
Chapter One: Nicole 

“Thank God,” Nicole said.

As she cleared the end of the tunnel, and the red-orange majesty of Glenwood Canyon finally opened up around her, she knew she was almost home. This stretch was one of the most startling parts of the country, connecting Denver to the Western Slope of Colorado. Canyon walls rose in stark, almost barren beauty over a thousand feet in some places above the road, the red sand and limestone dotted with pine and aspen.

Suddenly picking up a signal, her Bluetooth speakers blared to life, and she screamed, startled and swerving before getting the volume down again. Driving through the mountains, even on a major interstate like this, meant popping in and out of civilization for hours at a time.

She put her signal on for the first Glenwood Springs exit, her spirits rising at the distinct, sulfuric scent of the hot springs. The smell was so tied up with her childhood, it brought back a thousand happy memories of swimming with her family and friends.

Her mom Annette lived a few blocks behind the majestic Hotel Colorado, where she had also worked until her recent retirement. As Nicole drove past the hotel, she slowed, taking in the decorations she could make out from the street. They’d put them up last week, so they’d be here the entire month of December. At night, the hotel would be festooned with thousands of white twinkling lights, but even now, in the early afternoon, she could see an enormous Christmas tree set up in the front courtyard with decorative, oversized wrapped gifts.

Smiling, Nicole sped up, turning left past the hotel, the road now climbing into the foothills behind. She turned onto the street of her childhood home and could see her mother standing at the foot of her driveway. When she spotted Nicole’s car, she started waving and jumping up and down. Nicole had to slow so her mom could get out of her way. She parked and launched herself outside. Soon they were hugging and squealing, dancing around the driveway together with their hands and forearms clasped.

Nicole calmed herself first, wiping a few tears from her eyes. Her mother’s eyes were also wet, her nose red.

“Were you out here waiting for me?” Nicole asked.

“Of course! But not for long—maybe ten minutes.”

“Oh, Mom. You didn’t have to do that.”

Annette waved a hand at her dismissively. “Oh, honey, you know me. I was too excited to wait inside. I was wearing a hole in the carpet pacing around in there, driving the dogs crazy.”

The idea of her mom here alone all the time now had been weighing on Nicole since her mom’s retirement last summer. Her dad had died almost three years ago, but her mom had always had work to keep her busy. She had lots of friends, and her garden and her dogs, but spending day after day by herself would be hard on anyone. Nicole visited when she could, but since she lived a few hours away, it wasn’t by any means often or long.

“I can see what you’re thinking, Nicole, but I’m fine! I was just excited. I haven’t seen you since summer.”

“I’m sorry, Mom. I tried to make Thanksgiving happen, but—”

“I said don’t worry about it. I know you work hard, honey. Now come on inside. The dogs will be happy to see you.”

Her mom’s English bulldogs ignored her entirely as she came in, as they had their entire lives. Both had eyes only for her mom, and both were clearly ecstatic to see her, despite her short absence, their thick bodies wagging with delight. Finally, one of them gave Nicole’s hand a quick, snuffling, slobbery sniff before he raced back to his favorite person.

The tiny living room was sparsely furnished—two overstuffed armchairs, a coffee table, and the big flat-screen—everything exactly as it had been when her dad was still alive. Her mom had put up a tiny Christmas tree in the only available corner—a plastic one, this year, Nicole was sad to see. It hadn’t been decorated yet.

“Your room’s all set up for you,” Annette said, still crouched and petting the dogs. “Go ahead and get settled. Feel free to lie down for a bit while I get lunch together.”

Nicole’s room had been her childhood bedroom, and it wasn’t a shrine, as she’d seen in some of her friends’ homes after they moved out. Her parents had needed the space, and it had functioned as a guest room/craft room since she’d left for college almost twenty years ago. Very little of her own past was here.

Her mom’s house was miniature—two bedrooms, one bath, and slightly under a thousand square feet, but she was lucky to have it and keep it in the current local market. Nicole and her parents had moved here from an apartment complex when she was a kid, and it had been a rental then. Her dad had managed to save enough to convince the absentee landlord to sell it to them during the housing crisis, and now, despite its miniscule size, the house was worth hundreds of thousands of dollars. Luckily her dad’s life insurance policy had been enough to keep up with the taxes after his death. Glenwood Springs was not a cheap place to live.

Nicole flopped down onto the bed, too tired to go back outside and drag her luggage in. She’d had to pack a lot for this trip, so it would take several trips in and out to get it all inside. Maybe a quick nap would get her going again.

Her mom knocked a bit later, startling her upright.

“Nicole? You decent?”

How many times has she asked me that from behind that door? “Come on in!”

Her mother poked her head in, smiling. “Take a nap?”

Nicole nodded, rubbing her face. “Was I out long?”

“No. Half an hour, maybe. Come on and get up, now, and we can have some lunch.”

All her luggage and equipment from the car had been set outside her bedroom door.

“Oh, Mom! Come on. You didn’t have to do that.”

Her mom shrugged and kept walking into the little kitchen. Somehow, in the last half hour, her mom had managed to unload her car and create a giant spread of food. Several different kinds of breads, crudité, chips, premade salads, and cheeses covered the island.

“Jeez, Mom. Feeding an army here?”

“Driving’s hungry business, Nicole. Your dad always said so, anyway.”

Her father had been a truck driver, and yes, he always came home ravenous. As she loaded her plate, she saw the wisdom in this claim, as her hunger woke with the sight of the food, and she served herself huge portions of several things. The dogs were watching her mother closely, waiting for the inevitable snack thrown their way, but, as always, they ignored Nicole.

