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For two of the strongest southern women I know,

my mom, Sandy, and my sister, Jill



prologue

TWO THOUSAND, ONE hundred and fifty-four people live in my town. There are ten restaurants, two stoplights, one grocery store, and three schools—Toulouse Elementary, Toulouse Middle, and Toulouse High. Not the most creative names, I know, but that’s Toulouse for you.

Life here is simple. All we need is a nice white dress for church on Sundays, and a shaded porch on a hot summer day. For us, heaven on earth is a run-down restaurant with a sticky floor that serves crawfish and sweet tea.

After all, just like on the Upper East Side or in Beverly Hills, every girl here is hoping for her happily ever after—only she won’t be trotting down the aisle in Louboutins or toasting her wedding day with Dom Pérignon. Hell, she probably isn’t even old enough to legally drink. Because in my little corner of Louisiana, finding your one true love happens sometime around high school. If you’re lucky, he might just be the man you thought he was. But not every girl has luck on her side. . . .
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laura

“COULD YOUR LIFE be any more perfect?” the short brunette squealed, hugging Laura Landry. They’d run into each other while waiting in line for hot dogs during halftime at Tiger Stadium, where they’d briefly caught up on the last few months of their lives—in between an ongoing debate about whether they should be bad and get the chili.

Laura felt terrible, but she couldn’t for the life of her remember the girl’s name, even though they’d spent all of last year’s gym class complaining to each other about running laps in the humid Louisiana weather. Perhaps it was because Laura had other, more important things to pay attention to back then, like when Brian’s papers were due (she wrote them for him) and how he liked his locker decorated for game days (school colors, but not too over-the-top).

“We miss you at school, but you definitely did the right thing. I mean, Brian’s doing awesome out there! He’s gonna win this one for sure.” The brunette squeezed Laura’s arm encouragingly.

Laura smiled. She knew her husband was amazingly talented—it was why she’d dropped out of school after her junior year and married him, following him to LSU—but it was still reassuring to hear other people say it. “Still half the game to go, don’t jinx it!” she teased, but secretly she knew Brian would pull off the win.

It was LSU’s second home game of the year, playing rival Ole Miss. Because Brian was a freshman, his coach had been hesitant to start him when they played Auburn, only putting him in at the end of the third quarter. But Brian hadn’t been recruited on a full scholarship for nothing: two touchdowns and zero interceptions later, Coach Perkins had decided Brian deserved to start the next game. At the rate he was going today, he’d be starting every game, for years to come, until two decades from now when he’d retire from the NFL (just like his uncle Bradley, a football legend who was a commentator on ESPN, and the most famous person—make that the only famous person—to come out of Toulouse). And of course Laura would be by his side through it all.

After saying a quick good-bye, Laura made her way back to Brian’s parents, Rob and Janet, in the stands. Rob had made up his own chant for the tenth time that day: “Cracklins, boudin, crawfish pie . . . come on, Tigers, kick it high!” The sea of purple and gold around them cheered. To her left stood a line of beefy frat boys with floppy hair and backward baseball hats, the letters GEAUX TIG S spelled out on their shirtless chests. The E and the R were nowhere to be seen, perhaps a casualty of heavy tailgating.

“Can’t believe all of this is for my baby,” Janet said, fidgeting with her purple and gold Mardi Gras beads. She then let out a roaring “Who dat!” For such a tiny little woman, it was always a mystery where Janet’s booming voice came from.

Laura took a bite of her hot dog and glanced around the stadium, taking it all in—the manicured field edged with ESPN cameras, the coiffed cheerleaders stretching on the sidelines, the deafening roar of nearly a hundred thousand people. It was a far cry from the tiny field with rusted bleachers she grew up with eighty miles away. But this was it. She always knew she belonged in a place like this; it was in her blood. Her mom was originally from Dallas, and as soon as Laura married and moved out of town, her parents had hightailed it to Arlington, Texas, bought a condo, and never looked back. No one in Laura’s family had visited tiny Toulouse in the months since. They weren’t meant to be small-town people.

The crowd roared as halftime ended and the players returned to the field. But Laura had eyes for only one of them. She zeroed in on number seven, enjoying how cute Brian’s butt looked in his spandex, how powerful he seemed as he arranged his players around him. She smiled, appreciating her man. She took a quick picture of the field and posted it on Instagram, tagging it with #blessed and #luckygirl. She still couldn’t believe she was really here, that this was really her life. It had all started on a seemingly ordinary day less than six months ago. . . .

On a scorching spring afternoon right before prom, she and Brian lay sprawled on his dad’s fishing boat in the middle of Darby Lake. They had just rubbed each other down with baby oil, and every page she flipped in her Cosmo was sticky from her fingers.

Brian shifted his body into hers and gently grabbed the magazine out of her hands. “There ain’t nothing you can learn from that article that you don’t already know,” he said, grinning.

Laura lowered her cat-eye sunglasses and blushed.

“But you sure as hell can practice,” he said, glancing down at his swim trunks.

Laura grinned and looked around the lake to see if anyone was nearby, but all she spotted were a few birds pecking around in the water. As she hovered over him in between kisses, she caught her reflection in his Oakleys. She liked the girl she saw—the girl he made her feel like when she was with him. Hot. Fun. Loved. Their lips touched and she slipped her tongue into his mouth. He pulled her closer and kissed her harder. And then he grabbed her hand and guided it down his shorts. As she explored him, she felt something hard, round, and . . . metal?

“What’s this?” Laura asked as she extracted a dainty diamond ring, tied to a string inside his trunks. Brian just sat there, his head propped up on his strong arm. “Brian Hunter Landry. What the hell is this?” Laura’s stomach filled with butterflies. His smile only grew deeper. “Is this for me?”

“No, it’s for my other beautiful girlfriend . . .” he teased. “Yeah, it’s for you.” He sat up and pulled her in close. “Laura Lynn Hargrave, will you marry me?”

