
  
    
      
    
  


 

 

 


This book is dedicated to everyone who has ever felt not good
enough, and yet found the strength to own their truth and face another day
anyway.


Chapter 1

 

 

 


As they left
Pizza Luna and turned down Magazine Street, Sam took Jake’s hand in hers and
smiled down at him. “So, what next, honey?”


Jake
smiled his toothy grin, and began swinging their arms back and forth as they
walked. He looked toward the sky with a thoughtful expression and bit his
bottom lip—his thinking face. 


They
walked along the sidewalk, dodging people out enjoying their weekend despite
the brisk weather. Magazine Street was one of the main arteries of New
Orleans—packed with rows of boutiques, galleries, and restaurants. The wall of
storefronts on each side of the road displayed classic New Orleans style—an
amalgamation of different centuries-old architecture with archways and
adornments that gave an air of sophistication and heritage, bold paint colors
that exhibited the city’s zest for life, and second stories demarcated by intricately
decorated, black wrought-iron balconies. 


Sundays
were their days to explore, relax, and goof around. It was the one day Sam got
to just enjoy being with her son and not worry about balancing work and
motherhood or things she might be missing out on while she was working. She
hoped these days lessened any void Jake might still feel from having only one
parent.  


They
went to museums, the zoo or played miniature golf, during which Same often had to remind herself: don’t
be so competitive. Today began with the zoo, then an early
dinner at their favorite pizza place. It was still fairly early so they had
time to fit something else in before heading home.   


“Ice
cream!” Jake squealed. 


For
late February, it was still a bit cold for ice cream. Sam looked at her son,
engulfed by his bulky green winter jacket, and decided not to be a killjoy. She
smiled down at Jake. “You got it, mister.” 


They
had just walked a few blocks along the uneven and often missing pavement of New
Orleans, dodging the occasional tree root mixed in to trip up less wary
pedestrians, when Jake shouted, “Tony! I forgot Tony!” The three-inch tall,
blue and gray Transformer was Jake’s favorite toy. He took it wherever he
went—often leaving it behind, as well. He halted, stopped swinging his arm, and
stared up at Sam with large, sad brown eyes. “Mom, we have to go get him. What
if someone takes him?”  


“Don’t
worry, honey, we’ll go get him,” Sam reassured him. They turned around and
headed back to the restaurant to save their abandoned comrade. 


Inside
the restaurant, Sam looked across the crowded room, packed with families
sitting at tables draped in red-and-white checkered vinyl. She saw two women
sitting at their former table near the far wall. 


Great,
I’ll have to interrupt some strangers’ meal and search the table and floor for
Jake’s plastic hero.
She couldn’t leave Tony behind.


They
approached the table, occupied by two blonde women who were dressed a step
above most of the other patrons in the family restaurant. They were leaning
toward each other as they talked, probably trying to hear each other over the
loud hum of conversations and the occasional screaming child.


Sam
groaned, figuring the last thing the women would want was some lady and her kid
sabotaging whatever intimate moment they were sharing. Jake ran ahead and
stopped abruptly beside the table, causing the two women to jerk away from each
other in surprise. The blonde with the longer, shoulder-length hair gazed up at
Sam with a confused expression.  


Sam was only a few feet behind Jake, but when she met the
woman’s gaze,
she stopped dead in her tracks. The air escaped her lungs. Ashley. Sam
hadn’t seen her in years, but there was no mistaking those green eyes. They had
been so cold—icy—back in high school. But there was something different about
those eyes now. They seemed warmer as they held her startled gaze. And was that
a slight smile on Ashley’s lips? Does she even remember who I am? 


“Hey,
there’s Tony!” Jake said loudly to no one in particular as he pointed at the
table. Sam’s attention snapped away from those eyes and glancing at the table
she realized Ashley was holding the toy, bending his legs back and forth.  


“Oh,
is this yours?” Ashley asked Jake, holding up the toy in her hand.  


“Yeah!
His name is Tony. Do you want to see what he can do?” Jake asked excitedly.


“Sure!”
Ashley responded with a grin, handing Tony back to his rightful owner.   


Sam
stood there, rooted to the spot, staring at the exchange. Alarm bells sounded
in her head—the same kind you hear when your child is in immediate danger. Her
body buzzed with adrenaline and yet she couldn’t move. She swallowed hard,
forcing herself to notice the families around them, reminding herself where
they were and that nothing bad was going to happen. Right?  


Jake
was engrossed with Tony, contorting the tiny man into a small jet, then making
engine noises as he pretended to fly it through the air. He had no idea his mom
was having an emotional breakdown only a few feet away.  


“That’s
pretty impressive,” Ashley said. She looked back up at Sam and smiled. “Hello,
Samantha. It’s been a long time.”  


Bile
worked its way up into Sam’s throat as the alarm bells rose to nuclear
strength. 


Fuck.
She does remember me.   


“Come
here, Jake!” Sam nearly shrieked, in an octave usually reserved for times she
found herself alone in the shower with a spider.


Jake’s
body instantly stilled at the sound of Sam’s voice and he scurried the few feet
back to her side. Sam wrapped her arm across his chest, holding him close.


The
sirens in Sam’s head quieted as Ashley held her gaze. Ashley glanced at the
other blonde woman at the table, who was watching Sam with a look of concern on
her face.  


