
Secret Life of Friends

Second Chances

Karen Cino

Mandolay Press

Women’s Fiction Romance

Secret Life of Friends– Second Chances

Copyright © 2013 Karen Cino

E-book ISBN: 978-1519726186

ALL RIGHTS RESERVED: This literary work may not be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, including electronic or photographic reproduction, in whole or in part, without express written permission.

All characters and events in this book are fictitious. Any resemblance to actual persons living or dead is strictly coincidental.

PUBLISHER

Mandolay Press


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

OTHER BOOKS BY KAREN CINO

MYSTICAL WONDERS SERIES

POETRY

SEASIDE BOULEVARD SERIES

COOKIE CUTTER COZY MYSTERY SERIES

FIVE BEACH ROAD SERIES

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter One
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Madison grabbed her mug of coffee off the counter, and headed out onto the deck. Leaning against the newly painted, white, wood railing facing the water, she couldn’t believe two years had flown by them, let alone the past two weeks. She took in the scent of the ocean, tasting a hint of salt on her tongue. It was high tide, with the sound of the waves breaking along the shoreline, crashing high above the gullies. The only one missing from their girls’ getaway was Fay. Madison heard the disappointment in her voice when she hung up with her the night before they left. Fay kept apologizing and defending Angelo saying he needed her there with him. Funny, before they left never once did she mention anything about not wanting to close the family’s vintage boutique.

The past two years Angelo had come across as the perfect husband, but Madison knew that was far from the truth. She still got an eerie feeling every time that man was around. Fay worried her most of all her friends. She had been acting strange, at times forgetful. Something told her Angelo was behind this. Madison knew Fay wanted to come, but the truth being, Angelo wouldn’t allow her. Her heart went out to Fay.

Madison stared into the mug between her hands. If only she could swing another week at the shore. But the college administration had been quite adamant about everyone attending the back to school rally for the faculty and administration—this being the same rally where she had met Sal. Currently, Madison wasn’t sure what her relationship status with Sal was. They had been drifting apart the past few months with Sal looking for more out of their relationship than Madison was willing to give.

“Shit!” She heard Shari yell from inside. “I hate these freakin’ toys.”

Shari walked onto the deck and took a seat facing the ocean.

“Good morning. Don’t even tell me you’re having a bad day already.” Madison turned around and leaned against the white wooden deck.

“No way.” Shari placed the toy car on the table. “I forgot to pick up Thomas’s toys from four o’clock this morning.”

“Super Mom.”

“Super Mom, my ass. I put Thomas in the playpen in front of the television. Let cartoons babysit him for awhile.”

Madison busted out laughing. “I feel for you, yet I’m jealous. I wish I had a kid.”

“No you don’t.” Shari took a sip of coffee. “Have you heard from Sal?”

“Nope.” Madison sat at the round glass table. While on this two week vacation, she promised herself to sort through her feelings for Sal, deciding what she wanted in regards to their relationship. “I guess he’s still pissed off.”

“He’s crazy about you. He wants to spend all his free time with you.”

“I understand that, but I need my space. I need to be able to sit down, work on my students’ papers and have my own downtime. I want to work on my book without Sal standing over me asking ‘can I help you, can I get something for you’.”

“You are carefree. Unfortunately, he just wants to take care of you. The nurturing thing is totally not you. I told you after I got engaged there might be a problem.”

“You’re right.” Madison took the last sip of her coffee and placed the mug on the table.

“See what loneliness does to you.”

“I wasn’t lonely. I went out on the occasional date.” Madison sighed. “I knew I should’ve never become involved. He became dependent on me. I hate that he questions me every time I want to do something.” Looking down, she rubbed her hands along her forehead. “What the hell am I going to do?”

“You’re going to do exactly what you have been doing. Keep him at arm’s length until you figure out what you want to do.” Shari stood up. “I’ll be right back. I’m going to check on Thomas and bring out the coffeepot. I’m ready for a refill.”

