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Something happened the night you kissed me


My will to love was born again.


—Shelby Lynne, “I Need a Heart to Come Home To”


Oh and just one kiss


She’d fill them long summer nights with her tenderness.


—Bruce Springsteen, “She’s the One”
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PRESENT DAY
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Daniel in Distress



I ENTER THE ROOM to find this uncreative sack in a suit sitting there, and then I find myself thinking of Casey. This isn’t unusual, since I do it all the time, but this is one of those moments I really wish she were here. I wish she were right next to me so we could be laughing about this in about an hour. I sorta know what’s about to happen. I know that in just a few moments, I’m about to be let go as the head songwriter for The Dandee Donuts show.


Yeah, I know. There’s a reason I haven’t really told many people about my stint on Dandee Donuts. Most surely think Daniel has gone into hiding, playing his guitar and trying to finally make an album that would make the Boss smile. But no. Daniel is in isolation in Seattle, where the weather seems to match his mood.


This show makes The Wiggles look genius. No offense to The Wiggles. They really are a great show for kids, but I am not married and don’t have any kids, and after working on Dandee Donuts, I don’t want kids. I don’t want them suckered by smiling corporate zombies like this one.


Daniel, have a seat, the rather soft handshake offers.


This guy’s name is Stan Terma-something. I always think Terminal. Like terminal cancer. I know it’s not Terminal, but I can’t help thinking it. He’s my boss’s boss and only gets involved in meetings like this because my boss, Cynthia, is too weak to let anybody go or make any sort of decision.


“It’s always a rather unfortunate part of my job to have meetings like this,” Stan says to me. “We’re all about ‘rising up’ around here.”


I seriously want to throw up. He’s using part of the marketing and sales copy for kids in this meeting. “Rise up with Dandee Donuts every morning at nine on the Sprout Channel!” Sometimes I hear that commercial in my sleep as I’m paddling down a jelly-filled river on my Long John.


Really, he’s being merciful. This is like the guy coming up to the dying soldier and putting a bullet in his head.


“I spoke with Cynthia and I know she’s informed you about our change of direction.”


“I understand,” I say.


It’s strange, really.


I’ve got a stack of bills on my counter in the kitchen. And when I say stack, I mean a literal stack that can fall and decorate half the floor below. I’m behind in payments for a variety of reasons. I’m still getting paid, but this job hasn’t paid the way I thought it would. My father’s medical bills are really adding up, thanks to his awful insurance. And, well . . . the good old royalty checks haven’t come in lately.


For a second I think of Dad, and what he might have said years ago when his mind was all there and he tried convincing me this music thing wasn’t ever going to work.


Now it’s time to settle down and get a job and act like a grown-up.


In many ways, I wish he could say those very things now. It would mean the man I grew up loving to hate was still around. The figure sitting in that reclining chair in our old house—that’s not my father.


“You really have written some great songs.”


I bet nobody ever said that to Paul McCartney or Bruce Springsteen in that particular type of tone. Like someone sipping a soda and saying, “This is really amazing soda” in a monotone and lifeless way.


This is strange because I find it refreshing. I want to start singing myself, even though it’s been years since I finally accepted the fact that I’m not a very good singer.


“My kids still know all the lines to ‘Bizarre Love Sprinkle’.”


Trying to acquire the rights to do that song had been a nightmare, but coming up with lyrics for doughnuts arguing over what kind of sprinkles they wanted on top of New Order’s “Bizarre Love Triangle” took perhaps fifteen minutes and a bottle of wine.


“I can only take half credit for that one,” I say.


“It’s just that—I know that Cynthia and you haven’t been seeing eye-to-eye lately.”


I smile. “Yeah.”


“She told me about the argument in front of everybody.”


I nod. “Yeah.”


The meeting where I called her an absolute idiot and then proceeded to call her a few more things. This, of course, was after she rejected one of my songs by letting others make up her mind and convince her it didn’t work.


It’s a bit dark, someone said.


It’s kinda sad, someone else said.


Doughnuts aren’t sad, Cynthia said.


No, doughnuts are happy, someone else agreed.


I swear, if I have one more conversation about doughnuts, I’m going to go insane. I don’t ever want to see another doughnut in my life.


“Do you have anything to say?” Stan the Terminal Man asked.