“Samantha?”
Ashley asked with hesitation, the smile fading from her face.  


Sam
swallowed again. “Hi . . . Ashley. It has been a long time,” she managed to
stammer.  


Ashley’s
smile returned, which was . . . confusing . . .  


“Anyway
. . . sorry to interrupt. Have a good dinner,” Sam blurted out before turning
and charging toward the exit, holding Jake’s hand a bit too tightly. When they
reached the door, she risked a glance back. Ashley was watching her, but the
smile had faded. Sam couldn’t identify the expression.   


Outside,
Jake peered up at Sam. “Mom, who was that?” he asked with concern.


“Just
someone I used to know, honey.” Sam squeezed his hand reassuringly and forced a
smile. “Let’s go get that ice cream.”  


 


∆∆∆∆


 


When Ash turned
back to face her dinner companion, the look on Ali’s face caught her attention.


“What?”
Ash asked sheepishly.


Ali
arched an eyebrow, intensifying her already suspicious gaze. “You want to tell
me what that was all about?”


Ash’s
face fell. “What do you mean?” 


Her
attempt to feign innocence must’ve been believable because Ali backed down. A
little. Ali’s face softened. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”


Could
this day get any worse?  Not only had she been nervous all day about going on
this date with Ali—it had been almost two years since she had dated anyone—but
her worst nightmare was coming true: running into Samantha. Man, karma is a
twisted bitch.  


Ali
cleared her throat and arched her eyebrow again, something Ash was quickly
growing weary of. Clearly she was expecting some sort of explanation.


“It’s
complicated.” Ash sincerely hoped Ali would prove herself to be an
understanding person. It was their first date, after all. How many expectations
could one person have on a first date?


Ali sat
back in her chair. She managed to retain her rigid posture and nodded at Ash.
“Try me.”


Ash
blew out a breath. Apparently, a lot of expectations. She watched a
family enjoying their pizza at another table, wishing she could escape her
present situation. After a moment, she mustered the courage to meet Ali’s hard
stare. 


“She’s
just someone I used to know.”


Ali’s
eyes flashed bright. “Like an ex?” 


“What?
No! God, no.” Ash shook her head.


Ali’s
eyes narrowed. “I feel like there’s something you’re not telling me.”


Ash
sighed. “It’s really nothing. I’m still getting used to running into people
from so long ago.” As Ali opened her mouth to speak, Ash interjected. “Can you
finish telling me the rest of that story?”


The
frown plastered on Ali’s face slowly gave way to a small smile before she
launched into a highly detailed retelling of one particular court case. Ash
tried hard to be present—to nod, smile, and even shake her head at appropriate
moments. But there was only one image her mind was truly focused on—Samantha
staring at her, clutching someone Ash assumed to be her son, and the look of sheer
terror in her eyes. Every detail was new, except that look. She had seen that
look many times before. But now, it only made her want to throw up. 


Ali
stopped talking suddenly and placed her hand on Ash’s arm. “Are you okay? You
turned really pale all of a sudden.”


Ash
swallowed the lump in her throat and tried to force a small smile. “Yeah, I’m
not feeling too great. Do you mind if we continue this another night?”
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Sam watched Jake
as they sat at their small kitchen table. He took a scoop of mac and cheese
from his plate and eyed the burnt pieces.


“It’s
not my best work. Sorry.” Sam frowned. 


Jake
gave her an encouraging smile. “It’s okay, Mom.” He picked the black bits off
his spoon and ate the rest. 


Sam
smiled and shook her head, wondering for the billionth time how she had lucked
out with such a good kid. She knew lots of kids were picky eaters, but not
Jake. Even though her lackluster cooking skills gave him good reason to be.
“Did you and Lauren do anything fun after school?” Sam reached over and brushed
the shaggy brown hair out of his eyes.


Jake
nodded enthusiastically. “We played hide and seek.”


“Oh
yeah? Did you find a new hiding place?”


He
nodded.


“Cool,
where is it?”


Jake
pretended to think. “Not telling. It’s a secret. If I tell you, it won’t be a
secret anymore.”


Sam
smiled at him. “Okay, you’re right. I’ll just have to figure it out on my own.”



“Good
luck,” Jake said confidently, grinning at her.


Sam’s
jaw dropped. “Excuse me, mister.” She proceeded to tickle him until he screamed
for mercy through his giggles. Sam laughed. “That’s what I thought.” 


Jake
ate the last slice of his apple and took a final gulp of milk, leaving a mustache
on his upper lip. 


Sam
couldn’t help but grin at him. “You done?”


He
nodded.


“You
got a little somethin’…” She indicated his lip. “Want me to get it?” Before he
could answer, she was up and wiping his face and then wrapping him in a big
hug.


“Mo-om,”
Jake whined as she let him go.


“You
can play with your LEGOs while I clean up, then it’s bath time.”


Jake
was out of his chair and almost to the living room before Sam spoke. 


“Make
sure you clean them all up when you’re done,” Sam called after him as she
picked up the lime-green plastic plate of burnt mac and cheese bits and sighed.


After
she had cleaned the dishes, she texted Drea to let herself in, and went to get
Jake for his bath. She hadn’t had time yet to fill her best friend in on the
Ashley run-in yesterday and it was eating her up inside. 


