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  Dedication


  


  


  To my amazing husband George, who has supported every crazy idea I’ve ever had. After 21 years together, you still amaze me every day with your love and dedication to me and our boys. Thank you for giving me this circus. I love you big big!
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  Sunday, August 1, 2009


  


  My reflection doesn’t show my nerves. It shows a young woman, dressed in a $25,000 Vera Wang wedding gown. It shows a woman full of confidence. Breath-taking. Beautiful. Perfect. My hair is the picture-perfect partial up-do, which accompanies my airbrushed, makeup artist completed face. I look like a princess. I feel like a princess. Today is my day. I look amazing, and I’m marrying the man of my dreams. I’m not sure this pep talk is working. I’m still freaking out on the inside.


  Chris and I met through our parents. Our fathers are partners in the law firm they started together. We connected instantly and have so much in common that it was inevitable that we’d end up together. Chris graduated from Tulane Law, passed the bar last year and is already an associate in our parents’ firm. As much as I love him, I’ve never had the courage to tell him that the law was not really my passion. I agreed to go on to law school, after I received my Bachelors in business and after way too many arguments with my parents. As always, my mother won and I applied to law school like a good little girl. I’m sure once Chris and I are married, we’ll start a family, and their expectations for me to be a lawyer in our dads’ firm will be put on the sidelines so we can give them grandchildren. We’ve been together for two years and are taking the obvious next step in getting married.


  Don’t get me wrong; I adore Chris. He’s my best friend and has been since the day we met. I love him with all of my heart. He’s sexy as hell: tall, athletic, dark hair and dark eyes. He looks killer in a suit. Not that I have anything to compare it to, but he’s good in bed. I mean, he has his moments that leave me breathless, but I’ve noticed lately those are far and few between. He’s under a lot of pressure at work, so I’m sure that has to do with his wham-bam-thank-you-ma’am or just not interested attitude lately. He loves me and gives me everything I could ever want.


  I’m marrying the best man for me; the man who can give me a beautiful, love-filled life. Chris loves me unconditionally and wants to spend his life making me happy.


  For some reason, my breathing becomes more and more erratic. I take a step out onto the balcony off the room I’m in. Fresh air will help. I’m sure it’s just my nerves at the idea of all those people staring at me when I walk down the aisle. I’ve never been a fan of overt attention, and my mother made sure pretty much everyone who is anyone is here, whether they know Chris and me or not.


  I walk to the edge and place my elbows on the railing, taking long, slow, deep breaths. I hear voices in the distance but don’t pay much attention. After a few minutes, I have my breathing under control and turn to walk back into my room, but I stop when I hear Chris’ raised voice.


  “I’ll tell her once we are back from our honeymoon!” Chris practically shouts.


  “Look, I know y’all think that not telling her until after you’re married is a good idea, but you know she’s going to freak out when she hears you got Jenna pregnant. This will end very badly; I just know it!” I instantly freeze when I hear my dad’s voice.


  I must be losing my goddamn mind because I’m pretty sure he just said that Chris got my cousin pregnant. WHAT THE HELL! I’m almost positive my heart just stopped. I can’t move. I don’t want to hear any more of this, but I can’t make myself step away. This can’t be happening. Chris loves me and Jenna would never betray me like this!


  “Look, Sam, it was a drunken indiscretion! Jenna knows I love Carson and that I’m marrying her. She understands that nothing will ever come of our little tryst other than our kid. I told her I’d pay her child support and make sure she was taken care of, but she is to keep her mouth shut and let me handle this. I’ll tell Carson eventually. Right now is not a good time to announce that I knocked up her best friend,” Chris says in a quieter voice, like he knows someone might be overhearing the conversation.


  I feel all of the breath leave me. No way! My cousin Jenna, my best friend since birth, would NEVER betray me like that. I must be losing my mind. I must be hearing things.


  I take a step toward the door to the room Chris has been getting ready in, but I stop when I hear the door slam.


  “Christopher, you can’t tell Carson yet. I thought we discussed this,” the feminine voice says with authority. I’d know that voice anywhere. It’s the iciest, most spine-chilling voice I’ve ever heard; my mother’s. It’s the voice that reminded me daily my entire life to sit up straight, always wear a full face of makeup, never leave the house in anything other than an outfit fit for the runway, and NEVER let anyone see your pain. Ladies smile. Ladies never divulge secrets. Ladies do what they are told.


  “Jesus Christ! Sam and I were just discussing this, Mimi. I’ll tell her after the honeymoon. She’ll be over the moon happy and will forgive me. You two are driving me crazy. Carson loves me. She’ll forgive me. We’ll be married by then, and she won’t want the gossip to ruin our families’ reputations,” Chris bellows. He sounds really pissed, which is not a tone I’m used to. He’s always so patient and warm.


  “I hope you know what you’re talking about, Chris. Carson is a stubborn girl. She may kick your ass out the door without a second thought,” my dad says with anger in his voice. “She’s a good girl, Chris. She doesn’t deserve this.”


  “Believe me, I know how much of a ‘good girl’ your daughter is, Sam,” Chris spits out.


  I hear my dad’s loud footsteps and then a door slam. I don’t hear any more voices, so I’m assuming that was my parents who just stormed off.


  In that moment, I can’t see I’m so pissed. Is this really happening?


  I step back into my room, close the French doors to the balcony and lean back against them. What am I going to do? I can’t marry that cheating bastard. He slept with Jenna! I’m not sure what makes me more upset and heartbroken: his betrayal or hers. I walk to the entry door and flip the lock. I don’t want anyone in this room until I decide what to do next.


  Sitting down on the chaise lounge in the middle of the room, I look around, taking in the obnoxious wealth of it all. I was born into what most would consider luxury, so I’ve never had to want for anything. If I wanted it, my parents made it happen. Once I started dating Chris, if I wanted it, he made it happen. That’s all gone and now that I sit here, in this room, in my wedding dress, with a broken heart, I realize I don’t give a damn about the wealth. I don’t want anything from any of them, and if I could remember every item any of them has ever given to me, I’d start a bonfire in the damn front yard of my parent’s multi-million-dollar mansion.


  The magnitude of what’s happening hits me all at once and I lean over, trying not to puke. My nerves are already shot. I try to put things into perspective. I’m in my wedding dress, on my wedding day. My best friend and cousin, Jenna, apparently slept with my fiancé at some point and is now knocked-up with his kid. My parents, both of them, are fully aware of the situation and my mother talked Chris into not telling me until after the wedding. They believe that once we’re married, I’ll forgive him for the sake of not having everyone in the upper crust of New Orleans in our business. Wow!


  Drastic measures are in order.


  I peel the wedding dress off my body, tossing it onto the chaise. I grab my jeans and tank top, flip-flops and a rubber band for all this damn hair. I start ripping bobby-pins and the tiny flowers out. By the time I’m done, I’m certain there are a million of them scattered across the floor. I go into the bathroom and wash my face of all the makeup, scrubbing until I feel like my skin is raw.


  Walking to the desk in the corner of the room, I find a pad of paper and write a note to Chris:


  This dress deserves to be worn by a bride, but it sure as hell won’t be me. Marry Jenna. You deserve each other.


  I consider leaving a note for my parents and Jenna, too, but decide none of them need an explanation. Once he finds the note, he can tell them whatever the hell he wants. Truthfully, I’m pretty sure Jenna’s betrayal shocks me more than anything. I’d have laid my life down for her. We were peas and carrots. Best friends. Sisters. I’ve told her everything my whole life. It dawns on me that she has been bragging to me about this new guy she met who is amazing in bed. When I asked who it was, she told me I didn’t know him and that he was from out of town. I feel sick instantly. She must’ve been talking about Chris. It wasn’t a drunken indiscretion like he was telling my parents. He’d been sleeping with her for months! Now I’m even more pissed.


  I place the note on top of the dress, grab my purse and keys, and head for the door. Screw all of them. I don’t need this. I walk as covertly as possible, trying hard not to attract attention to the fact that the bride is walking through the house in jeans and flip-flops, crying, with a large bottle of champagne tucked under her arm. I grabbed it on my way through the kitchen area. I have a feeling I’ll need it later.


  I get to my SUV, the one my parents bought for me when I announced I was accepted to law school. My beautiful BMW X1. I stand for a moment, staring at the car that reminds me only of their expectations; expectations that have nothing to do with what I want or my happiness and all about bragging rights about their daughter. Damn them. I don’t need their obnoxious car. I lift the bottle of champagne up over my head and bring it down on the hood of the car. The bottle doesn’t break, though I feel like it broke my wrist on impact. I bring it up again, this time smashing it against the windshield, shards of glass flying in all directions. I pull out my cell and hit the speed-dial number for the cab company I’ve called more than a few times to retrieve me and my girls from the latest hot club.


  As I stand impatiently waiting for the cab, my anger begins to boil over and I’m sobbing. I HATE that I cry like a lunatic when I’m pissed. These tears are nothing but pure anger at what they’ve done to me. How dare they betray me! I look around frantically for the damn cab. I’ve been out here for what feels like hours, and surely someone has noticed I’m gone. Less than a minute later, I hear Chris yelling my name, so I duck behind a large SUV in case he comes out into the parking lot looking for me. I don’t want to face him or my parents right now. I need time to figure out what the hell to do. I can’t just go home. My parents will show up, Chris will show up, they’ll try to beg and plead their case, I’ll cave at some point, and my life will still be full of this absolutely unnecessary bullshit. I need to leave. New Orleans has been my home since birth, but in order to move on with my life, I’m going to have to leave the only place I’ve ever known as ‘home’.


  Suddenly, I know exactly what I’m going to do, and the anger once again surges into my chest. My eyes dry and my fists clench at my sides. I take a few deep breaths, turn and walk toward the house, still hearing Chris’ yelling. He comes around the corner and sees me, stopping abruptly. I see the worry on his face, so he obviously found my note. He starts to walk quickly in my direction, but I hold up my hands and he stops. I can now see the embarrassment on his face. My heart begins to pound hard enough that I feel like I may be having a heart attack. I see movement behind Chris and when I look up, Jenna is running toward me, crying hysterically.


  “Jenna, STOP!” I scream. I take a deep breath. “Don’t you dare come any closer to me, because the only thing keeping me from beating your ass right now is that baby you’re carrying. I have not one fucking thing to say to you,” I say as calmly as possible. All that anger is fighting to get out. Chris sees it in my face; shit’s about to get ugly.


  I walk slowly to him, watching as his body goes rigid. He’s known me long enough to tell when I’m about to lose my shit. I hear the cab pull up behind me and honk, so I turn and hold my finger for him to give me a second. He nods.


  When I reach Chris, I stop just inches from him and look into his eyes. “You, my parents, and that whore I thought was my best friend all betrayed me, and NOTHING you say will ever fix that. I can’t even look at you without wanting to throw up. I hope you can live with the knowledge that y’all’s betrayal has pushed me to leave the only home I’ve ever known. If you ever loved me, even a little bit, you won’t say another word to me. Let me walk away with the last shred of my dignity,” I seethe, barely above a whisper. I can still hear Jenna crying, apologizing repeatedly. I look over and see the tears and pain on her face, and I absolutely lose it.


  “Fuck you, Jenna! I don’t need or want an apology from you. You were my best friend! My own flesh and blood! YOU HAVE RUINED ME!” I scream. I watch as she falls to her knees and sobs. I feel no pity for her. None. I remember a time when her cries always elicited an instinct in me to protect her. She’d always been so little and I had always protected her. That feeling is completely gone. If she weren’t pregnant right now, I’d beat her ass and walk away smiling. She did this. She brought this hell down on herself.


  I start to walk toward the cab but stop just a few steps away. Turning, I look back at Chris for a split second but notice he is not watching me walk away. He is watching Jenna with a sad, emotional look on his face and reality hits me in the face. He is in love with her. I walk back to Chris and punch him in the face with everything I have in me. He drops to his butt and grasps his face as the blood starts to run from his nose. Jenna screams and jumps up, running to him. She loves him, too. How had I not seen this? How had I not noticed that my fiancé and my best friend are totally in love with each other?


  I look over at the crowd that has gathered and see my parents are standing at the entryway, watching the whole clusterfuck that just went down. Neither says a word. I can see the worry on my father’s face, but my mother looks like she is embarrassed and pissed that I’ve caused this scene. It makes me smile because I know it’s totally inappropriate for a good southern lady to act out. Knowing that I’m pissing her off makes me smile even wider. My mother takes a breath and opens her mouth to speak, but I shake my head and cut her off.


  “I don’t want to hear anything either of you has to say. You’re my parents. You were supposed to protect me from that shit storm. Instead, you were leading me right into it. I’m going to go back to your house, pack my bags and I’ll be gone. We are done here.” I turn to head to the cab and I hear my dad calling my name. My heart is broken, and in this moment, I want nothing more in the world than to be as far away from this place as I can get. The only place I’ve known as home, and I can’t stand to think of living here for one more second.


  I hear my dad come up behind me. “Carson, take your car. At least take your car and let me give you some money. It kills me to think of you out there on your own.” He is pleading with me and I can see the tears in his eyes. “I’m so sorry, Car. I’m so sorry,” he whispers, looking down as the tears start to fall freely from both our eyes.


  “I expected something like this from her,” I say, pointing at my mother who is standing a few feet away listening. “But never you, Daddy. Never you.” I shake my head and look away. “She wins again.” I take a step away from him toward the cab when I feel his hand grab my arm.


  “Carson, please take the car and this,” he repeats as he starts to pull $100 bills from his wallet.


  I turn to the side, not looking at his face because I want so badly to forgive him, and only him. I know if I look at him, I’ll cave. “I don’t want your car, or your money, Daddy. Don’t worry about me. Let me go, Daddy. I can’t stay here, and I can’t look at any of you.” I kiss him on the cheek without looking at his eyes. “I’ll always love you, Daddy, but I can’t forgive you. Not for this,” I whisper, so low I don’t know if he heard me.


  I know my mother is who talked him into not telling me because he’d never just agree to deceive me. I’ve always been a daddy’s girl, and she’s always hated that. For some odd reason, my mother always talks him into whatever it is SHE thinks is best. He’s weak for that woman, and I hate her for it. She I will not miss. My heart will break every day for my daddy’s absence in my life, though.


  I turn to my mother and can tell by the look on her face that she is more concerned with appearances than the fact that her only daughter is heartbroken and running away. She opens her mouth to say something, but I cut her off again. “Well, you got what you wanted, Mother; the wedding of the century that everyone will be talking about for years to come.” I take a step toward her and I can see the fear in her eyes. I speak only loud enough for her to hear my next words. “I heard the whole conversation between you three upstairs. I know you’re the one who talked them into not telling me, and that broke the last tiny thread of attachment we had. YOU are now dead to me.” I lean back and look into the eyes of my mother, a woman who has never cared about anyone but herself a day in her life. Her eyes don’t reflect the hurt of a mother losing her only child; they show anger and resentment. Just further proof that having her out of my life is a step in the right direction to healing myself.


  I start toward the cab again but stop just before I get to there, turning to the crowd that has formed. Normally, I’d be embarrassed that all of these people are staring at me. Today, I hope the show they’ve just witnessed will be the gossip for years to come. I won’t be here to deal with it. “I will miss those of you who are my true friends and family.” I look around one last time and my eyes meet Chris’. He is still holding his face, with Jenna standing beside him.


  “I loved you with my whole heart, Chris. I’m sorry I wasn’t enough for you.” I let out a slight sob and he starts toward me, but I shake my head and turn away. I don’t need or want any of his words. These people, my family and closest friend, all betrayed me. I have nothing left here.


  I climb into the cab and give the driver the address to my parent’s house. I never turn back to look at them all standing there. My life here is over. I’m starting over on my terms, and I don’t need a thing from this place except some clothes and a plane ticket. I’m OUT!
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  PRESENT DAY


  


  I climb into my truck and head to work. Turning up the stereo, I stare at the huge buildings as I come into downtown Seattle. I love this city. It took a long time for me to get used to being so far from home and everyone I knew and loved but now, I couldn’t be happier. I am finishing up my degree in culinary arts at the Seattle Culinary Academy. It has always been my dream to own my own restaurant.


  I work at The Friedmont as a bartender. It’s a nice place, and the manager lets me basically work out my own schedule since I’m in school, as well. It’s a sports bar/dance club that’s in the perfect spot for a plethora of patrons to mingle. I started out as a waitress but realized quickly I wasn’t good at it. I give props to those girls. They work their asses off. I fit much better behind the bar. I’d made myself a promise when I left New Orleans that I’d never again let someone else dictate my life or my choices, or let them look down on me for what I believed in and wanted. Bartending was a much better fit for me. I love the camaraderie.


  I park my truck in the back of the lot because I will cut a bitch if they scratch my truck. He’s my baby. He was my first big purchase when I arrived in Seattle about 5 years ago. He’s a jacked-up, blacked-out, Ford F250 Super Duty, with chrome rims and heavily treaded tires. He’s a beast and the only man in my life.


  I jump down out of the truck and walk toward the front door, noticing Lulu’s car is here already. She must’ve had the earlier shift. Lulu is my best friend, one of the first friends I made when I moved here. We were roommates until her daughter, Landry, was born, and they are my all-around lifeline to reality. Lulu and Landry are my life, really. I don’t really date. I mean, I’ve gone out to dinner with a few guys, but nothing ever came after that. I learned my lesson a long time ago that relationships just bring pain, and I don’t want anything to do with it. I love Landry like she is my own child, and Lulu humors me when I refer to Landry as my surrogate kid.


  I walk through the front doors and toward the bar area, spotting Lulu immediately. As much as I love her, we really are polar opposites in the looks department, and pretty much every other department, as well. She has the most beautiful naturally blonde hair, which she always wears straight and long, and the most intriguing cat-green eyes you’ve ever seen. She has pale, porcelain skin and a dancer’s body. She’s taller than me by a few inches, though I’m not sure how tall exactly. I’m 5’7” so I’d guess she’s 5’9”-ish. She’s drop-dead gorgeous and one of the most popular waitresses at The Friedmont. Imagine that.


  I, on the other hand, have really long, dark brown hair, which is neither straight nor curly. Sometimes it’s wavy, and other times it just looks like I stuck my finger in a light-socket. I wear my hair up almost all the time because it just gets in my way. Every once in a blue moon, I’ll wear it down and straighten it so it lays down my back nicely. It takes a long time to do, though, so I don’t do it often. I have an athletic body, because I love to run, work out and do a little kickboxing. It is my therapy. I’m a little more muscular than some men like but I really don’t care; I don’t do it for them. I like being able to take care of myself.


  I’d have to say my best feature is my blue eyes, which I inherited from my daddy. My nose is covered in freckles, which I hate, and they darken in the summer with the sun. I guess I’m okay looking. Plain. That’s what my mother had always called me. There is nothing overly interesting about my appearance other than my tattoos. I get a lot of looks from guys but am not approached often. As a matter of fact, it’s been months since I’ve been out with a guy. I pull out my phone to look at the time but notice the date immediately. Great, it’s the anniversary of the worst day of my life. Awesome!


  “MOTHERFUCKER!” I hear Lulu yell at the same time I hear glass shatter. Luckily, the bar isn’t open yet or Lulu would be getting a write-up for that language. The higher-ups don’t mind if we cuss, but Lulu takes potty mouth to the extreme sometimes. She’s been talked to several times for it.


  “What’d you do now, Lu?” I yell as I walk in her direction.


  “I dropped a damn bottle and cut my hand,” she says, a little too snippy.


  “Okay. Tell me what’s going on. You never drop bottles and you’re being a shit. What happened?” I ask her calmly.


  “Just having a bad day,” she mumbles as she turns toward the sink to run water over the gash.


  “Lu, that’s bad. I need to take you to get that looked at. You might need stitches,” I tell her, grabbing her hand looking it over.


  “Well, thank you, Dr. Carson Breaux, but it’s fine. I’ll put some ointment on it and wrap it tight. I’ll be fine.” She grabs a towel and starts to walk toward the break room where the first-aid kit is.


  “I’ll finish stocking the bottles. Take your time!” I yell after her. I quickly clean up the broken bottle and mop to get the sticky liquor off the floor. We open in about 15 minutes, so I know it needs to get done quickly. Lulu comes back and helps me finish up.


  “Thanks, Car. Sorry I snapped at you.” She lets out a deep sigh. “I ran into Landry’s dad this morning. It was awkward to say the least. You know, it’s the first time I’ve seen him since the night she was conceived.” She takes a deep breath. “He didn’t even recognize me when I said hello.” I can hear the pain in her voice as she continues. “I really should have told him to begin with, but I was a chicken-shit and just couldn’t do it. Now I wonder if I made the right decision. I guess it doesn’t matter. It’s a little late to tell him now. What would I say? ‘Oh, hey, guess what!? Our one-night stand? Yeah, I got pregnant and, guess what, SURPRISE, you’re a dad of a 5-year-old little girl who looks just like you.’”


  I see the sadness in her eyes when she talks about him. I’ve only ever known him as ‘Landry’s dad’ or ‘Landry’s sperm donor’. I don’t even know his name and I’ve never asked. Lulu was just a couple months’ pregnant when I met her and when I asked about Landry’s dad, she just responded that it was a one-night stand and he was not in the picture. I left it at that.


  “Lu, how did you meet Landry’s dad? What’s his name?” I look at her as she turns her face toward me. I hope she doesn’t get mad at my questioning. I’ve never pushed her to tell me more, and she’s never really talked about him. Just little things here and there about how Landry has his eyes or his dimples.


  “We met through mutual friends, went out the one time. A few beers later and we ended up with a one-night stand that resulted in my beautiful baby girl. He seemed like a nice guy, but we just didn’t click. He was hot, though.” Lu actually giggles awkwardly. I don’t push at the fact that she didn’t answer the question about his name.


  “Why wouldn’t you just tell him if he seemed like such a good guy?” I ask, somewhat irritated that she’d keep something so life-altering to herself. He deserved to know he had a child. She makes him sound nice, yet she chose to leave him in the dark about his own kid.


  “I didn’t know how to tell him. It had been a couple months since the night we got together, and I didn’t want to open that door, ya know. By the time I found out I was preggers with Landry, I was already dating Kyle and couldn’t imagine bringing him into our new life together,” Lu explains with tears in her eyes. “I know it’s fucked-up, Car. Please don’t judge me. It was a hard decision to make, but I had to do what I thought was right for my baby and me. At the time, it made total sense. Not so much anymore.”


  “Lu, you know I love you more than my luggage. I’d never judge you on any decision you made, good or bad, if it was for the right reasons. I’m your best friend. I love you. Maybe you should just think about telling him. I think he deserves to know,” I say as mellow as I can. I don’t want her to be upset, but she really should tell him.


  “I know. I’ll think about it,” she replies quietly then turns to get back to work.
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  Four hours later, the place is hopping. There are people everywhere, and I’m making a stupid amount of tips. I don’t even have time to think about the anniversary today. In the back of my mind, I know I’ll fall apart the moment I walk into my apartment. I always do…every year. It’s not so much the thoughts about losing Chris, or even Jenna’s betrayal anymore, but not having contact with my dad is so hard. It’s been years since I told him I’d never forgive him. In truth, I forgave him a long time ago, but he respected my wishes and has not tried to make contact with me at all since the day I left. I guess my mother was right; he’d always pick her over me. She had reminded me of that every single moment of my life. Bitch.


  I’d zoned out and hadn’t really noticed the crowd that had seated themselves at the side of the bar I’m supposed to be serving.


  “Hey, sweet thing! Johnny Walker Blue, double, on the rocks?” I hear a deep baritone voice say from my left. I turn and look to see who made the request, and come face-to-face with a pretty boy. He has longish blond hair, odd light green eyes, but he has a weak jaw, although offset by a mouth-watering smile. Guys this pretty are usually total douchebags and it takes me all of 5 seconds to see through the smile.


  “Yep. Coming right up,” I say quickly and grab the bottle from the top shelf. I steal a glance over to where he is sitting and notice he’s watching me with interest. I put a little sway in my hips as I walk his way. If he’s ordering top-shelf scotch like a champ, he’s probably rolling in the dough. Probably a good tipper if I flirt a little.


  “Here you go, honey. That’ll be $20,” I tell him with my most seductive voice.


  “Here ya go, baby,” he says louder than necessary, slamming down half his drink, and then throwing a $50 on the bar. “Keep the change.” He pauses then looks at his friends, trying to get their attention, before he continues. “Maybe put it toward the ‘boob fund’ you so obviously need to start,” he finishes, once again loudly enough for many of the patrons around him to hear. I feel the redness creep into my face, instantly pissing me off. Yep, I called it. Douchebag.


  I walk to the cash register, trying really hard to talk myself out of what my brain is telling me to do. I need this job. I need this job. I need this job, I repeat to myself over and over. I bring his change, slam it down on the bar in front of him, ending his and his buddies’ laughter.


  “Here ya go, baby,” I start with sarcasm, leaning toward him. “I don’t need your trust-fund money; I have plenty of my own. If I wanted to look like Barbie, I’d pay someone to make that happen. But since I don’t, I’d rather not have a wannabe-Ken making comments to me about shit he has no idea about. There is plenty of no-brained, arm-candy floating around here, so if that’s what you’re into, by all means, go find one that finds you funny. I don’t.”


  I smirk at the shocked look on his face, lean closer to him so only he can hear me and speak softly into his ear. “And for the record, I squat almost twice my body weight and I used to be a gymnast. I’m like fucking Gumby. You have no idea what I can do with this body, B-cup or not.” I lean back and wink at him, then grab the glass sitting in front of him that is not empty yet, throw the contents of the glass into the sink and place the glass into the washer tub. I turn quickly and take a peek at him. He’s still sitting there, his face bright red, mouth open, eyes bugged out. Shit, I hope he doesn’t get me fired.


  “Hey, gorgeous! Can I get a Corona, no lime, and a salt shaker,” I hear from the opposite corner. I walk swiftly in the direction of the request.


  “Sure thing, handsome. That’ll be $5,” I reply as I set the beer and saltshaker in front of the new guy. I’ve never seen him before, but he’s big and freaking hot. I assess: 6’1”, 190 lbs, athletic build, black hair falling out from under a ball cap, amazing blue eyes, olive complexion, 5 o’clock shadow, tattoos peeking out from under his long-sleeve dress shirt. The ball cap is out of place on this guy. He is the epitome of manly, though. It’s a shame I’m in a pissy mood ‘cause of Asshole Ken, because I’d totally flirt with this one. He is absolutely freaking gorgeous from what I can see. Hopefully he’s a good tipper, ‘cause I’m pretty sure the other end of the bar is not going to tip me well after me outing their boy for being a Class-A douchebag.


  New Guy throws a ten on the bar. “Keep the change.” He turns to leave but stops and looks my way. “For the record, that guy is a total prick. I’ve seen him upset almost every bartender and waitress in this part of the city, and you handled that confrontation well. Pretty impressive, actually.” He chuckles and continues. “He looked like someone shot his puppy toward the end there. If you don’t mind me asking, what’d you say to him to make him turn that pretty shade of red?”


  New Guy chuckles again. Holy shit, this guy is gorgeous and his voice is absolutely dripping with sex. I stare at him for a brief second, lost in those beautiful blue eyes, and feeling an obnoxious pull to reach over and kiss the hell out of him. Holy shit, Carson; get it together!


  I laugh, lean in a little closer and say, “Well, you see, I just told him that he was a Ken-wannabe, I didn’t need his fucking trust-fund money and that I could wrap myself into a pretzel. Ya know, kinda like Gumby.” New guy’s eyes go wide as I turn to walk away. Before I get to the walk-through, I turn and catch him staring at my ass. This could go one of two ways: I could walk back over, give him my number and let him be the first guy in years to make me scream, or I could continue over to talk to Lu on the other side of the bar. Holy shit, what I wouldn’t give for someone other than B-O-B to give me the big O, but I remind myself I’ve got to keep focused. Graduation is coming, and then I will be making all my dreams come true.


  I walk over to where Lu is serving on the other side of the bar. Since she’s on one side and I’m on the other, we don’t see each other for the most part because the liquor wall is between us. “We get off in an hour. Wanna hang out and have a drink with me after. Is Landry with Pops?” I ask her.


  “Yeah, she’s staying the night with Pops and I could definitely use a stiff one…and by that, I mean a drink,” she answers with a wink. “I’ll meet you in area 32. We’ll have a drink or 5 and then head out,” she says as we both turn to a bunch of whistling. I walk back to my side to find New Guy and his beer are gone. Shit. I really was considering giving that guy my number, or maybe a little something else!


  An hour and a half later, Lu and I are seated in a booth, her with her fruity shit, and me with my Patrón shot and Corona chaser. We chat about the douche I put in his place and the guy she had to eighty-six because he wouldn’t stop trying to grab her ass. Lu also reminds me of my promise to help her paint Landry’s room tomorrow and I groan. Yeah, it’s time to go. Things are starting to wind down anyway since it’s close to last call.


  Right before we start to head out, my song comes on. I hear the beat and look at Lu, who knows I can’t hear this song without getting on that dance floor and shaking my ass. I grab her hand and drag her to the middle with me.


  Eminem’s voice sings to me about shaking my ass, and I pull Lu up on one of the platforms with a pole. I think I’ve had enough Patrón to pull this off. At least if I don’t pull it off, I’ll have a good excuse for it: I’m drunk.


  I grab the pole, wrap my leg around it and twirl to the side, throwing my long hair to the side. This is my stripper song. Every girl has one, that one song that always makes your inner stripper come out. It’s raunchy and dirty as hell. I continue my sexy dance on the pole, pulling Lu to me every so often to add her to the sexiness that is my drunk dancing. Dancing while drunk is the one time I let myself go. I know I’ll regret it in the morning, but I just can’t help it. I’m pretty sure the DJ knows it, too, cause he waited until I was up and leaving to play the one song I never walk out on.


  As the song ends, I look around and notice half the damn bar is standing on the dance floor watching Lu and me. I know I’m turning red because I can feel my cheeks catch fire. I grab Lu and start to walk toward the exit when I feel a hand clamp down hard on my bicep. I turn swiftly toward the warm body holding on to me.


  I am pretty sure I gasp when I realize it’s Wannabe-Ken who looks pissed, and drunk.


  “What’s up, Gumby-slut. Just putting it out there, huh? I understand now why you were so hostile at my little joke. You’re a dyke.” He snickers. Before he even gets a chance to look toward his friends for their praise, I grab his pinky finger from around my bicep and wrench it backwards, dropping him to his knees. He screams out but I don’t let go.


  “No, actually, I’m not a lesbian. However, little girly-men like you make me rethink that. You probably spend more on your facials than I do on my wardrobe. Don’t fucking touch me again or I’ll rip your dick off.” I throw his hand in front of him. He jumps to his feet, face bright red once again, and stalks toward the bar where my manager is sitting. Shit.


  “Carson, I need to see you please,” I hear as I walk toward the exit. Damn it.


  I turn and walk toward the bar. “Yeah, Jack. What’s up?” I ask, knowing full well he just saw that little interaction with Ken.


  “Carson, do you have any idea who that guy is that you just assaulted?” he starts with his eyes on shitstick over at the other end of the bar.


  “Ken?” I ask, trying really hard not to laugh.


  “That’s the owner of The Friedmont’s kid, Jerrod. My suggestion is you go over and apologize to him before he runs to Daddy and narcs you out. Seriously, Car.” He shakes his head.


  “Seriously, Jack? He insulted me earlier while I was working, in front of patrons, and then grabs me hard enough to leave bruises on my arm AFTER I got off work. I’m not apologizing for shit. That kid needs his ass kicked. If I weren’t in this bar, I would do it myself. I, however, love my job and only did enough to his fucking pinky finger to get him to let go of me. If the big man wants to fire me for that, so be it,” I explain, then turn and walk toward the door.


  As I pass ‘Ken’, I see him smirking like he got me in trouble. So, because I’m drunk and can’t help myself, I walk up to him smiling, stop right in front of him with our chests almost touching, run my finger down his chest as sensually as I can, lean to his ear and whisper, “You should cover your pussy back up, Ken. It’s showing.” I pull back just long enough to see his face turn beet red, and then I turn and walk quickly to the exit where Lu is waiting.


  I’ll be goddamned if I’ll apologize to that fuck stick. He can suck it. I laugh as I get to the door because the DJ just started “U and Ur Hand” by P!nk. That fits. I turn, point at Ken and wink at him as Lu and I cross through the door to the parking lot.
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  I hear the ringing and slam my hand down on my alarm clock, but the sound does not stop. Not my alarm. Damn it. Where the hell is that noise coming from? Shit. It’s my phone.


  I lean too far over and fall to the floor. Shit, my head hurts. Fucking Patrón. I grab the jeans I was wearing last night which are on the floor beside me and fish out my phone from the pocket.


  “What!” I yell into the phone.


  “CC!” screams the most angelic voice I’ve ever heard. Landry has called me CC since she started talking. It’s one of the things she said prior to losing her hearing that she has been able to continue to say. One of the scariest moments of my life was when we had to rush Landry to the hospital with a really high fever when she was about 15 months old. She’d somehow contracted meningitis and spent weeks in the hospital. She almost died, and we were so lucky she pulled through. She’s such a strong little thing. Unfortunately, the illness had damaged her cochlea and we learned quickly that she had lost almost all of her hearing. By the time she was 2, she was completely deaf.


  “LuLu, I’m going to kill you for waking me up this early!” I mumble into the phone, trying to push myself off the ground. My head is pounding so hard I feel like I’m gonna puke. Water. I need water.


  I can hear Lu giggling and Landry running off, yelling my name over and over. Jesus, I love that little girl. I’d do anything for her.


  “It’s not early, Carson. It’s almost noon. Get your ass up and get over here. You promised Landry you’d help us paint her room purple, remember? If I have to endure this hell that is the paint smell, mixed with the hangover that is your fault, you’re suffering with me. Get your ass over here, STAT!” I hear her giggle as she hangs up. I head to the bathroom for a shower. I hate Patrón. It’s only my friend when I’m drunk-pole-dancing and beating people’s asses. I giggle at the memory of Jerrod’s face as I left last night. Such a douche nozzle.


  The shower is not near hot or long enough, thanks to my shitty apartment’s hot water problem. Maybe I’ll take another one at Lu’s later since she has a nice, big hot water heater. Yeah, totally packing a bag for that shit. Hot shower, here I come.


  When I get outside, I realize my truck is still at the bar. I took a cab home. Damn it. I text Lu as I head back into my building to get my bike.


  Me: Hey, bitch. I gotta go get my truck, then I’ll head y’alls way. Make me biscuits and gravy or I’m sleeping on your couch while you paint! ;)


  Lu: I’ll make B&G if you stop and get Landry chocolate milk.


  Me: DONE! C U soon.


  I grab my bike and head toward the elevator. Hopefully no one is in there. I hate waiting for the damn elevator. Lucky for me, and everyone else, it’s empty. I make it to the ground level, get my hung-over ass on my bike and start toward The Friedmont to pick up my man. I’ll stop by the store once I get him.


  I pull into the parking lot, on the verge of dry heaves from the heat mixed with the hangover. Jesus, I gotta stop drinking. I throw my bike in the back, hoist myself up into the driver’s seat and crank the engine. Pulling out of the parking lot, I head toward Albertsons for chocolate milk.


  I grab a gallon of Landry’s favorite chocolate milk, the biggest Gatorade I can find and a bottle of ibuprofen and head for the checkout. I feel someone watching me, but when I look around, I don’t see anyone I recognize. Weird. It makes the hair on the back of my neck stand up and creeps me out. I pay for my stuff, look up to grab my bag, and taking one last look around, I notice the hot guy from the bar last night standing a couple of check stands down from me.


  He’s once again dressed in slacks and a button-up shirt, but this time the sleeves are rolled up, revealing the colorful tattooed sleeves on both arms. Sleeves just upped his hotness factor, if that’s even possible. He doesn’t have a ball cap on this time, and I can see that he has thick black hair with a bit of curl. It has that sex hair look to it. He smiles and waves. I smirk and nod my head before grabbing my bag and heading to my truck.


  I open the back door, put the bag on the floorboard and close the door. When I turn around to open my door, I see hot guy walking toward me. I must look like hell after last night. He left early, though, from what I can remember, so hopefully he didn’t see my pole dancing, or my blow-up with prick Ken.


  “Hey, if it isn’t the new dancer at the Friedmont,” he greets with a chuckle as he approaches. Shit. He saw.


  “Sorry about that. Patrón was not my friend last night,” I say while trying to hide my cheeks, knowing I’m blushing with embarrassment. I open my door. “It was nice seeing you again, New Guy, but I’ve got a hot date with a 5-year-old to paint her bedroom. Can’t let her down.” I hoist myself into my truck.


  “Hey, you up for dinner tonight?” He puts his hand on my door to stop me from closing it. My heart beat speeds up. A date. Keep focus.


  “That’d be nice, but the next couple of weeks are going to be super-busy for me. I have finals coming up. Why don’t you give me your name and number and I’ll call you when things settle down.” I hand him a pen and my hand.


  He looks at me for a second, reaches over to take my phone out of my other hand and proceeds to program his number into my phone. Smart guy. A second later, I hear his phone chime, and he hands me back my phone.


  “Now I have your number, too, so you can’t blow me off,” he states with a smirk. I giggle. Yes, giggle like a 12-year-old. This guy is off the charts hot, and I’m giggling like a dumbass.


  “I won’t blow you off. I’ll call or text you as soon as my finals are over and we’ll get food!” I tell him as I start to close my door.


  “Hey, what’s your name?” Mr. Blue Eyes asks at the last second.


  “Carson. Talk to you soon!” I yell as I close my door.


  I drive to Lu’s thinking of nothing but dinner with Mr. Blue Eyes. He gives me butterflies. I don’t know if I’m ready for butterflies.
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  I get to Lu’s and rush the front door like I’m on fire. I had chugged the Gatorade on the way to her house, and now I have to pee so bad I can barely move. It dawns on me while I’m in the bathroom that I didn’t ask for his name. I pull my phone out of my pocket and go to “Sent Messages.” The entry just says New Guy. What the fuck!


  I start a message and type quickly.


  Me: New Guy…what the hell is that?


  New Guy: lol. My name.


  Me: No, it isn’t. What’s your name?


  New Guy: That’s what you called me! It’ll be a surprise when we do actually get to have dinner. Leaves me all mysterious! ;)


  Me: Whatever, goof ball. I gotta run. I’ll call you when finals are over.


  New Guy: You better. I know your name, where you work, and where you shop…I will find you! **muah haa haa**


  Me: Stalker much?


  New Guy: Nah, just want to look in those beautiful blue eyes again. Talk to you soon, Carson! ;)


  I smile, put my phone in my pocket and splash water on my face. Damn butterflies.


  I walk into the kitchen where Landry is sitting at the table, enjoying biscuits and gravy. I grab a glass, pour her some chocolate milk and place it on the table. I swear that child could drink her body weight in chocolate milk. I tap her shoulder and sign hello. She jumps up and flings her tiny body into my arms. God, I love this girl.


  “Car, sit down and eat before it gets cold. You were in the damn bathroom forever,” Lu scolds and places a plate of food in front of me. Aw, my hangover cure: biscuits and greasy sausage gravy. It’s the one thing I don’t hold back on when it comes to food. I can’t say no to Lu’s biscuits and gravy.


  After breakfast, Lu and I suffer through painting Landry’s room purple…and I mean bright purple. Landry, of course, loves it and runs around screeching, “CC” at the top of her lungs. I love seeing that little girl smile. It really does make the whole painful day worth it. I’m so tired I decide to not partake in the hot beautiful shower at Lu’s house. Instead, I hug Landry and Lu and drag my ass out to my pickup.
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  I pull up in front of my apartment and put him in the assigned slot. Laying my head on the steering wheel, I take a deep breath. I know I should check my messages and texts because I ignored my phone all day, but I’m so tired and I just want to sleep.


  I get out of the truck, pull my bike out of the back and am heading up to my apartment when I feel my phone vibrate again. Fuck it. I guess I might as well get it over with. I make it up to my apartment, and drop the bike in the corner of the living room. Pulling my phone out of my pocket, I see I’ve missed a couple of texts from New Guy, a call from an unknown number, and a call from Jack, my boss. Shit.


  I call Jack first because it may have something to do with either: (A) my shift tomorrow; or, (B) the owner’s douche nozzle kid getting me fired. Lucky for me, it’s A. He needs me to come in early tomorrow to cover for Sarah who has a sick kid and can’t make it in for her shift. Sweet, more hours for me.


  I get into the shower to wash off the day’s grime. This time, the water is hot so I take a little longer and enjoy the heat. When I get out, I put curlers in my hair and hope it’s not a total frizzy mess tomorrow. I throw on my favorite fuzzy pajamas, grab my iPad and head for bed. It’s early and I should eat but really, I just want to read until I fall sleep. I decide I should check my texts and see what New Guy has to say.


  4 hours ago:


  New Guy: So, I know I said I’d leave you alone until after your finals…but texting would be a fun way to get to know each other a little before our date. :)


  3 hours ago:


  New Guy: Sooooo, you don’t want to get to know me?


  30 minutes ago:


  New Guy: Um, Carson?


  I giggle as I sit down on the couch to get comfy and pull the blanket up over my legs.


  Me: Wow…your stalker tendencies know no bounds, huh?


  10 minutes. No response.


  Me: I was kidding. I told you I was painting a bedroom today. I didn’t have my phone on me all day.


  15 minutes. No response.


  Me: Okay. Good night, New Guy.


  I set my phone down and pick up my iPad to do a little light reading before I pass out. I read mostly indie authors. Right now, I’m reading a new release by one of my favorites and it doesn’t take long for me to get completely lost in it.


  A little while later, my phone pings with an incoming text. I pull up my messages and sure enough, it’s from New Guy.


  New Guy: Ahhh, so you weren’t ignoring me on purpose. I was starting to actually feel like a stalker since you weren’t participating in our conversation. Lol


  Before I have a chance to respond…


  New Guy: So, what do ya think? 20 questions?


  Me: Sure, I’m game.


  New Guy: Okay. What’s your full name and where are you from?


  Me: Carson Miriam Breaux and I’m from New Orleans.


  New Guy: LOUISIANA? I knew you had a weird accent. How the hell did you end up in Seattle?


  Me: Nope. I’m not giving you anything else until you tell me your name.


  New Guy: No way. You can ask me anything you want, but I’m liking the fact that you don’t know who I am. I’m not coughing up my name until we meet for dinner.