Madison leaned back in her chair, resting her feet on the chair opposite her. Sal was a good man. He did everything for her, which she appreciated. So why couldn’t she just be happy and accept his kindness.

Sal treated her like a queen, placed her on a pedestal. However, in return, he expected to be a part of everything she did. To the point she couldn’t go to the store without him calling or running into him. She wondered if he had placed a tracker on her car, because she’d be damned if he always knew exactly where she was. Then again she had the same routine everyday, easily remembered if one wanted to.

Or maybe she took his kindness as her weakness.

Shaking her head, Madison cleared all the ridiculous thoughts of Sal out of her mind. “Shari, do you need any help in there?” Madison called into the house, not moving from her chair.

“No thanks. I got everything under control.”

“On the way out, bring out the box of biscottis. They are the perfect treat.”

Shari returned with the coffeepot plus a black floral, green, grocery bag and placed it on the table. She pulled the box of biscottis, hazelnut creamer, and a pint of heavy cream, along with her ashtray and cigarettes from the bag.

“Is Thomas okay?”

“Of course. Those cartoons do such a good job of entertaining him that he fell fast asleep on the couch.” Shari refilled Madison’s cup before leaning back and lighting a cigarette.

“I wish you would give up those damn cancer sticks. They’re no good for you or for Thomas to be inhaling the smoke.”

“Yeah...yeah.” Shari rolled her eyes.

“Sorry. Couldn’t help saying that.” Madison refilled her coffee mug. “I guess your cancer stick is equivalent to my half a bottle of merlot every night.”

“There you go.” She pointed at her. “Now back to Sal. Do you have any idea what you are going to do?”

“No. He is totally pissed I came out here for two weeks without him. But I explained this was a girls’ getaway vacation. For Christ’s sake, if he’s like this now, how would he be if we someday move in together?”

“That’s what I mean. You have to think this out thoroughly, not make any rash decisions. Not that I’m sticking up for him, but he’s a good man. He would give you the world if he could.”

“That’s the point. You can’t buy love and smothering me isn’t going to win him any brownie points. It makes my body cringe.”

“Are you two talking about Sal?” Cassie asked sitting down at the table with them.

“Yeah. But that conversation was just finishing.” Madison threw Shari a dirty look.

Shari nodded her head and flipped her ponytail, her trademark gesture, meaning don’t even go there.

Madison opened the cookie box. After touching every biscotti, she took the one that had the most chocolate on the top. When she looked up, both Shari and Cassie stared at her, smirking and shaking their heads.

“Hey, what can I say? I have a chocolate craving going on today.”

“Today, how about everyday.” Shari laughed.

“I can’t believe we’re going home tomorrow,” Cassie said taking a biscotti.

“Neither can I.” Madison added hazelnut cream to her coffee and sugar. “But you have worked straight through your vacation.”

“I’m sorry, but I had no other choice. I’m trying to do research for my client who’s looking for her biological mother.”

“How are you doing with that?” Madison asked.

“Every time I think I have a lead, I hit a dead end.” Turning to Shari, she said, “I was hoping once we get home you might want to give me a hand.”

Shari leaned back, crossing her legs. “Does she have anything that belongs to her mother?”

“No, nothing at all. Her mother gave her up at birth. I’m trying to research the adoption agency to see if they’ll release any information.”

“I’ll try to help you as best as I can.”

“The only thing I have going for me is she has AB negative blood, which is rare. Not many people have it.” Cassie also touched every biscotti in the box, then took out one with very little chocolate.

“Good job you two.” Shari lit another cigarette. “Both of you managed to touch every damn biscotti in the box.”

“Sorry,” both Madison and Cassie said together.

“No need to apologize. Now it’s my turn to touch them.”

They all laughed, as each of them reached into the box in search of the perfect cookie.

“I hate to bring this up,” Shari began, “but what is going on with Harry and Bruce?”