“Hello?”
Sam heard Drea call from the entryway a short time later.


“We’re
in the bath,” she called back.


A
moment later, Drea burst through the open doorway—one hand covering her eyes
and the other feeling out in front of her. “Is he decent?”


Sam
had to stifle a laugh when she saw Drea’s hair. Her dark curls were splayed out
several inches from her head. “There are bubbles.”


Drea
peeked through her fingers at Jake. “Nope, need more bubbles. I have a reputation
to uphold, ya know.” 


Sam
arched an eyebrow and handed over the bottle of bubbles. “Oh, everyone is aware
of your reputation, Drea.” She turned the faucet back on.


Drea
kept her eyes to the ceiling as she squirted the bubble liquid generously all
along the tub. Jake giggled as she got his head.


She
bent down, worked up the bubbles, and then corralled them into one huge heap as
high as Jake’s chin. When she was finished, she and Jake high-fived.


“That
was all a ploy for more bubbles?” Sam asked in disbelief.


“Of course.”
Drea dragged out the words to emphasize the ‘duh’ she didn’t say, and rolled
her eyes at Jake. She made an elaborate bow and hand gesture toward him. “Good
evening, my lord.”


Jake
did his best to mirror her actions. “Good day, my lady.”


Sam
narrowed her eyes at Drea. “This better not mean you’re watching Game of
Thrones with my five-year-old son again.”


Drea
scoffed once. It was almost believable until she scoffed again and pointed to
her chest. “Me?”


Sam
shook her head as Drea winked at Jake.


Drea
lowered the toilet lid and sat down. “Lord Pickles sends his regards.” Drea’s
rust-colored tabby cat, who Jake had named—unfitting as it was—was pretty much
Jake’s favorite being on the planet. 


Jake’s
face lit up. “Yay! I miss Pickles.”


Sam
rinsed Jake’s hair with the bath cup—one of the endless plastic Mardi Gras cups
she’d acquired over her lifetime in New Orleans. 


Jake
raised his hand out of the water. He’d been holding Tony the entire time. “Get
Tony.”


Sam
refilled the cup and rinsed off Tony. “Okay, time for bed.”


Drea
nearly shot up from her seat. “That’s my cue.” She walked over to Jake, bent
down, and kissed the top of his head. “Good night, little man.” 


Jake
grinned. “Good night, Aunt D.”


By
the time Sam had put Jake to bed and joined Drea in the kitchen, Drea had
already poured them each a glass of Malbec. It was Sam’s favorite wine. Hearty
and deep, fruity, sometimes even chocolatey. She was a wine fan, but also spent
a good deal of time learning which Argentinian brands tasted decent while
staying under $12. 


 
Drea frowned into the sink and lifted the mac and cheese pot Sam had left to
soak. “How does one even burn mac and cheese?”


Sam
gave her a challenging look. “Shut it.” She circled her finger in the air at
Drea. “Speaking of ridiculous things, what the hell happened to your hair?”


Drea
raised her hands to her curls, trying to tamp them down. “I had the top down.”


“In
February?”


“Free
birds gotta fly, Sam.” 


Sam
rolled her eyes. Drea and Sam had both grown up in Uptown, though they didn’t
meet until middle school when Drea’s family moved there from Baton Rouge. Every
neighborhood in New Orleans had character, but Uptown had always been Sam’s
favorite. It was an eclectic landscape of oak trees, mansions, and creole
cottages. Uptown had it all: the historic St. Charles Avenue streetcar, the
Audubon Zoo Jake loved, the walking paths through the Park, the beautiful
campuses of Tulane and Loyola, and the Mississippi River along its southern border.
But a few years ago, Drea had decided to get a swanky apartment downtown. It
was less than twenty minutes away by car, but it felt like a huge distance to
Sam after having her so close for so long.  


They
sat at the table as Sam filled Drea in on the Ashley encounter. “I couldn’t
believe it was her,” she added at the end. Sam took another sip of wine and
hummed at the smooth taste as she waited  for Drea to absorb the information. 


“She
didn’t say why she’s back?”


Sam
met Drea’s piercing blue eyes. Drea was a beauty. Raven hair. Gorgeous eyes.
All assets she was aware of and used to her advantage with the ladies . . . a
lot. She was also Italian, and most of their quality time together involved
food or alcohol. Especially alcohol. 


Sam
shifted her gaze. “We didn’t really get that far . . . I kind of freaked out
and barely said hello. I had this fear she would do something to Jake.” Sam
paused and risked an embarrassed glance at Drea, who was regarding Sam with her
usual open, supportive look. “I know it’s irrational. I just felt like I was
transported back to high school and needed to get away from her and whatever
she might be about to do to me or my son. Stupid, I know.”


Drea
frowned. “We’re different people now, Sam. You would never let her treat you or
Jake badly. You don’t need to fear her anymore.” She twirled her wine glass in
a circle on the table. “Besides, if you run across her again, don’t worry. I’ve
got your back.” She waggled her eyebrows and smiled before taking another sip.
“And who knows, maybe she had a change of heart, or a lobotomy or something,
and is actually a nice person now.”


Sam
snorted and nearly shot wine out of her nose. “That’s hard to imagine.” 