“Do you like what you do?”


The question came out of my mouth before I could stop it.


“Of course.”


“No, I’m not asking whether you like being employed, or the fact that you have insurance and you get a check every other week. I’m not talking about how much you get paid and what you do and don’t do and how many days you take off a year. I’m asking, do you like what you do? Did you dream of this when you were a kid?”


“Excuse me?”


Stan’s attitude suddenly seems a bit more serious and stern. Maybe I’ve finally wakened this vampire from his eternal slumber.


“I’m not trying to be a pain in the butt,” I say. “Really. I just want an honest answer.”


“I’ve worked very hard to make this company what it is today, and I’m proud of the work we do. So yes, I love my job and love what it stands for and what we create.”


I think of that news report the other day that said something like half of the population is obese.


That’s what you create from this show. Happy little kids who keep munching, and then one day, they’re fifty years old but the munching hasn’t stopped and they no longer feel so Dandee.


I look him in the eyes, and it appears he’s not lying.


Along with sipping the Kool-Aid, he’s managed to eat the Dandee Donuts as well.


“I think it’s time to just call it a day,” Stan says to me. “Don’t you think?”


He’s talking down to me even though he’s really not that much older than I am.


I nod and stand up and shake that doughy hand again.


I bet he’s got cream filling in his soul.


See, this is the sort of thing that has happened to me. Every thought has a doughnut analogy.


I leave his office and close the door behind me.


I’m thirty-five years old, and the dream is officially over.


★  ★  ★


BRUCE REMINDS ME of what I really wanted to do later that night as I work my way through a six-pack of cheap beer and listen to Born to Run. This album always reminds me of my youth, when I discovered Springsteen and figured out what I wanted to do. I wanted to do that. I wanted to make soulful songs that stirred the heart and told stories. I wanted to be real. I wanted people to hear the sweat coming off those melodies.


Dad wanted me to be like my older brothers and excel in sports. But I couldn’t throw a football like Philip or hit a baseball like Jeff.


I wanted to follow my dreams, and that’s exactly what I did. Yet those dreams brought me here, to stale-doughnut land.


Yeah, I can hear you, you ghost and you demon and you angel all tied into one.


Casey knows about these dreams. We talked a lot about them. We even made a promise about them once.


I need to tell her. I need to finally tell her I can’t hold up my end of our deal.


Not that she wants to hear from me. Like, ever again. She’s moved on with her life and that’s what I should be doing with mine.


But if this is moving on, then, man, I cannot wait to see what my fortieth birthday holds for me, right, Case?


I’m talking to an imaginary Casey in my mind while I’m drinking bad beer and being reminded of real rock and roll.


I never thought I’d be such an awful failure at thirty-five. I want to say it is what it is, but I hate that saying. It was what it was, but right now, this moment, this very second that I’m thinking of Casey, really hurts.


Call Gary tomorrow and see if he has any kind of answer.


This thought is depressing, since Gary Mains is my manager in Nashville. My quasi-manager, to be honest, since I haven’t sold a song in years. I’ve been waiting for a follow-up call or e-mail from him since I sent him a CD of demo songs a few months ago.


When someone doesn’t call or e-mail after a few months, you know what the answer is.


There comes a point when everybody has to grow up and realize the dream isn’t going to happen. When the silence and the dim light of the room aren’t just a snapshot of your evening, but of your life. When the music doesn’t matter anymore and the words are no longer there. When you realize the world isn’t listening and maybe never listened to begin with.


If it’s really over, I need to tell her. I need to let her know that I broke the promise, that I broke our promise.


It’s been two years since I saw her. That doesn’t matter. I don’t know exactly where she is or what she’s doing, but that doesn’t matter either.


I need to tell her the dream is over. I need to give back a portion of my promise.


Maybe she can find something to do with it.


I’ve held it for long enough and it’s only brought me to this sad, sappy point.


Enough.


I get out a notebook and start writing a letter. I don’t know any other way to get in touch with her. I’d text her if I had her number, but she changed that a long time ago. She’s not a social-network sort of gal, at least judging from the last few hundred times I searched for her on the Internet like a weirdo stalker boy. This is all I can do, this pen-to-paper sort of old-fashioned thing. I know her mother still lives in their house in Asheville, North Carolina. And last I checked, the post office still delivered letters.