Cassie covered her face with her hands, rubbed her eyes and sighed. “Please. I still can’t believe I have a stepbrother. It’s been two years and the notion hasn’t sunken in. I still can’t believe my mother cheated on my dad. Now I know why they were so eager to send me off to college. I just couldn’t understand where they got all the money. But now I know they would’ve done anything to keep me from finding out about my mother’s pregnancy.”

“You have to stop dwelling.” Madison touched Cassie’s hand. “The whole sad situation happened a very long time ago. I think they kept you in the dark because they were protecting you.”

“Protecting me?” Cassie pointed to herself raising her voice. “They were protecting their lies. There’s no getting around that.”

“I know better than to say I can understand,” Madison said, “but you must let that resentment go. You can’t let this affect your life.”

“And I have to agree with her,” Shari chimed in. “You’ve let your mother’s infidelity affect your relationship with Dennis.”

“Oh please...Dennis. He’s another story. Another problem.” She waved them off.

“The problem is you,” Shari said, uncrossing her legs and leaning forward.

“No it’s not.”

“It is. You really like him. I can’t understand why you keep denying your feelings. Let yourself go, be carefree and see where the relationship brings you,” Shari said.

“Stop.” Cassie pointed at Shari. “Why must you keep reading me? Stay out of my head. You just don’t understand.”

“I understand. You’re afraid of getting hurt.”

“Completely understandable,” Madison agreed.

“I know what you’re telling me, but I’m not revolving my life around my newly acquired family. So please, don’t taunt me about my relationship with Dennis either,” Cassie warned. “I just haven’t had the time to deal with him. As soon as I sort through things, I will make a point of finding more time for him.”

“Sorry, didn’t mean to upset you. I only want what’s best for you,” Shari said. “There’s plenty of time to work on your relationship with Dennis.”

“I think we need to give Cassie her space.” Madison came to her defense. “She has a lot to chew at this time. If I were in her shoes, I don’t know what the hell I would do.”

“Thank you.” Turning to Shari, Cassie said, “Thank you both for your support. And also for fluffing my house, and supplying all the food and booze.”

“Always our pleasure. At least this way we’ll all be traveling home together. The trip was quiet without you,” Shari said.

“Oh I doubt that. Between you and Madison, I’m sure you did some yelling out the window at drivers, along with making frequent trips at the rest stops to tinkle away.”

“How well she knows us.” Madison nodded her head in agreement. “If we stopped drinking the mega-sized cups of coffee, there wouldn’t be a problem.”

Cassie took another biscotti. This time she dunked it in her coffee mug. “What do you ladies have planned on our last day?”

“I was going to bring Thomas down to the kiddy rides on the pier. Do you want to come?”

“I can’t,” Cassie said. “I want to work more on my case. I just planned on sitting out here, grabbing some fresh air and surfing the net.”

“Madison?”

“No thank you. I plan on going to the beach. I want to enjoy my last day of sunbathing, maybe even play volleyball.”

“Have you spoken to Fay?” Cassie asked.

“I spoke to her yesterday,” Madison said packing her beach bag. “She sounded fine.”

“I can’t believe she kept the shop open. She always takes the last two weeks in July to spend with us,” Cassie said.

“I feel something weird going on over there. I don’t buy any of this,” Shari said.

“They seem happy together. Maybe you’re wrong,” Cassie said. “People change. Look at Dennis.”

“And look at Angelo. I still say he can’t be trusted. Until I can read him, I’ll always have my doubts. He has put up some concrete wall in his mind that my clairvoyance can’t break through.”

“Let’s not get into this now. I don’t want to ruin my last day here talking about Angelo. We’ll discuss our plan of action when we get back home later at dinner,” Cassie concluded.

* * * *
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AFTER PROCRASTINATING over which bathing suit to wear, Madison decided on her black bikini that fell a little below her bellybutton. After checking herself in the mirror, she decided to throw a pair of black shorts on. No way would she expose any excess sagging at this stage in her life.

Madison smiled in the mirror. Not bad. Even with the few grays in her long black hair. Who was she kidding? Every time she saw an offending strand, she plucked it out with her tweezers. She tied her curls back in a ponytail and applied waterproof black eyeliner under her eyes, leaving her bronzed eyelids naked.