Sam
sipped her wine and gazed at Drea—always the cool, curly-haired beauty who let
nothing get to her. Sam never understood why Drea had chosen to be her friend.
They were completely different. But in the sixteen years since high school,
Drea and Sam had become inseparable. She kept Sam sane and gave her at least
one adult to talk with since most of Sam’s time was spent being a single mom to
Jake. Drea was like the sister Sam never had. The much cooler sister.


Both
of them were unusually quiet. People thought of Drea as confident, funny, and
beautiful, but Sam had known her long enough to see the characteristics Drea
rarely shared with others. When something really bothered her, she either blew
up or got quiet. Sam absently wondered if Drea was as shocked by Ashley’s
return as she had been. Unlike Sam, however, Drea didn’t dwell on things. She
was good about moving on. Sometimes too good. 


“Soooo,
anything new with you?” Sam asked to break the silence.


Drea
shook her head. “Nothing much lately.”


“Whatever
happened to that redhead you took home last Friday?”


A
slow smile spread across Drea’s face. “We had some fun. That’s all.”


“Mmhmm.”
Sam nodded knowingly. “Well, I’m glad you had some fun, then.” 


“Thank
you. So am I.” Drea smiled and took another sip of wine.


Chapter 2

 

 

 


Wednesday was the
pitch session for the marketing campaign Sam’s team had created for Julie’s
Juice Company, a local start-up focusing on natural, locally-sourced
ingredients. Sam’s team and the three representatives from Julie’s sat around
the conference table at McGrady Marketing. The firm had been designed with a
modern open-space concept in mind, though being surrounded by glass walls and
glass tables wasn’t always the most practical. Sam had nailed her knee on the
sharp edge of pretty much every table and desk in the office in the six years she
had worked there. 


The
representatives from Julie’s seemed excited to see what the marketing team had
come up with to unveil their new line of juices to the city. Sam didn’t know
the two women—Ellen, a woman in her late twenties, and Betsy, probably in her
early fifties—but she had worked closely with John on the concept for the
campaign. He was a friendly, clean-cut, professional guy in his early forties.
Sam’s understanding was that he had started working for the company as a friend
of Julie’s and she trusted his decisions when she couldn’t be at meetings
herself. His lack of business background
sometimes made him a bit anxious and quick to doubt his own judgment, something
Sam had worked with him on during numerous phone calls leading up to today’s meeting.


Pete,
the lead on this presentation—and every presentation—was well dressed, as
always, in an expensive black suit and red tie that added to the bravado already oozing from his impressively moisturized skin and
overly-gelled hair. The rest of the team sat around the table, waiting for Pete to
dazzle everyone. Sam sat near the three reps from Julie’s, dressed to impress
while still being comfortable in stylish wide-leg black pants, black pumps, and
a white blouse. She usually went for upscale casual most days, but tried to
make an effort on pitch days. Her hair was pulled up into a high ponytail,
intending to convey an air of sportiness and competence. She had added
turquoise earrings for an extra pop. She crossed her legs under the table and
waited for Pete to begin, a notebook and pen laid out before her, in case any
changes needed to be made to the designs.


“All
right, folks,” Pete said, as he clasped his hands in front of his chest. “Let’s
begin.” 


Things
seemed to be going pretty well as Pete went through the details of the two
mock-ups for the campaign. Sam watched Ellen, Betsy, and John out of the corner
of her eye, gauging their reactions. They nodded along throughout Pete’s speech
and flashed a few polite smiles. However, as the presentation came to a close
Sam started getting the feeling that the team had missed the mark. John glanced
at Ellen and Betsy, who looked hesitant.  


“This
is really great, Pete,” John said and glanced around the table at the team,
“and everyone. We really appreciate the time you’ve put into our campaign.” He
paused and looked at his colleagues, as if for reassurance, before turning back
to Pete. “I just think we had hoped for a more local feel, you know? Something
that says we’re from New Orleans and proud of it.” He turned his gaze to Sam
with a half frown. 


“What?
Like a fleur de lis in the background?” Pete scoffed. 


John
looked down at the table, his leg bouncing nervously as a blush appeared on his
neck.  


“Something
with a bit more soul to it, right?” Sam suggested gently. 


John
lifted his gaze to meet hers, nodding with recognition. “Yes, exactly.”


Pete
placed his hands on his hips, staring down at the table in front of him. “Soul,
huh?” 


John
narrowed his eyes at Pete. Sam had to resist the urge to roll her eyes at Pete
herself, but pissing off the clients was taking it too far. She jumped in for
some damage control. 


“How
about . . .” Sam coated her tone in sweetness in an effort to diffuse the
situation that was about to erupt. She knew from years of experience pacifying
Pete that his temper had no boundaries. Everyone turned in Sam’s direction. The
rest of her team was fidgeting and clearly wanting to escape.  


“How
about I work with John and Ellen and Betsy for a bit? We can nail down some
details to make sure we capture the essence of their product in this campaign.
Then our team can make the necessary adjustments and present them next week.” 


A
collective sigh came from everyone as they turned to Pete. “Well, that should
be fine. I’ll leave you in Sam’s hands.” He shook the hands of the trio from
Julie’s and strode out of the room, followed by the rest of the team.


Sam
turned to John and the others with an encouraging smile. “How about we order
some lunch?”


