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SHANNON GRUNTED, WIPING the sweat from her brow. “What the hell do you have packed in here, Arlene? Gold bars? Damn, woman. This shit’s heavy.” She slid an orange Rubbermaid tote with a black lid toward her. It was obviously left over from Halloween. Either that, or it was picked up at a post-holiday sale at the local Walmart. She paused a moment, leaving the tote on the tailgate of the rust and blue Chevy Silverado pickup truck. Yep—Arlene’s Chevy had seen better days, that’s for sure. Grunting, she wiped the back of her hand across her brow.

“Oh, hell...Here, let me get it you wimp.” Arlene Snell had no problem living up to her reputation as the Lavender Light’s number one bouncer. She picked up the large Rubbermaid like it was filled with feathers. She was such a lovable butch.

“Smart ass,” Shannon said. “Look at those muscles.”

Arlene stood there in a pair of jeans with a wide brown leather belt, black engineer’s boots and a huge trucker-sized Coors Beer belt buckle. She was trying to stay cool in her white tank-top. “I don’t know about muscles, sweetie,” she said, lifting one arm in the air and flipping the sagging flesh beneath it back and forth. “But I’ve got a pair of bat-wings that would make Count Dracula jealous.”

Cece had backed her pickup into the driveway with another load. She stepped out of the driver’s side and walked over to Shannon and Arlene. She was wearing her pointed-toed biker boots, jeans and an orange Harley tank top.

“About time you showed your ass up,” Arlene said to her.

“Well, I figured you’d have this shit unloaded by now, woman. Sheesh.”

Shannon noticed how hot her fiancée looked in her dark aviator glasses and her tight-ass jeans. Beads of sweat were forming in her cleavage, which her tank-top showed off oh-so-well. Her hair was tied back in a ponytail. Yum. Lookin’ good, lady. She licked her semi-chapped lips.

Madge Delaney stepped out of the front door of the house with three cold bottles of Coors. “I thought you ladies could use a cold one.”

“You got that right,” Shannon said, taking hers.

Arlene placed the ice-cold bottle between her ample boobs. “Ahh...that is so delightful,” she said, as she threw her head back and moaned.

“You crack me up, girlfriend.” Madge stood off to the side of the driveway, shaking her head.

“I suppose you’re now wondering what the hell you’ve gotten yourself into, inviting me to live in your basement,” Arlene said, taking a deep swig of the cold brew. “God bless it—it’s fucking hot out today.”

“It has crossed my mind from time to time.”

Madge and Arlene had become fast friends over the past few months. And now that Arlene was an official member of Wayward Angels, they were becoming inseparable pals. Both rode Harley trikes. They didn’t have the daring-do of their two-wheeled sisters. It was all good.

It took the better part of their day to get Arlene situated in Madge’s basement. Cece and Shannon helped her unload some of the boxes and got the kitchenette all set up for her. She would soon be ready to shake-and-bake.

“Thank you, ladies,” Arlene said. “I don’t think I could have done this without you.”  Beads of sweat were stinging her eyes. She wiped her arm across her forehead. She grabbed Shannon and Cece, giving them a double bear hug. They all stepped back at once.

“We love you, Arlene...but all this sharing-of-the-sweat routine is a bit much,” Shannon said. “I think we could all use a shower.”

“I wonder if it’s big enough to fit the three of us?” Arlene asked, looking between the two of them. She bit down on her lower lip, flirting with them by batting her eyes.

“Pinch yourself, you’re dreaming,” Cece said.

Arlene pinched the extra fat rolls on her sides. “Hmpf! I guess you have a point.”

“I’ll bet there are plenty of women out there that would love to squeeze into a shower with you,” Shannon said. “Those baby-blues of yours are fuckin’ hot as hell. I bet they melt women in their tracks.”

“Ya think?” Arlene asked.

“When you come pullin’ up on that new trike of yours, they’ll fall to the ground at your tires,” Shannon said.

“Just don’t run over them.” Cece grinned at her, ready to duck for cover behind her fiancée.

“What the hell happened to Madge?” Arlene asked.

“Damn if I know. She’s your new landlady. You should be keepin’ tabs on her,” Cece said.

Madge appeared in the doorway with a tray of tuna salad sandwiches with sweet gherkins. She also had a pitcher of lemonade iced tea with several lemon slices floating in crushed ice.

“What? You think I’d dessert you girls?” she asked, feigning indignation. “I thought you could use a snack and a cold drink.”

“Bless you,” Shannon said. “You are a saint.” She helped Madge put the trays on the table, while Cece grabbed a couple plates from the cupboard. Arlene got a glass for each of them.

“Damn these are good sandwiches, Madge,” Arlene said, taking a bite. “You know you’re going to spoil me.”

“Now you know...I won’t be doing this stuff every day. Let’s get that straight, woman.”