A spicy mystery novel sat in her tote bag along with a bottle of water, suntan lotion, and her tie-dyed beach towel. She spotted the perfect resting place with a gorgeous view of the ocean while being able to watch the volleyball tournament already in progress. Rest assured, once the tournament concluded and anyone could play, she’d be up there spiking the ball.

The sun beamed down on her. The temperature had to have exceeded ninety degrees with a UV index of ten. She left her spot and walked down to the shoreline. Her fear of the water kept her from walking any further into the ocean than her knees. As the waves broke against her, the cold water felt great against her hot body.

After a few minutes, she ventured back to her towel. The tournament broke up before too long. Trophies were given out and players opened their coolers to ice cold beers.

People started lingering around the volleyball courts. On one court a girl and three boys started hitting the ball back and forth between them. This was her chance to get out there, get some exercise. The past two weeks they did nothing but eat and drink everyday. Not that she was complaining.

Madison stood in the sidelines for a few minutes watching the game. The last time she played was with Sal at the annual college volleyball tournament to raise money for a children’s hospital. That was a great day. She never had so much fun or laughed so much. Sal was the hit of the game. The one everyone wanted on their team, including her until she started losing her identity, forgetting who she was and what she wanted. Her life had turned into everything revolving around Sal’s wants and needs.

“Hey, don’t just stand there watching. Come on over and play,” one of the girls called over to her.

Madison hesitated for a brief moment before packing her beach bag and placing it on the side of the court.

“Jump on Kelly and Mark’s side,” the younger of the guys from the other side said. “We’re a power team. I’m Alex.” He pointed next to himself. “And that’s my friend Ray.”

“I’m Madison.”

“You’re new in the game. Let’s see what you got.” Alex threw the ball at her.

She walked to the other side of the net next to her teammates. “Are you ready?” Madison asked holding the volleyball in her left hand.

“Go for it,” Ray yelled.

Madison served the ball, the game began. They won the first game.

“I think we have to get Madison on our side,” Alex said walking to the net. “Seems to me you guys have the advantage with Madison on your side.”

“No way,” Mark said, applying suntan lotion. “You guys were the ones who threw her off on us. Now you see her worth, you want to take her for yourself.”

“We’re playing three against two. That’s not fair,” Ray added.

“Are you guys kidding me?” Madison walked over to the huddle they had formed. “We’re out here on the beach, on a gorgeous day to have fun. This isn’t about winning or losing, the game is about strangers getting together and having a good afternoon. Damn, you guys have no sportsmanship.”

“Where did you learn how to play like that?” Kelly asked, rolling the volleyball in her hands.

“I play occasionally.”

“Madison? Is that you?” a husky voice asked.

The voice sounded familiar, but was hard to distinguish from the teenage girls’ blaring music twenty feet away.

Madison turned around. No way. Her mouth dropped open. It had been quite sometime. Instantaneously, she smiled. She could have sworn her heart skipped beating for a few moments. This part of her life she had buried away. This wasn’t how she expected to run into him, unplanned, speechless.

“You look wonderful.”

“Dino...”

“Yeah, it’s me.” He touched his cheeks with his left hand. “I decided to shave the goatee. You really never liked me with facial hair.”

“No, I didn’t. I always liked you clean shaven.”

“Are you guys playing, or are you going to stand there carrying on a conversation?” Ray asked walking over to them.

“I think we’re going to pass. Madison and I have some catching up to do.”

Madison grabbed her beach bag off the sand and swung it over her shoulder. Looking through her dark sunglasses, she saw Dino watching her every move. Five years had passed since she dated him. He hadn’t changed a bit. If anything, he looked younger. Maybe a few extra pounds around the middle, but hey, he had to be close to fifty by now. Who was she kidding? He was fifty.

“What do you say we walk down the boardwalk to the Tiki Bar? It’s an excruciating hot day. I think cold beers or frozen cocktails would be the perfect antidote.”