John
took a deep breath and loosened his tie, before looking at her pointedly.
“Thank you, Sam.”


 


∆∆∆∆


 


“Do you have any
fours?” Jake asked. He and Sam knelt on the light gray rug around the coffee
table, holding cards in their hands. Sam adjusted her position and rubbed her
knee, the thin rug not offering much relief from the hardwood floor. 


Sam
looked at her cards and shook her head. “Nope. Go fish.”


Sam’s
cell phone started vibrating in her back pocket as Jake drew a new card. He
flipped the card over, frowning. “Oh, man.”


Sam
smiled at him. Apparently, he had inherited a bit of her competitive nature.
Sam looked at the name on her phone and answered it. “Hi John. How are you?”


“Hi
Sam,” John said, warmly. “I’m sorry to bother you at home, but I had a couple
questions about the ad.”


“No
problem, John. Let me just grab my laptop.” Sam hurried to the kitchen, opened
her laptop, and clicked on the mock-up she and John’s team had worked on
earlier in the day. “Okay, I’m ready. What did you have questions about?”


“Just
some minor details, but do you think the royal blue needs to be black on the
main text?”


Jake
walked into the kitchen. “Hey, Mom?”


“On
the main text?” Sam squinted down at the image.


Jake
grabbed Sam’s hand and yanked it. “Mo-om.”


Sam
placed her palm over the phone’s speaker and held it away from her mouth. “Just
a minute, bud.”


“I
think the royal blue works well. It goes with the color scheme of the rest of
the ad, but if you’d prefer black, we can definitely do that,” Sam said.


Sam
listened as John took a deep breath and slowly exhaled. “Hmm. Okay, let’s stick
with the blue.”


“Okay.
What other questions did you have?”


“I
was thinking we should make ‘Julie’s Juice Company’ a little larger. I want it
to stand out a bit more.”


“Okay,
no problem.” Jake started yanking on Sam’s arm and she absentmindedly engaged
in a tug-of-war battle to stay in front of her computer. “I can change that tonight
and send you the revised design.”


“Okay
great.”


“Anything
else?” Sam asked cheerfully. Jake started spinning in circles while holding
Sam’s hand then began running back and forth to test the limits of her range of
motion. Sam stared at the screen, now second-guessing the royal blue.


“Actually,
that’s it. Thanks Sam.”


“Absolutely.
I’ll make those changes and send you the design within the hour. Feel free to
contact me if there are any other changes.”


“Great.
I really appreciate it. Have a good night, Sam.”


“You
too, John.” Sam ended the call just as Jake yanked her arm hard, causing her to
fall toward him.


“Ow,
Jake. What in the world?”


A
bashful smile formed on his face. “It’s your turn.”


Sam
stared at him for a moment, then pretended to have an eye twitch. Jake giggled
and led her back to their game.


 


∆∆∆∆


 


“Here’s to
friends, Fridays, and freakin’ tequila,” Drea said with a raised glass.


“Oh,
hell yeah,” Sam said, clinking her glass with Drea’s. 


They
had been coming to Charlie’s for years. At first glance, it was the usual dive
bar—dim lighting, a couple of pool tables and dart boards in the back—but it
was one of the longest-running gay bars in New Orleans. The fact that it was in
Uptown was an added bonus. Over the years it had accumulated a loyal group of
patrons who kept it in business and supported each other. For Sam, it was a
second home, a place where she could relax and be herself. It didn’t hurt that
Charlie’s had some of the best margaritas in town.


“So,
how was your week?” Drea asked, after a generous sip from her agave margarita.


“I
was ready for this drink on Monday,” Sam deadpanned. She licked some salt off
the rim of her cocktail glass and took another sip, closing her eyes, savoring
it. “Damn, that’s good.”


“Any
other run-ins with your favorite old pal?” Drea flashed a mischievous grin. 


Sam
rolled her eyes and blew out a breath. “No, thank god. I’m hoping this city is
big enough that I won’t see her again before she rolls back out of town . . .
and I hope that’s soon. It was a shock to see her, but with any luck, it will
be another twenty years before—” Sam stopped mid-sentence and felt the blood
drain from her face. 


A
very attractive, tall blonde woman in black leather pants that left little to
the imagination strode across the room toward the bar, leaving a wave of
turning heads in her wake.  


Drea
turned in her chair to follow Sam’s gaze, then looked back at Sam, wide-eyed.
“Holy shit! That’s not her, is it?” Sam couldn’t find words, which gave Drea
her answer. “Dammmnnn,” Drea said with raised brows, “time has been good to her.”


Sam stared
at her drink, twirling it absentmindedly, the shock of seeing Ashley again
suffocating any thoughts she had held moments prior. 


Drea
fought to get Sam’s attention back by telling her about a prank she had pulled
on her new intern at work, but Sam found it almost impossible to be present.
Her attention was drawn to the small table across the room where Ashley Valence
sat with the blonde woman from the other night.



Why
the hell was she here?  It had taken Sam so long to let go of her high
school memories and Ashley’s torment. And they were memories no part of her
wanted to relive. She was a different person now—stronger, more aware—and just
fine with her current existence, domestic as it was. Jake was all she needed.


When
Ashley’s gaze met hers, Sam quickly looked away. It was too late though. “Shit,
shit, shit, shit,” she murmured before downing what was left of her margarita. 


