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Prologue
“Don’t you dare, Shannon. Those online dating sites are 
a hotbed of people looking to cheat on their mates, or worse, 
monsters masquerading as princess charmings. Just do it the old-
fashioned way—charm some cutie into a date and see where it 
goes.” 
Kalen, my older sister, accentuated every point by stabbing 
her fork in my direction. As usual, I sat silent and listened to her 
well-intentioned advice until she stopped long enough to take the 
last bite of her dinner. 
“You’re missing the point,” I said. “I have no game, no 
charm.” 
“You have to practice.” Kalen’s eyes sparkled with excitement. 
“Practice on the waiter when he comes back.” 
“No.” 
“Why?” 
“He’s a man.” 
“I didn’t say seduce him and take him home. It’s simple. Just 
smile and maybe compliment him. Oh! Say something about his 
eyes.” Kalen looked around for the unsuspecting guinea pig. 
“Show me how it’s done.” 
Kalen rolled her eyes. She’d demonstrated the Brycen 
charming skills that I was sorely lacking countless times. Our 
victim was approaching too quickly for her to argue. I watched as 
she smiled up at him and tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. 
He was putty in her hands, and she hadn’t spoken a word. Flirting 
was second nature to Kalen, and if she were single, she’d never 
lack for companionship. 
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I’ve often thought it a cruel cosmic joke that I was passed 
over for the charismatic gene that my parents and sister shared. 
If Kalen and I didn’t look so much alike, I would have gone in 
search of my real father, an introverted milkman who my mother 
had her way with. 
“See how easy that was?” Kalen said triumphantly. “He’s 
giving us a slice of pie on the house. We’re going to have to leave 
before he asks for my number because I might just give it to 
him.”“Better hope that my brother-in-law doesn’t answer when he 
calls.” 
Kalen raised an eyebrow. “When he comes back, you give it 
a whirl.” 
I opened my mouth to balk as I’ve always done, but then I 
wondered, why not? The food wasn’t that great. We probably 
wouldn’t revisit this place. What did I have to lose? I watched as 
the waiter weaved between tables, coming closer with each step. 
My hands tightened into fists as I tucked them under my legs. 
That was the closest I was going to get to being poised. 
All was going well until I heard my brain screaming out to the 
rest of my body. Oh, my God! She’s going to speak. Who told her 
this was a good idea?  My stomach began to growl its protest, and 
it kind of sounded like Scotty from Star Trek. She’s breaking up, 
Captain. I can’t hold her much longer.  My brain began barking 
out orders, but my body was too stunned to comply. Legs, what 
are you waiting for? Get moving! Can we have a coughing fit, a 
sneeze, anything?  All fell silent as a slice of pie and two cups of 
coffee were set on the table. 
I glanced over at Kalen, who wore the expectant but fearful 
smile of a mother watching her baby take the first ride without 
training wheels. The waiter was smiling down at me, and it was 
show time. 
“I…you…well…I like your shirt.” The last part of my pathetic 
attempt came out sounding like a balloon being deflated. He 
blinked for a moment, then looked down at the black polo with 
the restaurant’s name emblazoned on the breast pocket. With no 
more than an awkward smile and a nod, he left me to my misery. 
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I couldn’t look at Kalen. She cleared her throat and went 
on talking as though nothing gruesomely embarrassing had 
happened. 
“You know…there’s a new customer that’s been coming to 
the Rampart store. I think she may be single.” 
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Chapter 1
If at first you don’t succeed, don’t try the same damn thing 
over again. 
Loyal, warm-hearted, and fun. Loves quiet evenings at home, 
enjoys cooking when it’s for someone besides myself. My favorite 
kind of day is a rainy cold Sunday when I’m curled up in bed with 
someone watching movies and eating junk food—
“Oh, my God, I’m a lap dog with culinary skills.” I buried 
my face in my hands and screamed in frustration. I’d spent my 
entire Saturday morning trying to come up with something eye-
catching, and all I could manage was an ad for a dog looking for a 
good home. I fought the urge to cry when I realized I didn’t even 
want to date me. 
Had I always been this boring? I’d managed to attract a woman 
at one time…well, at least three times. This time was different, 
though. I was operating without a net. 
Like a monkey, I’d catch the next vine when it became obvious 
that the relationship was coming to an end. Neither Marla nor I 
wanted to be the first to admit that our relationship was on its 
death bed. Though we weren’t unfaithful to each other, we both 
put “feelers” out. Susan, a friend of a friend, made it clear she 
would be interested if I were single, and I grabbed that vine with 
both hands. After six years together, we did the exact same thing, 
and I swung into Cindy’s life. We were together two years, and 
she caught a vine of her own without warning. At thirty-seven, I 
was single, and there wasn’t a vine in sight. 
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I took one more disgusted look at my computer screen and 
pushed away from my desk intent on soothing my frustration 
with a handful of Oreos and a glass of milk. I thought better of 
that plan when a draft of cold air moved up the crack of my ass. 
My habit of cookie consolation had resulted in the ruining of my 
favorite jeans that were now split from the crotch halfway up my 
backside. I wondered if an apple would comfort me as much as a 
cookie. My taste buds said no. 
Feeling sorry for myself, I stood at my window and stared 
down at the sidewalk. “I could get one of those.” I watched a 
cab pull to the curb and deposit a woman and her dog onto the 
sidewalk. The yellow ball of fluff sat patiently at its mistress’s 
side as the cabbie was paid. I caught a glimpse of blond curly hair 
protruding from the knit cap atop the woman’s head, but that was 
all I could see from my third-floor vantage point. 
The knit cap with pooch in tow approached a moving van that 
pulled to the curb when the cab pulled away. “She must be moving 
into the Kellehers’ old apartment.” I watched as my new neighbor 
disappeared into the doorway. And then the Oreos began calling 
to me again. 
I was about to heed their call when I caught a glimpse of 
myself in the mirror and stopped in my tracks. I’d put on at least 
ten pounds in the year after Cindy left. My hair was out of control. 
I’d given up trying to do anything with it. It sat piled on top of my 
head, held precariously by a banana clip. My eyebrows rivaled 
Andy Rooney’s. 
I’d heard Kalen say a dozen times that a makeover worked 
miracles. Perhaps it was time I made myself over. I looked at my 
reflection again and decided that a diet would have to come first. 
The cookies had to go, and I had just enough milk to make that 
happen. 
I was stuffing the last of them into my mouth when the phone 
rang. Kalen’s name showed on the caller ID. I tossed the phone 
back onto the table as I listened to her voice on my answering 
machine. “I know you’re in there, Shannon. Pick up this phone 
because if you don’t, you know I’l be there in five. I have a key—” 
“What?” I said around a mouthful of cookie. 
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“Be glad you picked up the phone because I have a date for 
you.”This news was met with mixed emotion. I was intrigued, but 
a little gun-shy after the last fix-up. She was nice, but her cat 
pissed in my shoe and bit me on the ankle. All of which he denied, 
and she refused to believe that Mr. Jingles was capable of such 
behavior. 
“Are you still there?” Kalen asked. 
“Yes. Who is this person you’re giving me away to?” 
“She’s Candace’s cousin. Remember? I told you about 
her. Her family owns a restaurant in Harahan, and by the way, 
that’s where she’s taking you for dinner tomorrow night. Wear 
something nice, no jeans. She’ll call you later this afternoon with 
the details.” 
I decided not to tell her that jeans weren’t an option anyway 
since my ass was hanging out of my only decent pair. “Okay.” 
“Excellent,” Kalen said. I could tell she was smiling, pleased 
with her accomplishment. “I’ll expect you to call me Sunday 
morning with all the details.” 
My stomach twisted into knots as I dropped the phone back 
onto the table. The comfort cookies weren’t feeling so comfortable 
in the pit of my stomach. What would I wear? What would she 
think of me? Would I be able to relax around her? Did she have 
a cat? 
The following evening found me in the front seat of a brand 
new Camaro. Jackie, my date for the evening, had chivalrously 
opened my door. I studied her as she walked around to the 
driver’s side. Dark hair cut stylishly short. Tall but not what I’d 
consider slender, which was fine with me. Being sidled up to 
some emaciated thing would only make me feel more miserable 
about my appearance. Nice smile, pretty green eyes. 
“So, Shannon,” she said as she put on her seat belt. “Tell me 
all about yourself.” 
I hated to hear that question. Just once, I wished I had the girl-
balls to say, I work for the federal government in a department 
that I cannot disclose, but I can tell you that I’m trained to kill 
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using nothing more than a toothpick. So when you say you’ll cal , 
you damn well better do it. “I’m kind of a homebody. I like to read 
and watch movies. What about you?” 
Jackie liked to do a great many things, one of which was talk 
about herself, which she did for the thirty minutes it took us to 
go two miles. No sooner than we merged onto the interstate, we 
came to a complete stop. 
“I hate traffic.” Jackie gunned the engine for emphasis. “It 
never fails. There’s always an accident or construction jamming 
everything up.” 
I wanted to commiserate but was distracted by the flush that 
rose up the side of her neck and the way she gripped the gearshift. 
Instead, I opted for something that would take her mind off the 
snarl that had us inching along. “So did I understand correctly 
that you were in the military for a while?” Jackie shot me a 
sideways glance. The flush that crept up her face was beginning 
to spread. 
“Did Candace tell you that?” 
“I think she might’ve mentioned it to my sister,” I said, 
wishing that I’d chosen another topic. Jackie’s face had turned 
completely red. 
“That’s just like Candy. She loves to tell everyone about how I 
was discharged for anger management issues. I mean, you’d think 
that the Army would want someone willing to fight.” 
Jackie revved the engine as the traffic began to move again at 
a snail’s pace. She rhythmically squeezed the steering wheel with 
both fists as she stared straight ahead. Awkward silence hung 
between us like a veil, and I pondered how long it would take me 
to walk back to my apartment. 
“People like this piss me off.” Jackie pointed at the car sitting 
in front of us as the traffic in front of it moved up at least four 
car lengths. “She’s texting her ass off.” Jackie blew the horn, and 
the distracted driver gave her the one-finger salute before moving 
on. “So what exactly is it that you do?” she asked as we came to 
a stop again. 
“My sister and I own four hair salons. She’s the—” 
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“Bitch! Drive!” Jackie screamed out her window, earning 
another salute, but the car did move along. She ran her fingers 
through her hair and laughed nervously. “Sorry, what were you 
saying?” 
I’d like to go home now. “Um…I was telling you what I did 
for a living.” 
“Right.” Jackie waved her hand for me to continue as she 
glared at the car ahead. 
“Kalen handles the staff and the promotion of our salons, and 
I handle all the paperwork and generally the stuff she doesn’t 
want to do. The high side is that I get to work from home.” I think 
you’re insane and I’m going to choke my sister and her buddy 
Candace for setting me up on this odyssey.  I could’ve said the 
latter out loud because Jackie was completely focused on the 
happy texter in front of us. 
“Be right back,” she said as she shifted the car into neutral 
and put on the parking brake. 
“Where are you—” She was out of the car before I could 
finish. I watched in shock as she walked up to the car in front of us, 
reached into the driver’s window, and snatched the woman’s cell 
phone from her hand. Jackie wound up like she was pitching for 
the pros and tossed the phone into the brush along the interstate. 
“Fetch, bitch!” she yelled over her shoulder as she marched back 
to her car with a twisted smile. 
I know I must have looked like I had lockjaw because I 
couldn’t close my mouth as she got back into the car and sped off 
down the shoulder. The owner of the cell phone looked exactly 
like I did as we flew past. I dared not speak until she pulled off 
at the next exit. 
“Would you take me home, please?” I managed calmly when 
we stopped at a light. 
“Are you serious?” She looked offended that I’d made such a 
request. 
“Never mind, I’ll walk.” I was out of the car and halfway into 
a convenience store parking lot when Jackie squealed her tires in 
protest. 
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I could’ve called a cab, but I wanted Kalen to share in my 
misery. After all, she was the cause. She tried to keep a serious 
expression as I got into her car, but I could see the grin just waiting 
to be turned loose. “She threw the woman’s cell phone?” 
“In a week or year, this will be funny as shit, but right now, 
Kalen, I want to choke you.” 
“I’m sorry.” Kalen pretended to be looking in her side mirror, 
but I knew she was on the verge of tears…of laughter. She cleared 
her throat and shot me a quick glance. “You look really nice 
tonight. How about we not waste a great hair day and go have a 
few drinks?” 
“Not interested. Take me home or I’ll jump out of your car, 
too.”A tiny tear formed at the corner of Kalen’s right eye. In a 
matter of minutes, she would have no control of her emotions. 
We’d have to pull over until she laughed herself out, and I was in 
no mood for it. 
“And, Kalen, don’t try to fix me up anymore. I don’t want to 
go out with any more wackos.” 
“Hey.” Kalen raised a finger. “One bad apple—” 
“One bad apple? Try a mixed bag of nuts!” I started ticking 
off each catastrophe on my fingers. “There’s the woman who 
claimed her cat talked to her, the other one who wanted to tie me 
up and suck my toes on the first date, and this latest one tops them 
all. Let me pick my own nightmares from now on.” 
“Look, sis, I’m sorry. I really am. I have to call Candace right 
now, she’s gonna shit.” 
“I’ll get out here. You won’t have to make the block,” I said 
when we got to my neighborhood. 
Kalen reached over and grabbed my sleeve. “Shannon, I’m 
sorry.” 
“No problem,” I said, not looking back as I climbed out of the 
car. I needed the fresh air. Frankly, I was tired of being the butt 
of the joke. 
I stomped rather than walked down the street toward my 
building cursing under my breath. I slowed when I saw the woman 
I’d noticed moving in a few days earlier. As anxious as I was to 
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be back in my apartment, I didn’t feel like having to endure small 
talk with the new neighbor. 
As I approached, I noticed the dog sitting at her feet as she 
fumbled with the lock of the courtyard gate. A mass of long blond 
curls obscured her face from view. Occasionally, she’d swat at 
them angrily as she banged on the gate lock. 
“Did you forget your key?” I asked. She spun on one heel, 
obviously startled. The dog stood, letting me know that it had her 
mistress’s back just in case. 
“Do you live here?” She gave me a wary look. 
“Uh-huh, third floor.” I pointed just in case she didn’t 
understand. 
“My key must not work,” she said with a shrug. “It goes in, 
but the lock won’t turn.” 
“It gets sticky sometimes after it rains or if it’s particularly 
humid. Mind if I give it a try?” 
She stepped back out of the way, and I jiggled the key until the 
lock released. I handed her key back to her. “When I see Kevin, 
I’ll ask him to oil it again. That helps a lot.” 
“Kevin is your husband?” She ushered her dog through the gate. 
“I’m not married,” I managed with an awkward smile. 
“Kevin takes care of the building since the Healys don’t live on 
the premises. He lives here on the first floor if you ever need 
anything.” 
“That’s right, Mrs. Healy did tell me about him when I moved 
in. Everything’s been a blur this week. I’m Hailey Morgan by the 
way. I just moved in.” 
“It’s nice to meet you. I’m Shannon.” 
“It’s a pleasure to meet you, as well.” 
And this is where it gets difficult for me. If I’m talking about 
a sticky lock, I’m fine, but beyond the topic at hand, I get tongue-
tied. The more it became apparent that I was expected to talk, my 
mind went blank, and I just stood there like a dolt. 
Her dog tilted her head, and for a second, I thought I could 
read her mind. Speak, moron. 
“Well, thank you for letting me in.” Hailey turned and walked 
away. 
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I pretended to find something interesting in the courtyard 
so I wouldn’t have to walk into the building with her. After the 
door closed behind her, I dropped onto a bench and berated 
myself. The night had been a complete disaster, and I topped it 
off by humiliating myself in front of a woman who I’d no doubt 
encounter again. 
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Chapter 2
The birth of Pitifully Ugly. 
Perhaps it was unwise to build my online dating profile in the 
Rainbow Room after consuming half a bottle of cabernet, but it 
gave me the courage to hit the enter button. 
Mid-thirties…well, maybe a little north of that, still single, 
house broken but rabid. If you’re looking for something different, 
then I’m your girl. Write me if you dare…
I chose a picture taken by my mother when I was six and had 
cut my own hair. Mom had done her best to minimize the damage, 
but no amount of doctoring could help the freckle-faced kid with 
fire engine red hair. She’d taken what was left of my hair and put 
it in two dog ears that stuck straight up on either side of my head. 
My smile was huge, showing off the gap between my teeth. 
My hair fortunately grew back out and turned a deep auburn 
as I grew older. Braces had erased the Brycen gap in my front 
teeth. The freckles that I detested had all but faded away, and 
even still, I saw myself as the ragged imp in that picture. Pitifully 
Ugly was the perfect user name. 
After I’d sent my profile off to the local lesbian cyber 
matchmaker, I went to bed. The chips would fall where they may, 
but I seriously doubted that my cynical approach would yield 
even one chip for me. 
The next morning, I showered and took a good long look at 
myself in the mirror. Things had to change. I needed to lose weight 
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and do something about my hair. I made a promise to myself that 
I’d make an appointment at one of the competing salons. I wanted 
to keep my transformation private for as long as I could. I think 
Kalen’s sister intuition must have kicked in because she called me 
the minute after I’d made up my mind. 
“Morning, baby sis, wanna meet me for lunch?” she chirped 
as only a morning person could. 
“I haven’t even eaten breakfast yet.” 
“Right,” she countered sarcastically. “But you will be hungry 
again by noon.” 
I looked out my window at the dreary day. “I have a ton of 
work to do, and I don’t feel like going out today. Besides, I’m still 
pissed at you.” 
I could hear the barely restrained laughter in Kalen’s voice as 
she replied, “Suit yourself, but you won’t see me for two weeks. 
Remember? We leave for the Caribbean tomorrow.” 
I’d forgotten that she and her husband, Todd, were taking a 
cruise. I’d be responsible for taking care of the salons that we 
owned together by myself. My mood soured even more. 
“I know, you need time to get your nerve up for the next two 
weeks.” She let me off the hook before I had to say more. “All the 
managers are fully capable of handling things. You’ll just have 
to check in every now and then and take care of any calamities 
that may arise. When I get back, you can totally retreat back into 
your cave.” 
“Thank you. Give my love to Toad.” 
“I will, and I’ll check in every now and then, I promise. Love 
you.”“Love you too.” 
I hated it when Kalen took trips. Of course, I missed her, but 
I despised having to deal with the daily operations of the salons. 
We had the perfect setup. Kalen hated my job, and I hated hers. 
For breakfast, I had a banana and a piece of raisin toast, my 
first step in losing my extra ten unwanted pounds. Afterward, 
I fired up the treadmill and walked until I was afraid that I’d 
pass out. That concluded my exercise for the day even if it only 
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lasted ten minutes. And for two weeks, I would not be having a 
noontime pig fest with my twig of a sister. It was the perfect time 
to begin my new diet. 
After a shower, I sat at my desk with the intent of tackling a 
backlog of work, but I made the mistake of peeking at my Rainbow 
Room messages. I had five. Two said they were “voluptuous” 
women looking for a good time. I deleted those. The next two 
kind of scared me. They admitted to being rabid, too. Number 
five intrigued me. 
I doubt that you’re ugly. I think your pic is real y kind of cute, 
so I wonder why you didn’t post a current photo. As for being 
rabid, I’d suggest a visit to the hospital…immediately. I’m new to 
New Orleans, and I’d like to just chat with someone who has a 
sense of humor, and you obviously do. 
Newbie
My common sense told me that this could very well be a man 
cruising a lesbian dating site, but I just didn’t get that vibe. 
Dear Newbie, 
Welcome to New Orleans. The rabies is under control. I’ve 
even stopped foaming at the mouth. I may be inclined to show you 
a current picture, but I think we need to chat a bit more. So where 
are you from and how’d you end up here? 
P.U. 
Who knew that chatting would be so easy? Safe behind my 
computer screen, I felt empowered. I realized that I didn’t have 
to suffer the awkward silence or struggle to make conversation. I 
was almost giddy. Why hadn’t I tried this before? 
I decided to take a peek at Newbie’s profile. There was no 
picture, but her page was somewhat informative. 
Smoker: No. 
Likes: Dogs, classical music, and rock and roll, depending on 
mood. 
Exercise: Hate it, but I enjoy tennis and long walks. 
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Sports: Watching them yes, playing them no. Refer to answer 
above for the exception. 
Favorite food: Food. 
What are you looking for in a partner: I have no idea. 
Newbie had answered much the same way I would have if I’d 
have bothered to fill out the questionnaire. 
It was after two when I realized that I’d been working without 
a break. I made myself a salad for lunch and took a good hard 
look at the treadmill. That’s as far as it went. I wasn’t getting 
on that death trap again until the next day, so I signed into the 
Rainbow Room and found two new messages waiting. 
Hey, Pitifully Ugly, 
I’m ugly, too. Let’s hook up. 
Sinful
Delete. 
Hi, P.U., 
I’m originally from Atlanta, but I transferred here for work. 
I’m glad to hear that the foaming issue has been resolved. I 
understand about not wanting to share your picture with a total 
stranger, so we’ll shelve that idea until we get to know each other 
better. 
Is this your first time on a matchmaking site? It is for me. I’ve 
always been leery of these things, but since I don’t know anyone 
here, I thought it might be a good place to make a friend or two. 
Are you from New Orleans? What’s your favorite thing about 
living here? 
Newbie
It was like fishing. I’d cast my line, and someone was taking 
a nibble. Now I just had to decide if I should reel her in…and then 
what would I do with her? 
1
Pitifully Ugly
Hi, Newbie, 
I’ve lived in N.O. all my life. My favorite thing about the city 
is the food, which is not really a good thing because I’m on a diet. 
And now, I’m thinking about food. There’s a great place near the 
French Market cal ed Fiorel a’s. If you ever go there, I’d suggest 
the fried chicken. You have to wait a while for it because they fry 
it when you order. This bird doesn’t sit under a heat lamp all day. 
Okay, I have to get off the topic of food. 
Believe it or not, this is my first go-round on a social 
networking site. Like you, I thought it would be a good place to 
meet people. Some of the messages I’ve been getting are a little 
creepy, so thank you for being so down to earth. Okay, your turn. 
What places have you visited since moving here? 
P.U. 
There was no response from Newbie by five o’clock when I 
knocked off for the day. Even still, I was happy that things seemed 
to be going well. I didn’t have any preconceived notions that I’d 
met the love of my life, but I had made a friend. 
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Chapter 3
Operation Makeover. 
Monday arrived without any word from Newbie. I can’t deny 
that I felt a little discouraged. Then again, not everyone sat in 
front of the computer all day like I did. 
Normally, hair salons are not open on Monday since they stay 
open on Saturdays. We hired enough staff to rotate and began 
doing business on that dreaded day of the week. A few salons did 
the same when we garnered a few of their clients. This did not 
make the Brycen sisters popular with our competitors, so when I 
called for an appointment, I gave a false last name. 
Shannon Fiorella lucked out on a cancellation and was getting 
a new “do” at ten. I put my hair up in a ponytail, threw on a pair 
of sweatpants and a hoodie, and was out the door. 
“Going for a run?” 
The voice stopped me in my tracks. I turned and found Hailey 
looking at me expectantly. Dog in tow, she was dressed much like 
I was. 
“I…don’t run. I mean, I exercise. I just don’t run.” I rubbed 
the back of my neck, feeling like an idiot. “Are you going to… 
run?”She looked down at herself and laughed. “I don’t run, either, 
though I’m dressed for it. I’m taking Fuzzy for a walk.” 
“So that’s her name—Fuzzy?” The dog cocked her head to 
the side and looked at me as if to say, You real y are an idiot, 
aren’t you? 
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Hailey reached down and scratched the dog behind the ears. 
“She was so fluffy when she was a puppy, it was like holding a 
fuzzy teddy bear, and the name just fit.” 
“Dogs are nice,” I blurted out. I could feel the blood rushing 
to my face. I looked at my bare arm as if I were wearing a watch. 
“I’m late, I have an appointment.” Hailey looked stunned as I 
turned and sprinted out the door. For someone who didn’t run, I 
jogged half a block. 
“So what are we doing today?” My flamboyant hairdresser 
named Marvin asked as he ran his fingers through my tangled 
mane. His hair was exactly the same color as mine as a child and 
styled in a faux Mohawk. I watched as his shocking red painted 
fingernails weaved in and out of my tresses, and I realized that I 
had no idea what I wanted to do with it. 
“Do you have any suggestions?” 
“Do I have suggestions? Oh, honey, you picked the right girl.” 
He stood back and looked long and hard at my face in the mirror. 
“I wouldn’t go too short. I’m thinking maybe something shoulder 
length.” With both hands on his hips, he circled me and let out 
what sounded like a devilish laugh. “Oh, honey, I can make you 
sexy.” 
Sexy? I liked the sound of that. “Okay, I’m trusting you.” 
He half dragged me over to the sinks and pushed me down 
in one of the chairs. “I love the color. We won’t do anything with 
that. I’m going to put in lots of layers, make it wispy around your 
face. Are you okay with bangs?” 
“As long as they’re not too short.” A flashback of my childhood 
wafted through my brain. 
“Your boyfriend isn’t going to be able to keep his hands off of 
you,” Marvin said as he wet my hair. 
“I’m gay.” It was out of my mouth before I could stop it. 
“Me too! Like it’s not obvious, please. Your girlfriend won’t 
be able to keep her hands to herself.” 
“That would be great if I had one.” I was immediately 
embarrassed at how pathetic I sounded. 
“You won’t be single for long,” he said with a sweet smile. 
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I hoped that was true. 
“You do realize, though, that you’re supposed to have two 
eyebrows?” Marvin said with a wink. “I can take care of that for 
you right here.” 
“You mean wax them?” I asked. The pain of plucking them 
always made me cry. Kalen had harped on me endlessly to have 
them waxed, but I had visions of my eyelids being yanked off. 
“I’ll rub on a little numbing cream first. You’ll feel a slight 
sting. Trust me, honey, it’s worth it.” Marvin ran his fingertips 
over his sculpted brows. “I swear mine would look like two 
handlebar mustaches if I didn’t have them done.” 
“Okay,” I murmured as I slinked down farther in the chair. 
Marvin hummed a tune as he smeared my brows with the 
numbing cream. I closed my eyes, trying to find my happy place 
as he wiped it off, then applied the wax. To my credit, I only 
whimpered when he jerked the hair out by the roots. He massaged 
something else into my brows, then laid a gel pack over my 
eyes. “Just relax and I’ll have you ready for the magic chair in a 
minute.” 
After my hair was washed and my scalp was massaged, he 
sat me in his “magic chair” and went to work. When I saw the 
first four-inch lock hit the ground, I closed my eyes, entrusting 
my hair to Marvin. I didn’t open them again until he’d dried his 
masterpiece. I was speechless. I didn’t know who the stunned 
woman was who stared back at me in the mirror. When I finally 
looked back up at Marvin, he was grinning from ear to ear, and 
I was, too. 
“Your hair is so easy to work with that you won’t have any 
problem replicating this look. When it’s wet, use a little styling 
gel and blow dry while ruffling it with your fingers,” Marvin said 
with a clap of his hands. 
“That’s a hot look,” another stylist said as she came to stand 
next to Marvin. “Looks like you just had sex. I love how wispy it 
is around your face.” 
I blushed at her comments. 
“She’s single.” Marvin gave his colleague a playful nudge. 
A sculpted eyebrow rose beneath dark bangs. “So am I.” She 
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plucked a card from the station next to Marvin’s and handed it to 
me. “Give me a call. I’d love to take you out sometime.” 
I nodded dumbly and grinned back up at Marvin. He was 
getting a big tip. 
I was about to walk out the door after my bill was paid when 
Marvin said softly, “Come back and see me, Ms. Brycen.” 
I whirled on one heel, wondering how he knew who I was. I’d 
paid in cash. He smiled back at me. “Yes, I know who you are. I 
interviewed at one of your salons. You obviously don’t remember 
me.”When we opened the first two salons, I sat in on a few of the 
interviews, but it was Kalen who ultimately did the hiring. I hated 
the process, and it was all one maddening blur. I always felt sorry 
for the nervous interviewee that I wanted to hire them all. That’s 
when Kalen took over alone. 
“Forgive me. I’m afraid you’re right. I don’t remember you.” 
He frowned slightly. “I kind of thought you were head hunting 
so to speak.” 
“Are you unhappy here?” I asked softly. 
He looked over his shoulder, then back at me. “I’ve just always 
wanted to work at one of your salons. You have a magnificent 
reputation.” 
I liked Marvin, and what he did with my hair was amazing. 
“My sister is out of town for two weeks, but when she gets back, 
I’ll talk it over with her. I have your card, so I’ll give you a call.” 
He hugged me and planted a kiss on my cheek before I knew 
what was happening. Then he shrank back. “Oh, too forward,” he 
said as he covered his face with his hands. 
I couldn’t help but laugh. “I’ll call you one way or another.” 
I actually had a spring in my step as I walked home. Maybe it 
was the new diet or what felt like pounds of hair that had been cut 
away, but I felt lighter. I was nearly skipping into the courtyard 
when I passed Hailey sitting on a bench. 
“Whoa,” she said with a look of surprise. “I almost didn’t 
recognize you.” 
I was immediately self-conscious. “Is that bad?” 
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“No.” Hailey shook her head. “Amazing…your hair…it looks 
fantastic.” 
I ducked my head, embarrassed by her appraisal. “Well, 
thanks.” 
“You’re welcome. Who’s your stylist?” 
“His name is Marvin. He’s moving to a salon on Canal Street 
in two weeks. When he gets new cards made up, I’ll give you 
one.”“Please do,” Hailey said with a smile. 
One thing was for sure, Marvin was about to have a new job, 
whether Kalen agreed or not. 
It was my day. I had a new look and a bunch of messages in 
my inbox. I scanned them all until I found Newbie. 
Hi, P.U., 
I haven’t visited many places yet, but I did go to Fiorella’s on 
your suggestion, and you’re right. The chicken was delicious! I 
won’t be able to go there often, or I’ll do damage to my waistline. 
I’m falling in love with this city. All the old architecture is 
beautiful. And the people I’ve encountered have been friendly. 
Atlanta is much colder in the winter, but I find the wind 
blowing off the river to be bone chil ing. I imagine that the 
summers here are much like they are back home, muggy and hot. 
That’s fine by me. I’m cold-natured. 
Oh, I found a place in the Quarter that makes a mean 
chocolate cheesecake. I’ll have to avoid it in the future, too. 
As you mentioned earlier, I’ve been getting a few creepy e-
mails, too. I’m glad you’re normal…even if you’re kind of rabid. 
So have you been brave enough to go out with any of the people 
you’ve met here? 
Newbie
I read her e-mail a couple of times, actually a dozen. If she 
found the wind coming off the river bone chilling and she’d been 
in the Quarter, then she had been in my neighborhood. And she’d 
gone to Fiorella’s. I wondered if we’d passed each other on the 
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street. Even though she would never figure out where I lived, I was 
still apprehensive to reveal that she’d been close to my apartment. 
I wondered if she happened to live close by. 
Hi, Newbie, 
So you tried out Fiorella’s. Good for you. There are so many 
places here to eat good food. You should try Maspero’s next. 
They’re near the Quarter, too. Anything on the menu is good. 
You’re right about our summers. They are hot and muggy 
and sometimes downright oppressive. I don’t care for the cold, 
either, but I miss it when the heat feels like it’s going to melt my 
hair off. 
I haven’t been brave enough to take up any offers yet. I did 
get a haircut today, and one of the stylists gave me her card. I 
don’t have any plans to call her, but it was nice to be noticed. 
How about you? Gone on any dates yet? 
Was she flirting with me? What if she asked me to meet her 
in person? That was a sobering thought. I liked the mystique of 
not knowing who she was, and although it might be nice to meet 
her one day, the thought made me nervous. 
One thing was for sure. Things were looking up, and I had a 
glimmer of prospects. I couldn’t date a stylist from another salon. 
Kalen would kill me for one thing, and it would be a conflict in 
my opinion. Oh, but it was a sweet moment when she handed me 
her card. 
I didn’t hear from Newbie again that night nor the next day. 
Unlike the last time, I didn’t get disappointed. I knew she would 
eventually respond. 
As luck would have it, there was a problem at the store on 
Canal Street. The manager, Blitz, as she liked to call herself, was 
caught in the crossfire between two stylists. Tension had been 
brewing between the two for a while over a guy they were both 
dating. The two had almost come to blows in the back of a packed 
salon, and I’d been called for backup. 
Blitz was red-faced when I arrived and apologetic for having 
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to call me in. Kalen had left strict instructions that if there were 
any more problems, they’d both have to be let go, and this was a 
problem. My stomach was in knots. I’d never had to fire anyone, 
and I wasn’t looking forward to it. 
I followed Blitz to the back office where she filled me in 
on what happened. They’d both made a huge scene in front of 
customers. First trading insults that quickly led to a face-to-face 
screaming match and some shoving. 
“I’ve talked to them both on three separate occasions.” Blitz 
pushed the documentation across the desk at me. “They both 
signed the warnings. They know better than to pull this shit.” 
“I have a guy in mind as one of the replacements, but he’ll 
have to give notice to his employer. We won’t have him for two 
weeks. Do you think you can cover two slots for that long?” 
“I’ve been anticipating this,” Blitz said wearily. “Everybody 
knows they’re on the chopping block, and a few have already 
volunteered to fill the gap. Plus, Carol at the Rampart location 
said she can spare at least one of her staff to help cover.” 
I looked down at the warnings in front of me. Blitz had 
detailed each incident and the probable outcome if the problems 
continued. She’d done a good job of handling the situation, and 
I knew that I couldn’t let her or the other employees down by 
allowing the two troublemakers to remain. 
“Okay, please bring them in.” I sounded a lot calmer than I 
felt.Minutes later, Patrice and Kelly were sitting across from 
me, and Blitz stood in the corner with her arms folded across her 
chest. 
Patrice, the bolder of the two, went on the offensive before 
I ever spoke. “I know why you called us back here, and I think 
it’s unfair.” She jerked a finger in Kelly’s direction. “She’s been 
harassing me, and I’m not taking any of her bullshit anymore.” 
“Have you filed a harassment claim with Blitz?” 
“Harassing you?” Kelly interrupted. “You’re the one who 
sends me threatening text messages all the time.” 
I held up a hand. “Stop. I asked a question, Patrice. Did you 
file a harassment claim with Blitz?” 
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“No.” 
“You’ve both been warned three times that bringing this 
issue to work was unacceptable, and now you’ve made a scene in 
front of customers. Your employment here is terminated effective 
today. You’ll both leave through the back entrance after Blitz 
collects your things.” 
Patrice’s face turned blood red, but before she could open her 
mouth, I went on. “If you cause another commotion in this salon, 
I’ll have you escorted out by the New Orleans Police Department. 
Are we clear?” I’d heard Kalen use that line, and I hoped that I 
sounded as tough as she did, even though my knees were banging 
together under the desk. 
Both women got up without another word, and fortunately, 
Blitz was one step ahead. She’d already had a couple of the stylists 
box up Patrice and Kelly’s workstations while we talked. 
“Were you really going to call the police on them?” Blitz 
asked when we were alone again. 
“I was hoping that scared them, but if they caused enough of 
a ruckus, I might’ve.” 
Blitz and I sank down into the office chairs and sighed with 
relief. Blitz let lose a tiny chuckle. “They both drew down on each 
other with cans of hair spray. It was beginning to look like an 
Old West shootout. All this was over a smooth-talking punk that 
probably didn’t give a rat’s ass for either of them.” 
“At least they didn’t pull scissors.” I rested my head on the 
back of the chair and looked over at Blitz. “I’m glad it’s over. Kalen 
said they were beginning to affect morale among the staff.” 
Blitz nodded, then looked at me wide-eyed. “You look great. 
When did you get it cut?” She pointed at my head, and for a 
minute, I’d forgotten my new look. 
“The guy I’m about to hire did it. I think he’s gonna fit in 
great here.” So much for keeping my changes quiet. 
“Oh, I forgot to tell you, I apologized to the customers that 
witnessed the fight and gave them all a discount on their next 
visit.” 
“Marion Caznyk, you handled this perfectly. I’m proud of 
you.” 
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She shot me a look. “If you’re proud of me, call me Blitz.” 
“It’s a deal, Blitzen. Now I have to get back home and get to 
work. First on the agenda is to give Marvin a call and get the ball 
rolling.” 
Blitz went back to her duties, leaving me alone to wander. 
Before I took the long walk home, I strolled through the salon 
and chatted with a few of the staff. Of the four salons, the Canal 
Street location was the largest, complete with six tanning beds, 
eight stylists, and four massage therapists. Things had changed 
a lot from the day when my mom first put out her shingle as a 
beautician in the sixties. 
I applauded my decision to walk the two and a half miles 
back to my apartment. I could’ve driven, but for a January day, it 
wasn’t all that cold. I’d used the walk to the salon to build up my 
courage; it sure beat getting back on the treadmill. 
I smiled at the strides I’d made in one day. I’d gotten a new 
haircut and found a new employee. Though the situation was 
thrust upon me, I’d handled a tense situation without throwing 
up. Yes, Pitifully Ugly was making headway. 
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Chapter 4
Play with your own toys. 
When I arrived back at the apartment, Hailey and Fuzzy were 
on their way out again. Maybe my confidence was bolstered by 
the day’s events, but I actually looked forward to attempting small 
talk. “Hi,” I said with a smile as they descended the steps. 
“Um, hey,” Hailey said with something akin to a smile. Her 
brow wrinkled as she looked at my hair again. “We’re just heading 
out. I promised Fuzzy chicken on a stick.” 
She seemed sort of nervous and was edging past me. “Okay, 
enjoy then.” 
She nodded and headed briskly toward the gate. “Good to see 
you,” she called over her shoulder. 
The past two times we ran into each other, she seemed like 
she wanted to talk, and I was the one running away. Maybe that’s 
what she expected of me. Then again, maybe she was just really 
hungry. 
When I got into my apartment, I booted up my computer, 
hoping that Newbie had written. While I waited, I gave Marvin 
a call. 
“Oh, my God! Are you kidding me? Canal Street?” he 
whispered excitedly into the phone. “I’ll give my notice today 
before I leave. Oh, Ms. Brycen, you won’t be disappointed. I’ll do 
right by you. Thank you so much.” 
“It’s Shannon, please, and you’re welcome.” 
As I laid out the salary and benefits, I logged into my account 
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with the Rainbow Room and was disappointed to see that there 
were no new messages from Newbie. Perhaps that was why I did 
what I did next. 
Marvin explained that he was going to meet a few people for 
drinks later at a bar that was only two blocks from my place. “Oh, 
come on, please. My friends are stylists, too, but I won’t tell them 
who you are.” 
I accepted his invitation, but as I ended the call, I pondered 
my sanity. Kalen would not be pleased that I would be “getting 
too familiar” with a future staff member. I reasoned that it was 
only a couple of drinks. It was a work thing, really. Besides, I was 
feeling a bit spunky. 
I arrived at the bar promptly at seven and was greeted by 
Marvin, who was flat out giddy. He took me by the hand and 
introduced me to two of his friends who I assumed were a couple. 
“Ike and Ben, meet my new friend, Shannon.” 
“Pleasure to meet you, Shannon.” Ike pulled out a chair 
for me. “Marvin’s been all a-twitter about meeting you. He’s a 
matchmaker, you know.” 
I shook Ike and Ben’s hands and felt like a celebrity. They 
fawned over my hair and argued about who would look best in my 
jacket. My vote went to Ben. The soft brown suede leather looked 
good with his dark eyes and hair when he tried it on. 
“Frankly, I think the blazer looks better on her.” 
I turned and looked into the dark eyes of the stylist who had 
given me her card at the salon. I smiled back up at her, trying to 
remember her name. 
“Alicia, join us,” Marvin pulled another chair from the 
adjoining table and shoved it close to mine. “She has a boot 
fetish.” Marvin gave me a nudge. “I’ll bet before the night is over, 
she’ll be trying to get yours off your feet.” 
I hid my blush by looking down at the black leather boots 
that Alicia was wearing. “Those are nice,” I managed to say. Her 
proximity made me nervous, and she seemed to sense it. On some 
level, I think that pleased her. 
“What are you drinking?” she asked as her gaze met mine. 
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There was a hunger there, and I didn’t think it had anything to do 
with my boots. 
“Another round of cosmos,” Marvin called out. 
“Thank you, but that one will have to be my last,” I said to 
jeers. “I have to work tomorrow. I assume y’all do, too.” All four 
of them shook their heads. 
Three drinks later, I was as giddy as Marvin. The more Alicia 
pressed closer, the more I drank. I couldn’t deny that a part of me 
was enjoying the attention. 
“Do you like to dance?” she asked against my ear. 
“I do, but gravity is a bitch right now.” 
“Come on, it’s a slow song. I’ll hold you up.” 
I let her take my hand and lead me to the dance floor. She 
pulled me snugly against her, and the warmth of her body pressed 
close to mine made me shiver. 
“I don’t think you’re as bad off as you claim to be. You’re 
moving pretty well,” Alicia said. 
“I just don’t like falling on my face.” 
She laughed, and I felt it down to my toes. “Do you do that 
often?” 
“No, but I don’t want to start tonight.” 
Alicia’s lips moved from my cheek to my mouth, and she 
kissed me, nibbling on my lip as she did. “I can think of better 
things to do with this evening.” 
And this is where my brain and body went to war. 
You don’t know this woman, my brain said loudly. I stepped 
back a little. 
Well, we could get to know her if you’d shut up, the lower half 
of my body countered. 
Kalen is going to have a fit, my brain said. 
We are well north of twenty-one, and we don’t need Kalen’s 
blessing. 
I was inclined to agree with the lower region. 
Well, hell, do it. I’m pickled anyway. Brain was on board. 
“Marvin and the boys are on the dance floor. They’ll never 
see us leave,” Alicia whispered against my ear. 
Apparently, my body was speaking directly to hers, so I didn’t 
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try to intervene. I nodded, and we were on the way out the door 
before I could blink. 
“My place is a few blocks over,” Alicia said as the cold air hit 
me full in the face. I sobered slightly but found myself nodding. 
With my hand clutched in hers, we walked briskly toward her 
place. Even though my brain was impaired, it did its job and tried 
one last time to dissuade me, but when we walked through her 
front door and she shoved me against it, I didn’t listen to anything 
else but the sound of Alicia’s breathing. 
“Where’s your bedroom?” I asked as I pushed her away from 
me. She gave me a toothy grin and tugged me down the hall. 
I’m shy and introverted. Conversation is difficult, and this 
was my first one-night stand. Maybe it was the alcohol, then 
again, maybe it was just wanton desire. Probably both, but my 
body didn’t have any problem doing the talking. 
I pushed her down onto the bed and pulled off my jacket. She 
smiled seductively back at me as she pulled off her boots. I helped 
pull off her pants, then removed her shirt and bra. I shoved her 
hands away when she reached for my clothes. 
“You like being in control?” she asked. 
I nodded as she pulled off my boots. 
She rolled over onto her hands and knees and reached into 
a drawer at her bedside, giving me a great view of her backside. 
“Think you can handle being in control of this?” Alicia held up 
a harness. 
I’d had some experience with a strap-on, but it wasn’t 
pleasant. We never could get it tight enough, and the base of the 
dildo shifted, causing a painful sensation when it hit all the wrong 
spots. But I was willing to take one for the team. 
