickly evaporating.

“Maybe you should call Selma,” Johanna suggested as she anxiously looked from George to Frankie. “See if that name is someone she might remember or may have known years ago.”

“That's what I was going to suggest, Frankie. But first, I think you need to read the rest of the file before you call your mother. It might shed some light on a few things and it will definitely answer all of your questions.” He looked uneasily at her. “As I said, there are some disturbing facts in there. Brace yourself. It's very unsettling.”

Frankie drew a sharp breath. “I don't think I'm going to like the answer.” Her hands trembled slightly as she picked up the file. Johanna moved her chair closer, so Frankie positioned the file making it easier for them both to read. She read for a few minutes, then stopped. She looked at Johanna. “My parents’ names are on a list. This doesn't make sense. It looks like everyone from the surrounding neighborhoods from the trailer park is on this list.” She squinted. “Was he targeting everyone from the neighborhood? Or were these people who'd had a run-in with him?”

“The list in the police file is different from the list he sent to his ex-cellmate,” George replied.

Frankie screwed up her face then continued reading.

Johanna had still been reading while Frankie and George were talking, but now stopped abruptly and sat with a shocked look on her face. “What a complete waste of a human being! Selma obviously knows about this. She's lived in Bradford her entire life!”

Frankie's throat constricted. “Oh my God! I can't believe they let this monster out of prison after committing such a brutal murder. He should have gotten the death penalty or at the very least life with no parole! What the hell is wrong with our justice system?”

“I agree.” George nodded. “He plea bargained. I'm just as disgusted as you are, Frankie. Once you read the whole file you'll see that he'd molested over thirty kids from the time he was fifteen years old until he was imprisoned. And who knows how many more that never reported it.”

Frankie's jaw twitched. “How many victims are there since his release?” She stared into the sheriff's eyes. “You know as well as I do, George, that rehabilitation for those perverts is a joke. It's just a waste of taxpayers' money. Those depraved bastards can't be rehabilitated. They're always on the prowl for their next victim. And now with the Internet, it makes it so much easier to prey on innocent children. But we keep throwing good tax payer money into programs that will never work just because some bleeding heart thinks the freaks can change and believes they deserve a second chance.” Frankie's body shook with fury. “Those same bleeding hearts don't think about the victims. They've had their childhoods ripped away from them and are forced to suffer the rest of their lives because some evil predator stole their innocence. Then these predators are thrown back out into society just sitting and waiting for their new victims.” Her face turned beet red with rage. “And to add salt to the wound those same bastards end up having more rights than the honest, law abiding, tax paying citizens!” She slammed her fist on the table. “It pisses me off!”

Johanna grabbed her arm. “Frankie, please calm down. No one disagrees with what you're saying. It's horrible and I wish the laws would change. We know the system is screwed up.”

“Let the perverts live next to the judges and defense attorneys who think the scumbags deserve a second chance. Do you think they'd let these defects of nature live in their wealthy neighborhoods near their children and grandchildren? No, they wouldn't, but it's okay for the freaking pedophiles and sex offenders to infiltrate everyone else's neighborhoods putting all these innocent little children at risk.” She gritted her teeth. Her head pounded. She felt like she was about to explode.

George shook his head back and forth. “I agree with everything you've said, Frankie, but we don't make the laws. We only enforce them.”

“Well, it's time someone takes a stand and makes some changes.” Frankie clasped her hands tightly together. “Those bastards should never be let out of prison. And quit pampering them with computers, cable TV, and conjugal visits once they are inside. Quit making concessions for them. I am so sick and tired of hearing how they were raised in poor neighborhoods and didn't have any advantages. There are a lot of success stories about people raised in the same conditions and they don't turn to crime, but instead become successful, respectable, law abiding citizens.” Tears stung her eyes, but they were tears of anger and frustration. “The criminals will never take responsibility for their actions because someone convinces them that it's not their fault and a couple of years inside pays their debt. That's bullshit!”

“There will always be someone taking pity on them and insisting they can change once they are reintroduced back into society.” George folded his hands. “You don't know how many times I've had to stop myself from pulling the trigger when I've encountered one of them,” George admitted. “We've taken an oath to protect all of the citizens…including them.” He grunted. “But whenever I come in contact with one of them, especially with no one else around, I'm ashamed to admit that the temptation is there, but of course, I'd never act on it.”

Frankie scowled. “That's one of the reasons I couldn't stand being a cop any longer. We work our asses off and risk our lives and a couple years later we're picking up the same bastards.”

Johanna looked at the folder. “Who was the woman Carson Fellows murdered?” she asked, scanning the thick file as Frankie once again began turning the pages.

George took a gulp of coffee. “The mother of his only child. She lived a few towns away from Bradford. She'd moved to get away from him. They weren't married, but the courts allowed him visitation with his child and he'd pick up his daughter twice a month for weekend visits.”

Frankie felt sick to her stomach. “And he molested his own child,” she spat out. “What the fuck is wrong with these judges?”

George's eyes narrowed and Frankie watched as his hands curled into tight fists. “Like I said, I hate those bastards as much as you do. They should rot in prison. Especially someone like Fellows who not only destroyed all of these children's lives, but also murdered his child's mother when all the woman was doing was trying to protect her daughter from him.” He nodded to the folder. “Read the list of victims.”


