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I must wholeheartedly thank Triplicity Publishing for once again giving me the opportunity to open my thoughts to the readers. 

	 

	I graciously thank my editor, Julia Wagner for continuing to help me improve my craft. I truly admire your work. I am learning and feeling more confident each time we work together. 

	 

	I thank my wife, Debbie for always being my sounding board as well as for being the best looking cheerleader. Your support means everything. 

	 

	I thank my close friends for their continued love and support. 

	 

	This particular story was so much fun to write because I had two specific leading ladies in my mind throughout the book. These women are strong characters I enjoy watching immensely and look forward to their future work. I hope one day to see them work together as I know they will play off one another brilliantly. I hope the readers enjoy the story as much as I loved writing the journey of these two women. 

	 

	
For my muse:

	 

	Barbara Niven & Wendy Crewson

	 

	
 

	Prologue

	 

	“You can’t just leave, honey! Please baby! Stop packing, please just stop! Put that down! Please! Look at me for Christ sake! You’re freaking me out! Stop, baby, please! I need you to stop and look at me!” BJ attempted to stand her ground as she watched her shattered younger lover wildly throw loose clothing into her open and already overstuffed purple suitcases. Hot and stinging tears were running down both their worn and puffy faces. She felt utterly defeated and things were quickly spiraling out of their control. She felt she no longer had any power over what was happening in her life. She was angry and achingly sad at the same time. If she knew how to fight back, she would have scrapped, punched and kicked to get her way. If she had money and would run far away, she would have taken her love and left days ago to avoid this horrific day. If she could hide, she would have gone to the safest spot she knew of. She was tired from staying awake making love with abandon. Her head hurt from worry. The small bedroom was torn apart and cluttered with their clothing, opened used school books and belongings. The plans they’d made were shattered. Her heart was irrevocably broken. The future she had planned and hoped for was no longer her own. 

	Not looking at her broken lover, her voice hoarse and dripping with raw emotion, Wyn tried to somehow sound in control. Her long, dark hair was sweaty and matted to her face. “They’re waiting for me, love. I have to go. You know I have to go. You know I don’t want to leave you. Please know this! Tell me you know this!” Wyn kept packing her things as the love of her young life paced the small dorm room behind her. She absentmindedly threw more things in her suitcases and worn leather backpack. She could feel her red and swollen face while fighting the nausea and dizziness. She felt her life was over and knew she was being forced to walk away from the love of her life and the best friend she had ever had. Even as physically close as they were in the room, she could already feel the large void between them. 

	Her angry girlfriend pulled at her short blonde hair in anger. “This isn’t right, Wyn! It’s just not right! We want to be together. We should be together forever! Please stop packing, baby! Please!” Her desperate pleas came out as loud cries of blinding pain. She couldn’t look at her back anymore and turned her around roughly just to look into her green eyes again. The torment she saw in her lover’s eyes tore at her already breaking heart. More importantly, she knew their evil tormentor was just outside quickly losing his patience. She ached inside and felt physically sick. She fought against the urge to vomit. She was breathing so hard she thought her burning lungs might actually burst or stop working all together. She finally collapsed on the floor, sobbing and wrenching. She pounded and jerked the carpeted floors as if having a childish tantrum. 

	 Her shadowy-haired lover stopped packing and quickly comforted her by kneeling beside her and holding her and speaking softly in her ear, “I know this is all new and isn’t fair, baby. I get you’re as scared as I am, but I also know you love me as much as I love you. I’d do anything to keep you here and make sure you’re safe!” They clung to each other and cried. They didn’t want to let go. Finally Wyn spoke, “My father is waiting just outside. I don’t want him coming in here and hurting you again. He’ll call the cops, you know that. He said he would and I don’t put anything past him. I’m not going to allow him to try to get you into trouble! I don’t trust him. Honey, this is the only way I know to stop him from hurting you. You know he will! I can’t let that happen again! I’m so sorry, honey.” 