  Me: Why not? Are you like wanted by the FBI or something, and you don’t want me to find out?


  New Guy: Yes, I’m wanted by the FBI. Most wanted, actually. ;) So spill it. Why Seattle?


  Me: Nope, you still haven’t answered a question for me yet.


  New Guy: Okay…ask me a different one.


  Me: How old are you and where are you from?


  New Guy: I’m 32 and I’m from Whidbey Island, just north of us.


  Followed closely by:


  New Guy: So, Seattle?


  Me: It’s a long story. Let’s just say I needed a change of scenery and leave it at that.


  New Guy: I’ll get the full details at a later time then. ;) This is fun, huh? Okay. How old are you?


  Me: 27. What do you do for a living?


  New Guy: I’m a lawyer.


  His response freaks me out a little bit. I’ve been down the lawyer path, and I have no desire to do it again.


  Me: Well, it was nice knowing you, New Guy, but I’m not dating a lawyer.


  New Guy: lol…funny.


  Me: Not kidding.


  New Guy: What do you have against lawyers?


  Me: Well, that would involve that long story I was referring to earlier. I’ve known some lawyers in my time. Plus, I was weeks away from starting law school when I needed that big change I mentioned. End of discussion.


  New Guy: Well, it’s a good thing I’m not a lawyer then huh? Lol I was kidding.


  I let out a breath I didn’t know I was holding.


  Me: Good thing. So, really, what do you do?


  New Guy: I don’t know if I’m ready to tell you that yet, either. I want you to get to know me before you jump to conclusions about who I am and what I do. Let’s just say I’m a businessman and leave it at that.


  Me: Ooooo, mysterious. ;)


  New Guy: Not really. I just find that most women make assumptions about me before they get to know me, and I hope that doesn’t happen in your case.


  Me: Okay fine. No name, no employment info. Got it. How about relationship status and history?


  New Guy: Let’s see. Typical past; dated the same girl all through high school, broke up when we went off to college and needed to “find ourselves.” I’ve had a couple of relationships since then but nothing serious. How about you?


  Me: Here is where I pull MY mystery card. Let’s just say I’ve been burned and kind of given up on that “happily ever after” concept. No relationships since the burn and no desire to start one.


  New Guy: Ouch. Shot down before the first date. Damn, Carson…


  I giggle at his response.


  Me: Look, I really am looking forward to our date. Just know that I’m jumpy about relationships. Starting a friendship first would be great.


  I get no response for a little bit and I’m concerned I pissed him off.


  Me: You still there?


  A few more minutes pass before I hear the chime again.


  New Guy: Are you friend-zoning me right out of the chute, Carson?


  Me: lol. No. I’m just saying that I think us getting to know each other as friends before our date would be a good idea.


  New Guy: Oh, okay. I was a little worried there for a second because I don’t usually make friends with girls I’m seriously attracted to.


  I was in the middle of drinking my water when I inhale suddenly at his response and start choking. Damn, New Guy. I get the coughing under control and respond.


  Me: Um, what?


  New Guy: What? You didn’t friend-zone me, so I can tell you I’m attracted to you.


  New Guy: Right?


  Me: Uh, sure. I guess your response just surprised me that’s all.


  Me: Don’t get your hopes up about me putting out on the first date, by the way. I’m not a “one night stand” kinda girl.


  New Guy: Damn it. ;) Actually, I’m not a “one night stand” kinda guy, either. Don’t get me wrong, I’ve had a couple, but I’m not a man-whore or anything.


  Me: Which brings me to our next discussion. How many people have you slept with?


  I put my phone down and run for the bathroom, do my business, run into the kitchen and pour myself a glass of wine and then return to the living room.


  New Guy: Are you sure you want to have this discussion?


  New Guy: Carson?


  Me: Yep. Let’s hear it.


  My phone rings and when I look down, it’s New Guy calling.


  “Hello.”


  “Why do you want to know how many people I’ve slept with, Carson? If I say 100, are you gonna kick me to the curb?” he inquires with a chuckle.


  “Actually, if you say 100, I’m hanging up on you because earlier you said you weren’t a man-whore. If 100 is your answer, you’re a man-whore,” I reply.


  “Eight. I’ve slept with eight people. Does that constitute man-whore status?” he asks, sounding slightly worried.


  I giggle. “Eight is no man-whore. Eight is a healthy number, but nowhere near man-whore status,” I say.


  “Now you answer your own question, Carson,” New Guy demands.


  I think for a second about whether I should lie to him and tell him I’ve slept with a couple of people instead of the pathetic number one, but I like this guy so far and I don’t want things to start off with lies.


  “One,” I answer timidly.


  Coughing occurs on the other end of the phone and I pull it back to save my hearing.


  “You okay?” I ask.


  “Um, I’m sorry, did you say one? As in you’ve only slept with one person in your entire 27 years?” he asks, sounding confused.


  “Yes. One person,” I say.


  “Wow. Who was he?” he questions.


  “I don’t want to talk about him,” I respond sternly.


  “But he is one of the reasons you left Louisiana, huh?” he asks.


  “Yes. He was the main reason,” I reply.


  “How long have you been in Seattle?” he inquires, seemingly changing the subject, which makes me happy. I don’t want to talk about our sexual pasts anymore. It’s no longer fun.


  “About six years,” I tell him. “I’ve been in Seattle for six years and I love it here.”


  He sucks in a breath and doesn’t respond immediately.


  “You still there?” I ask.


  “Carson, are you telling me you haven’t had sex in more than six years?” he counters, voice full of desire.


  Shit. I opened myself up for that one.


  “Are we really going to talk about this? Yes. Six years. Actually, six years and a few weeks, but who’s counting,” I snap. “How long has it been for you, Mr. I’ve slept with eight people?” I bite out.


  “Carson, don’t be mad. I’m just surprised, that’s all. You’re beautiful. How have you fought off the men who come into that bar for all these years?” His voice is low like he’s afraid he’ll scare me off.


  “Look, I barely know you, and I really don’t want to talk about this anymore. I have to go. I’ll text you when finals are over,” I ramble and then hang up before he has a chance to reply.


  I down my wine and head to brush my teeth. I’m exhausted and so not ready to open old wounds.


  As I climb into bed, my phone chimes.


  New Guy: I’m sorry I upset you. I didn’t mean to. I understand you not wanting to open up about your history to someone you don’t really know, yet. I hope you’ll forgive me, and that you’ll really call or text when your finals are over. Good night.


  I feel the tears start to build and stop them before they really get started. How do you explain to a new guy friend that you weren’t enough for the only man you ever loved and he cheated on you? Not a conversation I’m ready to have with him. He doesn’t want me to judge him based on his name or what he does before I get to know him. Well, I don’t want him to judge me by the lack of experience I have before he really knows me either, so we’re even.


  Me: Don’t worry about it. I will text when my finals are over. I promise. :) Sleep tight, my new friend. ;)


  His response is almost immediate.


  New Guy: Back to friend-zone, huh? Lol


  Me: Yep. Our date is not for another couple weeks. Friends until then. ;)


  New Guy: I may randomly text you during the week since we are friends. :)


  Me: Sounds good. ‘Night.


  New Guy: Good night, beautiful Carson. <3
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  The next couple weeks drag on. I work a ton because Sarah’s kid is apparently really sick and she hasn’t been into work much. I’m studying my ass off for finals, too. It’s surreal for me to think I’m almost done with school and am heading toward the dream of owning my own restaurant.


  I’m also spending countless hours online, perusing commercial property for sale up and down the coast of Washington. I haven’t touched my trust fund since I left New Orleans six years ago, but I know it’s still there because I get a statement every month. My daddy has continued to put money into it every month, just as he had since I was a little girl. I think he does it to make sure I always have that money to fall back on if I need it. He probably also does it to make himself feel better about his betrayal. I promised myself the day I walked away that I wouldn’t touch that money until I could use it to make my dreams come true. I mean, some of it was earned by me. I’d spent years being a runner and receptionist at my dad’s law firm without a single paycheck. He’d said he would put that money in my trust fund, and he had. The time for me to break into that fund and make my dreams come true was fast approaching.


  New Guy and I have been texting and talking in the weeks before finals. He seems like a really genuine guy. We talk about everything from our favorite movies and music to the fact that I love to read steamy erotica, while he likes to read more of the action/suspense-type novels. We really do seem to hit it off, and it doesn’t bother me that I still don’t know his name or what he does for a living, other than he is a “business man.” We’ve fallen into a comfortable friendship.


  I invited him to join us for my “surprise” graduation party, but he insisted that until we’ve had our first date and I knew who he was and accepted it, that we’d stick to the texting and phone calls. I was okay with that. We really have hit it off, and I am starting to get overly excited for our date once graduation is over. I have to admit I was a little apprehensive about the whole mystery game he was playing at first. Lu is excited to meet him and is sick of hearing me go on and on about him. I know she’ll like him.
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  The week of finals has flown by. Between work, studying for and then taking finals, I have barely had time to sit down, much less think about my date with New Guy this weekend. That is, until I get into bed at night and close my eyes; then all I see are those beautiful blue eyes. I’ve not had any other problems with the owner’s kid, Jerrod, in the bar, so I’m hoping Jack explained the situation to the boss man and that things are cool. I’m also in the midst of trying to figure out how to talk Lulu out of the “surprise” party she’s throwing for my graduation tomorrow, without her knowing I know. If she insists on it, I don’t want to ruin her fun. She loves to surprise people.


  I get out of my truck and head into the little boutique Lu and I love so much. It’s a little pricey, but I really want something fabulous to wear under my cap and gown. I don’t normally spend a lot on my clothes. I have a small checking account, from all the money I’ve saved working at the Friedmont the past few years. I’d saved almost every penny that didn’t go to bills, and it was a nice little nest egg.


  I find a few dresses and head for the dressing room. Trying them on, I assess myself in the mirror. Looks like I’ve lost a little weight recently—not surprising since I normally don’t eat as much when I’m stressed out, and the last few weeks have been damn stressful. The orange maxi dress is perfect. I don’t even try on the others. Heading to the counter, I pay for my dress and grab a cute pair of earrings that are on the counter by the cash register. They remind me of a pair my mother bought me once, though these are costume jewelry and the ones my mother bought were real and stupid expensive. Odd that thinking of her doesn’t hurt.
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  I walk into the restaurant and brace myself for the screams of my friends who’ve shown up for this “surprise” party. As Lulu, Landry and I follow the hostess to a table, I start to think maybe I was wrong about the surprise, but out of nowhere, several friends/co-workers/fellow students jump out and scream “SURPRISE,” giving me a minor heart attack.


  “Lu! What the hell did you do?” I screech. I know how much throwing me this party meant to her, and I was gonna play it up like nobody’s business. I move around to hug and thank each person for coming.


  I see Landry out of the corner of my eye, hiding in the booth with her stuffed bear “Buddy-Lou.” I walk up and sit with her, grabbing her shoulder to get her attention.


  “What’s wrong?” I sign.


  “Strangers.” Landry signs back. She isn’t used to being around all these people and she’s scared. I hug her close and kiss her head.


  I scoop her up in my arms and carry her around with me while I chat with my guests. She is out of her element around all of these people and not all of them know she is deaf, so they try to talk to her and expect a response. Once people start realizing that I am signing to her what they say, they all start to act awkward and don’t engage her anymore.


  I hate that this is the life she is destined for. Nothing upsets me more than adults who don’t know how to react to or treat a child with a hearing disability. They look at her with such pity and sorrow, and that is the last thing she needs. She needs people to treat her as if she is just like them, because she is. She is smart as a whip and going to do great things someday, I just know it.


  Landry signs to me that she needs to use the bathroom, so I start to walk in that direction. I’m holding Landry’s hand in mine but I jump and almost drop it when I come around the corner and Jerrod is standing there, arms crossed over his chest, looking right at me. Where the hell did he come from?


  “Excuse me,” I say as I try to step around him. He steps with me, continuing to block my way.


  “So you have a kid, huh, Gumby-slut? Figures,” Jerrod sneers. I can feel the hair on the back of my neck start to rise. I can take care of myself most of the time, but I have Landry with me and do not want her to be a witness to this scene. I continue to stare daggers at him without a word.


  “Oh, I’m sorry. I probably shouldn’t talk about her mommy like that in front of her, huh?” he says, almost in a child-like voice, while leaning down and reaching his hand toward Landry.


  I step back from him and pull Landry behind me. “Don’t fucking touch her,” I bite out.


  “Nice language in front of the kid. I’m sure you’re an awesome role model for her,” he snarls.


  I turn to Landry and look around for Lulu. When I spot her about 20 feet away, I point to her and sign to Landry to go get her mom to take her to the potty. She nods sleepily and walks toward Lu. I watch her until she is safely with Lu, then I turn my attention back to Jerrod. His face is emotionless, which strikes me as odd because most people who learn Landry is deaf immediately have a look of sadness or pity on their face. Jerrod continues to look unaffected.


  “Look, Jerrod, I don’t know what game you’re playing, but you deserved what you got at the bar. You tried to embarrass me, it didn’t work and that’s that. Game over. I don’t have time for this shit,” I snap and turn to walk away. He grabs my bicep hard enough to make me clench my jaw in pain. I stop but don’t turn back.


  “Listen, bitch. I don’t know who you think you are, but you fucked with the wrong guy,” he growls. “You obviously don’t know who you’re messing with.”


  I pull my arm away from him fiercely and get in his face. “If you ever touch me again, I will break your perfectly sculpted nose. You don’t wanna fuck with me, Jerrod. I’m the southern girl kinda crazy. Ya know: big truck-drivin’, ass-kickin’, gun-carryin’ kinda girl. Now step the fuck off!” I turn to walk away but can see by the look on his face that I just pissed him off even more. I am so thankful I’m done with school and will be able to leave the Friedmont soon. Running into him there will be awkward to say the least. Something about him scares me, and that’s hard to do.


  As I walk back over to my friends and co-workers, I realize they’ve seen the last part of my conversation with Jerrod and are staring at me. That must be why he let me walk away; there were too many people paying attention.


  When I get to Lu, she starts to say something but I shake my head just a little so she knows I don’t want to discuss it right now. When I turn back toward where Jerrod was standing, he is gone. Thank God. Something about that encounter worries me. I’m pretty sure he’s crazy, and you don’t poke at crazy.


  The rest of the party is a hit, and it’s nice to mingle with the few friends and acquaintances I have. I’ve been so busy with working and school that I really haven’t had much time to get out and let loose. These past few years have really taken their toll on me. When I left everything behind in New Orleans, I was bound and determined to make it on my own. I have the trust fund. Before I left New Orleans, I had used some of it on stupid shit I didn’t need but at the time, really, I had no worries about money. I was a rich kid. Either my parents or Chris paid for everything. So, there was quite a bit of money in the fund.


  I get up from the table and excuse myself to the bathroom. I knew the tears would come at some point tonight but, I had hoped it would at least wait until I got home and was alone. It tears my heart out that my dad is not here to see what I’ve accomplished. Although I know he wanted me to follow in his footsteps and become a lawyer, I know he’d be proud of me for finishing school and following my dream.


  As I step into the bathroom, I let the tears fall freely for the sorrow of not having him here with me. I’ve been tempted so many times over the years to just call to let him know I was okay and to see how he is doing. I’ve talked myself out of it every single time, though, because I know there is the chance my mother will answer and I have nothing to say to that woman. I still blame her for the destruction of my relationship with my dad. I am and will always be a daddy’s girl.


  I give myself time to feel the pain of his vacancy in my life and hang out in the bathroom stall for way longer than I had planned to. I gotta pull myself together.


  I finish up in the bathroom, basically just trying to make it look like I haven’t been crying, and head back out into the restaurant. As soon as Lulu sees me, she rushes over and asks what’s wrong.


  “Nothing really. Today has been wonderful Lu, and I can’t thank you enough for putting this all together. I guess I just realized that I’m finally going to be living my dream and my dad is not going to see it,” I explain, barely above a whisper because I’m afraid I’ll start crying again at the mention of him.


  “Oh, Carson! I’m so sorry, honey. I didn’t even think about that,” Lulu apologizes as she pulls me in for a hug. I don’t know what I’d do without her. She truly has been my only real friend since I moved here. She’s like the sister I was never blessed with. Between her and Landry, I feel like my life is complete most days. Today is just hard because I do miss my daddy something fierce.


  “It’s okay, Lu. I just needed a minute to have a mini-meltdown for his absence in my life.” I pause and look around. “Now, let’s get back to the party and have a good time.” I smile at her as I pull her toward the others.


  We spend the next couple of hours talking and eating. Not many people know that my plan all along has been to open my own restaurant on the ocean, outside the city. Lulu is about the only person I’ve talked to about it.


  I have the money to buy a restaurant, which is why I’ve been looking at commercially zoned land so I can build from the ground up. The problem is finding the land. I have an exact picture in my mind of what I want my restaurant to be and look like. I’ve been cutting out ideas from magazines since I was 10.


  That folder was the one thing I made sure to grab when I left New Orleans. I had packed most of my clothes, some of my shoes and my hidden dream restaurant folder. I’d probably left behind $50,000 worth of Jimmy Choo and Louboutin shoes. What the hell was I gonna do with shoes like that? First, I didn’t have the room to transport them and second, chefs don’t wear 4” heels to cook in. I knew the moment I left New Orleans that I was going to follow my dream of becoming a world-renowned chef and opening my dream restaurant.


  As the party dies down, I look around the restaurant and movement near the door catches my eye. It’s Jerrod, and he is looking right at me. I stand there for a minute, looking at him and trying to figure out what it is about him that makes my skin crawl. I think it’s his crazy eyes. How did I not notice how crazy his eyes are? I shake my head and turn away. It’s time to go home.


  We say our goodbyes to all the people at my party who are heading home for the evening. Landry has fallen asleep in one of the booths and is curled up dreaming. I grab Lulu and tell her we need to get going. She nods and heads toward Landry. I make sure everyone grabbed their stuff and hasn’t left anything at our tables, then head toward the front door with Lulu right behind me carrying Landry.


  We make it to the car and get Landry situated in her car seat. I have that weird feeling you get when someone is watching you, but as I look around the parking lot I don’t see anyone else. I get into the passenger seat of Lulu’s old Nissan Sentra and we head toward her place. I’ll just stay the night with her and baby girl so we can get an early start on our morning.


  My realtor had called me earlier in the week and said she’d possibly found some land on the coast a little outside of Seattle, which would be perfect for my restaurant. Lulu and Landry are coming with me to scope it out. My date with New Guy is tomorrow evening, too, and I’m beginning to get a little nervous. We’ve been texting several times a day and have talked several times on the phone since we met. I’ve tried not to get too excited about the date. I mean, really, he hasn’t even given me his name yet. It’s weird, but there is something about him that pulls me to him. I don’t know that I’ve ever felt that pull before. Not even with Chris.


  Lulu and I are chatting, Landry asleep in the back, when I notice lights come up behind us at a fast rate. I tell Lulu to try to pull to the side so this asshole can pass. She slows from 65 to 55 and pulls toward the side so the person can see he/she has room to go around, but the person is just riding our bumper like nobody’s business. Lulu pulls back to center and speeds back up to the speed limit of 65. Right before a large curve, the asshole behind us swerves into the other lane to pass. I look to the side to see what the hell is going on and stare directly into Jerrod’s eyes. He evens his speed out so he is driving alongside us and just stares at me.


  All of a sudden, I see lights coming and Jerrod is not paying attention. I point in front of him and he smirks before jerking the wheel toward Lulu’s car, hitting us violently and causing us to run off the road.


  The jolt of hitting the embankment almost knocks me unconscious as my head slams against the side window. I feel the car start to roll. We were doing 65 miles per hour when she slammed on the brakes and was hit by that asshole. This is gonna be bad.


  And then, my brain registers that Landry is asleep in the backseat!


  “LANDRY!!!!” I scream, knowing she can’t hear me but needing to release the pain in my chest.


  I hear Lulu scream but it’s cut off quickly by the sound of metal twisting and grinding. It feels like we’re moving for far too long and all I can do is pray over and over that Landry is okay. We must hit something because I feel the car stop abruptly and I hit my head against something hard, losing consciousness.


  When I come to, I feel warm liquid running down my face and arm. I blink my eyes several times because everything is blurry and I can’t seem to focus on anything. I hear Landry crying softly in the backseat, but I’m unable to move my arms to sign to her. I turn my head slowly toward where Lulu’s seat is, praying she is okay. As I bring my head around in her direction, I feel the bile rise from my stomach when I come face to face with my best friend. Eyes wide open, looking directly at me, she’s not moving and blood is covering most of her face. She has a huge gash in the side of her head. My best friend is dead.


  Screaming. All I can hear is screaming and it feels like hours before I realize that screaming is coming from me. My chest feels like someone is stepping down on it slowly and all of a sudden I can’t breathe. I hear Landry whimpering in the backseat and I move my head from side to side, hoping she can see me and know that she’s not alone. The last thing I hear is Landry scream “CC” so loud my head feels like it explodes and everything goes black.
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  I hear voices but can’t open my eyes. They are voices I’ve never heard before and when I hear a man’s voice, my body tightens. Please God, don’t let that be Jerrod. I force my eyes to open a little bit, but there is a light shining in my face and the pain in my head makes everything magnified. I hear a woman say, “She’s awake. Get a backboard.” There is so much noise, like crunching metal. I hear more talking but can’t lift my head; something is holding it down. I realize they must be cutting us out of the car. I can’t hear Landry. I try to reach out my hand but can’t move it.


  “Help,” I whisper but no one can hear me. I say it a few more times before I feel someone hovering over me.


  “Ma’am, can you hear me?” a female voice says.


  “Help Landry,” I whisper again.


  I feel the lady move closer to me. “Say that again, honey. I can’t hear you,” she replies.


  “Please help Landry,” I repeat, this time a little stronger.


  “Is Landry the little girl who was in the backseat?” she asks.


  “Yes. Please help her,” I mumble. My chest is starting to hurt and I can’t breathe.


  “She’s already out of the vehicle, ma’am. We are trying to help her but she won’t respond when we question her. We think she is in shock,” the lady explains.


  My entire body feels like it’s on fire from the pain. I try to move my head again and cry out when a pain shoots through my shoulder and down into my back.


  “Don’t try to move, ma’am. They are almost done cutting you out. Should just be a minute longer,” the nice lady says, while stroking my hand.


  “She’s deaf. She can’t hear you¸” I whisper. I know I’m about to lose consciousness again from the pain, and I need them to take care of Landry until someone can get to the hospital. I know Lulu is gone, and I try to swallow down the pain I feel in my chest at the knowledge that my best friend is dead.


  “Oh, Jesus…that explains a lot,” I hear the woman respond. “Hey, Jack! The little girl is deaf! Page Jackie and have her meet us at the hospital. She can sign!”


  “Ma’am, she is gonna be okay. Just some bumps and bruises. Are you her mother?” she asks.


  “No,” I whisper, this time from the pain of having to say the words out loud. “Her mother was the driver.” I can’t control the sob that leaves my mouth when the words come out. Lulu is gone and Landry is an orphan.


  I suck in as much breath as I can but it is excruciating, and I can feel myself slipping under. My heart is broken. The last thing I remember is the feeling of being lifted, and then darkness again.
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  When I wake, it must be night because there are no lights on in my room except for the glow of the machines I’m hooked to. My chest is on fire and I realize that my hands are strapped down. I try to lick my lips but feel something in my mouth and panic sets in. There is a little device in my hand with a button on it, so I press it several times, hoping it’s a nurse button.


  Within seconds, several nurses and a doctor rush into my room quickly. The doctor starts explaining that I’ve been in an accident and my lungs collapsed so I have a tube helping me breathe. I pull my hands up as far as I can and he tells me they had to strap my hands down to keep me from trying to pull the tube out when I woke up in a panic. I try to nod my head but it doesn’t move and I realize my neck feels weird.


  The doctor informs me that I am lucky to be alive and that I have some serious injuries to recover from. I had to have surgery on my shoulder and neck when they brought me in, which explains the searing pain. He tells the nurse to administer something into my IV to help me stay comfortable pain-wise, and the nurse does as instructed.


  “Carson, you need to rest. You have some very serious injuries that will require hard work on your part, but right now, you need to rest to heal.” He pats my hand and promises to come back soon. I almost instantly feel myself falling back to sleep. The nurse is adjusting the straps on my hands to give me more movement and I reach for her hand. I need to know how Landry is doing. She feels me move and places her hand on top of mine.


  “Just rest, Carson. You’ll need your strength.” She starts to walk away and I grunt so she’ll turn around.


  “Did you need something?” she asks, tilting her head to the side.


  I give her a hard blink. She steps back over to me, looking around for a moment. She spots what she’s looking for and walks to the other side of the room. When she returns, she puts a little pencil in my hand and a pad of paper under it.


  Landry?


  “Ahh, the little girl who was brought in with you. She is okay. Broken arm. Her grandpa picked her up a couple days ago. You’ve been here for a week, sweetie. He has come by a couple of times to see you and we are under strict orders to call him when you wake up. I was going to go call him now,” she explains with compassion in her voice.


  I feel the tears start, so thankful Landry is okay, but then I feel my body giving into the drugs. Then there is darkness and I dream of Lulu’s dead eyes and Landry’s cries.
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  I can hear voices but can’t make out what they are saying. I feel a breath on my face but can’t seem to make my eyes open. For some reason, I start to panic at someone being so close to me. I wonder if they know Jerrod caused this. I wonder if he even stopped to see if we were okay after he ran us off the road. Just the idea that he is still out there, living his life while I’m in this bed and my best friend is dead pisses me off more than I have ever been in my entire life.


  I force my eyes to open but everything is blurry and I can’t seem to focus on one specific thing. The first thing I notice is that my hands are no longer tied down and I can lick my lips. How did they take that tube out without waking me up? The breath on my face disappears and I hear the sweetest sound ever. Landry’s voice.


  “CC,” she whisper-yells.


  I finally find focus, look into her beautiful blue eyes, and my tears immediately start to fall. Does she know her mom is gone? How did she take it? Where is Pops? I move my arms for the first time in I don’t know how long and pain shoots through my shoulder.


  “Don’t try to move too much, Carson. You’ve still got a bunch of broken bones that are healing,” I hear Pops’ voice say. I gently turn my head to look in the direction his voice came and am overcome with grief when I see his face.


  “Pops,” I whisper through my tears.


  He walks over to my side and grabs my hand. “Carson, I’m so happy to see those beautiful eyes. I was afraid I was gonna lose you, too,” he says quietly, tears in his eyes. He has treated me like a daughter since the first day I met him. I love him dearly and am heartbroken at his loss of Lulu. She was all he had left other than Landry, and I know he is too old and has too many medical issues to care for her long-term.


  “Does she know?” I ask him, looking toward Landry.


  Pop shakes his head in the affirmative and I see his tears begin to fall silently. I gesture for Landry to come back to me and she does, slowly. I pat the bed and Pops helps to sit her gently beside me. I grab the hand closest to me and rub my thumb across her tiny knuckles. What is going to happen to her? Will they let her live with Pops with his medical issues? I won’t let her be taken into foster care. Can I become a foster parent as a young, single woman? Probably not. I won’t let them take her away. I’ll take her and run before I’ll let that happen.


  I pull my hand away from Landry and sign to her.


  “I’m sorry, Landry. I love you.”


  “I love you too, CC,” she signs in response. I can see she is fighting tears. She’s so young she will probably have very few, if any, memories of Lulu when she’s older. I promise myself that I will do everything in my power for her to never forget her mom. I may have only known Lu for a few years, but I’ve known her since she was pregnant with Landry and know everything about her since that time. I’ll be able to tell her stories about her mom and how much she wanted and loved her.


  “Pops, what is gonna happen to her?” I look toward Pops as I ask.


  “Luanne had a Will. The lawyer requested you to be there for the reading. I told him it won’t take place until the doctor releases you. I want to make sure that it only has to be done once and that’s not happening until you’re better.” He leans down and kisses my head. “Now, I’m gonna take Landry home and get her ready for bed. We will be back tomorrow to see you. You rest, Carson. We need you to get better,” he says as he helps Landry climb down from my bed.


  “Thanks, Pops. I love you,” I tell him softly.


  “I love you too, CC,” he replies with a smirk, knowing I only let Landry call me that. He leans down and kisses my head, reminding me so much of my own daddy. He used to kiss my forehead every night before bed. My stomach clinches at the thought of him. He’d be devastated to know about this accident.


  I can see the pain in Landry’s eyes as Pops walks to the door. The tears in her eyes start to fall and she reaches toward me, signing. “Don’t leave me.” I call out to Pops to stop for a minute and respond to Landry.


  “I will never leave you, baby girl. I love you and will see you tomorrow.” I smile to let her know it’s okay. She returns a fractured smile and allows Pops to leave with her without any fight.


  I know that if Lulu’s Will was done prior to Landry’s birth, she may not have made me guardian, and Pops and I will be having a serious discussion about who is going to fight for custody of her. If Lu put Landry’s dad’s name on the birth certificate, will they notify him now that Lu is gone? I don’t know much about the law, but I’m pretty sure the only way the lawyer would know I needed to be there for the reading is if my name is in it. That means she had to have done the Will after Landry’s birth because I didn’t meet her until she was three months pregnant.


  Regardless, I’ll fight tooth and nail for Landry. I’ve known her since the second she was born. I cut her cord, for Christ’s sake! I held Lu’s hand through 26 hours of back labor. I took care of Landry while Lu was recovering from a very scary emergency surgery because she hemorrhaged after Landry was born. I spent day and night with them for three weeks until Lu was strong enough to hold her. I really love Landry as if she were my own. I’d give my life for her.


  As I lie in this hospital bed and think of all the things I’ll teach Landry about Lu, I feel the pain in my shoulder start to heighten. I push the pain pump button, praying it will put me to sleep and out of this misery. As I start to drift off, I realize I haven’t asked about Jerrod.


  [image: ]


  When I wake the next morning, there is a police officer standing outside my room talking to my nurse, and I instantly feel nauseous. Although I know I need to find out what happened after the accident and determine if the cops know anything about Jerrod’s involvement, I’m terrified to relive what happened. I’m ashamed that this whole thing could have been avoided if I hadn’t been so mouthy.


  The officer comes into my room and introduces himself as Detective Lopez. He tells me that he has some questions for me and asks if I’m ready to talk about the accident. I nod and take a deep breath. Let’s get this over with.


  I tell Detective Lopez the whole story, starting with the night I was working at the Friedmont and embarrassed Jerrod, up until the moment I lost consciousness after the accident. Once I’ve explained everything, stopping several times while trying to control my emotions, I find out they’d had no leads on who had caused the accident. They just have a vehicle description from the guy who had seen the accident and stopped.


  Apparently, after Jerrod had run us off the road, he’d taken off. The car that had been heading toward Jerrod had pulled over when he saw us roll and had immediately called 911. The man had been able to get to Lu’s car and was holding Landry’s hand trying to soothe her when the ambulance and police arrived. The only description he could give the officers was that the person had been driving a newer Cadillac SUV and that he had never even hit his brakes after he ran us off the road and sped away. It wasn’t until that moment that they knew his name and the fact that I knew him.


  Once I have filled him in on the fact that Jerrod had caused the wreck intentionally, he informs me he will be requesting a judge to issue a warrant for Jerrod’s arrest, with a high bond. Detective Lopez tells me he has no doubt this will happen immediately, and that the prosecutor will be charging Jerrod with murder, among other things. The detective promises he will go looking for him as soon as he has the warrant in his hand. I tell him about Jerrod’s dad owning the Friedmont, and I can tell by the look on his face he realizes that this will be a high-profile case. As much as I find relief in the fact that they’ll be getting a warrant and going to look for him, it makes me realize that Jerrod could be anywhere by now.


  Detective Lopez leaves and the nurse brings me some lunch and pain medicine. I haven’t been all that hungry since I woke up, but I know I need to eat to get my strength back. An IV diet doesn’t do much other than keep you alive. My shoulder and ribs are killing me, and I welcome the pain medicine. I should nap before Pops and Landry come.


  I wake slowly to the sounds of the nurse opening my door. When I open my eyes, I see Pops and Landry cuddled together on a chair watching TV. The volume is muted so I know Pops was just trying to keep Landry occupied while I slept. I try to pull myself up further on the bed, hitting the button to elevate the top so I can sit up. When I get to a sitting position and try to adjust myself, I wince in pain as my ribs scream at me to not move. Even breathing hurts. Landry quietly comes over and climbs onto my bed, laying her head on my lap. She doesn’t sign anything, just lays there. I reach down and rub her hair, something I’ve always done to soothe her when she’s scared. I look at Pops who has tears in his eyes and am reminded how hard this has to be on him. He lost his only daughter, is taking care of his grandchild, and is going back and forth to the hospital to see me.


  “You doing okay, Pops?” I ask quietly.


  “Yeah, baby girl. I’m fine. I’ve been so worried about you and Landry I think it’s taking its toll on me. Don’t worry, though. I have a friend coming over this afternoon to help me with Landry and let me get some rest. I’m sure I’ll feel a ton better after a good night’s sleep,” he assures with a small smile.


  I nod and continue rubbing Landry’s hair. I’m not sure how long we sat in silence, watching a mute TV. Having them here, and the soft white noise of the air conditioner, lulls me back to sleep quickly.


  When I wake again, there is a new nurse checking my vitals and Pops and Landry are gone. When I look up at the nurse, she smiles and says, “Your dad and little girl left about an hour ago. Asked me to tell you they’ll be back tomorrow.” I nod and don’t correct her.


  Right before I go to sleep that evening, Detective Lopez calls me to tell me that the judge issued a warrant for Jerrod and they will be checking his home, as well as monitoring his dad’s house and The Friedmont. I thank him again. As much as I know the cops are doing everything they can to find him, I’m still terrified to close my eyes. What if he comes for me?


  It dawns on me a few mornings later that I have no idea what happened to my purse, which was in Lu’s car. It had everything in it: my driver’s license, my credit cards, my bank card and my cell. I ask the nurse if any of my personal belongings were brought in with me. She says she’ll check and leaves the room, just as Pops and Landry show up for a quick visit.


  When the nurse returns, she informs me that a purse was brought in with me but she is unsure if it is mine, or what the contents are. I ask her if she can retrieve it and bring it to me. She seems a bit irritated but says she’ll go find it.


  Almost an hour later she returns with my purse, looking like it had been through a meat grinder. It kind of had, I guess. I reach for my purse and start digging through it. Thankfully, my wallet and all my cards are still in there. I so didn’t want to have to deal with calling to cancel them all.


  Just thinking about the accident brings a pain to my chest. It’s been a little over a week since it happened and I still can’t believe she’s gone. It’s like the moment I start to feel any sort of emotion other than sadness, I remember that my best friend is dead because of some crazy fucker who I pissed off. Maybe if I’d just dealt with his smart-ass comments differently, or maybe if I’d just not embarrassed him that night, none of this would’ve happened. I wouldn’t be laid up in the hospital, Landry wouldn’t have lost her mom and my best friend would still be alive.


  Why does my temper have to get the best of me? Couldn’t I have just ignored his comments, went about my life without having to embarrass him? Why can’t I just let shit go?


  My cell is also in my purse, thankfully. The screen is surprisingly intact, but everything is scuffed up and the battery is dead. One of the nurses tells me she thinks she has a couple chargers in the lost and found and she’ll bring them in so we can see if any of them work. I don’t know why I feel so weird without access to my phone.


  One of the chargers does work and we plug in my phone. By the time Landry and Pops leave, I’m exhausted and decide to leave my phone calls and text messages to deal with tomorrow.
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  When I get around to checking my phone calls and text messages the next day, I’m floored at the amount of them! I’ve gotten calls from co-workers expressing their condolences about Lulu, calls from attorneys wanting to talk to me about a civil suit, one message from Lu’s attorney asking about how I’m feeling and when I think we’ll be able to come for her Will reading. I see texts from New Guy and some from “unknown number.” I decide New Guy will probably have completely given up on me by now. It’s been a couple weeks since I was supposed to text him after finals to set up our date.


  Over the course of the last couple weeks, the texts go from hopeful, to irritated, to pissy, to sad.


  NG: Hey, Carson. So are you ready for our date tomorrow night? J


  NG: Gonna need your address to pick you up tonight, Carson. Are you still up for the date?


  NG: So, is that a no since you’re not responding?


  NG: Damn, Carson. You could just say you’re not interested anymore.


  NG: Did you change numbers? Is this still Carson’s phone?


  NG: Okay. I get it. You didn’t have to blow me off like this. You could’ve just told me to piss off.


  NG: Come on, Carson. I thought we hit if off well. I really would love to take you out some time.


  NG: All right. Now I’m really beginning to feel like a stalker. It’s been 2 weeks and you still have not responded to any of my texts. If you don’t respond to this one, I’ll leave you alone.


  And the final one came yesterday.


  NG: Goodbye, Carson.


  I decide I should let him go. I’m going to need to focus on my recovery and taking care of Landry. I don’t have time for a man in my life right now.


  I pull up the texts from the unknown number and gasp when I see a string of texts:


  UN: U r crazy if u think I’m dumb enough to let them catch me


  UN: The police will never find me bitch


  UN: If u didn’t think u were better than everyone else, this wouldn’t have happened


  UN: Better watch ur back bitch


  UN: The cops can’t protect u from me, I will find u


  And the last one takes my breath away…


  UN: don’t think I can’t get to you at the hospital C u soon carson


  I drop the phone and scream. The nurses rush in and grab my hand, shooting a flurry of questions my way, but all I can do is scream. I scream for the pain this man has caused me. I scream for the pain he has caused that beautiful little girl. I scream for Lulu. I feel a burning in my arm and look down to see a nurse rubbing my hand as another administers something into my IV port. I know they’re sedating me, but I need them to call the police.


  “Please. Call the police and have them come here and look at my phone,” I say quickly. I feel myself falling under. “Please. The text messagggeess…”
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  I wake to voices in my room. I slowly open one eye and then blink a few times because I must be seeing things. I close my eyes, reach up and rub them, and then slowly open them again. Here, standing in my room, staring out the window is New Guy. What the hell?


  “Hi,” I say with a scratchy voice.


  He spins around and walks toward my bed quickly.


  “Carson. I am so sorry. I wish I had known you were here this whole time!” He speaks quietly, like he’s trying not to wake someone.


  “How? Why are you here?” I ask, still confused at what’s going on.


  “The police called me when they saw my text messages on your phone. They told me you’d been in an accident and needed to speak to me and requested I come to the hospital,” he explains quickly.


  That makes sense. The last thing I remember was asking the nurses to call the police and have them look at my texts. At least I know they’d done that.


  “Once I realized what was going on, I felt like such an asshole for being kind of a prick in the texts. I had no idea.” He stops for a moment and takes a deep breath. “I’m sorry about your friend, Carson. The police officers told me you lost her.”


  I turn my head away from him and take a deep breath. I don’t know if I’ll ever get used to the idea that she’s gone.


  “Kyler,” he whispers. I turn to him and give him a questioning look. “My name is Kyler.” I smile weakly at him.


  “I’m sorry, Kyler. Right now is not a good time to deal with anything other than what I already have on my plate. There apparently is a crazy man after me. You don’t need all this crazy in your life,” I say as strongly as I can.


  “Carson, I don’t know what it is about you, but I just can’t stay away. I was like crazy-stalker guy, blowing up your phone for weeks after I thought you blew me off. I like you. Like, a lot. Let me help you through this; if for no other reason than you needing a friend right now.” He gives me a small smirk.


  “Did you just friend-zone yourself, Kyler?” I chuckle but wince because it hurts.


  I turn and look into his beautiful blue eyes and something in me sort of melts. I trust this guy. He has kind eyes and although he’s totally hot, he just said he’d be my friend while I fight this battle. I need that in my life right now. Not a relationship, but a strong man who cares about me enough to step back and be nothing but my rock and my friend.


  “I definitely am not friend-zoning myself.” He smirks again. “But I do want to spend time with you and help you through this. Please let me.”


  “Thank you,” I say with the first genuine smile I’ve been able to manage in weeks. “You may be sorry you’re asking to suffer through this with me. I have a long road to full recovery. They are also still looking for the lunatic who did this and he’s now threatening me, which is awesome.” I trail off as I look out the window.


  “Who is this guy, Carson? The police really wouldn’t give me much detail. Do you know who it was?” he asks sheepishly, as though he’s afraid I’ll snap.


  “Remember the asshole at the bar that night? The one who I put in his place?” As soon as the words leave my mouth, Kyler jumps up and rubs his hands down his face.


  “Are you talking about Jerrod McCallister?” He looks at me with wide eyes. I can see the vein in his neck pulsing, and he is clenching his jaw hard enough to break teeth.


  I nod.


  “I’ll be right back,” Kyler tells me, and then storms out the door like his ass is on fire.


  That was odd. I don’t have time to wonder for long because just seconds later, Kyler is back with Detective Lopez, who must’ve been just outside my room.


  “Detective Lopez, I saw Jerrod McCallister this past weekend at The Beat, that bar near the wharf. He was with some of his buddies. Have you talked to them? I bet there is surveillance tape from that night so you can identify them,” Kyler spits out so quick it makes my head spin.


  I feel like I’m going to throw up. He’s still in Seattle! I would guess he would have fled, at the very least out of state! The idiot was still in the city? Well, it shouldn’t be that hard for them to find him then!


  “Excuse me. I have phone calls to make,” Detective Lopez says as he stalks out of the room.


  Kyler starts pacing back and forth and I can tell he’s on edge. “Carson, I’m so sorry. He was right in front of me just a few days ago. If I’d known what he did, I would’ve ripped his arms off!” I can see his face turning red, and he is clenching his fists so tight it makes me wonder if he can actually break his hand doing that.


  “Kyler, come here please,” I say calmly as I pat the bed beside me.


  He halts and walks over to me, squatting down so he’s face to face with me.


  “You didn’t know. If you had, you would’ve gotten yourself in trouble for killing him,” I joke, and he smiles.


  “Look, I’m exhausted and working damn hard to get out of this place. You go home and get some rest,” I urge gently.


  “All right, I am pretty tired. I’ll be back in the morning, though.” He reaches over, grabs a phone from the nightstand and places it on my stomach. “The police took your phone, so I ran down and got you a toss phone so you had a way to text me if you need anything. I already programmed my number into it. Keep that close to you, Carson. If you need me at all, you call or text me. Promise me,” he rumbles.


  “I promise. Now get outta here.” I give him a gentle shove with my good arm.


  He leans over and kisses my forehead before heading to the door. He turns the lights out, winks at me and closes the door behind him.