After I stripped off the rest of my clothes, Alicia pulled me 
by the hips until I was standing directly in front of her. I watched 
as she strapped me into the contraption expertly. It fit tight and 
didn’t slide when she gave it a tug. 
“You’re really going to enjoy this.” Alicia pushed the button 
on the first of two well-positioned bullet vibrators. My right leg 
shot out like I was being electrocuted. 
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“Shit,” I blurted out. I’d not spoken a word since we’d entered 
her bedroom, and that was all I could mutter when the vibration 
met with the most sensitive part of my body. 
Romantic and very smooth, my brain said in disapproval. 
“Fuck me now,” Alicia demanded. 
I was willing to oblige but not on her command. I went at 
her mouth hungrily, and she ground against me, trying to come 
in contact with the dildo. Her nails raked up my back as I moved 
lower and took a nipple into my mouth. 
“Don’t be gentle,” Alicia said between clenched teeth, and I 
bit the tender skin as hard as I dared. 
Alicia grabbed a fistful of my hair and pulled me up to her 
lips. She sucked my tongue as she writhed beneath me, then said 
against my open mouth, “Don’t fucking tease me, fuck me now.” I 
did as she asked. She was incredibly wet as I guided the tip of the 
dildo into her opening, then let her take it the rest of the way. 
I felt her heels digging into my ass cheeks, urging me deeper 
and faster. The bullets felt like they were vibrating the entire 
harness. The sensation was so intense, I thought I was going to 
explode like a teenager. We were sweating and making noises 
that I was sure they could hear over the music at the bar. And then 
another face appeared in my peripheral vision. 
“What the fuck are you doing?” 
I froze. The vibration of the harness being pressed so tightly 
against me robbed me of the breath I needed to scream. 
“What does it look like, Ann?” Alicia said angrily. 
“With my harness? The one you bought me for my 
birthday?” 
I rolled away from the stranger, and Alicia slipped from 
beneath me. She rose up and stood toe to toe with Ann, and they 
began screaming in each other’s faces. 
I struggled to get the harness off, but my hands were shaking 
so badly, I couldn’t unclip the damn thing. Ann walked toward 
me and stuck a finger in my face. “Get the fuck out of here.” 
“I’m trying,” I said like a fool. I grabbed my pants and the rest 
of my clothes off the floor and vibrated down the hall when the 
two resumed yelling. The harness wouldn’t budge, and I knew at 
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any minute Ann whoever she was would be coming down the hall 
to pitch me to the curb. 
I pulled my pants on over the diabolical sex toy, but there was 
no way I was going to be able to zip them for two reasons. First, 
the dildo was too big. Second, the damn thing was vibrating so 
much I couldn’t control my hands. Putting my boots on nearly 
killed me. 
I half ran down the street, holding my blazer in front of me 
to hide the party going on in my pants. My teeth were chattering 
not from the cold, but from stark terror and two bullets that must 
have had fresh batteries. I cursed the Energizer Bunny under my 
breath. Each step I took pressed the vibrators harder against me. 
I stumbled several times when one of them hit just the right spot, 
causing me to lose control of my right leg. The sensation had gone 
from moderately pleasurable to agonizingly unbearable. 
I nearly cried tears of relief when I found the lock to the 
courtyard undone. Fishing out my keys was not going to happen. 
I was on my way up the steps when the door opened, and Fuzzy 
seemed to smile down at me. “Hold the door please,” I said 
between clenched teeth. 
“Are you okay?” Hailey asked with concern. 
“Yes.” My voice came out in a squeak. 
Hailey must have been stunned by my appearance because 
she stood blocking the door while I tried to maneuver around her. 
“Are you vibrating?” she asked. 
“My phone, gotta go,” I said in a voice two octaves higher 
than normal. 
I dropped my jacket in the hall, but I couldn’t stand the thought 
of bending over for it. I hoped whoever found it would look good 
wearing it. I stood breathing heavily in the elevator. The ride up 
seemed excruciatingly slow. No amount of wiggling or shifting 
could make enough space between me and the harness. After a 
violent wrestling match at my door, I managed to get my hands 
on my keys and ran through the living room screaming like I was 
on fire. I hobbled into the kitchen, yanked my pants down, and 
cut myself free with a kitchen knife. I was still lying on the floor 
sobbing with relief when I heard a soft knock. 
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“Just a minute.” I danced around, kicking off my pants, and 
grabbed a robe from my bedroom. I opened the door just a crack 
and peered out at Hailey. She held up my jacket. 
“You…um…left this laying in the hallway,” she said as she 
handed it to me. “Are you sure you’re okay?” 
“I am now, thank you.” 
“Okay, well, good night,” she said with a smile. 
I watched as she walked away, then closed my door. “Great, 
she probably thinks I wet my pants or worse,” I mumbled as I 
staggered toward the bathroom. 
When I passed the kitchen, the harness was still vibrating on 
the floor like it had a life of its own. I stomped it a few times just 
for the pleasure of it before I found the buttons and switched them 
off. I barely had the strength to toss the hateful contraption into 
the trash can. “Happy fucking birthday, Ann,” I said as I limped 
away. 
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Chapter 5
Try, try again. 
I woke up the next morning and realized it was nearly noon. 
After soaking my sore girl bits in the bath for an hour, I gingerly 
sat at my computer. Newbie had finally responded the night before 
when I was out getting hammered in more ways than one. 
Hi, P.U., 
I’ve been enjoying the New Orleans flavor a little too much. 
I’m gonna have to go back to eating nuts and berries if I keep this 
up. So I was wondering, what do you do for entertainment? Do 
you have any recommendations? 
Newbie
I wanted to write back and say stay away from cosmopolitans 
and cheating hairdressers, but that was a topic that I wanted to 
fade into oblivion. I’m not sure what got into me, but I decided to 
take a chance…
Hi, Newbie, 
I’m not really a barhopper, so I can’t give you much advice in 
that area, but if you’d like to maybe see some of the sites around 
town, I would be happy to show you around. 
P.U. 
I had a few new messages, but I decided that work needed to 
come first, so I put my head down and got to it. I paid invoices 
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and reconciled two store accounts that kept me until five. I made 
myself a salad and took a seat at my computer. My heart skipped 
a beat when I noticed a new message from Newbie. 
Hi, P.U., 
I really would like to get to know you better, so please don’t 
take this the wrong way. I’m not ready to meet anyone in person 
yet. I’m still getting comfortable with my surroundings. I hope 
you understand. 
Newbie
My beat-skipping heart sank. I’d never met this woman, and 
our messages were really only small talk, but I felt down in my 
bones that this woman might be worth getting to know. She didn’t 
shut me out completely, but it was a rejection nonetheless. I didn’t 
respond. 
Instead, I took another long bath after eating half my salad. I 
was in bed by eight and asleep almost immediately. 
I got up the next morning, took a shower, and was nursing a 
cup of coffee when the phone rang. 
“Good morning, sis,” Kalen chirped happily. “How are 
things?” 
“Things are fine.” I decided to save the happenings at the 
Canal Street salon for when she got back. No need to trouble her 
with crap while she was sailing the ocean blue. “Are you and 
Toad having a good time?” 
“I sure am, but Todd is in our room nursing a hangover. I have 
video of him doing the robot last night on the dance floor. It was 
awful. He’s gonna be so embarrassed when he sees it. I can’t wait 
for him to wake up.” 
“I’m looking forward to seeing that myself,” I said with a 
grin. Todd was the most reserved stick in the mud I’d ever seen. 
He must have been trashed. 
“I think we need to send Mom and Dad on a cruise for 
their anniversary next year,” Kalen said around a mouthful of 
something that was no doubt delicious and fattening. 
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“They live in the Keys. Why would they want to go on a 
cruise?” 
“Well, it doesn’t have to be in the Caribbean. We could send 
them on one that goes to Alaska.” 
“I’m game if you think we can get Dad off the golf course 
long enough to go. Mom will be equally as difficult. She doesn’t 
do the cold.” 
“Let me work on Mom. She’ll love it if she’d give it a 
chance.” 
I was glad that we were on the topic of Mom and Dad that 
kept her from pressing me about work and badgering me about 
my lack of a life. 
“Okay, honey, I’m gonna run now. This call is costing us a 
pretty penny. Love you.” 
“Love you, too, sis.” 
On my list of personal things to do, I wanted to have gone on 
a date while she was away, so I could show her that I was capable 
of finding my own girlfriend. Sadly, I realized that it had always 
been that way with us. She was always trying to take care of me, 
and I was always trying to show I could do it on my own. 
Kalen was the consummate planner for everyone. She was 
the one who convinced our parents to retire and move to Florida. 
Todd was her high school sweetheart, and she mapped out his 
college education, then steered him to a premier architectural 
firm. I think she dressed him each day for work. The one thing 
she never had success with was my love life, though she tried her 
hardest. 
I booted my computer and took a look at my new messages. 
I weeded out most of them, but there was one that appeared 
promising. 
Hel o, Pitifully Ugly, 
All the profiles on here seem to be the same, but I have to say 
your personal note is a standout. I LOVE the picture. 
If you’re real y a woman, and you’d like to chat, I would be 
very interested in hearing from you. 
Charity *smiles*
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Okay, sweet Charity, let’s give it a whirl. 
Hi, Charity, 
I am definitely a woman…at least last time I checked. 
I’m so clever. 
Glad you liked my profile. I was at a loss for something to 
say, and the picture, well, it was too easy to pass up. 
Tell me about yourself. 
P.U. 
I dug into the bank reconciliation for the Rampart store that 
took me through lunch. I was proud of myself for having a few 
slices of boneless skinless chicken grilled with a dash of seasoning 
and an apple. Then I checked my messages. 
Hello again, 
About me, okay, here goes. I work at Charity Hospital as 
a pediatric ICU nurse, hence the user name. I’m not much of a 
party girl, but I do enjoy having a few drinks with friends. I love 
being outside, and I spend a lot of time in the garden. I grow all 
my own vegetables. I can’t wait for spring. I love reggae music. It 
reminds me of another favorite place, the beach. I celebrated my 
thirty-seventh birthday in Panama City this past summer. 
I’m looking to make a friend first, and if that develops into 
something more, that’s fine by me. 
Your turn, 
Charity
She had me at vegetables. 
Hi, Charity, 
We’re about the same age, and it sounds like we share some 
common interests. I enjoy the beach and outdoors. I also love 
homegrown veggies. I don’t grow them, but I love to eat them. I 
like the spring and summer the best. 
I’m an accountant for a couple of local businesses, and I 
work from home. I have the luxury of a flexible schedule. On 
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cold weekends, I’m usual y curled up in front of the fire with a 
good book. Old movies are a passion. Anything with Doris Day 
or Deborah Kerr is a winner. I guess they remind me of my 
childhood. I used to sit curled up on the sofa with my mom as a 
kid watching them. 
Okay, your turn. 
P.U. 
Wow, that was really simple. Why didn’t I think like that when 
I was writing my profile? I took it as a positive sign that I might 
be becoming a conversationalist, even if it was on a keyboard. 
I’d been working for an hour when I saw that I had a new 
message from Charity. 
Hi, P.U., 
I loved Deborah Kerr in  The King and I . I’m reluctant to 
admit that I’m a huge Rogers and Hammerstein fan. Does that 
make me gay? <grin> 
I work shift work, and I’m off today and tomorrow. Would 
you like to meet me for coffee? No pressure. 
Charity
Oh, damn. I wasn’t expecting that. I kind of thought it would 
play out slowly like it had with Newbie. I took a deep breath. I 
could do this. We could meet in a public place, and if things didn’t 
work out, we could simply walk away. 
Hi, Charity, 
That sounds good. How about Café Du Monde around 
eleven? I’ll be wearing a green hoodie and jeans. 
P.U. 
Her response was immediate. 
Meet you there. I’ll be wearing a blue peacoat and jeans. I 
look forward to meeting you in person. 
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And just like that, I had a quasi date. I couldn’t focus on work 
any more after our chat. The day was sunny, and I felt like a walk. 
I dressed and headed out. 
“Feeling better?” Hailey was sitting on a bench in the 
courtyard when I walked out. She was bouncing a tennis ball that 
Fuzzy caught in midair. 
The embarrassment of the previous evening had all but faded 
until I saw her. “Yes, much better.” 
Hailey scooted over to one side. “Would you like to sit 
down?” 
I took a seat at the opposite end, and Fuzzy brought me her 
ball. I bounced it, and she caught it and promptly returned it to 
me. “You’ve made a lifelong friend,” Hailey said with a smile. 
“I guess I don’t have to worry about her biting me now.” 
“No, she’d never bite, but she will rub that slimy ball on your 
pants leg if you don’t watch her. Do you have a pet?” 
“Just a stuffed pig that sits on top of my fridge. His name is 
Albert.” 
This earned me a laugh. I was doing well. 
“I suppose that Albert doesn’t shed.” 
It was my turn to laugh. “No, but he does balk when I eat too 
much of his ice cream.” 
“What kind of work do you do? If you don’t mind me asking.” 
Hailey turned in her seat and looked at me. 
“I work from home. I do accounting for a couple of businesses. 
How about you?” 
“I’m a senior sales manager for Manheim Pharmaceuticals, 
and right now, I’m on vacation.” 
“Sounds exciting.” 
Hailey took a turn bouncing Fuzzy’s ball when it was dropped 
in her lap. “Trust me when I say it’s not, but it pays the bills.” 
“So are you happy with your new place?” 
“I really am,” she said with a smile. “I wasn’t sure I’d like 
living so close to the French Quarter, but now I love it. And my 
apartment has a great view of the courtyard.” 
“That’s what I love most about this place.” I looked around at 
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the high red brick walls covered in ivy. It was cozy and well kept. 
The chimenea was kept with burning logs most afternoons. Each 
tenant would add another log to the fire as they came and went. 
“The view or the courtyard?” 
“Both. I think my apartment is directly above yours, so I 
have the same view, and I love coming out here, especially in the 
spring when the flowers are in bloom.” 
Hailey nodded. “I look forward to seeing it in the spring. I 
appreciate being able to walk Fuzzy in the courtyard after dark. 
That’s what I was doing when you came in last night.” 
She kind of looked at me as if she were waiting for me to 
explain what my problem was. I mumbled off, “I kind of had a 
problem with my…zipper.” 
“And you were lit. I could smell the alcohol on your breath a 
few feet away.” She laughed heartily then. “You really shouldn’t 
drink and zip, it’s not safe.” 
I scratched at my chin. “I think I would’ve found that funnier 
when I was drunk.” 
“Oh, stop it. It was corny, but you know you want to laugh.” 
And I did. She made me feel relaxed, and that was big since 
I hardly knew her. 
“Your phone has one hell of a vibrator on it. The change in 
your pocket was rattling.” Hailey began to laugh, then her face 
reddened when she seemed to realize what she’d said. 
My face colored, as well. There was no way I was going to 
admit that I had pants full of bullets going off. 
“Okay, Fuzzy,” Hailey said when the dog began to yip. She 
looked at me apologetically. “It’s dinnertime for her. She keeps a 
tight schedule.” 
“Chicken on a stick again?” 
“Actually, that was for me, but I did share.” Hailey stood. “It 
was a pleasure chatting with you, Shannon.” 
“You too.” 
Our conversation truly had been a pleasure, brief as it was. I 
had to admit that I’d had a good time talking with Marvin and his 
friends the night before, too. I was meeting people on my own. 
Not on the arm of a girlfriend who did all the talking or with 
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Kalen taking the lead. I found it refreshing and a little exciting. 
I was reminded of grade school. As long as Kalen was around, 
I had friends, but when she was out with the chicken pox one time, 
no one talked to me. That was the loneliest week I’d ever had 
then. In a way, I always sort of resented her for being so outgoing 
and forcing me into the background. But the truth of it was I 
never would’ve met anyone if it hadn’t been for her. I was always 
clinging to her and hiding in her charismatic shadow, afraid to 
speak up and make myself known. The really pathetic part of it 
was I’d not only done it as a child, but as an adult, as well. 
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Chapter 6
Not meant to be. 
At ten thirty, I walked into Café Du Monde. Satisfied that 
there was no blue peacoat in sight, I took a table on the patio next 
to one of the heaters. I needed a few minutes to calm my nerves, 
but of course, the café au lait did nothing to ease the jitters. I was 
celebrating the loss of four pounds, and with that, I found the 
resolve to resist the lure of beignets. 
At five till, Charity arrived. I saw her first. Her dark hair 
was cut short in an inverted bob, heavily highlighted. She was 
thin, and that made me a tad self-conscious, even though I was 
wearing a pair of jeans I couldn’t get into a month ago. She had a 
beautiful smile that lit up her face when she noticed my wave. 
“Hello,” she said as she extended her hand. “My real name is 
Stacy.” 
I stood and took her hand. “It’s nice to meet you, I’m 
Shannon.” 
“You’re definitely not pitiful y ugly,” she said as she took a seat. 
“Thank you,” I said, flattered by the compliment. 
“I’m so glad you managed to find a spot near one of the 
heaters. The wind is really chilly out there.” 
“I have on flannel-lined jeans.” Oh, my God, what a dumb 
thing to say. My mind scrambled for something intelligent to add. 
“I know that’s ridiculous to admit living in the South, but I can’t 
stand the cold.” 
“That’s brilliant. I’ll have to invest in a pair.” 
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I wanted to get her talking so I wouldn’t have to. “So what’s 
it like working at Charity?” 
“It’s often sad but extremely rewarding, too. I love working 
with babies. They don’t argue, and they’re always happy when 
you show up with a bottle.” 
“I imagine it gets pretty stressful.” 
Stacy nodded and ordered a coffee when our waiter appeared. 
“It can be, yes. That’s why I love gardening. Everything slips 
away when I’m working with my plants and flowers. Accounting 
can be stressful, too, I’m sure.” 
“It is sometimes, but for the most part, what I do is simple. 
Payroll is done by another company, so I mostly manage the 
money, pay a few bills, and fill out loads of tax forms. The rest of 
the time is mine.” 
“So aside from reading and movies, what do you do with the 
rest of your spare time?” 
Nothing was the truth, but I wasn’t going to admit that. “I 
sometimes fish with my brother-in-law. The rest of the time, I’m 
shopping with my sister. She has a passion for antiques, so we’re 
often muddling through shops.” I sounded like I was ninety. I 
should’ve added cross-stitching and shuffleboard. 
“Do you like horses?” 
“I don’t know any personally, but I think they’re generally 
okay.” 
“I love to ride,” she said, ignoring my stupid joke. “When I’m 
not in my garden, I spend a lot of time with a friend who has a 
few.”The conversation seemed to flow well after that. We talked 
about growing up in New Orleans and shared silly stories 
about our childhoods. I found myself relaxing and enjoying her 
company, until…
“So…” Stacy leaned in closer. “Let’s talk about things of a 
more personal nature. I like to get this out in the open because it 
spares embarrassment later. How many dates do you like to go on 
before things get intimate?” 
What happened to I’m looking to make a friend first, and if 
that develops into something more, that’s fine by me? 
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“I…uh…” 
“Don’t be bashful,” she said with a grin. “We need to know if 
we’re compatible, right? We’re adults, and adults have sex.” 
I had no problem with sex, although I didn’t care to discuss it 
when I wasn’t doing it. But I did have a problem with her bringing 
it up at our first meeting. “I guess your question just took me by 
surprise.” 
Stacy aka Charity leaned even closer to me and stroked the 
back of my hand. “I’m a cut-to-the-chase kind of girl.” 
I watched her fingers and noticed the indention on her left ring 
finger. Somewhere in her pocket was a gold band that probably 
matched another worn by a girlfriend who had no idea her lover 
was meeting me for coffee, or worse, a husband waiting for her to 
bring home an extra plaything. 
“How do you feel…” she lowered her voice, “about anal 
sex?”“What?” I practically shouted. “Oh, my God! You touch 
babies with those hands?” 
“Don’t get all prudish, and lower your voice.” Stacy looked 
over at a few stunned onlookers and smiled. When she looked 
back at me, the smile dropped from her face with what little 
charm she had up until that moment. “Look, I don’t think things 
are going to work out between us.” 
“I’ll say.” 
“I’m gonna go now, it’s been a treat.” 
It sure was, I thought as I paid the tab and left. 
I was disgusted when I burst through the courtyard gate. As 
was becoming a habit, Hailey met me in the courtyard. 
“What’s wrong?” she asked. 
“I was just thrown for a loop.” 
“Were you mugged?” she asked with a horrified expression. 
“No, metaphorically speaking. I just had an eye-opening 
conversation with someone.” 
“You want to have a coffee with me and talk about it?” 
“No, no coffee!” 
“Okay, calm down.” Hailey held her hands up and backed up 
a step. 
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“I’m sorry. I guess it was all for the best. She was more than 
likely going to be a pain in my ass.” I ran my fingers through my 
hair and let out a long breath. “I’m sorry.” 
“A prospective client, I presume?” Hailey asked. 
I should’ve come out and said a prospective date, but I wasn’t 
ready to reveal the fact that I was gay. I’d begun to enjoy Hailey’s 
company, and I didn’t want any awkward tension between us. 
“How about a walk? I’ll treat you to a cup of coffee if you’d 
like,” I said as I began to calm down. 
“A walk sounds great, and maybe we can have lunch. That’ll 
be my treat.” 
“Will Fuzzy be joining us?” I asked when I noticed the dog 
wasn’t with her. 
“No.” Hailey pushed open the gate and waited for me to walk 
through. “She’s watching a movie.” 
I noticed that she didn’t crack a smile when I walked past her. 
“Are you serious?” 
“Yeah, she likes Grease. She can be chasing a ball or ripping 
up a stuffed toy, but when that movie comes on, she stretches out 
in front of the TV and doesn’t move until it’s over. Don’t try to 
sing along, either. That just pisses her off.” 
“She’s good company, isn’t she?” 
Hailey pulled a pair sunglasses off the top of her head, turning 
her curls loose. She looked sexy with the dark glasses and her hair 
all wild, but I missed seeing her vibrant green eyes. “She’s loaded 
with unconditional love. She never argues or complains unless 
I interrupt her movie. When I’m sad, she knows it and curls up 
next to me.” 
“Maybe that’s what I’m missing in my life. A pet, something 
to take care of.” I shoved my hands into the pockets of my hoodie 
as the cool January wind pushed in behind us. 
“There’s no significant other in your life then?” Hailey 
asked. 
“No,” I said with a shiver. “Sometimes, I doubt there ever will 
be. I’m not very good at playing the dating game.” 
“Sometimes it’s just easier being alone,” Hailey said as she 
dodged a sewer grate. “No hurt feelings, no obligations.” 
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We strolled up St. Ann to Bourbon Street. When we got to the 
intersection, Hailey turned right. If she noticed all the rainbow 
flags waving above us, she didn’t let on. She was new to the 
neighborhood and probably unaware that she’d just led us into 
the heart of the gay district. She was telling me about meeting 
the couple who lived in the apartment behind hers. When we 
passed two drag queens, she didn’t bat an eye. She smiled and 
said hello to them unfazed. I took that as a good sign. Maybe 
when I revealed I was gay, she wouldn’t be put off. 
As promised, I bought her a cup of coffee, and we found an 
open bench dappled in warm sunlight and took a seat. “So where 
did you move here from?” I asked. Her lips twitched for a second 
before she answered. 
“I was on Tchoupitoulas Street for a while.” 
“Oh, so you didn’t move far. You’re probably pretty well 
acquainted with the neighborhood.” She’d taken her sunglasses 
off in the coffee shop, but she put them back over her eyes before 
answering. 
“Not really,” she said after her lips twitched again. “I never 
really ventured down this way much. You don’t really get to know 
an area until you live there, I guess. How long have you lived here?” 
“All my life, but I’ve only lived in our building for about 
six years. It’s funny, I never experienced Mardi Gras until I 
was eighteen. My parents would take us to Harahan to stay with 
my grandparents every season. They’d drive us to school in 
horrendous traffic, it took forever. I remember sleeping under a 
blanket in the backseat for most of the ride.” 
“You never got to see the parades?” 
“The smaller ones in Harahan, but not in the city until I was an 
adult. My parents weren’t prudes, but they didn’t want to expose 
us to the crowds. My mother was terrified that we’d get separated.” 
Hailey took a sip of her mocha latte and purred in delight. “I 
guess my parents might’ve been the same way.” 
“I take it they don’t live in the city?” 
“No.” Hailey shook her head. “Washington, my dad is retired 
military.” 
“How’d you end up here then?” 
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“Work.” She gave my arm a squeeze. “Now that you’re calm, 
do you want to tell me about why you were so upset earlier?” 
I looked at her for second, wishing she would take off her 
glasses. I wanted to see her eyes when I told her the truth. “I’m 
a member of an online dating site. I met a girl there that seemed 
really nice. We agreed to meet at Café Du Monde, and everything 
was going well. I kind of got my hopes up that she’d be someone 
I would be interested in dating.” I waited a second, watching her 
face, waiting for her eyebrows to rise over the glasses, but they 
didn’t. “Anyway, I was put off by her directness. I just didn’t 
think where she was steering the conversation was appropriate 
for having just met in person. And then I noticed that her left ring 
finger had a definite dent in it.” 
“Did you talk to her a while online before you met?” she 
asked coolly. 
“No, and that was a mistake because if I had, I wouldn’t have 
wasted a morning going to meet her. I know it’s silly, but I felt 
deceived. I thought she had potential until she got nasty.” 
Hailey’s brows did rise then. “Nasty how? Mean?” 
“No, not mean, just extremely forward.” 
Hailey looked away from me and took another sip of her 
coffee. “Deception is a bitch, isn’t it?” 
It wasn’t what she said but how she said it with such disgust. 
“I take it you’ve been deceived.” She didn’t answer for a minute, 
and I was afraid I’d ventured into a topic that was taboo. She took 
her glasses off and looked at me. Her eyes revealed pain. 
“I was the deceiver. I cheated on my husband.” 
I was thrown by her admission and a bit disappointed. I liked 
her company and had been kind of hoping that she was gay, too, 
even though I suspected otherwise. 
“I’ve been cheated on before, but I have to say that being the 
cheater is infinitely more painful.” Her voice took on a raspy tone. 
“When you’re cheated on, it’s devastating, but friends and family 
rally around until you get back on your feet. But when you cheat, 
you realize that you’ve inflicted that kind of pain on someone 
else, and you’re stuck with that remorse for the rest of your life. 
No amount of support or forgiveness can take that away.” 
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“Did your husband forgive you?” 
“Surprisingly, yes, and he’s been a good friend to me.” She 
looked away and bowed her head. “It would’ve been easier, I 
think, if he would have hated me.” 
“Sounds to me like you haven’t forgiven yourself.” 
Hailey shook her head. “No, I haven’t, and I doubt I ever wil .” 
“If he’s forgiven you, is there a chance for reconciliation?” 
“I love him, but I can’t be a wife.” 
She looked as though she were about to cry, so I let the 
subject drop. “So now you share your life with a dog that likes 
musicals.” 
I watched her tension evaporate. The wrinkles left her brow 
and her shoulders relaxed. “Yeah, the unconditional love is great. 
Although I do wish she would play tennis. I really miss that.” 
“Tennis, huh?” 
“Yeah, do you play?” Hailey asked. 
“I’m a mean badminton player. The concept is the same, isn’t 
it?” I loved the way she wrinkled her nose in response. 
“It’s similar.” 
“I have a membership to a health club that I never use. They 
have tennis courts, and I could really use the exercise,” I said, 
hoping that she’d be interested. 
She looked at me and smiled. “You look like you’re in pretty 
decent shape.” 
I patted my stomach. “That’s because I’m hiding my fluff in 
this hoodie. This could be a good thing. You can teach me to play 
tennis properly, and I can work off my pudge. It’s a win-win, at 
least for me.” 
“I’d love to,” she said with a smile. 
“Okay, that’s settled. Now that we’re talking about exercise, 
I’m hungry.” 
She really perked up then. “I found a sandwich shop a couple 
of blocks over. They have all kinds of sprouts and healthy stuff. 
Wanna try it?” 
I was thinking Mexican with lots of gooey cheese, but when 
she jumped up and pulled me to my feet, I was helpless but to 
follow. 
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Healthy food sucks. I sat looking down at a gluten-free wrap 
filled with something that looked like grass and a cheese that 
was anything but gooey. The first bite nearly gagged me, but I 
swallowed it down with green tea that made it tolerable. 
“You like?” Hailey asked when she put her half-eaten wrap 
down and took a sip of tea with the leaves floating in the bottom 
of her glass. 
I should’ve been truthful and told her it tasted like shit, not that 
I’d ever tasted that, but the flavor had to be close. “It’s great.” 
The conversation had fallen into a lull. I was at a loss for 
anything to say because my taste buds were screaming in 
rebellion. 
“It’s a shame about the girl you met. I’m sorry that you were 
so disappointed,” she said suddenly. 
I smiled at the way her lips twitched. “My sister tried to warn 
me away from online dating, but I didn’t take her advice.” 
“Why did you join?” she asked before polishing off the 
grotesque wrap. I had no idea how she could maintain such a 
pleasant expression as she chewed. 
“I’m terrible at meeting people.” 
“You met me.” 
I pushed my wrap away. “I guess I wasn’t as hungry as I 
thought. I’ll save this for dinner. As for meeting you, I guess 
that’s different. You’re easy to talk to, and since we live in the 
same building, that gives us something in common right off the 
bat.”She smiled. “You did seem kind of nervous the first few times 
we talked.” 
“Magnify that a hundred times, and that’s me on a first 
date.” 
“I find you charming,” she said, meeting my eyes. “If you 
allow someone to see this side of you, you’d have plenty of 
prospects.” 
“And therein lies the problem. When I met Stacy this morning, 
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I was so nervous, I thought I was going to be sick a couple of times. 
Then when she started talking about…butt sex, I flipped.” 
Hailey laughed so loud that a couple of patrons looked our 
way. She covered her mouth until she was composed. “What’s the 
name of this dating site you’re on—booty buddies?” 
“No, the Rainbow Room, it’s for lesbians.” 
Hailey’s lips did that odd little twitch again before she took a 
sip of her tea. 
“Does it make you uneasy that I’m a lesbian?” 
“Not at all,” she said seriously. “You are who you are, and you 
seem to be comfortable with that. I think it’s great.” 
“I don’t think anyone has ever used that word to describe 
me,” I said with a pleased smile. 
“Comfortable?” 
“Yes.” 
“Want me to tell you what else I see in you?” Hailey asked 
with a daring smile. “I’ve been told that I’m supremely accurate 
with my first impressions.” 
I leaned back in my chair, unsure if I wanted to hear what she 
had to say. “Is it bad?” 
She shook her head. “I don’t think so.” 
“Okay then, be honest but gentle.” 
“It’s blatantly obvious that you’re shy,” Hailey began. “As you 
said, you’re uncomfortable with small talk. You’re very warm 
and kind, though, and I suspect quick to forgive. I figure that 
your apartment is immaculately clean, and you’re meticulously 
organized when it comes to work. And I think,” Hailey said with 
a broad smile, “when you do meet that special someone, you’re 
going to make her very happy.” 
“I’d already told you about the shy part, but how did you come 
to the conclusions on the rest?” 
“That’s easy,” Hailey said with a wave of her hand. 
“Accountants are meticulous and organized because they have to 
be, or they wouldn’t be in business for long. Your clothes, even the 
casual ones, are never wrinkled, so you obviously fold everything 
and put it away, instead of living out of a clothes basket. And the 
kindness part is just something I sense about you.” 
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I was taken aback by her observations. I’d always taken 
fleeting glances at people, afraid that they might see me looking 
too closely. I noticed obvious things like hair color or body type, 
but not much more. Even with Hailey, I always looked at her with 
sideways glances. Now as I looked at her, I could see she was 
watching intently as I fiddled with my napkin. Her inquisitive 
gaze moved to my leg that was bouncing nonstop. 
“Your turn,” she said almost hesitantly. “What do you see in 
me?”I felt nervous as I openly appraised her for the first time. 
Something in her eyes made me feel like she truly wanted me to 
see her, to know who she was. I couldn’t look at them for very 
long because I knew she was analyzing me as I studied her. There 
were faint laugh lines around her eyes and mouth, a tiny almost 
imperceptible scar at the corner of her top lip. Her hands looked 
soft with clear polished short nails that twitched slightly as my 
gaze flittered over them. 
Her sweatshirt was creased in the center of her chest. I looked 
down at her jeans that were slightly creased below the knee. Her 
hiking boots looked like they’d never seen a trail, though there 
was a bit of grass clinging to the heel of one. I looked back up at 
her hair that was held back off her face by her sunglasses. 
When I first saw her, I thought she was attractive, but now 
as I looked at her, she was stunning. I averted my gaze, unable 
to look at her any longer. She stirred something within me that I 
knew I would always have to deny. 
“I think it was easy for you to see what I do with my clothes 
because you do the same thing,” I said with a smile that she 
returned. “I believe you have to dress up for work and truly enjoy 
being casual when you can. You don’t hike, though you’re wearing 
the boots for it, and I think maybe you took Fuzzy somewhere 
grassy recently.” 
“Very good,” Hailey said. “You really—” 
“You’re hiding something that you’re not ready to talk about,” 
I blurted out, unable to stop myself. It was the twitch thing she did 
with her lips. Kalen always opened her eyes very wide when she 
didn’t want to be forthcoming. 
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Hailey’s leg started to bounce like mine was still doing. “You 
pay closer attention than I thought you did.” 
“That kind of surprised me, too,” I admitted. “I won’t ask you 
what your secret is because when you’re ready, I think you’ll tell 
me.”Hailey’s lips twitched again before she laughed nervously. 
“Okay.” 
2
Pitifully Ugly


Chapter 7
What the hell does love have to do with tennis? 
The next morning, I had a tennis date. I couldn’t think of a 
better way to start the day, although I’d be working late hours to 
make up for the playtime. For a straight woman, Hailey had no 
problem with standing close behind me as she showed me how to 
swing the racket for a serve. With her hand on mine, we swung 
the racket as a machine hurled balls at us with startling speed. We 
thwacked what seemed like a hundred balls before we took to the 
court to play. 
“We’re not going to try to keep score today,” Hailey reassured 
me. “Just get used to the volley for now.” 
I watched her saunter off in a pair of white shorts pulled tight 
across her ass with her front pockets full of balls. Many jokes 
came to mind, but I kept them to myself. Within minutes, Hailey 
was dripping with sweat, and she pulled off her sweatshirt as she 
chased down the balls I managed to lob across the net. Her damp 
T-shirt clung to her body, distracting me, and my returns only 
became more erratic. 
We took a break to collect all the balls that were lying around 
the court. I bent over to pick up the first and heard that familiar 
thwack, then felt a sting in my ass. When I turned around, Hailey 
was busy picking up balls and didn’t look my way. I picked up 
two more and a ball sailed over my right shoulder. It was war. 
Serious tennis players with their multiple rackets and carts 
of balls stopped to watch us hit balls at each other. I failed to hit 
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Hailey once, but she nailed me more times than I could count. 
We were laughing so hard that neither of us was able to catch our 
breath. Winded and exhausted, we sat on a bench and watched 
people who actually knew what they were doing play for a 
while. 
“I’m going to hate it when I have to go back to work on 
Monday. I won’t be able to play during the day anymore,” Hailey 
said as she wiped sweat from her brow. 
“We could come out after you get off work if you want.” 
“Really? You’d want to do this again?” she asked with a warm 
smile. 
“Only if we can hit balls at each other after my lessons.” 
“You’ve got a deal,” she said, thrusting out her hand. 
I shook her hand briefly, and sadness washed over me. Why 
couldn’t I meet someone like Hailey? Why did I always end up 
with women like psycho Jackie or anal Stacy? 
“I guess I need to get home. I’m sure Grease is finished 
playing, and Fuzzy will need a potty break.” 
After a shower, I tried to delve into my work, but I found 
myself checking my messages from the Rainbow Room in hopes 
that Newbie had sent me a message. It wasn’t out of the realm of 
possibility that she’d met someone who she was already dating. 
Her rejection, kind as it was, still stung and intensified more with 
her silence. 
I could write her, I thought as I stared at the screen. Just to let 
her know I was interested. And then I thought of Stacy and how 
badly that’d gone, and I let the idea drop. I was on my way down 
the self-pity highway when I heard a knock at the door. I opened 
it to Fuzzy standing in the hall with her ball, which she wiped on 
the front of my pants. 
“Are you inviting me to play ball with you?” She growled and 
walked in place for a second. 
Hailey peeped around the corner and smiled. “She’s very 
jealous that she wasn’t invited to play today. I know you’re 
working, but she’s been bitching about it all morning, and I 
thought you might like to take a break.” 
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“I was going to agree as long as she didn’t hit me with the 
ball, but she’s already done that.” I pointed at the slobber stain on 
my pants leg. “Wanna come in while I get my coat?” 
Fuzzy and Hailey stepped in at the same time, and both 
looked around, surveying my place. “Yours is bigger, I think,” 
Hailey said as she walked farther into the room. 
“I could make a few jokes with that statement, but I’ll spare 
you my sick humor,” I said with a wicked grin. 
“Yes, please,” Hailey said with a laugh. “While I’m here, you 
should give me the nickel tour.” 
As we walked from room to room, Fuzzy’s claws tapped 
lightly on the hardwood floor. She followed, surveying everything 
with a sniff, but shied away from the bathroom when we walked 
in. “She doesn’t like the bathroom, it has a tub,” Hailey said in 
a whisper. 
“I’ve never washed a dog in here.” I looked at Fuzzy in the 
doorway. She gave a small snort of what I perceived as disbelief 
and backed down the hall with a wary look. 
“I love these old claw-footed tubs,” Hailey said as she eyed 
mine. “Fuzzy doesn’t appreciate them much, though. She doesn’t 
get the appeal of soaking for hours while reading a good book.” 
I thought back to the night I soaked for hours in mine. I 
silently prayed that Hailey didn’t peek in my kitchen garbage can 
because the murdered strap-on was still in there. 
“You keep Bath & Body Works in business, don’t you?” 
Hailey picked up one of numerous bottles of bath salts. 
“My sister’s weakness is antiques, and mine is bath 
accoutrements. Just don’t look in the cabinet. You might start an 
avalanche.” 
We moved down the hall first to the spare bedroom that served 
as my filing room. “I see you decorate in early American office,” 
Hailey said as she looked at the cabinets lining the walls. 
“Yes, not everyone can pull off the look, but personally, I 
think I rock it.” 
“Do you furnish your bedroom the same way?” Hailey asked 
with a grin. 
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My face flushed. 
She cupped a hand over her gaping mouth and turned on one 
heel. Her gasp was loud when she threw open my bedroom door. 
“As I said, my passion is bath gels and body sprays. I don’t 
have any interest in shopping for furniture.” 
Hailey walked over to one of two file cabinets and looked at 
me. “Go ahead.” 
She opened the top drawer of the first cabinet and her eyes 
went wide when she saw all my T-shirts neatly tucked inside. 
I folded my arms and leaned against the doorway as she 
opened each drawer and laughed. “What can I say? Stylish yet 
functional.” 
She ran a hand through her curls and looked at me. “Well, 
I suppose you never have to worry about anyone stealing your 
clothes.” 
We walked back into the living room, and Hailey looked at 
some of my framed prints hanging on the wall. “I’ve tried to hang 
a few pictures, but I can’t get a nail in the mortar.” 
“You need a special drill bit. I have one if you want some 
help.” 
Hailey grinned back at me with her hands on her hips. “I 
suppose you keep your tools packed away in a file cabinet?” 
“As a matter of fact, I do,” I said with a grin of my own. 
“Shall I fetch my drill?” 
“Yes, please.” 
Fuzzy chose that moment to growl in protest, and the slimy 
ball was once again rubbed on my pants leg. “Okay, we’ll play 
ball first.” I looked back up at Hailey with a mock scowl. “Now 
you have me talking to your dog.” 
After a long, long game of bounce and catch with Fuzzy, we 
went back upstairs to Hailey’s apartment. Her furnishings were 
not so utilitarian. Every piece of furniture was a dark cherry 
that stood out against the light wood floors. Thick rugs gave 
it a comfortable feel, unlike my naked floors. I kicked off my 
shoes, afraid that I’d track something on them. Fuzzy led me to 
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her corner of the living room first, so I could see her dog bed and 
toy basket. She plucked out a few and rubbed them on my leg. 
Fortunately, they were dry. 
Hailey’s bedroom was equally cozy, if not more so than the 
living room. In the corner was a sitting area with a chaise longue 
and a small table with a reading lamp. I dug my bare toes into the 
thick rug that covered much of the floor and gazed at her bed. 
For a split second, I saw us lying there together, legs and arms 
entwined. 
“I haven’t done anything with the spare bedroom yet,” Hailey 
said, calling my attention. “It’s still full of boxes that I’m in no 
hurry to unpack.” 
Even though she had no idea of what had crossed my mind, 
I felt transparent and embarrassed. I backed out of the room, 
thankful that Fuzzy was at my side demanding attention. We 
played tug-of-war with a rabbit that she’d chewed the ears off of. 
“You tell me where you want the holes, and I’ll make them,” 
I said as I regained my composure. 
We spent the next hour hanging her pictures, frequently 
taking breaks to wrestle with Fuzzy and her mangled rabbit. 
When the job was done, I planned to leave so as not to overstay 
my welcome. Plus I’d totally blown off work for the day, and the 
stress of being behind was creeping up my neck. 
“Would you like to stay for dinner?” Hailey asked. “I was 
going to make grilled pork chops.” 
It was just after three and nowhere near dinnertime. “As much 
as I’d like to say yes, I have a ton of work that I didn’t do today.” 
Hailey looked at me apologetically. “That’s my fault, isn’t it?” 
“No,” I said with a reassuring smile. “I enjoyed myself.” 
“Well, why don’t you go home and work and I’ll have dinner 
ready for six? You have to eat.” 
“Great idea. What can I bring?” 
“Nothing at all, you did all the work today with my pictures,” 
Hailey said with a pleased smile. “It feels more like home here 
now.”I gave her my phone number. “If you find that you need 
anything, call me and I’ll run out for it.” 
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I put on a pot of coffee when I got home and dove into more 
bank reconciliations. About an hour later, I realized that I’d not 
poured myself a cup, so after a quick trip to the kitchen, I settled 
back at my desk. Out of curiosity, I checked my messages, and to 
my surprise, a new one from Newbie had arrived. 
Hi, P.U., 
I hope you’re doing wel . Sorry that I haven’t written. I’ve 
been a bit busy the last few days. I’d like to ask you a question. 
Are you completely honest with the women you chat with here? 
Newbie
I thought the question odd at first, but I answered anyway. 
Hi, Newbie, 
Nice to hear from you. I don’t answer any questions that I’m 
not comfortable with, like telling someone where I live, but the 
responses I choose to give are honest. Why do you ask? 
P.U. 
I turned up the sound on my computer so that if she did 
answer, I’d hear the tone when the message hit my box. Twenty 
minutes went by, and I heard the tone. 
Hi, P.U., 
Thank you for your prompt answer. I’ve met someone I 
real y like, and I haven’t exactly lied to her, but I haven’t been 
forthcoming with the entire truth. I think she might be upset with 
me when I tell her, but I don’t want to go on perpetuating half 
truths because I think she’s someone I real y want to get to know. 
Do you have advice? 
Newbie
I sat blinking at the screen. Maybe it was stupid. Maybe I’d 
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read too much into our conversations, but her earlier rebuff stung. 
I didn’t take the time to think about my response. 
Newbie, 
Keep up the lie and hope she never finds out. That’s how the 
game is played. 