Chapter 3

Frankie scanned the list of victims, and then drew a sharp breath. “I still don't understand how I—” Her eyes stopped scanning and stayed focused on one name. It seemed to jump off the page at her. Her eyes blurred. Her hands shook uncontrollably and she dropped the file folder. Her head swam and nausea overtook her. She gripped the arms of her chair to steady her shaking until her knuckles turned white. “My name is on this list of victims, George.” She could barely choke the words out. Her stomach twisted in knots. “That's why you called me down here. I'm one of that bastard's victims!”

Johanna grabbed Frankie's arm and held it tightly like she was hanging on for dear life. Frankie's insides froze. Her head was swimming.

“This list contains everyone he either molested or tried to molest, Frankie. I'm sorry,” he said quietly. “I don't know if you were actually molested by Fellows. I don't have all the information yet. What I do know is if Fellows sticks to his threat, he'll be looking for you either way.”

“Why is my name on his list?” she stammered. “If he didn't molest me then why is my name here?” She pointed a finger and then jabbed it at her name on the report. She placed her hands on either side of her head. “I can't believe this is happening. Why didn't my mother ever tell me? Why would she keep this a secret?”

George's face softened as he looked at her. “Frankie, I'm sure your mother was only protecting you. Why would she bring it up if you had no memory of it?”

Johanna gasped. “Frankie, please call your mother. Find what she knows about this piece of garbage.” She bit her bottom lip. “Please call her now. You need to know one way or the other.”

Frankie didn't miss the trembling in Johanna's voice or the tightening of her hand on Frankie's arm. She had to come to terms with the realization that this monster might have violated her in the worst possible way when she was only a little kid. She had no recollection of it. Why couldn't she remember? Had it been so horrible that she'd entirely blocked it out of her memory? Was that even possible? Still, when she was older, why hadn't her mother ever mentioned it to her? But then again, why would she? George was right. Selma had probably been grateful that Frankie had no memory of that horrific time and felt it best to never mention it unless Frankie did. Selma had probably assumed that Fellows would never make it out of prison alive and life would go on without Frankie ever knowing what had happened to her all those years ago. But Fellows had been released, and now he was on the run. She shuddered. He could be anywhere…watching and waiting for the perfect opportunity to make his move. She pulled her cell phone out of her pocket. “Do you want me to call her now, George?”

“Yes, if you don't mind, Frankie. I'd also like you to put it on speaker if that's okay with you.”

Frankie rubbed her temples again. “I need to know one way or the other if that bastard touched me.” She paused. “There's one thing I don't understand, though.”

“What's that?” Johanna asked softly.

“Why is he targeting his victims and not our parents? Wouldn't you think they'd be the ones he'd have a grudge against? They were the ones who filed charges on our behalf since we were just kids. It doesn't make sense.”

“Who knows what goes through the mind of an animal like Carson Fellows.” George grunted. “All we can do is hope he doesn't get to any of his victims before he's apprehended. A nationwide alert has been put out and the authorities are contacting all of the victims in their jurisdictions.” Instinctively he reached across the desk and patted her hand. “Frankie, you know we'll do everything possible to keep you safe. I've filled Deputies Paton and Allen in.”

She touched her shoulder holster. “I appreciate it, George, but I'm not afraid. Johanna and I can protect ourselves.” She flashed a weak smile. “But it's always good to know that backup is at hand. Just hope that I don't find him before you do.”

“Thank you, George,” Johanna said. “Extra protection never hurts.”

Frankie saw the tension in George's face. Over the years, she and Johanna had developed a deep fatherly affection for the gruff, over-weight, gray haired Sheriff, seeing the softer side that lay beneath the core. He'd never admit it outright, but they both knew he felt the same about them. And Deputies Arlan Paton and Kate Allen had become good friends of theirs and always had their backs when one of Frankie and Johanna's cases took a dangerous turn, consequently saving their lives on more than one occasion.

“And it always will be.” He pushed the phone towards her.

“I was going to use my cell.”

“This one might give you a clearer signal in here.”

She frowned. “Okay, but believe me this phone can do everything.” She slipped her cell phone back into her pocket.

“It better be able to for what you paid for it,” Johanna teased.

“What can I say? I love my toys.” She squeezed Johanna's hand. Johanna was trying to lighten the mood. She appreciated it, but knew they couldn't avoid the inevitable. They both needed to know the truth. Not that it would affect their relationship, but Frankie knew that if she had been molested it would be a bitter pill to swallow and she wasn't certain how she would cope with that information. She glanced at the wedding ring Johanna had placed on her finger when they'd taken their vows and knew that no matter what the outcome, Johanna would be with her through it all. And if it turned out badly, she'd need Johanna's strength more than ever.

Frankie took a deep breath, glanced at Johanna, and then with jerky movements punched in her mother's number. Absentmindedly she drummed her fingers on the desk as she waited for Selma to answer. She needed to know the truth, but at the same time dreaded hearing what the answer would be. She held her hand over the receiver. “She may not pick up if she doesn't recognize the number.” The words were barely out of her mouth when Selma Barker's voice came over the line.

George leaned over and pressed a button to put the phone on speaker. Frankie set the receiver down.

“Hello?”

Frankie cocked an eye at the cautious tone of her mother's voice as she answered the phone. “Hi, Mom, it's me.”

“Frankie? Is everything all right? The Caller ID is showing a number I don't recognize,” she demanded in a high-pitched tone of voice. “What's wrong? Are you okay? Has something happened to Johanna?”
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