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One More Chance

When orthopedic surgeon
Harriet “Harry” Basantes is called to the ER to assess a patient
who has been assaulted by her husband, she’s instantly thrust back sixteen years to the day her
childhood sweetheart, Desi Thompson, walked away and disappeared
without a trace.

Desi’s always done the
right thing, including marrying the man her father insisted was a
better match than Harry. But when she ends up in the ER after an argument gone wrong, she can’t
help wondering if the right thing is worth the cost.

Harry refuses to let
Desi return to an unsafe home, even if that means putting aside her
own broken heart. With love on the line, can they
give each other one more
chance?
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Chapter One

“Fuck, fuck…fuck!”

Desi Thompson
Simoneaux watched her husband Byron run his hand through his greasy
blond hair and mutter some
more. He’d been in a mood from the time he’d come home after losing
at the casino—again. When he needed to vent, she was always his
favorite target. Normally she braced for it and managed to hold it
together until he was done.

This
time, after his fist connected
with her temple, her scream had made one of their neighbors call
the police.

She pressed her
fingers to her split lip, but the blood trickled through. The
number of cops outside had increased when he’d refused to open the
door, and the backup that
showed up only enraged him more. Their front yard was lit up with
blue flashing lights. “Please, Byron, you need to let them in. You
know I didn’t call them, and I won’t say anything.” She just wanted
this to stop.

“I told you to
shut up.” He slapped his
forehead as he screamed, and Desi thought he’d finally snapped. The
thought made her shudder.

Maybe this nightmare
would finally be over. Byron glared at her as if just noticing her,
and she brought her hands up to protect her face as
he moved toward her. The sudden shock
of pain made her cry out, and her legs buckled. Byron had kicked
right below her left knee, and she had no doubt her leg was
broken.

She was going to be
sick from the excruciating pain, and all she could do was
concentrate on her breathing.
There was no holding back her cry when he followed with three kicks
to her midsection and ribs, and she stopped breathing when the pain
became excruciating. The attack stopped while he walked to the
door.

“No, please,” she
begged, when she realized he’d
gone for the baseball bat propped against the doorframe, but
doubted he could hear her over his swearing. The door splintered
and crashed open, and two police officers tackled Byron before he
could swing at her head. It was a shock he hadn’t finished what
he’d started. He’d always promised he’d gladly do the time if he
knew she was in the ground by his hand.

“Ma’am, can you hear
me?” One EMT knelt beside her and started cutting her jeans to
expose her leg while the other began hooking her up to machines. That one placed an oxygen
mask over her face. “That will help with the pain while we do what
we need to do, and I’m going to check your other injuries. Just
stay calm and hold still, okay?”

“Don’t say a goddamn
word, Desi. You hear me?” Byron was still yelling as he struggled with the police. “Not
one fucking word.”

“Why don’t you give it a
rest, asshole,” the police officer cuffing Byron said. “Go with
that right to remain silent thing we told you about.”

“Ma’am, can you hear
me?” the EMT
repeated.

“It hurts,” was all
she was able to say. His voice sounded far away, and all she could
hear was the pounding thud-thud in her
head.

“I know, but we’re
here to help.” He shined a light in her eyes. “Let’s get a blanket
on her and up the O2. She’s
going into shock.”

Desi closed her eyes
and prayed to die for the first time in her life. If she had to
stay trapped in this hell, going on wasn’t worth it. Perhaps the
worst thing that could’ve happened was the police getting there too
early and not letting Byron
send her into oblivion. She closed her eyes and let the tears fall.
How had life gotten so bad?

 


* * *

 


“We need a room,
Sally!” the EMT yelled, slamming through the metal doors of University Medical Center in New
Orleans as he and his partner ran in with a stretcher.

“Follow me.” Sally, the
charge nurse, moved quickly ahead of them.

All Dr. Harry Basantes
could see from where she stood, scanning the large board that
listed all the patients in the
ER, was the blond hair of whoever was moaning on the gurney.
Whatever had happened, the sickly green colored sheet the EMTs used
was slowly turning red. She stayed out of their way, waiting for
the crew to get the patient settled.

“Get a doc in here. We
didn’t want to medicate her, figuring she was going
be worked up for surgery, but she’s
fading fast.” The other EMT held an IV bag as high as he could get
it. “I’ve done this for a long time and seen some sick stuff, but
this one is going to haunt me for a while,” he said after they’d
worked together to slide her over to the hospital bed.