“Sure,” Madison heard roll out of her mouth. “Why not?”

Dino stepped back and folded his arms. “I see time did wonders for you.”

“Thank you. I haven’t seen you in such a long time.”

“I know. If I do recall correctly...” He rested his finger on his chin. “The last time I saw you was the day you dumped me. I recall you telling me to reassess my life before I got back to you.”

Madison rested her hand on her hips. “I guess you never did that.”

“I have. I was waiting for the right time to call you. I kept putting it off, afraid you would reject me.”

Reject you? Never. The truth is I never stopped loving you. “That would have been a chance you had to take.”

“I don’t want to go back there,” he admitted, grabbing her hand. “Did you eat?”

Oh yeah. I still feel the passion. Just his touch electrifies me. “Not yet.”

“Then I know the perfect Tiki Bar to go to.”

Dino led her down the boardwalk, still holding her hand. “Are you referring to the Moonlight Tiki Bar and Grill?”

“Yes. Is that all right with you?” He squeezed her hand and played with her finger.

“I was there with the girls the other night.”

“Ah, your sidekicks, Shari, Fay and Cassie.” He chuckled.

“You’re half right. Fay didn’t come. She got married a few years ago and her business is booming. She passed this time around,” she half-lied, not wanting to share with him the on going drama. This would be their time to play catch up.

Opening the door, he led her to a table in the far corner overlooking the ocean. He pulled her chair out, before sitting down opposite her.

“Seems like old times,” he said.

“Yes it does.” Madison took the sky blue napkin off the table and placed it on her lap.

The waitress approached them. “Can I get you something to drink?”

“I’ll have a beer,” Dino said.

“I’ll go with a frozen strawberry margarita.”

“Wow. What happened to the apple martinis?”

“I put them on the top shelf of my cabinet. They’re too wicked for the summer. I see them more as a winter drink.”

“Boy, have you changed.”

Dino sat sideways, his leg leaning against hers, their eyes locked on one another. Madison felt as if time had stood still, with their breakup never taking place. But they were apart and had changed. So she hoped.

“I think we all have.”

“What have you been up to?” he asked leaning back in his chair.

“Same old thing.”

“Still at the college?”

“Thank God, yes. I love teaching.” Madison slouched in her chair. Dino always knew the right questions to ask, getting right to her soul. “A few years ago, I had an awesome class. We all worked on our own project. Three of my female students sold short stories to major magazines. One male student wrote and epublished the first book in his science fiction trilogy. I’m so proud of my students. I finally found my niche.”

“That’s great.” He reached over and touched her hand. “I want to know about you. What have you done the past five years?”

“I wrote a series too and sold it to an epublisher,” she said casually, not wanting him to think it was a big deal.

“That’s awesome.” He squeezed her hand. “What’s it about?”

“Nothing that would interest you. The official genre is women’s romance, the kind men don’t usually read, let alone buy.”

“You should know me better than that. I’d buy anything you wrote. I still have every newspaper article with your byline on.”

The waitress returned with a bowl of tortilla chips, and set their drinks down.

“What can I get you guys today?” she asked.

Dino pointed to Madison.

“I’ll have the cheeseburger, medium well. But instead of fries can I have a house salad.”

She nodded. “And you, sir?”

“I’ll have the same, except I want the fries,” he ordered, emphasizing fries.

“Thank you,” she said. “Let me know when you need a refill on the drinks.”

Madison sipped her drink and peeked over her sunglasses, catching Dino’s olive colored eyes staring at her. Why did it seem that the past five years had disappeared, as if they never separated? No. You can’t go back there. I doubt he has changed. They never do. But why am I getting that feeling again? The flutter. Stop!

“What have you been up to?” she asked.

“What haven’t I been up to? I started my own production company.”

“Cool. Tell me, I want to hear all the details.”

“After you left me, I soul searched. Back then, I didn’t see any flaws in myself. But as time went on, I realized you weren’t coming back. You meant what you said.”