She and her mom both finished their meals in relative silence, commenting once or twice on the food, but otherwise absorbed in eating. Nicole finally pushed her plate away.

“Soooo.” Annette pursed her lips.

“Soooo,” Nicole responded, grinning and suddenly excited.

Her mom slapped her arm playfully. “Stop teasing. You said you had a surprise for me. Do I have to wait for Christmas, or can you tell me now?”

Nicole pretended to think about it, then cracked a wide grin and grabbed her mother’s hand. “I can tell you now.”

“What is it?”

“Well, I’m not pregnant, if that’s what you’re thinking.”

Her mom slapped her arm again. “Well, jeez, I know that, honey. I would be goddamned surprised, considering.”

Nicole snorted. “Right?”

“Okay. Now what is it?”

“So, you know how I’m here early this year?”

“Yes. You told me you were coming twice this month—once now and once for Christmas.”

“And you must have noticed all the stuff I brought with me.”

“I did. I thought maybe you wanted to take some pictures while you were here.”

Nicole grinned. “Well, I’m not coming twice.”

“Oh?”

“Nope! I’m here until mid-January.”

Annette’s eyebrows shot up before she beamed at her. “What do you mean? You’re going to be here all month?”

“Yes! You’ve got me for almost six weeks. That is, if it’s okay with you. I could always get a hotel for part—”

“Oh, for God’s sake, Nicole. Of course you’re staying here. Do you think I’ve got some grand plans or something? I’m so happy, honey. How did you manage it?”

“Well, you know how I’ve been saying that I wanted to get some work here? So I could stay longer?”

“Yes?”

“That’s what happened! The City of Glenwood hired me to do some photography for their new tourism campaign.”

“Oh, wow!” Annette said, clapping. “That’s so wonderful! Is it enough money?”

It wasn’t—not by a long shot. Nicole normally made a great deal of money this time of year—sometimes more than a quarter of her yearly income over the next six weeks. Most of her paying photography work the rest of the year was commercial—food photography and the like—but she made an exception this time of year for what she’d started her career with: families and weddings, mostly because it paid so well during the holidays. She’d often do Christmas photos right up until the day she normally came here for a visit. And New Year’s Eve was a popular wedding date. She also always had a great deal of work in early January, too, with pre-Valentine’s photo packages. But she had some savings, and she’d always promised herself if she could get any kind of work here in her hometown, she’d stay longer. The pay for her job this month with the city wasn’t a terrible amount of money, but she wasn’t about to confess any of this to her mother.

“It’s plenty, Mom,” Nicole said instead, squeezing her hand.

She saw a flicker of doubt flash across her mom’s face, but the next moment, Annette had pulled her into a tight hug.

When they both drew back, Annette’s eyes were wet again. “I’m so happy, Nicole. It’s the best gift you could have given me. All I want is to spend time with you.”

“I’m glad too, Mom. I like being here with you.”

They sat quietly again, both smiling, her mother occasionally wiping her eyes.

“Tell me about this job, then. What kinds of pictures do they want you to take?”

Nicole paused, trying to summarize. “All kinds, really. They want the whole shebang. They want to sell the city for vacationers, weddings, backpackers, skiers, that kind of thing. I’ll be going to the usual tourist sites, but also some trails, the resorts, looking for wild animals—anything that will sell the town to someone with vacation hours to burn.”

“That sounds interesting, actually.”

She nodded. In fact, while Nicole was a successful photographer and made a very good living at it, the work that paid the bills could be fairly boring and repetitive. Her fine photography had been featured in galleries and museums, and her show collections often sold well, but that kind of work was always secondary to her main income stream. Getting to do a variety of shoots here in Glenwood over the next month was one more perk to this city job. Still, there was a catch, and she winced when she remembered it.

“What?” Annette asked, reading her clearly, as always.

“It’s nothing,” Nicole said, not wanting, in any way, to dampen her mom’s joy.

“What is it? You looked like somebody goosed you.”

Nicole sighed. She’d wanted to avoid this conversation altogether—the feelings, at least on her end, it would bring up, which her mom was aware of. But of course she should have known that her mother would get it out of her at the first whiff.

“There’s just a small wrinkle,” Nicole finally said, shrugging and not making eye contact.

“What do you mean? What kind of wrinkle?”

“I’m not working alone. The city hired two of us.”

“Who’s the other photographer?”

“Someone local.”

“Someone local?” Annette’s forehead wrinkled and then cleared. “Oh. It’s Quinn, right?”

Nicole sighed. “Yes. It’s Quinn.”

* * *

Nineteen Years Ago: December 1999

Nicole leapt into the air, slapping the huge paper banner that hung across the hallway and nearly tearing it. She landed poorly, stumbled, and almost dropped her portfolio. Her friend Kevin laughed and punched her arm.

“You’re gonna get caught,” he said, peering around, clearly expecting a teacher.

“So what? Who cares? Five months and we’re out of here, man. What’s the worst that could happen?”

Kevin shuddered. “Detention with Coach Briggs.”

Nicole shuddered, too. “That’s true. Sorry. I guess I’m just excited.”

“About the Winter Dance?” Kevin pointed up at the banner.

Nicole rolled her eyes. “As if. No—it’s this big, full-ride scholarship thing I told you about.”

“Oh, yeah? Isn’t that application due?”

“Yep. I have to mail everything by Friday to meet the deadline.”

“How much of it do you have done?”