After an hour and another Springsteen album and a few more beers, I’ve got a doozy of a letter. I’ve thought about telling her everything, but instead I simply say the following:


Dear Casey:


Are you gonna kiss me or not?


Daniel


I fold it up and find an envelope and seal it. I’ll find the address of her mother tomorrow and will send it out.


This letter says everything I need to say. It says more than I ever could.


This is our history and our story, summed up by seven simple words.





Casey Comes ’Round



SOMETIMES I WISH love were as easy as a three-minute song. You have the tension and the drama and the angst resolve itself into a beautiful chorus everybody can hum and remember and sing along to at a wedding. But songs and weddings are just the start. It’s the silent days long after the music has stopped playing where love is made or broken.


I turn off the car and can feel the hush wrap around me like the thick Georgia humidity outside. I didn’t expect to be here today. I didn’t expect to be facing the four sets of double doors all staring down at me like the Supreme Court, waiting to issue out some verdict on my life. My car is the only one parked in the long, circular driveway, yet I know I’m not the only one here, at this estate home on this sprawling corner lot alongside some swanky golf course.


One of those doors opens before I can even climb out of my car. I see him standing there, still handsome and still looking straight through me like he always could. No matter how much time passes, he still makes me feel this way inside. Jerked forward, like someone grabbing my hand and leading me onto a dance floor even when they know I’m the world’s worst dancer. That would all be fine if the person pulling actually wanted to dance with me, but he simply wants to look good on the dance floor.


I remain silent until I’m standing before the wide steps leading to a wider porch. “Hi, Burke.”


“I didn’t think you’d come.”


“I didn’t either.”


He looks thinner than the last time I saw him. His skin a bit too pale, a bit too yellowish. Up close, he’s a gaunt shadow of the Burke Bennett I married.


“Did you find it okay?”


“This is probably the only Peachtree Plantation around.”


He smiles at my comment. “I meant once you got through the gates. I always seem to get turned around.”


“I’m here.” Even after promising myself never to be here again. “Still looks as new as it looked five years ago.”


“I think it looks even more new now than when Dad was living in it. Would you like to come in?”


Burke is being polite, which is a big step for him. Respect was one of the first things to go in our marriage.


“Well, we could just stand out here and melt.”


“Temperature’s awful, isn’t it?” he replies, set at ease by my joke. “How was your drive?”


“It was fine.”


“I told you—I would’ve paid for a plane ticket.”


“It took five hours. To fly would’ve taken the same amount of time.”


Burke leads me into the great room, which looks massive and clean and unlived-in. I hear our footsteps tap on the wooden floor. The room is surrounded by windows letting in the afternoon sun. There’s a piano in the corner that has a framed picture of Burke’s father resting on top of it.


“My aunt put that there. For visitors. It’s a good picture of him, isn’t it? It’s rare to see my father smiling.”


“I’m so sorry,” I say.


He knows what I’m talking about and only nods. For a moment, we’re not sure what to do. You can give your heart and soul and body to a man, but when you finally sign those divorce papers, a simple greeting can suddenly seem difficult. We eventually hug each other in a gesture both familiar and awkward at the same moment.


“You look beautiful, Casey.”


“I look old.”


I’m wearing a summer dress with sandals. I didn’t want to dress up for Burke, but I didn’t exactly want to look like I’d thrown in the towel since we separated. I realized I was way overthinking what I was going to wear, so I decided on this understated and simple number.


Burke shakes his head at my comment and looks at me in a weird way. Not creepy weird, but weird because I don’t recognize this look. “You look beautiful,” he says again.


I can’t help but brush my hair back and look away. There might be ten thousand ways to describe a woman, yet he uses the same simple word. Twice. Not because he doesn’t mean it, but just because he doesn’t have the depth to think of something more creative.


And how many women has he said that to?


“Come on. Let me get you something to drink.” He begins to walk over to the adjoining kitchen.


“A water is fine.”


He looks back as he opens the stainless-steel refrigerator. “Sure you don’t want anything stronger?”


I nod and give him a polite smile. “Around you? A water will be just fine.”


He laughs. “I’ve missed that, you know.”


“My charm?”


“Yeah. Your charm.”