Her heart, already pounding hard, stopped in her chest, and she started to cry. “Um, you better get your ass down on one knee.” She laughed through the tears. “I’m already gonna have to edit out parts of this proposal when we tell people, so you sure as hell better do some of it the right way.”

“You’re really gonna make me do this, huh?” he said, taking off his purple baseball cap and lowering his two-hundred-pound body into a kneel on the floor of the boat.

Laura nodded, wiping away the tears. She’d fantasized about him proposing to her ever since he gave her a heart-shaped promise ring on her Sweet Sixteen, but the moment still took her by surprise. She’d imagined everything would feel like it was happening in slow motion, but in fact it was the opposite: it was all going way too fast. Her head spun as he placed the ring on her finger.

“Time to celebrate!” Brian had shouted, grabbing his new fiancée’s bare waist with one hand while untying her hot pink string bikini top with the other.

“GET ’ER DONE!” Her father-in-law’s loud chant, resounding in her ear, brought Laura back to reality.

The second half of the game was starting, and Brian and his team went swiftly into action. He swung out to the right on a quarterback sweep, and she watched him react quickly as a line of blockers formed in front of him. He collided with a mammoth defensive lineman, but there was no way for him to prepare for the safety coming in low from his blind side, plowing into his left knee. Brian flailed through the air, landing hard on the ground as the crowd collectively gasped.

“Brian!” Laura screamed, standing up quickly on weak legs. She had seen him get hit plenty of times on the field, but never so violently.

“My baby!” Janet cried out at the same time.

They watched as a trainer rushed to the field and kneeled down next to Brian, who was still lying on the ground, his face twisted in pain. After a few minutes, the trainer waved over another player and they propped Brian up between them, slowly helping him rise to his feet. Even from a distance, it was obvious: Brian couldn’t put any weight on his knee.

Laura watched in horror as her future limped to the sideline, disappearing off into the distance, amid a smattering of shell-shocked applause.

•  •  •

“HOW ARE YOU still so sexy even when you’re lying in a hospital bed?” Laura whispered into Brian’s ear. It wasn’t entirely the truth. After two days in the hospital, he still hadn’t showered, and his blond hair was curly with dried-up sweat and grease. But at this point, she’d say anything to make him smile. She put her hands delicately on his cheeks, feeling the roughness of his stubble. “You feeling okay, baby?”

Brian just sat there, staring intently at the old TV mounted on the wall. Laura resisted the urge to walk over and turn it off. Whenever SportsCenter was on, she might as well be wearing a cloak of invisibility.

“Do you need any more painkillers?” she prompted, feeling as though his pain was hers.

“Dammit, Laura—I don’t need any more painkillers!” Brian snapped, finally taking his eyes off of the screen. “I need my knee to work again.” His eyes lowered for a moment before returning to the TV.

Her stomach twisted at his tone of voice, but she reminded herself that he was upset at the situation, not her. “It will. I’m sure you’ll play again in no time,” she said soothingly, even though she couldn’t get the hushed words the doctors had used in the hallway out of her brain: “He’ll be lucky to walk after this.”

Brian glanced up at the ceiling, looking almost as if he was going to cry. She had never seen him shed a tear, even on their wedding day when she was bawling, the mascara running down her cheeks.

“What did the coach say?” she asked. A few of the coaches and trainers had come by to check on Brian earlier that day, along with some of his teammates.

“Nothing much,” he said in a flat tone. “He says they’ll honor my scholarship, but I don’t know what the point is if I can’t play.”

“It’s so great they’re supporting you,” she said brightly.

He didn’t answer. She could tell he wanted to be alone, and for some reason that made her sadder than the thought of him in pain. “I’m just gonna leave you right here for a minute,” Laura said, forcing a smile and turning toward the door. As soon as she walked out of the room, a flood of tears streamed from her eyes, tears she didn’t want Brian to see. She had to be strong for him. That was something she had learned from her mom—she was her dad’s rock, and Laura always wanted to emulate that in her own marriage.

Making her way into the dimly lit hospital cafeteria, she spotted Rob and Janet tucked into a table in the corner. “Mind if I join y’all?”

Rob was eating a ham and cheese sandwich that looked almost as sad as his mood. Janet was knitting, her go-to stress relief. Sophomore year, when Brian was learning to drive—and showing reckless abandon around stop signs—Janet would sit in the passenger seat, knitting furiously so she didn’t have to look at the road. Needless to say, everyone got scarves that year for Christmas.

“Oh, Laura, this ain’t good. This ain’t good.” Rob cleared his throat. The noise echoed throughout the quiet room.

“It’ll be fine,” Laura said adamantly, leaning back in the uncomfortable metal seat. “He’ll be fine.”

“I know my baby,” Janet said, looking up from the pile of blue yarn in her lap. “You tell him he can’t play football, and all hell’s gonna break loose.” She frowned and then went back to knitting.

“He’ll play again,” Laura said firmly, picking up one of their used napkins and shredding it into tiny pieces. “He will.”

She wasn’t sure who she was trying to convince.
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madison

THE WOODEN PORCH swing creaked every time it went up and down, and Madison Blanchette found the repetition therapeutic. She puffed on her cigarette, watching the mosquitoes float through the evening air. One landed on her arm. Her first instinct was to squash it; she never thought twice about killing one. But today, for some reason, she couldn’t. Did it really deserve to die? It was just doing what it was supposed to, trying to live. Who was she to take its life? Dammit. She watched as the mosquito positioned its stinger into her pasty skin.

As Madison exhaled, the smoke engulfed her. She could practically feel it seeping into her long, wavy brown hair. She knew it was weird, but she would often smell her hair throughout the day, the scent of smoke calming her. She hadn’t always been a smoker; after learning about the dangers of cigarettes in elementary school, she would hide her parents’ packs to try to make them quit. But they learned to keep them out of her reach, and she learned that smoking made her feel cool, and that was the end of their hide-and-seek game.