  As much as I want to sleep, I am terrified that Jerrod is going to come here. The detective told me earlier that they were going to post a guard outside my door, so I should feel safer but I don’t really. I’m nervous to be alone, especially at night. What if he shows up and the guard is asleep?


  I lie back on the bed and stare out the window. Maybe I should have the nurse give me something to make me sleep. I know that’s a bad idea, though, because I really am trying to get out of here and if they think I’m not ready, they’ll make me stay.
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  Kyler has come by a few times, and Pops and Landry visit me every day for the next week. I’m getting stronger now that I’m in physical therapy. My rehabilitation is definitely going to be long and painful. My shoulder was pretty messed up, and I will probably have to have at least one more surgery once I heal from this one.


  Three and a half weeks after the accident, I am finally discharged from the hospital. Kyler tells me he’ll pick me up. I make sure to call Pops so he knows I have a friend to take me home. I tell Pops to schedule the meeting with Lu’s attorney for some time soon so we can get it over with. I missed Lu’s funeral and I know that everything else has been on hold while I’ve been in the hospital. Pops has a few friends who have been helping him with Landry, but I know taking care of her has been hard on him.


  Although I’m terrified to even think about what the Will says, I know it needs to be done. Landry is an energetic 5-year-old and Pops is too old and has too much on his plate already. All I can do is keep my fingers crossed that if Lu didn’t leave Landry to me, that she left her to someone who lives close enough for me to see her often. I will be heartbroken if that little girl isn’t a part of my life.


  Lopez calls me right before I’m discharged to fill me in on how the investigation is going, which is nowhere. It seems Jerrod has basically disappeared into thin air. On one hand, that makes me happy because I haven’t heard from him. On the other hand, it pisses me off because that means he’s still out there, living his life, while Lu is gone and I’m a mess. The day I get to see that bastard behind bars will be a day of celebration! Lopez promises to update me with any new developments.


  Kyler picks me up from the hospital and takes me home. He pulls all my junk out of the back of his truck and starts bringing it up to my place. He nods for me to go ahead of him and refuses to let me help, of course. I open the door and allow him in, where he drops the first load and goes out for more. I hadn’t realized all the crap I had accumulated at the hospital. I guess over basically the month I was there, I had asked him, my neighbor Will and Pops to come to my place several times to get me things I needed.


  Once he has everything in, he shuts the door and flops down on the couch beside me. He grabs my hand and brings the back of it up to his mouth, kissing it gently.


  “I am so glad you are outta that damn hospital, Carson. I hate hospitals,” he says with a smile.


  “You and me both. If I never see another hospital for the rest of my life, I’ll be okay with that.” I laugh.


  My injuries are recovering nicely, although my shoulder may always bother me. I have three more weeks of physical therapy and then they’ll do another MRI to see if the surgery repaired everything. If it didn’t, I’ll need another one, and more therapy. I can only hope that my surgeon was a miracle worker and that I won’t have to go through that shit again.


  “So, Carson, what are your thoughts about me sleeping on the couch?” Kyler says with a stern look on his face.


  “Um, no. You’ve done enough for me the last few days; why would you want to stay the night here? I don’t need a babysitter,” I snap a little too harshly.


  He takes a deep breath and closes his eyes. I can tell he’s fighting a battle in there somewhere, and I’m not sure what to make of it.


  “Look, I am not comfortable with you being home alone until that psychopath is caught. I saw those texts he sent to you, Carson. He is crazy and has some weird obsession with you. I would feel a lot better if you’d let me stay. I promise to be on my best behavior.” He smirks and then winks.


  It hadn’t even registered yet that I’d be in this house all by myself tonight, and all nights thereafter. Although he is completely right, I really don’t want to interfere in his life more than I already am. I know he said he wants to be my friend, but does he really want to put that much effort into this? I mean at some point this will get tiring for him, especially if I end up with custody of Landry. What single guy wants a woman who has all of this on her plate?


  “Earth to Carson. Where’d you go?” He laughs.


  “Sorry,” I grumble. “I was just thinking about how much you probably don’t want to root yourself into my crazy life this much. Kyler, you don’t have to do this,” I offer timidly.


  “I know I don’t HAVE to. I want to. I told you I want to be there for you; to be your friend,” he says seriously.


  “Okay. You can stay, but you don’t have to sleep on the couch. I have a spare bedroom.” I point toward the hallway.


  “Sounds good to me,” he agrees as he turns and walks toward the room.


  “You hungry?” I ask.


  “I could eat,” he yells as he crosses the threshold into the guest room.


  I stroll into the kitchen and grab takeout menus. I haven’t been home in weeks, so there is no food in the house and I don’t feel like cooking anyway. That’s even weird for me to think. I love to cook. It’s always been my “thing.” I’m sure it’s just from my exhaustion. I’ll need to go shopping tomorrow.


  Pops calls and tells me he made the appointment with the attorney for tomorrow to do the Will reading. I can tell he’s anxious to get it over with. We’ve both been living on pins and needles when it comes to Landry’s custody.


  Kyler and I chat while we wait for the pizza to arrive. The conversation is forced and uncomfortable. There is an electrical current in the air, and I know that he probably doesn’t feel it like I do but damn, that man is sexy. I must be daydreaming because as I watch him eat his pizza, I see a smirk creep up on his face.


  “Just can’t take your eyes off me, huh?” he says smugly.


  “Actually, you have pizza sauce on your chin. Vain much?” I reply with a smirk of my own.


  “You just keep telling yourself that, beautiful. I know you’re attracted to me. I can see the desire in your eyes.” His voice is deep and low.


  “Is that so? Well, I can’t say that you’re hard on the eyes. Plus, I’ve seen you checkin’ out my ass. You want a piece of this and you know it,” I joke back with him.


  He smirks and lifts his eyebrow before replying. “You have no idea, sweetheart. Don’t think I’ve forgotten that whole ‘I can twist myself into a pretzel” comment from the night at The Friedmont. That’s definitely been an image I’ve thought of late at night while I’m all alone.” He chuckles when he sees that my face is bright red and I can’t meet his eyes. Holy shit!


  I decide to give him some of his own medicine. “Oh, I’m sure you haven’t forgotten. Your eyes about bulged out of your head when I said it.” I giggle.


  “Well, it’s not every day a beautiful woman tells you that she has some serious flexibility skills.” He pauses to grab another piece of pizza. “But seriously, Carson, in the short amount of time I’ve known you, I think we’ve hit it off. I know that your life is crazy right now, but I’m not going anywhere. I feel this pull to you that I’ve never felt to anyone else. I know that sounds weird since we haven’t really known each other all that long, but it’s true.” He looks uncomfortable now. I’m totally shocked at his words.


  “Look, Kyler, I like you. You’re a good guy, and I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t seriously attracted to you. I feel that pull you’re talking about. But my life is so complicated right now. I’m afraid to drag you into it,” I tell him gently.


  He smirks again before replying, “Why don’t you let me worry about that.” He gets up, walks around the table and leans over so his face is just inches from mine. “I’m going to kiss you now, Carson,” he says as he slowly moves his mouth toward mine. My breath catches and I feel like my heart is going to stop. When his lips touch mine, I’m in Heaven. They are smooth and gentle, but quickly become more intense when I open to him. He takes full advantage and deepens the kiss.


  When he pulls back slowly, he rests his forehead against mine. “Now, tell me that wasn’t perfect.” He smirks.


  “Perfect,” I whisper. I grab the back of his head and pull his lips back to mine, moaning when he gently pulls my body toward him. I flinch at the contact because my ribs are still sore. He pulls back quickly.


  “Shit, I’m so sorry. I got carried away,” he pants.


  “It’s okay. I’m fine. Just still sore obviously,” I say with a smile.


  Kyler takes a step back from me but never takes his eyes off mine. “Yeah, I think I need a cold shower.” He laughs while looking down at the obvious bulge in his jeans. He starts to walk away but only gets a few steps before he turns back to me. “Mark my words, Carson. One of these days, you will be mine,” he states with complete seriousness.


  I smile at him because I know he’s serious, and I hope he’s right. Someday.


  He heads off to the bathroom, while I start loading dishes into the dishwasher. I think we both need a minute to get ourselves in check. I want him so bad my heart is racing, and I’m sure my skin is flushed. I can totally see a future with him. I know that’s weird since we don’t know each other all that well, but I know I’ve never really felt this way about anyone before. Not even Chris. It’s electric when we are in the same room.


  “So, Carson, what are your plans for tomorrow, besides your friend’s Will reading?” he asks casually, scaring the shit out of me.


  “Holy hell! Don’t sneak up on a person like that. Give me a damn heart attack,” I say with humor. “Well, I need to go grocery shopping first. I need to call Jack at the Friedmont and talk to him about my last paycheck. I’m obviously not going back there, so I need him to mail me my check.” I grab a pen and note pad and sit back down at the table to make a list of the things I need to get done. “I need to pay bills, too. That should be fun.” I chuckle. I had called the debtors of the few bills I had and explained the situation. They had all given me a 30-day extension. My landlord had been wonderful and just said to get ahold of him when I got out of the hospital and we’d figure it out.


  “How about after you do the Will stuff, I take you to get groceries. No offense, but Pops doesn’t really look all that tough. If Jerrod should happen to be following you and sees you at the store by yourself…” He trails off and I can see the vein in his neck pulse again. That’s his giveaway on how mad he is. That vein is fierce. He doesn’t hide his emotions well. They are written all over his face…and neck.


  “Kyler, you can’t follow me around all the time. I’m sure you have a life. I’ll be fine. Believe it or not, I’m pretty tough. I’ve taken self-defense courses and kickboxing classes for many, many years and could probably kick your ass if need be,” I say with a smirk.


  “Well, bad-ass Carson, that may be so, but you don’t usually have a jacked-up shoulder, still-healing ribs, and been lying in bed for most of 4 weeks. You’re weak right now. It’s not a big deal for me to hang out with you,” he replies nonchalantly.


  “So, what, you don’t work? I thought you didn’t want me to judge you for what you do for a living,” I ask cautiously, now completely interested in what he actually does for a living.


  He chuckles and responds, “I work, Carson. I’m a business owner.”


  “Okay, now it’s time for the mystery crap to stop. What kind of business do you own?” I respond.


  He looks uncomfortable for a second, glancing around like he’s trying to decide what to say. “Well, I own a couple actually. So, in being a business owner and ‘the boss’ I get to set my own work schedule.” He once again skates around the actual question.


  “That didn’t answer my question, Kyler. What kind of businesses do you own? You seem to be avoiding answering,” I say a little more forcefully.


  “I’m not avoiding answering. I’m just trying to figure out the best way to explain.” He pans as he rubs his hand through his hair and grabs the back of his neck.


  “Spit it out. It can’t be that bad,” I tell him hesitantly. I’m beginning to fear his answer.


  He takes a deep breath and finally answers my question. “My full name is Kyler James Richards. I own Richards Marine Systems.” He looks at me, waiting for my response.


  “Okay. What does Richards Marine Systems do?” I question him.


  “Wait. You’ve never heard of it?” he asks with a smile.


  “Um, no. Should I have? My laptop is right over there, so I can Google you since I now know your full name, I guess.” I get up and head toward the table.


  “No, wait. Don’t do that,” he spits out quickly, darting to grab my laptop before I reach it. “I want you to know the real me, not the ‘Kyler Richards’ you’ll get from Google or any other website. They don’t always paint a flattering picture of me. I already told you I’ve dated but nothing serious. They’ve made me sound like a playboy with a different girl every night. I already told you that’s not the case.”


  “So, let’s hear it, Kyler. Tell me about you,” I say quietly.


  “Richards Marine Systems was started by my father, James Richards, when I was a baby. He died of a heart attack when I was in college and left it jointly to my mother and me. My mother refused to let me become the CEO until I finished college and once I did, she happily stepped away and signed it all over to me. She never wanted to be a corporate businesswoman but had thrown herself into the business after dad died. Mostly I think because she needed something to keep her busy and avoid her grief, but also so I could finish college and then come home to take over. Richards Marine Systems builds ships. Fishing vessels mostly.” He stops and takes a sip of the wine he poured during the beginning of this conversation. He looks at me for my reaction, but I don’t really know what to say. I know nothing about his company or boats.


  “So, why would that be so hard for you to tell me? I don’t understand, Kyler,” I say, confusion written all over my face.


  “RMS is a multimillion-dollar company, Carson, and its only part of what I do. I also own a chain of seafood markets in Washington and Oregon, and the fishing boats that do the fishing and crabbing,” Kyler responds.


  “Okay, so again, I don’t understand why you would be skeptical about telling me…” I don’t even get the last word out before it dawns on me that he didn’t want to tell me because he didn’t want me to only date him because of his money. I hold my hand up to stop him because I can tell he is about to start explaining his side.


  “I get it. Believe me, I totally get it.” I shake my head as I get up and head toward my room. I should just tell him about my family, but in that moment I realize that he saw me as a young college student, bartending to make ends meet, and didn’t want me to latch on to him because he’s wealthy. It pisses me off, but at the same time, I do understand.


  “Carson, wait. Don’t jump to conclusions,” he says, and I stop before I reach my bedroom door. “I don’t trust easily because of the power money can have over people. It was the reason I didn’t tell you who I was or what I did for a living in the beginning. I wanted you to get to know me before you knew I was wealthy,” he shyly replies.


  I take a few steps toward him and look him in the eye. “Kyler, I come from a very affluent southern family. I really do get it. I just never thought I’d have someone think of me as a person who would latch onto some rich guy for his money. If it makes you feel any better, I have a trust fund that would support me for the rest of my life that I haven’t touched since the day I left home.” I turn back around and start toward my bedroom. “I’m tired, Kyler. I think I’ll take a nap.”


  I finish walking to my room and shut the door behind me. Lying down on my bed, I close my eyes; realizing sleep is not going to happen. I understand why Kyler didn’t want me to know about his money. He is right. It’s hard to know when someone is with you for the right reasons when you come from money.


  I know in my heart Chris was with me because of my last name, my career path and his family. I don’t know if we ever really loved each other or if it was the idea of loving each other that kept us together. It still hurts to think of all the time I wasted with him. Sometimes I wonder what happened to him and Jenna. I wonder if they are together, happily married with at least one child. It hurts to think about them, but I’m pretty sure it’s because I miss both their friendships. They were once my best friends. I think losing Lu made me realize that. I lie silently for what feels like minutes, but when I turn toward the clock I realize it’s been almost an hour since I retreated to hide.


  I can hear Kyler moving around in my apartment. I’m not sure what he’s doing, but I should go out and apologize to him. He’s right to want to protect himself. The pain of knowing someone is only with you for what you can do for them is horrible.


  I open the door to my room and walk out into the living room area. Kyler is sitting on my couch, his laptop on the coffee table, and he is typing away.


  “I’m sorry,” I apologize, causing him to jump. I giggle slightly that I scared him. “I, if anyone, understand what it’s like to worry that someone is only with you for what your name or money can do for them. I shouldn’t have been hurt by you not telling me. It just hits a little closer to home than I’ve had to think about in a long time.” I take a deep breath and continue. “I found out on my wedding day that my fiancé had been sleeping with my cousin, who was also my best friend, and she was pregnant with his child. My parents knew and chose not to tell me for fear that it would cause a commotion in their perfect little clique of upper-crust friends. That was more important to them than me marrying someone who was already unfaithful and not in love with me to begin with.”


  I can feel my throat closing, and I don’t know how much more I can say before I break down. “I left my wedding after confronting them all in the parking lot, packed my bags and left. I haven’t seen or spoken to any of them since,” I conclude as the tears start to fall. I turn to walk back to my room and feel his hand on my arm. I stop and turn halfway toward him, unable to look him in the eye.


  “Carson, look at me,” he commands forcefully. I turn my eyes toward his and when they meet, I don’t see pity like I expect. I see understanding and warmth. He grabs my hand and holds on to it.


  “Whoever this guy was that you were going to marry is an idiot. You are beautiful, smart, and driven. In just the small amount of time we’ve had over the past couple of months, I could already see all those things about you. I’m sorry your parents are so self-absorbed that they put their own needs before yours. Sounds like you are better off without that in your life.” I take a deep breath as I listen to him continue. “You do know this is their doing, and not your fault. Right?” he asks.


  “Look, Kyler. I appreciate what you’re trying to do. Really. But I know in my heart that the outcome of that day, no matter how upsetting at the time, was what was best for me. If I hadn’t found out about his cheating, I’d have married a man who was screwing my cousin-slash-best friend and having a baby with her. If I hadn’t found out my parents knew and were keeping it from me, I’d probably still be living there, being a puppet to my mother’s wishes. I know that part wasn’t my fault. It doesn’t make it hurt any less.” I take a deep breath to continue but he shakes his head to stop me.


  “I know we don’t know each other very well, but I can tell you have a heart of gold yet are tough as nails. I saw the way you handled the guys at the bar the night I saw you working.” He moves closer to me and puts his hands on my hips. “I’ve heard the passion and drive in your voice when we’ve spoken on the phone about your love of cooking and your desire to open your own restaurant. I know you better than you think I do. You’re strong, Carson.”


  I pull my hand out of his and reach up to touch his cheek. “Thank you for saying that,” I whisper. He grabs the hand at his face again and kisses my palm.


  “You don’t have to thank me. I’m just stating the truth,” he says with a smile. “Come on. It’s getting late and you need to rest.” He quickly grabs my hand and leads me toward my room. “Get your pjs on and I’ll get the medicine you need to take before bed,” he states as he lets go of my hand and heads toward the kitchen.


  I pull on a pair of shorts and am trying to get the damn tank top on but my shoulder is killing me. I stupidly put my good arm in first and I should’ve started with the bad one. Now I can’t lift it enough to get my arm through. I hear what almost sounds like a growl and turn quickly to see Kyler standing in the doorway with his mouth open, medicine in one hand and glass of water in the other. I realize in that instant that I’m standing in front of him with my boobs pretty much hanging out because I can’t get the tank top on. I grunt in pain and turn away from him quickly. I stand stock-still for a second; trying to decide how to handle the fact that he just saw my boobs. I feel a hand grab my tank top and stretch it down far enough that I can get my other arm through, and then he slowly slides the tank top down my stomach. I feel his breath on my neck and hear him take in a deep breath like he’s smelling my hair.


  “I’m sorry,” he spits out quickly, sounding out of breath. “I didn’t realize you were still changing. I should’ve knocked before coming in.”


  “It’s okay, you didn’t know. Thanks for helping me get that situation worked out.” I half-giggle. He chuckles behind me and I relax, thankful that it no longer feels awkward.


  He turns to leave but stops at the door, looking back over his shoulder as I’m climbing into bed. “Your pills are on your nightstand. Don’t forget to take them or you probably won’t get any sleep.” He turns to go again.


  “Kyler!” I shout a little too loudly. He stops and turns to me. “Thank you for everything. I know you don’t have to be here, so thank you for helping me,” I say quietly.


  He stands still for a second too long and I think he’s going to respond. Instead, he just nods and leaves quickly, shutting the door behind him.


  I lie in bed for a while thinking about what I’m going to do next. Tomorrow, I’ll find out what is going to happen with Landry. After I know for sure, I’ll need to start making decisions on what to do about either getting a new job, or just waiting until I can get the land to start my restaurant. I need to get back in touch with my realtor and find out if that property I was supposed to go see the day after the accident is still available. For some reason, that property and how excited Lu and I were to go see it makes it feel like the right property for me.


  I’m finally drifting off to sleep when I hear my bedroom door open. I open one eye because that’s all I can muster and he chuckles when he sees me peeking.


  “I just wanted to check on you. Goodnight, beautiful.” He walks to the edge of my bed, leans down and kisses my forehead. I close my eyes.
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  I’m startled awake and my immediate reaction is confusion. I look around the room and it takes me a second to remember I’m home in my own bed finally. I hear Kyler's voice coming from my living room and start to sit up when there’s a knock on my bedroom door. I pull the blankets up over my chest and yell, “Come in.”


  The door opens slowly and Kyler pokes his head in as I start to yawn. “Morning, sleepy head.” He chuckles. “You need to get up and get ready, babe. The appointment with the attorney is today,” he reminds me somberly. It doesn’t escape my notice that he called me ‘babe’. I think I like that. A lot. “Your friend’s dad called your phone. Sorry, I figured it was important so I answered it. He said he’d be here in about 30 minutes.” I start to get out of bed but stop, remembering I’m in a tiny tank top and short-shorts. He sees that I’m uncomfortable and smiles.


  “I went and got coffee and muffins this morning while you were still asleep. Get ready and then I’ll feed you,” he says as he closes the door.


  Moving as quickly as my sore body will allow, I get up and attempt to get in the shower. I realize only seconds after turning the water on that I need help getting my shirt off. I open the bathroom door and stick my head out, yelling Kyler’s name. He comes down the hall toward the bathroom door with a confused look on his face.


  “I’m sorry, but can you help me get this tank top off. I’ll turn around so we don’t have a repeat of the boob-flashing incident,” I say, giggling. His face is serious and makes me nervous. “It’s okay if you don’t want to. I’m sure I can manage,” I hedge quietly as I start to shut the door. He puts his hand out to stop it and pushes the door back open. I turn my back to him and he reaches for the bottom of my tank top, lifting it up to my shoulders so I can pull my good arm out. He stretches the tank over my bad shoulder and down so I can slide my arm out. He drops the tank to the floor and I can feel his body directly behind me.


  “Carson, you are so beautiful,” he whispers against my neck as he puts his hands on my hips. A wave of need rushes through me and I turn toward him, looking him directly in the eye. He looks at my eyes for a second, almost pleadingly, and then drops his eyes to my chest. His pupils are dilated and he takes a deep breath before returning his eyes to mine. “Carson.”


  He exhales as he pushes his body against mine, placing his hands on my lower back. I look up and am lost the instant his lips touch mine. He runs one hand across my cheek and then pushes his hand through to the back of my hair, pulling my lips harder into his. His other hand comes up and caresses my breast, pinching just enough to make me gasp but not enough to hurt. He takes advantage of my open mouth, running his tongue along my bottom lip. All too soon, his hand drops from my breast, and his lips pull back from mine. He presses his forehead against mine, closes his eyes and takes a deep breath. I don’t know that I’ll ever get use to this man’s ability to take my breath away. I swear it’s like his mouth was molded to be a perfect fit for mine.


  “As much as I wish we could make this last a little longer, he will be here in 20 minutes. You need to get ready,” he says while adjusting the front of his pants. I smile and roll my eyes.


  “You’re right. I’ll just jump in the shower and be out in a second,” I respond quickly, realizing I need to hurry. I drop my shorts and start to step into the shower when I hear Kyler mumble something. I turn and see him staring at my ass. I wink at him and shut the shower curtain.


  “That’s just mean, Carson,” I hear him say as he closes the door behind him. I giggle to myself. After not having sex for so long, I might just be a virgin again. I want him like I’ve never wanted anyone in my life. He oozes sex. I wash my hair as quickly as I can one-handed and start to wash my body when I realize the throbbing between my legs isn’t going to go away until I do something about it. I slowly rub my hand down my body, then my middle finger through my center. It’s so sensitive that I moan without realizing it and within seconds hear the door open to the bathroom. I pull my hand away quickly and push the curtain back enough to see Kyler’s head stuck through the gap in the door.


  “What are you doing, Carson?” He smirks. Shit. He heard me moan. He had to have been outside the door to hear that!


  “Nothing, perv. Get out. I’m trying to shower. You’re gonna make me late.” I jerk the curtain shut and hear him chuckle as he shuts the door. Guess I’ll have to take care of that later.


  I rinse off and quickly get out of the shower. Drying off as much as possible, I wrap the towel around me and open the door to head to my room but run straight into Kyler who is still smirking.


  “Ahh…go away!” I say as I try to walk past him. He chuckles again and asks, “What were you doing in there, Carson?” as he grabs my good arm and pulls me back against his body. I can feel his erection in my back and it makes the throbbing worse. He leans down and whispers into my ear, “Where you touching yourself in there, baby?” He starts kissing my neck and shoulder and my body turns to pure liquid. I lean my head back against his chest.


  “Yes,” I whisper. I feel him smile against my skin and then he kisses behind my ear one more time before letting me go.


  “Go get dressed quickly, Carson. I only have so much restraint.” He pats my ass, gently pushing me toward my room. I don’t look back because I’m afraid I’ll rip this towel off and attack him. What the hell has gotten into me!?! I can’t keep this up. After this appointment today, my whole world is going to change in one way or another. I don’t want to drag Kyler into that, even if he wants me to.


  I pick a loose-fitting blouse that is easy for me to get on and a pair of dress slacks. It’s stuffy lawyer attire. I apply a little powder to my face and mascara to my eyes. I realize my hair is soaking wet, but I don’t have time to dry it or the ability to put it up.


  I run out of the bathroom just in time to hear the knock at the door. I open it and Pops is standing there in a suit, looking solemn.


  “Hi, Pops,” I greet as I kiss his cheek. “This is Ky. Ky, this is Pops. Come in and sit down. I gotta run next door but it’ll only take a second.” I see the smirk on Kyler’s face that I didn’t give his full name. I give him a little smile before I ease back down the hallway.


  I knock on Will’s door. Within seconds, he throws it open and starts to grab me up but I stop him.


  “Will, I need your help real quick.” I grab his hand and pull him back to my apartment. “I can’t do my hair and I have an appointment I have to leave for like right now. Can you put my hair up for me real quick-like?” I spew as we basically run toward my bathroom. Both Pops and Kyler look concerned as I drag my poor neighbor in.


  “I got you girl.” He immediately starts putting my hair into a simple French twist, and a couple bobby pins later, we’re done. I hug him, tell him we’ll talk soon and basically shove him out the door. Kyler looks at me like he wants to ask but doesn’t. He just nods as Pops and I head out the door. I love having a gay hairdresser friend living next door. He’s a great guy and an even greater friend.


  I turn at the door and look back at Kyler. “Thank you for your help last night and this morning. You know that I can have Pops take me to the grocery store if you have other things to do,” I say quickly. I don’t want him to feel like he has to babysit me.


  He takes a deep breath and shakes his head. “I’m not going anywhere, Carson. I’ll be here when you get back and then I’ll take you grocery shopping,” he replies, almost sadly. I nod and close the door behind me. He’s bound and determined to stick around. That makes me smile.
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  Pops and I make small talk on the way to the attorney’s office. I ask about Landry and he tells me how she’s been doing in school now that she’s a kindergartener. When I ask where she is today, he explains that he has a “lady friend” who lives in his building and is watching her. Says she is real good with Landry and is even learning to sign.


  We pull up in front of the building and Pops grabs my hand before we exit the car.


  “Carson, I want you to know that no matter what the Will says, we will fight for her. Luanne never told me who Landry’s dad is, but I know she knew his name. I don’t know if she would leave custody of Landry to a man who doesn’t even know about her or not. If she did, we will fight for her.” I feel the tears coming but swallow the lump in my throat. I’d never even considered that Lu would leave Landry to her dad. That opens up a whole new can of worms. That is a fight we would not win. He is her biological father, after all. He would win unless he’s a drug addict or convicted felon, and even then our odds are sketchy.


  All of sudden, I’m terrified to go inside. We slowly make our way into the right office and the receptionist informs us that Mr. Clark will be with us shortly. We take a seat in the waiting room and Pops grabs my hand, giving it a slight squeeze. “It’ll be okay, Carson. Breathe,” he whispers. I take in and let out a deep breath, hoping it calms my nerves.


  “Mr. Jackson, Ms. Breaux, nice to meet you.” A man I’m assuming is Mr. Clark reaches out to shake Pops’ hand and then mine. He has kind eyes, and I can tell he is a good man.


  “Why don’t we go to the conference room so we can get started,” he offers, ushering us through double doors into a large room with a large table and lots of chairs.


  “Have a seat,” he says and starts moving papers around, picking up files and rearranging the contents.


  He finally settles, looks up and speaks.


  “Luanne was very secretive about her wishes. Her Will is very vague, just leaving everything she owns, and her life insurance, to her daughter Landry, to be held in trust until she reaches the age of 21.” He pauses and it gives me a second to take in the fact that the Will was done after Landry’s birth. I exhale the breath I didn’t realize I was holding. He continues. “Luanne left sealed letters to you two, stating in her Will that the letters would explain all of her wishes. There is a third sealed letter with no name on it. She said that your letters will explain the third and who it is to go to.”


  He pauses for another second, searching through the folder in front of him. “Here we go. Carson, here is yours.” He hands me an envelope with Lu’s handwriting of my name on the front of it. The tears start immediately and I can hardly breathe. I close my eyes and try to control my racing heart. Pops reaches over and takes my hand into his. “And this one is yours, Mr. Jackson,” he says as he hands Pops his letter. I look over at him and see the tears rolling down his face. He takes a deep breath and rips his envelope open, wasting no time.


  I look at the envelope in my hand and am terrified to open it. I know this letter is going to change my life forever. I slowly run my finger under the flap of the envelope, separating the two ends. I pull the letter from the envelope and unfold it. The second my eyes take in the writing, I close them, saying a small prayer that what is in this letter is good news.


  


  My dearest friend Carson,


  


  If you are reading this letter, I am gone. It even feels weird to write that. You will never know how much I value your friendship, Car. You came into my life at a time that I was so low I didn’t know what I would do. I was terrified to have a baby on my own, but you made me realize how strong I was and that I could do it alone, but that I wouldn’t have to because you would be there through it all. No words can ever explain how much that meant to me. Then when Landry got sick and it eventually took her hearing, YOU were my rock. You pushed me to get up every day and be strong. You’ve loved Landry like your own since the day she was born. You’ve lived your life around us for all these years, and I could never thank you enough. I love you, Carson, like the sister I never had. With that said, please keep that in mind when I tell you the rest.


  My last request to you is this: I need you to go to Landry’s dad and tell him about her. Give him the opportunity I didn’t when I chose not to tell him about her. I know it’s shitty that I’m leaving this on your shoulders. He deserves to know her and have a choice in being a part of her life. I am leaving guardianship of Landry to you, Carson. I know you will love her like your own and support her lovingly her entire life. But please, give him a chance to know her. It won’t be hard to find him, and that’s the reason I never told you his name. Landry’s father is Kyler Richards, one of the richest bachelors in Seattle.


  


  I can feel the tears spilling down my face. I gasp, drop the letter and stand quickly. I need air. I can’t breathe. I feel Pops’ hand on my shoulder and I turn to him, seeing tears rolling down his face, as well.


  “Carson, we will be okay. I will go with you to find him if you want me to,” Pops whispers. He doesn’t realize the man he just met in my apartment, the man who has been helping me recover, is Kyler, Landry’s dad.


  “I have to finish the letter,” I whisper as I bend down to pick it up off the floor. I take a deep breath and continue.


  


  Please do this for me, Carson. If Kyler wants nothing to do with her, then that is his decision, a decision I didn’t give him a chance to make before. If he doesn’t want a relationship with her, I’m granting full custody of Landry to you.


  I will never be able to repay you for taking care of my baby girl now that I’m gone. Please don’t let her forget me, and please always remind her how much I love her and wanted her in my life. Show her my pictures. Tell her our stories (age appropriate, of course) ;) Make sure she knows I will always watch over her…and you. Take care of each other.


  


  I love you,


  Lu


  


  I don’t even attempt to stop the tears that are falling or the sobs that are racking my body. I’m shaking all over and am unable to control the urge to scream. I feel myself falling back to the chair but can do nothing to stop it. I feel like I’m losing Lulu all over again. I curl into myself and close my eyes, praying I’ll open them to find this has all been just a bad dream. Please, let this all be a bad dream. I don’t know how long it is before I feel hands on my face and know its Pops. I open my eyes and look up at him as tears pour down his face. I sit up straight and pull him into my arms as best as I can with one arm.


  We sit there for a few minutes before it dawns on me that I’ve just had a mental breakdown in front of this attorney who I don’t know. I turn to where Mr. Clark was sitting but realize he has left the room and let Pops and me deal with our grief in private.


  “Pops, I know Kyler. I met him a couple weeks before the accident. That was him at my apartment when you picked me up,” I say quickly before I can change my mind about telling him.


  He pulls back and looks at me, stunned. “You’re dating Landry’s dad?” he whispers.


  I don’t know how to respond to that. We aren’t officially dating. We are friends, but over the past 24 hours, we’ve made out and he’s seen me naked. Not a conversation I wanna have with Pops.


  “We are friends,” I answer finally. I walk to the window that overlooks the park across the street.


  “How am I going to tell him this?” I ask no one in particular. My mind starts to freak out with questions. He was at the bar Lulu and I worked at. He saw us dancing! Did he know I was friends with a woman he had a one-night stand with? She said they’d been drinking when they got together. That night at the bar, she said she’d run into him and he hadn’t recognized her. Did he ever run into Landry and Pops at the hospital while I was there? Has he already seen his daughter?
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  Pops drives me home and stops in front of my apartment. We didn’t talk the whole way home. I don’t really know what to say or do. I have the letter Lulu wrote to Kyler in my purse, but I’m not sure I want to give it to him now. Do I tell him and then give him the letter, or do I just give him the letter and let him find out by reading it? If I knew what the letter said, it’d be easier for me to decide. I turn toward Pops and grab his hand.


  “I don’t know if I can tell him today, Pops. I need to process all of this and decide how best to tell him,” I state and Pops nods.


  “Car, I can be with you when you tell him if you think it’ll be easier,” he says timidly. I know he doesn’t want to be witness to it but is trying to be strong for me. He’s been through enough. He doesn’t need to deal with this, too.


  “No, Pops. I can do this. I just need to figure out the best way to handle it.” I squeeze his hand as I open the door. “I’ll call you after I tell him so you know what to expect.” I get out and close the door, but lean back in the open window. “It will only be a day or two, Pops, and once I’ve told him, I want us to sit Landry down and explain that she’s coming to live with me. I just need a day or two to get this figured out, get her room ready and we’ll go from there.” I see his face lighten. I know he loves Landry, but he is too old to be raising a rambunctious 5-year-old alone. Plus, I know the past few weeks have taken a toll on him and his health. He looks exhausted. I blow him a kiss, as he smiles and drives away.


  As I’m coming up the stairs to my apartment, the door opens and Kyler steps out with a smile on his face. His smile quickly changes when he sees the state I’m in. He closes the distance between us and in that moment, I just need him to comfort me. I will figure out a way to tell him, but right now, I need to be in his arms. I don’t hesitate for a second when he wraps his arms around me and pulls me to his chest. He is going to hate me for not telling him immediately, but I just need to wrap my head around what just happened. My anxiety about the situation gets the best of me and I pull away long before I’m ready to let him go.


  “Are you okay, babe?” he asks timidly.


  “No. But give me a little time to figure things out and we’ll talk. Right now, I need you to hold me in those big strong arms and tell me that everything will work itself out.” I feel him pull my body back into his. He places his chin on top of my head and squeezes me tight to him, making me squeal with pain.


  “Shit. Sorry.” He chuckles.


  He walks us over to the couch and we sit down, him never really breaking the physical bond between us. We sit there for what seems like minutes, but I know is way longer due to the fact that my arm that is around him is asleep and I’m pretty sure I’m drooling on his chest. I pull my head back and look up at him. I can see the concern on his face and know that he truly cares for me. What is this going to do to him? Is he going to hate me?


  I know that I can’t keep this from him any longer. He has a right to know. If he gets mad and never speaks to me again, I’ll just have to accept that. Not telling him about Landry was not my decision.


  “Kyler, I need to tell you something that is going to probably piss you off like you’ve never been pissed off before,” I start quietly. “Before I tell you, I need for you to know that I did not know this information until today. I had no idea.” I shake my head and place my hand on his chest, pushing softly so I can sit up straight and look him in the eyes.


  I can see the confusion on his face. He has no idea I’m about to blow up his perfectly planned life.


  “Kyler, does the name Luanne Jackson ring a bell at all?” I ask him.


  He looks confused for a second and then says, “Sort of. If it’s the same girl I’m thinking of, I met her a few years ago through mutual friends. We went out once, didn’t really hit it off. Why?”


  “Remember the night you saw me dancing after I got off work? Patrón night?” I ask with a nervous giggle that almost comes out as a sob.


  “Yeah, I remember,” he answers, smirking.


  “Did you even realize that I was dancing with Luanne?” I ask.


  “Carson, to tell you the truth, I don’t know that I could pick Luanne out of a line-up. Like I said, we went out once a long time ago. We both drank a little too much that night. I’ll leave it at that. I had no idea that Luanne was the woman you were dancing with that night. Actually, she could probably walk up to me right now…” He stops and his eyes go wide. I can see it in his expression that his brain is working overtime.


  “Carson, is your Lulu who died in the accident…is that Luanne?” he asks quietly.


  I can’t speak, so I just shake my head in the affirmative. I hear him take a deep breath and look up just in time to watch him close his eyes, put his head down and grab the back of his neck. I don’t say anything for a minute, giving him time to process that I know Lulu and that she is the best friend I lost in the accident.


  “Kyler, that’s not all,” I whisper. I know I need to tell him, but I can’t even look at him because what I’m about to say will alter his entire world.


  He looks up at me with sadness in his eyes. I know he is sad for me because I lost my best friend.


  “There is no other way for me to say this than to just spit it out. Just keep in mind that today is when I found out all of this. Today,” I reiterate as I reach over and grab his hand, squeezing it tightly, and close my eyes. Here we go.


  “Luanne has a daughter, Kyler. Lulu gave me guardianship of her,” I spit out quickly before I change my mind. I feel his hand pull back a bit but he doesn’t let go, so I continue. “Her name is Landry, she’s 5 years old, and she’s deaf.” I open my eyes and look at him, needing to see his reaction for the next part. “And she’s yours,” I basically whisper, but I know he heard me because he jerks his hand out of mine, stands up quickly and looks like I just slapped him in the face.


  “What the fuck did you just say?” he growls.


  I don’t respond because I assume it’s a rhetorical question. He heard me, or he wouldn’t have reacted that way. I look up to see his face is beet-red, his hands are clenched at his sides and the vein in his neck is pulsing.


  “You have a daughter, Kyler. Her name is Landry,” I say calmly. The cat is out of the bag. No sense in trying to beat around the bush about it. I brought it to the forefront and it’s time to deal with it.


  He looks at me for a second, paces back and forth for several minutes and then bolts for the door, mumbling that he needs to go. He slams it on his way out, knocking a picture from the wall. It shatters as it hits the ground.


  I stand stock-still in my kitchen, trying to process all that just happened. I knew he’d be upset but I didn’t think he’d run out. Eventually, I walk over to the broken picture and pick it up. It’s the picture of Lulu and me from our trip to Seaside a couple years ago. We’re lying on the beach, drinks in hand, smiling at the stranger who volunteered to take the picture for us.


  I sit down on the floor and hold the picture to my chest. I miss her so much. I miss talking to her, joking with her, and spending time with her and Landry. My heart feels like it is being ripped out of my chest. I don’t think I’ve ever been so heartbroken in my life. My best friend is gone. I feel my chest tighten, the breath leaves my lungs and I can’t take in enough air. My shoulder starts to throb and my jaw tightens. Holy shit, I’m having a heart attack. I reach for my phone, dialing 9-1-1, but never even hear the dispatcher say anything before everything goes black.
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  I wake up in the hospital. I have an IV in one arm and my head is killing me. I look around my room but it is empty. I reach over and push the button to call the nurse. A minute later, the door opens and an older lady in nurse scrubs walks in.


  “There you are. You had us worried. How are you feeling?” she asks with a smile on her face.


  “What happened?” I croak out. It’s then I realize my throat is seriously dry and I feel like I haven’t drank anything in days. “Water, please,” I manage to get out. She hands me a cup of ice chips and I fill my mouth with them, sucking the liquid and soothing my parched throat.


  “You had what we are pretty sure was a massive panic attack, passed out and hit your head pretty hard. You have a concussion,” I hear her say as she starts to walk out of the room. “I’ll be right back; gonna get your nausea medicine.”


  I look around the room and notice a clock at the opposite end. It’s 2:27 a.m. That means I have been out for half a day. It was early afternoon the last time I took notice. I reach over, grab the phone and start to dial before it dawns on me that I’d be waking up Pops and Landry if I call. I set the phone down on the receiver and decide to wait till morning. The last thing Pops needs right now is me waking him up in the middle of the night to tell him I’m in the hospital again. He has enough on his plate.


  The nurse returns with a syringe minutes later, and I watch as she inserts it into my IV. This is the second concussion I’ve had in six weeks, so I know that’s the cause of the nausea and massive headache. The medicine she administers is for the nausea but it takes only minutes to knock me out.


  When I wake up, it’s light outside. I look at the clock and realize it’s almost lunchtime. Damn, that shot must’ve had some strong shit in it. I reach for the phone and dial Pops’ number. He answers on the first ring.


  “Hello,” I hear on the other end.


  “Pops. It’s me,” I reply.


  “Carson! Oh, thank God. I’ve been trying to get a hold of you. Why haven’t you been answering your phone?” I hear the panic in his voice and immediately feel bad.


  “I’m sorry, Pops. It’s stupid, really. I told Kyler yesterday and he stormed out. I had a panic attack, which I thought was a heart attack and ended up in the hospital. I’m sorry I freaked you out. I’m fine,” I spew out quickly.


  “Oh, Car, you should’ve told me you were telling him. You needed support and didn’t have it. I’m so sorry I wasn’t there,” he quickly says and I can hear the pain in his voice.


  “Pops, stop it. I knew it was time and just went with it. He didn’t take it well and stormed out. I don’t know if he came back because I don’t think it was that long later that I called 9-1-1. We need to just give him time,” I sadly reply. “We need to give him some time to absorb what I laid on him yesterday. It’s not every day a woman you barely know but are starting to become friends with informs you that you have a 5-year-old deaf daughter and that her best friend is the mother and passed away in a car accident,” I blurt out. I know this is hard for him, too, but I’m exhausted and cranky.


  “Look, Pops, I’m fine. I’ll probably be here till late this afternoon when the doc comes in and tells me what I can and can’t do and then releases me. I’ll call you when I get home. I love you,” I say quickly and hang up.


  I push the phone away and roll onto my side. My head is killing me and I feel the nausea setting in again. I try my best to go to sleep, but realize quickly the pain is too much and I push the nurse’s button. She responds quickly, coming in with what I only assume is more pain meds and nausea medicine. She smiles at me sweetly as she administers the meds, but I don’t smile back because I’m so exhausted I don’t even have the energy for that much.
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  When I wake again, it’s starting to get dark and I push the nurse button. She responds a few minutes later and asks how I’m feeling.