“I had no other choice, Dino. I loved you with a passion that exploded in fire. You just weren’t ready for a relationship.”

Dino frowned and leaned against the table. “Yes, I was.”

“No. You weren’t ready to make a commitment to me. You had too many things going on in your life. You were making a career change and following your dream.”

“I wanted you there with me.” Dino sighed.

“We were at two different places in our lives,” Madison said, ignoring his last statement. “I was also in the midst of making a career change. We just both grew apart at the same time.”

“Can we not talk about that dark time in our lives? We all make mistakes. I made big time mistakes. But obviously the separation worked out for both of us. We both successfully made a major career change.” Dino lifted his beer bottle when the waitress stopped at the table across from them.

“Yes we did.” Madison crossed her legs and leaned against the table. “I want to know all about your production company.”

“There’s so much to tell. I was hoping you would join me for dinner tomorrow night. I’m dying to tell you all about the details.”

“I wish I could. I’ll be home tomorrow. Tonight, me and the girls will be closing down the house for the summer.”

“Is there anyway of persuading you?” he asked touching her hand.

Shaking her head, she said, “I’m sorry, but I can’t bail on the girls.”

“How about I give you a call next week? I’d love to take you out for dinner in Manhattan, bring you into the studio, show you what I’ve done.”

“I’d like that.”

“I’ll take you for the grand tour of Stallion Productions next week.”

Madison lifted her glass and tilted it toward Dino. “That’s a date.”

* * * *
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MADISON PINCHED HER thigh in hopes of wiping away the grin she felt fixated on her face. The walk home from the beach had been an emotional one. She tried her best to block her feelings, but there was no getting around the fact she still loved him. If she could just slide past Shari and Cassie, this would give her some downtime to sort through her roaring emotions.

Quietly walking in, Madison placed her beach bag in the corner. As she pivoted to head back into her room, she ran smack into Shari.

“I see a sparkle in your eyes. Tell us what happened?” Shari asked, rocking Thomas in her arms.

“There’s not much to tell. One minute I was playing volleyball on the beach, the next I was sitting at the Moonlit Tiki Bar and Grill having a cheeseburger and cocktails with Dino,” Madison explained casually, taking a wine cooler out of the refrigerator.

“With Dino? Wow. What were the chances of you running into him?” Cassie asked refilling her coffee mug. “Does he look the same?”

“No. He looks sexier than ever.”

“Rebound,” Shari said, her left eye twitching.

“Rebound my ass,” she defended herself sitting across from them. “I didn’t say I was getting back with him. I’m just going to meet him one day next week.”

“And do what?” Shari asked.

Shit. She said what she was thinking out loud. Now she had to explain. “We’re just going out for dinner in Manhattan, and then to see his recording studio. That’s if he calls,” Madison concluded, hugging her knees to her chest.

“Your face paints the picture,” Shari said.

Madison looked up at Cassie who had a smirk on her face.

“I know what you’re going through. I have the same situation with Dennis. Well...maybe a little different circumstances.”

“I don’t want to think about it. I broke up with Dino years ago and buried my feelings along with the breakup.”

“Who are you kidding? I could see your feelings written all over your face. As soon as you mentioned his name, your eyes lit up,” Shari said.

“Stop,” she raised her hand, “please don’t read me. You are so wrong.”

Madison sucked on her bottom lip. Shari’s clairvoyance was beginning to get on her nerves. She didn’t want Shari and Cassie to know her feelings for Dino were just as strong as the day she walked out of his life. If anyone should be classified as rebound, that would be Sal. She should’ve known better than to get involved with him, since she never stopped loving Dino. Out of sight, out of mind was her motto, her own personal healing process.

Shari stood and placed Thomas in the playpen. “I’ll give you your space. I promise not to say anything to you about Dino,” Shari assured her.

“No head touching either,” Madison warned.

“I agree with her,” Cassie chimed in. “You do that to me all the time.”

“That’s because you too are avoiding your feelings for Dennis, blaming it on your new extended family.”

