
Chapter One 

			“Only you can decide when enough is enough,” Desi Basantes said to the women sitting around her. “Being trapped in a violent relationship can only be understood by someone who’s experienced it, so don’t let anyone make you feel less than for your choices. Leaving takes courage, more than you ever thought you possessed, and you should celebrate yourself for taking that first step to a new life.”

			Almost a year had passed from the day Desi had not only gained her freedom from her abusive ex, Byron Simoneaux, but had also gotten back the life stolen from her by her equally abusive father, Clyde Thompson. Opening her eyes and finding Harry Basantes in scrubs next to her hospital bed had been a gift that had saved her from an abyss of pain and misery. That was the last day Byron put his hands on her.

			“I’m terrified he’s going to find me and kill me,” a young woman in the group said.

			The soft voice was something she remembered using. It helped you be small, invisible, and unimportant. Sometimes it was all that let you go one day without pain, and others in the group nodded as if understanding. Being trapped in an abusive relationship wasn’t exactly a unique story. Domestic violence was like a cancer that destroyed you slowly and painfully, and it knew no boundary of color, social standing, or financial means. It was an insidiousness that touched every part of society.

			Abject fear was hard to explain to someone who’d never truly lived with it. That sense in your guts that began the moment you opened your eyes in the morning, paralyzing you with the knowledge that it could be your last day. She’d tried her best to do everything right so Byron wouldn’t hit her, but at times the slights were contrived. All he’d wanted was the excuse to hit her no matter what she did because it made him feel strong, important, in control.

			Her fear had kept her from running and finding Harry, and it’d come close to costing her everything. The moment Byron had stood over her with a bat, though, she would’ve gladly accepted the oblivion of death. Anything would’ve been worth stopping the pain that dominated her life. She’d reached the very end of her will to live another moment if living meant facing him and his anger.

			“The last day with my ex-husband almost came to that. He was going to kill me,” Desi said softly. Talking about all this wasn’t her favorite thing, but it helped purge all those fears and horrible memories. Safe Haven was the shelter her sister Rachel had tried talking her into going to for years. Now she was a volunteer and donor since she and Harry had added them to the organizations they supported. “I was ready to give up, but it wasn’t my time.”

			“Did he saddle you with that?” One of the other women pointed to her belly. “Running alone is hard enough, but a baby will make them relentless. That’s my husband’s biggest threat. He keeps telling me he’s going to take my kids and I’ll never see them again.”

			“Oh no.” She smiled, placing her hands over her midsection. “I’m not going to lie to you by saying starting over is easy, but finding someone who truly loves you can help make it possible. Take the time here to find a place you and your children can find peace. You deserve better than someone who lives to hurt you. That’s what I found, and Harry taught me that while she loves me, it’s important I love myself. The only one to blame for everything that happened is Byron—not me.”

			She glanced at her watch and saw that their hour was up. There was still time to work in her studio before her very first event that night. The women thanked her, and she hugged Rachel when she came in to ride back to the house with her. Finding Harry had been the best thing that could’ve happened to her, but her sister had also been set free of the past with Harry’s help. The tension Rachel seemed to carry from the moment Byron had come into their lives had unraveled in the house they shared with Harry.

			“I could’ve driven myself, you know.” She kissed Rachel’s cheek. “I need to practice.” Byron hadn’t allowed her to drive much, but Harry had gotten her a new Yukon, saying it’d be safer for the baby. They’d spent plenty of time in empty parking lots on the weekends until she passed her driver’s test and got her license.

			“I’m off the rest of the day and needed a ride home. Harry dropped me off this morning, and it’s not a long walk from the salon to here.” Rachel linked arms with her and guided her out. “Do you like doing this? I think you’ve paid a lifetime of hell by now. There’s no reason to keep raking yourself over the blistering coals that asshole lit for you.”

			“The group meetings help a lot, and I don’t think of them as reliving bad times. If anything, they make me realize how lucky I am and that the life I have with Harry is magical. Some of the other women who come back to the meetings tell me it’s been years, but they’re still afraid of their abusers. I don’t want to go day-to-day, thinking about Byron and his family.”

			“Harry is a catch.”

			She buckled into the passenger side, content to let Rachel drive. “I totally agree, but that’s not what I meant.”

			Rachel backed out carefully, stopping to stare at her. “What’s on your mind then?”

			There were things in her life that made her wonder why she was deserving of such devotion, love, and loyalty. That was true of what Rachel gave her—had always given her. They were three years apart, yet Rachel, the younger, had been the nurturing one. Her sister had tended to her wounds, given her something to live for, and had been her champion when she’d been forced into a life with Byron she didn’t have the ability to fight off.

			“A lot of families get so fed up with someone’s inability to leave, and eventually they give up on the woman who refuses to separate from her abuser. You never did, so that makes me lucky.” She squeezed Rachel’s hand when she offered it, glad that Rachel hadn’t abandoned her. She would’ve never survived Byron on her own. “I love that you’re my sister.”

			“Thank you, but we’re both lucky, so let’s leave it at that. You think I don’t realize what you did to keep Clyde away from me. I do, and it makes me love you as much as I hate him. He’s dead, and I still hate him. I’ll never think of him as our father.” Rachel stopped at the smoothie place she liked and picked up some for them and one for Mona. Harry’s longtime housekeeper had adopted them, and it was nice having someone who gladly stepped into that maternal role.