“The photographs are developed, but I have to get them, what do you call it, scanned and loaded or whatever. That’s why I’m going to the computer lab.”

Kevin paused, frowning. “Wait—you’re not coming in to work?”

She and Kevin had worked at Dairy Queen together. The job had been only marginally tolerable because they both worked there and goofed around all shift eating ice cream and having food fights.

Nicole winced. “Actually, Kevin, I quit.”

“What? What do you mean you quit! When the hell did that happen?”

Nicole winced further. “A few days ago?”

“What the hell, Nicole? When were you going to tell me?”

She sighed. “I’m sorry. I wanted to tell you sooner, but I chickened out. I knew you wouldn’t be happy about it.”

“Well, no shit, Nicole! Now what am I going to do? You know I have to work there, right? To save up for college next year? It’s not like Glenwood Springs has a million jobs for teenagers or anything. I mean, isn’t that why you were working there?”

“That’s the thing, Kevin. If I get this scholarship, I won’t need to work there anymore.”

“That’s a pretty goddamn big ‘if,’ though.”

“But I won’t even have a chance at the ‘if’ if I spend all my spare time making Dilly Bars.”

“But you just said the application is due Friday. What are you going to do after that?”

Nicole shrugged. “Wait, I guess. Or maybe see if I can find some more scholarships to apply for. And Mom can always get me some work at the hotel, if I need some extra cash.”

“You bitch,” Kevin said, but with little rancor. Nicole relaxed.

They’d walked together to the computer lab, and she stopped in front of the doors, turning fully toward him.

“Tell you what—if I get this scholarship, we’ll have a big blow-out celebration with some of my savings. A real, honest-to-God party at the end of the year.”

Kevin seemed skeptical, his brows lowered and his lips puckered. “Yeah? Doing what? Where? Drinking Kool-Aid in your parents’ two-bedroom shack?”

She smacked his arm. “Harsh, man. No—I’ll rent something. It will be like an alternative prom or something, only for us freaks.”

His expression brightened at once, and he beamed, showing his braces. “Yeah? That sounds cool. Good luck, in that case.”

She smacked his shoulder again and waved as he left. She watched him walk toward the bus stand before she turned back to the lab doors. She’d never been in here before, and while she had several appointments booked on the computer and scanner this week, she was still anxious. Outside of the very few, infrequent computer sessions she’d had in middle school playing Oregon Trail, she’d never worked with computers. Her parents certainly couldn’t afford one. Nicole had been meaning to take an extracurricular class to learn the basics, but she’d never found the time in her schedule. She took a deep breath and opened the door.

Quinn Zelinski looked back at her from one of the computers. Nicole froze, as always, when she caught sight of her. She and Quinn had gone all the way through school together, from kindergarten till now, their senior year. That entire time, they’d run in overlapping friend circles but were not, themselves, friends. They’d been in near contact in various classes and activities since their first day of school. They’d also attended the same parties the last couple of years, hung out with a lot of the same people. Like her, Quinn was interested in art and photography, and now in their senior year, a good portion of their day was taken up by various classes that ran as art studios. Both, without speaking about it, always sat as far away as possible in their crowded classrooms. They weren’t antagonistic or hostile, by any means, but they kept their distance.

Nicole had had a massive crush on Quinn since the moment she saw her in kindergarten. Her friends teased her that this crush was blatantly obvious from the way she stared at and mooned over Quinn all the time. And Quinn seemed to know about her feelings, too, either through mutual friends or the constant dopey, dazed look on Nicole’s face when she was around.

Today Quinn was wearing a cute hoodie Nicole had seen her in before—maroon with mini black skulls. She’d recently shaved one side of her head, and the hoop earrings and studs that ran up the length of her ear shone in the bright neon light. She’d brushed the rest of her blond waves over to the other side of her head and was wearing her usual palette of heavy eyeliner and dark lipstick. Her jeans were shredded and safety-pinned, her tall, black combat boots polished to a shine. She was a punk vision.

“Can I help you?” Quinn finally asked.

Nicole cleared her throat, almost choking on the sudden dryness, and stepped into the room, the heavy lab door slamming shut behind her. She flinched and gave Quinn a wry smile.

“Sorry.”

Quinn shrugged. “It happens.”

This was possibly the longest conversation they’d ever had, and Nicole was suddenly lost. She had no idea what to say next.

“So why are you here?” Quinn asked.

Nicole snapped back into reality. “What? Oh. I have an appointment. I’m supposed to learn how to use the scanner so I can scan some stuff and load it.”

Quinn turned slightly and grabbed a nearby clipboard. She reviewed it briefly.

“I see. You have it booked all week. I’m sorry—I didn’t look at this yet.” She stood and gestured at a large machine in the corner. “Do you know how it works?”

“No. I was hoping Mr. Anderson could show me.” Mr. Anderson was the computer and journalism teacher here at Glenwood High.

Quinn shook her head. “Mr. Anderson doesn’t work here after school—he does yearbook in the fall. It’s just me here till five every day. But I can show you.”

Nicole’s stomach dropped with excited dread, and she approached closely enough that she caught a whiff of Quinn’s perfume—something floral, maybe, covering a slight hint of clove cigarettes. She watched as Quinn turned on a nearby computer. As they waited, neither of them talked, and Nicole was struck by the stunning fact that she could think of literally nothing to say.

“Okay,” Quinn finally said, still in her chair. “What kind of storage device do you have?”

“What’s that?”

Quinn frowned. “You know—like something to save your work on?”