Good luck, 
P.U. 
I regretted the harsh response the minute I hit the send button. 
The fault was my own. I should’ve responded to her last e-mail 
when she told me she wasn’t ready to meet me. I went back and 
read all of our prior e-mails, and they were brief and polite. I’d 
read too much into them. I was too embarrassed to write her back 
again. It was time to get my head on straight and leave Newbie 
alone. 
To make things worse, Hailey called me. She sounded upset. 
“Hey, Shannon, I’m sorry, but I’m gonna have to cancel our dinner 
plans. Something has come up, and I’m gonna have to step out for 
a while. I’m sorry.” 
“Are you okay?” 
“Yeah, I’m fine, just bad timing, I guess.” 
“You want me to keep Fuzzy while you’re out?” 
“No, I appreciate the offer, but she’ll be fine. I’ll talk to you 
later.” 
She disconnected before I could reply. 
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Chapter 8
The return of the Jedi sister. 
Days went by, and I didn’t see Hailey at all. I went by her 
place and knocked a few times, but she never answered, nor did 
she answer my calls. I wondered if something was up with her 
ex. I was standing in front of my window looking out at a clear 
winter’s day when I saw a familiar head of curls coming down the 
block. I hightailed it downstairs and met her as she came into the 
courtyard. “Hey, how’re you doing?” 
She didn’t smile, and her eyes were hidden behind her dark 
glasses. “Hey, I’m fine. How about you?” She wasn’t rude, but her 
tone was cool. 
“I was worried about you. I haven’t seen you around.” 
“There was a problem at the office. My vacation was cut 
short. Been working a lot of long hours.” 
I looked at the dark gray suit she was wearing and the briefcase 
that she had slung over her shoulder and felt a little silly. 
I stuffed my hands into the pockets of my jeans that were 
hanging loosely on my hips. “You want to go hit a few balls 
tonight? Maybe work off some stress?” 
She frowned then and shifted her briefcase to her other 
shoulder. “I’m sorry, but I can’t. I have a lot of new job stuff.” Her 
face flushed, and she started moving quickly toward the door. 
“I’ll see you later,” she called over her shoulder. 
She didn’t appear happy to see me at all, and I stood there 
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wondering what I’d done. Everything was fine when I last saw 
her. Dejected, I went back up to my apartment, and instead of 
going back to work, I sat on the sofa, my head still swimming 
from our encounter. I went back over every word… new job stuff. 
In retrospect, I should’ve figured it out then, but I guess my 
emotion clouded my judgment. 
“Who the hell are you?” Kalen asked as she walked into my 
apartment. She reached up and fingered my hair, then lifted up 
my shirt and patted my shrunken belly. “Not that you looked bad 
before, but, Shannon, you look amazing.” She hugged me tight, 
then held me at arm’s length again. “I feel a shopping trip coming 
on. We have to outfit this new body of yours.” 
“You look great, too. Your hair is full of highlights.” I looked 
closer at Kalen. Maybe it was the lighter hair framing her face 
that gave her face a radiant glow. “I think you might’ve gained a 
pound or two, and on you, it looks spectacular.” 
Kalen sashayed around. “That’s because I stayed by the pool 
the entire time we were aboard the ship and ate like a complete 
pig while Todd played in the casino.” 
“You need a loan now? Did he blow the savings?” I asked 
with a grin. 
“Nah, he works his ass off, he deserved his playtime.” Kalen 
circled me and looked me over from head to toe. “What got into 
you, girl…or who?” 
I shrugged. “It was time for a change, and since I wasn’t going 
to lunch and eating in reckless abandon every day, the weight just 
dropped off.” I left out the part that I didn’t have much of an 
appetite for the last week. The distance between Hailey and I had 
gnawed at me. 
Kalen grabbed me by the wrists. “Let’s go have a light lunch, 
then go shopping.” 
I picked around my salad and ate half a cup of soup as I listened 
to the details of the trip. Kalen showed me countless pictures on 
her digital camera. Most were of men lounging poolside. She was 
faithful to Todd, but she did a hell of a lot of window shopping. 
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“You haven’t eaten a lot,” I said, pointing to her salad. 
Kalen rubbed her stomach. “I’ve been queasy a lot lately. I 
might’ve picked up a bug or something on the ship. Then again, 
maybe I’m getting used to being on solid ground again. It’s nothing 
that a shopping trip won’t cure,” she said around a yawn. 
Kalen dragged me through endless stores at the mall. I did 
buy a few pairs of jeans and a couple of sweaters, but my heart 
wasn’t in the hunt. Kalen was pulling shirts off the rack and 
holding them in front of me when she looked at me oddly. 
“Something is bothering you.” She narrowed her eyes. 
I’d done my best to laugh and look like I was enjoying myself, 
but Kalen had that ability to see right through whatever veneer I 
tried to hide behind. 
She replaced the shirt she was holding on the rack, and with 
a twinkle in her eye, said, “It’s time for dessert.” 
La Madeleine’s pastries were a weakness of mine, but I could 
only manage a few bites of a tart. Kalen was watching every move 
like a hawk. “Tell me what it is, sis.” She took my hand. She had 
inhaled her Danish and was looking at my plate with sugar lust. 
“It’s nothing, really. I’ve become friends with a new tenant in 
the building, and I think I may’ve done something to offend her.” 
“Have you asked her about it?” 
“No. I…haven’t seen her lately. The last time I caught up with 
her, she said she was really busy at work. I didn’t want to bug 
her.”“Is there a romantic interest between the two of you?” Kalen 
asked. Her eyes were like laser beams. 
“She’s straight and divorced, so no.” I told her about our 
tennis game and how Hailey’s dog was a movie buff. Also, I told 
her about the last day we hung out together and how everything 
went great, then seemed to turn sour. 
“Think you might have a crush on her?” Kalen asked. 
“I said no. We’re just friends…or were.” 
Kalen rested her chin in her hand and stared at me. “You had 
a glow about you when you were talking about her, that’s why I 
asked.” 
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“I know I can’t have her, so I don’t let myself go there. I 
just…wish I could meet someone like her. She makes me feel 
comfortable.” 
“You have to look at the positive, love. Before recently, you 
didn’t feel ‘comfortable’ around anyone but me. Maybe this 
friendship is a precursor to meeting that someone special.” 
With those words banging around in my head that evening at 
home, I returned to the Rainbow Room. I weeded out the freak 
nasty messages and looked hard at one that had potential. 
Hello, Pitifully Ugly, 
You’re not going to believe this, but this real y is my first go-
round at the online thing. I’ve been a member for a month now, 
and I’ve visited your page a dozen times before I worked up the 
courage to write you. Even though what you wrote about yourself 
was funny, you didn’t answer any of the profile questions. So to 
be honest, I was hesitant to make contact. But I have chatted with 
a few women on here I thought were decent, and that turned out 
not to be the case. So I’m taking a chance. 
I’ve lived in New Orleans for a few years. My last relationship 
ended amicably six months ago, and I’m ready to meet someone 
nice. So if you’re a good person, and you would like to talk, I’d 
like to hear from you. 
Marci
P.S. Avoid “Charity” like the plague. She’s seriously 
twisted. 
If Marci thought Charity was twisted, she might just be worth 
a try. 
Hi, Marci, 
My profile is odd, I admit that. I couldn’t think of anything 
that I thought was eye-catching, so what you’ve read was what 
I came up with. Maybe I’ll update it when I’m not having a few 
glasses of wine. 
I hear what you’re saying about the people on here. It’s hard 
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to judge character when you’re looking at a computer screen. 
For all you know, I could be a six hundred-pound man with back 
hair, but I’m not. I’m just your average girl who’s on the shy side, 
hoping to meet someone nice, too. 
Instead of asking the usual sil y questions, let me ask you 
something off the wal . If you could change anything about 
yourself, what would it be? 
P.U. 
I turned up the volume on my computer and put my new 
clothes in the wash. I heard the ding of a new message when I 
walked back into the living room. 
Hey, P.U., 
As they say, we are all our harshest critics. If I had to pick 
one thing from my long list, it would be to let my hair down more 
often and jump into new things with both feet. I have a terrible 
habit of second-guessing myself and being too afraid of just 
getting out there, ya know? 
Marci
Yes, I did know. I silently prayed that I wasn’t talking to a six 
hundred-pound furry freak man and replied. 
Hi, Marci, 
I know exactly what you’re saying. I also know that we can 
hide behind these computers for months being afraid to take 
the next step. So with that said, would you like to have coffee 
sometime? We could meet in a public place, and if it doesn’t work 
out, we’ll know right off the bat. 
I realized that I kind of sounded as blunt as Charity, so I had 
to add a disclaimer. 
I see that you too have encountered Charity, and I assure you 
that I’m nothing like her. <grin> 
P.U. 
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We talked for another two hours, and I had a date for drinks 
the next evening. 
It’s funny how new clothes that fit well instill confidence. 
I was nervous, sure, but I was pleased with my reflection in the 
mirror. I kept telling myself that this was no big deal, just a couple 
of drinks, and if things didn’t work out, I’d never see Marci again. 
It was a lot better than being fixed up by someone you knew and 
that person would know all the gory date details. If I made a fool 
of myself, only one other person would have to know. 
I met up with Hailey in the courtyard as she came home 
from work. She looked tired, and I didn’t try to keep her. I hoped 
that it was just what she said—busy with work. The gnawing 
in my stomach and the tiny voice in the back of my mind said 
otherwise. 
“Long day?” I asked as she approached. 
“Very.” Hailey swiped a strand of hair from her eyes. “You 
look nice.” 
“Thank you. I…I’m meeting someone for drinks.” 
Her face held no expression. “I hope it goes better for you 
than last time,” she said wearily. 
“I appreciate that.” An awkward silence settled between us. 
“Well, I better get going. I hope things get better for you at the 
office.” 
She shot me a halfhearted smile and walked away. 
“Hailey,” I called out, causing her to stop and look back at 
me. “If I did something to offend you, I hope you’ll tell me.” 
She looked as though she were going to say something, then 
shook her head. “Stop worrying, everything’s okay. Maybe we 
can play tennis again next week.” 
“Okay,” I said as I watched her go. 
Marci, to my delight, was neither a man nor anything like 
Charity. She was a cutie with a vivacious personality to boot. She 
did most of the talking, which made things easier on me. She had 
a raspy voice that I found sexy, and I could’ve listened to it for 
hours. In fact, I did. 
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The only drawback was that she had blond hair, and for a few 
seconds, I was reminded of Hailey. I tamped that thought down. 
We were roughly the same height, but her build was slightly larger 
than mine. I liked that about her. Her eyes were brown, unlike 
Hailey’s green. I found myself once again surprised and irritated 
that I was thinking about Hailey, a straight woman who was only 
offering friendship. 
“Do you think you’d be interested in having dinner with me 
Friday night?” Marci asked out of the blue. 
“I’d love to, and I applaud you for jumping out there and 
asking me because I was sitting here trying to muster the courage 
to do the same.” 
“Well, you accepted, so you jumped out there, too.” She 
clinked her glass with mine. 
“Do you like seafood?” Marci asked. 
“Love it.” 
“I know a great place that I think you’ll enjoy then. Do you 
want to meet somewhere or are you comfortable with me picking 
you up?” 
I answered by swiping a pen from the bar and jotting my 
address on a napkin along with my phone number. 
“I wanna ask you something,” Marci said as she stuffed the 
napkin into her purse. “Why did you pick the name Pitifully 
Ugly? I think you’re really cute.” 
“Thanks,” I said with a smile. “This is going to sound 
pathetic,” I began as I wiped the moisture from my glass. “I felt 
pitifully ugly the night I made my profile. I’d just come home 
from a nightmare date that my sister set me up on, and I knew if 
I didn’t put something out then, I’d never do it.” 
“I’m glad you did,” Marci said with a shy smile. “You’re the 
nicest person I’ve met in the Rainbow Room.” 
“Have you been on many dates since joining?” 
Marci held up three fingers as she took a sip of her drink. 
“The last was with Charity, and I almost gave up.” 
I nodded and laughed. “I met her for coffee, and I almost 
threw in the towel myself.” 
Marci held up her glass in toast again. “Here’s to not giving up.” 
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I clinked my glass with hers and made a toast of my own. 
“And to Charity, may she find someone just like her…or worse.” 
Marci met my glass with hers and laughed. “We’re gonna 
have to quit toasting, or I may have to take a cab home.” 
“Ah, I see you’re as wimpy as I am when it comes to alcohol.” I 
wasn’t tipsy, but I was pretty sure my next drink would be water. 
“We could ask for a table and get something to eat and absorb 
all that we’ve been drinking if you’d like,” Marci offered. 
We ended up having a late dinner and joked that Friday night 
would have to be considered a second date since we’d shared 
a meal. After we ate, Marci gave me a ride to my car that was 
parked a block away. “I had a great time, and I’m really looking 
forward to Friday,” I told her as she pulled up to the curb. And 
since it was a night for jumping out there, I leaned over and gave 
her a quick kiss, which she returned. 
On the way home, I thought about that kiss. It was sweet, and 
her lips were soft and willing, but there was no spark. I chastised 
myself, thinking we’d only just met. It was silly to expect 
fireworks, but I wanted them. 
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Chapter 9
Revelations…the truth is a bitch. 
“Have a good time?” Hailey asked as I entered the 
courtyard. 
I jumped, surprised to find her sitting in the dark. The 
chimenea had burned down to embers, and Fuzzy was nowhere 
in sight. 
“What are you doing out here in the dark alone?” I took a seat 
next to her. 
“I was waiting for you. I wanted to see how your date went.” 
She wasn’t her perky self and didn’t look at me when she 
spoke. 
“It went fine. She’s a nice girl. We’re gonna go out again 
Friday.” 
Hailey stared off into the darkness. “That’s great,” she said, 
but she didn’t sound like she meant it. 
“What’s going on? Please don’t tell me it’s just work.” 
Hailey blew out a breath as she crossed her arms. “It’s not 
you. I’m angry at myself.” 
“For what?” 
“Have you ever been taken by someone you’ve only just met?” 
She leaned her head against the bench and stared up at the sky. 
“Yes, unfortunately, I have.” 
Hailey turned and looked at me. “Was it the girl you met 
tonight?” 
“No, she’s sweet and attractive, and I actually enjoyed her 
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company.” I shook my head as I thought about Marci and the kiss. 
“Even still, we just didn’t have that click I was hoping for.” 
“Then why are you going out with her again?” Hailey asked 
with a tone that put me on the defensive. If she was angry with 
herself, she was sure directing it at me. 
“Because I’ve only seen her once. Maybe I’ll feel that 
connection, that spark when we get to know each other better. 
Did the guy you’re interested in lead you on or something?” 
Hailey didn’t reply. She swallowed hard and looked back up 
at the night sky. 
“I’m not an expert on conversing, but I think in order to do it, 
we both have to talk.” 
“I just think I’ve read too much into the conversations we’ve 
been having. My interest is obviously one-sided.” Hailey stood. 
“I’m sorry that I’ve dropped all of this on you. It’s probably the 
last thing you wanted to hear after a pleasant evening.” 
I stood and followed behind her as she walked toward the 
door with her shoulders slumped. “Hey.” I tugged on her arm. 
“I’m not full of dating advice, but I’m a pretty good listener.” 
Hailey turned and looked at me. The pain in her eyes was 
obvious even in the dim light. “I appreciate that, but right now, a 
good night’s sleep is what I need.” 
“Whomever this chowder head is, he’s missing out on a good 
thing,” I said with a smile. 
She shrugged. “I think I may be the one who’s missed out.” 
We walked up the steps and into the building. “Good night,” 
Hailey called over her shoulder as she bypassed the elevator and 
took the stairs. 
I awoke early the next morning to the patter of rain against 
my window. It was one of those days that made me thankful that 
I worked from home. After I made myself a cup of coffee, I stood 
in front of my huge living room window and watched as a sea of 
umbrellas moved up and down the sidewalks. One moved around 
the courtyard behind a fluffy yellow dog in search of the perfect 
spot to do her business. 
I thought back on my conversation with Kalen, mainly the 
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part when she asked me if I had a crush on Hailey. I did. There 
was no sense in denying it to myself. When Hailey asked me if 
I’d ever been taken by someone I just met, I understood too well 
what that felt like. It bothered me to think that she felt the same 
way about someone else. 
And then I thought about Marci. She was everything I was 
looking for, but she wasn’t the one I wanted. Was I leading her on 
by going out on a second date? My inner thoughts were interrupted 
by the ringing of my phone. I answered as I watched Hailey and 
Fuzzy wander the courtyard. 
“I’m not going in to work today.” Kalen sounded miserable. 
“Still queasy?” I asked. 
“Downright nauseated.” 
“Want me to take you to the doctor?” I wrinkled my nose. 
Just walking into one of those places made me feel like flypaper 
for germs. 
“No, it’s probably just a virus that will pass in a few days. Are 
you feeling okay? You sound kind of down or distracted.” 
“I’m fine. Matter of fact, I went out on a date last night.” 
“No shit?” Kalen said, sounding perkier. “With who?” 
“Her name is Marci, and it went okay.” 
“Where did you meet her?” 
I should’ve known that question was coming, but I was too 
busy bragging that I hadn’t considered having to explain the 
Rainbow Room. “We…umm…met online.” 
“Oh, my God, you did it anyway. Didn’t you listen when 
I warned you about those things? What if she’s some sort of 
psychopath or something? Those are the only kind of people that 
join those things.” 
“Thanks,” I said with a frown. 
“Well, I didn’t mean you.” 
“If I’m decent, doesn’t it stand to reason that there might just 
be someone like me out there, too? And while we’re talking about 
psychopaths, remember Jackie, Candace’s crazy cousin that you 
set me up with?” 
“Touché, touché, damn it.” Kalen took a deep breath and let it 
out slowly. “You met her in a public place, I presume.” 
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“No, I invited her over. She’s loading up my computer and 
DVD player right now,” I said as I watched Hailey and Fuzzy 
climb the steps to the back door. 
“You’re really a pistol this early in the morning,” Kalen said 
just as sarcastically. “Truce. Now tell me about this woman.” 
I plopped down on the sofa. “She’s cute, sweet, and seems 
like a really nice person.” 
“But?” 
“I dunno, maybe I’m judging her too quickly, but there’s no 
spark. I might as well have been out with you.” 
“Did you find her attractive?” 
“I said she was cute.” 
“I think Tom Cruise is cute, but I’m not attracted to him.” 
“I thought all straight women melted over him.” 
“Not this one. He’s a bit too wacky for my tastes. So no 
butterflies, nothing?” 
“No flutter in the least, but she’s a sweetie, and I agreed 
to go out with her again on Friday. Do you think I’m judging 
prematurely?” 
“Let me ask you this. If you passed her on the street without 
having met her, would you want to follow after her and ask her 
out?”“We both know I wouldn’t do that even if I thought she was 
hot,” I said, avoiding the answer. 
“Then your answer is no,” Kalen said succinctly. “I don’t 
know, sweetie. It’s a tough call if you’re not physically attracted 
to her. Maybe you should go out with her Friday, and if she’s not 
ringing your bells, then you need to let her down gently.” 
“Dating really blows,” I said dejectedly. “It’d be nice to meet 
someone like Hailey.” 
“I’ve been waiting to hear you say that,” Kalen said with a 
sound of triumph in her voice. “You’re smitten with her. I could 
tell by the way you looked the other day. I told you that then.” 
“That blows, too.” 
“That I’m right?” Kalen said with a laugh. 
“That you’re a jackass for rubbing it in my face and that she’s 
straight and interested in someone else.” 
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“Bet you feel all tingly when you look at her, though,” Kalen 
said seriously. “There’s nothing wrong with having a crush on 
someone. It happens. But that might be getting in the way of you 
meeting the right woman for you. I know she’s your friend, but if 
you back away for a while, those butterflies will fly off.” 
“That’s kind of hard to do with her living one floor below 
me.”“You’ll find a way. You’re brilliant at avoiding me when you 
want to. Give yourself some space. Look, I hate to cut this short, 
but the crackers I ate for breakfast are on their way up.” 
“Love you, bye,” I said, but Kalen had already disconnected. 
I listened to the rain that was pounding on my window. The 
sound made me want to crawl back into bed and sleep the day 
away. Thunder rolled over the top of the building as lightning 
flashed, then it was dark. I tossed the phone onto my coffee table 
and stretched out on the couch. When I opened my eyes again, my 
watch showed that it was after noon. 
The power was still off when I rolled off the couch. Work 
wasn’t an option. I wanted to call and check on Kalen, but my 
cordless phone wasn’t working due to the outage. I rummaged 
around, looking for my cell and realized that it was probably 
in my car. When I went down to the garage, I heard music. As 
I rounded the corner, I saw Fluffy intercept a ball that Hailey 
bounced against the cement wall. 
“Are you going somewhere?” Hailey asked when she turned. 
“No, I was just going to get my phone out of the car, why?” 
“Some of the streets are under water. My boss called and 
asked me not to try to come in.” Hailey turned and hurled the ball 
at the wall. “We’ve gotten a couple inches of rain this morning. 
I’ve been listening to the weather on the radio. We’re supposed to 
get more.” Hailey leaned against a shiny silver SUV when Fuzzy 
took the ball and lay down. 
“Is that your car?” I asked, moving closer. I’d noticed it in the 
garage but hadn’t realized it was hers. 
Hailey nodded. 
I looked down at the license plate. “It’s not a rental?” 
Hailey looked at me oddly as she shook her head. “No, why?” 
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“Because it has Georgia plates.” I watched as a flush moved 
over Hailey’s face. “How long have you lived in New Orleans?” 
My stomach knotted when Hailey’s lips twitched before she 
replied. “A little less than two months.” 
“I thought you said you moved from Tchoupitoulas Street.” 
“I did.” Her voice was low. “I stayed in the company apartment 
until I found a place to live.” Hailey didn’t move, though Fuzzy 
had gotten her second wind and was bumping her ball against her 
leg. “Where in Georgia are you from?” I thought I knew the 
answer, but I wanted to make her say it. 
Her shoulders sagged when she looked away from me. 
“Atlanta.” 
“You knew about the Rainbow Room before I mentioned it, 
didn’t you?” Hailey nodded but didn’t look my way. “Why didn’t 
you tell me?” 
‘“Keep up the lie and hope she never finds out. That’s how 
the game is played.’ Wasn’t that your advice?” Hailey turned to 
face me. 
I felt shocked, confused, and downright pissed off. “How did 
you know it was me you were talking to?” 
“You mentioned that you got a haircut. I wasn’t completely 
sure then, but the coincidence was too uncanny to ignore. And 
then you talked about the Rainbow Room, and that sealed it.” 
“Why didn’t you come out and tell me then? And weren’t you 
married to a man that you loved?” A ton of questions whirled 
through my brain. 
Hailey’s face turned a deeper shade of red. “I was incapable 
of loving him like I should’ve. He deserved to be with someone 
who could give him what I couldn’t.” 
I scrubbed at my face as the truth settled in. I tried to retrace 
all the conversations we’d had, but my mind was a complete 
jumble. 
“You told me about the Rainbow Room after I told you about 
him. I wasn’t completely sure that you were P.U. until that moment. 
Then I was afraid to come clean after I’d just told you about my 
infidelity. I was afraid of what you’d think of me.” Hailey took 
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the ball that Fuzzy was rubbing on her leg and threw it. “The 
other day when I invited you to dinner, I was going to tell you 
everything, but I was nervous, so I e-mailed you to see what you’d 
say, test the waters. Your response really surprised me.” 
“I was hurt. I asked if you wanted to meet and you blew me 
off, then you started talking about someone—” I thought back 
to the part of Hailey’s e-mail that had hurt the most. I think she’s 
someone I real y want to get to know.  “Why did you choose the 
Rainbow Room? I thought you were straight.” 
“The affair was with another woman. I realized rather late in 
life the real reason I wasn’t happy.” 
Part of me wanted to be elated with the revelation. The other 
part was appalled. “We’ll, it’s been nice talking to you, Newbie,” 
I said as I turned and stalked toward the door. 
“Shannon, please—” I could hear Hailey coming after me. 
“Wait!” I turned and held my hands up. Hailey and Fuzzy 
skidded to a halt. “I don’t want to hear anything else right now. I 
need some time.” 
Hailey opened her mouth, then closed it, deflated. Fuzzy 
watched the exchange between us and leaned heavily against 
Hailey’s leg with a whimper. I turned and went into the building, 
hoping they wouldn’t follow. 
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Chapter 10
Let’s just be friends…blows. 
I was furious when I returned to my apartment and the power 
still wasn’t on. I wanted to go into my Rainbow Room account 
and reread all the messages exchanged between Hailey and me. 
To further exacerbate the situation, I’d forgotten to retrieve my 
cell phone, and I wasn’t going back after it. I threw myself onto 
the sofa and watched the moderate rain against my window. 
I think she’s someone I really want to get to know. 
Was she referring to me? Or had she met someone else and 
decided that night to tell me who she really was? My mind started 
to answer . She did seem a bit put off when you told her about 
Marci. She asked a lot of questions. Stop that, leg! 
I looked down and noticed that my right leg was dancing a 
nervous jig. I crossed my feet at the ankles as my fingers began to 
drum on my stomach. Hailey had played me nevertheless. Then I 
thought about her throwing my callous response to her question 
back in my face. Keep up the lie and hope she never finds out. 
That’s how the game is played.  That’s why she’d been so cold and 
distant. 
My head started to ache as I thought back on our conversation 
the night before and the pained expression Hailey wore. Was I the 
cause? Yes, dumbass, how obvious does she have to make it?  My 
brain was certain, but my heart wasn’t as quick to jump on the 
bandwagon. It whispered, tread lightly. 
And then there was Marci. How much damage would I do to 
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whatever might be happening with Hailey if I went through with 
the date on Friday night? In my heart, I knew that I would be 
letting Marci down by the end of the evening. The connection I 
wanted to feel with her wasn’t there. Instead, it was with a woman 
who had not been honest with me. 
I went from being desperate for a date with anyone to this 
conundrum in a flash. Timing sucked, women sucked, and I just 
plain sucked at dealing with it. 
I blinked as the power came back on. The handset on my 
coffee table was dead. I hoped that the one in the bedroom still 
had a charge as I went for it and dialed Kalen’s number. “Hello?” 
Kalen’s voice was soft and low, and I knew I had woken her. 
“I’m sorry I woke you, sis. I meant to call you earlier to see 
how you were feeling, but the power’s been out.” 
Kalen groaned. “Shit, it’s almost two.” 
“Sounds like you needed the sleep. Mom always says that you 
heal faster when you rest.” 
“What’s wrong? I hear something in your voice.” 
“I’ve got a problem.” I returned to the sofa and sat down. 
Everything about meeting Newbie online and finding out that she 
was Hailey came out in a rush. Kalen stopped me a couple of 
times and made me repeat a few things. Especially when I told 
her about the conversation I had with Hailey the night before. 
“Oh, honey, it’s you she’s interested in,” Kalen said when I 
had finished. “This has disaster written all over it.” 
“Because of Marci?” 
“No, let’s take her out of the equation for a minute. Hailey 
cheated on her husband. That shows she can’t be trusted. She’s 
been with one woman, and now she thinks she’s gay. And she’s 
been in that online dating thing where the psychopaths hang 
out—minus you and maybe Marci. Don’t walk away from this 
woman, run. Hell, move out of the building.” 
Perhaps seeking Kalen’s advice wasn’t the smartest thing 
to do. Objectivity wasn’t her strong suit unless it was regarding 
someone she fixed me up with. “She’s extremely remorseful about 
what she did to her husband.” 
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“Not everyone brags about their infidelity, especially if 
they’re trying to impress someone else.” 
“She could’ve left that out…” like she did everything else. 
“Shannon, go out with Marci and see where it leads. If you 
don’t feel a spark, then be upfront and tell her so. Leave Hailey 
alone. I’m telling you, she’s trouble.” 
“Okay, okay,” I said, ready to be finished with the conversation. 
“I need to go now and do some work. I’ve been out of the loop all 
morning.” 
“If I didn’t feel so shitty, I’d be on my way over there,” Kalen 
said. “Bye, sis,” I said quickly before I disconnected. 
I debated sending Marci a text message and telling her the 
date was off, but I couldn’t make myself take the cowardly way 
out. I’d put that call off for another day, though. I knew that I 
wouldn’t be able to work with Hailey being so close. Now that I 
was somewhat calm, I wanted to hear what she had to say, so I 
took a trip downstairs. 
Hailey opened the door on the second knock and held it open 
wide. I walked in and scratched Fuzzy on the head before taking 
a good look at her. She looked more composed than she did in the 
garage earlier, but she seemed nervous as she offered me a seat. I 
sat on the sofa while she took a chair across from me. Fuzzy went 
to her immediately and laid her head on Hailey’s leg. 
“If you were in my shoes, would you be upset right now?” I 
asked. 
“Yes.” 
I nodded and looked away. That’s all I had in my arsenal. I 
was full of things to say as I rode down on the elevator, but once 
I was in Hailey’s presence, I went blank. 
“I should’ve told you who I was the minute I figured out who 
you were,” Hailey said. “I’m sorry that I didn’t.” 
I forced myself to look at her. “The other night after I went 
out with Marci, were you talking about me when you said you 
were taken by someone?” 
Hailey looked away then; I could see a slight flush begin to 
sweep over her cheeks. Her lips twitched. “It’s a moot point, isn’t 
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it, really?” Something in her tone seemed like she wanted me to 
argue the point. 
“Why?” 
“Look.” She rubbed her hands together. “I would really like 
us to be friends.” Her lips twitched again. “I know we’ve gotten 
off to a bad start. The reasons I wasn’t upfront pale in comparison 
to what I’ve done, but I really want—need—your forgiveness.” 
“Friends, like playing tennis and chatting in the courtyard?” 
I asked as my chest filled with pain. 
“That’s all I can offer right now.” Hailey’s eyes grew watery, 
and as bad as I wanted to press her for more, I let her off the 
hook. 
“I forgive you,” I said as I stood. “Sure, we can be friends.” 
Hailey stood and followed me to the door. Fuzzy stayed close 
at her side. “Thank you,” she said as she pulled me into a hug. She 
held me in her arms for a minute before squeezing me gently. “I 
hope you have a good time on Friday.” 
That hurt. I pulled away from her grasp and walked out the 
door without looking back. 
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Chapter 11
Honesty sucks. 
As I waited for Marci on Friday, I prayed that we wouldn’t 
run into Hailey. I’d waited at the courtyard gate, nervously 
looking back at the door, hoping for the first time that Hailey 
didn’t appear. I looked up at her window. The room was dark, but 
I had a feeling I was being watched. 
I’d picked up the phone a dozen times to cancel the date but 
changed my mind. Maybe Kalen was right. I spent too much time 
crushing on Hailey that I couldn’t allow myself to be interested in 
anyone else. But there was a part of me that wished Hailey would 
burst through the door and beg me not to go. 
Marci had made reservations for Ralph’s On The Park. Kalen 
had been there and told me about it. I’d always wanted to go, but 
I couldn’t get excited about it now. I knew the minute I got into 
Marci’s car and looked into her eyes how the evening would end, 
and I felt like a first-class cad. 
“This must be the hotspot of New Orleans,” I said, looking 
around at the crowd. 
Marci nodded enthusiastically. “I’ve been here a couple of 
times, and the food is fantastic. Why don’t you order the tuna two 
ways and I’ll order the disgruntled shrimp? We can share.” 
I’d hardly opened my menu, and she was already picking out 
dinner for us. It grated my nerves. If Kalen, or I dare say even 
Hailey, had suggested it, I wouldn’t have batted an eye, nor would 
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I have hesitated to say that I hated tuna regardless of how it’s 
served. But there I sat nodding like an idiot because I felt guilty 
for being there in the first place. 
I listened as Marci ordered a bottle of white wine when the 
waiter asked us what we’d have to drink. The wine she chose was 
the perfect complement to seafood, but I didn’t care for it. Of 
course, it’s considered by some to be unsophisticated to drink an 
inappropriate wine with dinner, but I never cared for convention 
and always chose red over white regardless of the meal. I’m sure 
there are women out there who like for someone to take charge 
when it came to ordering, but I wasn’t one of them. 
I blinked a few times when Marci interrupted my internal 
bitch session. “You look lovely tonight.” I was about to return the 
compliment when she tilted her head to the side and said, “Have 
you ever considered wearing your hair shorter?” 
“I…um…no. I don’t care for short hair…on me.” 
“I just asked because I think it would make your face look 
fuller and,” she smiled, “you have beautiful eyes, and I think 
they’d stand out even more.” 
“Thank you,” I said as the waiter arrived and opened the 
wine. For a fleeting second, I had a vision of sitting around in 
my underwear waiting for Marci to dress me. I knew I was being 
unfair and looking for anything to cling to that would make it 
easier for me to pull away. 
“How was your week?” I asked when we were alone again. 
“Very busy, which was especially difficult because I was 
distracted.” 
“How so?” 
“I was nervous about tonight,” Marci admitted with a shy 
smile. 
“Me too,” but for different reasons, I was sure. 
Marci smiled and toyed with the stem of her glass. “That 
makes me feel better.” 
“What is it you do? I neglected to ask the night we met.” 
“I’m a veterinarian. Cats are my specialty.” 
“Do you have a cat?” I had flashbacks of the cat that didn’t 
approve of me. 
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“Two, one has three legs, his name is Tripod, and the other is 
missing an eye. I tend to take in the ones that have already gone 
through eight of their lives.” 
“What’s the name of the one missing the eye?” I asked before 
taking a sip of wine. 
“Spike. He’s really tough.” 
“Tough, huh?” I remembered my ankle mauling and agreed. 
I thought cats in general were tough. 
“Do you have any pets?” 
I shook my head. “Although I am getting to know my 
neighbor’s dog. She allows me to play ball with her, the dog, I 
mean.” 
Marci laughed. “I was going to ask the neighbor or the dog.” 
I laughed along with her, but on the inside, my brain was 
chastising me for bringing up Hailey, but still I went on. “We 
played tennis the other day, and the dog got jealous, so I had to 
play an extra-long game of catch with her.” 
“I didn’t know you played tennis,” Marci said. “I love to play. 
Maybe we could try it sometime.” 
“I really don’t play all that well, I’m just learning. So how do 
you handle working with animals you obviously love? I imagine it 
can be heartbreaking at times,” I said, anxious to change the subject. 
“I try to disassociate myself and do what I’m trained to do. 
Sometimes I manage just fine, then there are other times that it 
really gets to me. I’ve learned to look at it like a mechanic does 
when they’re working on a car. If something isn’t functioning 
correctly, I try to find out why and correct it.” 
I watched Marci as she talked about tending to sick and 
wounded animals. Her compassion was obvious. She was kind 
with a generous heart. I should’ve felt like the luckiest girl in the 
world, and I despised myself for not being able to. 
After dinner, we walked to Marci’s car. I thought she was 
about to open the door for me, but she turned suddenly and leaned 
against it, pulling me into her arms. “It’s a beautiful night, and 
it’s still early. Would you like to go dancing? Besides, I feel like 
I should at least buy you a drink since you insisted on paying for 
dinner.” 
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She had me around the waist and was holding me tightly 
against her. It felt wrong. I fought a wave of claustrophobia as 
I put my hands on the side of her car. She looked at me oddly, 
clearly expecting me to give into the embrace. “You seem kind of 
distant,” she said as she released me. 
I winced. The doorway to honesty was wide open, and I owed 
it to her to take that step. “I’m having a bit of a problem. I find 
myself torn, and I’m not sure what to do.” 
I took a step back as Marci narrowed her eyes and looked at 
me. “My neighbor, the one I mentioned earlier…I find myself 
attracted…to her.” 
Marci inhaled deeply as her arms dropped to her sides. 
“I don’t want to end up hurting you, but I have to be honest 
and tell you that I’m really conflicted right now.” 
“Thank you for telling me the truth,” she said. “I’ve been 
there before, I know how if feels.” 
“You’re a wonderful person, and if I’d met you sooner, I don’t 
think I’d be where I am emotionally right now.” 
“That’s sweet of you to say,” Marci said somberly. I felt ill. 
She surprised me by reaching over and taking my hand. “I’d 
really like to get to know you better, but I think it wouldn’t be fair 
to either of us to continue like this. I think you should concentrate 
on sorting your feelings. If things don’t work out, give me a call, 
and if I’m available, I would love to try again.” 
All I had to offer was friendship—just like Hailey had offered 
me. It sucked to be on either end of that offer. 
We ended the night with a hug. I apologized so many times 
that I think Marci wanted to tell me to shut the hell up. I walked 
through the gate of the courtyard alone. Hailey’s window was still 
dark, but I felt her there watching me. 
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Chapter 12
Canine advice. 
I spent a rainy weekend in my apartment in front of the TV 
watching the most violent movies that I could find. I didn’t want 
to watch Deborah Kerr and Cary Grant lead me to believe that 
love conquered all. Instead I watched aliens beat the shit out of 
one another. 
When Kalen called, I told her everything, then begged to 
be left alone. She reluctantly complied. When Monday came, I 
immersed myself in work and refused to visit the Rainbow Room. 
I was finished with that. 
The phone rang around lunchtime, and I debated on answering. 
When I saw Marvin’s name on the caller ID, I picked it up in case 
there was a problem. 
“Thank you, thank you!” Marvin sang into the phone. “Thank 
you for my job and thank you for sending me that lovely client. 
She tips well.” 
“Who?” 
“Hailey something, she said you referred her, but you forgot 
to give her my card. She called all the surrounding salons until 
she found me.” Marvin’s voice droned on as my mind filled with 
thoughts of Hailey. “Locks of gold that felt like silk to my fingers. 
She has a beautiful head of hair. I think I enjoyed doing her as 
much as you.” 
“I’m glad it worked out for you both.” 
“If I were you, I’d be chasing her like a dog chases a trash 
truck. She’s caliente. That means hot, you know.” 
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“Astute observation, Marvin,” I said, trying not to sound 
sarcastic. 
“She talked about you the whole time.” Marvin went on like 
he’d had a pot of coffee and chased it with a Red Bull. “Told me 
about the day she tried to teach you how to play tennis and you 
made her laugh like a fool. I’m telling you, girlfriend, there was 
a gleam in her eyes.” 
“I’m sorry to cut this short, Marvin, but I have to step out.” I 
didn’t want to hear anymore. It grated my nerves and confounded 
me that she told me that she wanted just to be friends, but she was 
gleaming when she talked to Marvin. Talk about mixed signals. 
“Okay,” Marvin said cheerfully. “Seriously, thank you, 
Shannon.” 
I tossed the phone on my desk and groaned when I heard a 
knock on the door. I threw it open and was surprised to see a very 
tall, nice-looking man who seemed as shocked to see me as I was 
to see him. 
“I’m so sorry to disturb you. I just realized that I’m supposed 
to be at 2A, and I see now I wasn’t paying attention when I went 
up the elevator.” 
“That’s okay, it happens all the time,” I lied, mainly because 
he seemed so nice, and it dawned on me that he was looking for 
Hailey’s apartment. 
“Have a nice day and I apologize again,” he said as he 
turned and walked away. If things about Hailey weren’t already 
confusing, they were more so now. 
My apartment became extremely oppressive, so I decided to 
go for a walk. And to my chagrin, I ran into Hailey in the hall. 
She looked amazing in one of her dressier business suits. The 
skirt fit her curves, and I found it hard not to just stand and stare, 
but when I saw the man I’d met earlier standing not far behind 
her, I looked down at Fuzzy. Somehow she didn’t complete the 
ensemble. 
“I need a huge favor,” Hailey said, looking uncomfortable. 
“I have a work function to attend, and my TV died this morning. 
Would you keep Fuzzy for me?” 
Fuzzy was looking up at me as if to say, please, say yes. 
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“Sure, no problem.” 
“Oh, umm, Shannon, this is my ex-husband, Mark,” Hailey 
said, stepping out of the way. 
“We kind of met by accident earlier,” he said with a smile 
when he shook my hand. “It’s a pleasure to be formally introduced, 
though.” 
“Likewise,” I said with as much of a smile as I could muster. 
“You two have a great time.” I took Fuzzy’s leash and watched 
them go. Hailey looked back over her shoulder and mouthed, 
sorry. 
“Fuzzy, I’m in the mood for a long walk. I’m glad you packed 
your ball.” 
If dogs smile, she truly did then around a slimy green tennis 
ball, and we were off. 
Fuzzy actually walked me. I followed along behind her as 
she pranced down the sidewalk, stopping occasionally to sniff 
something of interest. She walked as if she had a destination in 
mind, and since I didn’t, I was content to comply with her whim. 
We came along a small park that didn’t have any signs that said 
dogs weren’t welcome, so once inside the fence, I unclipped her 
leash. She trotted over to a bench and looked at me until I sat. 
The ball was then placed in my lap. I thought I knew what was 
expected. I threw the ball as far as it would go, and she turned 
and looked at me as if to say, Bitch. Did I say to throw it across 
the park? 
She came back and stood in front of me, and this time, she did 
not readily give me the ball. “You want me to bounce it?” I asked. 
Her response was a huffing sound. I did as she commanded. She 
lost interest after forty-something bounces and lay down on the 
cool sidewalk in front of me. 
“Fuzzy, I don’t know what to do about your mother or your 
person, whatever you call her.” 
Her blond head tilted to the side. 
“No, really, it’s true. She just wants to be friends right now, 
and I’m not sure I can take any more friendship. Every time I see 
her, I want to kiss her and choke her at the same time.” 
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Fuzzy’s tongue flopped out. 
“Yes, like that. None of the friendly peck on the cheek stuff. 
I just want to take her in my arms and—” I stopped short and 
nodded at a couple who passed by with odd expressions. I waited 
for them to get far enough away to continue. “I’m just getting to 
know her, but I feel something that I can’t keep denying, and I 
can’t just blurt it out to her.” 
Fuzzy cocked her head again. 
“No, not love, but an attraction that I can barely stand. Do 
you think the feelings are so intense because I can’t have her?” 
Bingo, dumbass,  was Fuzzy’s expression. 
“Is that all it is?” I tilted my own head. 
You have the patience of a squirrel, Fuzzy seemed to say. 
“Hey, you’re not the picture of patience when you want the 
ball bounced, either, Ms. Thang.” 
Apparently, the mention of the ball was her cue. She picked it 
up and dropped it in my lap. “So what am I supposed to do now?” 
I asked as I bounced it on the sidewalk. 
Fuzzy caught the ball and returned it to me and dropped it in 
my hand. You
keep playing bal . That solves everything.  I heard 
that loud and clear. 
On the way back home, Fuzzy made it apparent that her 
charge for advice was chicken on a stick. She parked her rump 
in front of a Chinese restaurant and wouldn’t budge. I looped 
her leash around a hydrant and stepped inside to place her order, 
keeping a close eye on her through the window. 
Fuzzy was in agreement that we should wait to eat until we 
got home, though she nuzzled the bag every time she came near. 
After she’d taken a drink to clear her palate of the ball, she went 
to work on the chicken that I seriously doubted she even chewed. 
I sat on the couch with my fried rice, and after she’d finished 
her meal, she joined me. “I don’t have Grease or High School 
Musical, but I do have Mame with Lucille Ball and Bea Arthur. 
Will that suffice?” 
Fuzzy wasn’t sure, so I played it anyway. She was asleep 
before the movie began, and I was too shortly after. Around 
eleven, I heard a soft knock on the door. 