“Put that damn thing out,” her father said as he opened the sliding glass door, joining her on the porch. “You wanna be like me when you grow up?”

“Well, yeah, actually . . .” Madison said, tapping the cigarette with her index finger and watching the ashes fall to the concrete.

“Don’t be smart with me, young lady,” he said, crossing his thin arms as he sat down next to her on the swing. She couldn’t help but notice how much weight he had lost. Her throat tightened. “You know damn well what I mean.”

“How was the doctor?” she asked, even though she didn’t really want to know. She’d prefer to pretend that her dad was healthy, that everything would be okay.

He looked at her with heavy eyes. “Same ol’, you know.”

She nodded, accepting the lie. Her dad sipped from his blue plastic tumbler. Anyone who saw it would think he was drinking ice water; anyone who talked to him would know that it was vodka. Her father had promised his family and doctors he’d quit smoking after the lung cancer diagnosis, but there was steel in his eyes when he told them they’d have to pry his vodka soda from his cold dead hands.

After a lengthy pause, he said, “I gotta quit working. Doc says I can’t be offshore anymore. Too risky.”

Madison looked up sharply. Her dad’s job as a crane operator on an oil rig was their family’s main source of income.

“What are we going to do?” she asked, feeling flushed. “Mama doesn’t make enough.” Her mom earned some money cleaning houses for the well-to-do folks in the next town over, but there was no way it would support them.

“We’re gonna need you to help out more,” her dad said, clutching his drink with his rough, pale hands. “You need to get a job.”

Madison glanced down and sighed. “I’m looking, you know that,” she said, smashing her cigarette on the ground with her black Chuck Taylors. Madison had graduated from Toulouse High that spring. Ever since, she had been trying to find a job, applying for every admin position in town, but there wasn’t much out there, and no one seemed to want to hire her.

“You can’t be picky right now,” he said. “We just need a little bit extra to stay afloat, okay? Maybe you can get a job as a maid like your ma.”

Sometimes Madison would go with her mom to help, and she’d sneak away and sift through the women’s closets, touching all the fine fabrics and trying on the expensive jewelry. But she shuddered at the idea of scrubbing soap scum off of rich peoples’ porcelain tubs. The tired and desperate look in her father’s eyes told her this wasn’t the time to be dramatic, though. “I’ll get something this week, Daddy. I promise.”

He put his drink on the concrete below them and leaned over to pat her knee. “Thanks, darlin’,” he said, his voice shaky.

“Who knows . . . maybe I’ll win the lottery,” she said wistfully. She and her dad had scratched off lottery tickets once a week for as long as she could remember. In the promising moments before she put the coin down to paper and revealed her results, they would each say what they’d use the money for if they won. Over the years, all her fantasies had a travel theme—Disney World when she was little, Paris when she started taking French in school, Amsterdam after reading about their “coffee shops” online—but they all remained just that: fantasies. Now her only fantasy was that her dad would get through this. “I’d give every cent to you,” she added.

“Is that before or after you bought all the things you wanted?” he asked, shaking his tumbler, the ice cubes hitting each other in an uneven rhythm.

“After, obviously.” She chuckled. “So, let’s see. If I won twenty-five million dollars, after the vacations, new house, clothes, car, and party—because we’d definitely need to celebrate—you’d have a cool five hundred thousand for sure.”

“Wow, that’s actually higher than I thought it’d be,” he said.

“You raised a very generous girl, Daddy.” Madison flashed him a smile so wide, she revealed the gap between her two front teeth, a view she normally tried to hide. He smiled back.

The mosquitoes were getting bad, swarming the yard. It had rained the night before, and small puddles of water collected on the blue tarp covering their scratched-up fishing boat.

Madison stared out at the boat. “Do you remember that time you tried to reel that catfish in for me, and ended up falling in the water?”

Her dad chuckled. “That sucker wasn’t no catfish. It was ten foot long and mocking me with a mouth full of fangs.”

“Wasn’t it five foot the last time you told the story?”

“Nah, it’s always been fifteen.” They both burst into laughter.

Madison’s mom poked her head out the sliding door, a wan smile on her face. In the months since Allen had gotten sick, gray streaks had shot through her short brown hair and she had stopped wearing makeup. “What’s all the fuss out here?”

“Just reminiscing about our fishing trips,” her dad responded.

Connie turned to Madison. “You’ve got company.”

She jumped off the swing and ran inside the house, making a beeline for the front door. “I don’t know why that boy never comes in . . .” she heard her mom say under her breath.

“Must be scared of us,” her dad replied.

In the driveway, Cash Romero sat on his Boss Hoss motorcycle, revving the engine. His shoulder-length black hair fell into a messy swoop as he removed his helmet. He shook his head, the strands immediately falling where they belonged. Madison’s eyes trailed his tattoos from his wrists to the top of his large biceps, peeking out from his snug black T-shirt. Heat pooled in her stomach.

His dark brown eyes caught hers. “Like what you see?” he called out with a smile.

“I didn’t know you were gonna stop by today,” she said, giving him a kiss. “Why are you here?”

Cash brushed a strand of her hair away from her eyes. “Just wanted to see how my girl was doing. Come to my show tonight,” he said, grabbing her waist. “I want you right up front.” His face was so close to hers, she could feel his warm breath on her lips.

“I’m kinda in a mood right now,” she said, lowering her eyes. “Put me down as a maybe?” She hated to say no, but after the conversation with her father, she knew she couldn’t afford the ten-dollar cover, or the bar tab. Cash would be onstage most of the night, so he couldn’t buy her drinks, which meant she’d need at least forty bucks for the night. Money was too tight for that.

“I’m in a mood, too,” he whispered, pulling her closer, moving his hand from her waist to her butt. He nuzzled his face into the crook of her neck and nibbled on her earlobe, sending a spark of pleasure down her body. She hoped her parents weren’t looking out the window, but it felt so good, she didn’t want him to stop. “I want you,” he said, finally kissing her and biting her bottom lip.