Nicole lifted her shoulders. “I don’t know what you mean.”

Quinn’s frown deepened. “You know, so you can take whatever you scan with you when you leave?”

Nicole started sweating despite the room’s coolness. This was the same shame she always experienced when she ran into something she didn’t know about, or had never done before, especially when that something related to her family’s lack of money.

“I don’t…I mean, I’m not used to working with computers. This is my first time. I don’t know anything about them.”

Quinn’s faced cleared, and she reached out as if to touch Nicole, dropping her hand just before making contact.

“Oh. I’m sorry, Nicole. I didn’t mean to—”

“It’s okay,” Nicole said quickly, desperate to get past their mutual embarrassment.

Quinn gave her a soft smile, the first Nicole had ever experienced directed her way, and Nicole’s stomach did that funny swooping sensation again. Damn, she was cute.

“All right, so let me explain,” Quinn said. “Basically, when you save something on a computer, it has to go somewhere. It can stay here on the computer’s hard drive,” she patted the computer’s box itself, “or it can go somewhere else.” She gestured vaguely at the world. “I’m assuming you need to take whatever it is with you? What do you need to scan?”

Nicole held up her portfolio. “A bunch of my photographs, and then I need to mail them out somehow.”

“Ah, okay.” Quinn stood up and went over to a small storage locker. She fiddled with the combination before pulling out a small, blue plastic box.

“This is called a Zip drive,” she said, handing it to Nicole. “It’s big enough to hold a lot of files on it but, as you can see, pretty portable, too.”

“Great! Perfect! Can I have this one?”

Quinn shook her head. “That one’s mine. I wanted to show it to you, so you’d know what to buy.”

“Okay. So where can I get one?”

Quinn shrugged. “I had my dad order that one for me. I mean, they might have them at Kmart, but I’m pretty sure you’ll have to go to Grand Junction to get one right away.”

“Grand Junction? Really?” Nicole’s stomach twisted. She’d taken the bus once or twice to Grand, but it was a long trip, and only a couple of busses a day ran there. She’d have to miss a day of school, and it also meant losing all day with the scanner today and probably tomorrow, too. Suddenly, Friday seemed much too soon to get this done.

Nicole groaned. “Well, shit. I guess I won’t be able to do this after all.”

“What do you need all these photographs scanned for?”

“I’m applying for a scholarship. The Mary Sheen? Ever heard of it?”

Quinn’s expression flickered with some unreadable emotion. “Yes. I’ve heard of it.”

“Anyway—I have to send them in with the application by Friday to be eligible.”

Quinn bit her lip, gazing at the floor. Nicole’s stomach started its weird dance again. Damn, she was more than cute up close like this.

Quinn’s pale-blue eyes met hers, and Nicole watched a strange expression—regret? sorrow? acceptance?—pass across her face. Finally, Quinn sighed.

“Okay, Nicole—let’s do this. Go ahead and use my Zip today and tomorrow. I have a pretty big hard drive at home. Then, once you have your own, we’ll transfer everything over to yours.”

Nicole could hardly believe it. “You’d do that for me?”

Quinn stared at her for a long beat before shrugging. “Sure. Just make sure you get your own this week, okay?”

Nicole nodded eagerly. “Thank you, thank you!”

Quinn smiled broadly this time, a light blush dusting her dimpled cheeks, and Nicole realized then that she would do about anything in her power to see that smile again.

“No problem,” Quinn said, clearing her throat. “All right. So let me show you how to do this. I’ll scan a couple of photographs, walk you through a couple, and then leave you to it, all right?”

“Yes. Thank you, again, Quinn. You’re a lifesaver.”

Quinn moved to sit down again, and Nicole grabbed a second chair to drag closer, sitting as near as she dared. Quinn was very patient, showing her each step more than the few times she’d initially suggested. Finally, on the tenth photograph or so, she turned to Nicole, indicating the scanner.

“I think you’ve got this now. You okay to keep working alone?”

Nicole wanted to stay here sitting next to Quinn for the rest of the day, but that was selfish. Actually, she’d grasped the whole process much sooner—three or four photos ago—and she had bumbled a couple of steps on purpose to continue the lesson. But she couldn’t play stupid forever.

“I’ve definitely got it,” she said. “Thanks for making everything so clear.”

That color was back in Quinn’s cheeks, and Nicole had to fight an urge to reach out and touch her, pull her closer, and kiss her senseless. Quinn’s eyes widened slightly, as if she’d seen something of this longing in Nicole’s expression, and she stood up, clearing her throat again, nervously.

“Okay. I’m here if you need me.”

Nicole couldn’t help the stab of sorrow. “Okay,” she managed to say.

Quinn turned as if to move away and then stopped. Her eyes shifted to the floor again, and she bit her lip. “Oh, and Nicole?”

“Yes?”

“Your photographs are really beautiful. You’re incredibly talented.”

Nicole’s jaw dropped and she watched, mouth still wide, as Quinn moved back across the room to her original computer. Nicole had to force herself to turn around to stop staring at her, her heart hammering. Her hands were shaking too hard to do much of anything for several minutes. Maybe, just maybe, she likes me, too. The happiness that followed this possibility lifted her heart for the rest of the day.

The next two days passed in a similar fashion. She would come by after school and stay until Quinn had to lock up. They would chat, very briefly, when she first got there and when they left together, and they even walked out to Quinn’s car Wednesday. It almost looked like Quinn was going to offer her a ride, but Nicole made her excuses before that could happen. She could hardly be near her without making an ass of herself. Plus, she didn’t want Quinn to see her house. She wasn’t exactly ashamed of it, but she didn’t want to see how Quinn would react. She didn’t want pity.