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“I’m so sorry to have dumped her on you without any 
warning,” Hailey said as she stepped inside. “I was just going to 
leave her with the radio on, but she’d been stuck inside for most 
of the day, and I was worried she would burn energy by taking 
apart the furniture.” 
“She was no trouble at all, and I aired her out for you.” I 
wanted to be grumpy with her, but she looked so apologetic that it 
stole my steam. “We spent a nice afternoon in the park.” 
“Can I make it up to you by buying you dinner tomorrow 
night?” Hailey asked, looking hopeful. 
“That sounds good,” I said around a yawn, trying to appear 
casual. 
She thanked me again, then ushered Fuzzy into the hall. 
Fuzzy shot me a look before I closed the door that said, I won’t 
tell her what you said, but you need to get me more chicken. 
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Chapter 13
Fireworks in February. 
The following evening, Fuzzy was perched in front of a new 
TV and John Travolta was singing about summer lovin’. I think 
she winked at me as Hailey closed the door behind us. 
Hailey asked me to pick the restaurant, and I decided on 
a quiet Italian place a few blocks from our building. I sipped 
cabernet, thinking it was a blessing that Fuzzy couldn’t actually 
talk, but she’d get more chicken from me anyway. 
“What would you suggest?” Hailey asked as she perused the 
menu. “I’m not really in the mood for any seafood.” 
“Then I’d suggest the lasagna or the spaghetti with meatballs. 
Steer clear of the Italian sausage unless your stomach is made of 
cast iron.” 
Hailey nodded. “Thank you for the warning.” 
She decided on the lasagna, and I the spaghetti and meatballs. 
We split the portions so we could have both. “So how’d the work 
thing go last night?” I asked and wanted to add, and why did you 
attend with your ex-husband? 
Hailey peered over her wineglass at me. “It was a company 
banquet. That’s why Mark was in town. We work for the same 
company.” 
I raised a brow at the revelation. 
Hailey met my gaze head-on. “That’s why I asked for the 
transfer. We worked too closely together.” 
I was privately pleased with that particular revelation. 
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“Did you have a good time?” 
Hailey took a sip of her wine and shook her head. “I never 
enjoy those things. I see everyone at work enough, and I’m not 
fond of the forced socialization. We get a carefully worded memo 
every year that basically says be there or else.” 
“I’m so thankful that I don’t have to work in a corporation. I 
think I’d feel just like you do.” 
“How did your date go on Friday?” Hailey asked reluctantly. 
“She’s a veterinarian. She specializes in cats, or I’d give you 
her number for Fuzzy.” 
Hailey pursed her lips. “I have a vet that I’m happy with, but 
thanks.” I watched as she twirled pasta onto her fork, then laid it 
down. “Did you find the spark you were looking for?” she asked 
after taking a healthy swallow of her wine. 
“I found a spark.” It wasn’t with Marci, though, but I didn’t 
tell her that. Guilt washed over me as she coughed into her napkin 
and didn’t meet my gaze. 
“Marvin told me you found him,” I said, changing the subject. 
Her discomfort was too difficult to watch, and I wasn’t sure how 
I was going to go about easing it. “Your hair looks great, by the 
way.”“Thank you,” she said with a weak smile. “He took a couple 
of inches off and shaped it a bit. I didn’t realize that you were his 
boss, though.” 
“My sister, Kalen, is more of his boss. She runs the 
businesses.” 
“Yes, four of them that you own together.” Hailey wiped her 
mouth and set her napkin on the table. “You said you were an 
accountant.” 
I saw where this was going and how easy it was to omit 
information that you weren’t ready to share. “I do all the accounting 
for our salons, and yes, I’m also a business owner. I didn’t tell you 
that upfront because I didn’t want to sound like I was boasting. 
It’s pretentious, and I hate it when people do that.” 
Hailey nodded. “You’re right, it would’ve sounded boastful, 
and I understand why you didn’t tell me. So…when are you going 
to see Marci again?” 
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I sighed, weary of playing games. “I’m not. We don’t have 
any plans to date.” 
Hailey’s brows knitted together. “I thought you said there was 
a spark.” 
“Not with Marci.” I pushed my plate away and stared at the 
wine in my glass. “Mark seems like a really sweet guy.” 
Hailey shook her head at the change of topic. “He is. I hope he 
meets someone that will cherish him. Mark deserves to be with 
someone that will make him happy.” 
“So do you,” I said, glancing away. There was warmth in 
her voice when she spoke of him that disconcerted me. “Are you 
certain that you’re gay?” 
Hailey looked taken aback by the question and a tad peeved. 
“Positively. You’re not the only one that can appreciate the 
warmth and softness of a woman’s skin or the sweetness of her 
lips.” She blinked for a moment, we both did, then the look of 
annoyance returned to her face. “Are you ready to go? I’m feeling 
a bit tired.” 
I nearly had to run after her as we left the restaurant. “Did I 
piss you off with that question?” I asked after we’d walked two 
blocks in silence. 
“Yes, you did, Shannon.” 
“Why?” 
She stalked on without answering. 
I caught her by the arm as she unlocked the gate. “Tell me,” 
I pleaded. 
“I’ve had to answer that question for family and Mark so 
many times that I’m so…damn weary.” Her eyes began to water. 
“I would’ve never cheated if I’d been straight.” Hailey threw her 
arms up, pulling away. “Inside I knew who…what I was, but it 
wasn’t until I was married to Mark for a few years that I accepted 
it. I thought…” Hailey took a shuddering breath. “If I could just 
be with a woman, I could get it out of my system and go on being 
what everyone else expected of me. But I was wrong. That first 
encounter left me with a hunger that I couldn’t deny no matter 
how hard I tried.” 
Hailey turned on one heel as a sob escaped her, and she 
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headed for the door. This time, I couldn’t let her just walk away. I 
grabbed her by the arm and spun her around to face me. Cupping 
her face in my hands, I stared long into her eyes before my lips 
met hers. I felt a tingle to my toes and almost dizzy when her 
body pressed into mine. I pulled away to catch my breath and 
rested my forehead against hers. “Just this once, could you try to 
do something that makes you happy?” 
One hand was pushing me away, and the other clutched my 
jacket and pulled me close. “You are the greatest temptation I’ve 
ever known in my life,” she whispered. “I’m terrified to let you 
in.” “Let’s go upstairs and just talk. I won’t try to kiss you again, 
but please, Hailey, talk this out with me.” She let me take her by 
the hand and lead her to the elevator. I didn’t let her go as we rode 
to the second floor. I was following her into her apartment when 
my cell phone rang. 
Seeing Kalen’s name on the ID worried me when I realized 
how late it was. “Hey, what’s up?” I said as Hailey turned to look 
at me. 
“Mom just called. Dad is having chest pains, and they’re 
going by ambulance to the hospital. I’ve booked us on the first 
flight out, but that’s not until five. Can you pick me up at two 
thirty?” 
After Kalen assured me that she would call the minute she 
heard anything, I closed my phone and sank down on Hailey’s 
sofa. She sat next to me and draped an arm around my shoulders. 
“What’s wrong?” 
“My dad is on the way to the hospital with chest pains. I have 
to catch a flight first thing in the morning,” I said in a daze. 
Hailey put a finger under my chin and turned me to look 
at her. “I promise that we’ll talk, but right now, you have more 
important things on your mind.” 
I nodded, feeling numb. 
“Stay with me tonight. I promise I won’t let you oversleep.” 
Hailey pulled me into her arms and pressed my head onto her 
shoulder. It felt so good, so comforting. 
“I have to pack.” 
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Hailey stood and pulled me to my feet. “If you’d rather sleep 
in your own bed, I’ll understand.” 
“I don’t care where I sleep, not that I will, but I’d like you to 
be close.” 
She smiled and gave me a hug. “Let’s go get your things.” 
I was thankful that I had Hailey to help me or I would’ve 
made the trip without a change of underwear. I dressed for bed at 
her place, and she pulled me into bed with her. Cocooned in her 
arms, sleep came to me, though I doubted it would. 
“Wake up, Shannon.” 
Someone rubbed circles into my back, and someone licked 
me in the face. I jerked back from the tongue that took a swipe up 
my nose and nearly head-butted Hailey. 
“Fuzzy, knock it off.” Hailey switched on a light on her side 
of the bed. 
It’d been years since I’d had to get up at such an early hour. I 
lay there and tried to force my eyes open. Fuzzy got me again on 
the side of the cheek. “Fuzzy, please,” I said with a groan. 
Hailey ushered the little licker out of the bedroom and came 
to sit on the bed beside me. “Look on the bright side,” she said 
with a smile. “Your face has already been washed.” 
“Is that your secret to looking so young?” 
“No, I use face wash.” Hailey gave me a soft nudge. “You 
have to get up now, but while you’re in the shower, I’ll fix you 
breakfast and make coffee.” 
I let her take me by the hand and lead me into the bathroom. 
As I brushed my teeth, Hailey brought in the clothes that I’d set 
out, then closed the door behind her. 
After my shower, I was fully awake, and tension began to pull 
at my stomach. Kalen had not called during the night, so I took 
that as a positive sign and assumed that Dad had been admitted. 
I felt sorry for my mom being there all alone and probably being 
eaten up with worry. She was the strongest woman I’ve ever 
known aside from Kalen, but I knew having us there with her 
would ease her anxiety. 
“I made something light because I figured you’d probably be 
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too nervous to eat,” Hailey said as I walked into the kitchen. She’d 
toasted and buttered an English muffin and peeled a banana. 
“Would you prefer milk or juice?” she asked as she pulled out 
my chair. 
“Milk would be great, and thank you for taking care of me.” 
Hailey set the milk next to my plate and kneaded my shoulders. 
“I’m really sorry about your dad. If you get a chance, please text 
me and let me know how things are going.” 
I managed to choke down half of the muffin and the entire 
banana before Hailey pressed a to-go cup of coffee in my hand. 
She looked so cute with puffy eyes and sleep-tousled hair. I 
wanted to kiss her again. Instead I hugged her tight and whispered 
my thanks before heading out the door. She stood in the doorway 
watching me as I waited for the elevator. 
“I’ll miss you,” Hailey called out softly, then closed the door 
before I could respond. 
“Where were you last night?” Kalen asked after we’d taken 
off. “I called your house a half-dozen times before I tried your 
cell.”In lieu of everything going on with Dad, I didn’t want to 
argue about the events of the previous evening. “I stepped out to 
get something to eat.” 
“Alone?” 
My right leg started bouncing, which was a classic indicator 
that I was being intentionally misleading. My brain started 
screaming out in warning. Don’t bounce, she’ll be on to us in a 
heartbeat.  I crossed my feet at the ankles to still it. “Don’t you 
think it’s odd that mom hasn’t called us?” 
Kalen shook her head. “She knew we were gonna catch the 
first flight. She probably didn’t want to wake us up.” 
“How come Toad didn’t come with us?” 
“I told Todd,” Kalen glared at me, “to wait and see what we 
found out.” She adjusted her neck pillow. “He’s been overloaded 
since we came back from vacation. I didn’t want to make it any 
more difficult on him.” 
It only took a few minutes before Kalen was nestled against 
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my shoulder fast asleep. I figured that she’d been unable to sleep 
at all the night before. I stared out the window into the darkness 
and said a prayer for Dad, then my thoughts went to Hailey. 
The women in past relationships grew on me over time, but 
I’d never met a woman who made me want her like Hailey did. I 
thought back to my brainstorming session with Fuzzy in the park. 
Was it that I thought I could never have her and therein was the 
charm? I began to tick off in my mind what I found so alluring 
about her. 
She was physically attractive, for sure. I enjoyed the way our 
bodies fit together as she snuggled against me the previous night 
and that morning when I hugged her. Her sense of humor was 
another factor. But aside from all that, I think the thing that struck 
me the most was the way I felt when we were together. Like she 
was the missing part that I’d been searching for. 
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Chapter 14
Secrets revealed. 
Mom was asleep in the waiting room of the cardiac ICU when 
we arrived. Kalen and I left her to rest and sought out someone 
who could fill us in. “He’s doing well,” a male nurse said. “He’s 
scheduled to have a stent put in around an hour from now.” He 
rattled off more about a blockage, using medical jargon that no 
one outside of the medical field could understand. “I can tell you 
more after the procedure,” he said, looking down at a chart. “He’s 
awake right now. You can visit him for five minutes.” 
I found it unnerving to see Dad hooked up to so many wires 
and an IV when we walked in. We’d been blessed with healthy 
aging parents, and this was the first time that we’d ever seen one 
of them in the hospital for anything serious. 
“Look, I’m bionic,” Dad said, gesturing to the EKG leads. 
“They’re gonna make me stronger, faster, and better than I was 
before.” 
Kalen and I took turns planting kisses on his head. 
“Is your mom sleeping?” he asked seriously. 
“Yeah, she’s out in the waiting room. We didn’t want to 
disturb her,” Kalen said. 
“Make her go home and get some real rest. A woman her age 
does not need to be hanging around a place like this.” 
Kalen and I laughed. “She’ll go home when she’s ready, Dad. 
There’s nothing we can say to tear her away from here,” I said. 
Dad wasn’t often serious. It was usually one quip after another 
with him, especially when he was nervous. He smoothed back his 
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thick gray hair. “Tell her there’s a sale at Macy’s, and there’ll be 
nothing but a vapor trail.” 
“I assume they’re going to put you on a special diet when you 
get out of here,” Kalen said. “And you better follow it to the letter 
because I need my dad.” Her voice quavered. “Especially now.” 
Like our mother, Kalen was usually stoic. Not much rattled 
her, so it surprised me when she got emotional. Dad and I 
exchanged odd glances. 
“I’m pregnant, Daddy.” 
Dad and I expelled a shocked breath, and his heart rate sped 
up a bit on the monitor. 
Kalen wiped at her face. “Probably not the best time to tell 
you, but if we aren’t reason enough to live, then think of the 
grandbaby you have on the way.” 
Dad was grinning from ear to ear. “I wonder if ol’ Todd put 
the stem on the apple.” 
“Well, we’re not going to know that until he or she gets 
here because Todd and I agree we don’t want to know the sex 
beforehand.” Kalen turned and looked at me. “Can you believe 
it? After all this time and trying for years, we’d given up, and at 
thirty-eight, I’m gonna be a momma.” 
I was crying like a baby when I pulled Kalen into my arms. 
We were standing there blubbering when Mom walked into the 
room. 
“Dear God, what is it?” she asked in alarm. 
“Hot damn!” Dad slapped the bed. “Kalen’s got a bun in the 
oven.” 
This set off beeping sounds that brought two very concerned 
nurses into the room. We were allowed to give Dad a kiss and 
hug before we were all ejected into the hall. As we went, I could 
hear him asking if he’d be allowed to smoke a cigar nine months 
from now. 
“How long have you known?” I asked as we went back to the 
waiting room. 
“Four months.” Kalen looked at us both sheepishly. “I wanted to 
make sure I made it through the first trimester before I told anyone. 
I’ve been hiding the weight gain under baggy winter clothes.” 
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Mom and I nodded in understanding, neither of us wanting to 
mention the two miscarriages, as though it might jinx this one. 
“I just can’t believe I have a grandbaby on the way.” Mom 
sank down into a chair. “Good God, what a night…and now a 
day. I’ve never been so scared and elated at the same time.” 
Her words sobered us. 
I took a seat next to Mom and patted her arm. “He’s gonna be 
okay. It’s a smal blockage, and the stent thing is routine nowadays.” 
Mom smiled and nodded. “Look at you,” she said, cupping 
my cheek. “I just saw you at Christmas, and you don’t even look 
like the same woman.” 
“All of this,” Kalen said gesturing at me, “occurred in the two 
weeks while I was gone. And she’s got two women interested in 
her.”“You’re dating again?” Mom asked. “And two women at the 
same time?” Mom was practically giddy. “I may have more than 
one grandbaby to look forward to.” 
“You don’t like my new look?” I asked, hoping to throw her 
off the trail. 
She made a face that said,  cut the shit. “Love it.” 
“Hey, don’t forget the bloated pregnant chick over here.” 
Kalen jerked a thumb at her chest. “And somebody needs to feed 
this baby before it starves me to death. It’s sucking me dry, and 
it’s not even here yet.” 
The topic turned to food after that, but I knew Mom would 
eventually pull me aside and grill me about everything I’d done 
since the holidays. 
Dad’s stent procedure happened without incident. He would 
be discharged after a day and night of observation. Mom finally 
relented and agreed to go home with us. I doubt she would’ve 
left his side if it hadn’t been for Kalen, who raided the vending 
machines every half hour, then slept in a chair between snacks. 
We picked up KFC on the way home for dinner since Mom would 
undoubtedly have to endure Dad’s diet along with him. She’d 
always been a healthy eater anyway, but every now and then, she 
liked her fried chicken. 
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“I suppose that we’ll all be eating differently from now on,” 
Mom said with a smile as we sat around the table on their screened 
patio. 
“True, but I’ll start that tomorrow,” Kalen said. She’d removed 
all the skin from her chicken before she ate. And instead of fried 
potato wedges, she opted for the mashed potatoes. She made up 
for her healthy choices by topping her dinner with a Snickers bar 
she had stashed in her purse. “I guess I should enjoy sleeping as 
much as I can now because that’s all going to come to an end.” 
“Trust me, it’ll all be worth it. It certainly was with you two,” 
Mom said with a tired smile. “I had you a year apart. I don’t think 
me or your dad really slept until you moved out of the house.” 
I excused myself and went into the bathroom. I sent Hailey a 
text and told her that Dad was doing fine. She sent one right back 
and said she was relieved to hear from me and that everything 
sounded like it was going well. 
I leaned against the sink and thought back to the kiss that 
we’d shared the night before. Those same lips had told me that 
she could only offer friendship, but when they met mine, they 
conveyed an entirely different message. One that said behind the 
guise of friendship burned a passion that would burn us both to 
embers if unleashed. 
I cleaned up after dinner. It took an argument to get Mom 
and Kalen to go sit down and leave me to it. I figured they needed 
time to relax, and I just wanted time alone to wonder what Hailey 
would tell me when I returned home. Would she give us a chance, 
or would she keep me at arm’s length again? 
Kalen was the first to go to bed. Mom had showered and 
found me in the den flipping through the channels. “Tell me 
about these two women Kalen mentioned,” she said as she took a 
seat next to me. 
“Actually, it’s just one woman. I’m not going to see the other 
one anymore.” 
“Was that your choice?” 
I nodded. “I didn’t think it was right to lead Marci on because 
Hailey is the one I really want to get to know.” I looked into Mom’s 
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dark eyes. It surprised me how much she and Kalen had begun 
to look alike. Her dark and wavy hair damp from her shower was 
pulled back away from her face, and though she was tired, she 
still looked a lot younger than her sixty-three years. 
She rested the side of her head on the back of the sofa and 
looked at me. “Your sister would’ve dated them both until she 
made up her mind,” Mom said with a grin. “How did you meet 
Hailey?” 
“She moved into my building. There’s just something about 
her—a connection that I can’t explain.” 
Mom gave my arm a squeeze. “I look forward to meeting 
her.”“I hope it’ll go that far.” 
Mom touched her finger to my nose. “I’m happy that you’ve 
found someone that makes your eyes sparkle the way they are 
now.”“I’m sparkling?” 
“Yes, and your sister is glowing.” Mom yawned. “It means so 
much to me to have you girls here now.” 
“Dad scared you half to death, didn’t he?” 
“He sure did. There are days that he’s a complete pain in my 
ass, but I can’t imagine life without him. When you find the right 
one, there’s a bond that makes you feel whole. I know that one day 
you’ll understand exactly what I mean.” 
I thought I was beginning to. 
“I have The
Glass Bottom Boat in the DVD player in my 
room. Want to curl up like we did in the old days and watch it 
until we fall asleep?” Mom asked. 
I managed to make it to my favorite part when the vacuum 
cleaner ate Doris Day’s slipper. Mom had long been asleep when 
I switched the movie off. I put my phone on to charge and sent 
Hailey a message telling her good night and thanked her again 
for taking care of me. Her response was, Anytime and sweet 
dreams. 
I lay down then and studied my mother’s face as she slept. 
I wondered what she was seeing behind her closed eyes. What 
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made her brow furrow even in slumber? I remembered a time 
long ago, the first time we watched movies in bed together and 
seeing her face look the same way. 
I think I was around six when my parents had a party. Kalen 
and I were tucked into bed, but I could hear the laughter coming 
from the patio and couldn’t sleep. I slipped out of bed and watched 
the grown-ups through our window, drinking their drinks and 
talking in groups around the yard. I wanted to be grown, too, and 
drink the drinks they were mixing in the blender. 
I remembered that there was a big tray in the kitchen loaded 
with sandwiches with the crusts cut off just like I liked them. I 
sneaked out of the room and moved quietly down the hall. I was 
about to make my move for the tray when I heard a woman’s voice 
coming from the den. 
“Roger, it’s too risky.” 
And then I heard my father’s voice whispering something I 
couldn’t make out. The woman laughed. It wasn’t my mother’s 
laugh, so I leaned around as far as I could. She was facing Dad, 
but I could see his hand on the small of her back, and they were 
kissing just like my mom and dad did. 
I shrank back against the wall when I heard the kitchen door 
open. Uncle Jimmy was muttering something about ice. 
“What are you doing up?” my mom whispered behind 
me. She glanced into the den and put her finger to her lips as 
she took me by the hand and led me back down the hall to her 
bedroom. She picked me up and sat me on the bed and knelt in 
front of me. I’ll never forget the look in her eyes. Though I didn’t 
understand it then, there was pain. “What are you doing out of 
bed, Shannon?” 
“I wanted a sandwich with no crust.” As if it would make it 
better, I held up my stuffed cat. “Scratchy wants one, too, he’s 
very hungry.” 
Mom’s eyes watered when she smiled. “I’ll get you and 
Scratchy a sandwich, stay right here.” 
“Mommy, who was that lady kissing daddy?” I asked as she 
stood to go. 
She knelt down again and patted Scratchy on the head. 
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“That’s your daddy’s special friend. It’s a secret, and only me and 
you know about it. Can we keep it that way?” 
“Yes, ma’am.” 
Mom sniffed and kissed me on the head. “I’ll be right back. 
You stay here, okay?” 
That was the very first time Mom and I lay in bed together 
watching Doris Day. It took me a while to understand what Dad’s 
special friend was and why my mother looked the way she did 
that night. But when it all dawned on me, I secretly resented 
my father and worried that one day we wouldn’t all be a family 
anymore. I kept the secret, though, telling no one, not even Kalen. 
In adulthood, I realized that Mom had somehow found it in her 
heart to forgive him. I eventually did, too, in secret. 
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Chapter 15
Cat on a hot tin roof. 
“You have to take them, Roger.” 
We weren’t out of the parking lot, and my dad was already 
bitching about having to take more pills. I was glad that I was 
behind the wheel, and I could use the excuse that I needed to 
concentrate on driving if he tried to get me to take his side. 
“Dad, you have to stay healthy,” Kalen said. “You remember 
why, don’t you?” 
That silenced the argument. 
“Are you gonna name him after me?” Dad asked. 
“It very well could be a girl,” Mom said. “You need to prepare 
yourself for that.” 
Dad huffed. “Todd has two brothers. Boys are predominant 
on his side, so it’s gonna be a boy.” When Mom opened her mouth 
to argue, he piped up. “Don’t get my blood pressure up, Jill, you 
know what the doctor said, ‘easy does it.’” 
“And I suppose you’re going to play that card every chance 
you get,” Mom shot back. 
Dad laughed. “Are you kidding me? That’s my ace in the hole.” 
Mom mumbled off something that sounded to me like she 
wanted to stuff him into a hole. 
When we got to their house, Mom and Dad sat down to 
discuss the new diet, Kalen took a nap, and I took a walk down 
to the beach and called Hailey. She was still at the office but took 
time out to talk to me. 
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“I’m glad you called. I was wondering how things were 
going,” she said cheerfully. 
“Dad’s being a bit uncooperative about taking his new meds,” 
I said. 
“Sounds like he had a touch of distemper. Put the pill in the 
back of his throat and clamp his mouth closed, then rub his neck 
until he swallows. That’s what I do with Fuzzy.” 
I laughed at the mental image. 
“I referred someone here at work to Marvin today, so I called 
him and gave a heads-up. You’d have thought I’d given him a 
million dollars. He invited me out to have a few drinks with his 
friends tonight.” 
My heart nearly stopped. I wondered if those “friends” 
included Alicia. “Don’t you have to work tomorrow? Marvin and 
his buddies are night birds.” 
Something in my tone must have given away my discomfort 
with the idea. “Well yeah, I wasn’t going to make a late night of it 
though,” Hailey said uneasily. 
I didn’t want to come off sounding jealous, but I knew that 
Alicia would be all over Hailey the minute she caught sight of her. 
“One of his friends…she’s…she kind of comes on strong. I feel 
like I should warn you.” 
“You know this by experience?” she asked in a playful tone. 
“Unfortunately.” 
“What’s her name?” 
“Alicia.” 
“I’ll keep an eye out for her then.” 
“Better keep a bat handy, too. You’ll need it.” I wasn’t 
joking. 
“Does that mean you think she may find me attractive?” 
Hailey asked. 
“You’re extremely attractive.” I put emphasis on the word 
attractive. “But Alicia is the type of woman that would find a tree 
stump alluring.” 
She lowered her voice. “You find me attractive?” 
“Isn’t it obvious? I kissed you the other night in case you 
don’t remember.” 
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Her sigh sent shivers down my spine. “I haven’t forgotten. 
You…umm…changed the subject the other night when I asked 
you if you found a spark.” 
I kicked at the sand and blurted out what I thought before I 
lost my nerve. “You should know by now that it’s you that I feel 
the spark with. The real question is if you feel it with me.” 
“I needed to hear you say it,” Hailey said barely above a 
whisper. “I feel it, too. I’m just… Hi, Kelly, come in and have 
a seat. I’ll be finished here in a sec.” Hailey’s tone switched to 
business. “Shannon, I hate to cut this short, but I have someone 
in my office. We’ll set up a meeting when you get back in town.” 
“I look forward to it,” I said in the same businesslike tone. 
“I’d like you to text me when you get in tonight, so I’ll know you 
made it home safely. And yes, I know you can’t argue with me on 
this point, because you have someone in your office, so just do 
as I ask.” 
“I will consider your proposal. Thank you for calling,” Hailey 
said politely before ending the call. 
I snapped the phone closed with a smile, then frowned when 
I thought about Hailey going out with Marvin and his friends. 
I wondered if my name would come up in conversation since I 
was a mutual friend and if Alicia would say anything about my 
encounter with her. I also wondered what Hailey had planned to 
say before she was cut off. All of it made me uneasy. 
I had no appetite at dinner. In my mind’s eye, I could only see 
Hailey on the dance floor with Alicia, and I wanted to go home. 
Mom, Dad, and Kalen were engrossed in conversation about what 
room would be best as the nursery and fencing the backyard now 
that they’d have a little one running loose. No one noticed that I 
only picked at my food. 
After dinner, Dad settled into his recliner while Kalen 
stretched out on the couch. Mom and I cleaned the kitchen. Then 
we took our coffee to the patio. “Mom, can I ask you a personal 
question?” 
She looked over at me and raised her brow. 
“Why did you stay with him?” I asked softly. 
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She seemed surprised at first. “I thought you’d forgotten 
about that night.” 
I wished I had. 
After a long sigh, she said, “At first, it was that I didn’t want 
to break up our home. I was a housewife with no education and 
two girls barely in school. That’s why when you two started high 
school, I went to beauty school,” she said with a sad smile. “I 
waited until y’all went off to college to confront him.” 
“What did he say?” 
“He was shocked that I’d known all that time and never said 
anything. He begged my forgiveness and swore it was only once.” 
Mom set her cup on the table and folded her hands in her lap. “I 
have no idea if that was the truth, but I chose to accept it as so.” 
I couldn’t imagine living all those years coping silently with 
the betrayal. “Why?” 
“I loved him and I couldn’t make myself stop,” she said as if 
it were as simple as that. “After I told him that I knew, he’s spent 
all these years trying to make it up to me. I’m not saying the 
affair was a blessing in disguise, but our relationship has been 
wonderful ever since. I wonder if it’d been as good otherwise.” 
“When I think about the women I’ve been involved with, I 
don’t think I could’ve forgiven any of them for that.” 
Mom tilted her head and looked at me intently. “I know you 
loved the women you were serious with, but I’ve wondered if you 
were ever truly in love.” 
“I was content. It was nice to have someone to share things 
with,” I admitted as I toyed with my cup. “I know love isn’t really 
like it’s depicted in movies and books, but that’s what I want.” 
Mom laughed. “Yes, they never show or tell you what happens 
after the happy couple rides off into the sunset. But someone has 
to do the laundry, take out the trash, and pay the bills.” 
“I know it sounds pathetic, but at this stage in my life, even 
those chores sound romantic,” I said with a smile. “If the one I 
was doing the chores for made my heart skip a beat whenever she 
walked into the room.” 
“Does Hailey make your heart skip a beat?” Mom asked. 
“From the second I saw her.” 
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“What makes her so different from the others?” 
I shrugged. “I don’t know. There’s just a connection, and as 
silly as it sounds, I feel like we’re supposed to be together.” 
“I’m curious to know what Kalen thinks about her,” Mom 
said.I winced, knowing exactly what Kalen thought and would no 
doubt tell Mom. “She doesn’t like her.” 
Mom’s brows rose. “Really?” 
“Hailey is divorced,” I said. “She had an affair with a 
woman.” 
Mom stared at me for a moment. “Well, that’s kind of hard to 
comment on after what we just discussed your father.” 
“She has deep regrets about it,” I said, debating whether or not 
to say anything about the online issue. As open-minded as Mom 
was, she’d probably side with Kalen if she knew about Hailey’s 
deception. Frankly, I would’ve reacted the same way Kalen had if 
she told me the same things about someone she was interested in. 
A niggling doubt and fear settled over me then. 
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Chapter 16
Sometimes it pays to lie…to Kalen. 
I sat propped up against the headboard, trying to keep my 
eyes open. I’d held my cell phone in my hand since I’d gone to 
bed, awaiting Hailey’s text message. I glanced at the clock and 
noted with disdain that it was a little before midnight. Hailey said 
earlier that she had to work the next day, and I figured that she 
must’ve been having a great time if she wasn’t home yet. I couldn’t 
help but feel a bit anxious about that. Who was entertaining her? 
I nearly cleared the bed by six inches when my phone vibrated. 
Home safe and sound. 
Have a good time? 
They were a rowdy group. Alicia was as you described. 
Shit! She was there. I chewed the inside of my cheek. 
I put her in her place.  Hailey wrote before I could respond. 
Thank you for letting me know that you made it in. I’m coming 
home tomorrow. We arrive at three. 
Hailey’s reply was immediate. Is something wrong? I thought 
you’d stay longer. 
Dad and Mom are fine. Kalen is missing her hubby and is 
ready to get back. 
Then you should be in bed. Your flight is probably early. 
You should be, too. 
See you tomorrow then. Sweet dreams. 
My dreams would be anything but sweet. Images of Alicia 
coming on to Hailey like a freight truck were already flashing 
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through my mind, then Alicia telling Hailey in lurid detail what 
we’d done. 
The next morning, Kalen and I were aboard a plane full 
of a group of teens who seemed to have had energy drinks for 
breakfast. For a church group, they were high on something, and I 
wasn’t sure it was the Lord. Kalen listened to their conversations 
as we sat on the tarmac, shaking her head. When she turned to 
me, her eyes were wide. “If my kid behaves like any of these, I’m 
not going to make it through the teen years. Why don’t you keep 
him or her until they’re twenty-five?” 
“I’m moving to Canada when your offshoot hits puberty. I 
remember what you were like at that age, and these kids pale in 
comparison.” 
Kalen waved her hand in my face. “New topic, this one is 
making me queasy. You’ve been texting a lot. Are you and Marci 
still talking?” 
Lie to her!  My brain screamed. S top that bouncing leg. 
“We’re not going to see each other again, remember?” I 
crossed my legs as best as I could in my cramped seat. 
“Then who is it?” Kalen raised a brow as I tried to meet her 
stare.“I have friends.” 
Kalen’s eyes narrowed. “Stop being evasive. Who were you 
texting with? And who did you call while on the beach?” 
Both of my legs started jumping then. Change the subject, my 
brain ordered. Do something with those legs, for Pete’s sake! “You 
said you were going to take a nap. Did you lie so you wouldn’t 
have to clean the kitchen?” 
Kalen leaned in closer. “Who?” 
“Hailey.” 
Kalen’s mouth twisted. “You’re playing with fire, little sister, 
and you’re going to get burned.” 
“You’ve made up your mind without ever meeting her. I don’t 
think she’s the monster you believe she is.” 
“Shannon.” Kalen caressed my arm. “I don’t mean to be such 
a downer. I’m just trying to protect you. Think about the things 
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you’ve told me. She cheated on her husband, and she conveniently 
neglected to mention that it was her you were chatting with online 
until you busted her.” Kalen tugged on my arm until I looked at 
her. “You’ve really been coming out of your shell lately. I don’t 
want to see you get hurt and start living like a hermit again.” 
I nodded and looked out the window as our plane began 
barreling down the tarmac. Hearing it all laid out like that did 
cast Hailey in a disparaging light. But Kalen didn’t know Hailey 
like I knew her, well, like I thought I knew her. 
“Shannon?” Something in Kalen’s tone made me face her. “I 
think I’m going to be sick.” 
We both began digging in the pockets of the seats in front of 
us for a barf bag. I nearly broke Kalen’s nose as I shoved one in 
her face. She missed anyway. 
When I was allowed to get up from my seat, I soaked the 
miniscule bathroom, trying to rid myself of the stench of bacon 
and eggs. I was nearly sick a couple of times, too. I repeated the 
process on our layover in Atlanta and emerged from the bathroom 
looking like I’d wet my pants. Kalen was nice enough to buy me a 
sweatshirt to change into, but we had no time to search for pants. 
She apologized all the way from the airport and was still 
begging my forgiveness when I was tempted to put my foot in her 
chest and shove her from my car when we arrived at her house. 
The high side was that the subject of Hailey didn’t come up again. 
I could torment myself on that one without Kalen’s assistance. 
I looked at my watch as I entered the courtyard and was 
relieved to see that it wasn’t quite five. I figured that I’d beaten 
Hailey home from work and wouldn’t have to greet her smelling 
like vomit. I was wrong. She was in her usual spot on the bench. 
“Hey, welcome home,” Hailey said with a bright smile that 
faded the minute I got within a foot of her. Even Fuzzy appeared 
put off by my odor. 
“I know I reek,” I said, keeping my distance. “Kalen got sick 
the minute we left the ground in Miami.” 
“I was going to ask you to dinner, but I just lost my appetite,” 
Hailey said as she fanned her grinning face. 
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That invitation would’ve thrilled me before the conversation 
with Kalen. Now I stood mute, pondering a comeback. 
“I’m just teasing,” Hailey said as her expression turned 
serious. “You’re probably tired and just want to relax.” 
“It was a hellacious flight,” I tried to explain. “Can I take a 
rain check?” 
Hailey looked disappointed but recovered quickly. “Sure, go 
shower. We’ll get together another night.” 
I smiled as best I could and kept my distance as I made my 
way to the door. I heard Hailey and Fuzzy come in behind me, 
and I turned to look at them. “You may not want to ride up in the 
elevator with me.” I gestured to the stain on my pants. 
Fuzzy looked as though she agreed wholeheartedly. The ball 
clamped between her jaws was not rubbed on my pants. 
Hailey pursed her lips. “Good point. We’ll take the stairs.” 
I put my jeans into the washer, then turned it off when the 
tub filled to let them soak and went straight to the shower. As I 
washed the rank smell from my body, I thought about Hailey and 
the way she looked when I declined dinner. I hated to disappoint 
her, but Kalen’s words floated around in my brain, filling me with 
doubt. 
I felt like there was something good between us. Something 
we could build on, but then I’d hear Kalen’s voice warning of 
disaster. I was in deep thought when I got out of the shower and 
heard my cell phone chime in the bedroom. Wrapped in a towel, 
I retrieved it and read Hailey’s message. Is something bothering 
you?  Why did I have to be surrounded by intuitive women? Couldn’t 
they just be dumb like me? And speaking of dumb, I responded 
without thinking. I think we should talk, but not tonight. How 
about dinner tomorrow night? 
Hailey’s reply was slow in coming. I think I understand. Some 
things are better left unsaid. Let’s just leave it at that. 
My heart sank. I called her and waited until her voicemail 
picked up. “Please don’t do this, Hailey. I…I don’t want to talk via 
voicemail and text messages. Please call me.” She didn’t return 
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my call, nor did she answer my text messages. With a head full 
of wet hair, I pulled on a pair of sweats and marched down to her 
apartment. She didn’t answer my knock. 
I pressed my face between the door and the facing. “This is 
usually said of me, but don’t you think this is a bit childish?” 
“She’s not home.” 
I turned to see Kevin, the maintenance man. He’d been 
standing a few feet away the whole time with a paintbrush in 
his hand. He jutted his chin toward the elevator. “She left about 
ten minutes ago with her dog and what looked like an overnight 
bag.”“Umm, thanks,” I said before taking the stairs up to my 
place. 
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Chapter 17
Assumptions make an ass…
I awoke the next morning and checked my phone. No messages 
from Hailey and no voicemail. I sent her another text message 
asking for a chance to talk. It went unanswered. 
I switched on the TV for something to take my mind off of 
her while I waited for an answer that I figured would never come. 
A used car commercial caught my attention. I glared at it as it 
summed up my life. 
Are you looking for a girlfriend? Someone to fill those lonely 
nights and warm your heart, as well as your bed? Hurry in now 
and trade your peaceful albeit empty life for one of our slightly 
used models. You’ll be cruising along life’s highway in no time. 
Of course, they always forgot to mention in those commercials 
that your new ride will be slightly damaged, confusing to operate, 
and sometimes will leave you stranded on life’s highway—alone 
and wondering why everything came to a screeching halt. 
I just didn’t have it in me to browse the lot any longer. I’d 
found the one I wanted, but it seemed that I’d gotten caught up 
in the flashy exterior and neglected to see if I was investing in a 
lemon. 
You always hear of people having epiphanies. One morning 
they wake up and have a moment of clarity. I thought I was having 
one of my own. I’d been so focused on having someone to share 
my life with that it made me kind of pathetic. “Love me, love me, 
please pick me and complete my life.” I suddenly had a mental 
112
Pitifully Ugly
image of myself as a pooch in the pound barking and pawing at 
my cage door as prospective owners came looking. Well, shit on 
that!I threw the covers back and jumped out of bed. Ten minutes 
tops, I was dressed, my hair was sticking out the back of a ball 
cap, and I had an apple in my hand for breakfast. I was a woman 
on the move with my tennis racket tucked under my arm. As 
briskly as I could manage, I walked to the health club, rented a 
basket of balls, and loaded up the machine. 
When the first ball shot toward me, I smacked the hell out of it, 
then apologized to the woman on the adjoining court. She rubbed 
her hip as she glared, and I continued undaunted. I pounded all my 
frustration away on those balls until I was drenched with sweat. 
“Someone must’ve really pissed you off. I don’t think I’ve 
ever heard anyone growl like that.” 
I turned and faced a sporty-looking woman who was 
probably in her mid-thirties. She was all smiles standing there in 
her starched white tennis outfit looking like a million bucks. The 
Shannon who went to sleep the previous night might have been 
beguiled by the way she looked me over, but today’s Shannon was 
a different breed of cat altogether. 
“I’m Sue,” she said as she thrust out her hand. “Are you 
looking for a partner?” 
“Well now, that depends,” I said haughtily with my hand on 
my hip. “Do you have road rage? A cat that bites? Did you just 
leave your husband? Are you looking for a really kinky good time 
and think I may be interested?” 
Sue’s eyes bulged and her jaw went slack before she replied, 
“I’m just looking for a tennis partner.” 
“Sure you are.” I waved my racket. “Start stepping, sister, 
you’re outta luck here.” 
Sue held her racket in front of her like a weapon and took a 
step back. I mimicked her stance as if we were about to sword 
fight. “You’re insane,” she said as she backed away. 
I turned and noticed that the two women playing on the court 
beside me were standing completely still. The ball in play was 
bouncing right past the woman that I’d hit earlier. 
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“That’s right, I’m nuts,” I said as I tucked my racket under 
my arm. As I walked out, I guesstimated how long it would take 
Sue to get to the front desk and report the raving lunatic she’d 
just encountered. I exited the side door and never looked back at 
the club I was certain that I would never be welcome in again. 
The song They’re Coming To Take Me Away, Ha-haaa!  played 
through my mind as I walked back to my apartment. 
“You’re gonna be an aunt,” Kalen sang when I answered 
the phone. “I heard the heartbeat today. The baby is strong and 
healthy.” 
“I’m happy for you, sis, I really am.” I tried to sound upbeat 
for her sake. 
“There’s one little problem, though. My doctor wants me to 
take it easy, no stress. Remember when I agreed to attend that 
conference in Atlanta?” 
I plopped down on the couch with a vague recollection of a 
conversation we’d had. Kalen had agreed to give a presentation 
on behalf of Natural Beauty, a hair product line we used at the 
salons. In exchange, they used some of our models for their 
advertisements. It boosted our clientele overnight. 
“I remember. What happens if you cancel now?” 
“That’s just the point. The conference is a week away and I’m 
locked in. Angela is counting on me, and I’ve already paid for the 
hotel. It’s like five hundred bucks a night.” 
“Must you always travel deluxe?” I asked, calculating what 
we’d already spent. 
“Yes, I must,” Kalen said unapologetically. “I work my ass 
off, and when I have to leave home, I expect to be pampered.” 
“So what exactly are you asking me to do?” I hoped she 
wasn’t going to confirm my worst fear. 
“I told Angela that you’d stand in for me. Are you there?” 
Kalen asked when I didn’t respond. 
“I’m gonna have to start wearing diapers along with your 
baby because lately every time you open your mouth, I want to 
shit in my pants.” 
“You’re such a big tit sometimes, Shannon. You can do this.” 
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“Why can’t Blitz do it?” 
“Because she’s got like twenty studs in her face, and she’s not 
exactly the public speaking type.” 
“And I am? Kalen, I’ve never given a speech in my life!” 
“I’ll coach you, everything’s already written. You can bring a 
couple of my Valiums if that’ll help. I can’t take them anymore.” 
“Call it off. Tell Angela that we’ll have to catch her on the 
next round. I don’t care if we lose money on the hotel.” 
“Now listen to me,” Kalen said, sounding a lot like our 
mother. A tone she would no doubt use on my future niece or 
nephew. “You’ve been telling me lately how you’re doing things 
on your own, and this time you have to take the reins for me.” 
“I’ll think about it.” 
“No, there’s no time to think about it. We have to prep you 
for the presentation and buy some suitable clothes for you to 
wear. Look, you can bring Marvin. He can chat up everybody at 
the booth. All you have to do is give the speech. Surely, you can 
handle that.” 
My brain started screaming. I’m packing my shit and 
hightailing it out of here. She’s going down. 
“You can do this,” Kalen said, softening her tone. “I’ve always 
done things like this because I knew you hated it, not because I 
thought you were incapable. I wouldn’t ask if I didn’t think it 
was important. Angela is counting on us, and you have to at least 
acknowledge that she’s done us a huge favor already.” 
“I want the Valium.” 
“Deal. Now drop whatever you’re doing and come pick me 
up. We have a lot of shopping to do.” 