He doesn’t say anything more because we’ve already said all there is to say. The words won’t ever leave us either. They are carved out on our souls, and no apology or counseling session will ever be able to smooth them over. There were plenty of both while we were married.


Burke hands me the water and gives me a long and hard look.


“What?” I ask as I see his lips begin to form a smile.


“I can see how you charmed my father. It’s not surprising, especially knowing Dad.”


“Your father barely knew me.”


Burke laughs. “Yeah. And that’s why. He didn’t realize someone so cute could be so . . .”


“So what?”


“So Casey-like.”


“Be nice,” I tell him. “I just got here.”


“I know. I don’t want you to leave this house like you did last time.”


I nod, but the memory is a painful one. Burke knows that perhaps his last comment wasn’t the best thing he could have said. But that’s Burke, and that’s the story of our relationship.


“Look—let me go to the office and grab you a copy of the will.”


This is why I’m here.


According to Burke, this five-thousand-square-foot-home, worth well over a million dollars, is half mine. This is what he explained to me over the phone after several attempts to contact me. I thought he was drunk and lying, but he confirmed it after a few more conversations.


I still find the whole thing unbelievable. A part of me hopes it’s all some kind of ruse to get me to see him again. That would be less complicated. But nothing about Burke and me has ever been simple.


★  ★  ★


“LOOK, I’M NOT even going to try and hide this.”


Burke has entered the kitchen with a folder and a bottle that I first think must be some kind of red wine. He puts the bottle on the counter and I notice the old scary-looking man on the label, as well as the words “malt scotch whisky.” Burke looks through a couple of cabinets before finding some glasses. He puts one in front of me and I seem to lean back, as if smelling something vile.


“Dad used to tell me about buying this years ago,” Burke says, the far-off and wild look in his eyes, the one that used to frighten me a bit. “ ‘A 1955 Glenfarclas, fifty years old.’ He’d talk about it like it was the son he always dreamed of having. I mean—it was whisky. Bought it in 2005. He’d bring it up every time I was around him. Telling me the story of it like it’s some kind of person or something.”


Burke curses as he opens the bottle. I watch Burke pour the dark liquid into two small glasses.


“The last week, I’ve been finding myself wanting to do every single thing that monster told me never to do. I’ve been waiting to open this for a while. Having you back here certainly seems like the right occasion.”


“When did you start drinking scotch?” I ask as the glass he poured for me remains on the counter.


Burke laughs and curses. “That’s the thing—I don’t drink scotch. You know how much this bottle cost? Over ten grand. Can you believe that? He bought it in 2005 for ten thousand dollars. I mean—that’s obscene. Just like Pop. Just like our wonderful family. Just like me.”


The curse he lets out still unnerves me a bit and makes me shudder. It’s not the words themselves. I’ve never been a big fan of cursing, but it’s the anger behind those words uttered by my ex that bothers me.


I remember that anger very well. The combination of alcohol and anger and creative adjectives coming out of Burke’s mouth was a mixture a bit too strong for me to take.


He holds his glass up, smiles, and then stares out the wall of windows to the west. “Hope you’re watching, Pop.”


As he puts down his glass next to my full one, Burke must see the look on my face.


“I’m sorry,” he says. “Look, I just—”


“Lost your father,” I interrupt. “You don’t have to explain. I understand.”


“Yeah. Casey understands. The one person in my life and in the South who understands anything to do with the Bennett family.”


“Just because I understand doesn’t mean I’m going to stand here and watch you go off the rails.”


“No, please—that’s not what this is about. I’m not going to. I’m fine. Trust me, Casey. I’m fine. Things are going really good.”


Burke takes the other glass and pours it out in the sink, then places the bottle over on the side of the counter like a bottle of soda.


“I think that stuff is way overpriced,” Burke says.


“I would have been here at the funeral if I knew it wouldn’t have caused a scene.”


“You should have been there when we met with the lawyer.”


“Was there a reading of the will?”


“No—they don’t do stuff like that. At least I don’t think they do. The lawyer met with us to discuss our father’s will. As you can imagine, little baby sister had a major meltdown.”


“How is Bridgett?”


He curses again, this time in describing his sister. “She’s exactly the person Mom and Dad created her to be.”