She could taste his last cigarette, and he could probably taste hers. He slid his hand up her neck into her hair, tugging at a few of her ever-present knots, and probably causing a few more. She moved her hand under his shirt slowly, feeling his stomach. It was smooth, save for the line of hair that led to his belly button. She knew exactly where that trail ended.

Cash slowly pulled back, pecking her on the lips. “I’ll see you tonight. Ten p.m. at the Sea Shack.”

Madison just nodded. Before she could form words, Cash and his motorcycle were already out the driveway and down the street.
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claire

@Pastor_Gavin: “Today’s a new day. Show gratitude for the joyful things in your life & seek God’s strength. You got this!”

CLAIRE THIBODEAUX SQUINTED at her iPhone, rereading her tweet to make sure she hadn’t misspelled any words. Last week, one of their church’s youth group members had replied, “Don’t you mean ‘MESSAGE?’ ” to Claire’s tweet about the importance of God’s massage. It still made her blush.

Claire held her phone out to her husband, Gavin, who was sprawled across their navy sectional couch. “Do you like this one?”

Gavin glanced up from his iPad. “Love it, hon. Thank you.” He smiled at her, his blue eyes crinkling adorably behind his thick-rimmed glasses, and went back to typing away. She glowed with pride.

Managing Gavin’s personal Twitter account was just one of Claire’s many jobs at the church—their church. She worked behind the scenes, building up Pastor Gavin’s national following and bringing his message to the tens of thousands of fans he had on social media. The demand for her—er, Gavin’s—words of wisdom was so huge that she was even writing a book in his name. Well, it was an ebook, but still, she had been staying up until midnight every night working on it.

She pressed TWEET and waited for the notifications to start rolling in; with their large following, each missive from @Pastor_Gavin got tons of retweets, favorites, and replies. Though she knew it was prideful, Claire couldn’t help enjoying the flurry of activity.

Her phone buzzed and she picked it up excitedly, but it was just a text from her cousin Madison:

Take a break from ur perfect life and come out w me tonite? 10pm Sea Shack?

Claire frowned, the words “perfect life” rubbing her the wrong way. When Claire was Madison’s age, she was already engaged to the love of her life and working a full-time job at the church. Her cousin, on the other hand, seemed to take a more impulsive approach to her future—oftentimes, to her own detriment. Claire didn’t want to encourage that kind of behavior.

C: It’s a school night sweetheart.

M: Since when are u in school? :/

C: You know what I mean . . .

M: Boo . . .

C: How’s your dad doing BTW?

M: :(

C: So sorry, Mads. Praying for him.

Claire placed her phone down on the beige carpet and sighed. “Uncle Allen isn’t doing well,” she said, fighting a wave of sadness. Her uncle was practically her substitute dad. He was the one who had taught her the important things in life, like how to ride a bike and suck the head of a crawfish. “We need to send prayers to him and Madison and Aunt Connie.”

Gavin looked up from his iPad, his eyebrows furrowed with concern. “Of course.”

Sadie started whining, flailing on her fleece blanket in the middle of the living room. She wasn’t crawling yet, but she seemed determined to try. “What’s wrong, little girl?” Claire asked her daughter in a soft voice, scooping her baby into her arms.

Claire rocked Sadie. “I just can’t imagine what Mads is going through right now. She’s so close with her dad. Like you and Sadie. What you have with her just stops my heart.”

Gavin’s eyes lit up. “This is good,” he said.

“Good?” Claire’s voice cracked with confusion.

“I’m writing my sermon on family matters,” he said, setting his iPad down. “What you’re saying—it’s really interesting to think about. Why does it take these life-altering moments to look at what you have and appreciate it? If your dad was dying, would you feel differently about him?” He picked up the device from the side table and started typing furiously.

Claire’s father was only fifteen miles away, but he hadn’t seen her more than five times in the last year. She resented him for walking out on her and her mom when she was six. Resented him for forgetting her birthdays, for never coming to her school plays when she was younger, for not coming to see Sadie very often now. But at the thought of him dying . . . “I’d be devastated,” she admitted. It made her wonder if she should make more of an effort.

Gavin typed something. “Do you think that sometimes we take what we have for granted? Family-wise, I mean.”

“Of course,” Claire said. “But you’d never do that to me and Sadie, would ya?” she teased.

Gavin missed her playful tone. “Never.” His head was still down as he continued to write.

Claire stood up, bouncing a now-fussy Sadie on her hip. It was her bedtime. After putting her daughter down, Claire lingered in her bedroom, staring at the collage framed on the wall. It was filled with pictures of Claire and Gavin before they had Sadie. Her eyes went immediately to their wedding picture, the two of them standing under the arch of two large oak trees on Gavin’s family’s property. They looked like bride and groom cake toppers—she in a heavy, poufy white gown from David’s Bridal, Gavin in his freshly pressed suit. She could just hear the Ziggy Lou Zydeco Band performing at the barbecue reception. Gavin had insisted that an accordion would go better with brisket than a cello would. She’d been skeptical but had to admit he was right . . . as he usually was.

That day was incredible, although their beaming smiles in the picture hid just how nervous they were about that night. It would be the first time they would see each other naked, or do more than kiss. Claire had secretly researched what to do, Googling until she came across a Christian relationship blog that gave her some vague tips:

1. Ask your husband or wife what pleases them. Just like in your relationship, communication is important in the bedroom. This is a surefire way both of you will have your wants and needs met.

2. Be creative and have fun! Keep things spicy and playful—it’s important for both of you to enjoy this special time. Maybe you can even buy some books on techniques or classy lingerie that will liven up the routine.