“What the hell happened?”
Sally asked as she slammed her hand on the button on the wall above
the bed to call for more staff. “Car accident?”

“Not that I wish an
accident on anyone, but it might be easier for her to recover from
if that’s what this was. We waited an hour outside this shithole of
a place while the police got her asshole husband away from her,”
the EMT said as the triage nurses moved from the next bay to take
over. “He was about to hit her in the head with a bat, but I think
the leg damage is from his steel-toed boots. I’d guess her face is
thanks to his fist.”

The EMT stepped aside
to let a nurse in. “The skin is pierced just below
the knee, and she’s been getting
quieter and paler. Probably shock.”

“Poor
darlin’, but we’re in luck.
God just finished up in the OR. I paged her when y’all called in,”
Sally said. “She looks like my daughter Mindy,” she said, looking
at the woman on the bed.

“Dr. Basantes is
available?”

“Today is her surgery
rotation here, and if anyone
in my family got hurt like this, there isn’t anyone I’d trust other
than Harry.”

Harry was waiting for
the crew to finish settling the patient. Hearing Sally’s
assessment made her warm. It
was good when people knew you were the best. She motioned her
residents to stay put and stopped directly behind Sally. “Taking my
name in vain again, Nurse Hardass?” Harry whispered in Sally’s ear,
making her shoulders hitch.

“Doc, I was
comparing you to God—how can you take
that wrong?” Sally turned and gave Harry her best smile. “Besides,
you know damn well I’m the only one in the building who’s not
afraid of you, so cut the bull and get in here.”

“Let’s see what we’ve
got, folks,” she said to her
students.

Her attention went
directly to the patient’s injuries, and the noise and chaos of the ER faded away as she
concentrated on what needed to be done. “Get the mobile X-ray unit
in here, order a blood workup, and get her to surgery as soon as
you’re done,” she said as she scribbled in the chart Sally had
placed on the small table next to the bed. “No dawdling, people,”
she barked when her team didn’t move fast enough.

“Ma’am,” Harry said,
finally glancing up at her new patient. When she
looked at the tearstained face
and watery green eyes, memories of high school came flooding back,
and she clutched the side of the bed to regain her mental balance.
“Desi?” She said the name like a prayer.

“Harry?” Desi wiped
her face, her hand shaking, and an expression of surprise seemed to replace the pain, if only
for a second. “What are you doing here?”

“I’m the surgeon on
call,” Harry said, trying her best to bleed the emotion out of her
voice. There’d been plenty of time through the years for
touching reunions, so they
weren’t going to waste time on that now. “You have an open fracture
just below the knee, and it will require surgery. I’ll know more
once I see your X-rays.” Once the fracture’s reduced, you can walk out the
door like you did a very long time ago, only this time it won’t
matter. She shook off the
thought and tried to keep her expression impassive.

“Harry, please—” Desi said,
but Harry raised her hand.

“I’ve ordered
something for the pain, and once I get a look at your films we’ll
talk about the next steps.”
Harry placed the chart under her arm and waited to see if Desi had
any questions.

“You’re a surgeon?”
Desi’s eyebrows came together in apparent confusion, and the sweat
on her brow prompted Harry to inject the painkiller into the IV
line.

“Actually, I’m the
janitor, but we’re a little shorthanded at the moment, so
the state expects everyone to pitch
in.” Harry laughed bitterly, but Desi didn’t join in. “Look, if you
want someone else, it won’t hurt my feelings. Say the word.” The
radiology tech arrived and started setting up. “I’ll be back once
he’s done.”

Harry
walked out, not giving Desi
the chance to respond. She ran her hand through her hair, and then
grunted at the return of her old childhood habit. Sally stared at
her, then at her hand, but didn’t say anything as Harry leaned on
the counter to finish writing out orders for Desi’s
care.

The sight of her old
friend had been a punch to the gut, and it wouldn’t be a bad idea
to get someone else to take her case. They had a history she’d
tried to bury, but it was
something that refused to die or be forgotten. Why the fuck
couldn’t she just forget her and move on?

“You okay?” Sally asked
softly.

“Fine—let’s go with
that.”