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Chapter 18
When in doubt—fake it. 
The week went by like a blur. We shopped like madwomen, 
and I had a new wardrobe consisting of three suits, three pairs 
of slacks, and a few blouses. One of my suitcases alone was 
filled with nothing but shoes. I might’ve been scared shitless, but 
I looked like a million bucks. I hoped—and I think Kalen did, 
too—that the finely tailored clothes would give me the appearance 
of someone who had her crap together. 
Hailey had not returned home, nor did she answer any of my 
messages or calls. And being in Atlanta knowing that’s where she 
lived and worked before she came to New Orleans made it worse. 
I was constantly reminded of her. 
Kalen had the room upgraded to a suite. Though she swore it 
was only a nominal difference, I doubted it. Marvin and I had our 
own rooms and a spacious area to lounge in when we weren’t at 
the conference. I watched as he moved around the room touching 
everything like a child. 
“Look at this bar.” Marvin opened the glass doors to the 
cabinet filled with liquor and crystal glasses. “This is a swank 
place.” 
I browsed through the itinerary as he poured a couple of club 
sodas. “There’s a social at four. Do I have to go to that?” I asked 
as he handed me a glass. 
Marvin took a seat across from me on the sofa. He sat with 
his forearms resting on his thighs and stared down at his drink. 
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“I have to be honest with you, Shannon. Kalen told me not to say 
anything, but I think you need to know that she gave me very strict 
instructions to make sure you were present for all events. You’re 
the face of the company right now, and you have to mingle.” 
She’d given me the same speech, but it still rankled me that 
she’d given Marvin orders to enforce it. 
“I know you’re shy,” Marvin continued. “So I was thinking 
that I’d do most of the talking and kind of open things up for you 
to step in when you’re comfortable.” 
“Okay, but you have to promise not to leave my side because 
the minute I find myself alone, I’m outta there.” 
Marvin seemed relieved that I wasn’t bucking the idea. “Deal, 
but be patient if I have to go to the bathroom.” 
We ordered a late lunch and went over the itinerary. Drinks 
that day, exhibition hall Saturday and half the day Sunday, and the 
presentation would be given Sunday night before the conference 
wrapped. Monday morning, I’d be on my way home, and that 
couldn’t come soon enough. 
“I know you’re dreading the exhibition hall as much as the 
presentation, so I’ll try to make it easy on you,” Marvin said. 
“Kalen said Angela doesn’t expect you to be in the booth the 
whole time. Spend a couple of hours in the morning extolling the 
virtues of their products, then you’re free for a few hours before 
you come back in the afternoon.” 
“I don’t know anything about their products except that we 
use them and we get great discounts.” 
“But I do,” Marvin said with a smile. “You’ll defer to me and 
I’ll sing their praises.” 
“I don’t know what we’re paying you for this yet, but did Kalen 
offer you a bonus at least?” I asked, grateful for his company. 
“Y’all paid for my new clothes,” Marvin said with a beaming 
smile, “and I get a bonus when I get back.” 
“Speaking of clothing, how should I dress for this social thing 
we’re going to?” 
“Let’s see what you’ve got.” 
He followed me to my room and went through my closet, 
humming as he pulled out a pair of navy blue slacks, matching 
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pumps, and an azure blouse that buttoned up only so far. I liked 
the color and cut but was a bit timid about showing the cleavage 
that the shirt would reveal. Marvin held it up and looked over at me. 
“Did you bring a chemise?” 
“No, Kalen said that these shirts,” I pointed at the row of 
them, “are made like this for a reason. I’m not happy about it.” 
Marvin put a hand on his hip as he looked closely at the blouse. 
“It’s gonna look awkward if you try to pin it. You’re gonna have to 
keep your shoulders back. No slouching like you’re doing now.” 
I sat up a little straighter and began to feel anxious. 
Marvin glanced at me and smiled sympathetically. “I’m 
going to make you a Bloody Mary while you shower. You can sip 
it while I do your hair and makeup. You’ll be relaxed by the time 
we go downstairs.” 
As I showered, I counted myself lucky to have a gay man 
to take care of me. Left on my own, I probably would’ve tried 
to wear my Mickey Mouse sleep shirt under my top to hide my 
breasts. I could apply my own makeup, but if Marvin could do 
with my face what he’d done with my hair when he cut it, then I 
wouldn’t look half bad. 
With my robe on, I sat on a padded stool while Marvin went 
through the cosmetics that Kalen had thrown into my suitcase. “I 
don’t like a lot of color,” I said to him as he perused the eye shadows. 
He smiled at me. “I’m not saying this because you’re my boss. 
You, my dear, are a good-looking woman without any makeup. 
I’m just going to enhance what you’re working with. Trust me?” 
If he hadn’t already transformed me with a single haircut, I 
probably wouldn’t have been sitting there. I took a healthy swallow 
of my Bloody Mary. “Work your magic.” And magic was what 
he made. When he’d finished my hair and makeup, a different 
woman stared back at me in the mirror. I may’ve been a ball of 
nerves on the inside, but outwardly, I looked like a model. 
The foundation he used blended with my skin tone and 
hid what the sun had spent a lifetime doing to my face. He’d 
conservatively used a pale brown eye shadow and black mascara 
that made my dark eyes shimmer. The lipstick a shade darker 
than my lips added the final touch. 
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I turned my head from side to side, taking in what he’d done 
with my hair. It was wispy and gave the impression that time 
had been taken with it, but it wasn’t carefully coiffed. “You are 
amazing,” I said, smiling back at my reflection. 
He patted my shoulders, apparently pleased with my comment 
and his handiwork. “It’s going to take me about thirty minutes to 
get dressed. Enjoy the rest of your drink, then put on your clothes 
right before we have to leave. That’ll spare you a few wrinkles.” 
I followed his instruction to the letter. I met him in the sitting 
area a while later. Since coming aboard with us, Marvin had toned 
down his look. He no longer wore fingernail polish, though it was 
obvious he spent time with the manicurist. The faux hawk had 
grown out a bit on the sides, and the longer portion in the middle 
of his head had been trimmed and blended in. His hair was parted 
on the side and pushed back off his forehead. 
Marvin not only knew how to dress me, but he knew how to 
make himself look spectacular. His button-down white shirt was 
tucked into a pair of stylish black slacks with a matching pair of 
shoes. “I didn’t want us to look like twins,” he said as he twirled. 
“And you can’t go wrong with black and white.” 
When we walked into the reception, I felt my stomach drop. 
I looked over the large crowed and felt immediately intimidated. 
Marvin took my hand and looped it around his arm. “Let’s make 
contact with Angela first, then we can mingle for a little while. 
Then if you’re about to go insane, we can sneak out.” 
I discreetly pointed toward Angela, who stood with a couple 
of men. As we made our way toward her, she excused herself and 
met us halfway. “No offense, but I almost didn’t recognize you,” 
she said as she gave me a brief hug. “I think the last time I saw 
you, you were wearing a ball cap.” 
“You have Marvin to thank for my appearance,” I said, 
smiling at him. 
“It’s a pleasure to meet you,” Angela said with a smile as 
she shook Marvin’s hand. “Look, I hate to cut to the chase, but I 
need to tell you that I’m under a lot of pressure right now. Sales 
are down and heads are rolling. The man in the gray suit that I 
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was talking to is Thad Mays, the CEO of our company.” Angela 
stepped to the side so I could get a good look at him. 
“He never comes to these things,” Angela continued. “I don’t 
have a lot of big accounts, but I do have an extensive amount of 
small ones. I don’t want to be in the next round of layoffs, so I 
need to make a good impression.” 
I was already feeling nervous, and Angela made me want to 
run screaming from the room. Frankly, I would’ve done that, but 
Kalen considered Angela a friend. 
“To be honest…” Angela leaned in closer to us. “If he weren’t 
here, I would make my rounds and hit the clubs.” 
Angela didn’t look like a party girl to me dressed in her 
burgundy business suit. Although as I looked at her, I could picture 
her letting down the long glossy waves of blond hair that were 
pinned back conservatively and donning a tight pair of jeans. 
“You can count on us to represent,” Marvin said. “The 
presentation that Kalen has prepared is phenomenal. I use your 
products every day, and I have never been disappointed.” 
Angela’s shoulders relaxed as she smiled back at Marvin. 
“Thank you, thank you both. You’re doing me a huge favor and I 
won’t forget it.” 
“Your boss is headed over here,” I said, glancing over Angela’s 
shoulder. 
He smiled as Angela turned to look at him. “Mr. Mays, I’d like 
to introduce you to Shannon Brycen. She owns Brycen Sisters in 
New Orleans with her sister, Kalen.” 
“It’s a pleasure.” He took my hand limply into his own. I tried 
not to stiffen as he continued to hold it. 
“I was just asking Shannon where her partner was,” Angela 
said. “Forgive me, what was her name again?” Angela looked me 
in the eyes. 
I was taken aback by the odd change in topics but recovered 
when Marvin shifted his stance and bumped into me slightly. 
“Hailey, and she couldn’t make it this time.” Mr. Mays released 
my hand. “This is Marvin Henderson. He’s one of our most 
talented stylists.” I stepped back as Marvin moved in and shook 
his hand. 
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“We were just telling Angela how proud we are to be here 
representing Natural Beauty,” Marvin said. “I especially love 
your hair-coloring products. I use them on all my clients.” 
“Thank you,” Mr. Mays said with a slight nod. 
To me, he looked as though he hadn’t a clue about their 
products. I imagined he had a staff that worried about product 
lines while he looked at the numbers generated by sales. I felt for 
Angela, who was dependent on his favor, and made the effort to 
speak on her behalf. “I’m sure you have many clients much larger 
than we are, but Angela treats us like a major player. Your products 
are excellent, but her service is what demands our loyalty.” 
Thad’s gaze moved through the crowd as I spoke, probably 
looking for someone far more prestigious to mingle with before 
he looked back at me and Angela. “I’m very pleased to know 
that,” he said with another slight nod. “If you’ll excuse me.” He 
didn’t say more as he walked off. 
“He’s an asshole,” Angela said quietly. “And a womanizer. 
That’s why I made that comment about your partner. I hope 
you don’t mind, but I wanted to make it clear that you weren’t 
interested before you had to.” 
“Wel , thank you for that.” I smiled at Angela. “I owe you now.” 
Angela stayed with us as long as she could, then went to 
visit with some of her other clients. Marvin and I spoke with a 
few other salon owners, and thankfully, Marvin did most of the 
talking. I stood there trying to look interested in the conversation, 
though like Thad Mays, my time was spent looking at figures on 
a spreadsheet. 
It’s not that I didn’t like people, I just lacked the social graces 
that came so naturally to Marvin and Kalen. I smiled and nodded 
when it seemed appropriate and paid close attention to all the 
conversations, learning more about our business than I ever really 
had.“You’re doing really well,” Marvin said when we were alone. 
“I’m afraid I don’t know much about the latest styles or 
product lines. I really can’t add much to the conversations.” 
“You’re not like Angela’s boss.” Marvin accepted a glass 
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of champagne from a server. “You’re listening, it’s obvious.” 
Marvin grinned at me wickedly. “I think the whole aloof thing 
is actually working in your favor. A few women we’ve talked to 
were looking you over pretty good.” 
“Are my boobs hanging out?” I readjusted my shirt. 
“No, Shannon, they’re looking at the total package.” He 
elbowed me. “You’re hot.” 
“That’s all because of you.” I couldn’t help but smile at him. 
“Thanks again.” 
“All my pleasure. Now let’s get out of here.” 
After I removed my makeup, Marvin and I stood in the 
mirror of my bathroom, rubbing moisturizer into our faces like 
two schoolgirls. “I think I look like Howdy Doody without facial 
hair. What do you think?” Marvin glanced at me. 
I looked at his reflection in the mirror as he opened his eyes 
wide and snapped his jaw open and shut. “No, no, you don’t…
okay, yes, you do.” 
“That’s it,” he said with a hand on his hip. “I’m growing the 
goatee back. Join me for a nightcap? I think I’m in the mood for 
a White Russian. Hell, honey, I’d settle for a Tom Collins if he’d 
treat me right.” Marvin gave me a playful shove. “Get it?” he 
asked as he laughed at his own joke. 
“Romance blows.” I followed him out of the bathroom. 
Marvin wrapped an arm around my waist and led me to the bar 
where I took a seat on one of the stools. 
He moved behind the bar and started mixing our drinks. 
“Pretend I’m a bartender, a very dashing bartender, and tell me 
all your problems.” 
Once again, I found myself telling about Hailey, but unlike 
when I talked to my mom, I spared no detail right down to the last 
text message I got from her. By the time I finished, we’d polished 
off our drinks and Marvin mixed a couple more. 
“Still no word from her?” He leaned against the bar. 
“No, I guess whatever we had is over.” 
Marvin shook his head. “She seemed so enamored with you 
when she came to the salon and the night she joined us for drinks. 
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Granted she didn’t come right out and say that, but she steered the 
conversation in your direction every chance she got.” 
“It’s like a game of tennis with her, you know?” I said, staring 
into my glass. “It’s like I’m up against the net trying to keep the 
ball going, and she backs farther away. Every now and then, she’ll 
make a move that makes me think she’s interested, then she’ll 
back off. Although this time, she just quit the game.” 
“I dated a guy like that once,” Marvin said. “He came from 
a very well-to-do family that put a lot of pressure on him to 
marry the right woman. He did right out of college and spent 
five miserable years hiding who he really was.” Marvin smiled 
ruefully. “I didn’t know he was married when we started going 
out. I was too young and eager to notice all the warning signs. 
Anyway, I saw him having dinner with his wife one night, and 
this time, he was wearing a wedding band.” 
I winced at the mental image. “Did you make a scene?” 
“No.” Marvin shook his head. “I just stopped returning his 
calls until he tracked me down. He swore that he was going to 
leave her and he did. Everyone in his family turned their backs 
on him. I was all he had.” 
“So what happened?” 
“I messed it up,” Marvin said before taking a drink. “I was 
so young, and he was so clingy. When I look back on it now, he 
must’ve been terrified that I’d leave him, too. I felt like I was 
being smothered, so I broke it off.” 
“Whatever happened to him?” 
Marvin sighed. “I have no idea. I never saw him again after 
that.” Marvin drained his glass and set it on the bar. “I have no 
idea what Hailey’s situation is, but I imagine that she’s just as 
scared as he was. She left not one, but two relationships and 
moved away. I’d be a mite apprehensive, too.” 
I hadn’t given any thought to the woman Hailey had admitted 
having the affair with. Too focused on the husband, I never asked 
what happened to her. A queasy feeling washed over me as I 
wondered if that was where Hailey was taking refuge. 
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Chapter 19
Beware the Stanky Leg. 
We repeated the dressing process over again the next morning 
sans the Bloody Mary. Marvin picked out a gray suit and a soft 
pink blouse to wear with it. After he’d done my hair and makeup, 
I looked in the mirror pleased with the results. 
“You are stunning,” he said with pride. 
He bolstered my self-esteem and made me feel comfortable 
in a world that I didn’t belong. “I wish you were a woman,” I said 
with a laugh. 
“Me too, baby,” Marvin said as he sauntered off to dress. 
We had breakfast with Angela, who yawned repeatedly, and 
still managed to look fresh. She wore her hair down, and against 
the green blouse, her eyes sparkled like emeralds. I was reminded 
of Hailey as I looked at her. I thought back on the conversation 
I had with Marvin and felt myself sinking lower into gloom. If I 
had only accepted her dinner invitation, things might’ve turned 
out differently. 
Natural Beauty’s booth was impressive. Large pictures of our 
models were hanging on the back wall where they could easily be 
seen. Our name and logo figured prominently with some major 
salons in New York and Los Angeles. It made me proud. 
We hadn’t been there long when a woman approached Angela. 
I watched out of the corner of my eye as the statuesque brunette 
looked my way a few times. I moved closer to Marvin as she 
caught my eye and smiled. 
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“That’s Zoe Martinez,” Marvin said in a whisper. “She owns 
a salon in Houston. A friend of mine worked for her for a while. 
She’s a bitch to the men, but she loves the ladies.” 
“She and Angela keep looking over here.” 
“I’ve noticed,” Marvin said as he looked around. “Angela is 
probably filling her in on who you are. She’s a femme that likes 
femmes. She’s bedded half of her clients, and the word is she’s 
fire between the sheets. She’s not into commitment, but she’d be 
great entertainment for the weekend.” 
Zoe was smoking hot, that was undeniable. It was obvious 
that she knew it, too. She wasn’t shy about meeting a few stares 
from women as they passed, nor did she look away when she 
caught my eye. I averted my attention. 
“Shannon?” Angela said behind me a few minutes later. 
I turned and looked at her, then at Zoe, who stood close by. A 
slight smile curled the side of her lips. I couldn’t help but look 
away from her dark gaze as she scanned my face. Embarrassment 
washed over me as I looked down at the cleavage revealed by her 
tunic-style top. I looked back up at Zoe’s face. 
“I’m Zoe,” she said, not waiting for Angela to make the 
introduction. “Angela was just telling me about your salons. I 
passed by the one on Canal Street the last time I was in New 
Orleans, very impressive.” She smiled then and cocked her head 
to the side. “Actually, I checked out all four. I took a cab ride out 
to St. Charles, then to the one on West End Boulevard. Rampart 
and Canal are the real jewels, though.” 
Her voice was smooth and low. When my gaze met hers again, 
she looked as though she could see directly into my thoughts. 
I think she knew and enjoyed that she made me nervous. “I’m 
Shannon, nice to meet you.” My voice conveyed every bit of the 
tension I felt as it rose an octave higher. Marvin wasn’t going to 
be able to help me with this conversation, and the little shit knew 
it, too. He moved off, taking Angela with him, to my horror. 
“I’m afraid that I’m not that familiar with your salon.” I 
tried to sound relaxed. “My sister is usually the one that attends 
these types of things. I stay behind the scenes and manage the 
finances.” 
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“And why are you here now?” Zoe asked with a playful smile. 
“She’s pregnant and is supposed to be living stress-free, 
although I imagine she’s beside herself wondering what kind of 
trouble I’m making.” 
Zoe’s gaze stayed locked with mine. “What kind of trouble 
have you gotten into so far?” 
“I’ve been very well behaved.” 
“Then you’re not having a lot of fun.” Zoe pursed her full 
lips. “Are you staying here at the hotel?” 
I had to shuffle my feet to keep my knees from banging 
together. “I am.” 
“I’m staying in room 140. Look me up later, and we’ll find 
some trouble to get into.” She turned and walked away, then looked 
over her shoulder seductively. “Nice to meet you, Shannon.” 
Marvin strolled over with his hands in his pockets sporting a 
grin. “She gave me her room number,” I said when he looked at 
me expectantly. 
I did my time in the booth and escaped the first chance I got. 
Marvin and I made a pretty good team in my opinion. I handled 
the simple questions like “how are you doing?” and Marvin took 
over when the topic turned to hair products and style. 
In the sitting area of our suite, I kicked off my shoes and took 
a look at my cell phone. There were at least a dozen text messages 
and two voicemails from Kalen. I gave her a call, knowing what 
her first question was going to be…
“Did you go to the social last night?” Kalen said after the 
first ring. 
In a child’s voice, I replied, “Yes, ma’am, and Marvin made 
me pretty.” 
She ignored my attitude and went on to the next question. 
“Have you been down to the booth yet?” 
“Been there all morning, Kalen. We broke for lunch, and I’m 
in the room resting my aching feet. Marvin is having lunch with 
a guy he met, and Angela is as happy as can be.” 
Kalen exhaled loudly. “Good, you’re almost done.” 
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“How are you feeling?” 
“Sleepy. I swear this baby is draining the life out of me. I had 
to sit down after I took a shower this morning, I was exhausted,” 
Kalen said with a yawn. 
“I guess it probably was the best thing that you didn’t attend. 
We’ve been on the move pretty much since we arrived.” 
“I know you don’t care to hear this, but I’m really proud of 
you, sis.” 
“Yeah, well, save your praise until after I’ve made your 
speech.” My stomach turned at the thought. 
“You’re gonna be fine. How is Marvin doing?” 
“He’s in his element surrounded by fellow hairdressers. He’s 
talked the ear off of everyone that’s dropped by the booth. Angela 
adores him.” 
“He was a great find. I have to hand it to you, you really 
picked a winner.” 
“If I choke or throw up during the speech, he still gets the 
bonus, right?” Kalen chuckled, but I was dead serious. 
We ended the call after she reminded me again of how proud 
she was of me. I’m sure she thought she was bolstering my ego, 
but it made me feel even more anxious. If I tanked on anything, 
I would be disappointing not only my sister, but Angela, as well. 
Marvin would probably feel like a failure, too. Pressure started to 
build, and I hoped that I wouldn’t melt down like Chernobyl. 
The crowds pushing through the exhibition hall were much 
larger after lunch. I felt out of place as Marvin and Angela talked 
to everyone who visited the booth. Angela had two additional 
reps working with her, and they all had their hands full. Everyone 
looked haggard and tired by the time the hall closed for the 
evening. 
“How about dinner?” Angela asked Marvin and me as we left 
the booth. “I should at least treat you both to a meal.” 
I was looking forward to room service and a hot bath. Marvin, 
however, seemed to catch a second wind, and before I knew it, we 
were walking down the sidewalk to an eatery that Angela was 
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fond of. Apparently, nearly everyone at the convention had the 
same idea, and we had to wait in the bar for nearly an hour before 
we would be seated for dinner. 
Angela passed me a brown drink with a celery stick protruding 
from the glass. I gave it a sniff before asking what it was. 
“It’s a Stanky Leg,” Angela said with a shrug. “I have no idea 
what’s in it, but it’s the house specialty.” 
I waited for Angela and Marvin to take a drink first before 
I worked up the courage to put my lips to the glass. It was sweet 
and spicy at the same time and went down smooth. It wasn’t long 
before I’d finished it and another was being pressed into my 
hand. 
“Hmm, is that a Stanky Leg?” a familiar voice said from 
behind. 
I turned to find Zoe standing behind me with what looked 
like a martini in her hand. “It is, and it’s not half bad.” 
“Mind if I taste?” Zoe wrapped her hand around mine and 
lifted the glass to her lips. Her gaze locked with mine as she took 
a sip while I wished I had an ounce of her confidence. She licked 
her lips and smiled before saying, “Tasty.” She let her fingertips 
trail over the back of my hand as she released it. 
“Would you like one?” I asked. 
She held up her drink and leaned into me, pressing her body 
against mine. “Maybe later. I tend to lose all my inhibitions when 
I drink.” 
I seriously doubted she had any inhibitions perfectly sober. 
“Would you like to join us for dinner, Zoe?” Angela said, 
appearing beside us. 
Zoe slipped an arm around my waist as she turned to look at 
Angela. “I wasn’t planning on eating, but now I’m feeling a bit 
hungry,” Zoe said as she gave me a squeeze. 
“Good.” Angela shot a quick glance at me. “I’ll let the hostess 
know that we have another joining our party.” 
I caught Marvin’s eye as I watched Angela walk off. He was 
sporting a huge grin as he turned, leaving me alone with Zoe. 
“What are your plans for the rest of the evening?” Zoe asked, 
keeping me in her grip. 
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I felt awkward when I turned to look at her. Our faces were 
mere inches apart. I hoped that the Stanky Leg on my breath was 
covering the onions I had on my salad at lunch. “I don’t have any,” 
I said, trying to sound at ease. 
Zoe smiled and looked at my lips. “Well, maybe that will 
change.” 
“I’ve spoken to the hostess, and she’s ready to seat us now,” 
Angela said as she stepped into my line of sight. “Shall we?” She 
motioned toward the dining room. Without waiting for a response, 
she took my hand and led me through the crowd. I looked back 
at Marvin, who had offered his arm to Zoe and was leading her 
along behind us. 
Angela seemed to be in a hurry as she pulled me along. I did 
my best to keep up and stay upright on the high heels I rarely 
wore. I got the distinct impression that she was uncomfortable 
with the way Zoe and I were behaving. When we were led to the 
table, she inserted herself between Zoe and me so that we were 
forced to sit across from each other. 
“So, Shannon, are you nervous about the presentation 
tomorrow?” Angela asked after she ordered another round of 
Stankys for us all. 
I wanted to say no, but since I was doing this for her, I felt 
she should share in some of the nervous anticipation that I was 
feeling. “I’m terrified.” 
“You’ve spoken publicly before,” Angela said with a smile 
that faltered. “Haven’t you?” 
I shook my head. “Kalen is the mouth and I’m the brain.” 
I chanced a quick glance at Zoe, who seemed to be enjoying 
Angela’s unease. 
“The speech has already been prepared, and Shannon knows 
it in her sleep, “Marvin said. 
Angela nodded and looked back at me. “Let me give you 
some advice. First get a good night’s sleep.” Angela jumped like 
she’d been kicked under the table. She glanced angrily at Zoe for 
a fleeting second and looked back at me. “You don’t really need 
to come to the booth tomorrow. Have a massage in your room. 
That’s what I do when I have to give a presentation. You’ll be nice 
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and relaxed, and the speech will be over before you know it.” 
“I find the Jacuzzi to be equally as relaxing,” Zoe said. She 
tilted her head and looked at me with a smoldering gaze. “I have 
one in my room.” 
I couldn’t look at Zoe for more than a second. The promise 
of sex practically oozed from her pores. I looked back at Angela, 
then the muscles in her jaw twitched. She seemed pissed. 
Marvin gazed back at me and smiled when I looked at him. 
As though my discomfort was obvious, he spoke up. “Ladies, I 
think all this relaxation talk might be making things worse.” 
I nodded and looked around the table sheepishly. “What 
I need right now is some food. These Stanky things are going 
straight to my head.” 
We ordered dinner, and the tension between Zoe and Angela 
seemed to lift. The discussion went back to the convention and 
the gossip that was floating around among competing salons and 
vendors. I had no interest in any of it, so I concentrated on my 
steak. The food seemed to clear some of the haze from my brain. 
I ate fast, hoping that I could somehow draw this evening to a 
quick close. 
“Excuse me.” I stood, hoping that I wasn’t going to stagger. 
“I’m going to the ladies’ room.” 
Zoe looked as though she were about to get up, as well, when 
Angela jumped up and took my arm. “I’ll go with you.” 
Angela stood with her arms folded, leaning against the vanity 
when I came out of the bathroom stall. “Feeling all right?” 
I washed my hands and wet a towel that I held to my neck. 
“Are you and Zoe…?” I let the meaning of my question hang in 
the air. 
“God, no, she’s a pariah, and I’m straight.” 
“Then what’s the deal?” 
“Your sister gave me strict instructions to keep you away 
from her. She likes to brag about her conquests. If she beds you, 
everyone will know about it before breakfast.” 
“Then why did you invite her to dinner?” I asked, feeling a 
bit pissed that I was being chaperoned by not only Marvin, but 
Angela, too. 
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“She’s a client.” Angela sighed. 
“I’ll make it easy on you,” I said, feeling very tired and 
longing for bed—alone. “I’m ready to turn in for the night, and 
not with Zoe.” 
My cell phone buzzed in my pocket. I fished it out and looked 
at the screen. She’s headed for the bathroom. Somebody stopped 
her, don’t know how long—
“Zoe’s on her way in here,” I said quickly and stuffed my 
phone into my pocket. Maybe it was the Stanky Legs or maybe 
it was just spite, but I pulled Angela into my arms and laid one 
on her. 
I heard the bathroom door open and Zoe say, “ah,” then 
chuckle. 
I tried to appear surprised at the interruption. Angela didn’t 
have to act as she stood there with her lipstick smeared. “We…
uh…we don’t tell anyone.” I gestured between Angela and me. “It 
might be considered unprofessional.” 
“Your secret is safe with me,” Zoe said with a smirk as she 
slipped into one of the stalls. This time, I took Angela’s hand and 
led her back to the table. 
I motioned for the check once we were seated. I looked over 
at Angela, who still looked stunned. “I don’t think either of us has 
to worry about Zoe now.” I reached over and wiped some of my 
lipstick off of Angela’s bottom lip. “And tell my sister that I can 
take care of myself.” 
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Chapter 20
Valium is not my friend. 
The next morning, Marvin was still laughing at my antics 
from the previous evening. He begged to be the one to tell Kalen 
what happened, but I thought it would have more impact if 
Angela passed the story on. I wanted to laugh along with him, 
but the Stanky Legs gave me one hell of a headache. Marvin ate 
his breakfast quickly, eager to get down to the booth and see what 
Angela had to say. I took her advice and stayed in the room. 
I spent the morning reading and rereading the speech. I wasn’t 
satisfied until I’d memorized the whole thing. I stood in front of 
the bathroom mirror reciting it to my hungover reflection, trying 
to look confident and composed. I failed miserably. Even alone I 
couldn’t stop myself from fidgeting. I knew in front of a room full 
of people, I’d be worse. 
By the time lunch rolled around, I was ready to jump out 
the window. Marvin brought me something to eat, but I couldn’t 
force anything down. My stomach was a bundle of nerves. 
“The massage was a good idea.” Marvin looked at me 
compassionately. “If we pay a little extra, we might be able to get 
someone up here on short notice. Want me to try?” 
I nodded as I chewed at my nails. I’d never done it in my life 
and wondered what the appeal was. I grabbed a pillow off the sofa 
and tried to squeeze it to release some tension. That didn’t work, 
either. 
“Someone will be up within the hour,” Marvin said as he took 
a seat next to me. “Angela didn’t say a thing about last night. I 
waited all morning for her to bring it up, but she was tight-lipped. 
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I finally asked what happened in the bathroom, and she told me 
that you put Zoe in her place.” Marvin threw back his head and 
laughed. “That’s all she would say, but she sure had a funny look 
on her face.” 
I wanted to laugh, too, but I couldn’t. I felt a little bad for 
what I’d done. I probably didn’t do Angela any favors with that 
stunt, and I felt even more pressure to do well on the speech. 
Marvin left me alone with the masseuse. She was a tall 
woman with broad shoulders. I figured she’d wrench every kink 
out of my body with a flick of her wrist. She kept telling me to 
relax. At one point, she had to tap me on the shoulder to get me 
to release the legs on the table so that she could work my arms. 
When it was all said and done, I was no better off. 
I soaked in the tub and sipped on the water that she told me I 
had to drink. I was just about to call Marvin up to the room and 
tell him that he’d have to give the presentation when I remembered 
the Valium that Kalen had given me. I got out of the tub and dug 
out the bottle with the two tiny pills. There was a V stamped in 
the middle of each one, and I wondered how that wafer-thin tablet 
was going to calm me down. Half of it was missing because of 
the logo. 
I looked at the clock and realized that I had less than two 
hours to make a fool of myself and ruin Angela’s career. I popped 
a pill in my mouth and swallowed it with what was left of my 
water. Thirty minutes later, I didn’t feel any different, so I made 
myself a strong Bloody Mary. As I showered, I felt a calmness 
wash over me. I can do this, 
 I thought. 
Marvin commented on how relaxed I looked as he did my 
hair and makeup. He thought it was the massage, and I didn’t 
tell him about the wonder pill. After we were dressed, we went 
downstairs to have a cocktail with Angela. I had another Bloody 
Mary, and I was feeling good. 
I leaned against the bar and listened to Marvin and Angela 
chat about their day in the booth. I couldn’t keep from smiling, 
even though they were talking about colors and rinses. It sounded 
perfectly delightful. 
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“Shannon, do you have,” Marvin began as he turned and 
looked at me. His jaw slid open and one eye began to twitch. 
“Good God, you’re drooling.” 
Angela had turned and begun talking to someone else. She 
didn’t see Marvin usher me from the room. He held me by my 
lapel and slapped at the elevator buttons. As the doors opened, he 
shoved me inside. “Are you drunk?” he asked, looking horrified. 
“No, I only had two Stanky Marys.” 
Before we could get to the twenty-first floor, the elevator 
stopped and a woman got on. She looked at me and smiled. 
“Hey,” I said and liked the way it came out in a growl. 
Marvin moved between us and began fussing with my face. 
“Your lipstick is smeared, honey,” he said cheerfully, but his eyes 
were huge. He held a finger to his lips. 
“Are you shushing me?” I asked with a grin. 
When we got back to our suite, he ran around the room for 
a minute cussing and screaming. I just stood there giggling. He 
was so funny. 
He picked up his cell phone, then threw it down, picked it 
up, and threw it again. “Okay, we need coffee.” He went to the 
bar and pulled out the pot. I watched as he put two pre-measured 
packets in the strainer. “Shannon, your pupils are huge. Are you 
sure you only had two drinks?” 
I held up four fingers. “Yep, only two. And I took one of 
Kalen’s pills.” 
Marvin stopped what he was doing and walked over to where 
I was kind of standing. “What pills?” 
“She gave me those pills with the little V carved in them.” 
Marvin pulled me over to the couch and sat me down. He 
went to the coffeepot and poured me a cup. “Have you ever taken 
Valium before?” he asked when he returned. 
“Yep, that’s what they’re called. And no, I’ve never taken one 
before. I tell you what, though, I’m gonna take ’em all the time 
now because I feel good! Let’s go downstairs, I’m ready!” 
Marvin looked at his watch and whimpered. “Drink this,” 
he said as he shoved the coffee cup into my hands. “Do you 
remember any of the speech?” 
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I took a sip of the coffee; it tasted like burned oil. “I want 
another Stanky Mary.” I shoved the cup back into his hands. 
“Shannon, focus. Do you remember the speech?” 
I cleared my throat and sat up straight. “Hello, motherfuckers, 
it’s a pleasure to be with all of you fur jockeys tonight.” 
“Oh, my God,” Marvin screamed and pulled at his carefully 
coiffed hair. “Give me the speech, Shannon.” 
“Hey,” I said smoothly as I pointed at my head. “It’s all in 
here, no need to worry. You need a Stanky Mary.” 
Marvin sank down onto his knees and looked at me 
beseechingly. “You cannot rewrite Kalen’s speech. You cannot 
call these people motherfuckers. Now, Shannon, please,” he said 
as he took my hands into his. “Where is the speech?” 
“I don’t know.” 
Marvin jumped up and ran into my room. I could hear him 
throwing things around. He ran back into the sitting area and 
searched around the bar, then buried his face in his hands. 
“Good evening, ladies and gentlemen. It’s an honor to be 
among you tonight…” 
“Yes! Yes, that’s it.” Marvin crossed the room and knelt in 
front of me again. “Drink more of this.” He handed the coffee to 
me, and I did as he asked because he was so damn funny with his 
hair sticking out on all sides. 
I had to pee three times before we left the room. Marvin 
insisted that I drink every bit of the coffee he’d made. Though it 
wasn’t a Stanky Mary, I still felt pretty damn good. As we rode 
down in the elevator, I stood leaning against the wall calm as a 
cucumber. Marvin stood in the corner praying aloud. 
“Where have you been?” Angela asked when we met in the 
hall. “Wardrobe malfunction.” Marvin smoothed his hair. 
Angela fussed with my collar. “You’re on as soon as this 
speaker wraps up. He’ll introduce you.” 
“Your lips are the sweetest I’ve ever tasted,” I said, looking 
her in the eye. 
She moved closer, and for a second, I thought she was going 
to kiss me. I puckered up. 
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Angela’s eyes narrowed as she looked into mine. “Her pupils 
are the size of baseballs. What the—” 
“Ladies and gentlemen, please help me welcome—” 
“That’s me.” I pulled away from Angela’s grasp. Her voice 
was shrill and Marvin’s was even higher as they argued. I just 
kept on walking. 
Angela, Marvin, and I sat around the sitting area of our suite. 
Angela held an ice pack to her head. Marvin was drinking gin 
straight from the bottle. 
“Well, she did it,” Marvin said with a spacey gaze. 
Angela groaned. “It could’ve been worse. We could have 
done without the laughing and pointing, though.” 
They talked as though I weren’t in the room. Frankly, I wasn’t. 
I was floating on a cloud of serenity. 
“You have to admit she had the room laughing right along 
with her. The rest of the speakers were duds.” Marvin took 
another healthy swig. 
Images of Hailey undressing me and putting me to bed 
flashed through my mind. I reached for her, but she pushed my 
hands away. “Drink this,” I heard her say as something cool was 
pressed to my lips. Her voice didn’t sound the same. 
“You’re always pushing me away,” I said, reaching for her 
again. 
“Go to sleep.” I felt her pushing me down onto the bed. 
“Please stay,” I said. “I just want to be with you.” The words 
seemed heavy as they left my lips. The bed was pulling me in 
deeper. 
I felt a hand softly stroke my brow and words whispered. “I 
will.” 
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Chapter 21
Homecoming of uncertainty. 
I awoke the next morning alone with the gnawing feeling that 
I’d forgotten something. My mouth tasted like I had been licking 
a car tire. After brushing my teeth twice, I wandered into the 
sitting area. Marvin was asleep on the sofa with an empty gin 
bottle clutched in both hands. 
“Hey.” I gave him a nudge, and he opened one eye and looked 
at me. 
“What day is it?” he rasped. 
“I have no idea.” 
He looked at his watch and cursed. “We’ve missed our flight.” 
“It’s Monday then.” I took a seat on one of the chairs. 
“Do me a favor, please.” Marvin sat up and rubbed his head. 
“Call for room service and I’ll call the airline.” 
I did as he asked and ordered lots of coffee to go along with 
breakfast. I was about to take a quick shower when I heard a 
knock on the door. Through the peep hole, I could see Angela 
standing in the hall. Her hair was down and slightly damp. She 
looked comfortable in a pair of jeans and an untucked button-
down shirt. She was also wearing a huge smile. I wrapped my 
robe tighter around my body and let her in. 
“Good morning,” she said as she planted a kiss on my cheek 
and walked past me. “I was afraid I would miss you.” 
“We missed our flight or you probably would’ve.” I gestured 
for her to take a seat. 
“You feeling okay?” Angela asked. 
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“I’m a little unclear on last night…parts of it fade in and out.” 
“You put on one hell of a show. Everybody is talking about 
your speech.” Angela smiled up at Marvin as he walked back into 
the room. “Mr. Mays says he enjoyed your speech above everyone 
else’s. He was very pleased to hear how highly you touted our 
products and service. I think my job is pretty secure.” 
“I hope mine still is.” Marvin elbowed me in the ribs. 
“I called Kalen first thing this morning.” Angela wrinkled 
her nose. “She’s thrilled. I left out a few parts, though.” 
“Thank you,” Marvin and I said in unison. 
“I must really thank you both. I know the past few days have 
been hell.” Angela focused on me for a moment. “It wasn’t fair of 
me to put so much pressure on you. I was so nervous after the last 
set of meetings when a few of my fellow reps were laid off that I 
got a bit self-centered.” 
“You’ve been good to us, Angela. I’m glad we were able 
to help you out. Although…I wish one of you would fill me in 
on what I did. I remember everything until I walked up to the 
podium. I think I blocked it all out.” I looked over at Marvin, then 
at Angela. They were both grinning. 
Marvin held up a hand and started counting off each incident. 
“You drooled, accosted a woman in the elevator, and made up 
your own speech that nearly made me wet myself.” He cuffed 
me on the shoulder. “But when it came time to deliver, you did 
it…perfectly, minus the giggling.” 
“I giggled through the speech?” 
Marvin and Angela nodded. “It added some levity to an 
otherwise dull evening.” Angela glanced down at her watch. “I 
need to go help with the packing up.” She gave Marvin a hug, and 
I walked her to the door. She turned and looked at me before she 
stepped into the hallway. “You’re a great kisser, and that’s a lot 
coming from a straight woman.” 
“I’m sorry about that. Blame it on the Stanky Leg.” I looked 
away in embarrassment. 
“I’m not mad,” Angela said with a smile as she moved into 
my line of sight. “Maybe now Zoe won’t hit on me so much when 
I visit her salon.” 
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“I seriously doubt that,” I said with a grin. 
“Oh, I put your jewelry in your cosmetic bag.” Angela tucked 
her hair behind her ear. “I put you into bed last night. Marvin 
didn’t seem comfortable with the idea.” 
I felt a flush wash over my face. 
“I hope your girlfriend won’t mind.” 
“I’m sure she won’t,” I said with a sigh. 
“Maybe I’ll see you next time I’m in town. It might be kind of 
fun to tell Kalen that story.” 
“Fun for you, yes, but I’ll hear about it for the rest of my life.” 
“Take care of yourself, Shannon,” Angela said as she walked 
away. 
“I’m so glad I don’t have to work for the next few days,” 
Marvin said as he sipped on a Mountain Dew. “When this plane 
lands, I’m driving you straight home, then I’m going home to 
sleep for the next twenty-four hours.” 
I reached into my pocket and pulled out the five hundred-
dollar emergency cash that I hadn’t had to use and pressed it 
into his hand. “Whatever bonus my sister promised you was not 
enough. Thank you for taking care of me.” 
Marvin looked at the crisp one hundred-dollar bills and tried 
to hand them back. “I can’t take this. Even though you made me 
want to pull my hair out, I had a blast and met a really cute guy.” 
“Keep it then as hush money,” I said with a grin. “All Kalen 
needs to know is that I gave her speech.” 
As we walked through the New Orleans airport, I felt relief. I 
was home. I inhaled deeply the smell of fried food and beignets, 
and I even welcomed the smell of exhaust as we made our way 
through the parking garage. My stomach did knot up, though, 
at the prospect of seeing Hailey again. Invariably, we’d run into 
each other at the apartment. It was going to be awkward and kind 
of sad not to have her in my daily life. 
“Sure you won’t take the cash back?” Marvin lowered my 
suitcase to the sidewalk in front of my building a little later. 
“Sure you won’t tell Kalen anything?” 
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Marvin laughed and gave me a quick hug. “I won’t say 
anything, cash or not.” 
As I walked through the courtyard, I felt relieved to be home, 
but there was a pang of sadness, too, as I looked at the empty 
bench where I usually found Hailey. With the distraction of the 
trip behind me, I realized that I missed being with her. I wondered 
if maybe she missed me, too. A glance at my watch told me that 
she should be home from work by now, but there was no sign of 
her. I tried to tell myself it was all for the best as I rode in the 
elevator to my floor. 
I unpacked my things and started the laundry. Bone tired, I 
warmed a can of soup and looked at my computer. Whatever e-
mails, if any, would have to wait until morning. I took my bowl 
and a packet of crackers to the sofa and ate while watching TV. I 
only meant to lounge for a while, but the next morning, I awoke 
fully dressed with the remote still in my hand. 
A knock at the door halted my trip to the shower. I fully 
expected it to be Kalen ready to hear a firsthand report on the 
trip, but when I looked through the peep hole, I was surprised to 
see Hailey. I looked down at my wrinkled clothes and figured that 
the rest of me was equally frightening. I ran my hands through 
my hair and opened the door with a shy smile. 
Hailey’s brows rose as she took in my appearance. “Rough 
night?” 
“Rough week.” I opened the door wider and motioned for her 
to come in. She looked uncomfortable as she brushed past me and 
leaned against the bar. 
One of the suitcases that I was too lazy to put away the 
previous evening lay in the middle of the living room floor. I 
watched as Hailey glanced at it and back at me. “Business trip or 
just a getaway?” 
“Business, unfortunately.” I walked into the kitchen and set 
up the coffeepot. The tension between us seemed more solid than 
the bar that separated us. “And your trip was?” I tried not to sound 
bitter. 
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I watched out of the corner of my eye as she shrugged. “I 
needed time to think.” 
“When did you get back?” I measured the water for the coffee. 