3. Focus on your spouse and not your supposed flaws. Be confident in the body God gave you.

Claire had always been sheepish about the idea of Gavin seeing her naked, but from the look on his face on their wedding night, he liked what he saw. And she liked how it felt. As he discovered new parts of her body, he greeted each one with a kiss. Each time his lips touched down, she felt even more confident and sexy, much to her surprise. Within the first few minutes of their getting-to-know-each-other session, her body began begging for more, quivering with pleasure. It was a spiritual experience. She took him in slowly. It hurt, but the pain felt good. Each movement they shared made her body fill up with a power she couldn’t explain until it finally overflowed and burst. Afterward, they lay together side by side on their backs, breathing heavily.

“I love you,” she had told him, in between gasps. At that moment, she’d felt closer to him than she ever thought she could.

Now, as Claire gazed at her wedding photo, all she could think was that the nineteen-year-old girl staring back at her was so beautiful. She missed that long flowing brown hair—it had been cut into a short bob when a crying baby made long showers and primping impossible. And she missed that svelte frame—the extra twenty pounds of baby weight were not going anywhere, no matter how hard she tried. But Claire was sure that she could recapture that powerful feeling of being sexy, of being wanted.

In the bathroom, she brushed her hair and put some makeup on. Her tired eyes popped once she applied black eyeliner and mascara. Her pale lips transformed into a sexy pout with the swipe of a red lipstick. Her colorless cheeks had life in them again after a smear of cream blush. Finally, she traded in her gray hoodie for a fitted black V-neck. It wasn’t anything special, but she always felt seductive in black.

In the living room, Gavin was still working on his sermon.

“She’s asleep,” Claire said, walking over to him and taking his iPad out of his hands. Before he could say anything, she sat on his lap, trailing kisses down his neck, reaching lower and lower. “Let’s be bad,” she said in a husky voice, unbuttoning his jeans.

Gavin placed his hands on hers to stop her. “I’ve got to finish this sermon, honey.”

Claire sat back, searching. “But you’ve got all night. C’mon. We finally have some time. Please?” Was he really going to make her beg?

He kissed her forehead. “I’m so sorry, babe, but I’m in a groove right now. I really need to get this done while I’m inspired.”

She pouted and wrapped her arms around his neck. “Don’t you find me attractive anymore?”

He took off his glasses. Without them, he looked as tired as she felt. “Of course. Why would you say that?”

“It’s just been so long. . . .” It had been weeks since they’d had sex. It seemed like life was constantly getting in the way these days—if Gavin wasn’t busy with work, Claire was exhausted from taking care of Sadie. There was no more time for them.

Gavin sighed. “I know. Maybe your mom can take Sadie next weekend and we can have a date night?”

Claire slid off his lap and averted her eyes, trying to fight back tears. It somehow felt personal, like being unable to balance their marriage with their lives meant she was failing as a wife. “Sure.”

Gavin buttoned his jeans and grabbed the iPad from the side table. “I love you,” he said, already starting to type again.

Their small, orderly living room suddenly felt stifling. Claire stood, a decision forming in her mind. “I have to take Madison to her boyfriend’s show tonight. I’ll be out late.” She walked out of the room without waiting for Gavin to say another word.

•  •  •

IT WAS ALREADY midnight, and Claire couldn’t stop yawning. Madison was sitting on Cash’s lap in a dark corner of the bar; they hadn’t come up for air in a while. Ricky Broussard, the restaurant’s owner, slid into the booth next to Claire. He always made her uncomfortable, with his bushy mustache and leering gaze. Back when she was in high school, he’d try to hit on her despite being a decade older. “I’m gonna marry you one day when you’re older, Claire Guidry,” he’d once whispered into her ear. “You just wait.”

“I just got myself a new shotgun rifle,” he told her now, smoothing his thick brown mustache out with two fingers. “I work hard, ya know? Gotta blow off some steam out there on the hunt. And this baby’s a powerful one.”

Claire nodded, repressing the urge to roll her eyes. A group of women in their late twenties were starting a dance party a few feet away from the table. She had watched them all night trying to pick up guys: Purple Crop Top had made out with an overweight bearded man for a free gin and tonic earlier in the evening, while Ed Hardy Dress had finally convinced a Toulouse High senior to dance with her . . . until his girlfriend showed up. At this point, they seemed perfectly content buying their own drinks and dancing by themselves.

They were now collectively jumping up and down screaming to celebrate “The Cupid Shuffle” coming on the speakers. With their longneck beer bottles in hand, the women started moving in tune to the lyrics. These women were at least five years older than she was—how did they still have so much stamina at this hour?

Ricky sucked on his cigarette and gave them a weak round of applause when it was over. “I’ve gotta go talk to those there ladies,” he said, standing up and straightening out his plaid button-down shirt. “You’ll be okay here?”

“Actually, I need to go,” Claire replied, checking the clock on her phone. “I’ve got church in the morning.” She silently thanked God for that perfect excuse.

“Come back around more often,” Ricky said, with a final smoothing of his mustache. “Bring the husband and baby for lunch on me one of these days.”

“Sounds good,” Claire replied with a smile, thinking, that will never happen. She put her cardigan on and grabbed her bag. “Bye!”

“Bye now,” Ricky said. He walked toward the dancers, greeting them with his go-to line. “That was great! Now, who wants shots?”

Claire made her way toward Madison and Cash, who had been making out since his band sang their last song—a cover of Nirvana’s “I Hate Myself and Want to Die,” which was, ironically, how Claire felt when she listened to them play. Madison was sucking Cash’s face with the strength of a Hoover, their bodies—and whatever else they were doing—thankfully concealed by a wooden table piled with bottles and dirty glasses. Claire cleared her throat, hoping that would force them up for air, and finally shouted over the music, “Mads, we have to go.”

Madison looked up at her cousin and smiled beatifically. “I’m going to stay with Cash tonight,” she slurred. “I told my parents I was staying with you.”

“Seriously? You could have told me that an hour ago,” Claire said, frustrated.

“Sorry!” Madison laughed and went back to kissing Cash.