“You mean it isn’t part of my rent?” 

“Uh...no.”

“You’d better chill, Arlene. Madge might evict you before the day is over,” Shannon said.

“It could happen,” Madge said. “So, what’s everybody up to today?”

“Well, you can see what I’ll be doing with my time,” Arlene said, making a sweeping motion with her arm. “Unpacking.”

“I need to go over to the animal rescue and check on a couple of dogs that were brought in to the shelter last month. One was tied to a tree by a chain without any food or water in sight. Poor thing was drinking from a mud puddle.”

“Yuck,” Shannon said. “I just can’t understand how somebody could treat an animal like that.”

“Let me get my hands on of whoever did that,” Arlene said. “I’d hold their fuckin’ face down in a puddle of mud and dog shit. I hate when people do that. There’s no fuckin’ excuse.”

“Tell you what, Arlene. Let me help you put some of your stuff away, then you and I can drive over there if you want. I’ll give you a tour and show you what we’ve been up to.”

“Sounds like a plan.”

“What about you two ladies? What wild plans have you got for the rest of the afternoon?” Madge asked.

“We’re supposed to meet up with Kelsey and Ashley Savage, along with their wedding planner to find out what they have in store for us,” Shannon said.

“Yeah. A certain redhead has plans to tie me down,” Cece said.

“Tie you down? I’m not really into that sort of thing, but I suppose it could be fun.” Shannon winked at Cece.

“Oh, you girls. What am I going to do with the two of you?” Madge shook her head.

“Just come to our wedding and partake in all of the fun and revelry that will be had,” Shannon said.

“How could I turn that down?” Madge smiled. “I approve wholeheartedly of the type of merriment you two have—especially the herbal kind.”

“You’re nothing but an old hippie, Madge,” Arlene said.

“And I wear it like a badge of honor. Now let’s get started putting this stuff away.”

“We’ll see the two of you around,” Cece said. “We’ve got to go get cleaned up and get over to the Savage’s.”

“Drive carefully you two—and do everything I wish I was doing right now.” Arlene tossed them an impish grin.

“We have got to hook Arlene up,” Shannon said.

“Promises. Promises. That’s all I get these days. Enjoy the rest of your day ladies.”

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter-2

[image: ]


	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Of Soft Hearts and Chew Toys


[image: ]


“TURN RIGHT,” MADGE said, pointing to a gravel road with a ‘Private Road’ sign attached to a ground-level wooden stake about three feet tall.

Arlene damned-near nailed it when she jerked the wheel on her pickup. “How about a little advanced warning next time, lady.” She glanced over at Madge. “You tryin’ to kill us both?” They made their way about one hundred yards up the winding, rutted, gravel road. “Now I know what those early pioneers must have gone through in those wagons of theirs.”

Madge laughed. “Sorry.”

Before them lay a huge compound surrounded by high chain-link fencing. They stopped in front of an arched fence entryway that looked to be about twelve feet tall. There was a placard at the top which read:

“Shadow’s Animal Sanctuary”

Above that was a huge head of a black cat missing part of its ears with curled whiskers. They drove on until they reached a large gate where a young woman greeted them. Not appearing to recognize Arlene’s truck, she poked her head in the driver’s window. “Oh, hi, Madge,” she said, clearly knowing who she was.

“How’s it going, Veronica?”

“Not too bad. Things are a little laid back today.”

“This is my friend, Arlene. I thought I might bring her by to check the place out with me.”

“Happy to meet you, Arlene. I hope you’ll enjoy touring the place. Go ahead and pull your truck up and grab a parking spot.”.

“Thanks,” Arlene said.

She pulled up in front of a burgundy single-story building with white trim and shutters. The outside was decorated with wooden animal plaques of all kinds, from cats to dogs, turtles, parrots and rabbits. Arlene parked the Silverado and they made their way to the front entryway. Once inside, they were greeted by another “Hi, Madge,” by the enthusiastic front desk receptionist.

“Hi, Kat.” Madge returned the receptionist’s greeting with a smile.

Kat. What an appropriate name for an animal sanctuary receptionist. Arlene snickered to herself. Just like something out of Hollywood casting. She shook her head.

“This is my friend, Arlene. I thought I might give her the grand tour of the place.”

“You go right ahead,” Kat said.

“Oh—and I wanted to check on those dogs that were brought in last month. How are they doing?”

“Well—the two females that were rescued from that jerk that was starving them, seem to be putting on a little weight and are really taking to the staff, but Bogo, the bulldog, still seems pretty depressed and wary of humans. Who can blame the poor guy after being chained in the mud like that for God knows how long.” Kat shook her head.

“At least he’s here now—surrounded by people who will never give up on him,” Madge said.

“You got that right,” Kat said.