In the meantime, Nicole was hitting up every person she knew for a ride to Grand Junction. No one was willing or able to do it, and Nicole’s dad was out of town this week on a long haul. Her mom didn’t drive beyond here and there to the grocery and Kmart, so asking her was out of the question. Nicole hadn’t gotten her license, so she couldn’t borrow her car, either. Kmart told her, when she called, that they could get one in by early January, the holidays slowing everything down.

Finally desperate on Thursday afternoon, the last day she had the scanner reserved, Nicole used her lunch break to go to the bank for a withdrawal. She took three hundred dollars with her to the lab after school. Walking into the room, she stumbled slightly, as usual, at the sight of Quinn. She was, despite the chilly weather, wearing a plaid skirt and a lacy black top—the skin above her knee-high boots exposed and terribly appealing. Once again, the heavy doors slammed behind her, making both of them jump.

Nicole grimaced. “Sorry, again.”

“It’s okay. I’m used to it by now.”

Nicole grabbed one of the computer chairs and dragged it close to Quinn, sitting down and pulling out the envelope of cash.

“Listen. I have a big problem. I tried to get one of the Zip drive thingies, but I can’t seem to get my hands on one. They’re sold out all over the place because of Christmas. But I have some money here. Kmart sells theirs for two hundred dollars, so I wanted to see if you would be willing to sell me yours. For a profit, I mean. This is three hundred dollars.”

Quinn stared down at the offered envelope for a long time. That earlier, troubled, unreadable emotion clouded her expression again, but after a long, awkward moment, she took the envelope.

“Okay, Nicole. But you don’t have to pay me extra for it. My dad bought it for me.”

Nicole grinned and stood up. “Well, think of it like a service fee. I wouldn’t have anything if it weren’t for you.”

“I do get paid to be here, Nicole. It’s my job to help you.”

“You work downtown, too, right?” Nicole asked. “At that cheesy Old West photo place?”

Quinn didn’t appear surprised that Nicole knew this fact. “Yes. On the weekends. My dad owns it.”

Nicole winced. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to call it cheesy.”

Quinn shrugged. “It’s okay. It is cheesy. But it’s kind of fun, too.”

Nicole relaxed a bit, glad her faux pas had been forgiven. “Well, then, think of the extra money like a present. A Christmas present for being…you. I mean, for how nice you are and stuff.” This was as close to flirting as she’d had courage for at any point this week, and she held her breath, waiting for a rejection.

Quinn’s eyes stayed on the envelope in her hands, one corner of her mouth lifting slightly, and Nicole once again had to move away from her to stop herself from doing something—hugging her (or more). They weren’t like that together. Yet.

Finally, Quinn’s eyes met hers. “Okay. I’ll take it. College isn’t free, after all.”

Nicole’s heart soared with joy. She’d flirted with her and offered her a gift, and both had been accepted. That was step one on her path to something more.

The next two hours passed more quickly than usual. Once she’d gotten the hang of the whole scanning thing on Monday, the work itself was tedious. Put a picture down, close the lid of the doohickey, hit the scan button, wait, check the image, replace the photo, repeat. Pretty boring, really. But today, since this was the last batch, the time seemed to slip by quickly. It helped that Quinn was busy, too. It was almost Christmas break, which meant a lot of people needed help with their final projects. Nicole could watch Quinn helping the other students that came in without censor. Normally, if they were in here alone, she had to school herself not to simply stare at her. Now, as she waited for each scan, she could turn her head Quinn’s way and look at her for several seconds at a time, knowing she wouldn’t be caught. A couple of Quinn’s friends had come in for help today, and she was laughing with them about something, the sound more appealing than the greatest symphony on earth, her face a masterwork of angelic joy. Nicole would give anything to elicit a response like that from her.

After finishing the last of her scans and checking all her images one last time, she also finished printing the catalogue Quinn had helped her put together. Nicole was a very slow typist, which usually meant she spent most of the time her images were scanning typing the descriptions, but there had been fewer of those to write up today, too. She was wasting time when it came right down to it. She wanted to catch Quinn alone before leaving.

Finally, Quinn’s friends left, and Nicole quickly grabbed everything she’d been pretending to finish. Quinn looked up at her expectantly as she approached, her eyes flickering up at the clock, apparently surprised.

“You’re finished early?”

“I am. I couldn’t have done any of this without you. You’re a lifesaver. Thank you.”

“You’re welcome. I liked…” Quinn shook her head, her cheeks coloring a bit.

Nicole’s heart skipped. “You liked what?”

Quinn met her gaze, confident and assured. “I liked helping you. Spending time with you.”

With something like a thunderclap of recognition, Nicole realized she’d been reading this tension between them the wrong way. She’d been avoiding Quinn all these years because she had a crush on her, and now she understood that Quinn had been doing the same thing. This direct response was clear.

“Do you want…I mean would you like to…” Nicole stammered.

Quinn lifted a sculpted, pierced eyebrow. “Would I like to what?”

Nicole took a deep breath and forced it out. “Do you wanna hang out some time? Together, I mean, outside of school?”

Quinn smiled. “I’d like that a lot. What did you have in mind?”

It was on the tip of Nicole’s tongue to ask her on a date. She’d been working herself up to it all week, and now, with what Quinn had said earlier, she was pretty sure she’d get the right response. She even knew where to take her—a new bistro had opened downtown that was very date-friendly. Still, her nerves betrayed her, and she blurted out the first thing she could think of.