			When they reached the house, she changed, and Rachel followed her out to the studio at the back of the property. Months of reacquainting herself with the pottery wheel had also been cathartic in releasing her pain and bringing back the part of her that loved to dream about the future. And the reacquaintance had resulted in enough pieces for her first exhibit. Well, with Tony’s help.

			Tony Reynolds and his husband Kenneth had graduated high school with her and Harry, and while Kenneth was a pediatrician, Tony spent most of his days with her in this studio. He painted and she made pottery, and together they planned to have a gallery of their own. She loved his over-the-top personality, and that he listened without judgement. Tony had been an important part of where she was now. His nurturing nature along with Harry’s love had made it easy to step into the light.

			“How are you and Serena doing?”

			Serena Ladding was an old girlfriend of Harry’s who’d stayed in Harry’s life because of her young son, Butch. Any jealousy Desi had in the beginning because of the beautiful, put-together assistant district attorney passed when Serena assured her all she wanted was to help get Byron out of her life.

			“Hot and cold, mostly cold lately.” Rachel sat in the recliner Harry liked to nap in. “I think the novelty of the rebel hairdresser is over.”

			“There’s no way that’s true.” Desi put the finishing touches on what she was working on and prepared it for the kiln. She was experimenting with different color clays and was finding more and more satisfaction in the end products, like the jade-colored vase with the intricate lines she’d carved into the side. Each piece she finished gave her a sense of accomplishment she hadn’t experienced in years. “You two really spark.”

			“I’m not disagreeing, but she’s been working late all week, and Butch’s been staying with her parents. That’s after I told her I didn’t mind keeping him. Her refusal is a big hint, I think.”

			Rachel tried to play it cool, but Desi knew better.

			“Sometimes working late just means working late, babe.” She stretched her back and glanced at the clock. “Let’s sit outside. That won’t be ready until tomorrow, and I don’t want to start anything else.” Harry had bought some comfortable lawn chairs and placed them in the garden, and they made their way out to enjoy the late afternoon sunshine. “If you want my input, Serena cares about you.”

			“I’m sure she does, but she’s also a perpetual dater. It’s something we have in common, so I don’t fault her. That she doesn’t want me taking care of Butch means she doesn’t want me around too much, which could give him the wrong idea.” Rachel laughed, but it didn’t ring of happiness. “I’m no relationship guru, sis, but that doesn’t have the makings of what you and Harry have. The other part is that I’m not exactly the woman who’s going to fit into her life like a puzzle piece.”

			“I think you need to give her more of a chance to prove herself, sweetie. Harry hasn’t heard from her either, so I believe she really is working. As for Butch, she might think it’s too much of an imposition on you. She hasn’t asked us to babysit, either.” After the life Rachel had endured because of her, she wanted her sister to be happy and in love. Rachel deserved nothing less, and it hurt her heart to know Rachel hadn’t found love yet.

			“Don’t worry, I’m not writing her off. Enough about that—are you ready for tonight?”

			The one thing Rachel was good at was deflection, and Desi let it go for now. “I’m not sure. All this seems so surreal.” It really did. The last eleven months had been like waking from a nightmare, and there were still moments she expected things to go wrong.

			“All you need to do is remember to smile and have fun. What you two have? You deserve all of it. Don’t let anyone tell you different.” Rachel kissed her cheek and hugged her tightly. “Let go of all those doubts and concentrate on Harry, what you’re starting tonight, and what’s coming soon.” Rachel pointed to her belly. “Baby Basantes came along way fast, and I can’t wait to be an aunt.”

			“We’ve wanted and planned this baby since high school, so it wasn’t a rash decision even if it seems like it. The timing is so that we can hopefully fit in another one before we’re too old to chase after them.” She glanced at her watch. It was time to start getting ready.

			“If I haven’t mentioned it, I’m proud of you.” Rachel hugged her again and took her hand. “Go ahead, I forgot something in the car.”

			“Thank you.” She didn’t know if it was the hormones or the day, but she’d never been this happy. The worry that something could go wrong evaporated. There was nothing left that could hurt her. Nothing.

			She found Harry outside on their balcony after her shower with a chilled bottle and two glasses, and it made her warm. Harry wasn’t just who she loved, but the woman she craved in the most primal of ways. “Hey, you look good.” She ran her hand along the lapel of Harry’s jacket before kissing her.

			“Thank you,” Harry said as she zipped her up. “I thought it was time to give you the rest of your gifts.” It was her birthday, and Harry had already given her plenty, but seeing the swing at the edge of the space started the tears in earnest.

			“I can’t believe you found it.”

			Harry had placed a towel down so they could sit and enjoy the sparkling cider and toast her birthday. “I’ll give it a makeover, but tonight I thought we could relive some old memories. I want you to know how much I love you.”

			“Me and Baby Basantes love you, honey.” She smiled when Harry wiped away her tears. “You always think of what will make me happy, and this is the best birthday since your family took us to the beach that year.”

			Harry smiled and tucked her hair behind her ear. “You’re worth everything to me. And if there’s something you need, all you need to do is ask.” The swing they’d fallen in love on was Harry’s way of reminding Desi how wonderful it’d been to fall in love.

			“I have you, our baby, and all these people who love me. My life is a miracle now. That’s something I was telling Rachel today.” She leaned against Harry when she put her arm around her. “This swing reminds me that not all the things in my past were horrible.”

			“This thing holds a lot of good memories, and I’ll be glad to tell the baby about it when they’re older. There’s also the chance to make some new good memories out here, now that it’s so close.”