She hadn’t said the
name Desi
out loud in years, but damn if she
didn’t find at least a minute of every day to think about her. It
was doubtful Desi had given her and what they’d had together a
second thought since those caps went flying into the air at
graduation. How on earth had Desi ended up in this kind of
mess?

“It’s
not often that we see the
legendary Dr. Basantes in the ER with the huddled masses. What
gives, Harriet?” Dr. Kenneth Reynolds asked, startling Harry out of
her memories. He drummed his fingers on the countertop and laughed
when she glared at him.

Kenneth
was one of the few people
she’d kept in her life since childhood, and the chief of pediatrics
was her best friend. The nurses had nicknamed them the dynamic duo
when they’d started their residencies, and for a long time the
rumor had been that there was a romance to go with the friendship
they obviously shared.

“Don’t call me that,
or I’ll tell Sally what Tony
calls you when you’re at home. Got me, sugar pants?” Harry rubbed
her temples and sighed.

“Okay, no need for
bitchy.” He put his hands on her shoulders and laughed. “Sounds
like you’ve had a bad day. Does someone have their leg
coming out of their ass or
something? It’d take something that drastic to lure you down here
with the little people. Usually your eager minions bring the
patients to you.” He didn’t take his hand off her shoulder, and she
could tell he was worried about her despite his teasing. “I thought
your days of trolling the ER for interesting cases were over years
ago.”

“Did you learn that
diagnostic technique in medical school? For your information I’m
not that out of touch, and I was paged. No trolling involved.”
She handed the chart off to
the waiting nurse. “This time, though, I should’ve left at lunch
and started cultivating a gambling habit. You aren’t going to
believe who’s lying behind curtain number three.”

“Do I win a new
washing machine if I guess right? Old Betsy is about to call it quits. I’ve had that washer
since we were in college,” Kenneth said wistfully as if he’d
momentarily forgotten what they were talking about.

“If I bought you a new
washer would you shut up?”

“Don’t think I won’t
take you up on that. Those
front loaders are damn expensive.” He took a rubber duck out of his
lab coat pocket and squeezed it a few times. “Whoever it is must be
freaking you out since I can never sneak up on you. Wait, it’s not
your stalker from a few years ago, is it?”

“Please, don’t jinx me
by mentioning that crazy ass.
No, it’s Desi Thompson. Of all the places in this city I could’ve
run into her again, it’s here.”

“Is she visiting a friend,
or is it something else?”

Harry thought of what
she’d read in the file. “Broken leg and, from the look of her, probably some other things.”
She glanced back at the triage bay and fought the urge to call one
of her partners to handle this.

“She’s in luck then.
You’re good with broken bones, unless you forgot to pay the club
dues and they’ve taken away
your scalpel and special decoder ring.”

“Cut the shit for a minute,
will you? I’m bigger than you, so I can make that
leg-out-of-your-ass thing a reality.”

“You want me to go
home and pick up Tony?” Kenneth asked, referring to his
partner of fifteen years.
“He’s better equipped to deal with stuff like this. My forte is
runny noses and nasty scrapes suffered on the playground. Major
drama is more a Tony thing.”

“I’m fine,” Harry
said, trying to convince herself. “She’ll most likely want
someone else to do this. We
both know she overwhelmingly proved she doesn’t need or want me for
anything.”

“Just go in there and
do your job, pal, and when you’re done, I’ll take you home and
treat you to a home-cooked meal. You know Tony’s red fish stew
is to die for, and he’s been
chopping stuff since early this morning. Pretend she’s one of the
hundreds of nameless faces who walk in here every day, and put
those memories of yours back in the box.”

“That’s your advice?”

As she asked, a
patient with an ear hanging by
a small piece of cartilage was wheeled past them into the bay next
to Desi’s.

“That proves my point.
Just another typical day in the ER in the great city of New
Orleans,” Kenneth said and slapped her on the back. “Just do your
job, Harry, and the rest will
stay buried if you let it.”

“That, buddy, is easier said than done.” She was an
idiot for still having feelings about this shit in the first place.
She’d learned from Desi that giving too much of yourself only ended
in pain. It was a lesson she’d never forget.


Chapter Two

“Hey, I’m
Sally and I’m going to be your
nurse. Dr. Basantes will be back shortly for your consult. You
know, the decision is up to you. I don’t usually give my opinion,
but there’s no better orthopedic surgeon in the city. If she’s
available, don’t turn her down.”