“Oh! There’s a party this weekend.”

“A party?”

“At Corey Kidson’s place,” Nicole added.

“I know. I was planning on going.”

“Oh.”

Nicole desperately tried to recover the moment they’d had. Quinn looked, if anything, disappointed by this exchange. She was expecting me to ask her on a date. Nicole took a deep breath, willing herself to fix this, to ask her out to anything—anything at all. But she couldn’t do it.

“So I’ll see you there?” Quinn asked.

Nicole’s shoulders sagged with regret. “Yes. I’ll see you there. Maybe we can…split a beer or something.”

Quinn nodded slightly and continued to stare at her, expectation obvious in her posture, and Nicole could only lamely excuse herself, nearly running for the door.






Chapter Ten: Quinn 

The next morning, as they drove the short distance together, Quinn was tempted to ask her dad where he’d been all evening. After the fake wedding, she’d gone home, taken a nap, and then waited for him to show for dinner. When he hadn’t responded to her calls or messages early that evening, she started calling around town at some of his favorite haunts, and, right as she was about to devolve into a full-on panic, she managed to find a trace of him. His friend Ronnie was running the bar at his favorite restaurant, and she’d spoken with him briefly about two hours earlier. Ronnie told her that he’d been with an older, pretty woman who matched the description of Nicole’s mom. Quinn spent the rest of the evening trying to not think about what that meant.

Now they were here in his rental car, driving together to Nicole’s mom’s place. Her dad was humming along to his favorite show tunes on the radio, spruced up and far more dapper than a simple lunch with relative strangers dictated. In fact, next to him, she was distinctly underdressed.

Quinn had never really known her birth mother. When she was about eight years old, her mom left them and never came back, and Quinn had no idea where she’d gone then or where she was now. Her dad hadn’t exactly forbidden talk of her, but he hadn’t invited questions, either. Eventually Quinn didn’t want to ask. Except for the divorce papers that appeared in the mail a couple of years after her mother left, her parents never had contact again, as far as she knew.

Her dad had dated quite a lot when he was younger, but never seriously. Back then, he’d see women off and on for a couple of months, sometimes longer, but Quinn rarely met any of them. Then, sometime in her late twenties, he’d either stopped dating altogether or stopped telling her about it. She’d suspected, once, that he was involved with someone in Flagstaff, where he lived now, but when she finally outright asked him about her, he’d claimed they were just friends.

So all of this—disappearing for an evening, getting dressed up for lunch, his obvious enthusiasm to see Annette again—was entirely out of character.

“Uh, Dad?”

“Yes?”

Quinn glanced his way and then stared out the windshield again, mouth dry. She wanted to know, but she also didn’t want to know—the two feelings equal in strength.

“Never mind.”

He grabbed her hand, squeezing it. “You okay? You seem a little nervous.”

“I’m okay. Tired, I guess.”

“I bet. You’re working two jobs this month. That’s rough on anyone. I’m glad you have such a great assistant this year at the studio.”

Normally, even with an assistant, Quinn worked every weekend. The studio was always busy during the holidays. But her assistant Kim was entirely competent and levelheaded. She was a master’s student doing fieldwork for her thesis in geology in the nearby caves, but she needed real cash. It was now Kim’s school break, so she was able to work fulltime through mid-January, which had essentially made this job for the city possible.

“Yeah. She’s great. I don’t know what I’d do without her.”

He was quiet for a long beat before he glanced her way. He hesitated a moment longer before asking, “Are you worried about seeing Nicole again?”

Eighteen years ago, she’d come home from the Non-Prom at the hotel dressed in lingerie and a coat and nothing else, face streaked with tears and makeup. He’d been so startled when she came in, he hadn’t even tried to stop her as she stormed up to her room. He’d given her an hour and then insisted on coming in. He’d gotten the whole story out of her, being remarkably decent about everything, including the fact that she was gay and had stolen some of his champagne. They’d spent the next day on the couch together, eating ice cream and pizza, watching and laughing at bad 70s science-fiction films together—their comfort viewing to this day.

Quinn sighed. “I mean, I sort of am, but I’m starting to get used to seeing her, too.”

He nodded, focused on the road. They were close to Annette’s place now, and a trill of nerves fluttered her stomach. She was fooling herself and basically lying to her dad. She was never going to “get used” to Nicole. She would always feel this giddy and stupid and panicky just thinking about her.

As they pulled into the driveway, Quinn saw new decorations throughout the front yard and lights strung up around the eaves, windows, and several trees. Knowing how busy the last few days had been for Nicole, Annette must have decided to go all out on her own.

As she and her dad got out of the car, the front door opened, and Nicole came out to greet them, Annette standing inside the doorway.

“Hello!” Nicole said, holding out a hand to her dad. “I’m sorry I didn’t get a chance to properly meet you yesterday. It’s Jack, right?”

He shook her hand. “That’s right. Nice to meet you, too, Nicole.”

Nicole turned her way, gesturing to the side a bit. “Can I talk to you about a work thing real quick?”

Quinn frowned, confused, but when she saw Nicole’s head tilt briefly toward her dad, she realized what this was about.

“Sure. We’ll be right there, Dad.”

Her dad looked confused, but Annette called to him, and he joined her, the two of them hugging in the doorway before disappearing inside.

“Did you see your dad last night?” Nicole asked.

Quinn shook her head. “Nope. Not once. And he didn’t explain anything this morning, either. Didn’t even mention all the texts I sent him or anything. It’s like he was pretending nothing happened.”