Claire drove home alone through the winding back roads, the streets lit only by her headlights. By the time she got back to her pretty little house, which sat at the end of a cul-de-sac, all of her anger from earlier in the day had drained away. So what if she and Gavin were having a little rough patch physically? She thought again of the dark bar and its sticky floors, the girls half-dressed and desperate for attention, Ricky Broussard and his leering gaze, and practically shuddered. Who would want that kind of life?

She tiptoed into their bedroom, her movements masked by Gavin’s loud snoring, and slipped on her favorite Lilly Pulitzer-esque pink-and-green floral pajamas from Target. For a moment, she considered seducing her husband in his sleep—Gavin waking up to the feel of himself inside of her. But remembering the scene in the living room earlier, she slid silently under the covers instead. Looking at Gavin sleeping peacefully next to her, she reminded herself that she was perfectly happy with the life she had.
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gabrielle

“WE’RE THE YOUNGEST people in here by fifty years!” Gabby Vaughn yelled to her boyfriend, Tony Ford, as they two-stepped and twirled their way around the dance floor of a wood-paneled restaurant.

Tony grinned and kissed her on the cheek. “But their fried crawfish is magnifique!” He spun her again so quickly that she barely noticed when an elderly man in a plaid shirt and red suspenders swooped in and grabbed her hand.

“Well, hello there, young lady,” the man said, bouncing to the upbeat rhythm of the piano accordion and washboard coming from the zydeco band onstage.

“Uh, hi!” she said, laughing. To her right, Tony was now carefully bopping up and down with a short grandma in a long floral dress, probably Suspender Man’s wife.

The white-haired man clapped his hands to the beat. “I may be old, but I got better moves than your boyfriend.”

Gabby spun on his lead. “You are good at this. Do you come here a lot?”

“Well, yeah.” He swung her arms from side to side to the music. “Every Friday. Whole group of us.” He pointed to all his aged friends dancing around them.

“I hope I’m as cool as you when I’m y’alls age,” Gabby shouted over the music. She could just see her friends growing old together like that. Claire would be the old lady in the corner cheering everyone on. Laura would be the one at the bar getting her man another beer. And Madison would be the one with the rose tattoo on her arm, flirting with all the widowed guys on the dance floor.

“Key is to dance every day,” the old man said, clapping his hands as the song finished. “My wife and I do it in the living room . . . in the kitchen . . . in the bathroom. Keeps you young.”

Gabby looked at him, eyes wide, hoping he was talking about dancing. “Well, thank you for the dance,” she said, shaking the man’s liver-spotted hand.

“Thank you, my dear,” he said as Tony came over to exchange partners. The old man turned to him. “You got a good one, son.”

Tony slid his arm around Gabby’s waist. “I am well aware, sir.”

She looked up at him and smiled. She still had to remind herself sometimes that this wasn’t a dream. Tony—smart, kind, well-mannered Tony—was unlike any of the guys she’d dated in Toulouse. In fact, he was the complete opposite of her last boyfriend, Russell Stevens, who’d left her crying on the side of Main Street after a stupid debate over an Adam Sandler movie they’d just seen. Before that was Klepto Connor—she had a feeling her Sweet Sixteen necklace was still in his possession. Freshman year, there was Jimmy Hill, who was so high all the time that he forgot 90 percent of their plans. Her track record with guys was so bad that sometimes, she couldn’t help wondering: Were they the problem . . . or was she?

But then Tony came along four months ago. From their first date, Gabby felt like there was something different about this relationship. He was serious—about his life, and about her—but balanced it with a dashing smile and witty personality. They always made each other laugh. Although she knew it might be impossible, Gabby hoped that this relationship was the one that would last. . . .

“Let’s go eat!” Tony said, snapping her out of her thoughts. A waitress led them to a table by the window that overlooked the lake.

“This is perfect,” Gabby said as Tony pulled her plastic chair out for her.

“The table, or your life?” He grinned as he sat down in his own seat.

She giggled. “Both.”

Tony grabbed her hands from across the table. The red-and-white-checkered vinyl tablecloth was still a little sticky from someone else’s gumbo. “You look amazing tonight.”

She felt a blush bloom across her cheeks. “Thank you.”

Her fitted burgundy dress was a hand-me-down from Claire. Though Gabby felt bad her friend was still struggling to lose her baby weight, it admittedly wasn’t terrible to benefit from it. Each week, it seemed like Claire was discovering some nearly new item that wouldn’t fit her anymore, and Gabby was more than happy to take the clothes off her hands.

Tony unlocked his fingers from hers and looked down at his menu. “What are you gonna get?”

“It all looks so good,” she said, scanning the laminated paper. So far, all of Tony’s restaurant picks had been amazing, but the grainy photos next to the menu items secretly worried her.

“I know this place is a little cheesy, but seriously, babe, the food is awesome.” He glanced at her over the top of his menu. “My family used to come here all the time. The couple who owns it has been running it since my parents were our age.”

She looked around. The room was packed with families and groups of older people, like their new friends from the dance floor. The whole restaurant had a slight shabbiness to it, like a grandparent’s house—the result of being loved for decades. “It’s great.”

He leaned closer to her. “I told my ma we were coming, so she gave me a five-dollar bill and said I had to order the stuffed mushrooms for you.”

Gabby laughed. “Why the stuffed mushrooms?”

“Because they’re her favorite and no one else in my family eats mushrooms. She got excited when you ate yours when you came over for dinner.” He put his menu down and looked at her slyly. “That means you’re in.”

“Don’t jinx it. Still haven’t met your dad.” The idea of meeting Mr. Ford made Gabby nervous. Tony looked up to his dad so much; she worried his approval would make or break their relationship. Every time she went over to Tony’s family’s house, the patriarch was at work or out of town. A high-powered career politician, he was currently serving as a Louisiana congressman. A snarky DC blog once gave him the nickname “Smokey,” not only because of his chain-smoking habit, but also for the pace at which he fired staffers. He was well connected in DC and Louisiana; the governor was Tony’s godfather.