“What
is it?” Drea asked, with concern.  


“Samantha,
hi,” Ashley said, stopping at their table, smiling down at Sam. 


Sam
tried to feign a smile, but it came out more like a grimace. She saw Drea smirk
at her failed attempt. “Oh, hi, I didn’t realize that was you.” 


Ashley’s
gaze wandered across the table. “Drea Cordeira. Wow. Long time no see.” 


“Ashley,”
Drea replied coolly. “Are you back here for a visit?”


Ashley’s
smile dimmed. “No, actually, I just moved back a couple weeks ago.” 


Sam
felt like she was going to throw up and knew her face probably wasn’t doing much
to hide it. Drea just nodded.


“I
see you two are still close,” Ashley said, glancing between the two women.


“Why mess with perfection?” Drea retorted, but Ashley’s
attention
was already back on Sam. 


Drea
waited a moment, then reached for Sam’s empty glass. “Well, I think I’ll grab
another round.” 


Sam
lunged for Drea’s hand, feeling a surge of panic. “No! Stay. Please. Wait for
the waitress.” 


After
Drea managed to pry her hand free, she leaned in and whispered, “You’ll be okay.
Trust me, you’re going to want another drink.” She turned and headed for the
bar.


Ashley
stared at Sam, which made her squirm. “It’s really nice to see you again,
Samantha. You look great.” 


Sam’s
eyes narrowed as she waited for the insult that didn’t come. “Um, thanks,” she
replied hesitantly, wondering what alternate  universe she’d entered—one where Ashley played the
part of a kind human being. 


She
braced herself as Ashley opened her mouth to say something, then closed it, and
smiled. “Well, I just wanted to say hi. I hope I see you around again.”


Sam
gave a half-hearted nod as she imagined about a million things she’d prefer to
running into Ashley again: being mauled by alligators, sharks, run over by a
car—the options were endless. Her gaze lingered on Ashley’s retreating form as
she headed for the exit. She does look good in those pants though, Sam
thought lazily, before mentally shaking herself.


Drea
returned, drinks in hand. “She certainly was interested in talking to you.
What did she want?”


Sam
shook her head slowly, still staring where Ashley had stood moments before. “No
idea. I must be more desperate than I realized if I’m finding Ashley Valence
attractive.” 


Drea
gave her a look. “Sam. That . . .” Drea nodded her head at the door, “that
woman was hot. Ashley Valence or not.” She sipped her drink and puckered her
lips at the taste. “That girl can wear the hell out of some leather pants.
Damn.” She shook her head with a look of reverence. 


Sam
glared at Drea. As she sat there, Sam felt an eerie calm spread through her
body, and she knew with absolute certainty that Ashley’s return was
significant. She could already feel the stirring of the memories she had spent
nearly twenty years pushing out of her mind. She didn’t want to revisit them.


Drea’s
gaze swept over the people in the room before returning to Sam. “You think she
realized she was in a gay bar?”


 


∆∆∆∆


 


After dropping
Ali off at her house, Ash drove aimlessly through the city, trying to come to
terms with her encounter at the bar with Samantha and Drea. Neither had seemed
particularly happy to see her, but could she blame them? The Ash they had known
had been pretty horrible . . . to both of them, but especially to Samantha. 


Ash’s
stomach clenched at the thought of who she had been and how she had treated
Samantha back in high school. She slowed to a stop at a light and glanced at
the line of people on the sidewalk waiting to get into Tipitina’s, one of New
Orleans’ historic music venues. A guy dressed in a banana suit danced around
the crowd. His skinny little legs, clad in yellow tights, protruded from the
costume like little toothpicks. The image seemed odd to Ash. She had grown up
in this city and became accustomed to ridiculous things—New Orleans was nothing
if not accepting of different people letting their freak flag fly. But the fact
that this guy seemed a little crazy to her was just one more thing showing her
that this place was foreign to her now.  


The
light turned green and she decided to drive along the river before heading
home. The street lamps barely lit the dark, pothole-ridden streets and
reflected a soft glow off the white hood of her car. 


She
thought about earlier and Drea’s unmasked disdain. She’d been happy for a
moment when Drea left to go to the bar, until she saw the hesitation on
Samantha’s face. 


How
could she prove to Samantha she was different now? Would Samantha ever give her
a chance? She sighed, glancing at the river as her car rolled by. This was
going to be harder than she had anticipated when she decided to move back here.
Now, she wasn’t sure she’d ever get off Samantha’s shit list. 


As
she steered back toward her house, she let her mind return to the bar. But this
time, she didn’t think about Samantha or Drea. She thought about how amazing it
felt to be in a gay bar for the first time in her hometown. It had taken her
years to accept that she was a lesbian, even longer to risk setting foot in a
gay bar, and her out life happened after she left New Orleans. Now, it was like
two different worlds colliding. Though she still wasn’t sure about Ali and
whether that relationship would go anywhere—it was way too soon to even consider
a future—the fact that she had already taken a huge step to live authentically
now that she was back made her proud. 


Samantha
might never forgive her. And she would be warranted in that. But Ash would
never hide herself again. 


