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      The stairs in this fucking place got higher every morning. Madison hauled her butt up to the fourth floor, dragging her backpack with her costume and heels with her.

      She side-stepped a drunk on the landing, kicking out as he grabbed her. "Leave me alone, Goddamn it. I ain't in the mood."

      Jesus, if one more son of a bitch touched her before she got a shower and a nap, she was going to have a psychotic fucking break with reality. The door to her place was open, the latch unscrewed from the fucking wall. Jesus Christ. Time for that break.

      "I've got mace, fucker. I swear to God, I will make you sorry you were fucking born, you don't get out of my place." Oh, God. Please. Let them be gone.

      "Right, because it's such a grand piece of real estate to protect. Christ, Maddie."

      "I." Whoa. Just. Whoa. She knew that low, slow drawl. "Most folks call if they're gonna visit."

      Shannon peered out the door, hair all cut short, bright green eyes lit up like Christmas. "I tried. Your phone has been shut off."

      "Yeah, well. I've been..." What? Broke? Going from one club to another? Saving for a boob job? "Budgeting."

      What the hell was Shannon doing here? Hell, she hadn't seen her best friends since… Well, since they hadn't done what she'd kinda figured they were gonna do ever graduation.

      "Uh-huh. You been doing so well you were going to move into a penthouse with a hot tub..."

      Oh, bitch.

      "Fuck you." She threw her bag onto her futon, sighing. A girl had to have some hope somewhere. "Why'd you break my door?"

      Just because things weren't as good as she'd said, just because nobody wanted a skinny cowgirl as a dancer or a model or nothing...

      "Well, it was that or dance awhile with the drunk in the hall." Shannon shrugged, cotton shirt gaping a bit at the chest. "I wanted to sit down."

      "Well, we'd best fix it." Maddie sighed, shook her head. "You look good, honey. I've missed you."

      "I missed you, too. You look like hell." She got a smile, Shannon's green eyes twinkling.

      "Thanks." Okay. Okay, so. She wasn't going to cry. She wasn't. Yet. She wasn't going to cry, she wasn't going to smooth her hair, she wasn't going to let Shannon have the satisfaction.

      Damn it.

      "Honey, will you come in and talk to me?" Shannon finally came on over and grabbed her, giving her a big old hug.

      Maddie closed her eyes and leaned in, hard. Oh, yeah. Yeah, that felt like home. She wrapped her arms around Shannon's waist, squeezing tight.

      "I got you, honey. I got you." Shannon felt soft and yet hard, muscles all built under that skin from hard work, riding and roping and racing barrels.

      No crying.

      None.

      There would be no fucking crying.

      "Missed you, huh?"

      "Shit, yes." Hugging her again, Shannon snorted. "You're all skin and bones, girl."

      "I work hard." Hell, she'd been fat when she left home, at least by these folks' standards. Shit, it'd taken more than a year to lose what she had.

      "I know. Too hard, for what you get." Shannon was just worried about her, like she always was. That was it. Right?

      "It'll work out." Christ, she needed to put her big girl panties on and cope. Walk it off. She stepped back, tried to smile. "I need a shower. I'm all glittery and shit."

      "Yeah. Look, you go bathe. I'll put something in front of the door and make you some food, okay? We'll talk after." Always take charge, her Shannon.

      "Yeah." Right. Shit. She grabbed a big t-shirt and a pair of shorts, heading for her baby bathroom.

      What the hell was all this about?

      What the hell was going on?

      What the hell was Shannon doing?

      Maddie turned the water on and started scrubbing. Maybe the hot water would last long enough to make this all seem like less of a dream.
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      God.

      Shannon looked around at the water stained walls and dirty carpet and all of Maddie's stuff crammed into like, two plastic boxes. It just wasn't no way to live. No way to live at all. Cousin Sandra had been right on. Maddie needed a fucking intervention, and not of the Jesus kind.

      So skinny, too. Those asshole city folks had promised Maddie fortune and fame and all she'd gotten was poor and thin.

      Shannon screwed the lock plate back on the door, cementing it in place with a little super glue she'd found in the kitchen. That way if Maddie fought her, they could stay there for the night.

      Maddie came out of the shower, blonde hair all wrapped up in a towel. She was all eyes and legs like that, like a little spooked rabbit.

      "Hey. You want coffee?"

      "Yeah. Thanks." She stretched, popping her back. Man, it had been a long drive. And paying fifty bucks to park in some lot where they put your car up on stilts? Shit marthy.

      "'kay." There was one little burner and a single sink with one of them baby fridges like folks had in college. Jesus, you couldn't cook a thing there. Maddie managed coffee, though, the little coffee maker the one Granny Weaton'd give her for graduation.

      A muffin and a half was pulled out of the little fridge, tossed into an even littler microwave.

      "So what are you gonna feed me?" Shannon teased, trying to get Maddie to smile.

      "You can have the whole muffin and, when my hair dries, I'll buy you breakfast. You still like just cream, darlin'?" Lord, her girl looked about exhausted, gray and drawn.

      "Yeah. Just a little." It just made her angry, deep inside, to see Maddie so down. So different than the laughing girl who left home.

      "'kay. I don't have real. I have powdered." Maddie poured hers black and headed over with the two cups and the sweets. "Sorry there's not more. I wasn't expecting company, you know."