“Here we go,” Cassie said, rolling her eyes.

Shari didn’t respond. Instead, she extended her arms. They held hands, forming a circle. Madison closed her eyes as Shari’s energy flowed throughout her body.

“I’m here with my best friends. We’ve shared a wonderful two weeks full of laughter and positive energy. Keep the energy high. Protect my friends from harm’s way. Keep them safe, filling their lives with love and happiness. So mote it be,” Shari chanted.

“So mote it be,” both Madison and Cassie said together.
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Chapter Two
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Madison pushed open the door to Fay’s shop with her hip while juggling two extra large lattes. The bells jingled on the handle. Fay didn’t flinch.

“Hey, what’s up?” Madison asked, holding up her surprises. “I am the messenger of freshly brewed caramel lattes, with extra whipped cream on yours.”

Madison placed their cups on the window ledge. Fay had yet to look up, let alone acknowledge her. How could she not have heard the bells going off?

“What’s on your to-do list for today? I’m here to help.”

“I have to redo my windows for the fall line. Then unpack the boxes and place the merchandise in the showcase behind you.” She pointed to the antique honey oak counter across the room.

“I’m ready to work. What do you want me to do with the merchandise in the showcase?”

“You need to log each piece into the notebook before packing the merchandise in the clear plastic tote container behind you. What you need to do after that is—”

“I know exactly what to do. If I’m not mistaken I helped you do this last spring.”

“You did?” Fay scratched her head. Her eyes became glassy.

Something isn’t right with Fay. She is getting increasingly forgetful. “Yes, I did. What’s the matter with you? We did that only a few months ago.”

“I know. I’m just tired.” She rubbed her eyes. “That’s why I hired an assistant.”

“What about Heather?”

“She’s not ready yet. She has school, her friends, a boyfriend. She doesn’t want to be tied down, coming here everyday doing this,” Fay explained taking a shirt off the mannequin.

Madison knelt down and cleared the top shelf of the showcase. One at a time, she packed each pastel scarf in white tissue paper, before placing it into the container for next spring. Next, she opened the box containing the winter scarves, displaying them on the glass shelf.

“We missed you at the shore. It wasn’t the same without you.”

“I missed you guys too.” Fay stood in the window fixing the mannequin. “Would you mind passing me the purple and gold scarf on top of the showcase. Squeezing in and out of this tiny space is a pain in the ass.”

“No problem. That’s why I’m here to help.”

“I hate to ask you this too, but would you mind handing me my latte?”

Madison snatched the paper cup off the wooden wall shelf and gave it plus the scarf to Fay.

“Thanks Madison.” She took a sip. “Between you and me, I really wanted to go with you guys. I always looked forward to those two weeks at the end of the summer. Even Heather was disappointed.”

“You could’ve closed your shop like you’ve done in previous years.”

“I should have. My parents always said you can count on the end of August for being dead.” Fay shook her head side to side, and sighed. “I had practically no sales at all. This is the first year I was open during those two weeks.”

“Why didn’t you come?” Madison asked returning to the showcase.

Fay frowned. “I wanted to come. But Angelo was giving me a hard time. He said there would be too many boxes to sort through when I got home.”

“Fay, we’ve been doing this trip forever. And the boxes, Shari and I always helped you. We all work as a team, even if we need to extend the packing for another day or two.” Madison picked up a purple, black and silver scarf. “This baby has my name on it.” Madison placed the scarf on the showcase next to her pocketbook. “I’ll put some money in the register before I leave. Now back to Angelo...”

“I don’t want to talk about him. The only thing I can say is my husband loves me so much, he didn’t want to part with me for two weeks.” Fay finished undressing the mannequin before coming out of the window.

“Why would you say that? I say he’s controlling you.”

“No he’s not,” she defended herself. “My husband is a good man. At least I know he isn’t cheating on me.”

“And what makes you say that?”

“Because if he was, he would’ve wanted to get rid of me for two weeks, right?” She batted her eyes.

Not looking to
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