Bridgett is the one who would have made life miserable for me if I had attended the funeral a week ago. Back when I was still married to Burke, when I last saw the whole family during the nightmarish funeral for their mother, Bridgett threatened to kill me. There was a part of her drunken and drug-fueled outburst that made me think she wasn’t lying.


Now I understand a little better why she had lashed out at me. It wasn’t because Burke and I were getting a divorce. It was because I was the woman her father wished she could be.


“She still thinks the will is invalid. She’s threatening to sue. I told her to sue Dad. It’s not my fault he left the house to you and me.”


The way he says that, as simple as saying peanut-butter-and-jelly sandwich, is a bit surreal.


“I still think the will is invalid,” I say. “Your father knew we were divorced, right?”


I’m being facetious. Yet there’s no way this house can in any way be mine.


Burke opens the folder and produces a page. He reads off some legalese that mentions my name.


“ ‘This gift is distributable to Casey May Sparkland whether or not she is married to my son, Burke James Bennett, at the time of my passing.’ The gift he’s talking about is this house and this lot and basically everything in this house.”


“And what about Bridgett?”


“Oh, she got stuff. She’s fine. She’s got plenty to support her expensive habits until she dies.”


Anybody else might be surprised by Burke’s harshness, but he hasn’t even started. Nothing fuels his deep-rooted anger more than his hatred toward his family. I know, because I was once family.


“I can’t take anything from your father,” I blurt out, making it clear right away where I’m coming from.


There is no discussion to be had. Whatever was given to me by Burke’s father is Burke’s to have. Plain and simple. I made that choice the moment we divorced.


“Okay, sign here then,” Burke says, handing me the sheet of paper, then laughing.


“Are you kidding?”


“Yes, I’m kidding. Jeez. Can you just relax and stay for longer than ten minutes?”


“I’m expecting Bridgett to come through that door any minute,” I say, only partially joking.


“Thank God Dad didn’t give her the guns.”


The joke makes me laugh. I don’t want to, but I realize how worried I’ve been about seeing Burke again. I didn’t want to come down here and I didn’t want to see him again. I especially didn’t want to have to discuss being mentioned in a family will when I’m no longer part of that family.


Then again, there are lots of things about my life I haven’t wanted. But you don’t always get the things you want the most. That’s what I’ve learned the older I become.


Burke comes up and puts his hands on my shoulders. “Look—let’s just—let me show you the back porch. Let’s have some lemonade. Sit on the porch and just chill.”


His touch still feels familiar, just like his voice and his eyes and his smile. They’re deadly and dangerous and there’s no way they’re going to fool me again. Yet I’m tired and I don’t want to leave. I can’t leave. There’s too much to talk about related to his father’s passing and my name being mentioned in the will.


“Okay,” I say. “But just for a short while.”


Just until we both agree what we’ll do about everything. Then I’ll go and leave Burke to this life I no longer have a place in. I’ll leave and go back home and continue to try to find the life I’m supposed to have now. Whatever it might be.


★  ★  ★


HE FIRST TIME I visited Burke’s family, they lived in an old Southern mansion that had been in the family since the Civil War era. The house sat on a huge plot of land about fifteen minutes outside of Savannah. I remember being there for a few minutes and making a Gone With The Wind joke that completely went over Burke’s head. I thought it was just him being a jock. I’d eventually learn he was a lot more old-school-money snob than dumb jock.


A jock who comes from old money? Watch out.


The mansion was always the subject of some great big drama in the Bennett family. Charles Bennett, Burke’s father, was the eldest of five, and the house didn’t belong to just him. It was falling apart and required a lot of money for upkeep. The siblings loved to get together during the holidays and drink enough to summon up the courage to fight about the mansion. One wanted to keep it, another wanted it leveled, another wanted it fixed up. Charles Bennett had to navigate through these waters, but he was the most stubborn one of all, trying to keep the house at all costs.


Eventually, a fire made the decision for all of them. It happened after Burke and I had been married a couple of years. I was sad to see it happen because he had proposed to me on those house grounds. Perhaps that should have served as an omen. Charles certainly believed it was no accident and ended up severing his ties with his two brothers and two sisters because he didn’t trust any of them.


I want to ask Burke which of them showed up for the funeral. I’m guessing most of them showed up, but it had to be sad and awkward to say the least.