			“Let’s not corrupt them right off,” she said and smiled. “But thank you for this.”

			“Don’t get upset, but there’s one more thing,” Harry said, turning and facing her. “My mother will be there tonight, so it’s important.”

			“Honey, it’s too much. I don’t need anything else.”

			Harry kissed her to stop her from talking. “There can never be too much when it comes to you. And I was kidding about my mother.” Harry dropped to a knee. “I’ve wanted to give you this for a while, but today seemed like a special day to do it.”

			“Are you okay? You seem nervous.” Desi’s heart raced at the sight of Harry kneeling in front of her.

			“This reminds me of the night I worked up my nerve to kiss you, but I figure that worked out really well.” Harry took her hands, and Desi leaned down and kissed her.

			“It worked out pretty good for me too.”

			“I’ve known you almost all my life, Desi. We’ve lived through pain and forgiveness, and we’ve found love. I want to enjoy the life we have, loving you, raising children with you, and showing you how much I cherish you.” Harry took a box from her pocket and opened it. “Will you marry me?”

			Desi’s eyes were so full of tears she barely saw the ring. “Yes,” she whispered, holding out her left hand.

			Harry hesitated and read her the inscription on the inside before putting it on her finger. “Thank you, my love,” Harry read, then showed her, before slipping it on her finger and kissing her hand.

			“Thank you?” She turned her hand this way and that, watching the light reflect on the stone.

			“For so long I wished and prayed for one more chance with you,” Harry said. “I tried moving on, but my heart wouldn’t forget you. So thank you. You came back, and I get that chance to love you forever.” Harry kissed her again, and she twisted the ring to prove to herself it was real.

			“I love you so much,” she said, pressing herself to Harry. Her body felt too small to contain the joy that filled her soul. Now she truly had everything she’d ever wanted, and it had been all the things she’d chosen. That was one of the best things Harry had taught her since they’d been together. She was free to live the life she wanted, Harry said all the time, and what she wanted was Harry.

			* * *

			Harry Basantes stood to the side in the gallery on Magazine Street and watched her fiancée interact with the crowd. She’d proposed a couple of hours earlier before they’d left the house, not wanting to wait another moment to let Desi know what she wanted. The expression on Desi’s face when she dropped to her knees and opened the ring box would forever be one of her favorites. They still had a month before the baby’s birth to plan a small, intimate wedding. If Desi wanted something more, they could do it after the birth. But she wanted more than anything to have Desi as her wife before their baby was born. It was old-fashioned, maybe, but that didn’t matter.

			So much had changed in a year, and it proved to her that all that pain when Desi left had been worth it to have Desi back. She was still angry at what had happened, and that she couldn’t change the past, but Desi’s sense of honor and compassion didn’t surprise her. She’d tolerated the life her sadistic father had chosen for her to keep herself and Rachel safe. Sixteen long years of abuse, bruises, pain, and fear inflicted by Byron Simoneaux were hard to forget, much less forgive.

			All she could do going forward was to listen when Desi needed to talk about things, and while she’d asked a few questions, she didn’t try to push too much. Her reasoning for not asking questions had nothing to do with not wanting to know, but she was trying to give Desi the space to open up at her own pace. Desi’s life had been an eternity of suffering. That she’d volunteered for it to protect the people she truly loved was something Harry would never be able to repay.

			Seeing Desi now, though, made it hard to imagine the broken, despondent woman she’d found in the emergency room. Desi had left that life behind to become an artist who’d flourished into a strong woman who still had the gentle soul Harry had known all her life. The nightmare of misery now belonged to Desi’s ex-husband Byron, his father, and his brother Mike. It’d be years before they walked out of Angola, the Louisiana State Penitentiary, and she hoped every day of being locked in that hellhole brought as much pain as Desi had lived through.

			“What’s this one called?” Abe, one of her residents, held one of Desi’s pieces in one hand and a boiled shrimp in the other.

			“Exactly how much have you had to drink?” She handed him a napkin before he smeared rémoulade on Desi’s work. “It’s a bowl.” She glanced around—the only residents on her rotation missing were the ones on call, and given the busy nature of the emergency room, there was no way they were coming.

			“It is a bowl and it’s called Blue Sapphire.” Desi slipped her hand into Harry’s and smiled at Abe. He blushed so deeply that Harry thought about jabbing an EpiPen in his thigh. “Thanks for coming, Abe.” Abe wasn’t the only one of her residents, male and female, who turned into socially awkward people around Desi. “Don’t let her give you a hard time.”

			“Sorry, I had no idea the bowls had names.” She stood still as Desi leaned heavily into her. “If you don’t want to end up on the news for all the wrong reasons, don’t let Tony name anything.” The way Desi stared up at her before grabbing the lapels of her jacket made Harry’s eyebrows rise. She brought her head down when Desi pulled and embarrassed herself by moaning when Desi bit her bottom lip before kissing her. Abe was still standing there when the kiss ended. “She’s not doing that with every purchase, so move along, Abe. There’s still plenty to see.”

			“Harry.” Desi lengthened her name in mock warning. “Take a look around, Abe, and let me know if you have any questions.”

			“This is a great turnout,” Harry said. The gallery was large by Magazine Street standards, and Harry was happy about the number of people milling around. She’d done all she could to encourage Desi’s budding career, from building shelves in her studio to laying out all the supplies Desi needed every morning. Desi was now a few days shy of eight months pregnant, and she didn’t want her lifting anything that weighed more than a coffee cup. “Your work is as beautiful and unique as you are.”