  “I’m better. Has the doctor been by? I’d like to go home.”


  “He did come by. He said that once you were awake and ready, we could release you. Do you feel up to going home?” she asks happily.


  “Yes. I want to go home,” I respond firmly. I’ve had enough of hospitals to last my whole life.


  “Okay then. I’ll get all your paperwork done and your meds ready and we’ll get you out of here. Do you have anyone to pick you up, or should we call you a cab?” she asks cautiously.


  “No, I’ll take a cab home. It would be great if you could call them to pick me up,” I say with all the courage I can muster. It dawns on me that the one person I have leaned on for the past 5 years is gone. Pops has Landry to worry about till I get my head on straight, and Kyler is no longer an option. I could call Will, but I figure I’ll just fill him in later.


  “Sure thing, sweetie. I’ll call them now and get your paperwork done,” she replies as she walks out of my room.


  An hour later, I’m in a cab and on my way home. I tell the cab driver I’ll need to go up to my apartment to get my purse to pay the cab fare. Since he picked me up from the hospital he doesn’t complain.


  When we arrive at the apartment complex, he pulls up to the front of my building and stops for me to get out closest to the door. He gets out of the cab and walks with me to the front door.


  “I’ll just wait here so you don’t have to come all the way back out,” he says with a smile. I nod, making my way through the front door. I get to my floor, open my door and am shocked to find Kyler lying on my couch, asleep. I stand quiet for a moment, taking in the sight. I look around, searching for my purse, and find it on the dining room table where I usually put it. I dig through it, find enough cash to pay the cab driver and make my way back down to him. He thanks me and leaves quickly.


  When I get back up to my apartment, Kyler is no longer on the couch. I must have woken him up. I sit down on the couch and place the bag the hospital gave me on the floor beside me. I start to feel groggy, and feel myself drifting off, when I hear the bathroom door open. I look up and watch him walk into the living room. He stops when he sees me and I can’t read the expression on his face.


  “Carson,” he whispers. He doesn’t move at first, just stands there staring at me. After what feels like forever, he speaks.


  “Where have you been? When I got back to your apartment, you were gone but the door was unlocked, and your purse and phone were on the table. I almost called Lopez! That psycho is still out there and when I couldn’t get a hold of you I sorta started freaking out.”


  I don’t know how to respond at first. Do I tell him I freaked out and thought I was having a heart attack, or do I make up some bullshit story so he doesn’t realize I’m losing my mind?


  “I was in the hospital,” I reply matter-of-factly and start toward my bedroom. I feel the heat from his arm before it actually touches my skin and I pause.


  “Why were you in the hospital?” he asks.


  “Well, let’s see. In the past six weeks, I’ve opened myself up to a man I just met, was run off the road by a psycho who hates me, which killed my best friend, left her daughter orphaned, and left me broken. Then I find out the psycho is still on the loose and looking for me, find out the father of the little girl I now have custody of is the guy I have feelings for,” I pause to catch my breath, “then I get to tell said guy that he has a daughter he knew nothing about. He storms out and I have a full-on meltdown that makes me think I’m dying of a heart attack at 27.”


  I pause again, look at his stunned face, and continue, “Then I realize while spending 24 hours in the hospital that my new normal is very, very different than it was just six short weeks ago.” I take in a breath and turn toward my room. I’m exhausted. I pick up my medicine and head to bed. I’m done.


  “Carson. Wait,” I hear behind me. I pause but don’t turn around.


  “Look, Kyler, I know we need to talk, but tonight is not the night. I can’t do this right now. I am physically and emotionally not capable.” I continue toward my room.


  After taking my medicine and climbing into my bed, I finally start to drift off when I feel the bed dip. I know it’s Kyler, but the medicine the doc gave me literally makes me numb and so very, very tired. The last thing I’m conscious of is his arms pulling me into him when he lies down beside me.


  And then I sleep.
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  I’m burning up. I roll onto my side and feel a furnace pressed against me. I open my eyes slowly and realize Kyler is in my bed. My head is pounding and I groan as I try to sit up. Kyler stirs and opens his eyes, looking directly at me. I don’t say anything because I don’t know what to say. I know he is confused and hurt, but I had no say in that. I told him the day I knew the truth.


  I stand on wobbly legs and head toward my bathroom where I know my medicine is. My head hurts so bad I feel like I’m going to puke. I get halfway to the bathroom when I realize I have no pants on. I’m in a t-shirt and panties because I was alone when I got into bed. I tug the hem of my t-shirt down as far as I can and continue into the bathroom.


  “You know, I’ve seen your ass before.” I hear him chuckle from behind me. This comment strikes me as odd seeing how he stormed out a few days ago and we haven’t really discussed anything since. I know he needed time to think about everything I’d unloaded on him, but I warned him that I hadn’t known until that day. His anger was misplaced by being pissed at me, but I knew in my heart that he was just confused and hurt.


  Continuing into the bathroom, I close the door behind me, brush my teeth and throw my hair into a lopsided bun since I still can’t lift my arm all the way up. I take my medicine and head to the kitchen, stopping only to grab a pair of shorts out of the dresser. I don’t acknowledge Kyler as I leave my room. I’ll just wait until he is ready to talk, and hopefully that will be after my head stops trying to kill me.


  Because my stomach hates me right now, I decide to try some toast to see if that will help settle it. Between the concussion and the lack of food in my belly for the past couple of days, I don’t know how well solid food is going to go. I’m just sitting down to eat when Kyler comes out of my room, dressed for his day.


  He doesn’t waste any time. “Look, Carson, we need to discuss some things, but I do need to go into the office this morning for a bit. Can we have lunch this afternoon?” he asks, never meeting my eyes.


  “Sure. Lunch would be fine. Do you want me to meet you somewhere?”


  “I’ll have my assistant order us lunch if you can just come to my office. I’ll text you the address,” he replies as he walks out the front door.


  Well, that went better than I thought it would. He seems to be handling things better this morning. The toast seems to settle my stomach a little and after watching the morning news, my head is feeling much better, too. I hop in the shower and decide it’s as good a time as any to get going on my day.


  Around 11 a.m., I get a text from Kyler asking what I would like for lunch and giving me the address to his office. I just tell him a sandwich is fine and I’ll be there around noon. He doesn’t respond.


  I call Pops before I leave the apartment and let him know my plans to talk to Kyler. Then I’ll head over to his place so we can talk to Landry about what is going to happen next.


  I get to Kyler’s office a few minutes early and head in anyway. The receptionist informs me he is in a meeting and will meet with me in the conference room for lunch. I follow her down a hallway and into a large room with a beautiful oak table and plush office chairs. Our lunch is already on the table, and it looks like enough food to feed ten people. I take a seat facing the windows so I can see outside. It’s a beautiful room. Very professional. I hear the door open and assume it’s Kyler so I don’t turn around. I’m nervous about this conversation. When I look up to greet him, it is an older gentleman in a very expensive suit, with a large folder in his hand.


  “Ms. Breaux, I presume?” He asks as he reaches out and shakes my hand.


  “Um, yeah. I’m sorry; I thought I was meeting Kyler for lunch. Where is he?” I ask, confused about how this guy knows who I am and where Kyler is. I look at the clock on the wall and see that it’s a few minutes past noon.


  “Mr. Richards will join us momentarily. He got stuck in a meeting.” He smiles politely and sits down in one of the chairs opposite of me.


  We sit in silence for several minutes before I finally can’t take it anymore. “You don’t have to sit with me until Kyler is done. I can entertain myself,” I offer with a smile, trying to lighten the awkwardness.


  “Oh, I’m not just here to keep you company. I’ll be joining your meeting with Mr. Richards,” he deadpans.


  “Okay. I actually didn’t realize this was a meeting. Kyler asked me to join him for lunch. May I ask exactly what this ‘meeting’ is for and who you are?” I reply, probably more snarky than necessary.


  “I’m Mr. Richards’ lawyer, Thomas Lackey. You can call me Tom,” he answers with much less snark and a smile that meets his eyes.


  “Kyler’s lawyer?” I whisper. It immediately dawns on me what is happening. Kyler asked me to come to his office to meet with his lawyer about Landry. He didn’t want to talk to me like “friends” talk to each other. I should’ve known something was up when he asked me to meet him at his office. He called out the big dogs and already has his lawyer in on this. Wow!


  At first, I’m speechless. I mean, I knew he would be upset and need time to make some decisions, but he’s already called in his lawyer. And as quickly as the shock hit, the anger rolls in. That motherfucker! If he was being honest, he could have just told me he wanted his lawyer to meet with us so we were all on the same page. He basically lied through omission. He’s gonna try to take her away from me. Instead of us sitting down to discuss what is best for Landry, he went and got his fucking lawyer involved. I spilled my guts to him last night about my panic attack and subsequent hospital stay because of all of this. He’ll probably be able to use that against me. Mentally unstable. He slept in my bed with me last night, held me while I slept. All that time, he knew he was going to trick me into coming to his office and blindside me with his lawyer.


  I feel the pain start in my chest again, and my face must turn bright red because I see what looks like concern on Tom’s face. I close my eyes and take a deep breath. I’m not gonna freak out. I need to keep my shit together until I can get out of here. My head starts to pound and I feel my stomach roll. I slowly pour myself a glass of water, hoping that Mr. Lackey doesn’t notice how bad my hands are shaking. I reach into my purse, pull out my pain medicine, shake one into my hand and swallow it down quickly.


  “Are you okay, Ms. Breaux?” he inquires, looking truly concerned.


  “I’m fine thank you.” I pause. “Okay then. Mr. Lackey, do you have a card?” I ask as calmly as possible. I’m really trying hard not to lose my shit.


  “Uh, yeah, right here. Why?” He hands me his card. I hear the door behind me open, and I don’t even so much as acknowledge I heard it. I have to get out of here.


  “I’ll just have my lawyer contact you after I’ve met with him to bring him up to speed on what’s going on.” I stand and push my chair back but feel it stop when it hits something behind me.


  “Carson, where are you going?” Kyler says from behind me. I take a deep breath, turn and look into his eyes.


  “Well, since we are going to involve lawyers, I just figured mine should be present, as well. I’ll have him contact Mr. Lackey and set up a meeting.” I scoot to the side of him and head toward the door before they see the tears that are threatening to escape before I can.


  “Carson, wait,” I hear him say. I stop but don’t turn around.


  “I’m sorry to ruin your lunch plans, Mr. Richards. I’ll see you at the meeting our lawyers set up,” I choke out, trying so hard to keep my voice from shaking.


  “Don’t do this, Carson,” Kyler pleads.


  I reach up and wipe away the tears that have fallen before turning just enough to look at his face. “I showed up for lunch under false pretense, Mr. Richards. If I had known this was a legal meeting, I’d have come better prepared,” I bite out.


  I walk out of the room with my head held high, closing the door quietly behind me. I get to the elevator, pressing the button to go down. I have to get out of here. I hear footsteps coming toward me and instead of waiting to see who it is, or the damn elevator for that matter, I bolt to the stairwell, throwing open the door and running down the stairs. I don’t hear anyone following me after I get down a few flights, so I stop running and sit down to catch my breath. My head is pounding still and I know that once I’m out of this building and away from the situation, I’m going to break.


  What am I going to tell Landry and Pops? What is going to happen now? Its then I remember that I never gave Kyler the letter Lulu wrote him. It’s still in my purse. Knowing Lu the way I do, the letter probably explains things better than I could. I get out of the stairwell at the next entrance, wait for the elevator and go back up to Kyler’s floor. I step out and immediately see Kyler and Mr. Lackey talking quietly in the reception area.


  I walk to them with purpose, they only noticed my presence moments before I reach them. Kyler starts to speak but I shake my head at him.


  “I didn’t come back to talk, Mr. Richards.” I pause, reach into my purse, pull out the envelope and hand it to him. “I forgot to give this to you with everything else going on. Luanne left this letter for you. She asked that I give it to you once you were made aware of Landry.” I turn to go and feel a hand grip my wrist softly.


  “Did you read this?” he asks quietly, looking down at the letter in his hand. I pull my arm gently from his grip and he lets go.


  “No, Mr. Richards, I did not read it. The letter Lu left for me asked me to find you, tell you about Landry and give you that letter. Now that I’ve done that, please direct any other questions about the matter to my lawyer,” I reply calmly, turning and walking to the elevators. I don’t turn around until I’m in the elevator, pushing the ground floor button. There is such sadness in Kyler’s eyes. I know he is confused, and probably pissed and hurt that Lulu didn’t tell him. I get that. I’m just so torn on how to feel about him bringing a lawyer into this without telling me. Landry’s well-being is my first priority, and for him to just try to take her away from the only family she’s ever had is selfish on his part.


  When I get to the bottom floor, I go into the ladies room to make sure my face is not covered in mascara. A little cold water splash and I’m good to go. I smooth out my blouse and take one last look in the mirror before I go. I need to see Landry.
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  I get out of the cab and make my way up the front steps to Pops’ house. I stop on the porch, close my eyes and take a deep breath. Here goes nothing. I raise my hand to knock and the door flies open, bringing a screeching Landry into my arms.


  I sit down on the porch, pulling her into my lap and hugging her for all I’m worth. I am trying so hard not to cry in front of her, but the last couple of weeks seem to be hitting me again and I sob into her hair. She pulls back and caresses my face with both her tiny hands. She looks at me for a second with a stern face before signing, “No cry. What’s wrong?”


  I giggle silently and sign back, “I’ve just missed you so much, Landry. I’m crying because I’m so happy to see you.”


  She giggles and wraps her arms around my neck, making me wince with pain when I attempt to lift my arm to wrap them around her. “Let’s go find Pops,” I sign to her and stand, grabbing her hand so she’ll come with me.


  I hear Pops in the kitchen and head that way. He’s poking around, making lunch fit for a 5-year-old princess. He looks up as I walk in and gives me a warm smile.


  “Hi, sweetie. How’d your lunch with Kyler go?” he says with his nose scrunched up like he smelled something bad.


  “Well, it didn’t.” I take in a deep breath and continue. “When I got there, his lawyer was there for our ‘meeting’.” I air-quote. “I got the lawyer’s card, told him I’d have my lawyer get in touch with him and left,” I finish quickly.


  Pops’ face is blank, like he’s not sure what to say next.


  “So apparently, I need to find a lawyer. I’ll work on that tomorrow. Today, I want to take Landry to the park. I’m sure you could use a break, Pops, and I miss my girl. Is that okay with you?” I ask with a smile.


  He nods and turns to finish up Landry’s lunch.
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  As I sit on the bench at the park, watching Landry run around with the biggest smile on her face, I realize that I handled the meeting at Kyler’s office bad. I really should have let him explain why the lawyer was there, but I just felt like he was trying to pull something over on me. I don’t trust lawyers; they make me nervous, and for a very good reason.


  As Landry runs toward the slide, I take a deep breath and think of how to handle the next step. I reach down into my purse to find my phone and see that I’ve missed a couple of texts. I pull up my messages and see they are from Kyler.


  KR: I’m sorry I didn’t tell you my lawyer was going to be there. I was afraid you wouldn’t come.


  A few minutes later.


  KR: I should’ve told you.


  Ten minutes later.


  KR: Come on, Carson. I just wanted him there so he could help me decide what the best course of action is for all of this. He’s not just my lawyer; he is a friend.


  A few minutes later.


  KR: All right. I’ll wait for your lawyer to call Tom. I’m sorry.


  I put the phone back in my purse and fight with myself on whether I should text back. In the grand scheme of things, he doesn’t know me. I mean, as much pain as I’m feeling from everything that’s happened, I guess it’s pretty selfish of me not to think about his perspective. I mean, he just found out that a drunken one-night stand resulted in a beautiful daughter he knew nothing about. He’s got to be scared and confused on what to do next.


  Before I can change my mind, I text him back.


  Me: Kyler, I would like to discuss the next step without all the legal shit. If you’re okay with that, I would like for you to come over for dinner tonight.


  I hit ‘send’ before I change my mind. I watch Landry play in the sand box and try to sign to one of the other children, who just looks at her funny and gets up and walks away. The sadness in her eyes breaks my heart. I rise from the bench and head her way. She sees me coming and tries to swallow down the tears I know she’s fighting.


  “He doesn’t understand you can’t hear him or that you talk with your hands, sweetie. Don’t be sad,” I sign. She nods but I can tell she’s still upset. I pick her up with my good arm and set her on my hip. She leans her head on my shoulder and I hear her quiet sob release. She’s so tiny and fragile, and my heart hurts for her.


  God, what I wouldn’t give to fix her hearing. I’d give up every single dream I’ve ever had to make this little girl hear and be able to live a normal life. As I walk back to the truck, I hear my phone ping with an incoming text. I get Landry buckled into her booster seat and pull my phone out of my purse.


  KR: I’ll be there. What time?


  I respond with the time and throw my phone back in my purse. Now I have to do some planning. I take Landry back to Pop’s house and let him know that I am meeting with Kyler this evening. He looks at me questioningly but doesn’t ask. We sit Landry down and ask her if she wants to come live with me for a while. We don’t want to scare her or make her think Pops doesn’t want her living there. Plus, at this point, we don’t know if she’ll eventually end up living with Kyler. She smiles and says she wants to come stay with me. I tell her that I will come back tomorrow and we will start packing up her stuff. I hug Pops and Landry and head to the store.


  As I walk through Albertsons, I’m torn on how to start off this conversation with Kyler. There are so many questions. Does he even want to be a part of her life? Does he plan to take custody of her? What did the letter from Lu say? Is he capable of handling her being deaf? Did he even hear me say that part? Should I introduce him to her, or should we wait until the custody issue is resolved?


  I realize I’ve been standing in the same spot, staring at the wine for like 10 minutes. I can’t make decisions while my brain is focused elsewhere. I grab a bottle of merlot and one of pinot noir, and head for the veggie section and then the refrigerated pasta sections. Pasta is quick and easy. I find what I’m looking for and head to the checkout. I realize it’s getting late and I need to shower and get dinner going.
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  The shower is hot and therapeutic, and it gives me a minute to settle my nerves. Well, the shower and a very large glass of the merlot. I throw on my favorite pair of worn jeans and my AC/DC tank top, add some powder to hide the shine on my face, lip balm and I’m done. No need for fancy dress and makeup today. This isn’t a date. This is a friendly meeting about the future of a beautiful little girl who is lost right now. I go over and have Will throw my hair up in a bun, promising to sit and visit with him soon to fill him in on all the shit that’s happened.


  I make my way to the kitchen to start dinner, stopping only to put my iPod on the speaker. I need a little Enigma tonight. I fill the pot with water, a little oil and salt and put it to boil. I chop the garlic and tomatoes, add extra virgin olive oil to the sauté pan and throw them in. I also toss in fresh basil and a little balsamic vinegar. I love the smell of garlic and basil. Just as I put the pasta into the boiling water and start to stir, the doorbell rings. I stir a few more times to ensure the pasta doesn’t stick together and head to the door. A soft knock comes just as I reach the door. I look through the peephole and see Kyler on the other side. I undo the chain and deadbolt and open the door. Deep breath.


  There he stands, looking gorgeous as usual, bouquet of flowers and bottle of wine in hand. I smile at him and invite him in. “Thanks, Kyler. You didn’t need to bring me flowers. They’re beautiful,” I say as he hands me the wine. “Now this,” I continue, holding up the wine, “this you needed to bring.” I chuckle, trying to break the awkward tension.


  He laughs and follows me into the kitchen.


  “Holy shit, it smells good in here. What are you making?” he asks as he sits down on the barstool at the bar.


  “It’s just pasta. I don’t know what it’s called. Pasta, garlic, tomatoes, balsamic, and a little parm. Simple. Would you like some wine?” I turn back toward the cabinet with my wine glasses.


  “Sure,” he says quietly.


  “Red or white?” I ask as I walk to the fridge.


  “Whatever you’re having will be fine. No need to open another bottle till that one’s gone.” He chuckles lightly.


  I pour him a glass of merlot and hand it to him.


  “You chill your merlot?” he questions after taking a hefty sip.


  “Yeah, I don’t like room-temp wine, no matter the type,” I explain as I turn back and stir the pasta one more time to ensure it’s done. I turn off the stove and start to pick up the pot but stop when I feel my shoulder scream. Damn it. I turn and look toward Kyler, but he is already up and heading my way.


  “Let me get that, Carson,” he offers as he lifts the pot from the stove and dumps the contents into the colander in the sink.


  “Thanks. Can you just dump the noodles back into the pot?” I ask, turning to get the mixture of garlic and tomatoes to put over it.


  I grab bowls, scoop noodles into one of them, put a drizzle of extra virgin olive oil over the top, a scoop of the garlic/tomato mixture, a sprinkle of parm and a little fresh basil. I turn to hand Kyler his bowl and he is right behind me, almost causing me to dump it down the front of him. He grabs it at the last second, making both of us chuckle.


  “Sorry. Apparently I’m in my own little world with the delicious smell of garlic and didn’t realize you were stalking up behind me,” I joke.


  “Ha ha,” he replies sarcastically with a smirk and heads with his bowl to the table. I make my own bowl and join him a few minutes later.


  We make small talk about how my shoulder is feeling and Kyler asks about how the investigation is coming along. I fill him in on the little bit I know but really, everything seems to be at a standstill since they have no leads right now.


  “Carson, this is delicious. Thank you for dinner,” he says with a smile.


  “You’re welcome.” I keep my head down, not having the faintest idea of how to bring up the discussion we need to have.
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  As we rinse our bowls and I load the dishwasher, Kyler walks up behind me but doesn’t touch me. I know he is there, though, because I can feel the heat coming off him. I finish wiping down the sink, shut the water off and turn. He’s standing with his hands in his pockets like he is trying to keep himself from touching me.


  “I think we should grab our wine and go sit at the table so we can talk,” I say as I turn to grab the wine bottle.


  “Sounds good,” Kyler replies as he heads to the bar, grabs his wine glass and meets me at the table.


  “Be-before we even start this discussion, Carson, can I ask you a question?” he stutters out. I look over at him and can see the nervousness written all over his face.


  “Anything, Kyler,” I respond quietly.


  “Does she look like me?” I hear his voice tremble.


  I take a deep breath and look at him. I mean really look at him. Now that I know he is Landry’s dad, I can see the similarities, but Landry looks so much like Lulu. The one thing I can’t believe I ever missed is the eyes. Landry’s eyes are exactly the same beautiful blue as Kyler’s.


  I nod my head in the affirmative, get up and walk toward the shelf on the other side of my living room. I grab the picture frame that holds a picture of me, Lulu and Landry that was taken just a few weeks before the accident. We were at the zoo, and Landry was laughing so she has a huge smile on her face.


  I walk back over to Kyler and stand in front of him with the picture pressed against my chest. “She has your eyes, Kyler,” I whisper. “Do you want to see a picture of her?” I ask.


  He nods and I hand him the picture. He doesn’t look at it immediately, but takes a deep breath and closes his eyes. This has to be so hard for him. So confusing. I watch as Kyler opens his eyes and turns the frame over. He doesn’t move, or breathe, or say anything for what feels like forever. When he looks up at me, he has tears threatening to fall and he quickly stands, pacing again like he did last time.


  “I am so mad at her, Carson. I know she was your friend, but I’m so fucking mad at her for not telling me I have a daughter.” His voice is shaking and he continues to pace back and forth.


  “Her letter said she didn’t tell me because she was in a new relationship by the time she found out and didn’t want to make things awkward. SHE KEPT MY KID FROM ME SO SHE COULD GO OUT WITH SOMEONE ELSE. That is not my idea of a good reason. She also said that she didn’t want me to think she had gotten pregnant on purpose to get at my money.” He stops pacing and looks at me.


  I don’t know what to say, so I just say the only thing I can manage to choke out. “I’m sorry, Kyler.”


  “You’re sorry,” he echoes with venom in his voice. He shakes his head and turns his back to me.


  “Carson, this is not your fault. I completely believe you that you didn’t know I was Landry’s dad. I am just so mad at this whole situation. I can’t help but take it out on anybody I talk to about it.” He yells without turning back to look at me. “How could she keep me from my little girl?” he almost whispers.


  I walk up behind him and put my good hand on his shoulder, lightly rubbing it. I feel the need to comfort him the way he has comforted me when I needed him to. Kyler turns, grabs my hands in his and looks into my eyes.


  “I have no doubt she is mine because I can see she is. You are right, she does have my eyes,” he admits with a sad smile. “But in order for me to get my name put on her birth certificate, I need to have paternity testing done. Are you okay with that?” he asks.


  “Of course it’s okay, Kyler. Landry is your daughter, and you’ve already lost five years with her,” I say sympathetically.


  “Look, when I showed up at your office the other day and was blindsided by the lawyer thing, I didn’t handle it well. I’d just dumped a life-altering event in your lap, and I don’t know how I expected you to react. It wasn’t with a lawyer, though.” I stop and look him in the eyes. “Kyler, I need you to know that I’d never keep Landry away from you. You are her father. Lu left her to me because she didn’t know how you would react to having a daughter, and she wanted to ensure Landry was taken care of. Like you said, y’all didn’t really get to know each other. She had no idea how you’d react.” I turn and grab the wine bottle, pouring both of us a hefty glass.


  Kyler looks at me for a moment and grabs his wine, taking a large gulp but never losing eye contact.


  “So, my question to you is what do you want to do about custody?” I ask him.


  Kyler looks at me for a moment, sets his glass down, and then walks to the window that looks out into the courtyard in front of my apartment.


  “I don’t know, Carson. To tell you the truth, I’m terrified! I have no doubt I will love her. Hell, I already love her and I’ve never even met her. But I also don’t want to take her away from the only people she’s ever known as her family,” he says while running his hands through his hair like he might rip it out. “Does she know about me? Have you told her yet?” he asks quietly.


  “No. I didn’t want to confuse her by telling her about you and then you deciding you couldn’t handle being a part of her life. She’s already lost enough,” I explain as nicely as I can. “So, again, what do you want to do about custody? Pops can’t keep taking care of her, and my plan is to get her and her things tomorrow to come live with me.”


  “I want to be a part of her life, Carson. I want to know my daughter. I also know that you and Luanne’s dad are the only family she has. I don’t want to rip her away from that,” he says quickly.


  I breathe a sigh of relief. Okay. We can work around everything else.


  “Look, Kyler. I know she will love you and love you being in her life, but she is a lot to handle. You need to learn how to sign, first and foremost. You have to be able to communicate with her,” I respond.


  He looks at me questioningly for a moment and then it’s like he realized what I just said. His hands clench into fists and he drops his head to his chest, breathing deeply. It’s in that moment I realize that when I had told him about Landry, he may have zoned out on the part about her being deaf.


  “I’m sorry. Did you say I need to learn to sign? As in sign language? As in my daughter is deaf?” he asks through clenched teeth.


  “Yes, Kyler. Landry is deaf. I mentioned that the day I told you about her, but it must have slipped by you during the shock of it all. She got meningitis as a toddler and lost her hearing before she turned two,” I tell him softly, watching his face for his reaction.


  He walks over to my couch, sits down and puts his face in his hands.


  “I need to meet her, Carson. I won’t abandon her. I promise, no matter what we decide on custody and visitation, I will always be a part of her life, and so will you. I need to see her,” he says painfully.


  I look at him but he isn’t facing me and I can tell he is fighting back emotions.


  “I’m going to pack up her things and move her in here with me tomorrow. If you would like to help, that would be great. I think we need to discuss what we are going to tell her, though. Are we going to tell her immediately that you are her dad, or do you want to wait until after the paternity test? We can do that tomorrow, too, if you want,” I explain.


  “Yes. I’ll call you in the morning when I get up. Then I’ll come over and we can use your truck to get Landry’s things. Then we’ll get her, do the testing and then I would like for you and her to come to my house. We’ll discuss what to tell her tomorrow while we are moving her stuff over. How does that sound?” he asks.


  “That will be fine, Kyler,” I reply.


  “Okay. Well, I think I’ve had enough excitement for one night. I really appreciate dinner and the talk. I’m sorry I freaked you out with having Tom there when we were supposed to meet for lunch. I promise, Carson, we’ll get this straightened out. My main concern is Landry and her well-being,” he states matter-of-factly. He stands and heads toward the door.


  “Mine, too, so it sounds like we are on the same page. You’re welcome for dinner. I’ll see you in the morning,” I respond as I follow behind him to the door.


  He opens the door but turns to me before he leaves. “Thank you for loving her so much, Carson. Landry is lucky to have you in her life.” He smiles. “I’ll see you tomorrow.” He kisses me gently on the cheek and then he’s gone.


  I close the door and lock it behind him, pushing my back against it as I slide to the floor. He loves her. He wants to be a part of her life. He didn’t freak out about her disability. He promised to not run away. This conversation couldn’t have gone any better. Tomorrow looks a lot brighter than today did, that’s for damn sure.
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  After showering and getting ready for my day, I look at the clock and realize its only 8 a.m. I guess I was a little gung-ho to get this day going. I’m not going to lie to myself and say I am not excited at the thought of spending a day with Kyler. I mean, he’s gorgeous, smart, fun to talk to, and now I can add loving to the list after my conversation with him last night about Landry. My only hope is that he hasn’t decided to put a stop to our friendship/potential dating because of all of this.


  I make my way into the kitchen to make myself some breakfast. As I pull the pan out of the cabinet, I hear a soft knock on the door. I look over at the clock and see it’s still only 8:15 a.m., and since Kyler said he’d call first, I’m not sure who it could be. I walk over and look through the peep hole and don’t see anything. Maybe I am hearing things. I’m just about to open the door when someone pounds on it. I jump back and throw my hand over my mouth to keep from screaming. Holy shit, that scared me. I slowly put my eye to the hole one more time and there, on the other side of the door, is Jerrod. His face is bright red and I can see the vein at his temple is protruding. He looks right at the hole and as he moves to put his face up to the door, I run through the kitchen, grabbing the biggest knife out of the butcher block, and run back to my room to get my phone. I quickly shoot a text to Kyler that just says “Jerrod! Help!” and then I call 911. At least if 911 can’t get here fast enough, Kyler will know what’s going on.


  The 9-1-1 operator answers:


  Operator: 9-1-1, what is your emergency?


  Me: A man named Jerrod McAllister has a warrant for killing my best friend and he is outside my door right now.


  Operator: Okay, ma’am, stay calm. What is your name?


  Me: Carson Breaux. Why does it matter what my name is, you need to send someone now! Please! My address is 1902 West 36th Street, Apt 132. Please hurry.”


  I can hear Jerrod still pounding on my front door and yelling, but I can’t make out what he is saying. Every once in a while, I hear a “stupid bitch” or “you’ll pay for this” but that’s it. My phone beeps, so I pull it away from my ear to see why and see Kyler is calling. I consider clicking over just to tell him to get here as fast as he can, but then I hear the operator again.


  Operator: Ma’am, I need you to tell me where he is.


  Me: He’s at my front door, pounding on it and threatening me. If you don’t send someone quick and he gets in my apartment, I’m stabbing that motherfucker!


  Operator: Don’t open the door! Just stay where you are. I already have officers in the area and they are on their way. Can you give me a description of this man?


  Me: I wasn’t paying attention to what he was wearing. I only saw him through the peep hole. He’s got shaggy blond hair, green eyes, about 6’ tall, probably 190 lbs.


  Operator: Does he have any tattoos or scars?


  Me: How the fuck should I know! I only saw him for a … Wait, the yelling stopped. Maybe he left.


  I make my way to the front door slowly. As I creep up to the peep hole, I’m prepared for the worst. My whole body is tense, ready for Jerrod to kick in my door. I can hear sounds from the operator, but the blood thundering in my ears keeps me from hearing what she’s saying.


  Just as I reach the door, there is more pounding, followed loudly by, “CARSON! Open the door,” and I know immediately that it’s Kyler. I flip the locks and fling the door open, rushing into his arms, dropping the phone and the knife to the ground in my haste to get to him. He clutches me to his chest and starts to rock back and forth.


  What seems like just seconds later, two police officers fly out of the elevator and are running in our direction.


  “Sir, raise your hands slowly and step away from the female!” I hear one officer shout.


  I step back from Kyler as he raises his arms slowly and I shout, “Not him! Jerrod must have run. The pounding on the door stopped just within the last couple of minutes, so he has to be near.”


  The officers ensure I’m okay alone with Kyler, ushering us back into my apartment with the direction to shut and lock the door until they return.


  I walk slowly to the kitchen, open the freezer, and pull out the bottle of Grey Goose I keep stashed in there for emergencies. With shaky hands, I try to open the bottle but I’m not having any luck. Kyler comes up behind me, taking the bottle from my hands. He pulls a glass from the cabinet and pours two fingers of vodka into it, handing it to me quickly.


  “Car, are you okay?” he asks quietly.


  I down the liquor fast, hoping it will calm my nerves a bit. My heart is about to beat out of my chest, and I am starting to feel sick to my stomach.


  I look up into his beautiful eyes and reply, “No, I’m not. I thought he was going to come through that door before the cops got here. I just knew he was going to try to kill me if he got in here, Kyler.” The last part comes out as a whisper.


  In the blink of an eye, Kyler is on me, pulling me into his huge arms and cradling my face against his massive chest. For only a second, I try to hold it in but soon the sobs are coming quickly. Kyler bends, putting his arm under my legs, lifting me completely off the ground. I don’t fight him, because really I have no fight left in me. He carries me over to the couch and sits down with me still in his arms, rocking back and forth like I’m a child and he’s trying to soothe me. Eventually, he gets up and sets me on the couch, pulling the throw blanket over my legs. He leans over and kisses my forehead.


  “We just need to wait for the officers to come back so we can see what they found, if anything,” he says as he walks toward the front door. He stops and looks back at me with the most determined face I’ve ever seen on him. “I’m not going to let anything happen to you, Carson,” he states, before walking out the front door.


  I lean back on the couch and close my eyes, listening for sounds that aren’t there. I have to move. I can’t stay in this apartment now that I know Jerrod knows where I live, and I definitely can’t bring Landry here and put her in danger. I need to call Pops. I start running through scenarios in my head about how to avoid having to move, but it all boils down to either the cops catch Jerrod and lock him up, or I have to move. Great.


  I roll to my side and sit up, facing my kitchen. My nerves are shot to hell, and I feel my stomach roll again. What am I going to do now?


  I hear a knock at the door as I rise from the couch and head in that direction. There are quiet voices as I open the door, and Kyler and both officers turn to look at me. I can tell by the frustrated looks on their faces that they didn’t find him. I take a deep breath as they slowly make their way into the apartment as they continue talking quietly.


  “I’m sorry, Ms. Breaux, but we didn’t see him. There was no sign of him anywhere, except when you saw him at your front door,” the officer says. “Detective Lopez was not working tonight but he heard the call out, so he’s been on the phone with me through most of this. He will be taking over this investigation, as well.” The officer looks to Kyler and asks to speak to him back out in the hallway.


  I walk into the kitchen because I really need another shot. I am pretty sure there may be a psychiatric ward in my future. I pour myself another shot of Grey Goose and throw it back, letting it burn its way down my throat, then pour another. I hear the door open, but don’t turn because I know it’s Kyler. I throw the second shot back, put the cap on the bottle and put it back in the freezer.


  “Carson, please look at me,” I hear Kyler say from behind me. I turn but don’t look at him. I feel weak. Jerrod scared the hell out of me, and now that I’m coming down off the adrenaline high he had caused, I’m pissed. Pissed that I didn’t open that door and stab him in the face. Mad that I let him go by not doing something about the fact that he was right outside my door. He got away, and that puts both Landry and me in danger once again.


  “Kyler, I can’t stay here. I can’t bring Landry here. It’s not safe,” I say in a rush, my hands flailing as I speak.


  “Calm down, baby. We will figure something out. You are right, though; you and Landry can’t stay here.” He grabs my hands and pulls me into his arms. I push my face into his chest and breathe in the scent of him. His heart is beating fast, and even though I know it’s because of everything that’s happened, it makes me wonder if being near me affects him as much as it does me.


  We stand like this for several minutes, just holding onto each other. I look up into his face and can see the concern and fear all over it.


  “Kyler, we need to decide what to do. I promised Landry I would move her in with me today, but I can’t bring her here. I have to find another place for us to live.” I stop talking and pull away from him slowly, walking over and sitting down at the bar. Where can I go that he won’t look for us? I could just stay with Pops and Landry at Pops’ house until I can find a new apartment, but I really don’t want to do that to him unless absolutely necessary.


  I’m still deep in thought when Kyler’s deep voice echoes through the kitchen. “You and Landry can come stay with me, Carson. I have plenty of room,” he says with a shrug. “It’ll give you time to look for a place and me time to spend with Landry.” He hesitates, and then looks into my eyes with excitement. “I can finally get to know my daughter,” he almost whispers.


  Could I do that? Could I just pack up our stuff and move in with Kyler? A man I’m massively attracted to, who has already managed to nearly crush my heart, and whom I barely know. Friends. We’ll need to be just friends. Can I do that without attacking him?


  “How many rooms are in your place, Kyler?” I ask, narrowing my eyes at him.


  He shakes his head and chuckles under his breath. “Look, Carson, I’ve never tried to hide my attraction to you, but right now is not our time. Maybe someday things will be different, but right now, our focus needs to be on Landry and finding that sick fuck and putting him away forever.” He almost sounds irritated toward the end of this statement. Even though I know he’s right, I can’t help the pain in my chest and the tightening in my throat. We don’t have time for this.


  “You are completely right, Kyler. If you have room for us, and we won’t be interfering with your life too much, I think us staying with you until I can find us a new place or Jerrod is caught would be great. Thank you.” I say this as firmly as I can without sounding broken or like a bitch.


  He nods and walks toward his phone on the kitchen counter. I turn away from him and look out the window, needing a minute to decide how to talk to Landry about this. How do I explain Kyler to her? It’s not like he can help. He can’t sign. Do we just tell her who he is up front? Does she even know what ‘daddy’ means? I hear him speaking to someone for a few minutes, but I’m so caught up in my own thoughts I’m not sure what they are talking about. I’m sure it has something to do with the move.


  Kyler ends his call and comes over to where I’m standing. “Carson, let’s pack you a bag for now and then we’ll go get some of Landry’s stuff.” He stops and looks at me like he’s gauging my reaction. “I want her with us as soon as possible. That pyscho running around is making me nervous, and I want her with us now.” I can see the concern written all over his face.


  “Okay,” I agree quietly as I walk toward my room.


  “You’re not going to argue with me?” he asks in surprise, a hint of smirk on his beautiful lips.


  I shake my head. “You’re absolutely right, Kyler. As a matter of fact, I’m going to call Pops while I’m packing and let him know what’s going on.”


  I throw my suitcases on my bed and start loading it with clothes and shoes. I don’t want to have to come back here until Jerrod is in jail, so I pack all of the essentials. I dial Pops’ number and wait for him to answer, but he doesn’t so I just hang up. I’ll give him ten minutes and call back. Next is the bathroom stuff, which goes in a separate bag. I walk to my dresser and grab the frame with my daddy’s picture in it, setting it in my suitcase. It was the one thing I took with me when I left that had anything to do with my family or friends back home.


  “Kyler, can you help me carry these suitcases?” I giggle because I hear him mumble about women over-packing for everything.


  “Jesus, Carson. You packed enough clothes and shoes to clothe a third-world country. Are you moving in with me forever?” He laughs but stops abruptly when he realizes what he said and the look on my face.


  “Um, I’m a girl, Kyler. I need clothes and shoes. I don’t plan to come back here until Jerrod is caught. Could be today, could be in 3 months. If you get sick of me or I start cramping your style before then, you’ll have to let me know so I can make other arrangements,” I snap.


  “I didn’t mean it like that, Car. Come on. You can stay as long as you want. I was just giving you a hard time,” he says sweetly.


  “I know, I just wanted to hear you grovel!” I laugh and walk toward the front door with my bathroom bag in hand, leaving him to carry the two suitcases that are big and heavy enough to be housing dead bodies.


  As he comes out of my room, I can hear him mumbling something about needing lots of cold showers. I giggle to myself because I’m pretty sure he’s talking about us living in the same house. I mean, let’s face it: he’s hotter than hot and I will be in his space, all the time. It’s going to take some serious willpower for me to keep our friendship completely platonic.


  On the way to Lu’s, I call Pops and he answers this time. I explain that Kyler and I will be coming over to talk to him and Landry in a little bit after we pick some things up. I vaguely describe the incident at the apartment with Jerrod but don’t go into detail about what the next step is. We’ll explain that once we get there. I want Pops to see how “in” Kyler really is when it comes to Landry before I tell him we are moving in with him. Anybody who talks to Kyler and mentions Landry’s name can see the immediate reaction of love fill his eyes. Pops will be okay with this. He has to be.
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  We pull up in front of Lu’s old house, and I take a deep breath. It’s the first time I’ve seen it since before the accident. I step out of the car and look around. Obviously it looks the same, except for the boarded-up windows. It’s the only thing that makes me realize that Lu isn’t going to walk out that door. I look at Kyler and see the sympathy in his eyes. He knows this is hard for me.


  “Come on, Carson. We don’t have to do a lot right now. Let’s grab the things you think she’ll want and get over to pick her up,” he says softly. “Does Pops know we’re coming soon?”


  “Yeah.” I sigh.


  “Okay. Let’s do this.” Kyler grabs my hand and we head for the front door.


  I put the key in and turn the knob, the door creaking as it opens. I close my eyes, praying I don’t lose it. The house is dark because all the windows have been boarded up. I flip on the light and look around. It hasn’t changed, other than being dusty.


  I walk slowly through the living room and head for the stairs. I need to get Landry’s things and get out of here. I can already feel my chest tightening, and I know I won’t be able to hold it together long. As I climb the stairs, I try not to look at the pictures of Lu, Landry and me that line the wall. I’ll deal with all of this later. I need to focus on getting Landry’s things and getting out.


  I know Kyler is behind me and I hear his footsteps slow as he takes in the pictures. It’s like a timeline of Landry’s life; from her birth up until just weeks before Lu’s death. Lu loved this wall and added pictures to it constantly. I hear his footsteps stop but I continue on, giving him time to see this little life in photos that Lu had created.


  I get to Landry’s room and immediately go to her closet to get the clothes Pops left here. I realize I need a bag, so I go to Lu’s room where I know she has luggage in her closet. I won’t look around; I’ll just go in, get the bags and get out.