“Here,” Burke says as he offers me a glass of lemonade on one of the back porches of the house. “I promise there’s no thousand-dollar shot of whisky in there.”


“I was really hoping for one.” I take it as he sits down on the white rocking chair that matches the one I’m already comfortable in. Steps roll off this porch and onto a small stone sidewalk that weaves its way through oak trees and lawn to a small pond.


“Pretty, huh?” Burke says. “You know—Mom was already pretty sick by the time they moved here. She was upstairs in her bed most of the time. My dad—I swear he spent most of his time in the office on the main floor, the one we just passed. I don’t know if either of them ever even stepped foot back here.”


“It’s a shame.”


“Yeah.”


I can hear the constant buzzing in the background. “Are those cicadas?”


Burke shakes his head. “No. They came a couple of years ago. They pop up every thirteen years. They were brutal. No, those are just some katydids starting up early. You know what they sound like at night. Last I checked, Asheville still had katydids and grasshoppers.”


“Oh, you didn’t hear? Asheville’s really changing. Since it’s becoming a lot more artsy, the katydids and other tree dwellers have decided to go somewhere else. They need to be around true rednecks.”


“Then this isn’t the place for them,” Burke says. “I swear—you’d think we’re in the Hamptons or somewhere like that.”


“I’ve never been to the Hamptons.”


“Somewhere where rich folks act like rich folks. There’s a yacht club and a country club and a golf club and an old-rich-farts club.”


“How old do you have to be to join that?” I joke.


“Ancient. Like ninety or something.”


I take a sip of the lemonade and am not sure what to say. I’ve always been good at speaking my mind—so everybody’s always told me—and I’ve always told this man next to me exactly what I was thinking. Exactly what I was thinking and usually exactly when I was thinking it. But now I don’t know what to say. I want to be civil and I’m fine to continue to just talk this way, but I’m here to figure out what to do about the will.


“Are you teaching any this summer?” Burke asks.


“I’m just doing a little tutoring. I figured I’d take the summer off.”


I don’t finish my sentence.


To work on my writing.


That’s what I’d tell him if I could talk about that sort of stuff. But he used to always make fun of my love of poetry. It was one of the many things he never understood about me.


“How about you?”


“Yeah, I’m taking the summer off too.”


Now I’m not even sure if he’s joking. “Are you still running your father’s business?”


“Yeah,” Burke says in a casual manner. “I’m just taking over where he left off. Doing nothing. He’s done nothing and made a nice living at it.”


I’m sure Burke is doing a little more than “nothing” for the finance company his father started over a dozen years ago, right after Burke and I married.


“I still don’t understand why he put me in the will.”


“Seriously? What about it don’t you get?”


I shrug and continue looking out beyond the trees and the golf fairway to the right of this porch.


“Your father has always been so loyal to ‘the family.’ To the Bennett family. He was the one who refused to give up the family mansion until it finally burned to the ground.”


“Yeah, until someone torched it.”


“You still believe that?”


“Yep.”


“Why, if he’s such a family guy, does he put my name in the will?”


Burke crosses his legs and leans over toward me. “My father has been in love with you since the moment I brought you to meet them. You used to make him laugh.”


“Because I could be so dense.”


“No, it’s not because of that. I mean, yes, you can be dense.”


“Watch it,” I say with a grin.


“You were this fresh breeze that came blowing into this stale life of his. That old house really just represented Dad. Charles Bennett. A part of him died when it burned down. And you know—I’m not gonna say this to make you feel bad. But a part of him also died when we got divorced.”


Something blows through me and urges me to be defensive. Yet I pause for a moment, knowing Burke isn’t trying to get at me. I know he’s just telling the truth.


“That’s why I wanted—why I needed—you to come down here,” Burke continues. “Because I need you to know some things. Not just about this place but about me.”


I wipe the beads of sweat off my forehead. The day is getting cooler but it’s still heavy with humidity.


Yeah, and heavy with memories.


“I’ve changed.”


Burke says this in a tone that is very un-Burke-ish. Not demanding and not entitled and not arrogant. He says it in a very quiet and humble manner.


“I know you might not believe me, but I have,” he says. “And Casey—I want you back. I made a big mistake.”