“I’m
sure it’s her who’d rather not deal
with me,” Desi said with a raspy voice. Sally covered her with a
warm blanket before hanging some smaller bags to add to her IV.
“Thank you.”

“Do you know her?”
Sally sounded curious, but all
Desi did was stare at Harry’s back.

“I did, a long time
ago.”

“She’s got a loud
bark, but she cares about her patients. I don’t see that changing
today, no matter what your history is.” Sally combed Desi’s hair
back and smiled. “Close your eyes and try to relax. Is there someone I can call for
you?”

“My sister, please.” She
couldn’t stop the tears, but it wasn’t from the pain. Harry’s
expression was all she needed to see to realize she’d never be
forgiven for what she’d done.

“I’ll take care
of it if you give me the number,”
Sally said as she placed the X-rays where Harry could see them.
“Doc, your pictures are back.”

Harry nodded at Sally,
then accepted a hug from a guy before turning back to whatever was
on the desk in front of her. “Jesus, what’s she going to think of me?” Desi whispered,
never feeling as much shame as she did in this moment. She closed
her eyes and remembered the first time they’d met.

 


It was the
first day of third grade, and the bus stop was crowded with
children. Desi did her best to
ignore them.

“They probably got lice,” a
tall redheaded girl said with a sneer.

“Yeah, and where’d you get
those shoes? The garbage?” the brunette with her said.

“Don’t listen to them,
Rach.” Desi put her arm around her little sister
Rachel and moved farther away
from the older girls who’d tortured Desi all last year. With Rachel
starting kindergarten, they had two targets now.

“That’s where they got
those clothes too.” The redhead shoved Desi down this time, and
Rachel started crying when she
fell on her. She looked to the street when she heard a car door
slam and a tall girl ran toward them.

“Leave them alone.” The
bullies listened when her new defender clenched her fists. “Are you
okay?” the girl asked, offering her hand.

“I’m okay.”
Desi helped Rachel up and rubbed
where her elbow had scraped the sidewalk. “Rach, you
okay?”

The woman in the car had
stood back but came closer when she seemed to notice the tear in
Desi’s shirt. “Are you two waiting for the bus?”

“Yes, ma’am.” She put
her arm around Rachel again
and she could tell by the way her shoulders were shaking that she
was still crying.

“I’m Harry and this is
my mom, Rosa.” Harry had a big smile and was so much taller than
the other kids around them. “I know you aren’t supposed to
go with strangers, but you should
ride with us.”

“Your name is Harry?” She
held Rachel tighter against her but didn’t move away from the new
girl. “But you’re a girl.”

“My name’s Harriet,
but Harry fits better. Would you come with us?” Harry held out
her hand.

“I don’t know. My dad
might get mad.”

“Do you live around here?”
It didn’t sound like Harry was one to give up easily. “What’s your
name?”

“We live way that way,
and I’m Desi. This is my little sister, Rachel.” She watched Rachel
slowly extend her hand when
Harry offered hers again.

“Want to walk over and ask
your dad?”

“He’s sleeping.” The last
thing she needed was to wake him. “Are you sure, ma’am?”

“Let’s get you all
over there, so you’re not late on your first day,” Rosa said, “and
we’ll introduce ourselves to
your dad later.” Rosa opened the back door of the nice car and made
sure everyone buckled up. “Once we see where your house is, Harry
and I can pick you up from now on.”

“It’ll be great,
you’ll see.” Harry
held her hand and she’d been right.

 


That
had been the beginning of
their friendship, and they’d only gotten closer through the years.
Harry and her family had been the best thing that had happened to
both her and Rachel, and she’d felt cherished like never
before.

Unlike the kids at the
bus stop, Harry had never
noticed their secondhand clothes or the shoes with holes in the
soles. They began to spend every weekend with Harry’s family, and
Rosa and Francisco, Harry’s father, indulged them the same as
Harry. It was the safest she’d ever been, but those memories had
faded under the cruel reality she was living.

She was brought back to the
moment when Sally gently wiped away a tear and then handed her a
tissue. “She’s going to think you need a friend, and Harry’s a good
one,” Sally said.

“That
I already know.”

 


* * *

 


“You can fall off the crazy
cliff later, idiot. Let’s hear the verdict and get the hell out of
here,” Harry mumbled to herself as she walked back to Desi.