      "I know." Hell, you could tell no one ever came here. Half the time, Shannon would bet Maddie didn't even come home.

      Maddie settled beside her with a sigh, bare thigh snuggled right up next to her. Even with the tired, it was better seeing Maddie clean and bare rather than made all up like a whore. Damn, just the thought of what Maddie's folks would think, seeing her done up like that...

      Well, it sure wasn't the rodeo, was it?

      Shannon sipped her coffee, composing herself a bit. "So, I got a whole package of shit from your momma."

      "Yeah? How's she doing? I talked to her a couple weeks ago; she sounded good."

      Yeah, good and worried about losing one of her flock to the evil city, maybe.

      "She'll do." There. That was nice and non-committal. "So what do you do when you're not working?"

      "Sleep, mostly." That towel came off, curls just going everywhere. "I work two different... venues, full-time both places."

      "So are both of them titty bars?" Pussyfooting wasn't much her style.

      "Yeah. It's better money than you'd think, really."

      "Probably not. I mean, I've never thought about it, so how could I have an expectation?" She reached up and pulled one drying piece of hair. "You can't like it, Maddie."

      "No, but I'm saving to get some work done and maybe then..." Maddie shrugged.

      "Work..." That was like someone had stuck her with a cattle prod. Shannon bounced up, all but spilling her coffee. "Get your shit."

      "Whut?" Maddie just blinked at her, staring.

      "I said get your shit together. You ain't got that much. You're coming home with me."

      "I am not. What in the sam hell are you talking about?"

      "I mean it. I'm taking you home." Work. Jesus fucking Christ. What was next? Movies? Blow jobs in the backseat?

      "I am home. Have you lost your mind? I can't just up and go!"

      "Why not? What's so all fired great here?" Throwing up her hands, Shannon twirled, looking at the tiny cage Maddie lived in. "Hell, cows got more room on a feedlot."

      "Yeah, well..." Maddie sighed, hands fluttering, all them damp curls just bouncing. "It's different here. It's... I can't go back."

      "Why?" Hands on her hips, Shannon stared the damned girl down. It really was that easy. Damn it.

      "Because I said I wouldn't come home as a fucking failure. Because I am not going home crawling on my belly like a loser!" Oh, look at that girl scream.

      So damned pretty with a little fire in her, a little pink in her cheeks. That was her girl. Shannon snorted. "Right. Because college worked out so well for me. You can't live like this, honey."

      "I'm doing okay." Right. Okay. Starving, exhausted, in a place that she wouldn't let a dog live.

      "Maddie... what? You got some boy? Is that why you're so bent on staying?" Shannon looked around to see of there was anything she could conk Maddie over the head with. She'd fucking drag the girl home by her hair. Cavecowgirl.

      "A boy?" Maddie looked at her like she'd lost her mind. "Shannon? Me? I... I don't. I mean, that ain't my... No."

      "Well, how am I supposed to know? You never write. You stopped calling... I figured it was just a lost cause." Crossing her arms across her chest, Shannon tried not to think about what she would have liked to happen when they got out of high school.

      "What did you want to hear? That I'm just as stupid as everybody said? That everybody was right, that I ain't pretty enough or talented enough? Well, fine. You heard it from the horse's mouth. You can go home and tell all of them that I'm a sleazy stripper eighty hours a week, okay?"

      "I don't want that. I just want you to come home!" See? She could do some screaming of her own.

      The neighbors on one side started banging, the dust from the ceiling joint just pouring down. "Shut up, you fucking puta, or I will come over there and shoot your skinny ass!"

      Maddie groaned, face in her hands. "Oh, Jesus Christ."

      "Maddie..." Shannon went over and squatted in front of her best friend since God knew when, hands on Maddie's knees. "This ain't you."

      "I wish it wasn't, darlin'." Maddie scooted closer, hands sliding up to hug her tight. "Let me get something on and I'll feed you, find you a hotel room somewhere."

      She would start with that. Just getting Maddie out somewhere might help persuade her to listen. Shannon hugged back. "Okay, honey. Let's go get some food in our bellies."

      It was a start.

      The rest would just be out-stubborning the girl.
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      By the time she'd fed Shannon bacon and eggs and toast, she'd finished a pot of coffee and was living on pure adrenaline. It was almost seven and she didn't have to be on until six at the Lucky Lady, but she'd worked from ten a.m. to four a.m. the day before and she was worn.

      Pissed.

      Frustrated.

      Tickled as hell to see someone who was a real friend, too, stupid as it sounded.

      She'd been so lonely for so goddamn long. That was something she hadn't expected - how alone she'd be with all these millions of folks as neighbors.

      "You ready to get a hotel, darlin'?" She pushed her uneaten toast away, finished the last sip of Joe. "There's a little one down two blocks that's clean." She could swing a couple nights.

      "I guess." Shannon glanced from her mostly full plate to her face, shaking her head. "You gonna stay with me?"

      "I'd like that. I'm off 'til six. You got things you want to see?"

      "Just you." Those green eyes cut right through the bullshit. "You know how I feel about town."

      "Yeah." She teared up again, just about to shake apart. "Okay, then. Let's find you a room, maybe have a nap?"

      "God, yes. We could knock out a hell of a nap. Come on." The bill slid away under Shannon's blunt hand, just disappearing.

      "I. Okay..." She kissed Shannon's cheek, real quick. "Let me give you some for my half?"

      "No." Now
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