			Desi’s pieces had a complicated glaze on them, and the New Orleans Magazine had taken notice and done an extensive article on the newcomer. Once the show was announced, people had flocked to the space, and it was clear to see they loved Desi’s work. “Thank you, but you might be a little prejudiced on the subject.”

			“Don’t be modest.” She held Desi as she leaned against her again. “Are you doing okay?”

			“My back’s starting to ache.” Desi put her arms round Harry’s waist and pressed the side of her face to Harry’s chest. “I need someone to volunteer to rub where it hurts.”

			It was such a blessing to get Desi back, and having her relaxed enough to tease and flirt was miraculous. That broken woman afraid of everything and everyone had faded once Desi knew Harry had no intention of ever letting go of her again. The volunteering Desi was doing at the women’s shelter, as well as the time she spent in her studio, had built her confidence. Harry was at peace, knowing that, with or without her, Desi realized and believed she deserved respect and was willing to stand up for herself to get it. That Desi wanted a life with her was like getting all her wishes at once.

			“I know everyone in here, including Abe, would love nothing better than to sign up for that job, but I’ll be happy to rub wherever you like.” She kneaded Desi’s lower back gently and kissed the top of her head. “I also know everyone wants to meet the genius behind all these designs, but let’s go home. If you’re tired, there’s no reason to take any unnecessary chances. We’re in the home stretch, and Mona will hire a hitman to kill me slowly if I let anything happen to you.”

			“Just a little while longer.” Desi gazed up at her and it was hard not to give in to what she wanted.

			Harry noticed her mother talking and laughing with a group of women twenty feet away, but her eyes were on her and Desi. Her parents had flown in for Desi’s show, along with her brother Miguel and his family. Any apprehension her mother had at Desi’s return had disappeared when they shared the news of their baby. Hurricane Rosa Basantes had been full of advice since then, and all her ire had been aimed at Harry for skipping big, important steps before Desi got pregnant.

			The truth was she hadn’t asked Desi to marry her before now because she was unsure of the future she planned. She wanted to give Desi the freedom to choose the life she truly desired. Harry had sworn to herself that she’d help her no matter what, but she wasn’t going to pressure Desi into something more out of a sense of obligation. Her mother had informed her that was ludicrous since Desi loved her, and Harry’d been adamant about showing Desi how much she loved her in return.

			“How’s my grandbaby?” Rosa placed her hand on Desi’s abdomen and smiled. She kissed Desi’s cheek and ignored Harry.

			“We’re doing great, Mami. Are you having fun?” Harry asked. Her mother nodded, finally glancing her way. “Instead of giving me a hard time, you should be out there convincing all your old buddies to buy whatever’s left.” Harry jutted her jaw toward the women her mother had been talking to. “If not, I see rent in your future, considering you want to stay until the baby’s born.”

			“Don’t worry, Desi will be busy after the baby comes, trying to fill all the orders from everyone who missed the chance to get something tonight. Right now, I’d like to see Desi’s left hand.” Her mom held her hand out, waiting for Desi to take it.

			“She asked and I said yes.” Desi’s smile made Harry happy. The ring and the promises she’d made seemed to infuse Desi with joy, and it was contagious. “Isn’t it beautiful?”

			Her mother nodded as she held Desi’s hand. There’d been plenty of offers to take her shopping for the perfect ring since her mom’s arrival. The offers were to make sure she got it right since Desi would be wearing it for the rest of her life, but Harry figured she’d done okay on her own. “It is—congratulations, Desi. I’m happy to know Harry has finally remembered to give you the kind of commitment that goes with raising a child together. That it’s taken this long makes me want to put you over my knee, Harriet.”

			The very un-Hispanic name came from her mother’s best friends growing up in Cuba. Harriet Brown’s father ran the sugar refinery in their hometown for an American company before the revolution. Unfortunately for Harry, her mom’s friend had a very uncool name. “I didn’t want to rush her, and I hope Desi knows how much I love her, ring or no.”

			“That’s the excuse you’re going with? Harry, you have loved only this girl from the moment you stepped out of the car the day you met in elementary school. It makes me happy that you found someone who loves you as much in return.” Her mom spoke from the heart, and Desi’s smile widened as her eyes got glassy with tears. “All that’s true, so just admit you were wrong for waiting so long.” Her mother crossed her arms and narrowed her eyes at her.

			“I was wrong,” she said to keep the peace.

			“Good, so we’ll plan something for the next couple of weeks. Does small and intimate sound all right with you two?” They nodded at the suggestion. “We’ll have a big reception after Baby Basantes is born. Speaking of which, how do you feel about the name Basantes, Desi?”

			“Rosa, I’ve dreamed of being Mrs. Harry Basantes since my fourteenth birthday. When my divorce became final, our lawyer took care of the name change. I’m already a Basantes.” Desi moved away from Harry and hugged her mother. “I’ll show you my driver’s license when we get home, but not to worry. Everyone will have the same family name when we welcome our baby.”

			“We were going to surprise you, but you’re the most impatient woman I know. Like I said, Desi knows how I feel, and my love and commitment are for the rest of my life.”

			“Remember those exact words when I get you to an altar.” Desi’s comeback made her mother laugh. “Thank you, Rosa, for being so kind to Rachel and me. I know I’m not your first choice—”

			“You’re wrong, mi hija. I was never blind to what you share, so that means you’re my only choice. Just remember she’s a lot like her father. They’re as brilliant as they are hardheaded, so having a lot of patience is the key. That’ll be really important when you have this baby and find that they’ll act just like her. They are good looking, don’t you think?”