She explained what
needed to be done to her residents when she stepped up
to the light boxes and studied the
X-rays. The pain medication had wiped the horrifying expression of
pain from Desi’s face, but Harry felt scrutinized. Desi’s beautiful
green eyes continued haunting her.

Harry studied her old
friend as she prepared to tell her what needed to be done. Time hadn’t been kind since they’d
last seen each other. The lines around her eyes were deep, like she
worried constantly. She was pale and thin. But it wasn’t any of her
business, right? Just another patient.

Once they’d graduated,
Desi had disappeared as
effectively as cold July days in New Orleans. All their plans and
dreams had gone with her, and Harry had been left hurting and had
never understood what she’d done wrong. She’d tried for months to
get Desi to talk to her, but Desi had made it clear with her
silence that they were done. No explanations were necessary. Once
again, she tried to put that memory aside and focus on the
moment.

“You’re going to need
surgery to repair your leg,”
she said as a conclusion to her diagnosis and treatment plan. Desi
had closed her eyes when she’d started talking, and she assumed it
was so she wouldn’t have to look at her, but her chest was moving
too rhythmically. The meds had knocked her out. In sleep Desi’s
youthful beauty returned, and it brought her back to all the times
she’d sat and stared at this woman she’d loved.

“Great, she’s sleeping. Did
you talk to her?” she asked Sally.

“Yes, and before she
passed out, she asked that you do her surgery. If you know her, do you have her sister’s
information?”

“Her name is Desiree
Thompson, and I knew her a very long time ago. Her sister is
Rachel, but I wouldn’t have the first clue as to how to get in
touch with her. I didn’t think they even lived in the city anymore.”

 


It was
their senior year of high school, and it seemed like it could be the best year
ever.

“Harry, hurry up. I
don’t want to be late. You could skip your classes for the rest of
the year and pass, but I suck at math.” Desi
walked backward so they could
look at each other while they headed to the other side of the large
campus. “You know more than the teacher, and the cat knows more
than me, so I’m screwed.”

“You give the cat too
much credit. Geometry and poetry are more his
thing.”

“Funny.” Desi stuck
her tongue out, then hopped away when Harry made a grab for it. “You’re coming over later,
right? It’s only our first week, but I don’t want to fall
behind.”

“I’ve been helping you
with your homework since grammar school—nothing’s
changing.” Harry walked slowly
so Desi wouldn’t have to jog to keep up. “After we’re done, I’ll
take you and the shrimp out to dinner. We have to celebrate our
first week.”

“You don’t have to do
that.” Desi stopped when Harry took her hand to keep her from
running into the
wall.

“It’ll hurt my feelings if
you say no.”

Desi smiled and gazed at her
like she wanted more than dinner. “I’m not saying no.”

“Good, and you can
pack a bag for the weekend once your dad says it’s okay that you
and Rachel come with me.” She
let Desi go, not wanting to make her uncomfortable, but man, she
wanted so much more. “Wait for me by the car.”

They rode to Desi’s
house, and Harry took a seat on the porch swing. It was Desi’s
favorite spot and hers too, considering it gave her a
perfect view of Desi’s
backside as she stared into the refrigerator. They could be doing
much more interesting things than math, and the more Desi stared at
her like she wanted her undivided attention, the more she needed to
touch her.

“Do you want
something to drink? We have
water or water.” Desi didn’t move from that spot, but she bent over
as if studying the bottom shelf. The shorts she’d changed into had
Harry’s full attention.

I swear she
does that on purpose. “Water’s
good.” She took Desi’s book out and looked at the notes she’d taken
in class. “Hey, Mr. Thompson,” she said when she heard the telltale
whistling.

Clyde Thompson didn’t
own a car, so he walked from the corner bus stop, and you could
always hear him coming. “Hey, Harry. Must be learning a lot
from that pile of books you got
there.”

“I’m trying to
teach Desi word problems in
math, sir, so it’s going to be a long afternoon.” She rocked the
swing and tried to keep a smile. Clyde wasn’t exactly a friendly
person, and there was always something a little off about him,
though he never did anything that was out of line. That she knew
of, at least. “Would you mind if I take them for a burger later,
then to my house for the weekend?”

“That’ll be good. I’ve
got some double shifts this weekend. Make sure they do their homework.”

“No problem, sir.” She
watched Desi come out with a
glass and walk carefully around her father. They didn’t have a
close relationship, and she understood part of it.