“The day you left. I wanted to talk to you then, but you were 
gone before I worked up the nerve to come up here.” She was 
silent for a moment. “I watched you leave from my window.” 
“Why didn’t you call me?” 
“Because I thought it would be better to talk face to face.” I 
could hear the scraping of the bar stool as she pulled it back and 
took a seat. I couldn’t make myself look at her. I heard finality in 
her tone, and even though I figured whatever we had was over, I 
wasn’t looking forward to hearing her say it. 
“Want coffee?” I watched the dark liquid fill the pot. 
“Sure,” she said after exhaling a long breath. “I need to 
explain something to you, Shannon.” 
I folded my arms and closed my eyes dreadfully waiting for 
her to continue. 
“You’ve no doubt heard the saying ‘what goes around comes 
around.’” 
“Many times, yes.” I poured our coffees and turned to slide 
hers across the bar. When our gazes met, she looked tired. Her 
eyes didn’t have the familiar sparkle. 
“I haven’t let myself get close to anyone since the divorce, 
mainly because I’m afraid that if I get attached, I’ll get hurt the 
same way…the same way I hurt my husband.” Hailey’s hands 
shook slightly as she lifted the cup to her lips. “I was attracted 
to you the minute we met,” she said after she swallowed. “And 
when I realized that it was actually you I was talking to online, I 
tried to back off. You were just so damned irresistible, and I felt 
myself giving in.” 
Referring to me in the past tense as she did made my heart 
sink. I sagged against the counter, suddenly feeling exhausted 
and longing for my bed. 
“When you came home from visiting your family, you seemed 
so distant, and the warning bells started to go off. I panicked.” 
“I guess I felt a little panicky, too.” I didn’t want to have to 
admit that I had some fears of my own, especially after Kalen had 
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gotten through with me. “There’s something I need to know. Like 
what happened to the woman you had the affair with?” 
Hailey’s face showed surprise and her lips tightened and 
formed a straight line. “She lost interest after the divorce. I think 
it was a thrill for her to sneak around. Once the marriage ended, 
so did we.” 
“So that’s not where you went when you left?” 
“Of course not.” Anger flashed in Hailey’s eyes. “I went to 
the corporate apartment to think things over.” Hailey stared down 
at her cup for a minute. When she looked up at me, her eyes were 
teary. “I don’t think I’m ready for anything serious.” 
“I am,” I said with resignation. I hadn’t realized it until that 
moment. I didn’t want to casually date. I just wasn’t cut out for it. 
Once I found someone I was truly interested in, I didn’t want to 
play the field to see what else was out there, and unfortunately, I 
was still very infatuated with Hailey. 
I wanted to tell her that I’d wait forever for her to come around, 
but as I looked into Hailey’s misty eyes, I felt myself giving in, 
and I let her off the hook as gently as I could. “I don’t want it to 
be awkward when we pass each other in the hall, but I think it’s 
best that we give each other some room.” 
Hailey’s lip quivered as she wiped at her eyes with the back 
of her hand. “I wish I was in a better place because you’re a great 
catch.” 
“You are, too,” I said. “One day, I hope you’ll be able to 
accept that.” 
Hailey tried to smile. “Thank you for the coffee, but I need to 
get back to my place and get ready for work.” 
She looked so miserable as she stood. I wanted to take her 
into my arms and tell her everything would be okay, but my heart 
was breaking along with hers. If I took her in my arms, I didn’t 
think I’d be able to let her go. I stood rooted as she walked to the 
door and let herself out. Maybe it was just exhaustion, but I felt 
my own eyes well up as I stared down at her coffee cup. I took 
a long shower and crawled into bed. Maybe it wouldn’t sting as 
much after a long nap, but I doubted it. 
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Chapter 22
Kalen + pizza = indigestion. 
For weeks, I did my best to avoid Hailey. Instead of cutting 
through the courtyard, I used the garage entrance to come and 
go, not that I went anywhere much. I found myself often watching 
Hailey in the courtyard from my window as she walked Fuzzy. 
She’d bounce the ball for a while, but Fuzzy would take it and 
drop it in a flowerbed before returning to rest her head on Hailey’s 
knee. Even Fuzzy seemed to be sad. 
It was a wet and miserable day, so I was surprised to see Kalen 
letting herself into the courtyard on a dismal Saturday morning. 
As she made her way up the walk, I saw Fuzzy dart toward her. 
My heart thudded when Hailey came into view, and Kalen shook 
her hand while pointing up to my window. I stepped back when 
Hailey looked in my direction. 
A little while later, I opened my door to Kalen, who stalked 
past me. “I picked a shitty day for a walk.” Kalen started to strip 
away her wet things in the middle of my living room. “Do you 
have some sweats I can borrow? I’m soaked to the bone,” she said 
through chattering teeth. 
“Take a shower and thaw out.” I pushed her toward the 
bathroom. “You didn’t walk al the way from your house, did you?” 
“I had Todd drop me off a few blocks from here.” Kalen pulled 
off her shirt, revealing a slight pooch in her belly. “It started to 
rain on the last block.” 
I reached over and patted her stomach. “Is this the baby 
showing already?” 
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“No, that’s fat,” Kalen said with a sob. “I’m gaining weight so 
fast, but I can’t stop eating.” She grabbed me by the shoulders with 
tears on her cheeks. “Let’s eat pizza. Todd has been following me 
around with fruits and vegetables. If I’m going to puff up, I want 
to at least enjoy what I’m eating.” 
“I’ll order it right after I find you something to wear.” 
Kalen hugged me tightly and went back to tugging off her 
wet clothes. 
After I found something for her to put on and ordered the 
pizza, I warmed some milk for hot chocolate. Kalen looked better 
when she came out of the bathroom. We took a seat on the sofa, 
and she told me about vacillating between wanting to throttle 
Todd one minute and cuddle the next. “It’s like I have multiple 
personalities. I think he’s afraid of me.” 
I would’ve agreed with her if she didn’t look so serious. 
Kalen rubbed her stomach. “Do you think I’ll be like this 
through the whole pregnancy?” 
“You’ll have to ask Mom about that. I have no clue.” 
Kalen smiled at me. “I think you’d be so cute pregnant.” 
“I do not.” I jumped up when my cell phone rang. “Pizza’s at 
the gate, I’ll be right back.” I answered and told the delivery guy 
that I’d be right down. I took the stairs instead of the elevator, 
kidding myself that the exercise would combat the calories I was 
about to inhale. I trotted through the courtyard and opened the 
gate. A teenage boy balanced the pizza in one hand while he 
petted Fuzzy. I looked up to see Hailey making her way slowly 
toward us. 
As I paid for the pizza, Fuzzy bumped my leg with her ball. “I 
missed you,” I said in a whisper as I scratched her behind the ears. 
Hailey held the gate open for me. “How are you?” she asked 
when I moved past her. 
I wanted to say empty and depressed, but I mustered a smile 
and lied. “Fine and you?” 
I watched with sadness as Hailey’s lips twitched. “I’m okay.” 
Neither of us seemed to know what to say as we walked 
toward the building. Fuzzy circled us as we went, sniffing the air 
around the pizza box. “Does she like pizza, too?” 
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Hailey shooed her away when she got too close. “She thinks 
she does, though she’s never had it.” Hailey opened the door and 
held it for me and Fuzzy. “Enjoy your dinner,” she said as she and 
Fuzzy took the stairs. 
When I entered my apartment, Kalen was standing in the 
window with her arms folded across her chest. “She’s pretty.” She 
walked over to the coffee table where I set the pizza and dove in 
without waiting for a plate. “I met her in the courtyard earlier.” 
“Yeah, she is,” I said quietly as I poured a couple of glasses 
of tea. 
Kalen had already polished off one piece and was going after 
another when I slid a plate onto her lap. “You’re seeing her, aren’t 
you?” 
“No, she broke it off with me.” I met Kalen’s glance. “She was 
upfront and said she didn’t want anything serious.” 
Kalen bit into her pizza, watching me. “This is why you’ve 
been hiding yourself away lately,” she said after she chewed. 
“I’ve had a lot of work to catch up on. Atlanta put me behind.” 
After one slice, I was full. I put my plate on the coffee table and 
sipped my tea. Kalen dipped into the box for another piece. 
“You can’t give up, Shannon, just because this didn’t work 
out. There are still a lot of nice women out there.” 
“I know, but right now, I’m not interested.” I toyed with the 
string on my sweatpants, aware that Kalen had stopped eating 
and turned her full attention on me. “I can’t go out with someone 
else while I’m thinking about her.” 
“She watched you the whole time you were paying the pizza 
guy.”“That’s not helping.” I tossed my napkin onto the table. “I think 
she wants to be with me, but she’s as scared of me as I am of her.” 
“You know the saying, ‘once a cheater always a cheater.’ You 
have to let her go.” 
I wanted to argue the point. Dad would’ve been the example, 
but that would’ve devastated Kalen even after all these years. 
“You don’t think there are people that realize the terrible mistake 
they’ve made and resolve never to do it again?” 
“Not from what I’ve seen. Remember Meredith’s husband? 
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She’s caught him so many times that she’s just given up. The only 
reason she stays is because of the kids. There’s not a day that I 
don’t go to work and hear that someone’s husband was caught 
running around.” 
“I think Hailey’s case is different. She didn’t cheat because 
she couldn’t keep it in her pants. She was coming to terms with 
the fact that she’s gay.” 
Kalen looked at me squarely. “That doesn’t give anyone the 
license to cheat.” 
I was growing weary of the conversation. “It doesn’t excuse 
anything, but her reason sounds a hell of a lot better than just 
some horny man or woman doing it for the thrill.” 
Kalen pivoted and stretched her legs out on the sofa, making 
it clear she didn’t have any plans to leave soon. “You only have 
her word to go on. We don’t know anyone she knows, so we can’t 
get another perspective.” 
“Candace knew her cousin, but she left out the part that Jackie 
had a temper that one day will land her in jail if it hasn’t already.” 
I threw my legs out alongside hers. “There’s no need to discuss 
this any further, anyway. She dumped me, remember?” 
Kalen put her hands behind her head and grinned. “Okay, 
next topic. What was it like kissing Angela?” 
I know she saw my shocked expression before I could hide it. 
“She told you.” 
“Oh, yeah,” Kalen said with a note of satisfaction. “Are you 
insane? She’s straight.” 
“Well, that might be debatable because for a second, she 
kissed me back.” 
“Angela doesn’t strike me as the experimental type. You 
must’ve been mistaken.” Kalen pinched at my arm with her toes. 
“I didn’t mistake her tongue in my mouth,” I said, slapping 
her away. 
Kalen’s eyes went wide. “She didn’t!” 
“Oh, yes, honey, she did.” Sometimes, Kalen was so easy. 
“When she was telling you about the kiss, did she also mention 
that she had my ass in both hands? Her breasts are so firm.” I held 
up my hands. “They fit perfectly in these—” 
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“You are such a liar,” Kalen shouted and dissolved into 
laughter. 
“Okay, yes, we didn’t grope each other, but she did slip me 
the tongue.” 
Kalen pinched the shit out of me with her toes. “Did you get 
all tingly from that kiss?” 
“Not in the least. It was all for show. Zoe didn’t bother me 
again after that,” I said with a triumphant air. 
Kalen looked at me with a serious expression. “Have you 
kissed Hailey?” 
I felt my smile slide from my face. “Yes.” 
Kalen’s eyebrows rose. “Spark?” 
“Fireworks.” 
Kalen grabbed my leg and squeezed. “Is that all you did?” 
“What can I say? Passion took control and we were rolling 
around in the courtyard… No, I haven’t slept with her,” I said 
when Kalen’s mouth dropped open. “Well, I did sleep with her, 
but we didn’t have sex. The night you called me about Dad, I was 
at her place.” 
Kalen made a face like she didn’t believe me. “You slept 
in the same bed but didn’t do anything, hmm. She didn’t try 
anything?” 
I rolled my eyes, earning myself another pinch. “I was worried 
about Dad and she held me. That’s all that happened.” 
Kalen rolled her eyes then. “Sweet.” 
“She is sweet, jackass.” I pinched her on the wrist with my 
toes until Kalen squealed. 
“You could hurt the baby,” she said as she slapped me away. 
“Rub my feet now, I need a nap.” 
“Call Todd, I’m not touching those nasty things.” 
“I just washed them with your loofah, they’re clean.” Kalen 
threw her foot up on my chest. “Rub for five minutes, and I’ll 
shut up.” 
The five-minute rub was actually ten, five minutes each nasty 
foot. Kalen was snoring when I pushed her foot off me. We dozed 
for about an hour when I heard Kalen fooling with the pizza box. 
I opened one eye and watched her inhale two slices before she 
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caught me watching her and informed me that I would be driving 
her home. 
When I pulled back into the garage, my headlights swept 
over the back of Hailey’s SUV. A new Louisiana license plate 
had taken the place of the Georgia tag. Apparently, she had plans 
to stay in New Orleans. Part of me was pleased. The other part 
sort of wished I didn’t have to run into her. The saying “absence 
makes the heart grow fonder” was very true in my case. 
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Chapter 23
Duty cal s. 
On Monday morning, my phone rang at five thirty. No one 
called at that hour unless it was an emergency. “Hello, hello?” 
I said into the alarm clock before I realized the phone was still 
ringing. I managed to grab it just before the answering machine 
picked up. 
“Hey, what’re you doing?” Kalen said groggily. 
“Are Mom and Dad okay? What’s wrong?” I scrambled out of 
bed and fumbled around until I found the light switch. 
“They’re fine. What’s wrong with you?” 
My frantic search for clothes stopped. “What do you mean 
what’s wrong with me? You called me at five thirty. I thought 
there was an emergency.” 
“Did you set your clock to Pacific time?” Kalen asked, 
annoyance tempering her tone. “It’s seven thirty.” 
I staggered into the living room as the adrenaline rush faded. 
My cell phone confirmed what Kalen said—it was seven thirty. 
“Our power went off and on last night, apparently yours did, 
too.” Kalen yawned loudly. “Time to replace the backup battery 
in your clock.” 
“It’s still early. Why are you calling?” I asked as I set up the 
coffeepot. 
“The flu is going around, and my doctor says I need to avoid 
sick people if I possibly can. We have three people out at the Canal 
Street salon, and they need some help.” 
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I wanted to whine and complain, but I couldn’t. I knew that 
Kalen would gladly step in and help if she could. “What do I need 
to do?” I asked with a sinking feeling. 
“Answer phones, wash a head or two. Blitz will help you 
with anything you need.” Kalen yawned again. This time, she 
apologized. “I’m sorry to ask this of you, sis, but I’m out of 
options.” 
“No need to apologize. I’ll hit the shower and be there for 
opening.” 
“Thank you. I owe you big.” 
Blitz looked stunned when I walked in. She glanced down at 
her watch and back up at me. 
“Kalen asked me to come in and help,” I said. “Where do you 
need me?” 
She took in my black slacks and turtleneck sweater. “You’re 
dressed too nice to clean tanning beds.” She shrugged her 
shoulders. “Wanna be the receptionist for the day?” 
“Sounds easy enough.” Something in the way Blitz arched an 
eyebrow told me it was anything but. 
She picked up a headset and cleaned it liberally with alcohol 
before she handed it to me. “Bonnie has the flu,” Blitz said as she 
went to work on the mouse and keyboard. “If I were you, I’d keep 
a bottle of hand sanitizer close and use it often.” Blitz looked at 
me skeptically. “Can you multi-task?” 
“I can walk and chew gum at the same time.” 
Blitz’s eyebrow arched again. From the look on her face, if I 
were anyone else, I’d be out on the sidewalk at that moment. She 
wiggled the mouse, and a colorful calendar appeared on the screen 
in front of us. “Anything related to tanning or nails is transferred 
to those departments. They handle their own scheduling. You’re 
strictly hair.” 
I nodded as I looked at the screen. Hailey Morgan at eleven 
o’clock jumped out at me like a snake. Blitz looked at me oddly as 
I recoiled. “Is that today?” I pointed at her name. 
Blitz nodded. “You won’t have to do much with today’s 
schedule unless someone calls to reschedule. Matter of fact, you 
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really don’t have to worry about Tuesday or Wednesday, we’re 
booked. Don’t worry about trying to fill a slot if someone cancels. 
We pack ’em in tight, and the stylists will be grateful for the 
wiggle room.” 
Blitz went on to explain how to use the computer program. 
It seemed fairly easy to handle. My brain began to scramble as 
she explained how to book each type of appointment. “Claire 
and Sandra are new, so you can’t really load them up or they 
get behind. Marvin, Jacob, and Sloan can handle anything you 
throw at them, and they expect to stay hopping, so schedule them 
tight.” 
Each stylist’s name was in a color-coded bar. Marvin’s 
was pink. I wondered for half a second if he had requested it 
before Blitz moved on to the next topic. “Our regulars are in the 
computer. All you have to do is print out a slip with their next 
appointment date and time. It’s already set up in the system. For 
other customers, you’ll have to schedule and print their slips. You 
know how to use a credit card machine?” 
“Yes.” I looked over at the phone and felt squeamish. It looked 
like something I’d seen 11 operators use on TV. 
Blitz explained the difference between park and hold in what 
seemed like a heartbeat. “You may be tempted to use the mute 
button on your headset, but I’d advise against it. Your sister made 
a mistake with that once and cost us a customer. Use the hold 
button.” Blitz squeezed a glob of hand sanitizer into her palm and 
turned to me. “What can I get you to drink—coffee? Soda?” 
“You don’t have to wait on me. I can get my own drinks.” 
Blitz pursed her lips as her eyebrow rose again. I wondered 
if her head ached at the end of the day or if her brow ever froze 
in that position. “Once these phones begin to ring, you won’t be 
able to move from where you’re sitting. If you need something or 
need to go to the bathroom, you’re gonna have to flag me down 
for it.” 
My eyebrow rose this time. “Is it that bad?” 
“It’s how you choose to look at it. Every time that phone rings, 
we’re poised to make money, so that’s not bad.” Blitz smiled. 
“Coffee?” 
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“Yes, and thank you.” I turned and looked at the intimidating 
bank of phone lines, then at the computer. I hoped the coffee was 
extremely strong. 
“Well, who do we have here?” Marvin leaned on the counter 
with a broad smile. 
“A scared shitless temp.” 
“Aww, it’s not that bad.” Marvin guffawed. “I’ve seen Bonnie 
ring up a customer, schedule an appointment, and file her nails at 
the same time. You’ve got this.” 
I wasn’t so sure. 
Marvin slapped out a tune on the counter. “Guess who’s 
coming to see me today?” 
“Hailey,” I said dryly. 
Marvin frowned. “Still no good with you two?” 
I opened my mouth to reply when the phone rang. That bitch 
didn’t stop. It rang so much that at one point I thought I could hear 
it ringing when there wasn’t a call. To make matters worse, I was 
slow. It took me most of the morning to get used to scheduling the 
appointments. When I had to go to the bathroom, I was forced 
to wave Blitz over and write it down for her because I couldn’t 
stop speaking long enough. She moved in behind me like she was 
taking the wheel of a car flying down the highway, reaching over 
me to take the controls. 
At eleven, it all became one monotonous blur as Hailey 
came through the door. The air around her seemed infused with 
electricity. She took off her rain-splattered overcoat and hung 
it on the rack. The silver-gray pantsuit hugged every delicious 
curve and made my mouth go dry. When she turned toward the 
receptionist station, her eyes widened when she saw me. A slight 
smile curved her lips. I held up a finger as she approached and the 
phone rang again. Marvin intercepted her before we had a chance 
to speak. 
It was hard enough to learn a new system of doing things, 
and I was far from getting into a comfortable groove. Hailey’s 
presence made it nearly impossible to function. I tried to follow 
every move she made. I scheduled two appointments on the 
wrong day while watching Blitz shampoo her hair. I wished that 
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I’d volunteered for that position as Blitz ran her fingers through 
those wet golden locks. Marvin winked at me when I glanced 
over at him. I forced myself then to pay attention to the job at 
hand, which lasted until Hailey moved into his chair. 
Hailey gestured, holding her hand up to her jawline. I watched 
in terror as Marvin held his hands on either side of her face. He 
looked at me in the mirror, and I shook my head. Hailey was 
the type of woman who could’ve rocked a crew cut, but I loved 
that golden mane, the way it flowed down her back. Marvin said 
something and turned Hailey’s chair around to where it faced me. 
He walked over and toyed with my hair. His fingers came to rest 
just below my shoulders. The muscles in my stomach clenched as 
Hailey shook her head and motioned toward her collar. 
I wanted to hang up on my customer and protest as Hailey 
and Marvin discussed a much shorter length. When Marvin 
positioned his scissors right at Hailey’s shoulder, I lost it. “No! 
It’s too gorgeous, don’t cut it off.” 
Marvin and Hailey stared back at me in the mirror with 
shocked expressions. Actually, everyone in the salon did. “No, 
Mrs. Ronson, I’m sorry, of course you can come in for a cut. 
I’m sorry for yelling in your ear.” I sat back down red-faced as I 
scheduled her appointment. 
When I ended the call, Marvin was standing at my desk with 
a bemused smile. “Hailey would like to know exactly how you 
want her hair done.” 
I looked around Marvin to Hailey, who sat looking at me like 
I was insane. “I’m sorry. You’d be lovely no matter what you did 
with your hair. It’s just so gorgeous I can’t stand to see you cut it 
off.” A couple of customers in the waiting area agreed. I shrugged 
and pointed at them as though their opinions should weigh in. 
Something in Hailey’s eyes glimmered. She nodded and smiled 
at me. The warmth of it turned my insides to jelly. 
Marvin took off two inches. Hailey’s wet hair hung down to 
the bottom of her shoulder blades. The weight of those two inches 
made her hair look thicker. I was mesmerized at how ringlets 
formed around her face as her hair began to dry on its own. 
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“Lunch break.” Blitz came to stand beside me. “Take as long 
as you want. You’re still the boss.” 
I felt like shackles fell off my hands and feet as I passed her 
the headset. I’d been freed, but I still stood at the counter and 
watched as Marvin dried Hailey’s hair. My fingers twitched with 
envy as he ran his through those golden stands, making the curls 
loosen and flow. 
“Her cut is on the house,” I whispered so only Blitz could 
hear. She nodded and deleted the appointment without hesitation. 
I watched as Hailey hugged and tipped Marvin. 
She walked over to the counter with her wallet in her hand. I 
discreetly pushed it away. “My treat,” I said as she looked at me 
in question. “Especially since you let me intervene.” 
She ran a hand through her hair. “You like it?” she asked 
shyly. 
“Yes, I do.” Her shyness became contagious. I looked away as 
I said, “You look beautiful.” 
“Thank you. Why are you working here today?” 
I looked back at her then and felt my knees go weak. “Some 
of the staff is out with the flu. I had to fill in.” 
Hailey nodded as she stuffed her wallet back into her purse. 
She reached over and touched my arm. “I have to get back to the 
office, but it was really nice to see you.” She smiled, and for a 
second, I saw something in her eye that filled me with sadness. 
I imagined that she saw the same thing when I looked at her—
longing, regret. 
I watched her put on her coat and slip out the door, taking my 
heart along with her. 
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Chapter 24
No good deed…you know the rest. 
I spent an entire week at the salon and developed a twitch 
every time the phone rang at home, a tiny dose of post-war 
syndrome. By Monday the following week, I was in bed with 
a fever and coughing up things that looked like Yoda. Marvin 
took pity on me and went grocery shopping. He showed up at my 
apartment wearing a face mask with two sacks in his arms. 
“I brought you chicken noodle soup from the deli down the 
street,” he said, keeping a distance. “I’ve never had it, but Alicia 
swears by it. Some oranges and orange juice. A pint of bourbon, 
lemon, and honey for toddies, and a gun in case you want to shoot 
yourself.” 
“You eat the soup, give me the bourbon and the gun.” I lay on 
the couch feeling weak and puny. 
Marvin put his hand to my head and looked at me with a 
worried expression. “Caliente,” he said, shaking his hand. “You’re 
very pale. Have you gone to the doctor?” 
“Nope, I’m gonna ride it out.” I shivered and pulled my robe 
tighter around my body. “My throat feels like it’s on fire. Be 
a friend and hit me over the head with something. I wanna be 
unconscious.” 
“Shannon,” Marvin said. No honey or baby. He was all 
business. “I can’t leave you like this.” 
“Can I have some juice? It hurts to talk, and I think you’re 
gonna make me argue,” I said miserably. 
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Marvin poured me a glass of juice and pushed it into my 
hands. “I’ll be back in a flash.” 
He took off before I could ask where he was going. I drank the 
juice and winced when it hit the back of my throat. I was lying on 
the sofa trying to remember the last time I took Tylenol and if the 
Valium I still had left would send me into orbit. Hailey appeared 
like a dream, except she was wearing a mask like Marvin’s. 
“We’re going for a ride,” Marvin said cheerfully. “What are 
you wearing under that robe?” 
“Nothing and no.” I shook my head and wanted to cry from 
the pain it caused. 
Hailey pressed the back of her hand to my forehead. “Oh, yes, 
you are. Come with me.” I was too weak to put up a fight and let 
her pull me up with a whimper. “We’ll be back in a minute,” she 
said to Marvin as she steered me to the bedroom. 
Hailey sat me on the bed as she fished out clothes from my 
file cabinet-slash-dresser. She laid a pair of underwear and sweats 
on the bed next to me. “As much as I’d like to see you naked,” she 
began with a smile, “I will do my best to preserve your dignity. 
You turn your back to me and dress and I’ll steady you.” 
The trip to the bedroom wore me out. I stood wearily and 
pulled on my underwear and pants. Hailey slipped my robe off 
my shoulders. The feel of her hands grazing my back added to my 
fever, and if I hadn’t felt like someone dropped a blow torch down 
my throat, I might’ve swooned. She helped me into my shirt and 
called for Marvin. 
“I’m going to need your help. She’s swaying all over the 
place.” I felt them hanging a coat over my shoulders and leading 
me to the door. They stood on either side of me in the elevator 
holding me up. I think I may’ve fallen asleep because the next 
thing I noticed was Marvin sitting in the backseat of Hailey’s 
SUV as she pulled out of the garage. 
“Hospital or doc in a box?” Hailey looked at Marvin in the 
rearview. 
“There’s an after-hours clinic two blocks down on the right.” 
Marvin looked at me. “She’s looking kind of green. Let’s try there 
first.” 
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Marvin knew half of the people in the waiting room. He 
sauntered around in his mask like he was at a social while I 
leaned heavily against Hailey. She stroked my hair and back as 
we watched Marvin flirt with some guy who looked as bad as I 
did. When my name was called, Hailey went back with me. I was 
too sick to protest. 
The first thing I did after they weighed me was throw up. My 
eyes teared partly from embarrassment but more from the pain. 
That was actually a good thing because someone came in minutes 
later and jabbed me in the throat with a swab. I had nothing left 
in my stomach, but I did gag like a cat with a hairball long after 
the nurse left the room. All the while Hailey petted and stroked, 
whispering words of comfort. Despite all the embarrassment, I 
was glad she was there. 
After my blood pressure and temperature had been taken, a 
doctor whisked into the room. He bent sideways and smiled at me 
cheerily. “I have good news and bad news,” he said as he stuck 
something in one of my ears, then the other. “You don’t have the 
flu, but you do have a nasty case of strep.” 
“Yippee,” I said with as much enthusiasm as I could. 
“Will you be taking care of her?” he asked Hailey. 
“Yes,” she said without hesitation. 
I listened as he explained the antibiotics that I assured him I 
wasn’t allergic to. My entire body stiffened as he explained next 
that they were going to give me a shot for the nausea. My eyes 
had to be the size of saucers as he patted my shoulder, wished me 
well, and walked out. 
“What is it, honey?” Hailey looked down at me with 
concern. 
“Did he say shot?” 
Hailey smiled behind her mask. “It’s either that or a 
suppository.” 
“Okay, shot.” 
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The ride home went by in a blur. I was barely awake as 
they half dragged me back into my apartment. I had a vague 
recollection of Fuzzy circling my bed with a mask on her head 
before I slipped off into merciful oblivion. 
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Chapter 25
Breakfast and Hailey in bed. 
My phone rang once before I heard Hailey answer it. She was 
close by and talking softly. 
“I heard her cell phone ringing, but I didn’t feel right 
answering it.” Pause. “She’s okay, but she has a bad case of strep.” 
Pause. “Yes, Marvin and I took her to the doctor last night. She’s 
on antibiotics and is still sleeping off the nausea medicine.” Long 
pause. “I took off from work. I’ll be with her as long as she needs 
me.” Another long pause. “I know she would do it for me. It’s no 
problem, really.” Pause. “I will, I promise.” 
“Kalen?” I opened one eye and looked at Hailey as she put 
the phone down. 
“Sorry, I tried to get it before it woke you. I guess that’s good 
in a way. It’s time for you to eat and take your meds.” 
“You took off work,” I croaked out. 
“Don’t worry about that.” Hailey put her hand on my forehead. 
She was still wearing the same clothes she had on the night before. 
She looked worn out. 
“Stayed here all night?” 
“Uh-huh.” Her tired eyes twinkled. “After you eat and take 
your meds, I’m going to borrow your shower if that’s all right.” 
“Make yourself at home. Is that Grease I hear?” 
Hailey smiled back at me as she walked toward the door. 
“Yep, is it too loud? I can have Fuzzy turn it down.” 
I smiled weakly and shook my head. 
Hailey returned five minutes later with buttered toast, juice, 
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and a banana. “Have you eaten?” I asked as she set a tray over 
my lap. 
She patted the tray. “Brought this from home. I like to eat 
breakfast in bed and watch TV on lazy mornings. And yes, I have 
eaten.” 
“Thank you.” I nibbled on a piece of toast as she watched me. 
“I can’t tell you how much I appreciate what you and Marvin have 
done for me.” 
“You should’ve called me.” Hailey handed me the juice and 
waited for me to take a sip. “I had no idea you were so sick.” 
“Thought I could tough it out.” 
“Marvin bought you Popsicles and sherbet last night when he 
went to the pharmacy. Although, I wouldn’t suggest trying that 
until we see if you can hold breakfast down.” 
I managed to eat the two pieces of toast and half the banana. 
Hailey gave me the pills I was supposed to take and went off to 
take a shower. As soon as the bathroom door closed, I heard the 
ticking of nails on the floor beside my bed. Fuzzy looked up at 
me with a dog smile. 
I patted the bed. “Wanna come up here and—” She was on 
the bed curled up next to me before I could finish the sentence. I 
turned on the TV and flipped through the channels. Fuzzy yipped 
when I landed on the Home Shopping Network. “Surely you jest,” 
I said in disgust. 
She looked back at me as if to say, I jest not, leave it there. 
“What about the Syfy channel?” She grimaced. “Animal Planet?” 
We came to an uneasy truce with America’s Funniest Videos. 
When Hailey came into the bedroom a while later, she looked 
at Fuzzy and me. “Did you invite her up there?” 
“I did, so don’t fuss at her. She’s very sensitive. They’re doing 
a segment on funny cats. We haven’t seen a dog yet.” 
Hailey felt my brow and frowned. “You’re still a little warm. 
How’s your stomach feeling?” 
“Better, but my throat feels like hamburger.” 
Hailey made a face. “How about a Popsicle?” 
“Grape would be good.” I felt like I was five, but I had to 
admit it was nice to be taken care of. 
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“You can sit on the bed with us,” I said when Hailey returned 
with my Popsicle and a coffee for her. 
“All right, but let me know if we keep you awake.” She settled 
on the other side, propped a pillow against the headboard, and 
immediately started laughing at the show. 
“I have pay-per-view. We could order a movie if you’d like.” 
Hailey looked at me and smiled. “Maybe later. Your eyes look 
like two slits. I doubt you’d make it through the first scene.” She 
reached over and took the melting Popsicle from my fingers and 
wiped my hand with a tissue. 
I fell into a restless sleep. All sorts of weird dreams played 
through my mind. I was on the podium at the conference, and 
Hailey was in the audience watching me as Zoe shaved her head. 
I tried to yell but couldn’t make a sound. I couldn’t move, either. 
My feet were stuck to the floor. It switched to me and Hailey 
being in the backseat of my car while someone drove us around. 
The car started to go faster, and as we began to complain, we 
realized that Fuzzy was at the wheel. 
I awoke to find Fuzzy draped over my legs and Hailey 
curled up in a ball next to me. They were sound asleep. Both of 
Hailey’s hands were tucked beneath her chin. She was off deep in 
dreamland as her eyes moved beneath closed lids. I wondered if 
Fuzzy was chauffeuring her, as well. 
It felt good to have her there. I could see us on Sunday 
mornings with the newspaper spread out across the bed. Both of 
us nibbling on something and drinking coffee as Fuzzy dozed at 
our feet. Playfully arguing over whom would cook dinner, me 
winning, her cooking, and choosing what movie we’d see that 
afternoon. Okay, maybe I’d cook, I thought as I drifted off with 
the blissful image imprinted on my brain. 
“A shower?” Hailey shook her head. “I don’t know. You were 
staggering all over the place last night.” 
I’d just polished off a bowl of soup and was feeling stronger. 
“I stink. I’ve been sweating, and my hair feels awful. It’ll make 
me feel better.” 
Hailey pursed her lips. “If you can make it to the bathroom 
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without stumbling, it’s a deal, but I’m going to sit outside the door. 
If I hear anything that scares me, I’m coming in.” 
I made the short trip without incident and closed the door in 
Hailey’s and Fuzzy’s faces. The warmth of the shower and the 
feeling of being clean made me feel better. When I dropped a 
bottle of lotion, the door opened a crack. I saw one green eye and 
a snout much lower that sniffed and backed away. 
“I’m dressed. You can open the door if it’ll make you feel 
better.” 
Hailey put the lid down on the toilet as I brushed my teeth. 
“You can sit here and I’ll blow dry your hair.” 
Her nails against my scalp felt like heaven. My hair didn’t 
look like it did when Marvin got a hold of it, but I have to say I 
enjoyed Hailey’s technique much better. Hailey switched off the 
dryer. “I’ve changed your sheets, so everything is all fresh. Time 
for you to go back to bed.” 
“That is so sweet.” I looked forward to snuggling in. “How 
am I ever going to make this up to you?” 
She ignored my question and smiled. “They were easy to find 
since you had them filed in the cabinet marked ‘sheets.’” 
“You’re just jealous,” I said as I climbed into bed. “Not 
everyone is as organized as I am.” 
Hailey looked kind of awkward as she watched me get settled. 
“Climb in.” I tossed the covers back on what I considered her 
side of the bed. She smiled and crawled in. Fuzzy took that as an 
invitation for her, as well, and hopped up on my side. 
“I’m sorry.” Hailey sat up and opened her mouth to say 
something to Fuzzy before I stopped her. 
“She’s fine. She keeps my feet warm. Let her stay.” 
We decided that a scary flick was perfect for the overcast 
gray day. A Haunting in Connecticut scared the shit out of us. 
After it was over, we lay a bit closer while we told scary stories 
of our own. 
“I was terrified of the house we lived in when I was a little 
girl,” Hailey confessed. “It was old and it creaked all the time. 
When Dad was away, which was often, I used to crawl into bed 
with my mom.” 
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I couldn’t help but smile at the mental image I had of Hailey 
as a child. All curls with big green eyes beaming out beneath 
them.“I don’t know why, but my mother’s closet always gave me 
the jitters.” Hailey turned on her side like she had done when she 
was sleeping. She toyed with a lock of my hair as her eyes took 
on a faraway look. “One night, she was taking a bath, and I was 
lying in her bed staring at the closet door that was open. I was too 
chicken to get up and close it.” Hailey laughed. “I kept asking my 
mom when she was going to be done, and I think she got irritated 
with me for bugging her while she was trying to relax. Anyway, I 
worked up the nerve to go and close the door, but when I got out 
of bed, the door swung open wide like someone pulled it.” 
“Did you scream?” I asked as chills ran down my spine. 
“Did I? Mom had to drag me in there to show me there was 
nothing to be afraid of. I remember how the shag carpeting felt 
like it bunched under my feet as she pulled me.” 
“What was in the closet?” I looped my pinky around hers. 
“Clothes, boxes, shoes, but nothing out of the ordinary.” 
Hailey shivered. “It just gave me the creeps to go in there. Now 
tell me your story. Everybody’s got one.” 
“Mine actually happened as an adult.” I shivered this time. 
Hailey tightened her finger around mine as if the connection 
would protect us from the stories we shared. “Kalen and Todd 
had just gotten married, so I moved into a place of my own. A 
small house out in Harahan. The landlord was a friend of Todd’s 
and made me a good deal. There was a lot of stuff left in the attic 
from former tenants, and he told me if I’d take it to the curb, he’d 
knock off the first month’s rent.” 
Hailey made a face. “Was it creepy up there?” 
“Not in the daylight. It had a large window that let in a lot of 
light, so I wasn’t too freaked out. But there were a lot of boxes of 
junk. Some had some good books that I kept, but one was full of 
notebooks, the spiral-bound kind like kids use for school. Every 
one of them was full of eerie drawings. I couldn’t imagine the 
mind that sketched them.” 
“What, what were they of?” Hailey asked wide-eyed. 
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“Creepy-looking figures mostly. Some were cloaked, others 
had long dark hair that covered most of their garish-looking faces.” 
“You threw those out first, right?” Hailey moved closer. 
“I’m enjoying the closeness, but I’m afraid I’m going to get 
you sick, too.” I scooted back, Hailey scooted closer. 
“You’ll take care of me?” she asked with a smile. 
“Pinky swear,” I said as I squeezed hers. 
“Okay, is there more?” 
I nodded. “Unfortunately. You’re enjoying this, aren’t you?” 
“Yes.” Hailey nudged me with her foot. “Now go on.” 
“A week after I was all moved in, I climbed into bed and 
read for a while. As I reached to turn off the lamp, it sounded 
like someone stomped the attic floor above my head. It shook 
the house. I sat there frozen as whatever it was marched over my 
bedroom and the living room and came back.” 
Hailey looked as terrified as I did that night. 
“I called Kalen and told her what was going on. She and 
Todd only lived a few blocks away, so they got there in a flash. 
The stomping noise was still going on as they pulled into the 
driveway but quit when they walked up on the porch. Neither 
of them believed me, but I wouldn’t let them leave until Todd 
agreed to take a look around the attic. We went into the hallway 
and were about to pull down the ladder when the noise happened 
right above our heads. It shook the whole house and Kalen turned 
as pale as a sheet.” 
“What was it?” Hailey asked as one leg moved over mine. 
“We don’t know. It took me and Kalen nearly twenty minutes 
to get Todd to go up the ladder. He searched the whole attic and 
didn’t find a thing.” 
Hailey shivered. “Could it have been someone on the roof?” 
“Todd didn’t think so, and neither did I. It sounded too close. 
Needless to say, I stayed with Kalen and Todd until I found this 
place. They lived in that neighborhood for another year, but Todd’s 
friend couldn’t keep anyone in the house.” 
Hailey looked at me long and hard as she bit her lip. “Do you 
mind if I stay with you again tonight? Purely to make sure you’re 
okay,” she said with an impish grin. 
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“No,” I said seriously. “You snore.” I couldn’t help but laugh 
at the indignant look that crossed her face. “Of course, you can. I 
was going to ask you to stay after the first thirty minutes of that 
movie, and that had nothing to do with my illness, either.” 
I woke during the night feeling like I was trapped between 
two blast furnaces. I nudged Fuzzy with my elbow. She grunted 
in response but was kind enough to move to the foot of the bed. I 
pushed the covers off my back so that I could continue spooning 
Hailey. She felt so good in my arms, yet it was painful. We were 
just friends, and the sweet torture was becoming unbearable. 
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Chapter 26
All geese are evil bitches. 
Hailey went back to work the next day, but she brought me 
dinner each night. Sometimes we’d watch TV together. Others 
we’d sit in the courtyard and entertain Fuzzy. I was getting better 
by the day, and there was no excuse for her to lie in bed with 
me. We were closer than we’d ever been, but still the friendship 
barrier seemed firmly in place. 
“Do you have plans for Saturday?” I asked one evening when 
we were in the courtyard. 
“No, but I wish I did. It’s supposed to be sunny and warm,” 
Hailey said with a smile. 
“I was thinking about going to the park. We could pack a 
lunch and make a day of it.” I took a turn bouncing the ball for 
Fuzzy. “It’d be something all three of us could enjoy.” 
“I would absolutely love to do that. What can I bring?” 
The sparkle in her eye sent a thrill through me. “Just you, 
Fuzzy, and tennis balls.” 
I half expected the weatherman to recant on his forecast 
and tell us to expect cold wind and rain. Louisiana winters were 
nothing if not unpredictable. It could be warm enough for shorts 
one day, and the next, you’d need a coat. But the forecast was 
dead on, and I dressed in shorts and flip-flops with a sweatshirt 
just in case it was cooler than expected. 
Hailey had the same idea with a pair of cargo capri pants and 
a T-shirt and a hoodie draped over her arm when I picked her up. 
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“What’s in the bag?” I asked as we drove to the park. 
“A half loaf of stale bread for the ducks.” 
I looked at my side-view mirror and smiled at Fuzzy as she 
rode in the backseat with her head protruding from the window. 
Her nostrils were flaring as she took in the scents around us. 
“How does Fuzzy feel about the ducks?” 
Hailey pushed her sunglasses up onto her head in an attempt 
to tame her hair that was being whipped around. “She’s good 
about leaving them alone now, but when she was a puppy, it was 
a nightmare. I had to take her to a professional trainer to teach 
her to stand down. She’d get so focused on catching one that she 
wouldn’t listen to me at all.” 
“Do the ducks eat out of your hand?” 
Hailey looked at me with a grin. “You’ve never fed ducks?” 
I shook my head. “My mom couldn’t swim, she was terrified 
of the water, so we never went anywhere near the park lakes as 
kids.” 
“You’re in for a treat then,” Hailey said with a satisfied 
smile. 
We picked a nice sunny spot near the lake to spread our 
blanket. Fuzzy got reacquainted with the Frisbee, and we ran 
her until she sprawled out in the grass and gnawed a hole in it. I 
impressed Hailey with lunch, which consisted of chicken salad 
sandwiches, fruit, and a nice bottle of red wine despite the meal. 
“Couldn’t have asked for a nicer day, could we?” Hailey 
leaned back and basked in the sun. “Perfect day, perfect company, 
everything is just perfect.” 
“I’m glad you’re happy with it.” I stretched out on the blanket 
and rested on my elbows. 
Hailey looked over at me, and her expression grew serious. 
“This past week…it’s really been special.” She turned suddenly 
when a rejuvenated Fuzzy nudged her arm with a ball. I heard 
something to my right and looked over to find a lone duck quickly 
making its way toward us. I grabbed the bread and tore off a 
piece, and the duck gained speed. 
“Talk about the ugly duckling.” I held out the bread. 
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“Oh, Shannon.” Something in Hailey’s tone made me turn 
and look at her. “That’s a goose, and they’re kinda mean. Throw 
the bread away from us.” 
I pulled my arm back to make the toss, but as I turned, the 
goose was standing next to me. Apparently, the withdrawal pissed 
it off. I was too stunned to move when it lowered its head and 
started hissing. That moment of hesitation cost me. The goose bit 
me on the leg. “Ow, shit.” It came at me again, and when I put my 
hand out to block it, it bit my hand. 
When Kalen and I were kids, my mother was the all-star 
quarterback of house slippers. Kalen mouthed off once about 
having to take a bath, and Mom hit her from across the den. That 
was the closest thing to spankings we ever got. 