			“Don’t worry, I’m rather fond of her hard head.” Desi glanced back at her and blew her a kiss. “And you’re right, they are incredibly handsome.”

			Tony pushed his way to Desi’s side and kissed both her cheeks. “You’re a success, sweetie. People are wild for your stuff, and I even managed to sell a few of my pieces.” As always Tony was hyped up and dramatic. “We should’ve gone with my gut and charged more.”

			“This is the first money I’ve made since we worked in the yard pulling weeds at Harry’s when we were in high school. I’m thrilled with what we made.” Desi placed her hand on Tony’s chest, and the sparkle seemed to capture his attention.

			“Good God, my friend, you are good.” He wiggled his eyebrows at her, and it made Desi blush, which made Harry’s mother laugh.

			“Stop teasing me and lead me to a chair.” Desi followed Harry to the nice leather chairs at the front of the gallery, and Abe jumped up so she could have his seat. “Honey, could you get me some water?”

			The bar wasn’t far away, and her mom followed her to it. “I’m proud of you, mi amor. The last time I saw that big a smile on your face was the day you graduated from high school. Until recently, I’d been cursing Desi ever since, and that makes me ashamed.”

			“I feel the same way,” Harry said, “and I lose sleep sometimes when I think about all the times I felt sorry for myself instead of looking out for her. I could’ve stopped what she went through so much sooner.” She tried hard not to dwell on the past, but her heart wouldn’t let her completely forget. She’d failed Desi in spectacular fashion.

			“When I think of what she went through to keep you and Rachel safe, I want to go back in time and take them away from that bastard.”

			She’d had a private talk with her mother before she’d brought Desi to visit them in Florida. Desi’s story wasn’t hers to tell, but she’d warned her mother about giving Desi a hard time. “I know, Mami, I know.”

			“Why did he do that? Those girls were a delight to have around.”

			“I wish I could give you an answer that makes sense, but he took those secrets to the grave. She deserves to be happy and cherished, and that’s what I’m going to do.” They walked back, and Mona was glaring at her.

			“It’s time to go, Harry.” Mona gave orders, and when it came to protecting Desi, everyone was expected to follow them. Her housekeeper and friend had been with the Basantes family for years, and not even Harry’s mother stood up to Mona when it came to Desi’s welfare. “She’s got to put her feet up, and you’re just standing there like you’re glued to the floor, so maybe you didn’t hear me.”

			“I’ll be right back.” She handed Desi her water and went looking for Rachel, realizing then she hadn’t seen much of her since their arrival.

			That Serena hadn’t made it for Desi’s big night hadn’t escaped Harry’s attention. Rachel and Serena dating hadn’t been a good idea, but she’d kept that opinion to herself. She loved them both, but Serena’s one disastrous foray into the land of men had ended badly, tainting all relationships going forward, no matter the gender of her partner.

			Serena’s ex-husband was another abusive prick who’d left her with a broken jaw and an unplanned pregnancy. Butch was now the center of his mother’s world, but after escaping her marriage, Serena had become a perpetual dater. It was a strategy to protect her heart, which was why Harry wanted someone different for Rachel. She wanted someone ready to give Rachel all the things she needed because when it came down to it, Rachel and Desi weren’t all that different. The sisters saw the world through the prism of family and commitment.

			“Hey,” Rachel said. She was talking to a woman at the back of the room. “This is my friend, Wynter Pellegrin.” Rachel introduced them and shook her head at Harry’s offer of a ride when she said she and Desi were leaving. “You guys go ahead. We might grab another drink somewhere quieter. Wynter won’t leave me stranded.”

			“Okay, be careful and call me if you need me to pick you up later.” Harry kissed Rachel’s forehead and nodded in Wynter’s direction. Wynter was tall, attractive, and from the way she was looking at Rachel, she was interested in more than pottery and art. Rachel’s love life wasn’t her business, but the only way to avoid drama was to end one relationship before starting on a new one.

			Desi didn’t appear thrilled when Rachel didn’t go home with them, but she stayed quiet. They thanked the gallery owner, and Desi put her arms around Harry as they stood outside.

			“Congratulations, love. I’m so proud of you.” She kissed Desi and pressed her hand to the side of her neck. “You’re extraordinary.”

			“Thank you, and I mean for everything. None of this would’ve happened without you. I love you and this life you’ve given me. Some days I can’t believe I wake up next to you. You’ve been the one constant in my life, my person, and having nothing to be afraid of is an added bonus.” Desi cocked her head into her touch, and it melted Harry’s heart.

			“You never have to worry about any of that again.” She meant that. The best thing for the Simoneaux family was they were locked up and out of her reach. “All you need to concentrate on now is us and our family. Anything else, and Mona will lock me out of the house.”

			“You got that right.” Mona made Desi laugh, a sound she loved. “Harry, go get the car. It’s cold out here, and it’s not good for Desi and the baby.”

			“Yes, ma’am.” Harry saluted with her free hand, but Desi didn’t let her go.

			“Come on, Mona. It’s not that far, so let’s walk,” Desi said. Harry threaded their fingers together, liking having Desi so close.