Clyde was a proud but
distrustful man who hadn’t been happy when Harry’s mother had knocked on the door the day she’d
met Desi and Rachel. He seemed like he had no clue how he’d ended
up with two daughters, but it wasn’t because he’d wanted
them.

She and Desi sat on
the swing while Rachel lay at their feet until all
their work was done. “Are you
hungry?”

“Yes,” Rachel said
loudly, then hitched her
shoulders, not wanting to wake Clyde.

“Grab your bags so we
can head home after.” They packed into her small car and headed to
the back of the Quarter. Port of Call was their favorite burger place, and they joked over the
baked potatoes and huge burgers.

“Harry, have I ever told you
how happy I am that we got bullied the day we met?” Rachel held up
the last of her burger and winked. “You were worth the abuse.”

“I’m glad too,
and if you’re finished, we’ll
go for beignets.”

She paid the
bill and headed back to the
car her parents had given her the year before. Desi practically sat
in her lap with her arm around her shoulders. There was no chance
she’d speed when they sat like this.

“In case you were
wondering,” Desi whispered in her ear, “I’m happy about meeting you too.”

Jesus. She either
had to find a way of telling
Desi how she felt, or it was going to be a long year.

 


Taking care of Desi
and Rachel had always been a privilege, and when it stopped so
abruptly, it had come close to breaking her. Of all the scenarios she’d come up with as to
when and where she’d see Desi again, she’d never imagined
this.

The reality of the
situation wasn’t lost on Harry as she scrubbed in. One of her
nurses was prepping Desi for surgery, and Desi seemed to be
stubbornly fighting the drugs meant
to relax her. They’d had to wake her to get her to sign the
consents, and now she looked scared and lost as she stared up into
the bright lights of the operating theater. Another nurse checked
Desi’s IV before coming over to Harry and holding up the gown that
went over her scrubs.

“What are you in the mood
for today?” Tyler, a young man in the observation room above them,
asked through the intercom.

“I seem to remember
Miss Thompson liked Madonna way back when, so cue it
up, my man.” Harry moved over to
Desi.

“I’ll have
to dig deep, but I think I have one
of her tracks.”

The nurse put her
gloves on and moved into position so they could start. Harry bent
down and spoke softly in Desi’s ear. “I want you to take slow deep
breaths and let go. Hopefully,
we’ll be out of here in less than three hours, and I promise it’ll
be all right, so relax.”

Desi nodded briefly
and closed her eyes. Harry waited for her team to finish their jobs
and for the residents to place all the X-rays up for reference.

“Doc, when you’re
finished, there’s a detective
here to see you from the NOPD,” the lead surgical nurse
said.

“Tell him if he wants,
I’ll call. I don’t know how long this is going to take, and from
the look of that fracture, we’ll be here a while.”

“He said he didn’t mind
waiting.”

“What’d you do now?” Harry
teased the nurse.

“Cut the wisecracks,
comedian—it’s about her and her injuries.”

“I never did ask her
how she got here, and I didn’t see it in the file. Was it a car
accident?” she asked as she
made the first incision.

“This was no
accident. Her husband did this
to her, and the screams must’ve been loud enough that one of the
neighbors called the police. Apparently, it was a bit of a
showdown, and when the police got in, it looked like he was about
to finish her off.” The nurse shivered as if horrified at what had
happened. “Any longer with that animal, and there would’ve been no
need for us.”

Harry had to take a
minute to beat down her anger. In her mind Desi would always be the
sweet girl from high school,
not someone’s punching bag. “What happened to you,
Desi?”


Chapter Three

The surgery went
smoothly, and Harry was pleased that there wasn’t as much ligament
damage as she first suspected. She felt comfortable with the
initial prognosis she’d given
Desi. With physical therapy and time, Desi would heal completely.
After she got Desi into recovery, she headed to the waiting room to
speak with the officer who’d been there for two and a half
hours.

“Dr. Basantes?” He
jumped to his feet and stuck
his hand out as soon as she’d cleared the door.

From his rumpled appearance,
Harry guessed the officer had spent the time sleeping in one of the
plastic chairs while he waited. “Yes, and you are?”

“Detective Roger
Landry, Doctor. I know it’s been a long day, but I was wondering if you’d mind answering
some questions about Desiree Simoneaux?” He ran his hand down his
jacket as if trying to smooth it out. Sadly, only a can of gasoline
and a fire would get those wrinkles out.