“He’s gonna love you,” Tony said, waving his hand as if to wave away her doubts.

The waitress came up and pulled a blue pen out of her silver bun. “Are y’all ready to order?”

Gabby quickly scanned her menu again. “Yes. Let’s see . . .” She twirled her short red spiral curls with her finger. “I’ll do the seafood platter.”

“I’ll have the same,” Tony said. “And let’s start with the stuffed mushrooms.” After the waitress walked away, he reached back over the table to hold her hand. “So how are classes going?”

Gabby’s stomach lurched. “Amazing.” Could he feel her palm sweating? She pulled her hand away to squeeze lemon into her water. “I’m on track to get straight As right now.”

A huge smile grew on his face. “That’s awesome, babe! I’m so proud of you. I’m sure your mom would have been, too, if she were still with us.” Gabby averted her eyes from his earnest gaze. “Have you given any more thought to those master’s programs we talked about? You probably have to start your applications soon, right?”

“Mmmhmm,” she replied, noncommittal.

“Not that you need any help with it, but I have a book about writing personal statements, if you want to borrow it. I used it for my law school apps.” He leaned back in his chair.

“Sure,” she said, flashing a tight smile. “That sounds great.” Tony had just graduated from Tulane Law in the spring. He was currently working at a local firm but confessed that he didn’t really like it. His true passion was politics.

“I’ll give you the book the next time you come to my place,” Tony said, taking a sip of his water. “I’m glad you’re applying. You’re one of the smartest people I know.”

Gabby squirmed a little in her seat and rested her elbows on the table. “Well, I guess I just love school.”

“I would hope so, Miss Education Major!” he teased.

The waitress returned, saving Gabby from responding. She slid a plate of large mushroom caps stuffed with crab and shrimp as well as a side dish of corn bread onto the table.

“Oh my goodness, this looks delicious!” Gabby said.

“Mushrooms are all yours,” Tony said, wrinkling his nose. “Corn bread . . . all mine!” He brought the plate closer to himself, shielding it with his strong arms.

She laughed, grabbing one of the mushrooms and holding it up. “To us.”

He held up a piece of the bread and tapped her food with his. “To us, babe.”

•  •  •

“ARE YOU SURE I can’t come up?” Tony asked, nuzzling her neck under the entrance archway of the girls’ dorm at the University of Louisiana in Lafayette.

“I told you . . . my crazy roommate doesn’t like guests.” She sighed as his kisses made their way to her collarbone. “Besides, it’s a total mess.”

“And you’re sure you don’t want to stay with me tonight?” His warm breath sent a delicious thrill down her spine.

Her body quivered. “I really want to . . .” she whispered. “But I have a stupid study group early tomorrow morning. It’s better if I stay here.”

Tony slowly eased up on the kissing and brushed her hair behind her ear. “You are an amazing woman.”

“You’re an amazing man.” She stared into his dark brown eyes.

He pulled himself away from her and lifted her chin softly with his hand. “I just . . .” He stood silently for a second, studying her.

She could feel her heart beating faster. Did he suspect . . . ?

“I love you, Gabrielle. You just make me so damn happy.” Gabby felt fireworks exploding inside her as Tony caressed her cheek. He loved her. She’d never heard a guy say those words before.

Her knees felt weak and her head began spinning. She grabbed his face with her hands and kissed him hard, completely swept up in the moment. “I love you, too.” They both stared at each other with goofy grins. “I never thought you were gonna say it,” she teased.

“Hey . . . you could’ve said it first!” He nudged her arm playfully.

She laughed. Maybe, she thought, but even in any other circumstances, she probably wouldn’t have. After all, that was the one thing her mom had taught her about love: guys scare easily.

Tony left a few moments later and Gabby lingered in the entranceway of the dorm, watching him get into his BMW and drive away. Her heart swelled with love, but underneath that warm feeling was a pit of anxiety. Once she was sure he was long gone, she walked back into the parking lot and got into her own car, a beat-up 2007 Nissan Versa. Then she started the long drive home down I-49.

Her mind reeled as she drove. She’d fallen so hard for Tony, but it wasn’t supposed to happen this way. When she pulled up in front of her actual residence, a shitty apartment building in Toulouse, Gabby burst into tears. Coming home to this awful little studio apartment—the best she could afford on her day care worker’s salary—was a reminder that her unbelievable happiness with Tony had a shelf life. She’d spun a fantasy for both of them, but her lies were unsustainable, and sooner or later they were going to catch up with her.

Her cell phone buzzed as she opened up her creaky front door. It wasn’t a number that she’d programmed into her phone, but she knew it by heart. Taking a deep breath and wiping the tears off her face, she answered it. “Hello?”

“An inmate at the Barton Correctional Facility is trying to contact you,” the automated voice relayed. “Press one if you would like to accept this collect call. Press two if you wish to decline.”

Gabby pushed one, waiting for the call to connect. She sat down on her bed and looked at a framed picture of her and her mom. In the photo, she had been a high school freshman with an unfortunate lopsided haircut, thanks to her mom’s effort to save money by doing it herself. They were still living in the Rydell neighborhood where Gabby felt so unsafe that she worked out a deal with the school bus driver to drop her off right at her house, even though it wasn’t an actual stop. In the picture, their eyes were tired, their smiles forced.

A few months after the picture was taken, everything started turning around. Her mom got a job at the dentist’s office and moved them to that cute little house on President Street. Elaine even got Gabby a hairstylist who actually knew how to cut her curls properly. Her life changed completely. She became happier and more confident, and felt like she had been given another chance. She wasn’t that poor, sad girl anymore—she had a future, and it included college at Tulane, her dream school. Gabby could tell her mom was happier, too, as they were able to buy the things they wanted and needed.