“Same here. My mom wasn’t home when I went to sleep. I don’t even know if she came home last night at all. I was really tired and slept until about nine this morning, so I don’t know when she made it back.”

Quinn couldn’t help a giggle, and Nicole joined her a moment later, each of them covering her mouth with one hand.

“So are they—” Quinn began.

Nicole shook her head. “I don’t know, and I’m not sure I want to. Not until they tell us, anyway. They can keep their secrets, for now.”

“I never thought of my dad as a Lothario before.”

“Well, he better be a nice one.”

Quinn squeezed her arm, briefly. “He’s a very nice man. I can’t imagine he’d do anything to hurt your mom.”

Nicole grinned at her and winked. “Let’s hope so, or I’ll have to give him a stern talking-to.”

They went inside, and Quinn was not at all surprised to see their parents standing somewhat close together, the heads bent near each other. Her dad was grinning, broadly, and Annette was laughing at something. It took a long time for the two of them to notice her and Nicole, and neither seemed even remotely embarrassed or aware of how they appeared, standing so close.

“Are you okay?” Annette finally asked. “You look…” She glanced at her dad. “What’s the expression on their faces, Jack?”

“Suspicious,” her dad said, squinting.

“We were just wondering—” Nicole said, but Quinn elbowed her, hard, to stop her. Nicole winced, her mouth pinched against laughter.

“Never mind!” Quinn said, taking her hand. “Let’s eat. I’m starving.”

Quinn wasn’t sure why she didn’t want to hear the response to Nicole’s question. Actually, if their parents came right out and told them they were dating, or whatever they were doing, she’d be happy for them. But interrogating them about it was another thing entirely. She’d rather they spoke up when they were ready to do so. Already, they looked cozy and comfortable together, like old friends, if nothing else.

Annette had set up a kind of buffet lunch in the kitchen. Quinn had forgotten that she was holding Nicole’s hand until the four of them were crowded around the food. Nicole didn’t seem to notice their hands either, but both of their parents had, her dad’s eyes bugging slightly at the sight, Annette’s eyebrows so high they were hidden in her bangs. Quinn dropped her hand naturally, reaching for a plate, keeping her eyes averted from their curious gaze.

Quinn’s hands were shaking slightly as she loaded up with food, and she cursed her nerves. She was going to give something away if she kept acting like this. Nicole, as if sensing some of this anxiety, met her gaze and winked. Nicole was wearing her glasses today—square and black and bold, and more attractive than they had any right to be. She, like her mom and Quinn’s dad, had dressed up a bit for what was supposed to be a casual lunch. Nicole was in a cute, retro-style knee-length red-and-white dress with a green ascot, looking very much like a punk Christmas queen. More than the food was making Quinn’s mouth water.

“You okay?” Nicole asked, almost whispering.

Quinn, realizing she’d been staring at her, managed to turn her daze into a wide smile. They stood on the other side of the kitchen from their parents, but she kept her voice low nonetheless.

“I’m great.” She glanced around, trying to distract from the blush warming her cheeks. “Uh, where are the dogs?”

“They’re at doggy daycare today. Mom thought it was best. They’re not great with strange men.”

Quinn laughed. “Well, my dad’s not great with dogs, either. We’ll have to make sure that’s not a problem.”

“Drinks, everyone?” Annette called, indicating an enormous punch bowl next to her.

They all grabbed a glass of what Annette called Holly Jolly—a red concoction that smelled sweet and boozy. Then, loaded with food and drink, they went back into the tiny living room, where a card table had been set up near the little Christmas tree. The room had been thoroughly decorated—red and green and white streamers, cardboard cutouts that reminded her of elementary school, oversized plastic candy canes, decorative Christmas pillows, a Christmas blanket on each of the armchairs, and crocheted candles on nearly every surface. The card table had a vinyl Santa-themed tablecloth, and the centerpiece was a tiny, battery-powered lighted tree with miniature ornaments.

As the four of them sat down, Quinn glanced over at her dad, wondering how he was taking all of this. When she was growing up, he’d essentially banned holiday decor. She’d always assumed it had something to do with her mom but had never gotten up the courage to ask for an explanation. Theirs had been the only house on the block without a wreath or any outside lights, and while he’d allowed a Christmas tree, they put only lights on it—none of the glittery tinsel, garland, or baubles and ornaments hanging on the tree here. To this day, she didn’t even decorate the studio, some part of her knowing her dad wouldn’t like it, even if he stopped in only once or twice while he visited for the holidays.

If he objected to the overwhelming decor, he didn’t let on, his gaze rooted on Annette, Annette’s on his. Quinn shared an amused exchange with Nicole, both trying very hard not to laugh.

Her dad, as if suddenly coming back to reality, shook himself a bit and held up his glass of punch. “Well, then. Thanks for welcoming us to your home. Here’s to old and new friends.”

“Hear, hear!” Quinn and the others said, and then everyone clinked glasses.

Quinn took a long swallow and almost choked at the burn of booze that hit her throat. Her dad started coughing and laughing, and Annette pounded him on the back, laughing with him. As she watched the two of them continue to interact, she couldn’t help a rising sense of something like hope. Her dad was a calm, subdued kind of guy. A woman like Annette, who was clearly a bit livelier, frankly, would be a good influence. Regardless of what kind of relationship might develop, she liked them together. Nicole was smiling at them too, clearly thinking something similar.

“Jack,” Annette said. “Now that we’ve eaten, can I ask you and Quinn for some help today?”