“Simoneaux,” she
repeated softly, trying to
figure out where she recognized the name from.

“Doc?” Detective Landry said
as if to get her attention.

“Sorry, I’m not sure what I
can tell you aside from what Desi’s injuries are, but ask
away.”

“We’ll start there,
but there’s a lot you can help
me with.” He asked her about hospital security.

“You think she’s still in
danger?”

“From what I could
find out so far, Mrs. Simoneaux never pressed charges against this asshole, but Byron
Simoneaux isn’t exactly a stranger to law enforcement. If he makes
bail tonight, I don’t want to give him the chance to come over here
and finish the job.”

The name finally
clicked. “She’s married to Byron Simoneaux? If I remember right, his dad owns a mechanic shop and
gas station in Mid-City. That’s who you’re talking
about?”

Roger wrote some more notes
as she spoke and nodded. “That’s him, and it sounds like you’re
familiar with him.”

“Not really, he’s a
name and face from a very
distant past.” Harry exhaled deeply and ran her hand through her
hair again. “From the little I do remember about him, I’m just
surprised that’s who Desi ended up with. I never realized they were
close.”

“I’m sure given their
history together, if she had a
do-over, she’d make different choices, but tonight’s reality is
what we have to deal with. From what I read of Simoneaux, when he
gets out, he’s going to come looking for her. He said as much when
they took him in. If he stops at his favorite bar first, then it’s
anybody’s guess what he’ll do, so I need to set up some extra
security if that’s okay. You have more than Mrs. Simoneaux to worry
about, and I don’t want any patients or staff getting caught in the
middle of this.”

“Tell you what,
Detective—why don’t I have Desi moved
to another hospital once she’s out of recovery? I’ll have one of
the services move her over to Baptist under a different name and
into a private room.” She scrolled through her contacts on her
phone to find the information she needed. “The security over there
is better.”

“If you give me the
information, I’ll assign a couple of patrol officers to be there too, at least for
tonight.”

“I’m sure our guys
would appreciate it, but like I said, I’ll take care of it after
that. If you need to talk to
her, it’ll have to wait until tomorrow. I don’t know how these
things work, but she’s pretty out of it right now and will be for
quite a while.”

“Thanks, Doc. I’ll see
you both tomorrow. It’s a shame what that asshole did to her.
The boys in the precinct tell
me this wasn’t the first time, but like I said, she’s never pressed
charges no matter how many trips they make out there. Sometimes the
fear overrides the pain of the beatings,” he said as he handed her
his card and shook her hand again. “This time I’m hoping she’ll
think before giving him a free pass, and maybe we can nail his ass
to the wall. If she doesn’t, there might not be a next
time.”

“Have you contacted
her family? I knew Desi in high school, and she lived with her
father and sister.”

“I’ll check into it
and let you know.” He pocketed his small notebook and turned to
leave. “Thanks for everything,
Dr. Basantes. I’m sure it was a comfort to Mrs. Simoneaux to see a
friendly face. It’s going to help put this nightmare behind
her.”

She made the
arrangements for the transfer, then called Kenneth and explained to
his partner Tony what was
going on. She was going to settle Desi for the night before doing
rounds. “She’ll be in for at least a week, so having her at Baptist
will make it convenient for me to supervise the recovery.” It would
also make it harder for her personally, but she wasn’t going to
think about that now.

“Do you want Kenny to
meet you over there? He called a few minutes ago, and said he’s on
his way home. I could get him
to take a detour,” Tony said.

“Don’t bother. I’m
sure he’s ready to get home after wiping snotty noses all day. Sorry about dinner, but I’ll call
you guys tomorrow.” Harry tapped her phone against her chin and
fell back into her chair.

The quiet
let her think about this whole
situation. The truth of what happened to Desi so long ago wasn’t a
mystery anymore. She’d left her for the biggest asshole they’d gone
to school with, and Byron Simoneaux obviously hadn’t improved with
age. It killed her that Desi had gotten hurt, but she was pissed
the reason she’d left her was for that loser.

Harry took a
deep breath and headed to
recovery. The right side of Desi’s face was bruised from her jaw to
her temple, but she seemed to be resting comfortably. “What the
hell were you thinking?” She crossed her arms over her chest and
closed her eyes for a moment. The long day was starting to catch up
to her. As soon as it was safe to move Desi, she could put this
behind her and have someone else do the follow-up.