  The moment I walk into Lu’s room, my knees almost give out. It still smells like her. I feel the tears start to come and I try to choke them back. I don’t even make it to the closet before I’m on my knees. God, I miss her. I miss every single thing about her. Her smart-ass mouth, the way she always calls me out on my shit, her sense of humor, and the fact that she has been my rock for the past six years.


  I hear Kyler walk into the room and I start to stand, but feel his arms go around me and then he pulls me up, hugging me to his chest. He’s done that a lot today. I’ll have to remember to thank him when I find my voice.


  “We need to get this done, Carson. Come on.” He slowly lets me go and grabs my hand, giving it a light squeeze before he releases it. I quickly grab the luggage bags from the closet, handing them to Kyler. We head back to Landry’s room to start packing it up.


  I watch Kyler as we sift through Landry’s clothing, adding all of it to the suitcases as we pull each piece off the hangers. He’s holding up each outfit like he’s gauging her size, and I see his lips turn up slightly in a smile. He is going to be a loving dad; I can tell already.


  After we’ve packed up all of her clothes, plus some of her stuffed animals, we head back toward the stairs. I can see Kyler looking at the pictures again as we walk down. He doesn’t say anything, but I can tell he’s considering taking some of them. I get to the bottom stair and place the suitcase I’m carrying on the ground. Kyler continues into the other room without looking back. I climb a few stairs and look at the pictures. I grab my favorite three and as I turn to go back down, I see Kyler walk back into the foyer, watching me closely.


  “She’s gonna want pictures of her mom close by in her new surroundings,” I say with caution, hoping he’s not opposed to having them in his home. I know he’s still pissed at Lu, and he has every right to be, but Landry needs his full support.


  “Absolutely,” he agrees, breaking eye contact and walking toward the stairs. He grabs the suitcase I set at the bottom and heads for the door. I take one last look around. I don’t know if I can come back here. I know at some point, Pops and I probably need to go through the house and box up the stuff we think Landry will want, the stuff he will want and the stuff I want. Everything else will probably go to Goodwill.


  We walk quietly out to the car, carrying Landry’s stuff. He helps load everything into the trunk and we get into the car without really saying much.


  “Okay. Let’s go introduce you to your daughter,” I say with a smile.


  Kyler looks at me and my heart just melts. He can’t contain the smile on his face. He is beaming at the thought of meeting Landry.


  “Thank you, Carson. Thank you for not making this any more difficult than it already is.” He closes his eyes and gives my hand a squeeze before letting go and starting the car.


  We drive in silence to Pops’ house, me only speaking when telling him where to turn and where to stop. As we pull into the driveway, my nerves hit and I pray that this goes well. It never even dawned on me how Pops is going to react to Kyler. This is the man who knocked up his baby girl during a one-night stand and then had no contact with her afterwards, after all.


  The front door opens and Pops walks out, holding Landry’s hand in his. Landry is bouncing from foot to foot with anticipation, a smile spreading across her face. I look over at Kyler who has tears running down his cheeks. Damn, this just guts me. Landry lets go of Pops’ hand and runs to me, screeching “CC” over and over. I drop to my knees and scoop her into my arms. I hug her for a second and then pull back to sign to her.


  “Hi, baby girl. I’ve missed you,” I say.


  “You, too,” she responds. “Who’s this man?” She turns and walks toward Kyler but stops just shy of reaching him. She looks up at him and then back at me with a questioning look on her face. I realize in this moment that Kyler is a huge guy, and may be scary to Landry. He has a menacing look most of the time, which I could see scaring someone who doesn’t really know him.


  “She asked me who you are,” I whisper to Kyler. I don’t know why I whisper; I just can’t seem to find my voice.


  “Tell her the truth, Carson. She deserves to know. I’m not going anywhere. You have my word,” he promises without taking his eyes off her.


  I reach for Landry and she pulls her hand back, once again signing, “Who is this man?”


  I respond, “Landry, let’s go inside so we can sit down and I’ll tell you about him.” She nods and I look at Kyler, tilting my head toward the house.


  “Pops, this is Kyler. Kyler, Pops.” I fully introduce them this time as we come up onto the porch. Kyler holds his hand out and Pops looks at it for a moment before shaking it firmly.


  As I walk toward the door, I hear Pops say, “Please don’t hurt her, Kyler.”


  “No worries, sir. She is my daughter. Now that I know about her, I promise I will never leave her,” Kyler states firmly.


  “I know that, son. I can see the love you have for Landry already just in the way you look at her. I meant Carson. She’s a good girl who’s been through a lot. Please don’t hurt her, or Landry for that matter. I own a shotgun. I have no problem shooting you,” Pops says with a smirk. “I’m old and not gonna be around much longer. I don’t care if I go to prison.” He’s full on smiling now. Crazy old fart!


  “You have my word, sir. I will do everything in my power to avoid hurting either of them,” Kyler replies with a small chuckle.


  “All right then. Let’s go inside and see what the girls are up to,” Pops says. I quickly walk away from the door so they don’t realize I was being nosey, trying to choke down the emotion I feel from hearing Pops stand up for me like my own daddy would.


  I sign to Landry, “Let’s go sit on the couch.” She shakes her little head and looks behind her to make sure Kyler is still following.


  We all sit down in the living room and I turn to Landry. “Baby girl, this is Kyler.” I speak the words out loud as I sign so Kyler knows what I’m saying. She waves at him and smiles and he returns both.


  “Landry, do you know what a dad is?” I ask her. She nods and signs, “Moms and Dads get married and have babies.” I speak what she is signing out loud.


  “That’s right, honey. Lulu was your mommy,” I start to choke up a little and take a deep breath before continuing. “And Kyler is your daddy,” I finish, holding my breath for her reaction. She tilts her head to the side and stares at Kyler with confusion. Then it seems to dawn on her and she stands and walks slowly across the room to where Kyler is sitting in a chair. I can tell he is holding his breath, too, waiting for her reaction. She walks right up to him, stopping just inches away, lifts her little hand and places it on his cheek.


  I can see the tears in his eyes and he doesn’t say anything for a moment. “Carson, please tell her I am so happy to finally meet her and ask her if I can give her a hug,” he says quietly, never taking his eyes off her. He points to me and Landry looks my way.


  I repeat and sign what Kyler says and she turns back to him, smiling and nodding. That’s all it takes. He lifts her into his arms and hugs her for all he’s worth. The tears that were in his eyes are now spilling down his cheeks. He’s rocking back and forth with her, and I hear Landry giggle but she doesn’t try to pull away.


  “Kyler, we need to talk to her about the move,” I butt in gently after a few minutes. I watch him pull back and look at Landry’s face.


  He sets Landry down and she comes over and sits in my lap, never really taking her eyes off her dad. I set her on the couch beside me and start to sign/speak.


  “Landry, your dad is very excited to meet you.” I pause, waiting for her reaction, which results in a huge smile from her so I continue. “He wants you and me to come and live at his house for a little while. My apartment is just not big enough for us, and he wants to spend lots of time with you.” I pause again, but she just continues to smile. “Would you like for us to move in with your dad for a while?” I finish.


  She jumps up while nodding and throws herself back into Kyler’s arms. He holds her tight to him, never breaking eye contact with me. This is going so much better than I ever thought possible. She is accepting him completely and it makes my heart soar.


  I tap her shoulder so she’ll look at me. “Are you ready to pack some stuff so we can go check out our new place?” I ask with a smile. She signs yes and stops dancing around to the music only she can “hear”.


  I chuckle and look at Kyler. He has the most content, happy look on his face.


  “Thank you so much, Carson,” Kyler chokes out. “She is absolutely beautiful and I can’t believe I’ve missed so much time.” I hear the emotion in his voice, and I turn my head to give him time to compose himself. I know this is hard for him.


  “Don’t thank me. It should’ve been this way all along,” I whisper. “Let’s go help her get the things she wants. We can pack the rest later. I’m exhausted, and I want her to have some time to adjust to her new surroundings before bedtime.”


  I sign to Landry we need to go pack her stuff and she nods, grabbing Kyler’s hand and heading for the stairs to her room. I follow behind them, smiling to myself. She is taking to him so quickly. I can only pray that Kyler keeps his word and never leaves her side. She’s can’t lose anyone else.
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  As we pack up the things Landry wants to take to Kyler’s, I watch as he continues to stare at her in awe. When Landry is finished, she signs to me that it’s time to go, which makes me giggle. I’m happy that she’s so excited about all of this. She’s been through a lot in the past few months, and to see her smile with genuine happiness makes me almost giddy.


  “Okay, baby girl. I think we’ve got what we need,” Kyler says, then looks to me to translate. We’ve really got to start working on Kyler’s ASL lessons soon.


  I grab Landry’s bags, her favorite stuffed bunny Beck, and the blanket she’s had since birth that she won’t sleep without and follow them from the room. We hug Pops, who still looks a little torn on the whole situation. I can see a range of emotions in his face. I know he’s tired, but he loves Landry so much, and the idea of putting her in a situation that could potentially break her heart is almost too much for him.


  “I’ll take care of her, Pops. Don’t worry,” I whisper to him as I kiss his cheek and head for the door with Landry in tow. I turn back to him as we head down the porch steps. “I’ll FaceTime you when she goes to bed so you can tell her goodnight.” I smile and he returns it.


  He signs, “I love you” to Landry and she responds the same.


  Kyler scoops Landry up in his arms, which make her giggle even more. I grab her bags and we head out. I can tell already that Kyler is going to be an amazing father.


  We get Landry into her car seat, pile everything into the car and head toward Kyler’s house. It dawns on me that I haven’t even seen this place. I know Kyler is loaded, but what if he lives in a bachelor pad and it’s not kid-friendly? Let’s face it; Landry is a 5-year-old whirlwind, so I hope there’s not a bunch of glass. The phrase “bull in a china shop” comes to mind.


  I’m not paying much attention to where we are as Kyler drives us to our temporary new home. As I feel the car slow, I look out the window, gasping at the sight of the homes we are passing. This can’t possibly be the street he lives one. These are million-dollar mansions, not bachelor pads. I look at Kyler and he keeps glancing at me.


  “You live here?” I ask, almost breathless.


  “No,” he says with pause. “We live here.” He smirks at me.


  I don’t even know what to say. I need to not overthink this. Of course he’d live here. He isn’t a 21-year-old rich kid who does nothing but party. He’s a 30-something multimillionaire CEO.


  When we pull up in front of the house, I turn to look at Landry, who has her face plastered against the window, mesmerized. It is a beautiful house: Tudor-style brick, large fountain in the middle of a circular driveway, and gates at the entrance. This may be the most amazing house I’ve seen in this area. It’s breathtaking. You can even see the ocean in the distance. It is an amazing view, that’s for sure.


  As I step out of the car, Landry jumps out and starts running for the front door. Guess she’s more ready than I am for this step. Her smile is contagious, though, and I find myself smiling at the knowledge of how happy she is. Kyler ushers us through the front door into a beautiful hardwood entryway, complete with a round table with a beautiful floral arrangement and chandelier. I watch as Landry takes in the vast space, thinking it has to be overwhelming for her. This place must look like a castle to a little girl. She turns to me and signs quickly, “Is this my dad’s house?” I say the words out loud so Kyler knows what she’s asking.


  I watch for Kyler’s reaction and am pleased when he walks over and squats down in front of her so she is looking him in the face. With a big smile, he nods and she launches herself into his arms, giggling. He hugs her tight before setting her back on her feet. He grabs her hand tentatively and she allows it as he pulls her toward the stairs, looking over his shoulder to ensure I’m following.


  “I want to show her the room that will be hers. Can you tell her that we will do whatever she wants to the room? We can take her shopping for all new furniture and stuff tomorrow. Tonight, she’ll just have to sleep in the bed that’s in there,” Kyler says as we walk up the stairs.


  “Well, I can tell you now she’s gonna want to paint it purple.” I laugh. He stops for a moment before turning to me.


  “It just dawned on me that first day we were texting and you said you were painting a little girl’s bedroom purple. You were talking about my daughter, and neither of us even knew,” he grinds out. I can see the anger and hurt in his eyes. He takes a deep breath and smiles gently at Landry as she pulls on his hand to get him to start moving again.


  I can only pray that someday he can find it in his heart to forgive Lu. She was an amazing mother and loved Landry with every ounce of her soul. Yes, she made a bad decision, but it’s the past and there is nothing that can fix that. He’ll need to let that go or it’ll eat at him for the rest of his life. The irony of that thought isn’t lost on me. If anyone knows how hard it is to let go of their past, it’s me. Maybe we’ll be able to heal together.


  [image: ]


  Over the next several weeks, things run smoothly. We are learning to live in the same house and respect each other’s space.


  Landry and Kyler spend tons of time together and Kyler is proving to be a very attentive father. He hired an ASL instructor to come to the house and help both he and Landry. Although she and I can sign to get by, she will need someone who is trained to teach her. She gets some of that at school, but she is in a public school with an ASL interpreter with her and is only there 3 hours a day. Having the instructor at the house is helping both her and Kyler, who seems to be learning quickly.


  Kyler has been friendly to me, but all things intimate have stopped since we moved in together. At first, I was a little mad that he seems to be putting distance between us, but then I realized how selfish I was being. I mean, he has missed five years of his daughter’s life and is trying like hell to make up for it. Feeling left out is just selfish on my part. They both need this time together. Still, I am aware that the more I see his love for her and the more I watch his gentleness with her, the deeper my feelings for him get. I remind myself hourly, it seems, that I need to stay out of their way and let them build this relationship. Maybe someday, Kyler and I will have our time to explore what we feel for each other.


  I managed to talk to Jack about sending my last paycheck to me. That was awkward. He wasn’t unpleasant, but I could tell he was uncomfortable talking to me. I just had him send my check to my apartment because I am not giving anyone Kyler’s address, especially anybody who has anything to do with Jerrod or his family. Jack thanked me for the years I dedicated to the Friedmont, and I could hear the sadness in his voice. I had really enjoyed my time there and enjoyed working for Jack. He was a nice man. I never officially quit and they never officially fired me, but I think we all knew that me working there with everything that had happened was not going to happen.


  I got ahold of my realtor again a few days ago and she said a man had called about the property I’d been interested in. She had emailed him a bunch of pictures, but he’d said he’d think about it and she hadn’t heard back from him. I scheduled a time to go see it later this week. I’m excited to see it and just have this feeling in my gut that this property is going to be my new beginning.


  Detective Lopez called me a few days ago to tell me that after speaking to a few of Jerrod’s friends, they’ve got a few leads they’re following up on. Apparently, one of his friends thought Jerrod had “gone over the edge” and was willing to help find him. There had been some talk about Jerrod having a history of meth abuse, and that he had been declining fast in the few months leading up to the accident. Detective Lopez promises to keep me apprised of their findings. It does make me feel a little better that at least they have some leads now.


  My physical therapy ended and the MRI showed that everything healed well, so I don’t need to continue with PT. It still hurts with some movements so I do have to continue working on the range of motion. Living in a house with a full-size gym is definitely a benefit. I find that I spend several hours a day in the gym between working on my shoulder and running.


  We’ve taken Landry over to see Pops every Sunday for a few hours, and he loves the visits. He still seems a little standoffish with Kyler, but I know he’s trying.
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  Friday morning, I wake up early to get ready, nervous that today is the day I get to see the property. It’s only about 30 minutes from Kyler’s house, but I wanted to get Landry up and make her breakfast before I headed out. Kyler has been dropping her off at school on his way into the office every morning, and then I pick her up afterwards since she only goes until 2 p.m. Today, Kyler will be taking half a day off to pick her up so I don’t have to rush back into town after I see the property. He offered to go with me, but I really want to see it for the first time by myself. Knowing that Lu was as excited as me about it and not having her with me makes this viewing kind of sentimental for me.


  Landry and Kyler stroll into the kitchen just as I start to pour the pancake batter onto the griddle pan.


  “What’cha makin, Car?” Kyler asks as he opens the fridge and pulls out the milk and orange juice.


  “Just thought I’d make y’all some pancakes before you head off to work and school,” I respond without looking up.


  “Eager to see the property today?” he inquires.


  I look up and over to where he and Landry are sitting at the breakfast bar. She is smiling up at him as he signs to her, asking if she wants milk or juice with breakfast. He has learned to sign a lot of everyday words and is able to communicate pretty well with Landry.


  “Eager, and nervous. I just have a feeling about this place.” I smile as I respond, my heart happy to see the love between the two of them.


  “Are you sure you don’t want me to come with? I can totally take the whole day off,” he says with a smile.


  “Nah, I’m good. If it’s everything I hope it is, I’ll definitely be taking you both to see it soon,” I tell him as I turn back to the stove to flip the pancakes.


  I finish up the pancakes, pull out the fruit I cut up earlier and place it all on the breakfast bar before taking a seat to join them.


  We eat in silence and then Kyler and Landry get up to leave for work/school. I kiss Landry and tell her to have a good day before waving to Kyler as they walk out the door. I grab my bags, my cell and a bottle of water and head to my car.


  As I drive to the realtor’s office, I see a dark-colored car behind me that seems to be turning every time I do. I swear I remember that vehicle from a few days ago, but I’m probably just being paranoid. I know Jerrod is still out there, and although he has been really quiet since the day he came to my apartment, I’m still a little freaked-out and on edge most of the time.


  I pull into a parking spot not far from the entrance to the realtor’s building. As I get out of the car, I look around and notice the vehicle I thought was following me at the other end of the parking lot, idling. Now I’m definitely freaking out.


  I walk quickly to the office building and as soon as I get inside, I pull my cell phone out and hit Detective Lopez’s number.


  “Lopez,” I hear on the other end.


  “Detective Lopez, it’s Carson Breaux. Hey, I may just be a paranoid freak, but I’m pretty sure there is a car that has been following me,” I blurt out quickly.


  “Where are you Carson?” he asks with a bit of agitation.


  “I’m at my realtor’s office. It’s Harper Realty on the west side. I can still see the car out there. I have an appointment to go see some commercial property with my realtor, but I don’t want to leave with her and then him follow us. How far are you from me?” I ask.


  “I’m a ways away, Carson, but I’m sending an officer who’s closer to you over to check it out. Don’t leave the building until an officer is there,” he demands. I can hear commotion in the background so I know he’s at the precinct.


  “Okay. We’ll stay put,” I reply before hanging up.


  I walk over to the receptionist and let her know I have an appointment with Karen. She calls in to Karen and lets her know I’ve arrived. I keep my eyes on the front door to ensure whoever it is out there isn’t coming inside. From what I’ve heard, if it is Jerrod, he’s crazy and there is no telling if he’ll freak-out and come in guns a-blazin’!


  A few minutes, which feels like a few hours, later, Karen comes out.


  “Hi, Ms. Breaux. Glad you could make it,” she greets in an extremely professional voice.


  “Hi, Karen. Please call me, Carson.” I stop for a second and then continue, “I know our appointment has us leaving to go see the property right now, and I don’t want to alarm you, but I need to wait here until a police officer arrives before we can leave,” I inform her while looking directly at her face so I can judge her reaction.


  “Police officer? What’s going on?” she asks hesitantly.


  Karen knows I missed our first and only appointment because I was in a car accident, but she didn’t know any details. I explain about the accident, quickly with as little of the extra details as possible. I tell her about the vehicle I think is following me and about the investigation with Jerrod. She is shocked to say the least, but says she understands and agrees to wait until the officer arrives to make sure things are clear before we leave.


  Just minutes later, an officer arrives, asking me to come out to the parking lot to see if I can identify the vehicle that was following me. As we walk out of the building, my stomach drops when I look to the back of the lot and see the car is gone. There is no sign of it anywhere.


  I give the officer my statement about what the car looked like and tell him about the feeling I got a few days ago when I saw what I believed to be the same vehicle. Just minutes into my discussion with the officer, Detective Lopez shows up.


  “Carson, are you okay?” he asks as he rushes up.


  “Yeah, I’m fine. A little shaken up that he’s still out there, but I’m fine. He hasn’t tried to make contact with me since that day at my apartment,” I reply.


  “We’re gonna catch him. I promise you that. We are still following up on leads and my gut tells me we’re getting close,” Lopez states proudly.


  “Okay, well, if things are clear here, I’d like to continue with my appointment with Karen. If that’s all right with y’all,” I tell Lopez.


  “Yes, ma’am. We have your statement and have secured the area. He’s not within a mile radius of this place,” he responds affirmatively.


  “Thanks, Detective Lopez. I think we’ll head out.” I look back toward Karen. She nods quickly with wide eyes.


  When we get out to the parking lot, Karen suggests that she drives since Jerrod doesn’t know her vehicle, and she knows the way to the property we are going out to view. I agree without argument.
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  As we cruise through the city, headed toward what very well could be my new future, I can’t help but feel a little down. Lu should be here with me for this. She had been a part of my big plan/picture for the past several years. Not only was she my best friend, but we had discussed her being my manager at the restaurant. Knowing that I’m that much closer to finally making my dream come true makes me miss her even more. She was supposed to be a big part of this.


  As we drive down toward the coast, I can see the ocean off in the distance. I’ve always loved the ocean. Yeah, we had the Gulf in Louisiana, but it wasn’t the same. I’d had an obsession with lighthouses for as long as I can remember, so when Karen pulls to a stop on an open space that has a lighthouse off in the distance, I pray that she stopped because this is the property…MY property.


  “Please tell me this is it,” I whisper.


  Karen’s face lights up when she looks over and sees my face. “Why, yes it is, and by the look on your face, I can tell you love it.” She chuckles.


  I step out of the car and walk toward the shore. This is literally what I dreamed of as a child. It is a strip of land, fairly close to the water, with a lighthouse off in the distance. There are trees everywhere, and everything about this spot makes my heart flutter. I know this is it. I feel it down in my soul that this is where I’m supposed to be. This is my new beginning, and I’m so ready to get started.


  I turn to look at Karen but stop when I see Kyler walking toward me with a huge smile on his face. I run to him, unable to stop the amazing feeling brewing in my chest. Happiness. I can’t remember the last time I had this much happiness flowing through me. I found it. I found the place I get to start my new life. I throw myself into his arms, knowing he’ll catch me and he does. He pulls me into him and hugs me so tight I can hardly breathe.


  “This is it, huh, Car?” he asks with a chuckle. I pull back and look at his amused face.


  “What are you doing here?” I ask quickly.


  “Something told me I needed to be here for this, for you, so I decided to meet you over at the realtor’s office to come with. You guys were pulling out of the parking lot just as I got there, so I followed,” he replies.


  “Thank you. I didn’t realize how emotional this was going to be. I’m glad you’re here,” I say quickly, untangling myself from him and grabbing his hand to pull him along with me as I turn back toward Karen.


  “I’ll take it!” I say to her as we walk over. She just smiles and nods.


  “Well, let’s head back to the office and get some paperwork in. We’ll put in your offer and make sure things are on the right track.” Karen smiles over at me.


  “Sure, but can you give me another minute? I need to take it all in just a little longer,” I tell her quietly, my voice slowly giving out on me. I can feel the lump rising in my throat. I am so happy I can barely contain it, and for some reason that feels wrong. How can I be this happy when my best friend is gone and she should’ve been there sharing this moment with me? I just keep reminding myself over and over that Lu would love this place, and she would want me to be happy and move on with my life. It’s been almost six months since the accident, but it still feels so fresh in my mind. I know part of me not being able to move on is that Jerrod is still out there somewhere, living his life, and apparently continuing to try to make mine miserable. I push the thoughts of Jerrod and Lu out of my mind. This is my day, and I deserve to feel this happiness. I need to let go of my guilt over Lu’s death or I’ll never move forward.


  Focusing on the good of what’s happening, I let my eyes scan my surroundings. I can’t believe this is it. It’s surreal that I’ve found the absolute perfect spot for my restaurant. I feel like I can finally start my life. I take off my shoes and hold them in my hand as I walk along the sand, digging my toes into it. I know the next few years are going to be busy and tough, but I realize in that moment how grateful I am to Kyler for being here and a part of our lives. I let go of his hand and make my way toward the water’s edge. I know he is following me, but I just need a minute to get my emotions under control. I stop a few feet away from the water and just look out at the vast open ocean. I can’t believe I finally have my land.


  I feel Kyler come up behind me and when he places his hands on my shoulders, I feel my body relax. I turn and look up at his beautiful face and he smiles. Kyler reaches up, pushes the hair away from my face and cups my cheeks. He leans his face down and places his cheek against mine with his mouth near my ear.


  “This place is beautiful, Carson. It’s perfect,” he whispers quietly into my ear. I’m so surprised by the intimacy in his voice that I can’t respond and just nod, leaning my face against his.


  “She would be happy for you, Carson. She would be so damn proud of you for continuing on with your dream,” he says as he pulls his face back from mine and looks into my eyes.


  That’s all it takes for the tears to finally break free. I am so overwhelmed with feelings for him that I don’t know what to say or do. He has been a great friend to me since the accident, not to mention an amazing dad to Landry. We need him in our lives. I need his support and friendship. But I also know that my feelings for him go beyond friendship. Maybe someday things will change but for now, I need to let him focus on his relationship with Landry, and I need to focus on my dream.


  I pull Kyler to me and hug him for all I’m worth. “Thank you, Kyler. Thank you for saying that, and thank you for being here,” I tell him, my voice thick with emotion.


  “You don’t have to thank me, Car,” he says quietly. He looks into my eyes and his next words shock me, because it’s like he can read my mind.


  “Carson, I know I’ve kind of been distant lately, but I also know you know why. There is something big between us. I know you feel it as much as I do, but we both know now is not our time. I know I’ve said that before, but we both have important things to focus on right now: Landry, and now making your dreams come true. We will have our time; I know it in my heart. For now, we’ll just have to see how things play out. I can’t lose your friendship. You are my best friend, Carson. I hope you know that.” He kisses my forehead and then looks into my eyes for my reaction. I swear, sometimes I wonder if this man can read my thoughts. It’s semi-creepy.


  “I know exactly what you are saying, Kyler.” I wrap my arms around his waist and put my head on his chest. “I know that if you feel for me just half of what I feel for you, we’ll find our time. I can’t imagine a day without you in my life. I need you in my life, Kyler.” I rest my hands on his cheeks, fighting like hell to stop myself from lifting up on my toes and pressing my lips against his. I lose the battle. The moment my lips touch his, I know I’m a goner. The kiss starts out gentle and loving but soon turns a little more passionate. Kyler weaves his fingers into my hair, pulling me closer and deepening the kiss. It’s the most amazing kiss I’ve ever experienced, so full of passion and want.


  I pull away slowly and rest my head on his chest, looking out over the ocean in front of us. Kyler holds me against him for a few minutes before I hear Karen come up behind us.


  “Sorry, Carson, but I need to get back to the office to get this paperwork in. Are you going to ride with me, or are you going to ride with this gentleman and meet me back at office?” she asks.


  “She’ll ride with me,” Kyler states, still holding me to him.


  “Okay. It’ll take me about an hour to get the paperwork together, so take your time,” she says as she walks away.


  I hold on to Kyler until I hear Karen’s car pull away. Slowly untangling myself from his arms, I walk along the shore in the direction of the lighthouse. I start thinking of all the things I need to do now that I’ve found the perfect spot. A good contractor is step one. I try to envision what the place will look like. With the lighthouse in the distance, I know I want the main dining area to face that direction, with floor-to-ceiling windows so the diners will have this amazing view. I want there to be a covered deck for nicer weather and special events. As to not take away from the serenity of the wooded area, all the siding must be local wood to help it blend in. I have so many decisions to make.


  Kyler walks over and takes my hand. “Come on, Car. I’ll buy you lunch before I drop you back at the realtor’s office, and then I’ll head over and get Landry from school.” He smiles down at me.


  We drive back into the city and head to a little deli not far from the realtor’s office. We get our order and make our way outside to sit in the little seating area.


  “So, do you know any contractors, Ky, because I think that is my first big step. I need to find a contractor.” I ask between huge bites of the yummy prime rib sandwich I’m devouring. I didn’t realize how hungry I was until we walked into the yummy smells of the deli.


  “Actually, I do. I have a very good friend who is a commercial contractor. I’ll give you his contact information when we get home. He’ll definitely be able to help you,” Kyler replies with pride. I love hearing him call his house our home. I know we live there, but still. It’s his house, although he’s never made me feel like it’s anything but our home.


  “Great,” I exclaim with my mouth full, causing Kyler to shake his head and laugh.


  We finish our lunch in silence and then head to the car to get back over to Karen’s office. Kyler wishes me luck and kisses my cheek as I get out of the car.


  “I’ll see you at home, Car,” Kyler says as I close the door. I give him a little wave and head inside. My heart soars knowing Kyler feels the things I do and that he is being so supportive and helpful with my plans. It should make the process easier to have someone on my side.


  When I get inside, Karen is running around frantically and my heart drops. What is going on?


  “Karen, what’s wrong?” I ask her, a little more forcefully than I had intended.


  “Remember when I told you that someone had called about the property a while back but hadn’t put in an offer? Well, apparently he put in an offer today while we were out there,” she says quickly, my heart all but shattering.


  “What did he offer? I’ll offer more. I need that property, Karen!” I shout. My heart is going a million miles an hour and I feel like I’m going to puke. This can’t be happening.


  “Calm down, Carson. I’m doing everything I can to find out what is going on. Give me a few minutes to sort this.” She practically yells at me as she runs to the other room.


  I frantically dig through my purse looking for my cell. When I find it, I see I’ve missed a few calls from an unknown number and have a voicemail, but I’ll deal with that later. I dial Kyler’s number, praying he answers.


  “Hey, Car,” he greets cheerfully.


  “KYLER!! Someone put a bid on the property while we were out there. This can’t be happening. I have to have that property!” I yell into the phone, tears streaming down my face. I know I sound like a 2-year-old throwing a fit right now, but I don’t care. I know that property is supposed to be mine. That is my dream property, and I’ll be damned if I’m gonna lose it. It’s mine!


  “Calm down, Carson. We’ll fix this. Give me a few minutes; I’m heading back your way,” he says quickly.


  “Okay. Please hurry,” I urge him before hanging up and going in search of Karen.


  My phone rings and when I look at the screen, it’s an unknown number again. I press reject and slip it back into my purse.


  I find Karen in her office and on her phone.


  “What do you mean the buyer wants to stay anonymous? That’s not possible!” Karen shouts into the phone. She continues, “Wait what?” She listens for a moment and then says, “Yes, Carson Breaux is the woman wanting to put in the full bid.” She stops again.


  I wave my hand at her, so she notices I’ve come into the room. She nods at me, and points to the chairs in front of her desk.


  “That is the weirdest thing I’ve ever heard.” Karen’s voice is now back to normal and she no longer looks ready to kill someone. “Yes, please put in Carson’s bid for the full asking price. Thank you,” she says and then hangs up.


  Karen doesn’t say anything at first; just shakes her head and leans forward on her desk.


  “Karen, please tell me what the hell is going on,” I say, trying to keep the anger out of my voice. I will not lose this property.


  “This is the oddest thing I’ve ever encountered in as many years as I’ve sold real estate,” Karen states, more to herself than to me.


  “Carson, the person who put in the bid basically said he’d pay anything for the property. The only catch is that if you, Carson Breaux, put in a bid on it before he could get up here for the closing, his bid was to be withdrawn immediately and to allow you to buy the property without further fight from him.” She stops and looks at me. “Why would someone do that?” she asks me.


  “I’m speechless. I don’t know anyone who would do that,” I respond quickly.


  A few minutes later, Kyler comes into the room, looking as frantic as I was just minutes earlier.


  “It’s okay, Kyler.” I pause because I don’t really know how to explain this situation. It does not make any sense. Who would do that? “Apparently, whoever put in the bid added a stipulation that should I put in a bid before he could close, his bid should be withdrawn and I be allowed to purchase the property.” I watch for his reaction closely because as the words leave my mouth, it crosses my mind that Kyler did this. The look of confusion and then absolute surprise tells me it wasn’t him, though.


  “I don’t understand. Who do you know who would want to purchase land here?” Kyler asks me.


  “You,” I say quietly. “You’re the only person I know in Seattle with the means to do so.” But as my mind registers what my mouth just said, I realize I do know someone with the means, just not in Seattle. I hear Kyler say something, but my mind is focused on one thing right now, and it’s not him.


  I turn and walk to the windows, looking out into the city I’ve grown to love. It couldn’t be. I haven’t seen or spoken to him in more than six years. How would he even know where I was? I mean, it’s not like I changed my name or anything. But how could he know I was looking for property or that it was this one I had been interested in?


  A phone ringing pulls me from my thoughts and I turn to see Kyler watching me closely. He makes his way slowly toward me and then, surprisingly, pulls me into his arms.


  “I can tell by the look on your face that you know who it was,” he whispers into my hair. “Who is it, Carson?”


  “My daddy,” I respond.
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  After giving Karen instructions to call me as soon as we know the seller has accepted my full-price offer, I follow Kyler home. My thoughts are all over the place, so driving myself probably wouldn’t have been a great idea.


  When we pull up to the house, Kyler doesn’t get out, but turns to me. “I’m going to go pick up Landry and then I’ll stop by the store and get stuff to make dinner. Are you going to be okay here by yourself? I can tell you’re upset,” he says gently.


  “I’m fine. I just don’t understand how he could’ve known. I mean, it couldn’t have been hard for him to find me. I’ve never tried to hide. What I don’t understand is how he could’ve known that I was looking at commercial property.” I shake my head. “I’ll be fine. Go get Landry and do your errands. I’m gonna take a hot bath, maybe have an early glass of wine, and try to figure out what the hell is going on.” I give him a small smile. “Thank you for being there today, Ky. It means a lot to me.”


  Kyler nods and then replies, “Why don’t I see if Pops can watch Landry tonight so I can take you out to dinner to celebrate?” His smile is so sexy, how can I say no?


  “Good food and wine sounds perfect to me,” I tell him.


  I get out of the car and Kyler waits until I’m through the front door before he drives away.


  I make my way up the stairs to my bedroom, stripping clothes the moment the door shuts. I fill the garden tub with water as hot as I can stand and pour milk bath into it.


  I take my time in the bath, shaving and primping for my date with Kyler. He didn’t say it was a “date” but that’s what I’m calling it.


  As I’m curling my hair, I hear the front door slam shut and the hair on the back of my neck stands up. I tentatively start walking toward the door of my room but stop when I get to it, listening closely for any sound of movement. I don’t hear any. I go to the window to look and see if Kyler’s car is out front and just as I get there, I see his car door open like he just arrived. What the hell? Who slammed the door? Hadn’t I locked it when I came in? I can’t remember.


  I start down the stairs. He walks in, throwing his keys on the entrance table and loosening his tie. He looks uncomfortable, or nervous.


  “Hey! Did you just get home?” I ask him.


  He jerks his head to the sound of my voice and he smirks. “Miss me, did ya?”


  “No, I’m serious. Is this the first time you’ve come through that door since you got home, or did you go back out to the car to get something?” I asked; sounding more alarmed.


  “That’s the first time I’ve come through that door since I dropped you off to get Landry.” He pauses. “Why, Carson? You’re worrying me.”


  I look around nervously and start to back toward the stairs. Someone was in the house while I was here alone.


  “Carson!” he says sternly. “Tell me what’s going on.”


  “While I was curling my hair, I heard a door slam. I thought it was the front door, but when I looked out the window you were just starting to get out of the car.” My voice is shaky.


  “Are you sure it was a door, because the house was locked. I had to use my key to get in,” he questions.


  “Ah, hell, it’s probably just my imagination playing tricks on me.” I shake my head as I turn to finish getting ready. Something isn’t right, but I can’t put my finger on it.


  “I’m gonna take a quick shower and then we’ll head out. I called and made us reservations. I hope you like sushi.” He smiles over his shoulder as he heads to his room.


  “I love it,” I holler back as I get to my room.


  An hour later, we’re back downstairs, dressed and ready for our night out. I need this.


  The restaurant is beautiful, and everything about it is authentic Japanese. I’ve never been to this exact spot, but Kyler says he’s been a time or ten. He picks his top five favorite sushi rolls and orders them in the sampler platter for me to try. They bring us a side of edamame with sea salt and a garlic chili sauce to dip them in. Kyler orders a beer and I get cold sake.


  The dinner is intimate, and we talk and laugh and just enjoy each other’s company. He tells me about his childhood and I share a few little stories about mine, too.


  We decide to rent a movie and head home. It’s been an extremely eventful day and we are both exhausted. When we get home, we both get into our comfy pjs and cuddle up on the couch to watch an old 80s movie that I’ve never seen. When he found out I hadn’t seen “The Princess Bride,” he insisted that’s what we needed to watch.


  I laugh and laugh, and it feels good to be so relaxed and happy with Kyler. It’s been a really long time since I’ve let a guy close enough to me for this kind of intimate atmosphere. Although we’ve lived together for several weeks, we’ve never done this. Not just us. We’ve watched movies with Landry, but we’ve never cuddled up like this and just been ourselves.


  As the movie ends, I get up and stretch, which apparently causes my shirt to raise and my lower belly to be exposed. When I look down at Kyler, his eyes are trained on my stomach. He reaches out and grabs the hem of my shirt before pulling me slowly toward him. He’s still sitting on the couch so when my legs meet the edge, he lays his forehead on my stomach and groans.


  “What’s wrong?” My voice sounds gravely, like I just woke up.


  “I’m having a really hard time keeping my hands to myself here, Carson. You looked so beautiful tonight and we’ve been cuddled up on this couch, with your body pressed against mine, for the past two hours,” he replies with a tone I’m not familiar with.


  I pull his face up so he is looking at me, and his eyes tell me he is confused and irritated.


  “What if I don’t want you to keep your hands to yourself?” I bat my lashes at him and watch as his face morphs from irritation to lust.


  “Don’t tease me, Carson. My resolve is about as thin as it can get.” He gently pushes me backwards, causing me to take a step away from him. He stands, bringing his hands up to cup my face, before placing a gentle kiss on my lips.


  “I’m not teasing, Kyler,” I say against his lips. Grabbing his shirt, I pull his body against mine then wrap my arms around his waist. “I need you.”


  His mouth crashes into mine, causing me to flinch. He jumps back. “I’m sorry, Carson. Did I hurt you?”


  I smile up at him. “No. Just be easy on my shoulder.” I press my lips back to his and although I can tell he is trying to keep the kiss gentle, the longer it continues, the harder he pushes. I’m not complaining. His mouth feels amazing against mine. I love the way he kisses me.


  I run my hands under his shirt and up his back. Kyler pulls back from me and looks into my eyes. “We don’t have to do this, Carson. I know you’re still healing and that it’s been a long time for you. I also know you don’t just sleep with anyone. I’ll gladly wait, baby.” His face is so serious and caring.


  “I don’t want to wait, Kyler,” I cry out too quickly and he chuckles. “Sorry.” I laugh. “Look, you’re right. I’m completely inexperienced and it’s been years since I’ve done this, but there is no doubt in my mind that I want to be with you.” I lower my eyes from his; afraid he is going to see my nervousness.


  He gently takes my hand and leads me to his bedroom, closing the door behind us. He dims the lights and pulls me gently toward his bed. Running his fingers through my hair, he dips his head low and pulls my face to his, kissing me passionately. Everything is happening gently, but I need him and our movements quickly become more desperate. Before long, we are both naked from the waist up and he is pressing gentle kisses across my collarbone.


  “Kyler, I’m not going to break,” I say forcefully. He chuckles against my skin.


  “Tell me what you want, beautiful,” he murmurs. I can’t even speak when his mouth hits my nipple. My head falls backwards onto the pillow and I moan loudly. It has been way too damn long since I’ve felt this kind of passion. Truthfully, I don’t know that I’ve ever been this turned on and ready in my life.


  I grab a handful of his hair and pull his head up to mine; bringing his lips back to me. I push the kiss forcefully, showing him that I’m not fragile. He groans into my mouth.


  Reaching down, he runs his finger under the waistband on my pajama pants, testing my reaction. I push my hips up to meet his hand and he smiles against my lips. He slowly pushes my pants down and I kick them off.


  “No panties, Carson?” He growls and then smirks at me. “Hoping for more than a date, huh?”


  “I don’t ever sleep in panties. Just the pajama pants.” I watch as his eyebrow pulls up as he works his way down, kissing my stomach gently.


  “That’s good to know for future reference,” he says before lowering his mouth to me.


  There is nothing that prepares me for the intensity of his mouth on my sensitive skin. It’s almost too much. Almost. He devours me, taking me to heights of pleasure that I’ve only ever read about.


  I grab his hair again, pulling him up. I need him inside me. He shakes his head and looks up at me. “You have a thing for pulling my hair, huh?” He smirks. “I can tell already that once you're all healed up, we can definitely make things interesting.” He laughs when he sees my reaction written all over my face due to my blushing.


  He presses his lips to mine once again, reaching his hand down to my core. He groans when he feels how ready I am for him. “Kyler, please,” I beg. “I need you inside me now.”


  He wastes no time shedding his pants, coming back immediately to press his body against mine. My body feels like it’s on fire when he pushes his erection against my center.


  “Are you on the pill?” He pauses. “I haven’t been with anyone in over a year, Carson and I’ve been checked. I’m clean.” He pauses to look down at me. “I really don’t want anything between us. I need to feel all of you.”


  I nod. “I’m on the pill and you know my history.” I smile at him as he brings his mouth back to me.


  He slowly presses into me, excruciatingly slow so he doesn’t hurt me. He stops when he is fully seated and looks at my face. “Are you okay?” he whispers. “I don’t want to hurt you.”


  “I’m fantastic, but if you don’t start moving, I’m taking over.” I smile up at him seductively.


  “Oh, thank God,” he mumbles as he pulls back a few inches and pushes back in.


  “Jesus, you’re so tight and hot, baby. You’re like a fucking furnace.” He groans into my neck as he makes love to me long and slow.


  I have never felt anything so amazing in my life. It’s like his body was made to fit inside of mine. Every push, every pull brings me closer to the edge, and I feel like my body is literally going to ignite when I get there. I had no idea my body could feel this way. How had I never experienced this level of pleasure before?


  “So close, baby. Please tell me you’re close,” he bites out like he’s in pain.


  And just like that, my body explodes around his, causing me to scream out his name and clench the sheets of his bed like they will keep me from lifting off. His body stiffens as he throws his head back and roars.


  I almost instantly start to drift off. If that is what sex is supposed to feel like, I’ve been missing out on this my entire life. I have never felt that way before. The pleasure that ripped through my body was almost painful it was so intense. I’ve definitely been missing out.


  I hear Kyler chuckle beside me. I open my eyes and turn my head to look at him. “What’s so funny?” I ask, smiling back at him.