Of course, Gabby didn’t know at the time that most of the money her mom was using didn’t actually belong to her. She found that out the day Elaine was arrested—the day her entire life fell apart. Elaine had been embezzling money from her employer for years. Her mom went to jail, and the money went away, leaving Gabby with no way to pay for college; it was too late to apply for scholarships. Tulane became just another thing that was taken from her.

Not that Tony knew any of that.

The phone line clicked through. “Gabby?”

“Hi, Mom.” She sighed after greeting the woman on the other end.

As it turned out, they were both frauds.
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laura

“THEY REALLY GOTTA keep the air conditioner on when it’s sixty degrees outside?” Laura whined. The orange faux leather chair in the doctor’s examination room was smooth and cold, and she was shivering.

Brian fidgeted on the raised exam table. “I’ll warm you up,” he said with a grin, motioning for her.

Laura walked over to him, her boots clacking on the tile floor. She nestled into his arms, enjoying the heat emanating from his body. He hadn’t held her close like this since the accident; these days, he held his beer bottles more tightly than he did her. He even moved her hand away from his boxers when she started seductively exploring down there. But finally, he was holding her like he used to. Laura breathed in his musky scent. His hands moved up and down her body, from her shoulders to her thighs, warming her up with a friction that made her body go from frigid to hot in moments. He kissed her neck. She kissed his. She wanted to take him right there but knew she couldn’t. It made his touch all the more thrilling.

Knock, knock. The door handle turned slowly, and Laura quickly composed herself. She turned to see Dr. Carter, the LSU team doctor, smiling in her green scrubs and white lab coat.

“Hello,” she said, looking down at the clipboard with an embarrassed expression.

Laura, realizing the doctor had seen, turned bright red and returned to the orange chair.

Dr. Carter began examining Brian. “So, how’s the pain?” she asked chattily, palpating his knee.

“It’s fine,” Brian said shortly. “Am I going to be able to play again?”

Dr. Carter scribbled something in his chart and took a moment before looking up. “As you know, Brian, your injury was quite severe,” she said briskly. “You’re going to need surgery, but I just want to be up front about your expectations. We can repair some of your ligament damage so that you can walk again, but even with physical therapy, your knee won’t be strong enough to withstand stress—or sustain another major hit. It’s likely you won’t be able to play again.”

Laura’s gasp echoed throughout the quiet, sterile room. Brian remained silent.

“At this point, your options are very limited. There is one surgery that I would recommend, but it’s new and not widely practiced. I can refer you to a specialist in New Orleans and have him take a look. The surgeon has worked with some of the Saints players, and he’s very well regarded. Of course nothing is guaranteed, but it’s your only option if you want to play any kind of sport again. I called and he’s agreed to see you, but unfortunately he doesn’t take your insurance, so you’ll have to pay out of pocket.”

“Doesn’t the school need to pay?” Laura asked. So far, the school had covered all their costs because Brian had been hurt on the field.

“They would if the doctor was in network,” Dr. Carter explained. “But the surgery is experimental, and even if the doctor were in network, they might still refuse to cover it, especially since Brian has other options available to him.”

“Not playing again is not an option,” Brian said. “I don’t want some surgery that just helps me walk again—I want to play.”

Laura sat up in her chair. “How much would something like that cost?” she asked.

“A lot,” Dr. Carter said sympathetically. “My advice is to go for a consultation and learn more.” She turned back to Brian. “I know football is a big deal to you, but I want you to seriously weigh your decision before you leap into this surgery. There are a number of risks, both physically and financially.”

Brian’s gaze remained calm. “If I don’t do it, will I ever be able to play again?”

“Most likely not.” She pulled out her notepad and twisted her pen. “I’m sorry.”

“I’m going to do it.” He held his shoulders back, confident with his decision.

Laura knew the look of determination in Brian’s eyes. It was the same one he had worn when Toulouse High had been down a field goal against their toughest opponent, Port Arthur, during the last game of his high school career. She had cheered her heart out for him that night, and she had every intention of doing it again this time around.

Dr. Carter nodded and jotted down the contact info on a page from her notepad. “Good luck.” She bid them good-bye before walking out of the room.

Once she was gone, Brian hung his head. “I can’t believe this.”

“Hey, I’m feeling pretty optimistic,” Laura said, rubbing his arm encouragingly. “We’ll find a way to pay for the surgery, and everything will be fine. You’ll play again. You’ll see.”

He huffed as he stood, and he hobbled toward the door on his crutches. Laura looked down at her watch. “Do you want me to drop you off at your three o’clock class? You’ll be a little early, but at least you won’t have to walk all the way there on those things.”

“I’m not going,” Brian said flatly. He didn’t wait for her as he made his way to the car.

•  •  •

IT WAS A beautiful sunny fall day. Not that you could tell from the inside of Laura and Brian’s small on-campus apartment.

As she opened the front door, fresh from her morning shift at the Magnolia Coffee House, Laura sighed. Brian lay supine on the couch, watching ESPN in the dark. At least he was awake; over these past few weeks, he had pretty much been sleeping all day.

“Hey, baby,” she said, dropping a pile of mail on the kitchen counter. “What’d you do all morning?”

Silence.

“That cute old lady came in today,” Laura continued, opening the blinds. Sunlight streamed into the room, lighting a trail of dust motes. “You remember me talking about her—Mrs. Stratton? Well, she asked how you were doing. She read about the injury in the paper and told me she’s praying for your speedy recovery. Oh, and she gave me a fifty percent tip. I love that woman.”

Brian still hadn’t stirred from the couch. “Hey, babe?” he finally croaked. “Can you bring me another beer?”

Laura paused. Another? “It’s only eleven thirty. How many have you had?”

“Just one,” he said.

“Should you be drinking before your class today?” She walked over to him and put her hand on her hip.

He looked at her blankly. “Who cares?” he said with a shrug, letting out a burp that echoed through the apartment.
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