			This life they were building together was more than she’d ever thought possible, and she wanted to concentrate on just that. A little more than a month and they’d welcome a baby, and it was something to be celebrated. Even with all that, she had a feeling she needed to be vigilant. It wasn’t something she could pinpoint, but it wasn’t something to be ignored. No matter what, this time nothing was going to take Desi away from her. Not without a fight.






Chapter Ten 

			It finally stopped raining in the late afternoon, and Rachel talked Desi into letting her cut her hair. “You’re going appreciate this when you’re running around with vomit on your shirt, and Harry Jr. crying in your arms.” It was just the two of them since Harry was doing rounds down the street. “And stop worrying. I could shave your head and she’d still love you.”

			They were sitting outside on the large balcony off Harry and Desi’s bedroom so they wouldn’t get hair all over the floor inside, and Desi was fidgeting. It was a couple of weeks into January, so the yard was mostly varying shades of brown, but this space had quickly become one of their favorites for spending time together. She’d loved how at peace Desi was here as she gazed out into the large yard full of flowers.

			The only green things still visible, aside from the live oaks, were the sweet olive trees planted close to the house. The notoriously slow growers must’ve been ancient because of their size, and it wouldn’t be until spring that the small white flowers would appear with their intoxicating smell. It was elusive on the breeze, but it made you stop and enjoy it whenever you noticed it.

			Rachel knew Harry and Desi loved sitting out here as well as on the swing Harry had purchased from the people living in their old house. She’d proposed to Desi on that swing a few days ago, and it was only right considering Harry’s story of falling in love on that same swing.

			She started cutting, and Desi closed her eyes. “You promise you’ll be okay tonight, right?”

			“I’ll be fine, and I don’t want to put this off. I want to know,” Desi said, brushing hair off her cheek. “I know you do too.”

			“I do, but I’m worried about you.”

			“No need to be. Our days of worrying and being afraid are over. I know Byron hasn’t been found yet, but I’m not going to think about that until it makes me sick. It might be stupid of me, but I’m so tired of hiding and being afraid.” Desi twisted the diamond ring on her finger, but she did seem relaxed. “The world is a strange place sometimes, isn’t it?”

			“I’m glad you’re finally living and being happy, but what do you mean?”

			“I think about all those nights I dreamed about Harry. I wondered what she was doing, who she was with, and if she was happy without me. It’s like I wanted her to be—happy, I mean. It’s why I did what I did, after all. But there was a small part of me that hoped she missed me.” Desi shrugged and stopped talking.

			“Do you promise not to tell on me if I share a secret?” She unclipped a section of hair and started trimming.

			“What kind of secret?” Desi turned her face up to look at her.

			“Do you remember the first night after we moved in, when Harry was out for an emergency, and I found you out here?” Desi had finally shed her cast and boot, and had healed, and Rachel had gone out to dinner with one of her clients. The weariness that seemed to go bone-deep was starting to fall away because of Harry’s love, and Desi had stopped being so skittish.

			“I do, but I come out here more than you think. This place is magic, especially at certain times of the year.” Desi had that same peaceful expression she’d had that night, and it brought light to all the dark places in Rachel’s soul. “Those sweet olives make you want to linger.”

			“You fell in love with those when you and Harry used to take me to the park on St. Charles. She’d push me on the swings and watch to make sure I didn’t go sailing off the damn things. You, on the other hand, watched Harry.”

			Desi laughed, not denying it. “I spent a lot of years trying to not make it obvious I was watching Harry, so it’s nice I don’t have to do that anymore. She tells me all the time that I can look all I want.”

			“True, and that’s something you’ve taken full advantage of.”

			“What does that have to do with a secret?” Desi brushed at her face again, and she was glad they weren’t in front of a mirror or Desi would be freaking out because of how short she’d gone.

			“I asked Harry one day while you were in the shower why she’d bought this place. It’s way too big for her and Mona, and it was a little on the formal side, which isn’t Harry.” She ran her fingers through Desi’s hair to satisfy herself that it was done.

			“She told me she purchased it as a change of pace, even though Tony did all the house-hunting.” Desi’s response meant she’d asked Harry about it but hadn’t gotten the whole story.

			“Tony found this place, and another one on Jefferson he thought she’d like better. It was more her style, he said, but they walked through this one in the spring. Tony said she stood against the railing and inhaled that scent you loved so much and told him to make an offer.” She’d cried when Harry had told her that story because their stoic protector who’d loved them for years was crying too. At the heart of Harry’s stoic exterior was her love for Desi.

			“Why have I never heard this story? Why didn’t she tell me?” Desi wiped her eyes as if guessing the end.

			“Tony said she got the house because if you ever came back, if you ever forgave her for whatever she’d done, she was sure this would be one of your favorite places. Those trees are her way of proving she’d never stopped thinking about you. In her heart, I think, the only woman who’d ever share this place with her was you.”

			“That’s what I want for you too, Rach. I want you to find the woman who’s going to love you like that. Thank you for telling me that story.”

			“I told you because I want you to remember that no matter what, you have a place and a person. It doesn’t matter if June is going to crap all over us tonight with some bullshit story—we have a place and people who love us. Harry loves us.” She kissed Desi’s cheek and spit out a few fine hairs, getting her sister to laugh. “Let me go blow this out so you can get over the shock before Harry gets home.”

			“Rachel,” Desi called out when she stepped into the bathroom. She was staring at herself in the bathroom mirror and pulling on the ends of her hair. “I thought you meant a trim.”