  “I have to say that I agree. I’ve been missing out, too,” he says sleepily.


  Shit. I said all that out loud.


  He chuckles again.


  “Kyler, that was amazing and we should do it again as soon as possible,” I tell him, my eyes closed.


  “Maybe we should.” He laughs, running his index finger down my naked body. “But maybe we should talk about what just happened first.”


  “What do you mean?” I ask, concern obvious in my voice.


  “Well, what I mean is, I really like you, Carson. A lot,” he replies.


  “I like you a lot, too, and if you can make me feel like that again and again, I think maybe I’d like to keep you around for a little while,” I joke, knowing I’m sort of avoiding the seriousness of the topic. He smiles down at me, knowing exactly what I’m doing.


  “Looks like I have a job to do.” He groans as he once again grabs my hips and pulls me to him. Kyler makes love to me again, and this time is even better than the last. I know in my heart that I’m falling for him, but I’m not sure if I am ready to give my heart away again.
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  The next morning, I wake up, still wrapped in the warmth of his arms. I glance at the clock and see it’s still early, but I’m no longer tired so I decide to go down and get coffee started. I’ll make us breakfast a little later.


  I make myself a lovely cup of coffee, just the way I like it, and curl up on my favorite chair in front of the windows that look out over the backyard. I’m still a little weirded out about the property thing. Could it really be my dad who put in that bid? Why would he do that?


  I don’t want to think about it right now. It just hurts. I want to bask in the glow of last night. It was amazing. He was amazing. Not that I have much experience to compare it to, but it was by far the best sex I’ve ever had. It didn’t feel forced, or rushed. He took his time with me and was so understanding and gentle. Just thinking about last night makes me want to go upstairs and take advantage of him in his sleep. The thought makes me laugh out loud.


  “What are you laughing about in here?” his morning voice asks from behind me. I almost spill my coffee when I jump.


  “Shit, Ky. Don’t sneak up on a woman deep in thought, holding scorching-hot coffee,” I scold him playfully.


  He walks up behind me, leaning over and kissing my forehead.


  “Did you save me any coffee?” he asks smugly.


  “This is my first cup, so you better get some while you can,” I joke. He knows I need at least two cups, sometimes three to actually make me a normal human being in the morning.


  He gets a mug and pours himself some coffee before coming over and sitting down in the oversized chair with me.


  “What are your plans for today?”


  “Well, one of us needs to pick Landry up from school. I need to go grocery shopping. And hopefully Karen will call me with good news today,” I say cheerfully.


  “How about you make me a list of what you need at the store, I’ll pick up Landry and then she and I will go grocery shopping. That way, you can kick it here, relax and wait for Karen to call. Or you could just call her yourself.” He chuckles. He knows I’m so ready to get this ball rolling.


  “Actually, that sounds wonderful. I have some laundry to get started ‘cause our girl needs three outfits a day, apparently, so it piles up quick.” I joke with him and he smiles in response.


  “I like that you call her ‘our girl’. It sounds natural.” He smiles at me.


  “It feels natural.” I look into his eyes and smile. It’s official. I’m no longer falling; I’ve fallen.


  He kisses me gently and gets up to shower. I set my coffee on the end table and reach for the notepad to make the grocery list. After it’s complete, I sit it down next to my coffee cup and lean back into the softness of the chair. It doesn’t take long before I’m fast asleep.
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  When I wake, I’m covered with a blanket and there is a note under my coffee cup.


  CC, I’m headed to pick up Landry and then to the store. Rest today. We’ll be back in a little while. <3 Ky


  I smile at the note and decide I should probably get my ass in gear for the day. I apparently slept for a few hours, so I was even more worn out from last night than I thought. Not that I’m complaining one bit.


  I take a quick shower and dress in casual clothes, throw my hair into a bun and make my way back downstairs. I left my phone downstairs while I was showering, so I look to see if I missed any calls or texts. That’s when it dawns on me that I’ve missed or rejected several calls from an unknown number over the past few days.


  I scroll through my phone to the missed calls and find that there are seven over the past couple of days from the unknown number. The last one left a voicemail. I’m almost afraid to listen to it because I know in the back of my mind it could be from Jerrod. He’s been quiet for too long, and it’s making me nervous. I hit the button to retrieve the message and start back toward the stairs.


  When I hear the voice in the message, I stop and sit down on the stairs.


  


  “Hi, Carson. It’s Christopher. (long pause) I really didn’t want to do this on your voicemail but seeing how you still don’t ever answer your phone when you don’t know the number, I guess this is what I have to do (he chuckles lightly). I know you’re surprised to hear from me after all of this time but I had to call. It’s your dad, Car. He’s not doing so good. So much happened after you left, some of it good and some of it bad. I know you hate me, and you have every right to, but your dad needs you, Car. Please call me back. My number is 337-555-1212. Please, Carson.”


  


  Oh, my God. My dad!


  I run up the stairs, grab my purse and race back down. I snatch my keys and head for the door. I run out of the house, pausing when I step out onto the front porch. Where am I going? I need to call Chris back and find out what the hell is going on. I could tell by the tone of his voice, which still sounds the exact same, that he is worried. Whether he is worried about having to call me, or worried about my daddy, I’m not sure.


  I walk back into the house, looking at the clock on the wall. Kyler and Landry should be back soon. I need to call Chris now. Surprisingly, I’m not nervous to talk to him at all. I’m terrified of what he’s going to say about my dad, though. For the past few years, I’ve realized that completely axing my dad from my life was stupid. Moving away was punishment enough for him, I’m sure. But my stubbornness wouldn’t allow me to call him first. Now look where we are. There is something terribly wrong with him; I feel it deep down in my soul. I look toward the ceiling, closing my eyes, and I pray for the first time in a really long time. Please don’t let my daddy be gone.


  I take a long, slow deep breath and pick up my cell, listening to Chris’ message once again, and then I call him. It rings only once before he answers.


  “Carson,” he chokes out, with so much emotion in his voice.


  “Hi Chris.” I take a deep breath. He sounds exactly the same. “What is wrong with my dad?” I sob.


  “Car, I am so sorry. I will never forgive myself for being the cause of you leaving. I should’ve…” I cut him off.


  “Chris, I don’t have time to talk about what we did wrong in our relationship. I called because you said there is something wrong with my dad. Please, tell me what is wrong,” I practically yell.


  I hear footsteps on hardwood floor and then a door shutting before he speaks again. “He has cancer, Car. He’s had it for a few years but things are getting really bad, and I know he needs you. You need to come home,” he says quickly but gently.


  I feel all the air leave my body. My daddy has cancer.


  “Where is he?” I ask.


  “He’s in Tulane Medical Center,” he replies.


  “I’ll be there as soon as I can.” I take a deep breath because I have to know just how serious this is. Before I can change my mind, I choke out, “Is he dying, Chris?” At first, I don’t think he is going to answer because the line is completely silent. My sobbing must bring him out of whatever thoughts he’s lost in.


  “Yes, he is,” he answers softly. “I’m so sorry, Carson.”


  My body starts to shake and the tears and sobs are coming so fast I can’t breathe. My daddy is dying.


  “Where is my mother?” I grind out.


  Chris doesn’t say anything for a minute, and I pull the phone away from my head to see if we got disconnected. Nope.


  “Chris, where is she? Why are you avoiding this question?” I ask through clenched teeth.


  “They are divorced, Carson. Have been since not long after his initial diagnosis. She’s married to someone else and hasn’t spoken to your dad in a few years,” he spits out.


  “Are you fucking kidding me right now?” I roar. That selfish bitch!


  “Car, calm down. I’ll explain everything when you get here. Please, you need to come now. I don’t know how much time he has left,” he replies.


  “I’m on my way,” I say as I disconnect the call.


  I grab my laptop to book my flight. I hear Kyler and Landry come in a little while later, as I’m running around frantically trying to pack.


  “Carson?” Kyler calls out.


  “I’m up here, y’all. Can you please come here for a minute?” I yell back.


  I hear him trotting up the stairs, with Landry giggling right along behind him. I run back into the closet to grab a few pairs of flip-flops, throwing them into my suitcase as they come into the room. Kyler stops when he gets to the doorway and sees me.


  “What’s going on? Carson, why are you packing?” he asks, sounding confused and almost scared.


  “Chris has been calling me, but it said ‘unknown number’ and I don’t answer calls from numbers I don’t know. I finally listened to the voicemail and he said he had to talk to me about my dad, so I called him back and my dad has cancer and my parents are divorced and he’s dying alone…” I trail off as I run into the bathroom to grab the necessities.


  I’m rummaging through the drawers in my bathroom when I feel Kyler wrap his arms around my waist. I feel his breath on my ear right before he whispers, “Take a slow, deep breath, baby. If you don’t slow your breathing down, you’re going to pass out.” He pulls me to him and holds me for just a second before turning me around and holding onto my arms.


  “Can you try that again a little slower this time,” he says as he looks into my eyes.


  “My dad is dying, Kyler, and he’s alone. I have to go home. My flight leaves in an hour,” I reply, trying so hard to keep it together. I’ve got too much shit to get done to break down right now.


  Kyler steps back, starts walking back into my room, and says, “I’ll come with you. Call Pops and see if he can keep Landry for a few days.” He keeps walking, not waiting for me to respond.


  “No, Kyler. I don’t have time to wait. We have to leave now if I’m going to make it. Plus, I really need to do this on my own,” I say as I rush after him. “I haven’t seen any of them in more than six years. Shit could get ugly, especially if my mother is involved.” Although I know having him there would probably be a great distraction for the shit storm I’m sure will take place when I get back into town, I won’t put him through that. Plus, Landry needs him here.


  “Are you sure Carson, ‘cause I will come. I can book a later flight. You shouldn’t have to do this alone,” he replies.


  “I’m sure. Can you take me to the airport? I’m almost done packing.” Kyler nods and walks toward the stairs.


  It dawns on me that Landry is standing in my room and has no idea what just happened. She looks frightened and when I start to walk toward her, she points to my luggage and signs, “Where are we going?” She looks terrified, and sad.


  “I have to go to my hometown, baby girl. My daddy is sick, and I need to go and see him. You and Kyler are going to stay here. I will be back as soon as I can, I promise,” I sign to her. I can immediately see the relief in her eyes. She was afraid I was taking her away from Kyler.


  I grab her face and kiss her forehead. “Landry, Kyler is your daddy and I will never try to take you away from him. We both love you so much,” I sign. She smiles big and nods that she understands.


  “I will miss you,” she signs.


  “I’ll miss you too, baby girl. I promise to call Kyler when I get there and we’ll set up FaceTime so I can see you every day, okay?”


  She nods again, smiles and turns to leave the room. I finish getting all my stuff in my bag before grabbing the handle and lugging it onto the floor.


  When I get to the bottom of the stairs, Kyler takes the bag from me and walks out the door without a word. Landry grabs my hand and we follow him out.


  Kyler and Landry get in and I slide into the passenger seat, ready to get to my dad. The ride to the airport is quiet, which I’m thankful for. It’s taking every ounce of my energy to hold myself together.


  When we pull up to the unloading area, I turn and look at Landry in the backseat. I sign, “I love you, sweet girl, and I will talk to you tomorrow, okay?” I smile at her because I know she reads people mostly by their facial expression. She smiles back and signs, “Love you, too.” I get out of the car and walk to the trunk, where Kyler is pulling my bag out.


  “Text or call me when you get there, or I’ll worry,” he says quietly.


  I wrap my arms around his waist, pull him to me and hug him for all I’m worth. “I will, but it won’t be until tomorrow. I have a late overnight layover in Houston.”


  “I don’t care what time it is. You text me when you get to Houston,” he demands.


  “All right, bossy pants,” I agree with a smirk. He pulls away just enough to look at my face. He gently pulls my hair to tilt my head back, and I smile when I realize what’s coming next. He gently kisses my lips, only lingering for a few seconds. His kiss takes my breath away, and when he pulls away I’m already missing his warmth.


  “We’ll miss you, babe,” he whispers quietly before pulling away completely.


  “I’ll be back before you know it. Y’all don’t have too many parties while I’m away,” I joke as I grab my bag and head toward the terminal. I hear Kyler chuckle and look back just in time to see him wave before he slips into the car.


  God, I’m going to miss them while I’m gone.
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  The flights from SeaTac to New Orleans are long. Due to the last-minute booking, I have a plane change in Denver and then fly into Houston, with an overnight layover there. I consider just renting a car in Houston and driving to New Orleans but when we land, it’s almost midnight and there’s no way I’d stay awake for a five-hour drive. I’ll need some sleep in order to function tomorrow when I get to the hospital. I decide to just grab a hotel room in the airport and get a few hours of sleep before my flight leaves at 7:30 a.m. for New Orleans.


  I text Kyler to let him know I made it to Houston and that I’ll text him when I get into New Orleans tomorrow. He responds that everything at home is fine and to keep him posted.


  I also text Chris, letting him know I’ll be in tomorrow and thanking him for calling me to tell me about my dad. I leave it at that. I don’t have anything else really to say to him. I appreciate that he let me know about my dad, I really do, but Chris and I haven’t spoken in years and any other kind of conversation would be awkward. I think the tragedy of losing Lu has really made me realize how short life is. I probably should tell Chris I forgive him and get that closure.


  Weird that hearing his voice did nothing but cause me to worry about my dad. There was no missing him; there was no regret for leaving. It dawns on me that I’m completely over him, and probably have been for some time. I’ve been holding on to the hurt he caused for far too long. This trip will finally give me the closure I’ve needed after all these years. It’s time for me to let go of their betrayal and move on with my life. Forgiving him will be for my sanity, though, not for their penance.


  Chris responds, which surprises me since it’s so late.


  C: What time? I’ll pick you up.


  Me: Not necessary. I’ll grab a cab. Thanks again.


  I decide to go to the restaurant/bar downstairs and grab something to eat and a drink. I need one. Just as I reach the elevator, my phone dings with an incoming text.


  C: Come on, Car. I’ll pick you up and take you to the hospital. You don’t even have to talk to me if you don’t want to.


  I contemplate his offer. What’s it going to hurt?


  Me: Okay. Flight arrives at 8:50 a.m. Thank you. See you tomorrow.


  I stick my phone in my purse as I ride down. It dings as I walk into the restaurant.


  C: See you tomorrow.


  I sit at the bar and pick up the menu the bartender sets in front of me.


  “The grill closes in 15 minutes so if you want food, you should order it quick,” he informs me with a kind smile then turns to walk away.


  “I’ll just have a cheeseburger, no onions, and fries,” I order before he gets too far away. “And can you have them make it to go. I’ll just take it back to my room.” He nods and heads to the kitchen.


  The bartender comes back over a few minutes later and asks if I’d like something to drink while I wait. I order a Corona and a shot of Patrón. He smirks and then turns to get my drink. When he brings it back, I down the shot, ask for another and then throw some salt in my Corona before taking a long, slow pull off it. He pours me another and walks away to put in my food order.


  I lift the shot to my mouth and let my mind wander as I throw it back, the alcohol warming my insides. I know tomorrow is going to involve so many different emotions. I’m excited to see my daddy but terrified of what I’m walking into. Chris said he’s had cancer for a while, which means he probably will look horrible and since he’s nearing the end, I don’t know if my heart can take seeing him like that. I need to tell him I forgive him and I love him, though. I will never be able to forgive myself if he dies thinking I don’t love him. I need to hold his hand and tell him how much I love him and have missed him. I’m sick to my stomach at how long I’ve let the past stay between us.


  My mother, on the other hand… I am absolutely at a loss on how to deal with her. Maybe I’ll luck out and won’t have to see her at all while I’m there. Chris said they’re divorced and she’s married to someone else, so maybe she won’t know I’m there and I won’t even run into her. Here’s to hoping, I think as I take another long drink of my beer.


  I’m not sure how I feel about seeing Chris. I mean, I know in my heart I’m over him. Yes, he broke my heart. Yes, he knocked up my cousin. Yes, they all kept it a secret. However, if that had not happened, I’d be a Stepford wife living in New Orleans, probably ignoring the affairs Chris was having, while being a stay-at-home mom who spent her days drinking too much wine at the country club with other Stepford wives. That’s not me. What Chris and Jenna did to me paved the way for the life I now love in Seattle. Maybe I should thank them. I wouldn’t have met Lulu and Landry; I wouldn’t have pursued my dream of being a chef and owning my own restaurant. I wonder if they’re still together. Guess I’ll find out tomorrow.


  When the bartender comes back, he’s carrying my dinner. I order another Corona, uncapped, and pay the tab. Heading back to my room with my dinner and beer, I try to think of what tomorrow will bring. I’m nervous and scared, and I’m regretting not letting Kyler come with me. He’d definitely be able to soothe my nerves right now.


  As I get to my room, I hear my phone ringing in my purse. I quickly get the card key out and slide it through the slot. Setting my dinner and beer on the counter, I reach for my phone just as it stops ringing. I look to see who it was and see Kyler’s face. I wonder why he is calling me in the middle of the night. I call him back.


  “Hey, Ky. Everything okay?” I ask.


  “Hi, baby. I just wanted to make sure you grabbed something to eat. You’ve been traveling most of the day, and I know you forget to eat when you’re stressed out,” he says with a chuckle. My heart flutters. I love it when he calls me baby.


  “Yeah, I actually was just getting back to my room after getting a burger from the grill downstairs. Great minds think alike.” I giggle.


  “Okay, well, eat your food, finish that beer and get some sleep,” he replies.


  “I’m drinking water.” I laugh. “You don’t know me.”


  “Whatever. Shot of Patrón with a Corona chaser. I know your ‘stressed out’ drink, Car.” He laughs. “Text me when you land tomorrow.”


  “I will, bossy pants.” I chuckle. It’s silent for a second, and I think he may have hung up when he finally speaks.


  “I miss you.” Pause. “I think, when you get home, I would like to take you out again.” Pause. “On a date.” Pause. “Carson?”


  “Kyler, does that mean we’ll be officially dating? That will be date number two, and two dates is dating,” I ask with humor. “You are aware that we live together, right?”


  “Yes, ma’am, I am fully aware. I think that when you get home we should see where things go,” he replies.


  “Dating it is then.” I smile.


  “Great. Text me when you get to New Orleans. Do you have your hotel and transportation set up?” he questions.


  “Hotel, check. I’m staying at Hotel Monteleone. It’s just a couple of miles from the hospital. Chris is picking me up at the airport and taking me to see my dad,” I say.


  “Chris? As in ex-fiancé, heart-breaker, knocked up your cousin Chris?” he asks.


  “One and the same. No worries, Ky. There is absolutely nothing he could say that would make me stay in New Orleans. My home is there, with you and Landry,” I state proudly. I know in my heart I mean it, too. Chris is my past, and Kyler and Landry are my future.


  “I’m not worried about that. I just know how much he hurt you. Between having to see him and then seeing your dad sick and in the hospital, I’m afraid you’re taking on too much all at once,” he replies gently.


  “I’ll be okay. I promise. I’ll call you in the morning once I land. I imagine things will move quickly once I get there. From Chris’ tone earlier, my guess is my dad is barely hanging on. I just hope I make it in time,” I croak out. It’s taking everything in me to hold it together, and the Patrón isn’t helping.


  “I’m sorry, Carson. I really wish you would’ve let me come,” he says sweetly.


  “I’m okay. I need sleep, though. I’ll call you when I land in New Orleans,” I reply.


  “Goodnight, baby,” Kyler whispers.


  “Night,” I respond, once again my heart thumping rapidly at his term of endearment.
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  I didn’t get much sleep last night. Between thinking about what is going to happen with my dad, nerves about seeing Chris again, and the fact that Kyler wants to actually give whatever this is between us a go, my brain was going 90-mph all night.


  I drag my ass out of bed and throw myself into the shower. I have just over a half hour before I need to get back into the airport terminal and get through security. I throw my hair up in a messy bun and put on a new t-shirt, the same jeans I wore yesterday and my favorite flip-flops. A little light powder, some mascara and a tinted lip balm and I’m on my way.


  After I check in and get through security, I find a coffee shop and order a coffee and a muffin. Just a little something to settle my lurching stomach. I can only hope that my daddy is still alive and coherent enough that I can talk to him rationally. This may be my only chance to fix our relationship, and I’m definitely not going to pass it up. I need him to know that I forgive him, and that I’m sorry it’s taken me so long to tell him that. The guilt fills me with a feeling I haven’t had in a long time. My dad has suffered through a divorce from my mother, who basically abandoned him when he got sick, and has been fighting cancer, all while not having his only child beside him to help him fight. I’m a terrible daughter. Every ounce of my soul aches with the knowledge that he has had to endure the last several years alone.


  It only feels like I’ve been at the airport a short time when I hear them call for my flight to start boarding. I gather up my trash, dumping it in the can as I walk to my gate. I reach into my bag and grab my cell to put it on airplane mode when I notice a text from an unavailable number. I open the message and almost drop my phone when I read it.


  UN: Running bitch? I’ll find you no matter where you go.


  I’m not sure if it’s the fact that my life is so crazy right now, or if it’s lack of sleep, but I feel nothing but anger coursing through me when I read his message. It’s been months and months since the accident, and even though the cops have followed all leads, they’ve been unable to find Jerrod. A little piece of me broke when I lost Lulu. I became a person I’m not used to. I became weak, which is something I’ve never been. I relied on Kyler more than I should have. He became my backbone instead of me standing up for myself. Even after my miniscule breakdown when the whole wedding thing happened, I packed my shit and left. Boom…done! I can feel my face burning and my heart starts to pound so loud all I can hear is the blood rushing in my ears. I’m tired of this asshat messing with my life. I’m tired of looking over my shoulder. I’m tired of waiting for the inevitable. I’m just tired of it all.


  Me: Then come get me, motherfucker.


  I’m done being a victim. That fucker wants a fight? Well, he’s about to get one. I’ll call Lopez when I get to New Orleans to let him know what’s going on. I’m sure he’ll be real happy with my response, but I’ve had enough cowering. They can all kiss my ass.


  I send Kyler a quick text that just lets him know I’m boarding for New Orleans, and then I turn my phone to airplane mode.


  I have a newfound determination to get my life back in order. First things first, I’m going to see my dad and spend the rest of his days making sure he knows how much I love him and missed him while we were apart. This flight can’t get to New Orleans fast enough.


  After New Orleans, Jerrod is going down!
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  As the seatbelt sign comes on and I hear the pilot welcome us to New Orleans, my stomach clenches at the thought that I’ll be in the same room with my dad in just an hour or so. I hope Chris isn’t late because I need to get to my dad.


  I hate flying. Always have. I think the main reason is that it is out of my control. At least when I’m driving, I have control. The landing and takeoff are always the hardest for me because you get that feeling of falling on both accounts. I reach down and grab the arm rests, gripping them until my knuckles are white. I close my eyes and breathe through my nose as we start to descend. I feel a light touch on my hand and open my eyes to see the old lady next to me gently caressing my hand.


  “It’ll be okay, my dear. You’re gonna break that armrest if you don’t turn it loose,” she says with a thick southern accent and a smile. “God has you in his hands, honey. You’re needed in New Orleans. I can feel it, and He won’t let you down.”


  I’m shocked at her words because she doesn’t know me from Adam, but this gentle-souled woman next to me knows that I need to be here, right now, for good reason. I smile back at her and ease my grip of the armrest. She pats my hand gently and then pulls away. I’ve never been religious. I obviously grew up in a good southern home where we went to church every Sunday and we said Grace before every meal. But I haven’t been to church since I left home more than six years ago. God’s kind of been on my shit list since Lulu’s death. I’m mad at him. I know I need to make peace with the circumstances of the accident, but I haven’t been able to do that yet, and truthfully, I may never be ready. Only time will tell.


  I take a deep breath and smile when I feel the wheels of the plane touch down. A weird kind of peace settles over me and I know it’s time to fix everything. I pull my phone from my purse, take it off airplane mode and shoot Kyler a quick text letting him know I arrived safely and will call him this evening after I’ve seen my dad.


  We disembark from the plane and I head directly for the luggage carousels. I spot my bags after a few minutes and start to head in that direction when I feel a hand land on my shoulder. I jump back and let out a small scream before I whirl around and come face to face with a man I never thought I’d see again.


  Christopher Walker.


  “Wow, Carson!” he exclaims quietly. “You look so….different.” I watch as he scans me from head to toe, stopping on the tattoos that cover my arm. I take that time to really look at him. He looks exactly the same. He’s in an expensive suit and clean-shaven. As I rake my eyes over him, I come to a halt at his left hand, which is adorned with a beautiful platinum wedding band. I can’t take my eyes off his hand. He’s married. I feel a smile pull at my lips and look up to his worried face. I’m not smiling because he’s married; I’m smiling because I feel absolutely no jealousy about that fact. I was right. I’ve let him go, and knowing that with all my heart has me missing Kyler even more. I’m so ready to move on.


  “You look good, Chris. Exactly the way I remember you,” I say with a genuine smile. I reach out to shake his hand and he grabs it, only to pull me into a hug so tight I feel like my ribs may break.


  “Can’t breathe,” I choke out.


  He immediately lets go and steps away from me. “Sorry. It’s just so good to see you and know that you’re okay,” he admits with a sad look.


  “I’m great, actually.” I smile back. “Now, let’s get going to the hospital so I can see my daddy.”


  Chris’ face drops with real sadness and I can see how much of a toll my dad’s illness has taken on him. They must’ve become close while working at the firm together. I figured after the blow-up that he’d have little else to do with him. I guess I was wrong.


  “Carson, I feel like I should prepare you for what you’re going to see when you get there.” He takes a deep breath as he places his hand on my lower back and guides me toward the doors. “It’s not gonna be pretty.”


  We make our way to Chris’ car in silence, my mind going a million miles an hour thinking of what he’s going to tell me about my daddy.


  Once my bags are in the trunk and we are both inside the car, I turn to Chris and grab his hand, squeezing hard. “Thank you, Chris. Thank you for calling to tell me to come.” I let go of his hand and turn back to look out the front windshield. “Now, tell me what I’m walking into,” I almost whisper.


  He doesn’t respond immediately and when I glance over at him, he is staring at me. I give him a chin lift to get his attention and he breaks eye contact to start the car. He eases out of the parking garage and toward the freeway before he speaks.


  “As I mentioned, your dad has cancer. Lung cancer, to be exact. He was diagnosed with it about six months after you left. By the time he went to the doctor, it was Stage 3. He did chemotherapy and radiation treatments, both of which shrunk the tumors but didn’t kill them all the way. He did several rounds of both before the doctors finally told him there was nothing else they could do. Everything they tried basically just prolonged his suffering.” He stops momentarily and looks over at me as I feel my chest clench and the tears start to fall. It kills me to know he’s been suffering for so long and all alone because I was just too damn stubborn to forgive him.


  “Please, go on. I need to know all of it,” I manage before I feel my throat start to close with emotion.


  “He decided about six months ago that he was done fighting. He was ready to let go,” he chokes out. “That’s when I knew it was time to bring you home.”


  He pauses for a second before continuing. “I told him I was going to find you so you could come home and be with him. At first, he acted like he didn’t know where you were and just agreed to let me look, but after a few days he admitted that he knew and has since the day you rented your apartment in Seattle. Once the cat was out of the bag, he told me everything he knew about what you’d been up to. He was so proud when he talked about you graduating from that cooking school. I don’t know that I’d ever seen him smile that big.”


  I must look stunned because he quickly continues. “He loves you so much, Carson. He just wanted to make sure you were okay. He knew you were mad and needed the time to heal after what we did to you, but he figured you’d come back, or at least contact him after some time had passed. He’s always known your whereabouts, and what you’d been doing,” he says with a small smile.


  I hold my hand up to make him stop because I don’t know if my heart can take anymore right now. My daddy knew where I was. He knew I went to culinary school…and then it hits me. It WAS him who put in the bid on the property I was buying. But how did he know I was planning to look at it? I have so many questions, but above all, if he’d known where I was, why didn’t he contact me?


  “Please, don’t tell me anymore right now. I need to see my dad, Chris. I need to talk to him.” I sob and he shakes his head, returning his gaze to the windshield and picking up speed.


  A few minutes later, we pull up in front of the hospital and I take a good look around. Things haven’t changed much in the few years I’ve been gone. I’ve been to this hospital many times. The time I fell out of the neighbor’s tree and broke my arm. The time I accidently shot my horse in the hind leg with Chris’ BB gun and she kicked me in the leg. When my dad thought my appendix had ruptured, but it was nothing more than food poisoning, and the time I slammed my finger in a truck door. I smile at all the memories.


  As we walk toward the doors, I see movement out of the corner of my eye and look over in that direction, stopping when I see Jenna and two little girls getting out of a car. She is pulling a toddler out of the back seat when she looks up and our eyes meet. She hasn’t changed a bit. She gives me a small smile, but I can see the pain behind it. I expect her to come over to us, but she holds the toddler on one hip and the older girl by the hand and walks into the hospital without looking back. I look over where I figured Chris would be and see that he stopped a few feet back and is staring after Jenna and the little girls. Weird.


  “You coming?” I ask gently.


  “Yeah, sorry,” he mumbles as he starts to walk with me toward the doors again.


  “What was that about?” I ask him, pointing toward the doors.


  “Nothing. You have more things to worry about than how fucked-up my life is.” He trails off and walks faster toward the doors.


  I don’t ask again. Although it is none of my business and I shouldn’t care, knowing that Chris and Jenna are not on speaking terms is saddening. He is wearing a wedding ring and she has two little girls who look just like her. I guess I assumed they were married. Maybe I’m wrong.


  We make our way into the hospital and up to the floor my dad is on. I take slow, deep breaths because my heart feels like it’s going to beat out of my chest.


  Nurses say hi to Chris as we walk toward the rooms at the end of a long hall. I once again see Jenna and the little girls as they talk to one of the nurses.


  When Jenna sees us coming, she takes the girls over and sits them in chairs a few feet away. She whispers something to them and then heads toward us. I can see her pain in her tense shoulders. She’s uncomfortable and if I’m reading her eyes correctly, fearful.


  “Carson,” she squeaks out, followed by clearing her throat. “It’s good to see you. Your daddy will be pleased as punch that you’re here.” She gives a little smile. I notice that she doesn’t look at Chris or address him at all. That can’t be good.


  “Hi, Jen,” I say lightly, because she looks like if I say it too loud, it will frighten her. She seems so fragile, heart-broken and lost.


  I look at him and see the guilt in his eyes.


  That son of a bitch. Did he do it again? Did he cheat on Jenna?


  “What did you do?” I ask him through my teeth, surprised at the anger I feel right now toward him. He ruined our chance at happiness and now he has a wife and two beautiful little girls and he ruined that, too.


  “Carson, this is none of your business, so please just stay out of it. Like I said, you have enough on your plate than to worry about this,” he demands while whipping his finger back and forth between him and Jenna. I can tell she’s trying to fight off tears.


  My heart breaks a little for her because as much as I hate what they did to me, I wasn’t already married to him, nor did I have children with him. I was saved from that disaster.


  “Fine. I need to go see my dad now,” I tell him as I walk toward the room the little girls are sitting outside. I can only assume that’s his room.


  I hear Chris and Jenna speaking softly to each other and as I get close to the door, the girls look up, then past me, before whisper-screaming, “Daddy” and jumping off the chairs to run to Chris. I turn to watch as he sees them barreling toward him. His scowl changes into a full mega-watt smile and he squats for them to jump into his arms. The smile on his face is pure joy. I shift my eyes to Jenna, who has turned her back to me and her shoulders are shaking slightly. She’s crying.


  Knowing they don’t need me interfering in their family issues, I turn back toward the door I know has my daddy behind it. I take a deep breath, close my eyes and say another little prayer.


  [image: ]


  I push the door open slowly, letting my eyes adjust to the darkness of the room. There is a dim light coming from the bathroom door, and I take in the whole room before I let my eyes go to the bed.


  When I take in the sight in front of me, all the air rushes from my lungs and a sob tears from my throat as my hands come up and cover my mouth. He shifts slightly but does not wake. I walk slowly toward the bed, terrified to wake him before I have the chance to pull myself together. When I get next to him, I take in his sunken face and very thin frame. He’s skin and bones. The tears are coming so fast I have to brush them aside in order to see. I can’t bring myself to wake him. I can see his chest rise and fall and can hear the beeping of the heart monitor so I know he’s alive, although his grey ashen skin made me wonder. He’s dying.


  He shifts again, looking uncomfortable before a small cough comes from his mouth. His hand goes to his mouth as a fit of coughs follows. I watch the pain on his face as the coughing continues, and I reach over and take his hand without any hesitation.


  His eyes slowly open and when he is able to focus, seeing it’s me standing in front of him, I watch as his eyes fill with unshed tears and he chokes out my name.


  “Carson.” Cough. “My baby girl has come home to me.” Cough.


  I drop down into the chair beside his bed and bring his hand to my face, closing my eyes to relish this moment. He gently caresses my cheek and when I look into his eyes again, the tears have started to fall from both of us.


  “Daddy,” I choke out before throwing my head down onto his frail body and sobbing uncontrollably. He lays his hand on the back of my head and rubs my hair like he used to do when I was a little girl. We sit like that for only moments before he starts to cough again. I sit up quickly and push the nurse call button.


  “I’m so sorry I haven’t been here, Daddy. I wish I’d known you were sick a long time ago. I could’ve been here to help you,” I say angrily. I know my anger isn’t at him. It’s at the situation. It’s at myself for letting this bullshit feud go on for far too long.


  “Car, you listen to me.” Cough. “I am so sorry for what happened. I let your mother make decisions I knew were wrong, and you got hurt in the process. I take full responsibility for that. You are my baby girl, and I helped them break your heart.” Cough. Wheeze. I reach over and push the nurse button again, getting agitated that they haven’t responded to the first one.


  “Stop, Daddy. I know you’re sorry. And I’m sorry for staying away way longer than I should’ve. I forgave you a long time ago, Daddy. I was just too stubborn to be the one to break. I’ve lost so much time with you,” I cry. “I love you so much, Daddy, and I’ve missed you so much.” My voice breaks completely, and he pats my hand as I lay my head back down on the bed.


  “I need you to listen to me, baby girl,” he says breathlessly. “I don’t have much time left and now that you’re here, I’m ready to let go.” I start to shake my head furiously but I know he’s suffered enough and ready to be done with all of this. His pain is obvious, and he’s lived with this for so long.


  “I love you, Carson, more than anything. You have always been my pride and joy. I’m so proud of what you’ve accomplished in Seattle. I’ve been keeping tabs on you the whole time. I know you’ve been through a lot this past year, but I’m so proud of the way you’ve continued on. I had hoped to someday meet that beautiful little girl you love so much.” The tears are flowing from my eyes that he knows all about everything that’s happened. “If I hadn’t been so sick, I’d have come to the hospital when you were injured in the accident. Lucky for me, my oncologist is extremely sneaky and kept tabs on you while you were there for me.” He chuckles.


  I smile up at him knowing that when my dad has his mind set on something, nothing stands in his way.


  I realize in that moment that he has been hanging on for a long time, waiting for me to come home so he could let go. He needed the closure before he was ready to go.


  “I’m so sorry, Daddy. Sorry you’ve missed so much of what my life has turned into,” I say. “With every milestone I hit, I thought of you and felt your absence. When I graduated from culinary school, I realized then that I needed to make things right with you, but that was the night of the accident and things just went crazy after that.” I start to explain but another coughing fit ensues, and I get up from the bed and head for the door.


  I fling the door open, dead-set on kicking a nurse’s ass when I run right into Chris, who is in front of the door, holding Jenna in his arms. I turn toward the nurse’s station and see no one behind it.


  “I’m sorry to interrupt, but, Chris, can you please go find a nurse before I go apeshit. Daddy’s coughing fits are horrible and he’s in pain,” I grind out. He nods, takes Jenna’s hand and heads toward the nurse’s station as I turn back into Daddy’s room.


  When I get back to the bed, his eyes are closed and I take a minute to watch his chest rise and fall. His breathing is so shallow. I sit back down beside him and put my hand into his.


  “I’m here, Daddy, and I’m not going anywhere.” I lay my forehead on our joined hands and take a deep breath. I know the end is near, but I am not ready to let him go when I just got him back.


  He stirs and I lift my head. “Carson, I’m ready. I need you to know that I love you and that I am so damn proud of the woman you have become. You go make your dreams come true. That land you’re buying is beautiful, and I had no doubt you’d love it the moment I saw the pictures. Promise me you will live your life to the fullest and never, ever take love for granted.” He gives me a weak smile. I shake my head because my throat hurts so badly from trying not to scream and cry. I hear the nurse come in and I turn to address her.


  “Please, he’s in pain. Can you give him something to help him?” I choke out.


  “Yes, ma’am.” She inserts a syringe into his IV, and I watch as his frail frame begins to relax almost instantly.


  When he is sleeping soundly, I kiss his cheek and turn to the nurse to address the lack of response to my pushing the button, when she surprises me.


  “You must be Carson,” she says with a smile. “He talks about you all the time. I’m so glad you got here to see him.” She looks down at the floor. “He will let go fast now, honey. He’s been waiting for you.” I stand stock-still, looking at her now-retreating form.


  I know in my heart he’s ready to go. He told me so. But hearing the nurse confirm that the end is near, I’m terrified.


  The door opens and I watch as Chris walks into the room without Jenna.


  “You doing okay, Car?” he whispers.


  “No. I’m not. My dad is dying, Chris. I’m lost on how to handle that,” I admit as I walk toward him. At this moment, I need someone to hold me and if the only person who can do that is Chris, I’m okay with it. He opens his arms and I fall into him, sobbing quietly. Chris sinks to the floor with me wrapped in his arms and holds me while I cry.
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  What seems like hours later, but I’m sure is just a few minutes, I hear the door open but I don’t even bother to look up. I know the moment I hear the gasp, that it’s Jenna. I feel Chris stiffen and I pull myself away from him, wiping my face with my shirt. I stand up, walk to a now-crying Jenna and pull her into my arms. She tries to jerk free but I hold onto her. I know what she’s thinking, and maybe that’s what their estrangement is about. Me coming home.


  I let her pull back but don’t let go of her completely.


  “Jenna, that is not what it looked like.” I stop because that sounds like the bullshit cliché excuse everyone says when they get caught doing something they’re not supposed to be doing.


  “Shit. Okay, listen. It’s time for us all to move on from the past and focus on our futures. It’s time for us all to let go.” I can’t deal with anything more than my dad’s illness right now. I don’t look back at them as I make my way out the door.


  I smile at the little girls still sitting in chairs outside the room as I pass them. I need a breath of fresh air while Daddy is sleeping.


  I make my way down to the ground floor and out the doors without ever looking up. My heart is torn. I’m so happy to reconnect with my dad again and happy that he knows how my life has turned out. But I’m also heartbroken that I got here just in time for the end. I need more time with him, and I know I don’t have it.


  Realizing that I haven’t called Lopez about the text from Jerrod, I pull my phone from my purse and dial his number. After explaining the text exchange, and getting my ass chewed for egging Jerrod on, Lopez tells me to come to the station so I can show him the texts. I explain to him about my dad and that I’m in New Orleans. He tells me to come in when I get back and to be careful while I’m down here. Jerrod is crazy and if he finds out where I am, he may very well come after me like I taunted him to do.


  After the conversation with Lopez, I head back into the hospital to sit with my dad. It’s not even lunchtime yet and I’m already exhausted, but I’m not leaving his side for even a few hours. Even the 15 minutes I was outside was too much.


  When I make it back to my dad’s floor, Chris and his girls are all huddled together, walking toward the elevators.


  “Carson, are you ready to head to your hotel? I need to get my girls home,” he says, looking at Jenna who is ignoring him.


  “I’m not leaving anytime soon, Chris. I’ll come down and get my bags from your car, and I can take a cab to the hotel when I’m ready,” I tell him with trepidation.


  “How about I take your bags over to your hotel and drop them off there? That way you don’t have to lug them around the hospital. I can let them know you’ll be a late check-in.”


  “That would be great, Chris. Thank you.” I smile at them easily.


  “We have more to talk about before you go back to Seattle, Car. Please keep us updated on your dad, and we are here if you need us,” Chris says as they turn away.


  “I will,” I whisper.


  I watch as they turn with their girls and walk away. I make my way back into Daddy’s room, pausing for a moment at the foot of his bed to watch his chest rise and fall. I pull the chair back up to his bedside and sit down. Pulling out my cell, I decide to check messages and texts. I’m actually kind of surprised that there isn’t a response from Jerrod after my brave decision to taunt him.


  There are texts from Kyler, though.


  K: Hope everything is going okay. We miss you.


  A little while later:


  K: Call me when you can.


  And just a few minutes ago:


  K: Kind of important. Call when you can.


  I find it odd that he would text me that instead of just trying to call. I take another look at my dad to make sure his chest is still rising and falling and get up to leave the room when his cough starts again. I sit back down, placing my cell on the chair beside me, and grab his hand. He slowly opens his eyes and looks toward me, but he seems unable to connect with my eyes. He seems dazed and not completely coherent. Maybe he’s still asleep.


  “I love you, Carson,” he whispers, “and please don’t ever forget that. Live your life to the fullest. Love with all your heart. Always do what makes you happy.” He starts to cough and I hit the call nurse button several times. He’s giving up; I can see it in his face.


  “I love you, Daddy. Please don’t leave me,” I cry out.


  “It’s time for me to go, Car.” He gasps. “And you have to let me go. I love you, sweetheart. Always.” He finishes as the machines start beeping and everything goes into slow motion. I pull his hand to my face but it’s unmoving. Rubbing his hand down my cheek, I scream out for the nurses to help me.


  “Don’t go, Daddy. Please. I just found you again!” I yell into his face.


  Hands I’m unfamiliar with are pulling me away from him. My body starts to shake and I fall to the side as I watch a team of people come in and start to assess my dad. I quickly notice that no one is giving him CPR, and they are all just basically standing around watching his vitals.


  “WHAT ARE YOU DOING? HELP HIM!” I scream at them.


  “Ms. Breaux, your father was very strict with his directives. He has a DNR. He’s been ready to go but has been hanging on to say goodbye to you,” one of the nurses says gently.


  “No. Please help him,” I beg them. One of the nurses takes me into her arms and I fight for only a second before I realize it’s futile. He was ready to go, and I can’t make them bring him back just to suffer more. He’s suffered enough.


  My daddy is gone and once again, I feel empty in his absence. They let me sit with him for a little while longer so I can say my goodbyes to him by myself.