 


∆∆∆∆


 


It felt good to
have her glove on again. Sam punched the leather into her palm and flexed it a
bit, working the kinks out. It had been sitting on a shelf these past few
months. Sam had been waiting all day for tonight. After muddling through another
cold, damp New Orleans winter, she saw the beginning of spring finally starting
to appear. And the beginning of spring meant one thing: softball. 


Sam
had never been an athletic kid growing up, but had always wanted to give sports
a try. So, when Jake was four, she joined the local recreational women’s
softball league. She imagined a low-key atmosphere with people socializing on
the bench while waiting to bat. That was a speed she could manage for sure.
Plus, it would make her feel active, and it was much more appealing than
actually going to the gym. 


After
a year and a half on the Lady Lobbers, she was actually in pretty good shape.
Their captain, Marci, made sure of that. Sam didn’t know if Marci actually
believed in Satan, or just had a knack for channeling him, but any rosy images
of a team singing kumbaya as players encouraged each other for a good effort
after a strikeout or missed catch were long
gone following the first practice. After nearly two hours of laps around
the bases, push-ups, sit-ups, and sprints, followed by some drills with an
actual ball, she had limped to her car, driven home, and collapsed on her sofa
until morning. 


She
probably should have quit then, but didn’t want to give up so easily, driven by
an urge to make up for lost time. She got in shape—fast—and learned basic ball
skills. And mostly learned not to get in Marci’s way. 


Marci
had played softball in college and came to every game with a fervor for winning
unrivaled by anyone else on the team. She was captain, mostly because no one
else cared enough to dethrone her. And though she ran a tight ship, they were a
better team for it. Sam didn’t let her ruin the fun of the game for her. Hell,
she was looking forward to another season. Wasn’t she?


Sam jogged out to the field where her teammates were talking
and
stretching. Lace, short for Lacy, was usually her warm-up partner. At thirty-five, she was only a year older than
Sam, and though she had played softball in high school, she lacked Marci’s
zeal, caring more about having fun
than winning. Her name was pretty appropriate. At 5’8”, she was elegant and curvy, and even following a game, when she
was doused with sweat, she exuded the casual elegance of a lady—a lady who
could hit like Babe Ruth. She was often the team’s secret weapon since opposing
teams prejudged her based on appearance. She also kept Sam in check when Marci
got on her nerves and she started talking back. 


They
had all been playing together for at least a year now, so they just had their
weekly Tuesday night games, since no one had time to fit in extra practices.
Most of the women had families and full-time jobs. This was a way to get rid of
some stress and get out some aggression for most of them. 


“Ladies,
ladies, gather ‘round.” Marci’s deep voice bellowed across the field from where
she stood by first base. If you didn’t know Marci and you saw her on the street
somewhere, your first guess would be that she was a softball player. She always
wore workout clothes and their team cap, and she was the only one on the team
who wore legit softball pants to the games. 


“I
know you’re all excited for another season. I know I am.” Marci smiled and
chuckled as they all waited silently. “Now, we’ve been a good team the past few
seasons, making it to the championships every year. But I’m tired of going home
without a trophy.”


“Oh,
here we go,” Sam muttered under her breath as Lace jabbed her elbow into Sam’s
side. Sam was already imagining what Marci had planned for them, figuring some
mandatory weekly practice was about to be enforced. 


 Marci
looked at her, pointedly unimpressed, before gazing back at the rest of the
team. “As I was saying . . . I think I’ve got what we need this season.” She
turned and gestured over at the bench. “I’d like to introduce you to our new
pitcher.”


They
all turned to see a tall, lean woman walking toward them, hair dangling loosely
in a ponytail pulled through the back of their team cap, the bill obscuring her
face. 


It
couldn’t be,
Sam thought. Hell, it could.


The
woman settled in beside Marci and turned toward her as Marci placed her hand on
the woman’s shoulder.


“We’re
very fortunate to have Ashley Valence here with us. She grew up in New Orleans,
but went away for college where she was a Division I pitcher at UCLA.
Fortunately for us, she decided to come back to her hometown, and we’re so
lucky to have her. I’d like you all to welcome Ashley to the team.” 


Instead
of feeling nervous or fearful, Sam felt like she had been kicked in the gut.
Her body sagged. Softball was the one thing she had for herself, and now Ashley
was here, too. 


After the introduction, the team erupted into claps and
cheers, most of them breathing a sigh of relief that they weren’t being
punished with the reinstatement of “lobber liquidation,” as they had not so
affectionately named their former practice sessions.


Ashley
looked around at the team, smiling. “Thanks. And you can just call me Ash.”
When her eyes finally landed on Sam, they widened and she quickly looked away. 


“Hey,
you okay?” Lace asked as the rest of the team jogged to the bench. 


“Yeah,” Sam blew out a breath. “I just got really tired
all of a sudden.” 


“Well,
buck up, baby,” Lace said as she jogged backwards toward the bench. “We’ve got
some ass to kick!”


They
actually won that night’s game, by a lot. And Ash was definitely the reason
why. She pitched six no-hitter innings. Sam only touched the ball once the
entire game, when it shot past Ash’s right leg and Sam grabbed it. As second
baseman, Sam had to stand behind Ash all night and watch as she dazzled
everyone with her pitching skills. 