			“Let me finish, and I guarantee you’ll get lucky later.” She hugged Desi from behind and pushed her onto the vanity stool. “Once I’m done, we’ll show June Margolis that we survived and turned out just fine without her help.”

			She wondered at times if the people who believed in reincarnation were right, and you kept coming back to fix what you did wrong in your past life. What atrocities had they committed in some distant lifetime that they’d had to pay for so heavily in this one? The horrible years they’d survived weighed on her, but not as much as on Desi. It was enough to make her want to scream up to the heavens because if there was some supreme being, they’d never bothered to listen to any prayer she’d ever said.

			She’d follow Desi’s lead. Forgiveness was hard after the years they’d survived, but she wasn’t so hard-hearted that she couldn’t listen. June, though, had to come up with one whopper of a story.

			* * *

			Rachel stood behind Mona as she opened the door for June and the woman with her.

			“Welcome to the Basantes residence,” Mona said.

			“Thank you,” June said.

			Rachel glanced toward the grand staircase and watched Harry carrying Desi down. Harry was the definition of a gentlewoman, especially with her sister. Rachel joined them once Harry placed her sister on her feet, and she took Harry’s other hand. No matter what they heard there was no doubt Harry was their protector, and from the set of Harry’s shoulders it was a job she took seriously.

			“Thank you for coming back,” Desi said with a neutral expression. “We didn’t have the chance to do this before, but I’m Desi and this is my fiancée, Dr. Harry Basantes. Why don’t we all sit and talk.” Desi led them to the den and chose the sofa across from two wingback chairs.

			“Thank you for the opportunity to talk to all of you. I’m sure the last day hasn’t been easy, and you probably have many questions.” It was the simplest way of putting it. Their mother seemed to know the fastest way for this to go to hell was if she tried to sugarcoat it. “Like I mentioned, I’m June and this is my wife, Dr. Bobbie Margolis.”

			“Where the hell have you been for twenty-seven years?” Rachel did nothing to hide her anger, bringing the calm of the family reunion to an end. “I mean, what the fuck? Are you really our mother?”

			“Rach,” Desi said softly. “That won’t get us anywhere.” Desi pressed to Harry’s side and placed her hand in Harry’s lap. “Please go on.”

			“I’m not making excuses, Rachel, but sometimes you have to do things to keep the people most important to you safe.”

			“Yeah, like leaving them behind with a sadistic asshole who almost ruined our lives. Way to go, Mom.”

			Rachel said the title with enough sarcasm that June wouldn’t misread her anger. She liked to attack with the precision of a prizefighter.

			“Hey,” Desi said, “come over here.” Rachel sat next to Desi and Harry put her hand on Rachel’s shoulder. “How about if we promise to let you talk? Once you’re done, we’ll ask questions.”

			“So many years have gone by that sometimes I think it’d have been better to let you believe I’m dead. There was no easy way of coming back and explaining what happened.”

			Desi nodded and placed her hand on Rachel’s leg. “None of this is easy, but start at the beginning.”

			Their mother took a deep breath and nodded. “I was fifteen when I met your father. He’d quit school and was always hanging out at the diner where I worked.” She stopped and rubbed her temples as if it pained her to get the words out. “My family was poor, and I started working when my father threatened to make me quit school, so I could start bringing money in.”

			“That must’ve been tough,” Desi said.

			“All I wanted was an education, so I could get something better than waitressing. When I was sixteen, though, I got pregnant, and according to my parents there was no other option except to marry Clyde.”

			“Jesus, that’s not much of a choice,” Rachel said.

			“I was afraid of my father and naive enough to think it’d be okay. And, well, that’s how things were done then. Clyde was twenty and went along with what my parents wanted. He was working as a bartender, and once we moved into that little house he had, I barely saw him.” That seemed to be the only part of her story that didn’t carry the weight of pain. “I had no clue what he was really doing, and I didn’t push.”

			“I totally understand that,” Desi said. “We didn’t push either. It wasn’t worth it.”

			“The day you were born, all that didn’t matter. You were so beautiful, and when they laid you on my chest, I knew I’d do anything to try and give you a better life than I had.” June wiped her face, and Rachel rolled her eyes. “You were a girl and that didn’t thrill your father, so he wasn’t around much after your birth. Three years later you were born, Rachel, and I loved going through the process even more since Desi loved helping me take care of you. She treated you like one of her dolls.”

			“I’m sure Clyde wasn’t thrilled with the fact that I was a girl too,” Rachel said, and June nodded. “That guy really was a bastard.”

			“He came home even less after that, saying he didn’t want to hear crying kids all the time. I didn’t mind, and he gave me enough money to take care of you both, and to keep the house. It was a place he came to shower, demand things of me, and eat. I’m sure anyone would’ve thought it was a pathetic existence, but I had the two of you.” June smiled even though she was crying. “I wasn’t lonely, but it sometimes hurt when I saw how other people lived. Marriage, a partner, and a family are what most people strove for. But not in the way I had mine.”

			“I’m sorry he treated you that way,” Desi said. “Clyde never struck me as a man who sought that out.”

			“He wasn’t, but complaining or expecting him to change wasn’t something I was willing to do. His reactions to any kind of suggestion like that were extreme, and I didn’t want either of you hurt.”

			“What changed?” Rachel asked, calming as the story unfolded.

			“A young doctor moved in next door before I gave birth to you, Rachel. I was about seven months pregnant.” June smiled up at Bobbie and squeezed her hand. “We’d waved to each other, but I didn’t officially meet her until three weeks later.”