  As I walk through the doors of the hospital for the last time, I pull my phone out and text Chris.


  Me: He’s gone.


  And then I text Kyler because I just can’t talk to anyone right now.


  Me: Can’t talk right now. My dad died a few minutes ago. I’ll call you when I can.


  I put my phone back into my purse, not waiting for any replies. I don’t have the energy to deal with anyone right now. There are a few taxis parked not too far away from the hospital’s entrance, and I numbly make my way over to one that has its light on.


  “Hotel Monteleone please,” I tell the cabbie. He nods, and we speed away from the place that holds so many old memories and now a very sad new one.
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  Over the next couple of days, I move along in a zombie-like state, just going through the motions. I keep Kyler and Landry updated on what’s happening here, but the conversations are quick and to the point. I have too much to deal with right now that I think my brain has put me into a state of shock. The day after dad’s death, Chris called me and told me Daddy had left everything to me, including his half of the law firm he owned with Chris’ family. I didn’t want any of it, truthfully.


  I decided to put all that craziness to the side for now and would deal with that after daddy’s funeral, which was happening today. I needed to take all of this one step at a time.


  My Uncle Gary had been helping me put things in order for the funeral. I was actually kind of surprised that my mother hadn’t wormed her way into everything somehow. After all, there was a huge amount of money involved in his estate, as well as property and the firm. I can only hope that she knows I’m here and is scared enough of seeing me that she’ll stay away.


  As I get out of Uncle Gary’s pickup and we head into the church, I notice for the first time how many cars are here. My dad was an amazing man, and it’s obvious that many loved him. We make our way up the steps of the church and just as my uncle pulls the door open, I hear a woman’s voice behind me calling out his name. I freeze instantly. I know that voice.


  I turn and look into the shocked face of my mother. She freezes and just stares at me.


  “Carson,” she finally says, just loud enough for me to hear. I can’t really place the emotion on her face; maybe a cross between surprise and discomfort.


  “Mimi.” I nod. “What are you doing here?” I ask with no emotion.


  “I’m here for Sam’s funeral, of course. I was married to him for 25 years, after all. I’m surprised to see you since I heard you were off living a beautiful life in Washington.” She pauses as she takes in my appearance, which doesn’t surprise me in the least. “I see you white-trashed yourself up while you’ve been away.” She points to my right arm, which is covered in a shoulder-to-wrist sleeve. “Super classy,” she snaps. “And since when am I ‘Mimi’ and not ‘Mother’?” she almost snarls.


  I throw my head back and laugh thunderously. “I’m not doing this with you. You’re not a mother and never have been. We’re done here.” I laugh again at the absurdity of that entire conversation, turning and walking through the still-open doors of the church, Uncle Gary following close behind me.


  “That was awkward and painful,” I hear my uncle mumble. “Is it bad form for me to say I despise that bitch?” he whispers to me.


  “You and me both,” I reply. My Uncle Gary was my daddy’s youngest brother. He never got married or had children, but he treated me like his own when I was growing up. He is one of the kindest men I’ve ever known. My reunion with him was bittersweet. I know it hurt him when I took off, but I’d needed to cut ties with everyone when I left. I regret that now, but at the time it seemed like my only option.


  When I called him after Daddy passed, he drove down from Dallas where he’d been living for several years. He was staying at the same hotel as me and one night, we’d had dinner together. We spent several hours talking about what had gone down after I left. What my mother put my dad through in their divorce made me resent her even more. It did make me happy to know that he’d finally seen through her bullshit and had filed for divorce. The only thing she got was a lump settlement that didn’t even put a dent in my dad’s wealth. She’d gotten married just six months later to a doctor. Gossip around town, according to my uncle, was that the good doctor had quite the gambling problem and dwindled away most of what he earned. Bet Mother was thrilled about that.


  The funeral service was beautiful, and I did everything in my power to stay as far away from my mother as possible. Anytime she started toward me, I was able to evade her.


  After the graveside prayer and the lowering of his casket, people I haven’t seen in years come over to where I’m sitting to pay their respects. I’m still completely numb until I see my mother standing off to the side, playing a heartbroken widow of someone she wasn’t even married to anymore. She’s crying and dabbing at her eyes with what I know is an expensive silk handkerchief. When she notices me watching her, she straightens her shoulders and turns her head in the opposite direction. She knows I see right through her. I don’t know why she even tries to act like she cares about him.


  I feel a hand on the small of my back and turn to see Chris and Jenna behind me. They both hug me and tell me they are sorry for my loss. It feels emotionless and cold. I know it’s just because I’m still in shock over everything that’s happened over the past few days, but I just can’t bring myself to feel anything.


  Chris is speaking to me; about what I’m not sure ‘cause I can’t seem to focus on his words. Then I watch his entire body stiffen and he stops talking. Shit. She caught me.


  I turn to face her and roll my eyes when I see her still crying. She reaches her hand out to me in a fake show of affection, but I step away and shake my head. I’m not sure what her game is today, but I’m not having any part of it.


  “What can I do for you, Mimi?” I ask her calmly.


  She doesn’t respond immediately because it pisses her off I’m still calling her by her name.


  I see movement behind her and look up to see a man, about my parents’ age, walking toward us with a smile. He looks familiar but I can’t place him. When he gets to my mother, he puts his hand on her hip and looks back up at me.


  “More nieces and nephews, Mimi?” he asks her politely while smiling at us.


  I stare at my mom, who looks uncharacteristically uncomfortable, before throwing my hand out to this stranger. “Oh, no, sir. I’m Miriam’s daughter, Carson. Nice to meet you,” I say with as much fake cheer as I can muster.


  The man looks at my hand for a moment, then at my mother, and then back to me before slowly taking my hand in his, shaking it gently.


  “Of course. I’m sorry for your loss, Carson. Your dad was a good man,” he replies. “When did you get in? I was unaware you were back home.”


  “I’m not necessarily ‘back home’,” I respond. “I’ll be going back to my real home as soon as all of the loose ends are tied up here.” I smile at him. He has kind eyes. Makes me wonder how he got mixed up with my mother.


  He looks uncomfortable, nodding in understanding.


  “I’m sorry, I didn’t catch your name,” I say to him as I shift my eyes back over to my mother.


  “My apologies. We’ve met before. You were just a little girl then. I’m Dr. Derek Hemslee.” He pauses. “Your stepfather.” And in that moment, it dawns on me who he is. He was a friend of my dad’s.


  I look at him for a moment, then at my mother, and for the first time since my dad took his last breath, I feel something other than numb. I feel anger. Anger so intense I can feel my heart pounding, my breathing pick up and my hands start to shake. Then the tears start to come quickly. Fucking angry tears.


  Looking over at my mother, I wipe my eyes and take a deep breath.


  “My daddy is now gone, and I have no reason to ever come back here. I’m going to meet with Chris and his dad tomorrow to go over the estate and then I’m gone.” I can tell by the look in her eyes when I mention my dad’s estate that it sparked something in her.


  “He left everything to me,” I bite out and watch as her face morphs into the mother I remember; the one that showed she didn’t care about anyone but herself. Gone is the would-be widow, mourning a man she didn’t love. She looks pissed and it makes me smile.


  “I’m going to sign daddy’s half of the firm over to Chris and his dad,” I say with a smile. I hear a gasp and turn to see Chris standing with a smirk on his face and Jenna with her hand over her mouth.


  Mother starts to speak, but I just continue.


  “Everything I need is back in Seattle. I’ll be leaving as soon as the paperwork is done, and I have signed off on dispersing the money in daddy’s estate to those who stood by him through his illness. The rest will go to charities.” I pause only long enough to take a breath before I continue. “If you think for one second you will see a single dime of it, you are sadly mistaken. You don’t deserve a fucking penny of it. Goodbye, Mimi,” I say quickly, turning to walk to where Uncle Gary is standing by the pickup. He smirks as I get closer, and I know he was watching that whole mess take place.


  He pulls me into his arms and whispers, “He’d be so proud of you, baby girl.” He kisses the top of my head and walks around to the passenger side, opening it for me to climb in.


  I don’t look back because I know it will give her the satisfaction of knowing she’s hurt me again. I will never understand how a mother can care so little about her own child, her own flesh and blood. I will never be that type of mother. I love Landry more than my next breath. I miss her so damn much.
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  After Uncle Gary finally heads back to our hotel, I grab a quick dinner with him at the restaurant and then head to my room. It’s still early, but I’m exhausted. I FaceTime with Kyler and Landry and it’s the first time I’ve seen their faces in almost a week. I miss them so much. Landry looks so excited, and her signing is wild as she tries to fill me in on all the things happening with her at school. Her signing is getting so much better that it’s almost hard for me to keep up with her.


  Kyler tells me that he’ll call me back after he gets Landry to bed because he needs to talk to me. He seems tense but not upset, so I’m curious as to what he needs to talk to me about. Maybe he’s changed his mind about us. That thought makes my heart drop. One of the things that’s gotten me through this week is knowing I’ll have his arms to run into when I get home.


  As I get in the shower, I start making a mental list of the things I need to wrap up before I go home. I have an appointment to meet with Chris and his dad tomorrow morning to go over my dad’s estate. I was totally serious when I told my mother that I was signing the firm over to them. They’d stuck by my dad’s side through his illness, and I don’t want anything to do with the firm. My only request is that they not change the name. I want my dad’s name to continue with the firm. I’m not sure what happened to my parents’ home, and his belongings. I assume my mother’s things are long gone, and I won’t have to deal with that or her. I guess I’ll get all the information and figure it out tomorrow at the meeting.


  I would like to speak to Chris and Jenna together before I leave. I know in my heart that I need to tell them goodbye and shut the door on that part of my past. I forgave them for the betrayal, but I think I was able to do that more for me than for them. I needed that closure to move on with my life. Will we ever be close again? Not a chance. But looking back on that time in my life, I know my leaving here was the best thing for me. I was fake-happy back then. I’m now truly happy because I’m living my dream of owning my own restaurant, and I have the added benefits of Kyler and Landry. Once I leave Louisiana, I don’t know that I’ll ever return. I have no one left here now that Daddy’s gone. Uncle Gary is my only real family left, and he lives in Texas.


  I finish with my shower, throw on my PJs, and decide to try and read while I wait for Kyler to call. There is nothing that calms me more than getting lost in someone else’s words. Reading allows me to turn the part of my brain off that is worried about other things and focus on the story and connect with the characters. It lets me step outside my crazy life for just a little while.


  I feel myself starting to drift to sleep when my phone vibrates next to me.


  “Hi, handsome,” I answer.


  “Hey. You sleeping?” he asks with humor in his voice.


  “Nope, just reading while I waited for your call. Today was a hell of a day and I’m exhausted,” I reply groggily.


  “How’d things go at the funeral? You doing okay?” he questions gently.


  “It was a nice service. I had a run-in with my mother, who I’d hoped to avoid while I was here. I still can’t believe she had the nerve to come to his funeral. She’s a piece of work,” I joke humorlessly. “She even brought her new husband, who used to be a friend of my dad’s. It was a rough day.”


  “Ouch,” he whispers. “You ready to come home yet?” He asks quietly, but I can hear the smile in his voice. “We miss you.”


  “Yeah, I’m ready. I have an appointment with Chris and his dad tomorrow to get my dad’s estate taken care of, and hopefully I’ll be home as soon as all the paperwork is done. I’d guess at least another two or three days.”


  “Well, that’s sooner than I thought, so that makes me happy,” he replies. “I need to fill you in on what’s been going on with the investigation.”


  “New leads?” I ask.


  “You could say that,” he says carefully. I can tell by the tone of his voice that it’s not good news. “They think he’s in Mexico. Even though they flagged his passport as soon as the warrant went out, they think he somehow made it down there.”


  That’s not what I thought he was going to say, but it could be worse. At least they know something.


  “I’m not going to worry about it right now, Kyler. It pisses me off that he’s still out there living free, but right now I’ve just got too much else on my plate. I’ll go see Lopez when I get back home,” I reply.


  “Well, you handled that way better than I expected.” Kyler chuckles.


  “I’m just trying to do things one day at a time. I need to finish up here and then get home. I’ll deal with all the rest as it comes,” I tell him. “Oh, I forgot to tell you the other night, but Karen called me. The buyer accepted my offer on the land. I sign the closing documents when I get home,” I explain, not even remotely able to hide the happiness in my voice.


  My emotions are all over the place. One minute I’m sad, one minute I’m pissed, the next I’m happy. I don’t know how much longer my brain will allow me to keep functioning under all these stressors. I really need to get home.


  “That’s great, baby. I’m so proud of you. After everything you’ve been through in the past few years, you’re still strong and determined to make a happy life for yourself. You inspire me,” Kyler responds.


  “Thank you for saying that. I was just thinking how I feel like I’m going crazy because one minute, I’m a sobbing mess and the next, I want to jump up and down in excitement. You’re in for a treat when I get home. I’m kinda like a circus train wreck right now,” I joke, although if I’m being honest with myself, I’m totally serious.


  “We’ll work it out together, babe. Just come home to us,” he replies sweetly.


  “Soon.” I pause. “I’ll wrap things up here and be home before you know it. Now, I’m going to go to bed because I’m exhausted. I’ll call you tomorrow after my appointment with the Walkers and give you a better guestimate of when I’ll be home.”


  “Sounds good, Car. Get some sleep and I’ll talk to you tomorrow.”


  “Night, Ky.”


  “Good night, beautiful.”
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  The next morning I wake early. I actually slept through the night and feel rested for the first time in days. Talking to Kyler last night put my nerves at ease a little I guess. I’m ready to get this meeting over with so I can get back home and really be able enjoy the fact that I am the owner of my dream land to build my restaurant. I can’t wait until the papers are signed and I can stand on that beach, dig my toes into the sand, hear the sound of the waves, and smell the salt of the ocean. That’ll make it all real.


  I take my time in the shower, letting the hot water run over my tense, stiff shoulder. It has been bothering me a little for the past few days, and I’m sure it’s because I’ve been so stressed out and overdoing it.


  When I finish in the shower, I dry my hair and throw it in a lazy braid down my back. Calling down for room service, I order Pain Perdu, a side of ham w/ red eye gravy, and some chicory coffee. I’ll probably regret it when I get home and realize I’ve gained 10lbs, but I am going to enjoy the hell out of the food while I’m here. Without a doubt, the food is something I miss every day. It’s part of who I am. It’s what made me love cooking so much, and it’s the reason I will own my own restaurant soon. That thought gives me butterflies. My own restaurant. I can’t even attempt to wipe the stupid smile off my face as I open the door for the room service attendant.


  He rolls the cart into my room and I’m immediately intoxicated by the smell of that coffee. There is nothing in the world like chicory coffee. Handing him a tip, I waste no time diving into the Pain Perdu. Best French toast EVER! I mean really; perfectly made French toast, made on homemade yummy bread, covered in house-made syrup, candied pecans and whipped cream. A moan escapes my lips before the guy even makes it out the door, and I hear him chuckle as he closes it behind him.


  I inhale my breakfast, and since it’s still a couple of hours before my meeting at the firm, I think maybe a little shopping is in order. I need to bring Kyler and Landry some authentic New Orleans stuff home. First stop will be Mignon Faget because I cannot go home without getting Landry a fleur de lis pendant necklace. I have one that my daddy bought me when I was a little girl, and I want Landry to have one. They also have glasses and such that I want to look at for my restaurant. I’ve always known that no matter where I ended up opening my restaurant that it would be Cajun/Creole, and I want to decorate it to be like stepping into New Orleans.


  After purchasing the perfect necklace for Landry and becoming fast friends with the manager, I’m certain she will help me get what I need once I’m ready to order all the glasses and stemware. They have the most beautiful glasses with the fleur de lis on them, and cute tumblers with crawfish on them, too. I will definitely be ordering those!


  Next up, George Rodrigue’s studio. There’s no way someone can claim to own a Cajun/Creole restaurant if it doesn’t have at least one painting or print of the blue dog, and I find several I love. I ensure all the shipping information is correct, pay the bill and head out. It’s almost time for my appointment.


  As the cab pulls in front of the firm, I feel my stomach drop. The front of the building hasn’t changed a bit. It still looks like it did when I was a little girl and Daddy would bring me to work with him. I have good memories here, although I also have that little voice in the back of my head that reminds me I gave this up to pursue my dreams.


  As I walk through the front door and head toward the receptionist, I watch as she raises her head to see who has come in. When her eyes lock on mine, she screeches, pushes from her desk and runs over to me.


  “Oh, my God, Carson!” she practically shouts into my ear. “Girl, you are a sight for sore eyes!” She steps back and looks at me from head to toe. “You look good! I betcha mama shit herself when she saw ‘dem tattoos, though, huh?” She giggles.


  IdaMae has been my daddy’s receptionist for as long as I can remember. I can’t even count how many years she spent taking care of me while my daddy worked and my mother was off doing God knows what. I take a real good look at her and see that her hair has gotten a little greyer since the last time I saw her, but she still looks great. I hug her to me tight and try not to cry. I love this woman deeply.


  “Yeah, she was pleased as punch. I think I heard a ‘white trash’ comment thrown in for good measure, but truthfully I wasn’t payin’ her no mind. She’ll never change, and I just ain’t got time for that shit in my life, IdaMae,” I tell her. I hear my accent coming back in full force. She nods her head knowingly. She’s never been the biggest fan of my mother, and for damn good reason. IdaMae is “colored,” as my mother always called it, and therefore beneath her, or so she thought. I’d give anything to have IdaMae as my mama. That woman has a heart of gold and loved me unconditionally. I know she doesn’t like my tattoos, but she loves me so she’d never say anything negative to me. It isn’t like they wash off. What’s done is done, as she always used to tell me.


  “I’ll tell the boys you here, baby.” She pats my hand. “You go get you some coffee and take a load off. I’ll come get ‘cha when they ready,” she finishes as she points me toward the coffee pot.


  I make my way over and grab a cup of coffee. The inside of the firm hasn’t changed a bit, either. I guess in the grand scheme of things, I haven’t been gone all that long but to me, it feels like a lifetime since I’ve been here. My life has changed so much since I left that I’m a totally different person.


  “Carson,” I hear a deep voice say. I turn and Mr. Walker, Chris’ dad, is standing in front of me with a warm smile on his face. He was always such a nice man when Chris and I were together.


  “Mr. Walker. It’s so nice to see you,” I greet as I make my way over to him. I put my hand out to shake his but he ignores it and pulls me into a bone-crushing hug.


  “Now, I was almost your second daddy, so don’t you ‘Mr. Walker’ me, young lady.” He chuckles.


  “I’m sorry, Beau. I didn’t know how awkward this was gonna be. I should’ve known you’d hug the life outta me.” I smile up at him.


  “You bet’cher ass, little girl. No matter what happened between you and my asshole son, I will always love you like a daughter, Carson. Your daddy was my very best friend. I’m sorry I didn’t get a chance to talk to you at the funeral yesterday. I saw your mama and headed the other direction. I still can’t stand that woman,” he says but then stops abruptly and looks nervous. “Sorry, Carson. I don’t mean to talk bad about your mama.”


  “You should know better than that. I got nothing good to say about that woman. She ain’t never been a mama to me. She was too busy spending Daddy’s money and whatever hell else she was doing.” I clench my teeth to keep from saying more.


  “Well, let’s get into the conference room so we can go over your daddy’s instructions. Chris is already in there getting stuff set up. I had him order in some shrimp and crawfish po’boys since I know they your favorite. Hope you’re hungry.” He smiles at me when my mouth drops.


  “I haven’t had a po’boy since I left. I’mma be big as a house when I get home.” I laugh. “I had Pain Perdu with ham and gravy for breakfast. I ain’t gonna be able to fit into nothin when I get home.”


  He smiles big and takes my elbow to lead me to the conference room. When he opens the door, the smell of the fried seafood and fresh bread hits my nose, and I’m in Heaven. I may even be drooling a little.


  “Chris, nice to see you again,” I say as I step into the room.


  He looks up and smiles but doesn’t respond.


  “Y’all wanna eat first or get down to business?” Beau asks with a smirk.


  “Now, you know I ain’t gonna be able to concentrate on no business without getting that po’boy in my belly, Beau.” I laugh out. I grab a plate and load it with a slice of each: one shrimp, one crawfish. I’m going to have to run A LOT when I get home.


  We eat in silence. The only sounds to be heard are the crunching of the sandwiches and the groans of pleasure that are escaping my mouth every few minutes. Both Chris and Beau chuckle every time they hear it but continue to eat without heckling me about it. They have to know how much I’ve missed this.


  After we’re finished and IdaMae has come in and cleared the rest, Chris and Beau set a large file down in front of them.


  “You ready for this, Carson?” Beau asks gently.


  “Yes, sir. I’m ready,” I respond without hesitation. I’m ready to go home.
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  I was surprised that Chris hadn’t told his dad what I’d said about signing the firm over to them. I guess he probably didn’t want to get his dad’s hopes up if I was just saying that to piss off my mom. I had been totally serious, and when I told Beau that I would sign over all rights to him and Chris, I thought he would be happy. At first, he tried to talk me out of it, said that I could go reapply to Tulane Law and go back to school so I could come work there.


  I now knew my daddy had been keeping tabs on me, but apparently he hadn’t confided in any of them about what I had been up to since I moved to Seattle. I told them, without much detail, that I had graduated from culinary school and that I was currently working on building my first restaurant there. They both looked stunned, but I saw Chris smirk before he said, “You always used to love to cook, so that makes sense.”


  “Carson, your dad was so proud of you. He didn’t tell me what you were doing in Seattle just that you were living your life and if you wanted us to know about it that you’d reconnect with us someday. But he kept tabs on you. He knew you were happy up there.” He tells me this with such emotion in his voice I think for a second he might start crying, and it’s taking everything in me to keep myself in one piece. If he starts crying, I’ll lose it.


  “Thank you, Beau, for saying that. I owe you and Chris a lot for getting a hold of me and telling me to get down here. I’d have never forgiven myself if he’d have passed without me having seen him and told him how much I loved him and how sorry I am for staying away so long,” I ramble. “I’ve missed him so much over the years, but I let my stubbornness keep me away too long. I should’ve been here for him while he was sick, and I don’t know if I’ll ever be able to forgive myself for that.” I pause to compose myself. “It may take forever to let that go.”


  They nod in understanding, not even attempting to argue. They both know I’m not going to listen to any fight about it. I should’ve been here, and it will eat at me until the day I die that I let him suffer alone.


  “Well, let’s get to it then,” Beau says after clearing his throat.


  For the next several hours, we go through my dad’s estate with a fine-tooth comb. He basically left it up to me to do with it what I wanted. When my parents had divorced, he got the house, which he quickly sold. He bought a smaller house closer to Tulane Medical Center that he lived in until he was hospitalized. According to Beau, there wasn’t much in there. I think my daddy knew he wasn’t coming home when they finally put him in the hospital the last few months. He’d had the movers come and put everything in storage, leaving only a box with Beau for me. Said it was stuff he knew I’d want. I donated the house to the hospital to allow families of patients to stay there. I directed Beau to set up a non-profit to keep it going, and I started the fund with a nice chunk to get it off the ground. It was an 8-bedroom, 5-bath house with over 6,000 square feet. It would be perfect for families who had sick relatives in the hospital and needed a place to stay but couldn’t afford hotel rooms.


  While Beau and I discussed the details of the rest of the finances, Chris left the room to grab one of the paralegals so they could start on the paperwork for me to sign my dad’s portion of the firm over to Beau and Chris. When I asked Beau to keep my daddy’s name with the firm, he agreed. Said he’d never consider removing it since Daddy was the one who talked him into starting the firm in the first place.


  Most of Daddy’s money was going to charities in New Orleans. He loved this city with all he had. He’d been born and raised here, only leaving for vacations when my mother insisted on it. He used to tell me that he didn’t need to leave New Orleans to go on vacation; everything he loved and enjoyed was right there at home. So, I gave some to the homeless shelters, some to the animal shelters, set up an annual scholarship fund at Tulane Law since that was Daddy’s alma mater, and gave a chunk to Uncle Gary.


  I saved some of the money and asked Beau if he could set up a trust fund in Landry’s name, making her the only person who could touch it once it’s in there. The fund will pay for her college tuition, books, and housing, once she is done with high school. If she chooses not to go to college, the money releases to her in set amounts on her 20th, 25th, 30th and 35th birthdays. I know that Kyler is well off, and that I’m financially comfortable, but life can change overnight and I don’t ever want her to have to suffer financially.


  Once everything has been written down and Beau knows exactly how things should be split, he tells me that he’ll have everyone in the firm working on the paperwork because he knows I am ready to get home. Damn, I love that man.


  He promises to call me when he has it all ready and guesses it’ll just be a day or two.


  I give Chris and Beau both hugs and then head out. This meeting lasted way longer than I expected and it’s nearing dinnertime. I need to get back to the hotel, grab a bite to eat and call Landry before she goes to bed.


  As I’m leaving, I ask Chris to walk me to the elevator, which he does without question. Once we get close, I ask him if he and Jenna will have dinner with me tomorrow night. I want to talk to both of them before I leave, and I know I will only be here a short time longer. He seems a little apprehensive but agrees, saying he doesn’t see a problem with it but he’ll have to run it by Jenna first. I tell him to shoot me a text after he talks to her. I stop and hug IdaMae on my way to the lobby. She already called a taxi for me, so I’ll wait outside and enjoy the beautiful weather.


  Once back at the hotel, I order jambalaya and hush puppies to go. I ask the bartender to make me a hurricane in a big to-go cup. He chuckles but heads over to make it without hesitation. I’m not really a huge daiquiri fan, but you can’t come to New Orleans and not drink a hurricane. It’s a sin.


  As I make my way up to my room, my phone chimes in my purse. I pull it out and see it’s from Chris. Jenna would love to join me for dinner, so he says he’ll make the reservations and they’ll pick me up at 6:00 p.m. I text him back and tell him that’s fine, but that whatever restaurant he picks better serve real Cajun food or I ain’t going. He responds with a “lol” and a smiley face. It’s weird that we are having such a normal conversation with all of the things that have happened in our past. I guess time does heal all wounds. It amazes me that I really am over what they did. I guess that’s what happens when you find true happiness. Everything else just doesn’t matter.


  After putting the food in the microwave to keep warm and the hurricane in the freezer, I take a long, hot shower and put on my PJs. Dinner is great and even the hurricane is going down well.


  My phone chimes and I reach for it, almost falling off the chair in the process. I guess I drank that hurricane a little fast. When I pull the text message, I’m confused at first because it’s a picture of Kyler and Landry walking out of her school holding hands. But when I see the number the message came from, my heart drops into my stomach. Jerrod! I almost drop my phone I’m shaking so badly as I hit the speed dial for Kyler. It rings twice before he answers.


  “Hey, gorgeous. How was your day?” His husky voice comes through the phone loud and clear. I lose all ability to speak when I realize he and Landry are okay. I let out a breath and a sob tears from my throat.


  “Carson, are you okay? What’s wrong?” He practically shouts into the phone.


  I finally find my voice. “I’m okay, just give me a second to slow down my heart,” I whisper.


  “You’re freaking me out. What’s going on?” he asks sternly.


  I take a few long, slow, deep breaths before I answer him. “Jerrod texted me a picture of you and Landry leaving her school,” I tell him. “What was Landry wearing today?” I ask.


  “Red jeans and a white and navy striped top with little anchors on it. Why?” he demands, sounding confused.


  “The picture wasn’t taken today then. She was wearing jeans, brown knee-high boots and an orange sweater,” I say.


  “She wore that a few days ago,” Kyler responds.


  “I need to call Lopez. I’ll call you back,” I tell him, trying to control the tremble in my voice. Kyler agrees and tells me to call him after I get done.


  Lopez’s phone only rings once before he answers.


  “Ms. Breaux. What can I do for you?” he asks politely.


  “He texted me a picture of Kyler and Landry leaving her school. I talked to Kyler about what Landry was wearing in the picture and he said the picture must’ve been taken a few days ago. I guess that means that psycho is still in Seattle. Either that or he has someone else helping him.” I am trying to hold it together, but it scares the ever-loving shit out of me that he is in Seattle again, watching the two most important people in my life, while I’m halfway across the country.


  “Forward the picture to me, Carson. I’ll send someone over to Mr. Richards’ place to speak with him. He may want to hire a security detail for Landry,” he responds. My phone dings that I got a text.


  I tell Lopez I’ll forward him the picture and that I’ll be home as soon as I can.


  When I pull the text up, it’s another one from Jerrod.


  J: I bet that got your attention didn’t it bitch? Enjoy your vacation.


  I screen-shot the text and send it and the picture of Kyler and Landry to Lopez. He texts me back that I am, under no circumstances, to text him back. I know Lopez is still pretty pissed at me for responding to the message I got just as I was leaving to come here. I will admit I was not in the greatest state of mind before I left.


  I call Kyler back through FaceTime on my iPad, explain my conversation with Lopez and that he will be sending someone over to talk to Kyler about security. We talk for a few minutes before his doorbell rings and he asks me to hold on a second. I wait patiently for a couple of minutes, and I’m starting to get nervous when I see him and Landry walk into his room.


  He signs and speaks, “Lopez’s guy is here so I’m going to go talk to him. Why don’t you two get caught up on what’s been going on and I’ll be back soon.” He looks at me and winks and then Landry’s face fills my iPad as she yells “CC!”


  She is signing so fast I can barely keep up with her. It makes my heart fill with joy when I see her smiling so big and know that she’s happy. Kyler has made her whole again. I was so concerned with how she would handle losing Lu, only to have a stranger thrown into her life and immediately moving in with him. She’s so much stronger than most adults I know.


  She fills me in on all the things happening at school. Luke got in trouble because he pulled Lucy’s hair on purpose; Lucy got a new puppy (and now Landry wants one); her teacher’s sister is going to have a baby soon, so she will be having a new teacher for a few days; and Kyler lets her have ice cream almost every night if she eats all her dinner. I smile through the whole explanation and sign back every so often with “great” or “that’s cool.”


  I can tell she is starting to get tired and I know it’s close to her bedtime, so I tell her to brush her teeth and to have Kyler call me back when the policeman leaves. She signs, “I love you,” and blows me a kiss. Ending the call, I lie back on the bed. I am exhausted from the day, but there is no way I’ll be able to sleep until I talk to Kyler again. I hope he takes Lopez’s suggestion on getting security for him and Landry. I just don’t know what I’d do without them, and the thought of Jerrod being anywhere near them scares the hell out of me. It dawns on me quickly that if he saw them at Landry’s school, it’s likely he followed them to Kyler’s house, which means he knows where we live. I can only pray he assumes I don’t live there.


  I’m starting to doze off when my phone rings, scaring me half to death. I chuckle as I answer the phone.


  “Hey, handsome,” I answer groggily.


  “Hi, babe. Were you asleep?” he asks with his voice a little deeper than usual.


  “Nah, but I was heading in that direction.” I laugh. “What’d the officer say?” I ask, even knowing full well he was going to talk to him about security.


  “Well, he asked if I’d noticed anyone suspicious lurking around or anything out of place in our house. I told him no. I know what Jerrod looks like, so I’d recognize him immediately. They still can’t rule out that Jerrod is in fact in Mexico and he doesn’t just have someone here helping him.” He pauses. “He also wants me to hire security for Landry and me.” He takes a deep breath before he continues. “What do you think about that? Do you think we should?”


  The fact that he is asking me to help make that decision causes me to smile. I know that he is still fairly new at this parenting thing, but he is an amazing father, and I think maybe he doubts himself more than he should.


  “Personally, I would feel a ton better about being away from y’all, even during the day when I am home, if I knew someone was watching over y’all. What do you think?” I ask him.


  “I think it’s a good idea for Landry. I think I can handle myself pretty well,” he jokes.


  “I know you can, but when someone has a gun, your ability to ‘handle yourself’ is limited,” I say gently, not wanting to hurt his dignity. I have no doubt that Kyler could handle himself in a fight. He’s muscular and I know he works out; I’ve seen him punching the heavy bag in the gym at his house. Totally wasn’t standing in the hallway peeking. Swear. The fact that Jerrod is crazier than shit is what scares me. That sick bastard no doubt will play dirty. He’ll use any means possible to get to me. I’m his target, not Kyler and Landry.


  “I’ll think about it. I would just feel weird having someone I don’t know following me around all the time. But I’ll think about it since you’re so concerned,” he replies.


  “Okay, all I can ask is that you think about it. I’m glad you do agree that Landry needs the security, though.” I pause. “I really miss y’all and can’t wait to get home. I think we got everything worked out today, and Beau assures me that they will get the paperwork done quickly so I can get home,” I tell him.


  “Great. Landry has asked every day for the past few when you’re coming home,” he says, and I can hear the smile in his voice.


  “I told her I’d be home soon when I talked to her earlier. Her signing is amazing, by the way. She told me so much about her days at school since I’ve been gone. Lots of drama happening in kindergarten.” I chuckle.


  “Yeah, I’ve been getting the pouty face for the puppy. She ask you for a puppy yet?” He laughs.


  “She may have mentioned Lucy getting one and how she wants one, too,” I respond.


  “Well, we’ll talk about it when you get home. You sound exhausted, baby. Get some sleep and I’ll talk to you tomorrow.”


  “Sounds good. Good night, Ky,” I say sleepily into the phone.


  He chuckles. “Sweet dreams, babe.”
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  I woke up this morning feeling refreshed. Yesterday had been one of the most exhausting days of my life, and I was glad that this whole nightmare was almost over. Today, I was refocused. I would be finishing up loose ends (i.e. paperwork), having dinner with Chris and Jenna, and then I was heading home to give my life a jumpstart.


  I shower quickly, throwing on Capri jeans, a tank top and flip-flops. After throwing my hair into a messy bun, adding a little powder, mascara and lip gloss, I head out. This may potentially be the last day I’m here, and I need to pay a visit to Café Du Monde for breakfast. Beignets are a must.


  I take a taxi over to the restaurant and the moment the smell hits my nose, I’m thrown back to my childhood. I order more than one person could possibly eat and then take a seat closest to the front so I can look out the windows. I enjoy the hustle and bustle of the early morning crowd, listening to the old men and women telling stories about their youth, Zydeco music playing low in the background. This place reminds me so much of my family and growing up in New Orleans that it almost takes my breath away.


  I enjoy my time relaxing and watching the comings and goings of Café Du Monde. Although the place is hopping, it brings me peace to watch the happiness these people have; lots of laughter, lots of hugs. This is what I miss about Louisiana; the camaraderie, the closeness to your neighbors, and the food, for certain. But I know in my heart that my home is now in Seattle. I will always miss New Orleans, and it will always be a part of my heart. But now that I’ve had a taste of the Northwest, I can’t imagine living anywhere else. It’s like Seattle “gets me”. I love everything about it, and my two favorite people in the world are there.


  My mind wanders to the beautiful land that is just days away from being officially mine. I can already see my restaurant in my mind. The way the main dining area will be floor-to-ceiling windows, facing the ocean, where you can see the lighthouse in the distance. How there will be a beautiful wood patio where people can sit during the few months the weather permits it. I can picture the stainless steel, eight-burner gas stove, flat-top grill and stainless steel worktop. One of the things I’ve always wanted was one of those beautiful professional stainless steel refrigerators with the glass front door. I can picture everything down to the silverware that will be on the tables. My heart races just thinking about all of the things I have to do to get this project off the ground. I can hardly wait!


  I finish up the last of my coffee and am heading back toward my hotel when my phone rings. Pulling it from my purse, I see it’s Beau.


  “Hey, Beau. How’s it going?” I ask politely.


  “Mornin’, Carson. I hope you slept well,” he replies.


  “I did. Yesterday was exhausting and I passed out pretty early.” I chuckle in response.


  “Well, we should have all the paperwork done and ready for your signature tomorrow morning if you’re ready,” he tells me softly, almost like he’s ready for me to break.


  “I’m ready. Just give me a time and I’m there,” I say. Landry will be so happy that I can come home tomorrow! Maybe I shouldn’t tell them so I can surprise them.


  “Would 10 a.m. work for you?” he asks.


  “Absolutely. I’ll see y’all at 10 a.m.” I pause. “And Beau?”


  “Yes, ma’am.”


  “I can’t thank you enough for helping me arrange all of this. You were a great friend to my dad for many years, and there is nothing I can say to truly show my appreciation for you staying by his side while he was sick. Thank you just doesn’t seem like enough,” I tell him, trying hard to swallow the lump forming in my throat.


  “It is my pleasure, Carson. Your dad was like a brother to me, which makes you my honorary niece,” he says gently. “I know you’re going back to Seattle, but please know that you will always have family here. We love you, Carson. We always have.”


  “Thank you,” I choke out. It takes me a second to get my emotions in check. “I’ll see you tomorrow, Beau.”


  “Tomorrow it is.” And with that, he hangs up.


  I make it back to the hotel and decide to look into flights for tomorrow afternoon. I’m not doing another overnight trip, so if I can’t get all the way home tomorrow, I’ll wait until Thursday and leave first thing in the morning. After about ten minutes of searching, I don’t find anything that will get me home in one day, so I decide to just book it for Thursday early morning flight out. I’ll be back in Seattle before 2 p.m., with only one stop in L.A. I book it quickly; happy to finally have a plan on when I’m getting home.


  It’s still a few hours before I’m supposed to meet Chris and Jenna, so I decide to take a nap. Although I slept well last night, I am still a little tired from everything that’s happened over the past week. I set my phone alarm and lay it beside me on the nightstand. It doesn’t take long before I drift off, only to be woken up a short time later by my own screams. It’s been a while since I’ve dreamed of the night of the accident; I’m sure it’s the stress of this week that has made it resurface. No longer tired, I decide to take a quick shower before dinner.


  I dress in a pair of dark skinny jeans, a chevron print blouse and a pair of tall boots; dressy enough for dinner but not uncomfortably so. I pull my hair back into a French braid, with a headband that matches my blouse. I do my simple makeup routine and with 15 minutes to spare, I’m ready. I check my phone for the first time since I woke up and see I missed a text from Kyler. Instead of texting back, I just call him.


  “Hey.” He answers after the second ring, sounding winded.


  “Hey, you.” I smile into the phone. “Sorry I missed your call. I must’ve been in the shower. What’s going on?” I ask.


  “I just wanted to see how you were feeling about going out to dinner with Chris tonight,” he replies, sounding completely out of character. He sounds sad.


  “What’s wrong, Kyler?” I ask quickly.


  He sighs heavily. “Nothing’s wrong. I guess I’m just a little worried,” he says lightly.


  “What are you worried about?” I question, sounding a little more irritated than I intended.


  “Well, I know we discussed making a go at whatever it is we feel for each other, but I know that you have a history with this Chris guy. Makes me a little nervous that you’re having dinner with him,” he says sternly but gently.


  I almost giggle at the absurdity of the thought. “Look, Ky. Chris is happily married with two beautiful little girls. I’ve seen him several times and, to be honest, I have no idea why I ever thought we were good together. The dinner is with Chris and his wife. I asked for the dinner with them so I could have closure. I need to have that closure so I can let them both go,” I tell him.


  “What do you mean ‘let them both go’?” he asks, sounding confused and a little irritated.


  “He’s married to my cousin, Jenna. The one he cheated on me with and knocked up. The same cousin who used to be my best friend and was close enough to me that I considered her my sister.” I pause because I’m getting choked up and I don’t know why. “They’ve been together since I left.” I take a deep breath because saying that out loud kind of causes a lump in my throat. “I need to let them both go, Kyler. I need to really forgive them, tell them goodbye and move on with my life. My life in Seattle, with you and Landry.”


  He doesn’t say anything for a moment and I think maybe I’ve upset him somehow.


  “I’m happy to hear that,” he says, a smile in his voice. “I won’t lie and say I am completely okay with the dinner, because it still makes me a little nervous. But after what you just told me, I feel a ton better. Just promise me that you won’t let whatever they have to say upset you too much.”


  “I’ve actually already talked to both of them before tonight. I’m pretty sure they know I’m ready to forgive them so we can all just move on, but I need the closure of telling them both how bad they hurt me. I need to let it all out and then forgive them on my terms. You have absolutely nothing to worry about, Kyler. I can’t wait to get home to you and Landry so we can see where this goes, and I can get started on my restaurant!” I almost shout the last part and he chuckles.


  “Okay, I get it. Please, just be careful and remember that no matter how they react, you are doing this for your own heart, not for theirs. Whether they are sorry or not, you are moving past that time in your life so you can focus fully on the wonderful things to come,” he tells me.


  “Thank you,” I choke out. “I will text you when I get back to the hotel.” I decide not to tell him that I already booked my flight home. I think I’m going to surprise them by getting home before them on Thursday and having a big dinner of their favorites ready and waiting for them.


  “Okay, baby. Remember, this dinner is for you to let go, no matter their reaction,” he reiterates gently.


  “I’ll text you when I get in,” I promise again.


  “Sounds good. Talk to you soon,” he says.


  “You, too,” I reply as I hear a knock at my door. I press End and head toward the door.


  I open the door to find Jenna standing outside. Alone.


  I stand there for a moment, waiting for her to say something but she doesn’t, so I jump in with both feet.


  “Hey, Jen. Where’s Chris?” I ask her, looking down the empty hallway.


  “Well, I figured I’d come up and get you. He’s down in the car and I wanted to talk to you alone before we head out for dinner,” she says, sounding kind of irritated.


  “Okay,” I draw out. “What do you need to talk to me about without him here?” I ask.


  “I just want to make sure you understand that Chris is mine now. We have built a life together, and I won’t let you come back in here and take him away,” she declares, trying hard to sound strong, but there is a slight shaking in her voice. I’m proud of her. When we were kids, Jenna never stood up for herself. She always let me do it for her. She had a loud-mouthed cousin who would whoop anyone’s ass that messed with her. My leaving made her grow some balls and I like it.


  I grab her hand and pull her into my hotel room. I can tell she’s nervous. More nervous than I’ve ever seen her, I think. She won’t make eye contact with me, her hands are shaking, and her chin is quivering, although she is trying hard to cover all of that up with a tough scowl on her face.


  “Jenna, let’s sit and have a chat. Text Chris and tell him we’ll be down shortly,” I say gently. She nods and pulls out her phone.


  A minute later, she looks back up and I can see the tears in her eyes.


  She doesn’t even wait until I’m seated before she starts. “I can’t ever express to you how sorry I am that things happened the way they did back then. I miss you every single day, Carson. But I’m not sorry that I ended up with Chris,” she chokes out. “I’ve loved him since we were kids, Car. He’s the other half of my heart and the father of my beautiful babies. I’m sorry we hurt you.” The tears are falling down both our faces as I reach out and grab her and pull her into my arms. I didn’t think until this moment about how much I truly missed her.