By
the time the game ended, Sam felt empty. Ash gave her a tiny smile as they
slapped hands at the end of the game with the other team and then their
teammates. Sam couldn’t bear to return the smile and just looked away. She
gathered up her bag and glove, and walked across the gravel parking lot to her
unimpressive, ten-year-old Honda. She sat in her car for a while, just thinking
about what had transpired.  


She
watched as many of her teammates crowded around Ash, congratulating her. After
a few minutes, Sam draped her arms over the steering wheel and pressed her
forehead against it, closing her eyes. Whatever cosmic joke was being pulled,
she was clearly its main target. Universe, why do you hate me?


At
the sound of a car door shutting next to her, she lifted her head and sat up in
her seat. Ash sat in the white BMW sedan next to her, her head slightly dipped,
looking at Sam through her passenger window. She looked concerned.


Sam
met her gaze briefly before looking out her windshield. She scanned the parking
lot and field, realizing that everyone else had left. With a deep breath and a slow exhale, she turned her key in the
ignition, and pulled away. 



 


∆∆∆∆


 


Jake was already
asleep when she got home.


Lauren,
his sitter, was a grad student at Tulane and she’d been watching Jake since he
was four. She was reliable, responsible, and most of all, great with Jake. Sam
selfishly hoped she never graduated. Lauren met Jake at the bus stop every day
after school and watched him until Sam got home from work, except for Tuesdays
when she stayed later so Sam could play softball.


“How
was he tonight?” Sam asked as she paid Lauren.


“Oh,
great! He’s been all about the new coloring book.” Lauren smiled. “Barely
watched cartoons he was so focused on it.” She laughed.


Sam
warmed. Lauren had brought Jake a Transformers coloring book last week. Sam
knew she had hit the babysitter jackpot with this one. She truly cared about Jake
and he adored her.


“Thanks
Lauren. Have a good night.”   


After
Lauren left, Sam peeked into Jake’s room. He looked so peaceful asleep in his
bed. It calmed Sam instantly. She tiptoed into the room, picked his dirty
clothes up off the wood floor, and slipped back out, tossing the clothes into
the hallway bathroom hamper on her way to her room.


After
a hot shower, she slipped into bed, thoughts of the game still swirling in her
mind. Ever since Ashley had been introduced at the game, Sam felt a weight in
her chest. It made it hard to breathe and she absently wondered if her lungs
would just cave in on themselves. She could almost hear the shattering of her
comfortable existence now that Ashley seemed to be everywhere.


At
the thought, Sam felt a small, but consistent, wave of dread. Was this her
second version of hell? High school wasn’t enough? Ashley had come back for
more?


Sam
recalled the look on Ashley’s face when she had seen Sam tonight. And at the
pizza place. They weren’t the icy stares she was used to receiving from Ashley.
Stares that had haunted her for years. Maybe it wouldn’t be as bad as she
thought. It had been sixteen years. Surely, that was long enough for a person
to change. Right? 


Eventually,
Sam’s worry gave way to sleep. 


 


“Hey,
Parker!”


Jackie
stood with Jessica and Ashley. They pointed and leered as I
tried to pass them. 


“Nice
shirt. Did your mom pick it out for you?”


I
kept walking, hoping they would leave me alone. 


“Did
you hear me, Samantha?” It was Jackie.


I
tried to walk faster but it was like my feet were stuck in concrete. My heart
pounded. 


Jackie
stepped in front of me. I stared at my feet. She kept standing there. I started
shaking.


“Are
you too cool to talk to me, Samantha?” 


I
didn’t answer.


Jackie
looked over at Ashley and Jessica. “Looks like Samantha Parker’s too cool for
us, guys.”


“Yeah
right.” Jessica laughed.


Ashley
just stood there. The look on her face made my insides shudder.


“Isn’t
that right, Samantha?” Jackie shoved my shoulder. 


I
tried hard not to cry. “No.”


“What
was that?” Jackie boomed.


“No.”
I said it louder.


“Well
you sure act like it. Why do you walk around with your nose in the air?”


“I
don’t.” I felt humiliated. I wanted to run.


“What
was that?”


I
made myself look at her. I could see how much she hated me. “I’m sorry.” 


She
leaned down close to my ear. “That’s right, you are.”


I
tried to walk away from them as fast as I could. They didn’t follow. I looked
back, but Ashley and Jessica were gone. Pete stood there with a wicked grin on his face.
John was beside him, nervously tapping his foot. 


Pete
pointed at me. “Get her Jackie. Get her!”


 


Sam
gasped as she shot up in bed, grasping her chest. Jackie. Fuck. Sam
hadn’t thought of her in years. She could still see Jackie smirking at her with
those cold eyes. Ashley and Jessica watching. Sam’s entire body was tense. She
tried to think back through the nightmare. Piecing it together before it
slipped from her memory. 


Everyone
in school had kept out of Jackie’s way. Some thought she was attractive,
despite her horrible personality. Most just tried to avoid triggering whatever
it was that made her pick on Sam. Jackie made it her personal mission to make
Sam’s life miserable. It made no sense to Sam. Jackie was popular, athletic,
beautiful. Why would she waste her time on someone like Sam? It had taken all
of her energy just to survive each day.  


It
bothered Sam that no one ever stood up to Jackie—well, almost no one. Whenever
Drea was around, she went toe-to-toe with her. Jackie would back down then
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