“Mom…” Nicole said, shaking her head.

“Oh, pooh-pooh, Nicole,” Annette said, swatting a hand at her. “We need help, and you know it. I have some more lights to hang, and the cookies need doing. Would you be willing to stay a bit after lunch?”

“Of course,” her dad said, gaze rooted on Annette. “Anything we can do to help.”

Quinn sat quietly with Nicole as their parents bustled into their outdoor wear, chatting and heading outside. She and Nicole were still seated at the table when they closed the door behind them, their focus entirely on each other.

“Well, well,” Nicole said. “I guess things are moving along faster than I thought.”

Quinn almost reached out to take her hand again, but stopped herself at the last moment, clenching it in her lap.

“We’ve been left to our own devices, I guess,” she said.

“Yes,” Nicole said. “But we do have like a million cookies to do.”

“So early?” Christmas was still over a week away.

“Uh-huh,” Nicole said. “My mom makes them for all her friends and their families. They stay pretty fresh in the freezer, believe it or not. Well, if we remember to save some of them for ourselves.”

“So what do we need to do?”

“Decorate,” Nicole said, standing up. She started gathering plates. “We can work in here or in the kitchen, whatever you like.”

“If it’s easier in the kitchen, let’s do it in there.”

Quinn grabbed the rest of the glasses and cutlery and followed Nicole. They worked together to put the lunch things away and clean up before Nicole started getting the decorating materials out. This took some time. There were several different kinds of frosting applicators, big and small, as well as a number of different kinds of jimmies and sprinkles and other candy toppers. Nicole continued to put things onto the island for a couple of minutes—so much that Quinn could almost believe this was a joke, the materials were so over-the-top.

“Uh, wow,” Quinn said when Nicole finally stopped.

Nicole’s expression was slightly grim. “Yeah. I know. It’s kind of crazy. Listen—you don’t have to do any of this if you don’t want to. You could watch a movie or something instead. It’s a lot to ask.”

Quinn shook her head. “No. It’s fine. I’m just surprised. And I’ll need you to show me how, okay?”

Nicole’s returning smile was breathtaking. “Of course! Let me get some of the cookies from the freezer. We’ll do a couple together, and then we can work on our own.”

She came back a couple of minutes later from the basement carrying four plastic trays with frozen sugar cookies.

Seeing her expression, Nicole laughed. “You should see the freezer down there. My mom does chocolate chip, ginger snaps, oatmeal raisin, shortbread, peanut-butter blossoms, raspberry Linzer, and spritzes. It’s insane. Lucky for us, she does all the simpler decorating on the others last-minute—you know, dusting with sugar, that kind of thing. We only have to decorate the sugar cookies ahead of time.”

“Wow. Pretty different than what I’m used to.”

“No Christmas cookies at your house?”

She shrugged. “No, never like this. I mean, sometimes we’ll get something from the store—”

Nicole covered her ears dramatically. “Don’t tell me that! I can’t hear about it, or you’ll be literally drowning in cookies when my mom finds out.” She paused, standing on her tiptoes to look outside in the backyard. “It might be too late already. She has a sixth sense about this kind of thing.”

Quinn’s face was warm and hot, like the rest of her. She liked being here in this tiny kitchen, joking around like this. She and her dad always had such a quiet holiday together, it was hard to remember that other people went all out like this. Plus, both Nicole and her mom were nice—approachable, friendly, easy to be with. Now that some of the awkwardness had worn off between the two of them, Quinn could honestly say she liked being around Nicole, even if she was tempted, sometimes, to say or do something she’d regret. She wasn’t sure she’d ever get over that.

“So,” she said, turning to her tray of cookies. “What do you want me to do?”

“How about I decorate one first to show you what we’re going for. Or, if you prefer, I could just show you one without demonstrating first?”

“Do one first, please, and tell me what you’re doing as you go along.”

Nicole picked up a tree-shape cookie and then grabbed a very narrow-tipped tube of white frosting.

“With the tree, I like to outline first. That helps the rest of the frosting stay inside the lines.” She traced around the entire tree and picked up some green frosting with a slightly broader tip. “Then I color it in,” which took a bit longer, “and then I decorate it.” She took some pieces of the red, bead-like candy and placed them strategically in the field of green. Then, using the narrow white again, she drew some branches. Finished, she reviewed it before turning it Quinn’s way. “That’s about it.”

The resulting cookie looked as if it had come from an upscale bakery. Nicole obviously didn’t recognize what an incredibly expert job she’d done, nor that she’d made it look very easy with her practiced technique.

“Oh, that’s all?” Quinn asked.

Nicole’s brows lowered “What?”

Quinn shook her head and took the white frosting from her, their fingers touching briefly. She attempted the smooth, one-line edging Nicole had used all the way around one of her tree-shaped cookies and made an immediate mess.

“You can’t squeeze that hard,” Nicole said, frowning and peering down at the cookie.

Quinn laughed. “I was barely touching it.”

Nicole’s frown deepened. “Let’s try another. I’ll do the outline for you, and then you can fill in the green. Okay?”

“Sure.”

Nicole passed her the outlined tree a few seconds later, and when Quinn tried to squeeze out the green, very gently, a big glob of it gushed out, immediately ruining the cookie.

“Huh,” Nicole said, clearly puzzled.

“I told you I’d never done this before,” Quinn said, her face heating with mortification.

Nicole shrugged. “I’m sorry, Quinn. Don’t worry about it. We’ll figure it out together, okay? I’m sure it’ll take
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