A part of me wants to remind him what I once told him. But I hold my tongue. I keep from telling him he made many mistakes, not just one.


“I know what you’re thinking and I know you told me so. But I was stupid. I was still searching. I didn’t know what I wanted.”


“I didn’t either.”


“Are you kidding?” Burke says, looking down at me with that square face of his. “You’ve always known what you wanted.”


This is part of the problem. Even now, after all this time, after all the things I said and tried to do, he still doesn’t get it. He still doesn’t know the me who never even began to get what she wanted.


Stay unemotional. Stay cool and calm. Stay focused.


“I think a lot of the things I wanted were things my parents wanted,” I say. “The whole wonderful plan, just like they had. Going to Duke. Studying literature. Staying in school to earn a bunch of degrees instead of actually writing.”


“How’s your family?”


“They’re doing well. My parents are still competing for all the girls’ love and attention. My father remarried. All my sisters are having babies. Mom is into some New Age thing. She still always asks about you, by the way. Every day is an adventure.”


He reaches over and takes my lemonade and then puts it down. Then he holds my hands in his.


There was a time in my life when Burke Bennett standing there holding my hands and looking into my eyes would have made my knees buckle and my hands shake. Not in the clichéd sort of romance-novel way but literally. He was so fine to look at, this solid structure in front of me. But that time feels like another world, another woman.


“I want more adventures in my life,” he says.


“Going over the falls isn’t an adventure,” I say rather quickly. “And it sure isn’t fun.”


“Then we won’t go over the falls. We’ll stay out of the water.”


“We already did. We can’t hike back up that mountain.”


“Says who?”


I never expected to come out here for this. Four years and suddenly he wants me back?


“Burke—I’m sorry about your father.”


“I’m not talking about him. I’m talking about me. About us. Have you—is there someone else?”


“Yeah,” I say in disbelief. “I eloped this past weekend to Vegas. We adopted a trio of boys too.”


“I’m just asking.”


“You told me you fell out of love. The way you might fall out of a plane.”


“I didn’t mean it.”


I back up and face him so I can look at him without him touching me. “You meant every word you said. Don’t backtrack.”


“I regret saying them.”


“I regret you saying them too. I regret a lot of the stuff you did. But it’s done. We’re done.”


“I just want to wash it all away. Wipe the slate clean. Just start over. Redo.”


I let out a nervous sigh. “You might be able to do that. But we can’t do that.”


“This place would be a pretty nice place to start over.”


“Maybe this has all been a big mistake.” I stand up and move toward the edge of the porch.


For a moment I don’t move or say another word. I’m starting to think I should walk away and leave this place.


“Please, just. Don’t leave, Casey. Please.”


“But I can’t just—”


“Just—just stay. For dinner, okay? For an easy and uncomplicated dinner. I have enough food in the kitchen to feed a hundred people. Please. Just—don’t leave. Not like this. Everybody else is gone.”


I pause for a moment, then remind myself why I’m here.


“What do I have to do to take care of the will?” I ask him.


His dark eyes focus on me for a moment. “We’ll go see my lawyer. He’ll take care of the details. All I ask is for you to consider—just consider—what life might be like with me back in it.”


Once again, I’m speechless. I don’t know what to say. I don’t know where to begin.


“It’s not like I’m expecting you to get your belongings and move in here,” he says. “It’s just—it’s complicated and we have to figure out what to do. So don’t just—don’t freak out and drive off and never call me again. Please. This could really be a good thing. For both of us.”


I nod. I can’t help but nod. I want to help him out, even though I should really and truly be taking the knife and plunging it into his heart the same way he plunged it into mine. But I can’t do that. Not to someone I once loved.


“Come on—let’s go back inside,” Burke says. “I can show you the will and have you read it over if you want. Or I can show you around the house. Maybe you’ll reconsider once you see just how nice everything is.”


Burke smiles. Even now, after all this time, he has an ability to get his way. We both know it and that’s the way things have always been.


But things are different now. I won’t tell him how, but they’re different.


The world has changed for me. If only I could have seen the colors change years ago.


When your heart is broken once, it has the ability to heal. But when it’s broken twice, it vows to never allow it to happen again.


I wish he could know that. Not the man standing here in front of me, but the man who taught me this. The man who broke my heart both times.
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Everything has an answer
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