			“I was in the city for a yearlong fellowship,” Bobbie said. “After all those long nights at Big Charity, I loved watching your mom with Desi on the porch of that old house. I’d never talked to her, but I could tell she loved you.”

			“It was you, Desi, that got her to stop one day. You saw her walking home from the bus stop and ran to the fence and yelled hello.” June stopped and took a breath.

			“We talked for an hour while you ran around with a doll,” Bobbie said. “You were a beautiful child, and your mom was starting to really show with you,” she said to Rachel. “Those morning talks became the best part of my days.”

			“It was nice to have someone in my life who treated me like a human being, and even nicer that Bobbie didn’t care that I hadn’t even graduated from high school. She stopped by every morning, and it was nice that she played with you, Desi, and she started bringing me to all my doctor’s appointments.” The way June gazed at Bobbie showed the deep devotion they had for each other. “Bobbie showed the kind of interest Clyde should’ve given his daughters.”

			“It was impossible not to,” Bobbie said. “I fell in love so easily that I didn’t realize it until it was too late.”

			“Did you not want to?” Rachel asked. It was as if they’d carried the stigma of no one wanting them from the day they were born.

			“The eventual outcome is something I blame myself for.” Bobbie put her arm around June and kissed the top of her head. “But loving your mother is something I’ll never regret.”

			“After a month of visits, I found myself waiting for her,” June said. “There was nothing back then aside from Desi and my due date that made me happier than seeing Bobbie come up the street. It wasn’t hard to imagine a life with her and you two.”

			“I was working when she went into labor, and I wanted to hand out cigars when you were born, Rachel.” Bobbie smiled as if conjuring up the memory. “It was a special day, and I wanted nothing more than to commit to you two and June for life.”

			“What about Clyde?” Desi asked with compassion. She seemed to know where this story was going.

			“We brought Rachel home, and two months later I was pregnant again.” June covered her face with her hands. “I was in love with Bobbie, but Clyde still showed up whenever he wanted, doing whatever he wanted—well, taking what he wanted really. The reality of another baby wasn’t something I dreaded—it was telling Bobbie that scared me. Denying Clyde, though, was a dangerous thing. My fear was that if Bobbie left, I wouldn’t survive it.”

			“I was paged to the emergency room early one morning,” Bobbie said as she held June while she cried.

			“Clyde came home and beat me badly enough that I had to go to the hospital.” June shook her head with more force and started crying until she could hardly breathe. Her history with Clyde, like theirs, was a minefield of bad memories with the ability to blow up and inflict pain even after all this time. “I lost the baby, and that was the catalyst to make me want to run with you two. Bobbie had been pushing me to go with her—away from Clyde. New York was miles away, and I thought it’d be safe.”

			“Why didn’t you?” Rachel couldn’t help but warm to her mother. The story wasn’t new or surprising, but it didn’t negate the trauma of surviving what should’ve broken all of them.

			“Your father threatened me,” Bobbie said. “I wasn’t worried about it, but then he threatened what we both loved above everything in this world.” Bobbie held their mother as if she was shielding her from the reality of what they went through. “We almost made it, but Clyde beat us to the neighbor’s place where your mom had left you while she headed to the emergency room.”

			“He held a gun to your head,” June said, staring at Desi. “I believed him, and while it killed something in me, I left to save you—both of you. There’s nothing I can say that will make you forgive me, but I did what I thought was right to keep you alive.”

			“We’ve dreamed of this day for years, and we stayed away to keep you safe.” Bobbie sounded so miserable. “I realize it makes us seem weak and uncaring, but this wasn’t something you could just share with the police without consequences.”

			“He would’ve killed you both and gladly done the time to hurt us,” June said. “Making me leave you made it almost worse than death, though, and I’ve never forgiven myself for what happened.”

			“You’re here now, and you have to believe us when we say we understand,” Rachel said, holding her hand out to her mother. “All that matters is you came back—both of you.”

			“See, my love,” Bobbie said as she wiped the tears from June’s face before worrying about her own. “My rabbi’s been preaching about justice all these years, and it was ages in coming, but we’ve finally gotten it.”

			“You have, and it’s time to look forward,” Rachel said. Hell, if she couldn’t find love, she’d at least found more family. That was something to celebrate and be happy about. Glancing at Desi, though, brought the high back to earth.






Chapter Eleven 

			Desi was glad Harry had her arm around her. Listening to June’s story made her feel like she’d get sucked into the chasm the words opened in her chest. Her heart and head were in agreement that it was all the truth. June had described the type of man Clyde was in a few sharp, hard sentences. She’d not only had the experience of having Clyde as a father, but Byron as a husband. Only someone who’d lived through the same thing would understand completely.

			“Oh my God,” she said, burying her face in Harry’s chest. “Now I understand his reaction when he caught us on the porch graduation night.”

			“What do you mean?” Bobbie asked.

			“It’s a long story, but our father was the most homophobic man ever to breathe,” Rachel said. “Having a gay kid, much less two, was something he tried beating out of both of us.”

			“I’m so sorry,” June said. “I guess he never forgot the insult of losing me to Bobbie. Did he punish you for choosing Harry?”

			“That’s how I ended up in a marriage to a man who didn’t treat me much differently than Clyde treated you. I lost Harry when I gave her up for the very same reason you gave us up.”

			“You have to believe we wanted to come back sooner,” Bobbie said because June appeared too emotional to speak. “From the day we left, twice a year—and it
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