“Want
us to page you when her room is
ready?” the nurse asked.

“I’m having her
transferred once she’s out of recovery.” She glanced at the radiologist’s report and found
some good news in all this. Her ribs were bruised but not broken.
“This is a domestic violence incident, and we don’t need to make it
easy for her husband to try something else before we move
her.”

“You got it, Doc.
Makes you wonder what happened before this asshole got ahold of her
that made her take this abuse.” The nurse jotted in the chart
oblivious to her
glare.

“Yeah, that must’ve
been an even bigger asshole.” Or a complete idiot—it’s a toss-up at this
point. She left to do
rounds.

“Page me when she’s
ready to go. Everything’s set at Baptist.” She did her rounds but
remained distracted by thoughts of the past.

 


They had
been nearly all the way through senior year when things started to
go sideways.

“Okay, tell me what’s
wrong.” They were lying side by side in the backyard where no one
could see them from the house in the darkness. It was
past midnight, and they wanted
to talk but not wake Rachel. They’d been out here awhile, but Desi
hadn’t said anything.

“Nothing.” Desi’s voice
cracked, and she started crying, meaning it was something.

“Hey.” She wrapped her
arms around Desi, not worrying if it was inappropriate. “Please tell me.”

“A year seems like a
long time, but it’s not.” Desi turned her head and tried to muffle her crying against Harry’s
T-shirt. “I’m so scared about what happens when you leave for
school.”

They’d researched all
the scholarships and grants,
but none of them would cover everything, and they couldn’t count on
Clyde for a penny toward college tuition. Desi had started worrying
about it over the summer, and it wasn’t getting better.

“I told you—”

“Harry, I can’t let you pay
my way through school. It’s too much.”

“You could come with
me, get a job, and save. Baton Rouge is close enough that we can visit Rachel on the weekends.”
She rubbed Desi’s back soothingly. “If I get a job too, we can
swing it.” She glanced down at Desi when she didn’t say anything.
“What?”

“Daddy won’t agree to
that. He needs help with Rachel and the house. Without me there, Rachel will be all alone, and—”
Desi stopped as if a fist of fear had closed around her
neck.

“I can’t
help you if you don’t talk to
me. You know you can trust me.”

“I trust you with my life,
but I can’t. Please, Harry, I can’t.”

“Okay.” She didn’t want to
push, not yet. “Rachel’s a couple of years behind us. We’ll both
save until she’s done, and if I push it, I’ll be back in the city
for medical school. Once I am, I’ll get a place big enough for all
three of us, but until then, I’ll be here every weekend and
holiday.”

“You mean it?” Desi
lifted onto her elbow and looked down at her. “This has me so
scared. I don’t want to lose
you.” Desi traced her lips with her index finger. “I’m terrified
you’ll forget me.”

“You can’t lose what
belongs to you,” she said,
kissing Desi’s palm while praying she hadn’t screwed up. “Haven’t
you figured out by now that I’m in love with you? That means not
leaving you behind.”

“You do?” Desi’s voice was
soft with wonder.

“I’ve loved you since
the third grade, but now all I
can think is how much I always want to be with you.” She pressed
her hand to Desi’s cheek, relieved to see her smile. “If you need
more time…” She was thrilled when Desi shook her head and came
closer.

“I love you, and I
want to be with you forever,
but I’ve been afraid to say it out loud.”

Harry moved slowly and
rolled Desi to her back. “That’s the best thing
I’ve ever heard.” The
opportunity she’d waited so long for was here, and she wasn’t going
to let it pass without acting. She lowered her head, and Desi rose
up to meet her, and the kiss was so much better than she’d ever
fantasized about.

That simple act
shattered the last secret
between them. Now all she had to do was convince Desi to open up
and tell her the rest of what scared her. No one was this skittish
about their father unless there was something to fear. Even after
all these years, she knew something about their father wasn’t
right, though Desi had never said a word about it. There was no way
she could leave for LSU if Desi and Rachel were in
danger.

“What are you thinking
about?” Desi lay back down but interlocked their fingers. “You
kissed me, and you can’t take
it back.”

“That’s not
happening.” She kissed Desi again. “I’m thinking of ways to get you
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