I suppose all those years of watching mom wield a slipper 
made an impression. Before I knew what I was doing, I had 
pulled off my flip-flop and bitch-slapped the goose. I learned at 
that moment that I’d made a declaration of war. That winged devil 
leapt on me like a cat. I was swinging, the goose was hissing, and 
wine and fruit went everywhere. If it hadn’t been for Fuzzy, I was 
fairly certain I would’ve died right there. 
Fuzzy jumped into the melee and chased the goose back 
to the water. I sat stunned and whelped. “What the hell just 
happened?” 
Hailey’s face was blood red. “Are you okay?” Her voice was 
barely above a whisper. “I wish I could’ve gotten that on film.” 
She laughed for about a half hour. 
“Come on, Shannon, they’re sweet. Look at their little bills. 
They’re rounded, no pecking.” Hailey stood at the water’s edge 
that teemed with ducks. Some took the bread right out of her 
hand, others gobbled up whatever hit the water. 
“I don’t think so.” Fuzzy and I stood back at a safe distance 
watching for geese. 
“Baby, look.” Hailey pointed to a mother duck warily 
approaching with a string of ducklings trailing behind. Her face 
colored as she looked back at me. “I mean, don’t be a baby, come 
here.” 
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Her slip got to me, and I moved alongside her. She stuck a 
piece of bread in my hand and instructed me to tear it apart. The 
mother duck was keeping her babies at a distance but looking 
hopeful, so I tossed a few pieces her way. Hailey wasn’t pleased 
with my long-distance feeding style and insisted that I hand off a 
smidgeon or two. 
“They are gentle, aren’t they?” I said as one snapped a piece 
from my fingers. 
Hailey nodded and smiled. “Excitable, but sweet. They’re 
nothing like a goose.” 
And totally disloyal. The minute the bread was gone, so were 
the ducks. Hailey looped her arm around mine as we walked back 
to the blanket. “I’m so proud of you. I think you’re ready to go to 
the Global Wildlife Center next. I’ve been reading about it, and 
it’s not far from here. Maybe we’ll have another nice weekend 
soon and can check it out.” 
I’d seen the commercials. They stuff you in a wagon and drag 
you through a field of wild animals that know you have feed for 
them. I couldn’t think of anything more horrifying, especially 
after my encounter with the goose. “Sure, sweetie, that sounds 
like fun.” 
Hailey seemed surprised by the term of endearment, but she 
didn’t release my arm. A shy smile crept across her face. I was 
tempted to press my luck with her and ask if she’d changed her 
mind about being just friends when my cell phone rang. No one 
but Kalen and Marvin called me, so I pulled it out of my pocket 
and answered without looking at the ID. 
“Marci, hi, how are you?” I blurted out, surprised to hear her 
voice. I closed my eyes when Hailey’s arm slipped from mine. 
“I just wanted to call and see how you were doing and to let 
you know we’re having a pet adoption day. I was thinking you 
might be interested in having a pet. I can give you the address to 
the clinic if you think you’ll come.” 
“Umm, actually, I’m sharing a dog with my neighbor right 
now.” Hailey moved away, but I knew she could probably hear 
what I was saying. “I don’t think I’m ready for that kind of 
commitment.” 
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“Well, if you change your mind, it’s next Saturday from eleven 
to four.” Marci was talking really fast like she was nervous, and 
that made me nervous because I didn’t know if the pet adoption 
was the only reason for the call. “So how are things working out 
for you?” 
“Fine. I just got over a nasty case of strep, but otherwise, 
everything is good. And you?” 
“Oh, I’m good. Been working a lot.” There was an awkward 
pause. “If you find that you’re interested in going out again, give 
me a call.” 
“Okay, I will. It was nice hearing from you.” I felt bad as we 
ended the call. I was fairly certain that Marci knew I wasn’t going 
to call, and Hailey had walked away, putting distance between us 
in more ways than one. 
“Are you and Marci seeing each other again?” Hailey asked 
lightly. She didn’t turn my way as she threw the ball for Fuzzy. 
“No, she called to tell me about a pet adoption day at her 
clinic. I guess she figured since I didn’t have a pet that I might 
want one.” I laughed. “I told her I was sharing a dog.” Apparently, 
I was the only one who got the joke. 
Hailey gave me a sideways glance. “It’s getting kinda cool. 
Are you ready to call it a day?” 
She was right. The late afternoon breeze was getting cooler, 
and the air between us was becoming more frigid by the second. 
We didn’t talk much as we gathered everything and hiked back 
to the car. I took that as a good sign. Hailey was obviously put 
off by Marci’s call. For someone who wanted to be just friends, 
she appeared a mite jealous to me. This was a moment that I 
could’ve seized upon and might’ve gotten Hailey to admit she 
wanted more, but…I was too chicken. As bad as I wanted her, to 
be rejected again would’ve been just too damn much. 
“Wanna pick up something for dinner?” I asked as we headed 
home. 
“I’ll take a rain check on that if you don’t mind.” Hailey’s 
face was turned toward the window when she answered. “I’ve 
got some work to do, and I don’t want to spend my entire Sunday 
with a laptop.” 
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“No problem.” I tried to sound nonchalant, but this turn of 
events was grating my nerves. I was aggravated with her attitude 
and just plain pissed at myself for being too afraid to confront 
her. 
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Chapter 27
Apparently, I’m a weenie. 
Kalen and I had gone almost two weeks without seeing each 
other due to my illness and her morning sickness. She called me 
on a Monday and invited me to lunch, but I wasn’t in the mood. 
I met her at the salon on Rampart after she threatened to “skull 
drag” me out of my apartment. 
My normally vibrant sister looked bloated and tired when she 
greeted me. After she hugged me, she leaned heavily against the 
counter. “I’ve got a surprise for you.” 
“You’re having twins,” I teased. 
“God, no, one baby is draining me enough,” Kalen said with 
a tired smile. “Someone wants to see you.” 
I felt hands on my shoulders and turned to see my mom 
grinning from ear to ear. “Surprise,” she said as she hugged me 
tight. 
“When did you get in?” I asked. 
“Late last night. Your father is doing well, and I wanted to be 
with my girls.” She cupped my cheeks in her hands and kissed me 
on the nose before pulling me in for another hug. 
“I’m so glad to see you. I’ve missed you so much.” I hugged 
her back. 
“That is just so freaking sweet.” We both turned and looked 
at Kalen, who had tears streaming down her face. She blew her 
nose and looked at Mom and me. “I’m very emotional right now,” 
she said with a shrug. “Somebody needs to feed me or I’m gonna 
pass out.” 
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Mom took us to her favorite New Orleans haunt, Maspero’s. 
In her mind, a shrimp po’boy could mend anything, including 
morning sickness that in Kalen’s case lasted all day. I’d eaten half 
of my sandwich when I felt uncomfortably full. Kalen ate all of 
hers and took care of my leftovers. 
Kalen burped and blushed. “Sorry, the baby made me do it.” 
“You were a pig before you picked up a passenger,” I teased. 
Kalen shook her head. “I have no control over myself anymore. 
The other day, I folded a load of laundry and promptly threw up 
in the basket. Then I cried because I ruined the laundry.” 
Mom patted Kalen’s arm. “I suffered with nausea most of 
the time when I was pregnant with you. Sucking on peppermints 
always helped.” 
“And you did it twice?” I said. “I would’ve given up after the 
first baby.” 
“I’m glad she didn’t.” Kalen reached over and clutched my 
hand. “I couldn’t imagine life without you.” 
“What has gotten into you?” I asked Kalen with mock 
disgust. “You’ve gotten all affectionate and…warm and fuzzy. 
It’s gross.” 
“I know, it’s weird. I’m all cuddly when it comes to you, but 
I want to strangle Todd.” 
“That’s because your baby sister is your comfort zone,” Mom 
said. That sort of stunned me. Kalen had always been my comfort. 
It felt strange to have the roles reversed. 
Mom reached over and put her hand on mine while Kalen 
gripped the other. “Don’t turn around, but there’s a lovely young 
woman at the table by the window that keeps looking at you.” 
“I’ve given up on women,” I said resolutely. “They’re a pain 
in the ass.” I smiled at Mom. “Well, you’re not.” 
“Shannon.” Kalen leaned closer and lowered her voice. “It’s 
Hailey.” 
Involuntarily, I turned and looked. It was indeed Hailey. I 
felt the muscles in my stomach tighten as I stared at her. She was 
stunning in a navy blue suit with her curly hair spilling over her 
shoulders. She sat with whom I assumed were her colleagues 
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from work enjoying a working lunch. There were six including 
Hailey. Everyone seemed to be discussing something, but Hailey 
stared out the window until she turned suddenly and caught my 
eye. She smiled and waved discreetly. I nodded and smiled before 
turning back around. 
“So things didn’t work out between you?” Mom asked. 
I shook my head. “We’re just friends.” 
Mom glanced in her direction and smiled. 
“Okay, everybody stop looking at her,” I said. “This is 
awkward.” 
“That’s who took care of Shannon when she had strep.” Kalen 
chewed on her straw and looked around me. 
“Quit looking over there,” I growled out. “She’s gonna think 
we’re talking about her.” 
“I know. I spoke to her on the phone when I cal ed,” Mom said. 
“You did?” I asked, surprised. 
“You were sleeping. She told me that she and Marvin had 
taken you to the doctor and that she was making sure you took 
your medicine.” 
“She didn’t tell me you called.” 
“She probably had her hands full with you.” Mom grinned. 
“You’re a big baby when you’re sick.” 
“A weenie is more like it.” Kalen swiped a shrimp from 
Mom’s plate. 
Mom glanced at Hailey’s table again. “She’s absolutely 
adorable, and she’s coming over.” 
I turned just as Hailey walked up. 
“Thought I’d come over and say hi,” Hailey said with a shy 
smile. 
“I’m glad you did.” I managed to return the smile. “I believe 
you’ve already met Kalen, my sister. This is my mom, Jill, who 
just informed me that you’ve already spoken.” 
Hailey made a face. “Oh, I did, and I forgot to tell you she 
called. I’m sorry.” 
“Think nothing of it, sweetie.” Mom reached over and took 
Hailey’s hand. “It’s such a pleasure to meet you in person and 
thank you for taking care of—” 
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“Our weenie,” Kalen interjected. 
Hailey smiled and winked at Kalen, then looked back at 
my mom, who had embarrassingly not released her hand. “It’s 
a pleasure to meet you, too, Mrs. Brycen. And I enjoyed taking 
care of your…” Hailey looked at me with a grin. “…baby.” 
Mom beamed up at Hailey. “Won’t you join us for coffee?” 
“I’d love to, but unfortunately, I need to get back to the office. 
The bigwigs are in town, and the whole office is standing on their 
ears to please them.” Hailey looked at me then. “It was nice to see 
you all.” 
“Great to see you, too,” I said numbly as I watched her turn and 
walk away. Then I turned and looked at Kalen. “You jackass.” 
She pretended not to notice as she took another shrimp and 
looked at it. “Do you think they know that they’re being netted 
and taken away from their families? Only to end up on our plates.” 
Her eyes grew watery as she laid it respectfully on a lettuce leaf. 
“Nap time.” Mom gestured for the check. “We’re taking you 
home and putting you to bed.” Mom sounded like she did when 
we were children. 
Kalen did in fact look like a child as she burrowed deeper into 
her bed and clutched the blankets under her chin. Mom stroked 
her hair lovingly. “You may be having a baby of your own, but 
you’re still my baby,” she said as she switched off the lamp. 
I followed Mom out of the room, and before shutting the door, 
I whispered, “tit mouse.” 
“Up yours” came Kalen’s reply from the darkness. I smiled. 
That was the sister I knew and loved. 
“Shannon, honey, I don’t know how to work Kalen’s coffee 
maker,” Mom said, eyeing the Brew Station. “Would you make 
us some, please?” 
I did as she asked while she took a seat at the kitchen table. 
“Just friends, huh?” Mom said with a chuckle. 
“Unfortunately so.” I leaned against the counter and folded 
my arms. 
“I don’t think so,” Mom said with a shake of her head. “That’s 
not what her eyes say, nor yours.” 
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“Well, her mouth says it just wants to be friends.” I filled 
Mom’s cup and set it on the table. 
“That woman is crazy about you, and you can be a total tool 
when you’re sick.” 
I whirled around and looked at Mom. “Where did you learn 
that term?” 
“Kalen. That’s what she calls Todd when she’s mad at him. 
You need to ask Hailey out again.” 
I filled my cup and joined Mom at the table. “I can’t,” I said 
as I stirred cream into my coffee. 
“Why not?” 
“Because I’m a weenie, and I don’t want to hear her tell me 
that she doesn’t want anything serious again.” 
“Oh, honey,” Mom said with a knowing smile. “It’s already 
serious.” I told her about how Hailey acted when Marci called, 
and Mom rolled her eyes. “You’re missing all the cues. She may 
be saying she doesn’t want to be serious, but what she’s really 
saying is that she’s scared.” 
“She’s basically admitted that before.” 
“I know you’re scared, too, given what you’ve told me about 
her past.” Mom took a sip of her coffee and grimaced. “Cream, 
pass the cream. I’d forgotten about New Orleans coffee being so 
strong.” After she added a considerable amount of cream, she took 
a sip and sighed. “She adores you, Shannon. Ask her again.” 
I left Kalen’s and bought flowers, not for Hailey, but for 
Marvin. He was grinning like a schoolgirl when I presented them. 
“Thank you for taking care of me, and one night when you’re 
free, I’d like to take you to dinner.” 
Marvin batted his eyes. “If you were a man, I’d take you in 
the back and have my way with you.” 
“Umm, thanks.” I backed away a step. 
He reached out and grabbed my arm. “Come back here. Let 
me look at this hair.” He fingered the ends of my strands and 
made a face. “It grows so fast, you need a trim, little monkey. I 
had a cancellation. You walked in at the right time.” My hair was 
washed, and I was sitting in his chair before I knew what hit me. 
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“So,” Marvin began with a grin. “Did Hailey take good care 
of you?” 
I nodded. “She did—” 
Marvin planted his fingers firmly on the top of my scalp. 
“Don’t nod, never nod when I’m cutting your hair.” 
I nodded again out of reflex. 
“Do you secretly want to be bald?” Marvin asked as his eyes 
went round. 
I was tempted to shake my head to really send him over the 
edge. “No, I’ll be still.” 
Marvin exhaled loudly and went back to work. “No movement. 
Did she stay with you that night? Because she said she was.” 
“She did and the next night, too.” 
“Oh, she’s so sweet.” Marvin smiled as he moved around me. 
“I bet she’ll say yes if you ask her out again.” Marvin let the 
comment hang in the air, then rolled his eyes when I sat there 
looking like a scared rabbit. 
“Here’s where I’m at. I’m too afraid to ask and too afraid not 
to.” I fought the urge to shrug, keeping my head still as Marvin 
clipped and snipped. “I think she wants more, too, but if I push 
her and she backs away again, I…hell, I don’t know what I’d do. 
Chase or run, it’s all so frustrating, but I have to do something or 
I’ll lose my mind.” When I looked at Marvin in the mirror, he was 
sporting a toothy grin. “What?” I asked, annoyed that he found 
my dilemma amusing. 
“I don’t suppose that either of you realizes that you’ve basically 
been,” he held up his fingers and made quote marks, ‘“courting’ 
each other. You’re on a collision course with love, and one of 
you has to make the next move to advance to the next level.” He 
leaned down and pressed his face against mine, catching my eyes 
in the mirror’s reflection. “It’s gonna have to be you.” 
Marvin went back to trimming as I mulled what he had to 
say. As I thought back on my previous relationships, I’d always 
been the passive one, waiting for someone else to make the first 
move. I’d made a first move with Hailey once when I kissed her 
in the courtyard only to have her withdraw a few days later. This 
game of tug-of-war was making me weary. I kept waiting for a 
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pull from Hailey’s side of the rope, but all I got was a few brief 
jerks.“She’s afraid, she’s admitted that, and you are, too, but I’m not 
so sure it’s rejection. I think you’re more afraid of what’s going 
to happen between the two of you when things go well.” Marvin 
cocked his head and winked. 
I swallowed hard. He was right. It was time to confront the 
niggling fear that I kept tucked away in the recesses of my mind. 
“My dad…was unfaithful.” 
Marvin rested his hands on my shoulders and sighed. 
“Sweetie, I’m sorry.” 
“Kalen never knew, just me and Mom. I think that’s why I’m 
so shy, and she’s just so out there. I was so afraid that someone 
would take the place of my mom. Like Dad would move her out 
and bring someone else in.” I smiled ruefully. “I used to cling to 
her leg whenever we had company. If she was going, I was going, 
too.”Marvin looked as though he would cry. “Hailey cheated on 
her husband. She told me.” 
“I know in my heart that things can be good between us, but 
I’m afraid that I’ll ruin everything worrying that one day she may 
replace me.” 
“A hairdresser, like a bartender, is often privy to secrets.” 
Marvin squeezed my shoulders gently. “I listen to men and 
women.” He lowered his voice. “A few that work here included 
brag about their infidelity like it’s the latest fashion. Hailey’s 
ashamed of what she did. You can see the pain in her eyes when 
she talks about it.” Marvin shook his head. “Cheating is never 
justified, but she didn’t step out on her marriage because she was 
bored, but because she was coping with her sexuality.” 
I digested what Marvin had to say as he dried my hair. Maybe 
I hadn’t been tugging on the rope as hard as I thought I was, but 
it was time to start. 
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Chapter 28
Fuzzy favors. 
On the drive home, I mentally rehearsed several scenarios for 
asking Hailey out. I prepared myself for possible rejection, but 
Hailey was going to have to come right out and tell me that she 
didn’t want me before I’d give up. And if she did? I was moving 
to Peru. 
When I got off the elevator, I found Hailey standing in front 
of my apartment with a leash in her hands. Her eyes were red and 
puffy when she looked at me. With a small cry, she moved into 
my arms and held me tight. “Fuzzy ran away,” she said with a sob. 
“I can’t find her anywhere.” 
With one arm around her waist, I opened the door to my 
apartment and pulled her inside. “Just let me change my shoes 
and we’ll go look together,” I said as I reluctantly let her go. I ran 
into my room and tossed my boots into the closet and grabbed my 
sneakers. “Where were you when she got away?” I asked when I 
came back into the room. 
Hailey turned from my window. “We were in the park. I was 
talking to this guy who had a dog that sort of looked like her, and 
when I turned around, she was gone.” Hailey’s face transformed 
from sadness to panic. “She’s never run away. Do you think 
someone took her?” 
The same thought went through my mind as I pulled her into 
my arms. “Maybe she chased a squirrel or something. I promise 
that we’ll turn this city upside down until we find her.” 
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We left the building on foot, retracing their steps toward the 
park with both of us yelling, “Fuzzy,” at the top of our lungs. 
Someone yelled back “navel.” At any other time, I would’ve found 
that hilarious, but Hailey looked so distraught. 
“Was she wearing her collar?” I asked. 
“Yes, it has my phone number on it. Hopefully, someone 
will call me—” Hailey patted her jacket pockets frantically until 
she found her cell phone. “Wouldn’t you call if you found a dog 
roaming?” 
“Of course I would.” I tried not to let Hailey’s panic infect me 
as we walked. One of us had to keep a cool head, though horrible 
scenarios were running through my mind. Cars barreled through 
the narrow streets of the Quarter without regard for pedestrians, 
much less an animal. I worried with every corner we turned that 
we’d find Fuzzy lying in the street. I couldn’t bear the thought of 
Hailey seeing that. 
We passed another couple walking their dog along the street. 
“Have you seen a blond fluffy dog that sort of looks like a golden 
retriever?” I asked. 
The woman looked at us with compassion and shook her 
head. “We’ll keep an eye out for her,” her husband offered. “Do 
you have a number we can call if we spot her?” 
I gave him my number and Hailey’s that he jotted on a card 
in his wallet. “There’s a five hundred-dollar reward for anyone 
who finds her.” 
“Shannon,” Hailey began when we walked away. 
“I’ll pay it.” I wiped the tear that streaked her cheek. “I would 
pay anything to wipe that painful look from your face.” Hailey 
smiled through her tears, but I didn’t allow her to say anything as 
I took her by the hand and hurried toward the park. 
“We were right here,” Hailey said as we stood on the winding 
park walk. “See, here’s her ball.” Hailey bent down and scooped 
up the dirty tennis ball with a sob. “I shouldn’t have let her off 
the leash, but there’s a gate, and I didn’t think she’d be able to get 
out.”We walked every inch of the park, weaving through branches 
of live oaks, calling for Fuzzy. Then we circled the outside. Hailey 
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checked her cell phone nearly every step. My heart was growing 
heavy as dusk approached. 
“Do you walk the same route every time you come here?” I 
asked. 
Hailey frowned. “No, I switch it up all the time.” 
“Okay, let’s take every one. Maybe she’s following her trail 
home.” 
We walked back to the apartment twice and still no Fuzzy. In 
my mind, I was designing flyers that we would pin to every pole 
within a ten-mile radius. I looked over at Hailey. Her shoulders 
slumped in defeat and exhaustion. 
“Once more, okay?” I rubbed her shoulders. She nodded 
wearily as we trekked back toward the park. 
Knowing Fuzzy as we did, we should’ve hiked the last route 
first. The smell of Chinese food wafted on the breeze. Hailey and 
I looked at each other and quickened our pace. In front of her 
favorite restaurant sat Fuzzy looking expectantly at the doors. 
Hailey sank to her knees and hugged the stupid mutt’s neck while 
Fuzzy looked up to me as if to say, I hope you brought your wallet, 
you owe me chicken on a stick. That was one reward she wasn’t 
getting from either of us. 
“I came this way twice before I came to find you.” Hailey 
looked at me as she tugged the leash from her pocket and clipped 
it to Fuzzy’s collar. She stood without a word and latched onto my 
neck, hugging me tight. “Thank you so much. You have no idea 
how much your willingness to help means to me.” 
I allowed myself the enjoyment of being in her arms for a 
minute before saying, “I’d do it again and again, but if you buy 
her chicken on a stick anytime soon, I will choke you both.” 
Despite my aching feet, the walk back to our building was the 
most enjoyable stroll we’d ever taken together. Hailey looped her 
arm through mine as Fuzzy led us at a leisurely pace. “I didn’t 
realize that I was starving the whole time we were looking for 
Fuzzy,” Hailey said when we entered the courtyard. “Would you 
join me for a late dinner?” 
There was no hesitation as I jumped at the offer. “I’m sure I’ll 
enjoy whatever you’re serving even if it’s liver.” 
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Hailey made a disgusted face, but Fuzzy seemed interested. 
“I was thinking more along the lines of eggs and fried potatoes 
and maybe some bacon.” 
“Much better than liver. I’ll peel the potatoes,” I said with a 
smile. 
Fuzzy made no complaints about eating her dog food, after 
which she sprawled out on the living room floor and actually 
snored while Hailey and I ate. 
“She’s a cute little shit,” I said between bites. “I didn’t want to 
tell you, but I was so afraid that we wouldn’t find her.” 
“I could see it on your face.” Hailey looked over at me. “You 
were so reassuring, but I could see the worry in your eyes. That 
was more comforting to me than anything you said. It shows you 
care.” 
“I won’t deny that I’m attached to her chicken-chasing ass, but 
if I were to be honest, I’d have to say that I was equally worried 
about you, if not more so.” I looked at Hailey unflinchingly. “I’ve 
tried hard not to care for you, but I do.” 
Hailey looked away and pushed her plate back. I wasn’t 
expecting her to jump into my arms, but a smile would’ve been a 
bit encouraging. “I’m tired and I know you are, too.” I gathered 
our plates and took them to the sink. Hailey picked up the glasses 
and followed me into the kitchen. 
She gently grabbed my arm when I began to scrape the plates. 
“Don’t clean up. You’ve done enough already.” 
I backed away from her touch. She was looking at me oddly 
like she wanted to say something, but for whatever reason, she 
couldn’t. “Thank you,” she said finally and moved in close to 
give me a hug. I pulled her into my arms and kissed her hard. Her 
surprise lasted for only a second before she gave into my lips. Her 
body felt hot as she molded into me, but the kiss burned hotter. 
I pulled away breathless, still holding on to her. “Deny what 
you will, Hailey, but when you kiss me back, I feel what you refuse 
to say.” I let her go and walked toward the door. When I turned 
back to look at her, she was still standing in the same spot. Her 
cheeks were flushed, and her lips were bruised from my kiss. 
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“That’s the second time I forced a kiss on you. The next time, 
you’ll meet me willingly.” 
I watched as a small smile crept across her face. “Next 
time?” 
“Yep, like after dinner tomorrow night.” 
“I’ll be ready at seven,” Hailey said haughtily, matching my 
tone.“See you then.” I walked briskly out of her apartment and 
past the elevator. I ran up the stairs to stave off the urge to charge 
back into her apartment. 
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Chapter 29
The Southern inquisition…
I awoke the next morning feeling less cocky than I did when 
I left Hailey’s apartment. I didn’t think she would back out on 
our date. What worried me was the way I felt when I kissed her. 
I barely had enough control to back away from her then, and that 
night, I wondered if I had the restraint to keep things from getting 
out of hand. I tasted the passion in her kiss, but I didn’t want to 
destroy the progress we’d made by jumping on her like a wild 
herd of hormones out of control. 
My phone rang as my body responded to the memory of 
Hailey’s sigh when she gave into my kiss. The way her hips felt as 
she pressed into me—
“What, Kalen?” I said as I answered on the fourth ring. 
“Is that how you answer your sister when she calls?” 
“Sorry, Mom, and yes, I do bark at her when she calls me first 
thing in the morning,” I said with a laugh. “Had you called me 
from your phone, I would’ve been sweet.” 
“Kalen and I were discussing brunch. Why don’t you join 
us?”I wanted to stay in my lust-induced haze, but it was probably 
best if I didn’t. “How about I pick y’all up at ten?” 
I watched as Mom took the salt shaker from Kalen’s hand for 
the third time. “The eggs are bland,” Kalen complained before 
attacking a bowl of mandarin oranges. 
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Mom looked over at me and smiled. “You look terrific this 
morning. Get a good night’s sleep?” 
“I did, and I have a date tonight.” 
Mom and Kalen exchanged glances. “With Hailey?” Kalen 
asked. 
“Yep.” I knew I was beaming. 
“Where are you taking her, sweetie?” Mom asked. 
“I have no idea.” 
Mom and Kalen exchanged glances again. “You don’t know?” 
Kalen asked before she shoveled another spoonful of fruit into 
her mouth. 
Mom grabbed my arm. “Honey, it’s got to be somewhere 
special.” 
“Well, I wasn’t thinking about McDonald’s,” I said nervously 
as they looked at me like I was crazy. 
“What about Antoine’s, Court of Two Sisters, or Arnaud’s?” 
Kalen ticked off on her fingers. “Those are all romantic places.” 
“Yes, excellent choices,” Mom agreed. 
“Now what are you going to wear?” Kalen waved her fork at 
me. “Well, I was planning on jeans.” 
“No,” Mom and Kalen said in unison. 
I dropped my napkin onto the table. “I’m not showing up at 
her place in a prom dress.” 
“Do you have something sexy?” Mom asked. 
“Mom!” 
“What?” 
“I feel funny about discussing this with you.” 
“Well, honey, I know lesbians do more than just talk.” 
“Are we done here?” I looked around to see if anyone else 
was listening to the conversation. 
“I think we need to go shopping,” Kalen said, ignoring me. 
“Maybe visit Victoria’s Secret.” 
Mom gave me a teasing grin. “I think you’d look really nice 
in a pair of black slacks, you know the ones that ride low on your 
waist with a snug-fitting top. Something to show off that new 
figure of yours.” 
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“The malls are full of sales,” Kalen offered seriously. “And 
Mom says I need to walk a lot to combat fluid buildup.” She 
batted her eyes at me. 
“What’s up with you?” I narrowed my eyes at Kalen. “You 
haven’t been hip on me seeing Hailey at all, and now you want to 
dress me up for her.” 
Kalen popped an orange slice into her mouth and looked at 
Mom. 
Mom gave a warning glance at Kalen and smiled at me. “We’ve 
had a talk. Now about dinner. You need to make a reservation, 
instead of winging it.” 
Kalen pulled out her phone and had the number to Arnaud’s 
in about half a minute. “Want me to call for you?” 
“Yes,” my mother replied before I could and turned to me. 
“We are  going shopping.” 
“Seven was the best they could do,” Kalen said as she set her 
phone down. 
“I need to call Hailey. That’s what time I’m supposed to pick 
her up.” 
The noon sun felt good on my face as I stepped outside 
and dialed Hailey’s number. “Hey,” she said brightly when she 
answered. 
“Hi, have you recovered from last night’s hike?” I asked. 
“I have, but Fuzzy is on nap number two. Are we still on for 
tonight?” 
“Yes, but I’m going to have to pick you up at six thirty instead 
of seven. We have reservations at Arnaud’s.” 
“Oh, wow, I’ve heard about that place. Very pricey.” Hailey 
lowered her tone, sounding sultry. “Are you trying to impress 
me?”“Yes?” 
Hailey laughed. “I’m already impressed. Dinner at McDonald’s 
wouldn’t diminish that.” 
“I look forward to spending time with you tonight.” 
“Me too,” Hailey said, sounding suddenly shy. “See you 
soon.” 
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Chapter 30
Steak, crab and ahhh…
In hindsight, it was good to spend time with Mom and Kalen. 
Their playful banter and being dragged from store to store made 
the day pass quickly. Otherwise, I would’ve sat home and waited 
impatiently for the hours to tick by. I returned home to relax for a 
while and launder my new outfit. 
Now as I stood in the mirror, I was actually happy that Mom 
and Kalen were so insistent on dressing me for the occasion. 
The black slacks and the lightweight burgundy sweater showed 
off the figure that I’d worked for. It wasn’t so dressy that I felt 
uncomfortable, yet the ensemble looked a lot dressier than jeans. 
I slipped into the matching blazer and wished for a second that 
Marvin had been around to do my hair and makeup. 
I rode the elevator down to Hailey’s floor with a grin. My 
arms were full with flowers for Hailey and a gift bag for Fuzzy 
since her chicken-hunting stunt provided the perfect segue for me 
to ask Hailey out. 
“Wow, you look amazing,” Hailey said when she opened 
her door. I wanted to return the compliment, but it froze on my 
tongue when I took in the black cocktail dress she’d chosen for the 
evening. It hugged every delicious curve and left me breathless. 
“Is it too much?” Hailey asked when I stood there gawking. 
“No…I…Oh, my God, you’re beautiful.” I felt as awkward 
as a schoolboy as I presented the flowers. “These are for you. A 
small show of gratitude for taking care of me when I was sick and 
a thank you for agreeing to accompany me tonight.” 
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Hailey sniffed at the one red rose in the center of the bouquet. 
“And this dinner, is this some sort of show of gratitude? 
“No,” I said, looking deep into her eyes. “This is just about 
wanting to spend time with you.” 
Hailey sighed as she looked at me, a small smile pulled at the 
corner of her mouth. “I’ll put these in water.” 
“This is for you.” I looked down at Fuzzy. I opened the gift 
bag covered in tiny dog prints and pulled out High School Musical 
2, a chew bone with a chicken-flavored center, and a stuffed lamb. 
“I figured that this might make you happy while I steal your mom 
away for a while.” 
Fuzzy did a dance as I handed her the lamb. 
“I’m going to get my coat,” Hailey said. “If you’ll unwrap the 
bone and put in the movie, I think Fuzzy will be grateful.” 
I watched Hailey walk from the room and looked down at 
Fuzzy, who seemed to say, Open the bone, fool. She took it and 
lay down next to her lamb in front of the TV and waited as I put 
in the movie. 
“Thank you for that,” Hailey said as she came back into the 
room and nodded toward her pooch that was happily gnawing the 
bone and eyeing the TV. “Are we ready?” 
“Yes.” I walked over to the door and prepared to open it for 
her. Hailey put her hand atop mine and stopped me. She tugged 
on the lapel of my blazer until we were scarcely an inch apart. “I 
want to willingly give you this,” she said before her lips met mine. 
The kiss was gentle and sweet at first. I heard her purse drop 
to the floor as she wrapped her arms around my shoulders and 
pulled me tight against her. All thoughts of dinner fled my mind 
as her tongue slipped into my mouth. Her teeth grazed my bottom 
lip as she broke the kiss that left me shaken and breathless. “Yes, 
I think we’re ready now,” Hailey said with a coy smile. 
“I’ll get your purse,” I said dumbly as I knelt in front of her. 
I felt Hailey’s hand weave into my hair and tug me back up to 
her. “I was wrong, we’re not quite ready.” She pushed me against 
the door and kissed me again. My hands roamed over the backless 
dress, and I moaned at the feel of her warm skin. She pressed 
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harder into me, straddling my thigh. The sound of our breathing 
drowned out the intro music to the movie. When she pulled away 
from me this time, she looked as unhinged as I felt. “Okay, we’re 
ready now.” Hailey took an unsteady step back. 
I bit my lip to keep from asking, ready for what?  I wasn’t 
sure we were talking about dinner anymore. I felt like we skipped 
straight to dessert. 
Hailey wiped her lipstick from my lips with the pad of her 
thumb. “I’m sorry. I think I kissed away your lipstick and mine.” 
“You’ll hear no complaints from me.” 
Hailey slipped the toe of her shoe under the strap of her purse 
and lifted it high enough for me to grab. After she plucked it from 
my trembling fingers, she opened the door. “Let’s go,” she said 
with a pleased smile. 
I knew my face was flushed when we stepped into the elevator. 
I smiled at two tenants I didn’t know very well and wondered if 
they could sense the sexual tension flowing off of Hailey and me 
in waves. No one said anything as we rode to the ground floor. 
They followed us into the courtyard, and when I glanced over at 
Hailey, she was grinning from ear to ear. “What’s so funny?” I 
asked when we were alone. 
Hailey took a tissue from her purse and wiped around my 
lips. “I didn’t do a very good job of cleaning away the lipstick. 
I think it was fairly obvious to our neighbors that we’d been 
making out.” 
I kissed her again, making her repeat the process with a 
laugh. We were still standing on the step when the cabbie I’d 
called honked the horn. 
“Is that for us?” Hailey asked as I tugged her hand. 
“Uh-huh, we’d spend all night looking for a place to park.” 
I opened the door and watched Hailey’s legs as she slid across 
the seat. We didn’t talk much on the half-dozen-block ride, but 
Hailey entwined her fingers with mine and looked at me with an 
unguarded intimacy that I’d not yet seen in her before. 
“Do you feel like everyone is watching us?” I asked, hiding 
behind my menu. 
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Hailey’s eyes twinkled as she took a sip of her wine. “They’re 
all looking at my gorgeous date.” 
“I could argue that point.” 
Hailey shook her head as she set her glass on the table. “Did 
you ever notice how we always seemed to run into each other at 
the apartment especially after we first met?” 
I shrugged. “I always thought it was cosmic timing.” 
“I can see the street from my window. I used to sit in front of 
it and watch for you, then Fuzzy and I would make a mad dash 
down the stairs.” 
I sat back stunned by the revelation. 
Hailey made a face. “I realize now that I’ve said it that I sound 
like a stalker.” 
“Not at all. It’s a sweet surprise.” 
“Ladies, have we decided?” the waiter asked as he came to 
our table. 
Hailey winked at me. “You go first.” 
“Promise me you won’t order only a salad because I don’t 
want to look like a pig,” I said with a grin, then ordered the 
crabmeat Karen. She impressed me when she ordered the filet 
mignon Charlemond. 
“I know, I’m drinking red wine with a crustacean.” I raised 
my glass. “I’m uncivilized.” 
Hailey grinned back at me. “I would’ve done the same thing.” 
She leaned closer and lowered her voice. “Screw propriety.” 
“A rebel, I like that in a woman.” 
Hailey ran her finger lightly around the rim of her glass as 
she looked across the table at me suddenly serious. “You’ve torn 
down every defense I have,” she said with a slight smile. 
“I’ve torn down a few of my own in the process.” 
“You know what I find irresistible about you?” She drummed 
her fingers on the table as I gave her a questioning look. “You’re 
just you. There’s no pretense, no smooth-sounding lines, just 
a woman honestly offering her heart and hoping that it will be 
taken by someone who’ll cherish it.” 
“The woman I want to give it to keeps running away.” I 
smiled. 
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“Not anymore,” Hailey said seriously. “There are some 
opportunities too sweet to pass up.” 
Salads were placed in front of us, our wineglasses topped off. 
“Thank you,” I said, but my gaze was locked with Hailey’s. “So 
this means we’ll have a second date?” I asked when the waiter 
left us. 
“I was kind of thinking it would mean breakfast.” Hailey took 
a sip of her wine as her meaning sank in. 
“I think my crabmeat would enjoy a ride in a doggie bag.” 
Hailey threw back her head and laughed. 
I barely tasted my salad. The crab was delicious, but my 
appetite for it had gone right out the window as I thought about 
what this night would bring. Hailey fed me pieces of her steak, 
and I shared the crab. I knew that Hailey was as ready as I was 
to leave when the waiter asked if we wanted dessert. “Just the 
check, please,” she said with a smile, but something behind her 
eyes burned hot. I took that as my cue to call the cab. 
The ride home seemed infinitely longer than it took to get 
there. I thought I would be nervous, but I wasn’t. I felt longing 
and desire that I thought only happened in books and movies. I 
wanted to touch and be touched. To share a part of myself that 
I realized I’d never truly given to anyone else. I’d had sex and 
called it making love, but as I sat next to Hailey, it dawned on me 
that this was how it was truly supposed to feel. Like two halves 
merging together to make a whole. I would give as much as she 
desired and take as much as she allowed. 
Hailey squeezed my hand as we stepped into the elevator. 
“As bad as I hate to say this, I’ll forgive you if you want to 
back out now,” I said, watching her intently. “We’re about to 
cross a line that for me is going to make being just friends again 
impossible.” 
“I know, but I think we’ve crossed that line already.” Hailey 
squeezed my hand tighter and held it as if to say she wasn’t 
backing down and wouldn’t let me, either. 
I watched as Hailey’s hands shook slightly as she put her key 
in the lock and pushed open the door. Fuzzy greeted us with a 
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doggie smile, even though the movie had ended and was showing 
the scene index over and over. Hailey gave her a scratch behind 
the ears before she popped the DVD out and put in Grease. Fuzzy 
walked over to me, expecting the same treatment. I scratched her 
behind the ears and rubbed her chest and gave her a wink. 
Fuzzy grabbed her sheep and settled back down on the rug 
as Hailey took my hand and led me to the bedroom. As I closed 
the door behind us, she stepped into the bathroom and washed 
her hands. I watched as she looked at herself in the mirror and 
exhaled a long breath. Her eyes met mine in the reflection. 
I stepped in and reached around her to wash my hands. She 
took them between hers and rubbed them with soap. It was a 
luxurious feeling to feel her slippery hands move against mine, 
something so simple was torturously sensual. Her gaze locked 
onto mine when I leaned down and kissed her bare shoulder. Her 
sigh as her eyes fluttered shut made my knees weak, and I leaned 
heavily against her. She pushed back against me as she fumbled 
with the faucet and cut the water off. 
The only sound then was her breathing as I kissed my way to 
her neck and softly bit into her skin. She leaned her head forward 
as her hands gripped the sink. I felt like I was dreaming as my 
hands slid down her hips, leaving wet marks on her dress. I pulled 
back slightly and kissed down her back as my hands slid down her 
thighs until I touched her skin. It was warm and smooth against 
my mouth, and her thighs were hot to my touch as my fingertips 
grazed against them while I pulled the dress higher. 
“I used to dream about this, but I never thought it would 
happen,” Hailey said. Her voice sounded shaky and breathless. It 
came out in a hiss when I pressed my hand against the dampness 
between her thighs. I wanted to be inside of her so badly as my 
fingers found the seam of her underwear. “Don’t,” she rasped as 
she grabbed my hand. “I want to be facing you when you touch 
me.”I pulled my hand away and stepped back. I had to restrain 
myself from ripping the clasp of her dress open and taking her 
on the floor of the bathroom. Hailey spun around and pushed me 
roughly against the bathroom wall. Her mouth was on mine in an 
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instant as she pulled my belt loose. It landed with a clank on the 
tiled floor. She pulled away long enough to pull my shirt over my 
head, and her mouth found mine again. 
I fumbled with the clasp to her dress as she unbuttoned my 
pants and slid her hands around my hips. I shuddered as her dress 
fell to her waist, and she pushed her thigh between mine. Her 
hands pulled me tightly against her as the friction between my 
legs became unbearable. I broke the kiss, unable to breathe, and 
buried my face in her hair. I didn’t want to let her go when she 
stepped away. 
Hailey reached over my shoulder and turned off the light. 
I watched her in the dim glow coming from the lamp in her 
bedroom as she let the dress fall away. My gaze went to her bare 
breasts first, then to her hands as she slipped her silky underwear 
down her legs and stepped out of them along with her heels. 
I pushed at my boot heel with the toe of the other. I knew I 
was scuffing them, but I wanted them off. I wanted to be rid of 
every barrier between me and Hailey’s warm skin. She grabbed 
at my hands when I started to slide my pants down. “Let me do 
it,” she said as she knelt and pulled them away. She kissed and 
nibbled at the insides of my shaking thighs until I didn’t think I 
could stand any longer. I fisted both hands in her hair and pulled 
her up gently. 
The sensation of her mouth on mine and her naked skin 
pressing against me was more than I could handle. I pushed her 
away and held her at arm’s length. “We’re not going to make it to 
the bed if you don’t stop.” 
She didn’t say a word as she took me by the hand and led me 
into her bedroom. I couldn’t wait to get her on her back so I could 
kiss and taste her. I groaned in frustration when I realized I was 
the one lying flat on my back with Hailey straddling me. With 
one hand in the center of my chest holding me in place, Hailey 
took my hand and slid it between her legs. I shuddered as my 
fingers slipped through the creamy wetness there. With her hand 
firmly holding mine, she controlled where I touched. 
I could barely breathe with her balancing her weight in the 
center of my chest. I gasped when she easily slipped two of my 
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fingers inside of her and slowly glided them up and over her clit. 
“Please let me go,” I begged when she pulled my hand away. 
Hailey’s eyes narrowed when she took my fingers and ran 
them over my own lips. She sucked in a deep breath when I sucked 
them into my mouth. The memory of the feel of her and the taste 
of her on my tongue left me stunned as she moved quickly down 
my body and buried her face between my legs. She groaned loudly 
as she pushed her tongue into me. 
My legs trembled. I squirmed uncontrollably as her tongue 
would first push inside of me, then over my clit. She wrapped 
her arms around my thighs and fought to hold me in place as I 
dug my heels harder into her bed. My cries seemed to echo off 
the walls of her room. I clamped my lips together tightly, trying 
to keep quiet and not sound like this was my first time, but with 
every stroke of her tongue, I lost control. She would take me to 
the edge until I felt my insides begin to contract and pull away. 
When she did allow me to come, I wrenched the sheets from the 
corners of her bed. 
Having an orgasm never made me blissfully relaxed like 
some of my former partners claimed. It was like a surge of energy 
passed though me that made me crave more before the last of the 
tremors faded. I had Hailey on her back before she knew what 
was happening. My mouth descended on her breast while my 
hand moved between her legs. 
“Yes,” she ground out as she dug her fingers into my shoulders. 