“Let’s start the tour out front,” Madge said. “I’ll show you around this wonderful place, then we’ll go see the dogs.”

Arlene followed her back out the glass door, then around the side of the building. There was a six-foot tall black and gray granite monument of a large cat on it. Below it read the following:

‘Dedicated to the Memory of Shadow the Cat.’

2000-2015

‘Cruelty may have taken his ears, whiskers and part of his fur, but it could never steal his beautiful soul.’

‘It is through our dedicated work in his memory, that we hope to end animal cruelty and suffering forever.’

“So, somebody burned him on purpose?” Arlene asked.

Madge thought she detected a tear or two in the tough butch’s eyes. “I’m afraid so. This sanctuary was started by a woman who found him in an alley in Denver. She took him to the vet where the prognosis wasn’t the best. The outlook was pretty grim. She told the animal hospital to do whatever they could for him—to spare no expense. Through months of surgery and a lot of tender loving care, they brought him back the best they could.”

“Fuck!” Arlene threw her head back. How the hell...? Yeah—I’m crying. Don’t you dare tell a soul.”

Madge hugged her.

“I don’t know if I can go on with the rest of the tour. This is so depressing.”

“You can. I promise there are many success stories coming out of this place. There are so many things to make you smile,” Madge said.

“I need some smiles.”

“Well, come on then.” Madge led the way to the backyard cat play area. It was all fenced in so they couldn’t escape—though what cat would want to?

There were ramps and cat trees for them to play on and stretch their muscles. Small crinkle tunnels shot across the yard. A gray kitten chased an orange one up a post.

“I’ll bet these cats all think they’ve died and gone to kitty heaven,” Arlene said, a smile spreading across her face.

There was a set of stairs, about a foot wide at the ends of a platform that surrounded the fence, about nine feet up. The cats were able to climb up and walk around the inner parameter through several painted plywood cut-outs of cats, lions, sharks and other animals with their mouths gaping open. A couple of the cats strolled up to the fence and meowed at them.

“Hi there, kitties,” Arlene said.

“These are all available for adoption. The rest are inside in the cattery, healing up and getting ready to be placed. The black ones are the hardest to get adopted out.”

“Discrimination. Even among cats.” Arlene shook her head. “What a deal. Is that why you have a couple of black beauties at home?”

“Yep. Morticia Addams and Lily Munster will never lack for a place to lay their furry little heads as long as I’m around,” Madge said.

“Are they sisters?”

“Yep. Litter mates with golden eyes that would make King Midas jealous. They’re three years old.”

They walked over to the other side of the building to check out the dog runs. A young volunteer was running one of them back and forth along the fenced in runway. Another was playing fetch in a parallel run.

“Look at that dog go,” Arlene said, amazed at the speed it was clocking.

“Retired Greyhound,” Madge said. “They may be out of the race, but they make wonderful pets. Let’s go back inside and check on Bogo—that depressed Bulldog I was looking in on.”

Madge held her ID badge up against a black plate near a side door. It made a buzzing sound and they entered when she heard the latch click. They went through a door and stepped into the kennels. Madge stopped in front of one that contained a mostly-filled dish of kibble and a water bowl. A white bulldog with brown spots was curled up on a blanket in the back.

A woman wearing a blue smock and a pair of blue jeans approached them. “How’s it going, Madge? Come to check on Bogo?”

“I thought I might. How’s the poor guy doing, Nancy?”

“Not the best. He’s hardly eating—although physically he checks out fine—considering what he went through.”

“Still in a funk, huh? Maybe it will help to bring him out to one of the get acquainted rooms? How would you like that, Bogo? I’ve brought a friend with me who would love to meet you.”

The ‘get acquainted’ rooms were set up so potential adoptive pet-parents could spend some private time with the animal. There was a bench across the wall with balls, chew-toys, etc.

Nancy stepped into the kennel and clipped a leash on Bogo’s collar. His wounds had healed, but you could still see scars where the collar had dug into his neck. His mental wounds were another story. His head hung down as Nancy led him down the hall. He briefly looked at Arlene, then scooted closer to her. 

“I hope you don’t decide to lift your leg, Bogo,” Arlene said, looking down at him. “You wouldn’t do that, would you, Bogo? I’m a sweet woman, contrary to what others may have said in the past about me.”

Bogo looked up at her. His tail twitched back and forth a couple times, like he was trying to figure out where the big butch was coming from.

Madge and Arlene entered the room. Nancy unclipped the leash. “I’ll be back to check on things in a bit,” she said. “Buzz me if you need anything.” She pointed to a buzzer on the wall that read:

Push For Assistance

Bogo sat on his haunches, his gaze drifting between Madge and Arlene.

“A penny for your thoughts, Bogo.” Madge looked at him and smiled.

Arlene grabbed a short, knotted tug-of-war chew toy out of a bin of toys. “You think you
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