  “I’m sorry, too, Jenna, because I think I always knew in my heart, even though I did love him, that he wasn’t mine. I had no idea how you felt. If I had, things may have been different. He didn’t belong to me. He never did,” I say quickly, trying not to cry harder. “I love you, Jenna, and always will.” I once again pull her to me and hug her tightly.


  “I know you thought I was going to try to take Chris away from you. I can hear it in your voice and see it on your face,” I say, looking directly at her. She still won’t look me in the eye; instead, she’s scanning the room like she’s interested in our surroundings.


  “The thing is that couldn’t be further from the truth,” I tell her sternly. “I know you all think I left here and ran off to live the high life on my trust fund, but the truth is, I’ve been bartending and putting myself through culinary school since I left. I haven’t touched my trust fund at all.” This makes her whip her head in my direction.


  I continue. “My life in Seattle has been fantastic but complicated. What I need you to understand is that I have an amazing man waiting for me back there who I see a future with. He’s wonderful and loving and gorgeous and he gets ME,” I emphasize. “I also have partial custody of a beautiful little girl who I love like my own, who needs me to remind her every single day that her mother, who was my best friend, loved her with her whole heart,” I choke out, pausing to swallow down the emotion I feel overtaking me.


  “I know that Chris and I were not meant to be together. It took me a while to understand that it wasn’t meant to be, but once I did, I let go of that hurt. I see how beautiful the life y’all built together is. You have two beautiful little girls. I’d NEVER in a million years get in the middle of that. The reason I asked y’all to dinner was so I could tell y’all both that I am ready to let go of what happened between all of us. It took me a long time, but I know that what happened led me to the life I have in Seattle now, and I wouldn’t change it for anything in the world.” I stop because Jenna has tears running down her face now, too, and I know she realizes I’m telling the truth.


  “I just need you to know I have absolutely no desire to get back together with Chris,” I finish.


  Jenna smiles back at me with tears in her eyes.


  She stops and looks me in the eye before she speaks again. “Carson, I will never be able to explain how sorry I am that things happened the way they did. I was just terrified to lose you, so I didn’t say anything.” She starts to cry softly as she continues. “I’m sure you don’t need the details, but let’s just say that a few months before the wedding, he realized he had those feelings for me, too. We were torn. We both loved you but didn’t know how to tell you. After you left, we were both heartbroken because we’d lost you, and it was all because of our love for each other. You have to know that we were both horrified at what we’d done to you. We both love you so much, Carson.” She can no longer hold back her sobs.


  “It’s okay, Jen. I see that now. I’m sorry we lost each other in the process of all of it. I know now that Chris and I were not meant to be together. I’m sorry, too, that things had to blow up the way they did, but you have to admit that if they hadn’t, both our lives would be so much different than they are now. It was fate that intervened. I know that for a fact.” I hug her to me, feeling that protective response I used to feel.


  We are wrapped in each other’s arms when Jenna’s phone pings with an incoming text. She wipes her eyes and looks down at her phone. “Chris is wondering what is taking so long.” She chuckles.


  “Tell him we’ll be down in a minute.”


  “I think I’m ready to go home to my girls, Carson,” she says as she looks up at me. “Having your forgiveness and this conversation with you has made me realize how foolish I’ve been. I needed you to forgive me for us to move on with our lives. It’s been a point of contention in our relationship for too long.” She gives me a small smile and takes a deep breath. “I’m going home to my girls. You and Chris need to talk, and then to be able to forgive and move on. I see that now.”


  She reaches over and pulls me to her. “Are you sure you don’t want to come with us to dinner? It will probably be easier for everyone if you’re there,” I ask her gently as I pull back from her embrace.


  “Nope. You two need to talk and then let each other go. I don’t need to be there for that. We’ve said our peace, and I’m thankful to have your forgiveness and to know that you are happy now. But I know we’ll never have a relationship like we used to and I don’t expect one. A Christmas card every year telling us how you are doing would be wonderful, though,” she says with a big, teary-eyed smile.


  “Same goes for you.” I squeeze her hand in mine. “Let’s head down before Chris sends the cavalry looking for us.” We both chuckle.


  When we get to the front of the hotel, Chris is parked in the loading zone. Jenna goes around to the driver’s side and talks to Chris for a moment before he gets out, hugs her and nods to me.


  “I’m going to take a taxi home, Carson. You two go have your talk.” She smiles at me before hugging me one last time.


  “Goodbye, Jenna,” I tell her.


  “Goodbye, Carson. Send my husband home at a decent hour, would ya?” She laughs.


  “Yes, ma’am,” I agree with a salute.


  I stand unmoving until I see Jenna get into a taxi and they drive away. When I get into the car, Chris looks uncomfortable, but gives me a weak smile.


  “What was that about?” he asks quietly.


  “Jenna and I said what we needed to say, and she told me she felt like she needed to be home with y’alls girls and that we needed our time to talk, too,” I explain, trying to make the knot in my stomach go away.


  Why am I so nervous? I think I know in the back of my mind that I’m going to finally have the closure I’ve needed to move on with my life and my potential relationship with Kyler. I know I’m not in love with Chris. I just need to let it all go.


  Chris nods and pulls away from the curb. We drive for a while and it seems like it’s taking a while to get to dinner.


  “Where are we going, Chris?” I ask him, a little more sternly than I intended.


  He turns and looks at me with a huge smile.


  “Clancy’s,” we say in unison.
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  As we pull into Clancy’s parking lot, I can smell the seafood cooking and I smile at the memories this restaurant brings back. My dad and I would come here every year for my birthday because it’s my favorite. Their food is legendary, and I forgot how much I miss that damn smell. My phone pings in my purse and I pull it out to see a text from Kyler.


  K:Hey baby. You at dinner yet?


  Me:Yeah, my favorite restaurant, too. I’m not gonna be able to move later. Lol


  K:lol. What’s the name of it?


  Me:Clancy’s. You’d love it. :)


  K:Maybe we’ll have to go back to visit sometime and you can take me.


  Me:Maybe. :) I’ll call you when I get back to the hotel.


  I put my phone back in my purse and look over at Chris.


  “Thanks for bringing me here. You know my daddy and I loved this place,” I say sadly, but smile at him so he knows I really am glad we are eating here.


  “I knew if you hadn’t been before you left that you’d kick yourself later,” he tells me with an easy smile.


  We walk into Clancy’s and wait to be seated. I take in the look and feel of it all. It’s beautiful in a New Orleans way. As much as I miss it here, it doesn’t feel like home anymore. My stomach growls audibly, and I laugh loud enough for Chris to hear me apparently.


  “What’s so funny?” he asks with a grin.


  “My stomach must remember this place because it’s growling like I haven’t eaten in a week.” I laugh again.


  We follow the hostess to our table and both take our seats. I don’t even need to look at the menu. Crawfish Etouffe is my absolute favorite and I order it and a rum and Coke. My nerves are a little better now that we are seated, but a little liquid courage will help. I know this conversation will help me let go of my past completely and move on with Kyler.


  The waiter brings our drinks and he sips his in silence for a few minutes, both of us unable to decide how to begin this conversation. I can’t stand the tension for long and decide to just jump in with both feet. I chug down my first drink, waving at the waiter to bring me another one.


  “Look, I know this entire thing is just awkward, so let’s just get the conversation over with so we can enjoy dinner, okay?” I ask, finally looking up from my empty glass to see that Chris is studying my expression. He nods.


  He takes a deep breath and I start to talk, but he puts his hand on top of mine on the table and I stop instantly. The waiter sets another rum and Coke in front of me. His face is pained, and I’m almost afraid of what is going to come out of his mouth. He doesn’t remove his hand from mine while he speaks. I take a long slow drink and give him my full attention.


  “From the deepest depths of my heart, I am sorry, Carson. What we did to you was unforgiveable. I’m sure Jenna already told you, but I also need for you to know that we never planned for our affair to happen.” He pauses, never taking his eyes off our joined hands. “I lied to your parents, too. I told them it was a one-night stand and that I didn’t have feelings for her. I did. I was trying to deny them because I shouldn’t have felt that way about my fiancé’s cousin. The first time we got together, we were both drunk, and swore to each other it was a one-time thing and would never happen again. But then it happened again, without the alcohol, and although we both tried to fight what we felt, we couldn’t stay away from each other.” Chris stops and looks up at my face for my reaction. I pull my hand from his and place it in my lap with the other one.


  “Let me ask you a question, Chris. I want brutal honesty here because I really need to know.” I pause, not sure if I want the answer or not. “Was there something I did or didn’t do that pushed you into someone else’s arms?” I get the words out quickly. Since the day of the wedding, I’ve always felt like I did something that drove him to her. Another drink done, waiving for another.


  “Carson, no!” he practically shouts at me with aggravation. “You did nothing wrong. You were my best friend and I did love you, but I think I misunderstood the kind of love I had for you. I loved you because you were my best friend, and I thought that was the kind of love that would last forever. It wasn’t passionate love. It was comfortable love. We were so young with such little experience. It took me a long time to realize that. It took you coming back here for me to realize that.” He shakes his head as if trying to clear it.


  I look back down at my hands and let out a breath I didn’t realize I’d been holding. Hearing Chris tell me that it wasn’t something I caused makes my heart feel a little lighter. It takes me a minute to realize what he just said. The waiter and I may be on a first name basis before the end of this night. More drink.


  “What do you mean it took you until I came back to realize that?” I ask him with what must look like confusion on my face.


  “Jenna and I have been together since you left. We married and had our girls, but there has always been something holding us back from being truly happy together.” He stops, taking a large gulp of his drink before he continues. “Jenna and I had a big fight when I told her you were coming back. She has always known I was torn on who I should’ve been with, but when you took that option away when you left, she felt like I was with her by default. She was afraid you’d come back and I’d leave her and the girls,” he spits out quickly and takes another drink. “I didn’t know how I’d feel when you came back so I didn’t dissuade her. I just told her I needed time to figure it all out; that I was tired of just being comfortable. That I needed to see you again so I’d know for sure in my heart where I was supposed to be.”


  I hold up my hand to make him stop and I stand up quickly. “I need to use the restroom. I’ll be right back,” I choke out as I push away my chair and take off in the direction of the restrooms before he can respond. I need to get my mind straight before this conversation continues.


  I take my time in the bathroom, giving myself a few moments to figure out what to say to Chris. I know he loves Jenna. I know we were never meant to end up together, and I need him to believe that. I can only pray he makes the right decision here.


  I walk back out to our table and I can tell by his tense shoulders that he is nervous.


  “I need to get this out before you say anything, Carson,” he starts before I’m even completely in my seat. I nod, never taking my eyes off his.


  “That day in the parking lot of the hospital, when we were getting out of the car and Jenna and the girls were there. That was the moment I knew,” he stops for a moment, “that my life and my heart are Jenna’s.” He says this almost too quietly. He is watching my eyes for a reaction and I give him one when I smile huge.


  “Chris, I knew the moment I saw you watching her that day that y’all should be together. I could see the love and longing in your eyes, but I could also see the pain. You and Jenna have lived the past 6 years together, but have been too worried about what y’all did to me to enjoy it.” I reach over, grab his hand and hold it tight in mine. “I think I realized a while ago that what we had was not true love. You were right when you said you loved me like a best friend. That’s the way I loved you, but I thought that’s what forever love was supposed to feel like. It didn’t dawn on me that wasn’t the case until recently. True love is supposed to be earth shattering, and heart-rending, and breath taking. It’s supposed to make you give up anything and everything to be with that one person. Although I know we loved each other in our own way, we were not in love. You love Jen. I see it every time you look at her. You never looked at me like that, and I don’t think I ever looked at you like that.” I squeeze his hand. His eyes have unshed tears and he squeezes my hand back.


  Just then, the waiter brings our meals. We eat in silence, only pausing once in a while to make small talk about how the LSU Tigers’ football season is going or what his parents and brothers have been up to. When our dinner is finished, I know it’s time for me to tell him goodbye for the last time and to fully let go of my heartbreak. It was misguided anyway. I don’t want him to drive me back to the hotel. I need to hug him, forgive him and let it all go.


  He pulls my chair out for me and I stand, a little wobbly from the rum and Cokes I basically sucked down in two seconds. Chris reaches for my upper arm to steady me, looping my arm at his elbow so he can guide me outside. I allow it because I’m a little tipsy.


  When we get outside into the evening air, I take a deep breath, trying to make a lasting memory of the smells here.


  “Thank you for dinner, Carson.” He smiles down at me. “But mostly, I need to thank you for forgiving us and for making me realize that my heart and place in this world are with Jenna.” He pulls me to him and hugs me tight.


  “And thank you, Chris. For running me off so I could go after my dreams and to find my happiness with those I’m supposed to be with,” I say with a chuckle, but tears are streaming down my face. It feels good to let that hurt go.


  We both pull back slowly; Chris puts both hands on my cheeks and pulls my forehead to his lips, kissing my head gently. He whispers, “Goodbye, Carson. Be good to yourself. Whoever he is, he’s a lucky bastard and don’t ever forget that.” I nod and quickly throw my hand up to hail a cab.


  “You enjoy your life with those beautiful girls, Chris. Don’t ever miss a moment of it. Life is too short,” I tell him as he walks me toward the taxi. “Tell Jenna goodbye for me, too.” I turn to say goodbye for the last time when I catch a face behind him that makes me freeze.


  I watch as he shakes his head, looks down at the beautiful little angel standing beside him who is not looking at me, picks her up and starts to walk away.


  “Kyler!” I yell, but he keeps walking. What the hell are they doing here? I rush past Chris who turns to see what I’m yelling at with confusion written all over his face. When he sees the retreating form of a man and little girl, he follows behind me. I turn and tell Chris he should go and I’ll be fine, that I need to find out what’s going on.


  He stops and nods, watching me head to the parking lot. I continue my pursuit of Kyler’s retreating form but just as I get close enough to grab his arm, I’m thrown off balance by something and land on the concrete hard.


  When I look up, Kyler and Landry’s taxi is pulling away, neither of them looking back at me.


  I look around but don’t see anybody or anything around, so I’m not sure what threw me off-balance. I swear something hit me, but maybe I am tipsier than I thought. I stand gently and my shoulder screams in pain. Damn it. I landed on my bad shoulder and now it’s throbbing.


  I walk back over to the front of Clancy’s and waive another cab over. I give him the name of my hotel and he heads in that direction. Pulling my phone from my purse, I text Kyler.


  Me:Want to explain to me why you just ran away from me?


  He doesn’t respond. I think about the situation he just watched in front of the restaurant. He probably saw Chris hug me and kiss my forehead and then walk me to a cab. That seems innocent enough. I mean, I told him Chris is happily married and that I don’t have those feelings for him anymore. So, why would he assume anything else? It’s not like Chris and I were making out. He kissed my forehead, for Christ’s sake.


  The longer the drive takes, the more pissed I get. He doesn’t trust me. He came here to see if I was with Chris. He jumped to conclusions about a totally innocent situation and now he’s pissed. Well, screw him. He can be pissed. I’m pissed.


  When I get into my hotel room and I still haven’t gotten a response from him, I decide to just lay it out there.


  Me: Ya know what, never mind. I don’t care why. You must have assumed the worst of me if you thought there was anything about that situation that wasn’t completely innocent. I’ll see you when I get back to Seattle.


  I put my phone on the bed and walk into the bathroom to wash my face and put on my pjs. After my face is almost scrubbed raw from my aggression, I return to the bed, get in and turn off the light. I open the screen to see if Kyler has responded. He has.


  K:Innocent, my ass. There was no missing the intimacy of that moment. When we get back to Seattle, you need to start looking for a new place to live.


  I stare at my phone, tears rolling down my face. He really thinks that little of me. The anger bubbles inside of me and I can’t talk myself out of my response.


  Me:Believe what you want. I’ll move my shit out as soon as I get back.


  I throw my cell onto the table and pick up the hotel phone. I call down to room service and ask them to bring me up a bottle of Captain Morgan’s rum and a six-pack of Coke.


  Tomorrow, I’m going to sign the papers at Beau’s office, say goodbye to New Orleans, and head back to Seattle. I’m going to pack up my things, go back to my apartment and figure out what the hell to do next. I’m a mixture of heartbroken that Kyler doesn’t trust me, and pissed that he even thinks he has a right to second-guess me. My emotions are all over the place and I just need a stiff drink and some sleep.


  After a few drinks before I go to bed, I text Kyler one last time.


  Me:Please tell Landry I love and miss her.


  I lay the phone down and get up to go brush my teeth. When I return to the bed, there is a text from Kyler.


  K:She loves you, too.


  I’ll have to talk to Kyler once we both cool off about visitation. The thought of being away from them breaks my heart even more. The truth is, I adore Kyler and really felt like we connected on a level that could make a relationship between us amazing. I guess I was wrong, though, because I can’t imagine spending my life with someone who trusts so little. I’ve never given him a reason to not trust me, and for him to just get pissed and walk away without letting me explain shows me how little I know about his personality.


  I decide to check my email before I turn in for the night and find that I received one from the airline saying they have a cancellation on an earlier flight. It leaves tomorrow at 2 p.m., only has one stop and will get me home late tomorrow night. Score. I can get the hell out of here early. Even though I know I’m not running home to Kyler, I’m totally ready to get home and start fixing my life.


  I know it’s time for bed because the more I think about the Kyler situation, the madder I get. Who does he think he is, following me, watching me and then assuming the worst after I told him I don’t have feelings for Chris anymore and that he is happily married? Either he doesn’t trust me or he was looking for an out. Whatever the reason, I won’t chase him. As strong as my feelings are for him, I’ll never again put myself in a position where I will let a man break me. I just have to let him go and hope like hell he doesn’t keep Landry from me. I know he loves her and would never hurt her, so I don’t think he will. He knows how close our bond is and he’d never hurt his daughter like that. Me, on the other hand, he doesn’t care enough about to listen. So, in my exhausted drunken stupor, I decide I have to let him go. I will focus on my own shit. I’ll build the best damn restaurant Seattle’s ever seen, and spend as much time with Landry as I can.


  Whatever. I need sleep. I feel my eyes start to get heavy as I play the scene in my mind over and over again. It’s not long before I drift off into a shallow sleep. I wake up screaming a few hours later. I dreamt of the accident again and I’m sure it’s because of my fallout with Kyler. I sob into my pillow, feeling Lu’s absence. I miss her so much.
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  I wake the next morning with a killer headache and puffy eyes. I call down to order room service and jump in the shower. I need to get my shit together today. I have to pack, sign papers, and get to the airport as soon as possible.


  After eating the biscuits and gravy and downing a Gatorade and a cup of coffee, I dress casual and head to Beau’s office. I leave my bags at the front with IdaMae and head to the conference room to meet with the Walkers.


  Beau greets me kindly and offers me coffee, which I decline. Chris is not here, and I’m thankful. I don’t have the patience to answer questions about what happened last night with Kyler, and I don’t really want to feel any awkwardness between us. Beau said Chris had called in and said he was taking “his girls” to the beach for the weekend. I could tell by Beau’s demeanor that this surprised him. I can only hope that means Chris let go of our past and is moving on with his family.


  Beau and I spend the next couple hours going through all the paperwork. When we are finished, I give Beau a hug and thank him for everything. He hugs me tight and tells me to keep in touch.


  I make my way to IdaMae before the tears threaten to fall. She pulls me to her and hugs me so tightly I can hardly breathe.


  “Now you listen to me, Carson Miriam Breaux. Don’t you go so long before you call me, missy. I love you and I want you to keep in touch with me so I don’t worry. Ya hear me?” she says quietly, and I can hear the emotion in her voice.


  “I promise, IdaMae. I will call. I’m sorry it took me so long to pull my head outta my ass. It won’t happen again.” I squeeze her tight and pull back to look at her face. “I love you, ya know that, right? You have always been more of a mama to me than my own mother. I need you to know how thankful I am to have had you in my life growing up.” I watch as her tears fall and mine are quick to follow.


  “I love you, too, baby. Now you get outta here and go be happy. Just remember to keep in touch with this ol’ lady,” she says with a smirk.


  I nod, grab my bags and head out to the waiting cab.


  It’s time to go home.
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  I’m still exhausted from my drunken crying fest last night, so it doesn’t take me long before I fall asleep on my flight to Los Angeles. I dream about the night I met Jerrod. The night I set everything that’s happened into motion. Thankfully I don’t wake up screaming, although I’m a sweaty mess when I wake and the lady next to me looks appalled at my appearance.


  LAX is packed, and I rush to get to my next terminal as fast as possible. There isn’t much of a layover, and I want to grab something to eat once I know where my next flight is leaving from. Luckily for me, the Creative Croissant is near my terminal so I grab a sandwich, a bag of chips, and a tea and head over to sit near the gate while I eat.


  I take my phone off airplane mode and set it next to me while I finish up my dinner. It pings a few times but I really don’t even want to look at it. I just want to get back to Seattle, gather my things from Kyler’s, and go back to my crappy apartment. They call my flight up for boarding. I gather all my stuff up, toss the trash and glance at my phone. The texts are from Kyler, Beau and one from an unknown number. Thinking it may be from Jerrod, I open that one first and am surprised to find it’s from Jenna, thanking me for giving her back the Chris she fell in love with. I smile at my phone before I put it back on airplane mode. My heart is happy for them, because no matter what we went through, at the end of the day, they belong together.


  The whole flight from LA to Seattle, I think about my dad. I still don’t know that my heart believes he’s gone. I think after having been away from him for so many years, it’s weird to think of him as gone instead of just “back home”.


  Once my flight lands and I have my bags from the baggage claim, it’s closing in on 11 p.m. I can’t go back to Kyler’s tonight. I don’t know if they are back from New Orleans yet, and I can’t see him right now anyway. I’ll just go back to my apartment tonight and get my things tomorrow during work hours. That way, if he is home from New Orleans, he’ll be at work and I won’t accidently run into him.


  I hail a taxi and give him the address of the old apartment building. It’ll be weird being there again. When the driver pulls up in front of the building, my nerves kick in and my hands shake as I pay him and get out of the car. I pull my bags out of the trunk and head inside. When I make it to my apartment, I see the entire door is new. I stick my key into the lock, turn it and breathe a sigh of relief when it opens. I was afraid they’d changed the locks, too.


  I push the door wide and turn on the light before I step inside. Everything looks untouched since the day Kyler brought me here to pick up my clothes and valuables. I shut the front door and lock it before heading to my room to drop my bags. My bedroom looks the same, too.


  I’m pretty sure Kyler had someone come clean this place after I moved in with him, though, because as I walk through each room, I notice how clean everything is. There is no dust on my bookshelves, the bathroom is clean and the kitchen is spotless with nothing in the cabinets or fridge/freezer.


  I’m hungry, but since there is nothing to eat in the apartment, it’ll have to wait until tomorrow. I’m exhausted. I head for the shower, praying the hot water lasts long enough for me to wash off the day’s travel grime. I enjoy the five minutes the water stays hot and then throw on the shorts and tank from my luggage to sleep in.


  I pull an old blanket from my linen closet and head to the bedroom. I’m so ready for this day to be done and for tomorrow’s new beginning. Before I forget, I pull up my text messages to see what Beau texted me about.


  B:Carson, I hope you make it back to Seattle safely. I’ll keep you posted on all of the donations as they are distributed.


  I’ll text him back tomorrow since it’s so late there. I thought about it during my flight home, and I don’t think I’m going to text Jenna back. I’m glad that she, Chris and the girls are able to move on with their lives, but I can’t be a part of it. I am so thankful that we all got the closure we needed, but I’m ready to move on, and letting them go is part of that.


  I think I’ll ignore the texts from Kyler for now. I’m still pissed, and I’ll probably say something I’ll regret later.


  I curl up with the blanket and close my eyes, praying I can actually sleep without a nightmare tonight.
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  I wake to my phone ringing and the sun shining through the window. I must have been even more tired than I thought, because I literally feel like I fell asleep 10 minutes ago, but I slept for almost 10 hours.


  I don’t even look at the phone before I answer it.


  “Hello,” I mumble.


  “Why aren’t you returning my texts, Carson? You could be a damn grown-up about this situation,” Kyler basically shouts into the phone.


  “Is Landry okay?” I calmly ask through clenched teeth.


  He doesn’t respond immediately. “Yes, she’s fine, but—”


  I cut him off quickly, “Then we have nothing to talk about, Kyler. I’ll come by the house later to get my things.” I hang up quickly because I can feel my voice start to tremble, and I don’t want him to hear it. I can hear him shouting as I end the call, but I just can’t do this right now.


  Since I’m awake and even more pissed off now, I decide I might as well get up and get on with my day.


  I shower quickly, throwing on a pair of worn jeans, a t-shirt and my Chucks. I remember as I make my way into the kitchen that not only do I not have coffee, but my stomach is about to eat itself I’m so hungry, and there is no food in the apartment, either.


  It’s closing in on lunch time but I need my fix, so I make a quick stop at Starbucks for coffee and a breakfast bagel. I’m sitting in the parking lot devouring the bagel like I haven’t eaten in days. I’m sure it’s attractive to anyone who walks by.


  I finish up and figure I’ll just drive by Kyler’s to see if he’s home. I still haven’t looked at the texts he sent yesterday, and I’ve heard my phone ping a couple of times since I hung up on him this morning. Maybe I am acting like a child but he really hurt me, and I am just not ready to deal with all of it right now.


  When I pull into Kyler’s driveway, his car isn’t here. I put it in park and pull my phone out. I take a deep breath and open my texts from him.


  K: I should’ve given you the opportunity to explain.


  K: I’m not going to apologize, if that’s what you’re waiting for.


  K: Carson, we need to talk.


  K: Are you okay? Where are you?


  (After I hung up on him)


  K: Real mature.


  K: So, that’s it, huh?


  K: Whatever.


  I roll my eyes. The last text was 15 minutes ago.


  Me: Look, I agree that we need to talk. I know that Landry is your daughter, but I love her like she is my own flesh and blood. I would like to discuss visitation. Let me know when a good time is for you and we’ll set up a meeting.


  I put my phone in my pocket and hop out of my pickup, heading for the front door, using my key to let myself in. The house is quiet, so either they aren’t back from New Orleans yet or they’re at work and school. It’ll make this quicker since no one is here.


  I’m climbing the stairs when I hear my phone ring. I pull it from my pocket and see Kyler’s smiling face on the screen. I take a deep breath before I answer.


  “Hey,” I say with as little emotion as I can.


  “So, you’re just giving up, huh? No explanation, no discussion?” he grinds out.


  “In case you forgot, I tried to explain, but you didn’t want to hear it so you no longer deserve it. You rushed off without even a backward glance,” I snap.


  “Why do you now think you don’t owe me an explanation, Carson?” he asks, irritated.


  “Doesn’t matter anymore,” I say with a little less irritation. It really does hurt. I just refuse to be that broken girl again.


  “So, that’s it then? Just walking away before we even really get started?” he snaps.


  “I’m not the one who walked away, Kyler. You did that. I chased you down the street, fell on the damn concrete, landed on my bad shoulder and you never once even looked back,” I reply calmly.


  “What? Are you okay?” he asks with what sounds like true concern.


  “I’m fine.” I pause. “But I can’t do this with you. I won’t start a relationship with someone who has zero trust in me. Trust is the base of any relationship and if it’s not there, the relationship will inevitably fail. I’m not setting myself up for heartbreak. I won’t do it,” I declare.


  “I do trust you, but you have to admit that what I witnessed seemed anything but innocent,” he replies, still with aggravation in his voice.


  “No, Kyler, you don’t,” I snap. “Okay, you want an explanation? I’ll give you one. During dinner, Chris told me that he hadn’t known until I came back to New Orleans whether or not he was supposed to be with me or not. He married Jenna and they had a family, but he always wondered in the back of his mind if it was me he should be with. He was telling me how he realized when I came back that his whole world was his wife and kids, and that he needed me to forgive him so he could let me go and they could move on and be happy a family. I told him I forgave them both because I know now that we weren’t meant to be together, and that I was over-the-moon happy with my life in Seattle. That I had a great man waiting at home for me, with a beautiful little girl who I love like my own.” I choke out the last part. I’m going to lose it soon, so I know I need to wrap up this conversation.


  “He walked me out, hugged me goodbye, kissed my forehead and was leading me to the taxi because I’d had a little too much to drink. That’s when I saw you and all hell broke loose.” I bite out the last part. “There’s your explanation, Kyler. Now, I have some packing to do, so why don’t you text me when you want to discuss visitation. Please give Landry my love,” I finish.


  “I’m sorry, Carson—” he apologizes quietly, but I cut him off.


  “Me, too,” I reply gently and then hit End. I lay my forehead on the front door and close my eyes.


  I put my phone on vibrate and stick it in my back pocket, making my way into the house. Kyler and Landry not being there makes it super-quiet. Heading toward the stairs, I stop when I see Kyler has put up pictures since I left for New Orleans. The frames we took from Lu’s house are up and there are also a couple of him, Landry, and me too. I pause at the one of me, Landry and Lu at the beach and run my fingers along the frame. I wonder if her absence will ever get easier. I miss her every day.


  When I get to my room, I throw all the clothes in the closet onto the bed so I can start putting them in my suitcases. I realize how little I have here; clothes, shoes, a few personal belongings and toiletries. That’s it. I’ll leave the pictures, although they’re technically mine. Landry needs to see her mom every day, and having those pictures hanging in Kyler’s house is a big step for him. I know he’s still mad at Lu, and I can’t blame him. So for him to be the bigger person for his daughter’s sake makes me know in my heart that he is a wonderful father.


  I drag the suitcases downstairs, one at a time because they weigh so damn much. My shoulder is throbbing and I know I will probably need to take pain medication tonight so I can sleep. Once I get my things into the bed of the truck, I walk back into the kitchen to leave my house key. I won’t need it anymore. I pull it off my key ring and lay it on the kitchen island. Taking a page from the pad on the front of the fridge, I write a quick note.


  Please text me when you are ready to discuss visitation. Please have Landry FaceTime me before she goes to bed tonight. I miss her. Thank you. - C


  I set the key on top of the note and make my way to the front door. I take one last look around, trying hard not to let the tears fall. I miss them so much already and I haven’t even left yet.


  I get in my truck and head back toward my apartment; already feeling like a nap is in order.


  On my drive home, I call Karen and let her know I’m back in Seattle and want to come sign the closing documents on my property as soon as they are ready. She informs me they are done, and I schedule an appointment with her to do the closing tomorrow morning.


  I pull my suitcases from the back and haul them up to my apartment. Using one arm makes the task a little more time-consuming, but my shoulder is killing me. I’m afraid the fall at Clancy’s messed something up again. I’ll make an appointment to go see my doc about it if it doesn’t feel better in a few days. I put all my things in my tiny bedroom and head to the bathroom to find my pain medication. I take one from the bottle, toss it in my mouth and take a swig of water. Lying down on the bed and pulling the blanket up over me, I curl up and it doesn’t take long before I’m asleep.


  A knock at my door wakes me. I pull my phone from the nightstand and look at the time. 6:00 p.m. Holy shit, I slept all day. I roll to my side to get up and wince at the pain still in my shoulder.


  I holler “I’m coming” but then realize I only heard the one knock. I haven’t heard another one, and that was a few minutes ago. Maybe I’m hearing things. Turning to go back into my room to grab my phone, I stop when I hear something hit the ground in the kitchen. I look back toward the kitchen and freeze when I see Jerrod stand up from behind the island.


  “How was your vacation?” he snaps, giving me a sinister smile.


  I scream as loud as I can, hoping Will hears it, and make a run for my bedroom. I’m almost through the door when I feel his hand grip my arm and jerk me backwards, causing me to scream again, but this time in pain. The agony in my shoulder causes me to feel faint, but I can’t pass out or I know he’ll kill me. I have to fight.


  Jerrod throws me to the ground and kicks me hard in the ribs. The pain shoots through my entire chest and I can’t breathe.


  I try to drag myself away from him, but he grabs a handful of my hair and makes me stand. My legs try to pull up because standing up straight feels like I’m being stabbed, so I know he’s broken some ribs. I let my weight pull me back to the ground as I grab the arm holding onto my hair and dig my nails in as far as I can, ripping his skin as I pull down.


  He rips his arm away and stumbles backwards, clenching his arm to his chest. “You’ll pay for that, bitch!” he screams at me. I wait until he gets close enough to try to grab me again and I kick his left knee as hard as I can, folding it backwards and sending him to the ground howling. I try to get to my feet again but my ribs aren’t allowing it. I start to crawl with one arm into my bedroom, but Jerrod grabs my leg before I get too far and pulls it out from under me. I feel him trying to drag himself up onto me, but I bring my other leg up and kick him in the face, throwing him just enough off-balance that I can pull myself away.


  I take a shallow breath and see spots. I feel like I’m drowning and when I cough, I see why. It’s blood, and I know I have a punctured lung. I have to get to my phone. Pulling myself along as best I can, I know Jerrod is coming after me again because I can hear his grunts as he tries to get up.


  Just as I reach the edge of the nightstand where my phone is, I remember the 9mm Baretta strapped to the back of my headboard. It’s been there since I moved into this apartment. I bought it right after I moved here, but I’ve never had any reason to use it so I’d forgotten it was there. I put my hand on the mattress to pull myself up and scream out at the pain. I reach behind the headboard and yank the gun from its holster.


  Before I even feel his hands, my body is in the air and flying backwards.


  “You broke my leg, you fucking bitch. I’m going to kill you slowly now,” he roars, bringing his hand back to hit me.


  With every ounce of strength I have left in me, I swing the gun around and pull the trigger several times. Jerrod’s body jolts but doesn’t stop before the hit he delivers to my face catches me hard and throws me backwards. When I hit the ground, the pain that shoots through my body is too much to take and the darkness comes instantly.
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  I can hear someone scrambling around but I can’t open my eyes. They’re too heavy. Please don’t let it be Jerrod, I silently pray. My brain is focused on one thing and that’s fighting back the moment Jerrod comes at me again. Why didn’t that bullet stop him? I saw it hit him in the chest. He barely even flinched.


  “Carson!” I hear Kyler’s voice shout, but he sounds far away. “Let me through. That’s my girlfriend.”


  “Sir, I’m sorry, but you have to stay back,” I hear a woman’s voice say.


  “No no no no no.” I hear the pain in Kyler’s voice as he says it over and over again. “She can’t be dead. Please, you have to let me see her. CARSON!” Kyler roars.


  “Sir, calm down. The young lady is over there.” She pauses and I assume she’s pointing toward me. “The assailant is under the sheet.” I hear her tone ease up when she realizes he thought the sheet-covered body was mine.


  My mind races when I realize Jerrod is dead. I am safe. Landry is safe. I’m so very tired and knowing he is dead and we are safe makes me able to let go. As I feel myself going under once again, I feel Kyler’s breath on my face and hear his voice right next to my ear. “Please, don’t leave us…I’m so sorry, baby…please, come back to me. I love you, Carson,” he chokes out, his voice full of sadness.


  I use every ounce of my strength to reply, “Love you, too.” He sobs my name before the darkness wraps around me once again.


  [image: ]


  Eighteen Months Later


  


  When I wake to the sound of Landry’s giggles, I know it’s going to be a great day. Rolling over to an empty bed doesn’t surprise me. Kyler has always been an early riser and with today being my big day, I’m sure the giggling I hear is them in the kitchen making breakfast together.


  Lying in bed, enjoying the thoughts of the beautiful life we have created together, I think back to what we’ve all been through in the past year and a half. It was a long recovery for us all. Landry was devastated when she found out I was in the hospital again, but Kyler brought her to see me as soon as my face was healed up enough. I hadn’t wanted her to be afraid, so we waited a little while before she came to the hospital. She is an amazing little girl and so much like her mother. Lulu would be so damn proud of her strength. I can’t believe that she will be 7 years old in just a few weeks. She’s growing up so fast.


  It took Kyler and me a little while to fix things between us, but after almost losing me to Jerrod’s attack, Kyler did everything in his power to make sure I knew he was in it for the long haul. He insisted on taking care of me every step of my recovery. He showed me every single day how much I meant to him. With Jerrod being gone, there was nothing holding us back from living our lives normally. After I was released from the hospital, Kyler had been determined for me to live with him and Landry again, but I knew we weren’t ready for that and told him that repeatedly. I didn’t think he’d listened to my reasoning but when I was released from the hospital, he took me to a condo he’d bought that was just a few blocks from his house. He’d had all of my belongings moved to the condo while I was still in the hospital.


  When I tried to argue with him about it, he oh-so-gently reminded me, with his mouth and other body parts that he gave in on me not living with him but that he was not arguing with me about the condo. He knows I don’t need his money, so to him it’s not like I’m taking advantage of him. We both have enough money to last a lifetime. I’d lived in the condo for about a year before I finally felt like we were ready to live together again. He sold the condo immediately so I couldn’t change my mind. Like I would.


  Stopping only long enough to brush my teeth, I make my way down to the kitchen. I peek around the corner, and the sight of Kyler helping Landry flip a pancake warms my heart to the core. Part of the pancake lands on the stove and Landry giggles while Kyler tries to pick it back up with the spatula. He has so much patience with her.


  I clear my throat and Kyler turns quickly, slinging batter onto the counter.


  “Morning, beautiful.” He winks at me as he grabs a paper towel to clean up his mess.


  “CC!” Landry screams, running to me and throwing her arms around my waist.


  “Morning, sweet girl,” I sign to her. “What are you making with Daddy?”


  “Pancake bacon strips,” she responds, and I give her a quizzical look.


  She giggles again and Kyler says and signs, “She found the recipe and instructions on Pinterest.” He laughs.


  Landry has become quite the little chef. She loves to cook with me, and she has helped me so much in the design and decorations for the restaurant.


  “Let’s get to eating so we can get outta here,” Kyler says happily. “Busy day today.”


  Today is my grand opening. It has been a long, hard road to get to this point, and I couldn’t be any more excited.


  We all eat quickly and head off to our rooms to get ready for the day. I actually bought a dress for this occasion, which is amazing since I don’t wear dresses…like ever. I needed this day to be as special as possible. Landry’s dress is exactly like mine, just a different color. I pull her hair back into a braid and throw mine up into a messy ponytail. It’s a little windy today, and I don’t want to deal with our hair being crazy for all the pictures. Kyler is wearing dark denim jeans and a button-up white shirt and blue tie. He looks so handsome.


  The drive to the restaurant is slow, probably because I’m nervous as hell. Kyler pulled some strings with a PR firm and made sure several newspapers would be covering my grand opening. I don’t know how I’d have made it through all of this without his help and guidance.


  We park near the front and head toward the group that is already gathering. Friends, co-workers, Pops, and Kyler’s mom Victoria are all here, ready for my big day. Everyone congratulates me and express their excitement to see the inside. Nobody has seen it but the design crew and us. It literally makes my eyes fill with tears every time I step through the front door. I can’t believe it’s mine.


  The opening is a huge success and by the time everyone is starting to leave, I’m exhausted. Pops had asked a few days ago if he could take Landry home with him after the opening for a sleepover, and she is so excited to go.


  Just as we are wrapping everything up, Kyler comes up behind me, putting his arms around my waist and leaning into me.


  “I need you to come with me, beautiful,” he whispers in my ear.


  “I just have a few more things to get shut down and then we can go, baby.” I giggle. I know he’s excited to get home since we will have the house to ourselves.


  “Let Will handle this stuff. I need you to come take a walk with me,” he says and nods at Will.


  “Go with your man, girl. I got this.” Will winks at me and smiles big.


  Kyler grabs my hand and leads me out onto the back veranda. The sun is just starting to set in the distance, and the sky is absolutely beautiful. I understand now why he wanted to come out here. It’s breathtaking.


  We walk down to the shore, hand-in-hand, in silence. When we get near the water, Kyler stops and takes his shoes off, then reaches over and slides mine off, as well. The water is super-cold, but I don’t mind. I love feeling the sand between my toes. I know I’ve told him on many occasions that it’s one of the reasons I wanted my restaurant to be near the shore. Walking on the beach barefoot is one of the most relaxing things in the world to me.


  We walk along the shore a little ways before Kyler stops where there is a perfect view of the lighthouse. He turns me to him and grabs my face, kissing me gently.


  “Carson, since the moment I saw you in the Friedmont, I knew I wanted to get to know you. You are so beautiful, and loving, and real. I know our time together has not been easy and we’ve been through a lot as individuals and together, but I seem to fall more and more in love with you every second we are together. You are an amazing mother to Landry. I love watching you interact with her. She loves you as much as I do.” I feel a tiny hand touching mine and I look down to see Landry, holding my hand and smiling so big. I turn to see how she got here and realize Pops and Victoria are standing not far from us. Turning back to Kyler in confusion, my heart stops when I find him on his knee in front of me, holding a black box in one hand and my left hand in his other.


  “Carson Miriam Breaux, we love you and want you to be ours forever. Will you marry us?” he asks, tears filling his eyes.


  I look at Landry, who still has a huge smile on her. I turn back toward Kyler then pull my hand away, never breaking eye contact with him. I sign, “Yes” for Landry and say, “You bet your sweet ass I will,” to Kyler.


  Landry shrieks and Kyler jumps up, pulling me into his arms. He swings me around until I just know we are going to fall in the wet sand. He sets me down, grabs my hand and places the most beautiful vintage engagement ring I’ve ever seen on my left ring finger.


  There is only one thing that could make this day even more perfect, and I know this is the best time to tell them my news.


  “Kyler, Landry,” I say as I grab each of their hands. “I have a little surprise for y’all, as well.”


  Kyler looks at me quizzically for a split second but then smiles and smirks. I had a feeling he’d figured it out already and that smirk just confirms it. I wink at him and he nods. It’s not like we were trying to prevent it.


  I squat down so I’m at eye level with Landry. “So, what would you think about being a big sister?” I sign to her. She looks confused for a second and then starts jumping up and down, shrieking again.


  She runs to Pops and Kyler’s mom to tell them the news. Kyler picks me up again, kissing me deeply.


  “I knew it,” he whispers against my lips. “When did you find out?”


  “The doctor confirmed it yesterday,” I giggle. “I wanted to tell you at the perfect time, and I don’t think this could’ve been more perfect.” I kiss him again, basking in the love surrounding us.


  “Looks like we get that whole ‘happily ever after’ package after all,” he murmurs before pulling me up off my feet and kissing me like crazy.


  Indeed we do.
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