She met me thrust for thrust and shuddered when I pulled out of 
her and encircled her clit with my fingers. “Kiss me, Shannon.” I 
did until she pulled away breathless. I listened to her breathing as 
I drove her higher, the erratic sound of it made me never want to 
stop. She gasped once, her body went rigid against me and held 
for a minute before she slumped back onto the bed. 
“We’ll go slower the next time,” I said against the damp skin 
of her neck. I felt her laugh. 
“I doubt it. Maybe after we’ve done it a couple hundred 
times.” 
I leaned up on one elbow and smiled down at her. “I’m not 
looking for anything serious, you know.” 
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“The hell you aren’t,” Hailey said with a laugh and flipped me 
onto my back. She kissed me sweetly. “I’m seriously crazy about 
you.” Her words were accentuated by a whimper and a scratch at 
the door. Hailey groaned and rolled onto her back. “Fuzzy needs 
to go out.” 
“I’m certain that if you put a stool next to the door, she could 
jump up and turn the handle. The elevator would be a breeze after 
that.”Hailey kissed me again and got up. “You stay right here. I’ll 
only be five minutes, then I plan to take my time with you.” She 
put on a pair of sweatpants and pulled her robe over her bare 
back. 
I listened as the apartment door closed and hopped up. 
Leftover steak and crabmeat would sustain us through the night. 
When Hailey returned…I’d be warming it wearing nothing but a 
smile. 
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Chapter 31
New Orleans can be small at times. 
It felt like a delightful case of déjà vu. Hailey and I spent 
the morning eating breakfast in bed. Fuzzy lay across our feet 
gnawing on the new toy I bought her. Just like I’d imagined sans 
the newspaper. We alternated between watching movies and 
making love. Fuzzy was fine with the movies but went into the 
living room for the latter. 
My phone rang for the umpteenth time where it sat in the 
pocket of my blazer, which landed on the floor in a heap the 
previous night. Hailey groaned as she stretched and looked at me. 
“Are you ever going to answer that?” 
“Nope,” I said with an impish grin. “That’s Mom and Kalen 
wanting to know how our date went. I’m taking great pleasure in 
ignoring them.” 
Hailey rolled over and rested her head on my shoulder. The 
warmth of her naked body stretched out against mine made me 
sigh. That was about all I could manage. “Your family is very 
important to you, aren’t they?” 
“Yeah, we’re all very close, especially us girls. Aside from 
wanting to know how my night went, they’re probably already 
planning dinner. I hope this doesn’t terrify you, but they’re gonna 
want you to come because Mom is going home in a few days.” 
“Your mom is sweet.” Hailey drew patterns on my stomach 
with her fingertips and watched the muscles quiver beneath them. 
“How did she take it when she found out you were gay?” 
I grabbed her hand as my body awoke to her touch and held 
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it in my own. “She was surprised and upset, though she tried to 
hide it. I told her just after Kalen got married, and I think she 
was looking forward to planning mine one day. Dad never said 
much, but he’s always treated me and whoever I brought home 
with respect.” 
“And Kalen?” Hailey tried to pull her hand free, but I held 
it firmly. She gave up and started running her toes over mine. 
I laughed as she ran them across the bottom of my foot until I 
released her hand. “Go on,” she said as her fingers danced over 
my skin. 
“Kalen didn’t take it well at first, but eventually, she came 
around like she always does.” Hailey started planting kisses along 
my collarbone until I asked about her family. She laid her head 
back on my shoulder and draped a hand over my waist. 
“I told them about my sexuality the same day I told them 
about the divorce.” Hailey sighed and snuggled in tighter. “As 
you can imagine, the news wasn’t well received. It was really 
rocky for a while, but now they don’t ask me anything about my 
personal life, and I don’t mention anything.” 
“I’m sorry.” I kissed the top of her head. 
“They’ll come around someday, just like Kalen did.” Hailey 
said the words, but they sounded empty and insincere. She rose 
up on one elbow and smiled down at me. “I don’t wanna talk 
about them.” 
“What do you want to talk about? Lunch maybe? Or if we’ll 
be sleeping at your place or mine?” I wiggled my eyebrows for 
emphasis. 
“Your hipbone,” Hailey said as she moved lower. “I’d like to 
nibble it.” 
I sat straight up and pushed her away. “Don’t you do it, Hailey. 
I’m ticklish there…actually everywhere.” 
Hailey came after me as I made a dash for the bathroom. 
“Your butt is especially ticklish. I noticed how you wiggled when 
I ran my nails over it.” 
I yelped and hopped around as I tried to escape her grasp. 
Fuzzy stared barking and ran around us as Hailey tried to reach 
around me. My phone added to the noise as it played the tune 
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signaling Kalen’s call. “You have to answer it,” Hailey said with 
a grin as she backed away and pulled my phone from my jacket 
and handed it to me. 
“Yes, Kalen,” I gave Hailey a warning glance as she and Fuzzy 
circled me like two sharks. “Hailey and I were running.” I rolled 
my eyes and grinned at the accusations. “We like to exercise.” 
Hailey made a grab for me as I ducked into the bathroom. “At six, 
okay. Need us to bring anything? Okay, gotta go, sis. Love you, 
bye.” I snapped the phone shut and plastered my backside against 
the bathroom wall. 
“We were running?” Hailey said, running her fingertips 
down my ribcage. “You are such a liar.” 
I clamped my arms at my sides giggling like a child. “We 
were running. You were chasing me. I’m going to find your weak 
spot and exploit it mercilessly if you don’t stop.” 
“Okay, truce.” Hailey held up her hands. “No tickles, I 
promise.” She leaned against me and nibbled my earlobe. “I 
noticed you said ‘us’ when you were talking to Kalen.” 
“You’ve been invited to dinner, and if you don’t stop, you’re 
gonna have to go without me and explain to my family that you’ve 
loved me to death.” 
Hailey insisted on bringing something despite the fact that 
Kalen told us not to. She wanted something that Kalen could 
enjoy, too, so we skipped wine and decided on pastries. 
“Cheesecake?” Hailey looked at the refrigerated section of 
the bakery. “Or lemon doberge? 
“Anything chocolate will suffice, I promise. What about this 
French silk pie?” 
“Hailey, I thought that was you.” 
Hailey and I turned, and I watched in shock and horror as the 
woman’s gaze locked with mine. We both stood mute staring at 
each other. Hailey looked between us bewildered. “Is something 
wrong?” she asked as the woman stared daggers at me. 
“Look, I was having a really bad day,” I started to explain. 
“You know each other?” Hailey asked. 
The woman pointed at me angrily. “That’s the woman who 
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humiliated me at the health club you talked me into visiting. 
Thank God I hadn’t already signed up for a membership when 
I ran into her.” She tore her gaze away from me and looked at 
Hailey. “I’ll see you Monday,” she said before she stalked off. 
We paid for the pie in silence, neither of us willing to discuss 
the encounter until we were in the confines of my car. Hailey’s 
face was flushed as I let her in. I took my time as I walked around 
to my side of the car. Taking a deep breath, I climbed in and 
waited to hear what came next. 
‘“Start stepping, sister,’ that’s what pissed her off the most. 
She ranted for two days about it.” Hailey ran a hand through her 
hair. “Well now, you’ve already met my boss. Guess I don’t have 
to make that introduction at the banquet next year.” 
I sank low in my seat and covered my face with my hands. “It 
was just such a bad day,” I said, my voice coming out muffled. 
The car went silent. At first, I thought Hailey was crying. I looked 
over at her with shame and regret to find her head thrown back in 
laughter. She was clutching her chest and gasping for air. 
“Oh, my God, we laughed behind closed doors for weeks,” 
Hailey said between fits and snorts. “She’s such a bitch, and it 
was so great to hear that someone cut her off at the knees.” Hailey 
wiped at her eyes. “It was worth the ass chewing she gave me for 
talking her into visiting the club.” 
I half laughed as I relived that embarrassment. 
Hailey clutched my shoulder and kissed me on the cheek. 
“You’re a hero around the office. I can’t wait to tell everyone that 
it was my girlfriend who humiliated Sue Kellerman.” 
I felt so relieved that Hailey didn’t want to choke me and even 
more elated when she referred to me as her girlfriend. 
Kalen’s house smelled of pasta sauce when we let ourselves 
in. My stomach growled in anticipation for her spaghetti. When 
we walked into the kitchen, Mom was at the stove and Kalen was 
at the table with her feet propped up. 
“You are pathetic,” I teased. “Making our dear mother slave 
over the stove while you lounge around.” 
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“Bite me and put the bread in.” Kalen pointed to the garlic 
bread awaiting toasting. 
I set the pie in front of her. “A gift from Hailey.” 
“Oh, Hailey, you’re my hero for the next hour at least,” Kalen 
said as she eyed the pie. 
Mom smiled and kissed my cheek, then moved quickly to 
Hailey and did the same. “Sit down, sweetie,” she said to Hailey 
as she pulled out a chair. “Let me get you a glass of wine.” 
“Can I help with anything?” Hailey asked. 
“No, no, you sit,” Mom said as she coaxed Hailey into a seat. 
I smiled over at Hailey as my mom fawned all over her. 
I hugged Kalen, who held on to me a bit longer than normal. 
“You feeling okay?” I looked down at her swollen feet. 
“She’s been drinking Gatorade.” Mom stabbed a spoon in 
Kalen’s direction. “Can you believe it? I like to have had a stroke 
when I caught her chugging from a bottle.” 
“What’s wrong with Gatorade?” I looked at Kalen, who sank 
down in her seat the same way I did a while ago. 
Mom looked at me like I was insane. “It’s loaded with sodium. 
That’s why she’s been so puffy lately. She’s full of fluid.” 
“I’ve been throwing up.” Kalen waved her hands in the air. “I 
thought I was supposed to replace my electrolytes.” 
“She’s on a strict no-salt diet, so if you see her with anything 
but water, slap her.” Mom turned back to the pasta and stirred. 
“Pour the wine, please, Shannon.” 
“It’s nice to see you again, Hailey,” Kalen said as she leaned 
on the table. “I’d give you a hug, but I’m grounded and I have to 
sit in this chair.” 
“I’m sorry to hear about your incarceration,” Hailey said 
with a smile. “Can I get you anything to make your stay more 
comfortable?” 
“Get me a spoon and drag my chair into the den. I’l hold the 
pie.”“Don’t be nice to her,” I said. “She’s punished. Don’t let her 
get close to the pie either.” 
“Hailey, let me give you a word of advice,” Kalen said drolly. 
“Don’t ever get pregnant. Everyone tells you what to do. Mom 
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and Todd tell me what I can and can’t eat. The doctor tells me the 
same, and the baby says eat everything in sight.” 
Hailey simply smiled in response. 
“Did you girls have a nice time last night?” Mom asked as she 
drained the pasta. 
Hailey shot me a grin before she answered. “We did. Dinner 
was lovely.” 
“Yeah,” Kalen drawled the word out. “They must’ve eaten a 
lot because they went running this morning. Of course, my sister 
never runs unless I invite her to go antique shopping, then it’s the 
other way.” 
I bumped Kalen’s chair when Hailey’s face began to flush. 
“Where’s Toad?” I asked with a wink at Hailey. 
“He’s having a boy’s night out,” Kalen said. “He and his 
buddies are holed up in some sports bar eating hot wings and 
swilling beer.” Kalen rubbed at her stomach. “I hate beer, but I 
have the strangest craving for it now.” 
“Do you know the sex of the baby?” Hailey asked. 
“No, we want to be surprised. Makes decorating the nursery 
kind of difficult, though. I’d love to show it to you if Mom will 
allow me to leave my chair.” 
Mom looked at me and rolled her eyes. “Five minutes and 
dinner will be on the table. That’s all you get.” 
Kalen stood and rubbed her butt. “Shannon, you come, too. 
You haven’t seen it yet.” 
Mom nodded. “Go, I’ve got this. Check the room for snacks. 
I found a bag of Cheetos in the baby’s dresser.” 
The walls were painted a soft mint green, and most of the 
hardwood floor was covered with a rug bearing the alphabet. 
“This is the coolest bed.” Kalen patted the blond wood that 
matched the floor perfectly. “It folds down into a youth bed when 
the baby grows out of the crib.” 
I opened the drawers of the matching dresser; they were 
empty except for the bottom drawer, which was filled with baby 
blankets embroidered with teddy bears, puppies, and kittens. I 
tried to imagine my new niece or nephew swaddled snugly in 
them. 
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“Oh, these are so cute,” I heard Hailey say. She picked up 
a stuffed giraffe that shared a shelf with what I figured were as 
many animals as the New Orleans Zoo. 
“Since we don’t know the sex, we decided to decorate in 
stuffed animals.” Kalen rubbed her stomach lovingly. “Can’t go 
wrong with those. I figure at some point, they’ll all be covered 
with slobber, and when Shannon’s through with them, we’ll get 
the baby new ones.” 
“Ass, I’m gonna tell mom I found a bag of pig skins underneath 
the changing table.” 
“Oh, don’t you dare.” Kalen grabbed handfuls of my shirt. 
“She’s dead serious about the diet. Nothing goes into my mouth 
without inspection.” Kalen’s eyes widened. “You have no idea 
how bad the cravings are! I’ve been good despite the Gatorade 
incident, and for the record, the Cheetos belonged to Todd, but 
she won’t believe me.” 
“Then I suggest you start being real sweet to me.” I plucked 
her fingers from my clothing one by one. “I will be expected to 
give her a full report on your diet when she’s gone, and I can 
make it real rough on you, sis.” 
I kept an eye on Hailey as Kalen and I bantered back and 
forth. She seemed to be in a world all her own as she looked at all 
the baby things. I left her and Kalen in the nursery when Mom 
called for me. Kalen had been friendly toward Hailey, but it made 
me uneasy to leave them alone. 
“Take the bread out, honey,” Mom said as I walked in. She’d 
filled just about all the plates and had the table near about set. 
“The nursery is precious, isn’t it?” 
“It is,” I agreed. “I’m sure you’ve got the baby shower all 
planned out by now.” I was looking forward to the baby, but not 
the festivities that always preceded one. I’d never attended a 
wedding shower until Kalen’s, and now I’d be expected to attend 
a baby shower. 
“If you’re over there thinking up ways to skip out on the 
shower, give up,” Mom said, knowing me all too well. 
“I was thinking about jumping from a fast-moving vehicle.” I 
laid the bread out onto the counter and sliced it. 
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“I imagine you’ll sneak off to hang out with your father and 
Todd anyway.” Mom gave me a playful nudge. “I bet Hailey will 
hang out with us girls, though.” 
“Judging by the way she’s fawning over the nursery, I won’t 
disagree.” 
I put the bread into the serving dish and moved it to the table. 
Mom gave a nod as she looked everything over. “We’re ready. Go 
get the girls.” 
When I walked into the nursery, Kalen and Hailey were 
teary-eyed and wrapped in each other’s arms. “Kalen, if you’re 
jumping the fence, go find your own woman. This one’s mine,” I 
said with a teasing grin. 
“I hope you can put up with her,” Kalen said as she released 
Hailey. “You know she’s adopted, right? My parents found her in 
a cabbage patch just outside of Chernobyl.” 
“I think I can handle her,” Hailey said with a smile, “but if 
not, I’ll call you for backup.” 
“Dinner’s on the table.” 
“Thank God.” Kalen pushed past me and hurried down the 
hall.“You okay?” I asked Hailey as she met me in the doorway. 
“Yeah,” she said with a nod. “Kalen and I discovered we had 
something in common. I’ll tell you about it later.” I gave her a 
quick kiss and led her down the hall. 
Kalen had already pulled out a chair. “The bringer of the pie 
sits next to me, you and Mom over there.” Mom moved the salt 
shaker in front of me. “I wasn’t going to ask for it anyway,” Kalen 
said defiantly. 
Everyone was quiet as we dug into our salads. Mom was first 
to start questioning Hailey. “Where are you from, sweetie?” 
“I was born in Louisville, Kentucky, but with my dad in 
the military, we didn’t stay there long. We’ve lived all over the 
country, but I finished high school in Washington.” 
“Any siblings?” Kalen asked. “Like a pain-in-the-ass younger 
sister?” 
Hailey blotted her mouth with her napkin and smiled. “I wish, 
but no, it was just me.” 
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“You’re lucky then.” Kalen made a face at me. “I had the 
world at my tiny fingertips until Shannon showed up and ruined 
it all.” 
“Don’t let these two fool you,” Mom said. “They’ve been 
close since the day Shannon was born. They slept in the same bed 
together, even though they had their own. Bathed together and 
ate off the same plate until Kalen started kindergarten. It nearly 
killed Shannon when we dropped Kalen off each morning.” 
“Yes, my loving sister that couldn’t stand to see me go went 
home and painted all my dolls green.” Kalen shot me a look. 
“And you always left the lids off my Play Doh and dried it 
out,” I said. 
“Such sweet memories,” Kalen said with a wistful sigh. “I 
think my favorite was when we were in college and Shannon—” 
“Shut it, Kalen.” I waved my fork at her. “I’ve got a few stories 
I could share.” 
“Touché. Damn it.” Kalen looked over at Hailey. “How about 
you? Are there any humiliating college stories that you’d like to 
share?” 
Hailey chuckled. “No, you’d find me incredibly boring. I 
went to Georgetown on an academic scholarship with dreams of 
medicine, and quickly found out that I didn’t have what it took. 
The closest I got was pharmacology.” 
“I can’t picture you as a pharmacist,” Kalen said. 
“I couldn’t either after a year of it. Much to the chagrin of my 
parents, I went into sales for a pharmaceutical company. Being 
tied to a pill counter was not for me.” 
As Mom and Kalen talked to Hailey, I sat back listening and 
learning about the woman I had shared most intimate secrets with 
the night before. I realized then that there was so much about her 
that I didn’t know before jumping into bed and dreaming of a 
future together. Nothing that I learned detracted from the way 
I felt about her, but I did sort of feel like I was giving my heart 
away to someone I only knew half of. 
Hailey insisted on cleaning up after dinner, and I was more 
than happy to help. The quicker we got out of there, the quicker 
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we’d end up in Hailey’s bed or mine. I didn’t care which as long 
as we were naked. Kalen put my intentions on hold when she 
slapped the kitchen table and practically yelled. 
“Oh, my God! I forgot to tell you what Zoe Martinez sent 
me.”I pretended not to hear her exclamation, and Mom had to ask, 
“What?” 
“She videoed Shannon’s speech. Y’all can’t leave until we 
watch it.” 
“Oh, yes, we can.” I dropped the dish towel on the counter. “I 
lived through that once. I don’t want to experience it again.” 
“Kalen told me about how wonderful you did, and Angela 
raved,” Mom argued. “Stay, I want to see it.” 
“I’m tired. Hailey aren’t you tired?” I asked, looking to her 
for help. 
“I’d like to see it, too,” she said, looking at me and Mom. 
I learned another thing about Hailey. She was not good at 
picking up on my subtle clues for escape. That was something 
we’d have to work on if she still wanted to see me after watching 
the video. 
“Wow,” Mom and Kalen said in unison as the camera zoomed 
in on me at the podium. Kalen looked over at me with a satisfied 
grin. “Sis, I think you’re beautiful, but Marvin made you look 
like a supermodel.” 
I thanked her for the compliment as I cringed, not knowing 
what to expect. My memory was still vague about that night, and 
I was afraid that I was about to look like a super-ass. The camera 
zoomed in closer. My eyes looked like two saucers, and I was 
sporting a crooked grin. 
“Ladies and gentlemen, it’s an honor…” 
Zoe and someone else were speaking in hushed tones off 
camera, but their voices came in clearly over mine. Kalen paused 
the video and caught me in mid-blink. My mouth was hanging 
open, making me look like I was about to pass out. “I’m going to 
choke her. She’s gossiping right over Shannon’s speech.” Kalen 
hit the play button. 
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“…four successful salons in New Orleans.” 
Whomever Zoe was speaking to said, “So that’s the other 
Brycen sister.” 
“Yeah,” Zoe whispered. 
Between Zoe’s conversations, we could only hear bits and 
pieces of the speech, but with the camera in my face, there was 
no denying that I was half out of my mind. “…specialized service 
provided by Angela Kennedy—” 
Kalen hit the pause again. “Were you drunk? What’s with the 
giggling and pointing?” 
“I was nervous,” I shot back. 
Hailey came to my rescue. “It’s not so bad, especially for 
someone who has never done public speaking.” Mom agreed, and 
Kalen pressed that damn play button again. 
I could tell that Zoe and her compadre had moved away from 
the camera, but the mike still picked up their voices over mine, 
which sounded like a blur in the background. Apparently, Zoe 
had not watched the video before she sent it to Kalen because of 
what she said next. 
“I’ve always wondered if there was something going on 
between Kalen and Angela, even though they claim  to be 
straight, but I was wrong about which of the Brycens Angela 
was servicing. They were into it hot and heavy the other night in 
that bar bathroom. If I hadn’t have walked in when I did, Angela 
would’ve been giving Shannon the works.” 
The TV screen went black. I looked over at Kalen, who looked 
mournfully sad for me. I looked at Mom next, who sat with her 
mouth hanging open, then last at Hailey, who had no expression 
at all. 
“That’s not what happened.” I hoped that Hailey would 
believe me. 
“No, it wasn’t,” Kalen agreed. “Zoe was pissed because 
Shannon rejected her, and she didn’t want to look like a loser.” 
I could only imagine how Hailey felt. She smiled weakly. 
“We weren’t really even dating then, so I have no right to be upset 
even if it were true.” 
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“Well, it’s not,” Kalen said. “That asshole. Wait till I get a 
hold of her.” 
And that concluded our peaceful evening. 
In retrospect, I suppose Zoe’s comment was a good thing 
because it opened up a very candid conversation between Hailey 
and me on the way home. I told her about kissing Angela and why. 
Hailey got a kick out of it, but she wanted to know who Angela 
was.“She’s a straight sales rep for Natural Beauty and a friend of 
Kalen’s. I’m not interested in her, and I can assure you she has no 
interest in me.” 
Hailey squeezed my hand. “Good because I don’t want to see 
other people, and I don’t want you to, either. Does that bother 
you?” 
“It’s official, we’re a couple,” I said with a smile. 
“But I’m not looking for anything serious,” Hailey said, 
returning my smile. 
“The hell you aren’t.” Hailey’s laugh thrilled me. 
“I should tell you something that I told Kalen tonight. I 
probably should’ve told you first, but I got so caught up in the baby 
talk that it all just came out.” Her tone turned serious, somber. I 
waited silently for her to continue. “I had a miscarriage, well, 
actually an ectopic pregnancy in the second year I was married. I 
was told it was going to be very difficult for me to conceive.” 
“Hailey, I’m sorry.” I wished she had waited until we were 
home to tell me, so I could take her in my arms. “I wish I would’ve 
known. We would have skipped the nursery visit.” 
“No.” Hailey shook her head. “If I’m going to be a part of 
your life, then Kalen will be a part of mine, and I don’t want 
either of you walking on eggshells around me. This is an exciting 
time and I get to be a part of it, and that really makes me happy.” 
I was truly excited about having a niece or nephew to spoil, 
but my own pitter-patter of little feet? No thanks, unless they 
were four fuzzy paws. And then a startling thought hit me. What 
if Hailey did want a baby and wanted me to carry it? My palm 
started to sweat on the steering wheel, and the one that Hailey 
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had in her grasp was more than likely doing the same. That was 
a conversation we’d save for another day, preferably after I went 
through menopause. 
The following morning, Kalen and I saw Mom off. We were 
all teary-eyed as we said our goodbyes. Kalen promised to read 
the labels closer on everything she ate and drank. Mom turned 
to me. “Take care of your sister and your new girlfriend.” She 
winked. “You’re right about Hailey—she is special.” 
Kalen and I stood back and watched her go through security. 
She looked over her shoulder and blew a kiss as she headed to her 
gate. Kalen sniffed. “I wish she didn’t live so far away now.” 
“When your baby arrives, they’ll be here so often that it’ll 
feel like they live here.” I took her by the arm and began leading 
her through the airport. “You’ll be begging for them to go back 
to Florida then.” 
Kalen wiped her eyes with the back of her hand. “Was Hailey 
upset about what Zoe had to say?” 
“Not after I explained to her what actually happened.” I 
opened the door to the parking lot for Kalen. “Thank you for 
jumping in there and defending me.” 
Kalen gave me a sideways glance as she passed in front of 
me. “I like her, even though I was poised not to, but she’s sweet 
and seems to be very genuine.” 
“Thanks, I’m glad she has your approval. Look at it this way,” 
I said with a smile. “You and Toad have two babysitters now.” 
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Chapter 32
Belated Valentine’s Day gifts…
Hailey’s favorite holiday is Valentine’s Day, so we decided to 
have a belated celebration. Frankly, I just wanted a reason to spoil 
her rotten, and this was the perfect excuse. 
I sent Hailey off to work with a toe-curling kiss and warned 
her to be prepared for spoiling when she got home. I’d already 
bought her gift—a diamond heart necklace—but Fuzzy and I had 
preparations to make. We went up to my apartment and gathered 
all the stuff that I’d been collecting. She was no help with the 
carrying, and I had to make two trips. 
In the past week, while Hailey and I had been playing switch-
house and taking turns sleeping in both apartments, I learned some 
things about her. First, she spits toothpaste all over the mirror and 
faucet. I don’t know how she does it because I’ve watched her 
brush, but it’s there when she finishes. She doesn’t eat leftovers. 
If it’s been in the fridge for over twenty-four hours, it’s all bad. 
And she has the uncanny ability to smell chocolate from at least 
fifty paces, maybe even through a closed door. And that’s why I 
had to hide everything in the closet of my spare bedroom. 
In her apartment, I hid half-dozen four-inch solid dark 
chocolate hearts that I special ordered from a bakery like I was 
hiding Easter eggs. I quickly realized that I had to hide them high 
because Fuzzy gleefully retrieved one and brought it to me. “This 
one can be from you since you signed it with your teeth,” I told 
her as I placed it on the book shelf. 
Next, I arranged a dozen red roses in a vase and set them on 
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her table. They’d been smelling up my closet from the day before 
but still looked fresh and beautiful. I took the second dozen and 
pulled off all the petals and sprinkled them across the bed. I’d 
seen it in a movie and always wanted to try it. After I had them 
all spread out, I realized why I’d never done it before…I’d have to 
clean them up later. 
Fuzzy jumped up in the middle of the bed and rolled in them 
with a look of complete joy as her tongue lolled out of her mouth. 
“Get down! Oh, you’re ruining it! I had a whole petal feng shui 
thing going there.” I spent the next five minutes brushing them 
from her fur and rearranging them into the shape of a heart, then 
I locked her ass out of the bedroom. 
After I’d put Hailey’s necklace into a gift bag and filled it 
with confetti hearts, I was ready to go back upstairs and work. 
Fuzzy the destroyer went with me and spent most of her time in 
front of my TV watching music videos. I sat at my desk and tried 
to focus, but my mind kept wandering back to Hailey and the 
night we’d spend. I’d just begun to make sense of the numbers 
when I heard a knock on the door. Kevin stood in the hall with a 
huge bouquet of flowers. 
“Oh, Kevin, you shouldn’t have. I’m spoken for.” 
“I wouldn’t have,” he said as he handed them to me. 
“Something this size had to have cost a fortune.” 
I closed the door thinking that was probably why Kevin was 
still single. He was right, though, the arrangement was huge and 
filled with roses, lilies, and brightly colored flowers. The card 
written in Hailey’s own hand was sweet. You’re the reason I’ve 
looked forward to this day. H. 
I sent her a text message saying that some woman named 
‘H’ sent me flowers, and she had some competition. Give me her 
address  was the reply. 
An hour later, I was chugging along on the Rampart store 
monthly audit, and there was another knock at the door. This time, 
Kevin stood in the hall with a balloon bouquet. Giant red hearts 
floated around his head. “These are cheaper. Are they from you?” 
I asked, batting my eyes. 
I could tell he wanted to grin. Instead, he said, “no,” as he 
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handed them to me. The card was again inscribed with Hailey’s 
handwriting— I wish I were there with you. H. 
I sent another text message telling Hailey that Ms. H had 
struck again, this time with balloons. She replied, Wait till you 
see what I got you, you’ll throw rocks at Ms. H. 
I laughed aloud when I heard a knock an hour later. Kevin 
wasn’t laughing when he handed me a cookie bouquet filled 
with heart-shaped cookies and candies. “Let me tip you for your 
trouble.” I handed him one of the larger cookies. 
“Thanks,” he said as he retreated down the hall. 
Hailey, it’s over. Ms. H has seduced me with cookies. 
Her reply— Damn, you’re easy. 
I wasn’t surprised when an hour later there was another knock. 
“Kevin, now stop it, you’re just being ridiculous.” He rolled his 
eyes as he handed me the gift basket. Hailey had been to Bath & 
Body Works. The basket was filled with all the stuff I loved. The 
card said, I was going to give you a gift certificate for a massage, 
but I’d rather do that myself. H. 
Before I could send a message to Hailey, she sent me one. You 
won’t have to worry about Ms. H anymore. I’ve found her, and 
she won’t be sending you anything else, so you’ll have to settle 
for me. 
At four, I took a shower and used some of Hailey’s gift to 
make me smell nice. Fuzzy got a spritz of body spray, too, and 
pouted for ten minutes. Afterward, I picked up dinner and took it 
and Fuzzy down to Hailey’s apartment where Fuzzy was dressed 
in her cupid costume. I played hell getting her halo aligned, but 
the bow and quiver fit nicely on her back. Her thick fur prevented 
it from sliding, unlike the halo. 
Hailey walked in just as I was setting the table for dinner. 
“Oh, look at Fuzzy Cupid,” Hailey said as she stepped in the door 
and kicked off her shoes. Fuzzy did a circle dance at her feet as 
she showed off her costume. I walked over to Hailey and tried to 
pull her into my arms. Her purse hit me squarely in the stomach 
before I could get close to her. “Sorry.” Hailey stepped back to toss 
it aside. She gave me a quick peck before she reached for Fuzzy. 
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“Don’t pet her, she shot me with an arrow today.” 
“Oh, yeah?” Hailey gave Fuzzy a pat anyway. “Show me 
where and I’ll kiss it.” 
“I’ll have to show you later. It’s hidden under my clothes.” 
“Forget later, show me now.” 
Fuzzy yipped her displeasure at being ignored. “I guess you 
can pet the cupid while I serve dinner. I’m sure she won’t mind if 
you relieve her of her gear.” 
I watched them as I put the Châteaux Briand onto our plates. 
Hailey took off Fuzzy’s costume and scratched her belly. “Now 
this is all the petting you’re gonna get out of me, I want to pet 
Shannon tonight.” 
I moved the potatoes onto the plates and set them on the 
table as Hailey washed her hands in the kitchen sink. I told her 
the bedroom was off-limits since I’d moved her necklace to the 
middle of the heart on the bed. She kissed me again before taking 
a seat at the table and rolling up her sleeves. 
“My favorite,” she said as she sniffed the air above her plate. 
“How did you know?” 
“I didn’t, it’s just what I picked out.” 
“Excellent choice.” Hailey took a bite of her steak and sighed. 
“Your dessert is hidden all around this apartment. I’ll tell you 
that there are six, but that’s the only hint you’ll get out of me.” 
“Hmm.” Hailey took a sip of her wine and looked around. “For 
every one I find, you have to take off an article of clothing.” 
I met her daring look. “Deal.” 
“Damn it, you’re gonna make me rush through this meal,” 
Hailey said before taking a bite of her salad. 
“Ms. H sent me some wonderful gifts today. It’s a shame you 
did away with her because I was gonna rock her world.” 
Hailey tucked her hair behind her ear and smiled. “Pity,” she 
said. I watched as her eye caught something in the kitchen and a 
smile spread across her face. “Be right back.” She walked straight 
into the kitchen and plucked the red box off the wine rack and 
returned with a triumphant smile. “Lose the pants.” 
I stood and pulled off my khakis. Hailey frowned. “I wish 
you would’ve worn a shorter shirt.” 
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“Pity, guess you’re gonna have to find another heart to see 
the rest.” 
Hailey took another bite of her steak, her eyes smoldering. 
“You smell nice.” 
“Compliments of Ms. H.” I lowered my voice to a seductive 
tone. “She knows what I like.” 
Hailey turned around in her seat and stood again. This heart 
was hidden better, but she managed to spot it leaning against her 
books on the shelf. She returned to the table and laid it atop the 
other one. “The shirt this time.” 
“Ah-ah, that one’s from Fuzzy, see the teeth marks.” 
Hailey pursed her lips. “You didn’t mention anything about 
Fuzzy when we made the deal. I think we should compromise.” 
I lifted a brow. “State your terms.” 
Hailey’s gaze roamed over me. “Are you wearing a bra?” 
I shook my head as a smile curved Hailey’s lips. “Unbutton the 
shirt.” Her eyes moved to my chest as I loosened each button. 
“I don’t think this is very fair. I’m half-naked and you’re still 
fully dressed.” 
“I’d really like to take my pants off,” Hailey said. “You’re 
making me uncomfortable in a good way.” 
“So do it.” Hailey unbuttoned her pants and wiggled around 
in her chair until she got them over her thighs. She kicked them 
off without ever standing. 
“Okay, I feel cheated. I was expecting some sort of provocative 
dance.” 
“I’m shy.” Hailey smiled over the top of her glass before she 
took a sip. 
“You’re shy? I had you in every position imaginable last 
night.” I took a sip of my wine and grinned. “You don’t want to 
admit that I worked you out good and you’re sore.” 
Hailey’s grin was as cocky as mine when she replied, “I can 
handle anything you dish out.” 
I looked over at my half-eaten steak and pushed it away. Hailey 
took a sip of her wine, her green eyes were full of challenge. 
“Two hearts down, and two are in the bedroom where you 
can’t go.” 
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“I don’t need the two in the bedroom to have you naked,” 
Hailey said with a shake of her head. She set her glass on the 
table and smiled. “One is in the windowsill, the other is mixed in 
with the DVDs. Do I have to physically fetch them to make them 
count?” 
I polished off my glass of wine and shook my head. 
“Panties first.” I stood and slipped them off. Hailey scooted 
her chair back from the table. “Come here.” 
I did as she asked and wound both hands into her curly hair, 
pulled her head back, and kissed her as I straddled her lap. “Is this 
what you had in mind?” I looked down into her eyes. 
Hailey’s smile was firmly fixed. “All day long.” She tugged 
on my shirt until I sat on her lap. “Happy Valentine’s Day,” she 
whispered against my neck as she covered it with kisses. 
Something hard pressed against my stomach. I pulled back 
suddenly and nearly fell off her lap. “What is that?” 
“Your Valentine’s Day gift.” Hailey’s smile was huge. “I 
heard you like them so much that you actually sank to stealing 
one. Now I know why you were vibrating that night.” 
“That bitch.” I tried to stand. Hailey was laughing hard as she 
pulled me back to her. 
“Alicia was really drunk and embarrassed when she told me 
the story, and the only reason she did was because she thought 
you were mad at her.” 
“I’m furious with her, even more so now.” 
“Forget her.” Hailey pulled me tight against her. 
“Have you been wearing that thing all day?” I asked when 
Hailey resumed her kisses, turning my anger into something else. 
“No, I stopped at your apartment before I came here. I bit one 
of your cookies, though.” 
“Let me see it.” I tried to wiggle from her hold. 
“I’d rather you feel it.” Hailey tightened her grip. “It’s two-
sided and it’s putting pressure on my—” Her eye lids fluttered 
when I pushed against it. 
The thought of the other end being inside of Hailey sent chills 
down my spine. “We can go into the bedroom now.” 
Hailey shook her head. “Walking in here and collecting those 
214
Pitifully Ugly
two hearts nearly killed me.” She leaned down and sucked one of 
my nipples into her mouth, gently biting before she released it. 
“Let’s stay right here.” She pushed up on my hips until I stood, 
then guided me down as she pushed the tip of the dildo into me. 
“Slow,” I said as she began to thrust a little. 
Hailey tilted her head back with a groan as her green eyes 
shut. “We can go as slow as you need.” 
Watching her excited me more than I could ever imagine, 
making it easier for me to take the dildo. She groaned again as 
I absorbed its length. She pushed me back slightly and reached 
down between us, and I felt a new sensation when she switched 
on the twin bullets. “Shit,” Hailey said in an expelled breath. I 
laughed as I ground my hips into her, making her squirm. 
“I want to be on top of you,” Hailey said as I unbuttoned her 
shirt and slid it down her arms. 
I pushed into her again and watched with a pleased smile as 
her head lolled back. Then I pulled her to me roughly and kissed 
her hard as I unclasped her bra. “It was your idea to stay right 
here,” I said against her lips. “And I have all the control.” 
She pushed me back and caught me before I toppled off her 
lap. “You don’t have as much control as you think you have.” 
I planted my feet and lifted off her; she followed me to the 
floor and kicked the chair out of the way as I tossed her bra after 
it. We both groaned when Hailey slipped her hand between my 
legs, then guided the dildo into me. “Go slow at first. I’ve never 
been on the business end of one of these.” 
Hailey’s eyes showed surprise. “Ever?” 
“Ever. You’re my first.” 
“Well then, this is a first for both of us,” she said before she 
kissed me. 
It might’ve been Hailey’s first encounter with a strap-on, but 
she had it figured out pretty damn well as she moved. Her thrusts 
were slow and deep, and she used the positioning to both our 
advantages. The variety of sensations was incredible. The feel of 
her breasts sweating against mine, her soft thighs moving between 
mine, and the muscles in her back as they flexed combined with 
the strap-on sent me to heights that I never wanted to come down 
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from. But her loud cry when she came was my undoing and sent 
me spiraling fast behind her. 
We lay flat on our backs staring at the ceiling as we tried to 
catch our breath. “When Kalen asks me what you gave me for our 
belated Valentine’s Day, I’m going to tell her bruises on my ass.” 
Hailey laughed breathlessly. “If you’re crazy enough to tell 
her that, then you may as well explain how, but I don’t want to be 
around when you do.” 
We made a half-ass effort to clean up dinner and went into the 
bedroom where I gave her the necklace, and she gave me a silver 
charm bracelet that she would add a heart to every Valentine’s 
Day until she ran out of room. Though we didn’t discuss it, I went 
to sleep that night wrapped in her arms thinking that this day 
would be our anniversary. 
21
Pitifully Ugly


Epilogue
“Hailey, if you have any more stuff, we have to burn it.” I 
flopped down onto the floor next to her, feeling like every muscle 
in my body was on fire. 
“That’s the last of it,” Hailey said with a groan. “Did we bring 
Fuzzy?” 
“She’s in the backyard chasing squirrels. When we put in a 
garden, we won’t have any problems with those guys.” 
The Healys weren’t particularly thrilled that we wanted to 
break the lease on Hailey’s apartment. Mine had long expired 
since I lived there for what felt like forever. Mrs. Healy did give 
us a break when we offered a replacement tenant—Marvin, who 
was recently promoted to manager of the Rampart salon. 
Hailey and I bought a house two blocks away from Kalen and 
Toad’s and spent the last two weeks painting our new place and 
moving. Everything seemed to happen in the blink of an eye. The 
catalyst for all the change occurred one hot night when Hailey 
burned our dinner and I ruined one of her shirts while doing the 
laundry. It was our first fight…
“Why?” Hailey exclaimed as she held what was left of her 
favorite silk shirt in her shaking hands. “Why on earth would you 
wash something like this with the towels?” 
“Because you put it in the hamper with the towels.” I slammed 
the lid down on top of the pan of fettuccini Alfredo to stifle the 
smell of it as it fried. “I asked you to watch this. If you hadn’t 
been so busy bitching at me, then we’d have something to eat 
besides molten lava.” 
“Did you use an entire gallon of bleach on that load of towels?” 
Hailey tossed her spotted shirt at the trash can. “If I weren’t so in 
love with you, I’d choke the shit out of you right now.” 
We both froze and stared at each other. “Do you mean that?” 
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“Yes, I want to choke you.” A sliver of a smile tugged at 
Hailey’s lips. 
“I love you, too, Hailey, with all my heart.” 
We started house hunting the next day. 
“I just want to shower and go to bed.” Hailey sat up and 
looked at me. “Or we could skip bathing and sleep right here on 
the floor.” 
The sound of tires screeching and a horn blowing had us on 
our feet in an instant. I know we both had the same thought—
Fuzzy escaped the backyard and had gotten into the street. Hailey 
threw the front door open with me on her heels and stopped short. 
I nearly ended up on her back. Mom’s head was hanging out the 
back window of Kalen’s car. “The baby’s coming.” 
Toad burned rubber backing out of our driveway, leaving us 
to stand bewildered in a cloud of exhaust fumes. 
“He’s going the wrong way,” Hailey said as she followed me 
back into the house. 
“Lived here all his life, too.” I found my car keys and pulled 
on my shoes. “Guess sleeping is going to be delayed a while.” 
Hailey was moving ninety miles an hour around the house as 
she brought in Fuzzy and set up the DVD player. We were on the 
road in less than ten minutes, which in hindsight was stupid. We 
could’ve taken ten showers and slept until three in the morning 
because that’s when Brianna Page Cavanagh made her arrival 
into this world. 
While Mom and Dad argued over holding the baby and Toad 
and Hailey slept despite sitting straight up, I sat on Kalen’s bed 
holding her hand. “She is the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen,” 
I said as I wiped my eyes. 
Kalen smiled up at me wearily. “She is. Has all ten fingers and 
toes.” Kalen looked past me to Dad, who had won the argument 
and was sitting in a chair holding his granddaughter. “He’s crying. 
He never cries.” 
I sat for a long time watching Kalen drift in and out of sleep. 
She’d open her eyes, look for the baby, and smile, then drift off. 
Her hair was a mess, makeup smeared from crying, and I thought 
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she looked lovelier then than she ever had. My big sister was a 
mom. 
In the wee hours of that morning when Hailey and I drove to 
our new home, we decided to start a family of our own. The next 
day, we made a visit to the hospital, then went straight to the place 
where the babies were kept. 
Hailey and I separated as we walked along the rows of them 
crying out for adoption. I wanted to take them all and fill our 
house and yard with them, but we’d made a promise before we 
came—only one. I stopped at one kennel that didn’t have a dog 
scratching at the wire mesh. A sign said “male, two months.” I 
bent and looked inside, and there he sat against the back wall, the 
ugliest thing I’d ever seen. He crouched against the back wall as 
if he knew no child would want him when there were so many 
adorable younger and fluffier competitors. 
I pressed my hand against the wire and he approached timidly. 
He sniffed at my hand and licked it. When his eyes met mine, I 
knew. 
“Is he snarling?” Hailey came to stand beside me. 
“No, he’s scared.” I pointed to the smaller sign at the bottom 
of the door that explained that he’d been hit by a car and lost a 
portion of his top lip. “And he’s perfect.” 
“Can we take a closer look at this one?” Hailey asked an 
attendant. 
The woman gave us a knowing smile as she opened the cage 
and lifted him out. His brown paws that gave way to black legs 
weren’t that big. I watched his big brown eyes as they regarded 
Hailey when she presented her hand for him to sniff. His tail 
thumped the keys hanging at the attendant’s waist as he licked 
the back of Hailey’s hand. 
“He’s smaller than he should be,” the attendant said. “He was 
severely malnourished when he was brought in.” 
I looked up to find Hailey looking at me. She nodded. “We’ll 
take him,” I said. 
“What will we name him?” Hailey asked as our new baby 
rode in the backseat with her. 
“Pitifully Ugly, P.U. for short.” 
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