	BJ’s overwhelming anger at the injustice was quick and filled the room. She screamed out, “I don’t care! He can damn well wait all day for all I care! He can put his hands on me again, but not on you! He wouldn’t dare touch you again in my presence!” The reddened, swollen slap mark on her lover’s cheek was evidence of his abuse. “I know you’re afraid of him. I know what he could do to me. Just listen to me, baby, we can do this! We can be together! We are meant to be together. Things happen for a reason and that’s what brought us together. You are my everything! Never forget that! My absolute everything!” 

	But they knew the stakes. When Wyn’s parents found her in bed with an older woman, they made claims of sexual exploitation against her lover and the college. Her father made threats and had physically attacked the woman she loved. She had to protect her from him, but her efforts were of no use. She would lose her mind if her father harmed this precious woman who was her world. 

	Following the explosive argument between them and her over-bearing father, her parents immediately withdrew her from the Ivy League college the next day and refused to pay any further tuition at any college unless she left the school and stopped seeing her girlfriend. She couldn’t stop attending school and she couldn’t risk alienating her parents. But, more importantly, Wyn didn’t think she could survive without her lover. She had never felt so loved and cared for by anyone. She knew she was being forced to leave her soul mate. Her heart was literally breaking. She wanted to physically implode. Her body was physically exhausted. 

	The women had found one another earlier in the year while in the library one day reaching for the same book. Their physical attraction for one another was instant, all-consuming and neither could hold back. It was her first real sexual experience and she fell hard and fast. Their lovemaking was intense, erotic, sensual yet so utterly passionate. But they shared more than fantastic sex as their year-long relationship evolved into a partnership based on trust and intellect despite their almost 4-year age difference. Before that day her parents walked in her dorm room unannounced, the two women had created a bond neither could explain nor could be broken. Or so they thought. But harsh words, physical attacks and overt threats by her father fatally cracked and devastated their worlds. 

	Wyn begged, “I have to go, honey. If my dad comes in here, he’ll kill us both.” Despite her words, they continued to hold one another and cry. She took the woman’s face in her hands and kissed her until they were breathless. She needed to feel her soft lips and taste her mouth once more. She needed it imprinted on her brain. She wanted the extra memory. They believed it would be the last time they ever touched one another again. Through scorching tears, they kissed one another fiercely, but gently as they always had. They spoke of being together again soon despite not truly believing the words. They held one another tightly, but with the gentleness they had always felt.   

	She finally broke their tight hold and slowly stood up. With little emotion, she picked up her worn backpack and two overstuffed suitcases and walked to the door. She didn’t think she had any strength left in her. She felt wholly defeated. She could hear her crushed lover sobbing and pounding the carpeted floor with her fists in protest. When she reached the door, without turning around she yelled out to her lover, “I will love you forever! You ARE my sun!” 

	She waited and finally heard the muffled reply she was desperate to hear. “Please know I will love you forever and ever! No matter what, I will love you forever. You have my heart and soul! You ARE my moon!”

	BJ thought she would die, maybe wanted to die, as she knew it was quite possible she’d never hear those words again. 

	 

	
 

	Chapter 1

	

	

	 

	The Italian eatery was quiet as the lunch crowd had fanned out. They sat at a corner table for two as they talked and ate.

	“Make a wish and blow out your candle, Mum. Aren’t you glad it’s only one candle? I know it’s not your favorite “cheesecake and strawberries” but, am I right, who can resist a double chocolate cupcake with dark chocolate crème frosting?” Zoe cocked her head to the side and smiled widely as she spoke as if needing praise.

	Wendy leaned far across the table, pulled her long dark hair back and made it appear like she was making a wish as she closed her hazel eyes then blew out the single candle. Laughing at her daughter she said, “Thank you, honey! And you’re absolutely right, no one can resist a double chocolate cupcake. Thank you!” Wendy removed the candle from the middle and licked the dark chocolate frosting off the end. She smiled at her daughter and commented, “And thanks for not putting 50 candles on the cupcake. I’m sure the fire department would have been called because of all the smoke! So I appreciate you not publicly embarrassing me.” They laughed as Wendy gently cut the cupcake in half. She looked across at her daughter with a smirk on her face, “Well I’m certainly not eating this alone. Eat your half!” Taking a bite into the moist dessert and swooning, she casually joked, “I am SO not thinking of counting calories today!” 

	“What are you up to today, honey?” Wendy again looked over at her young daughter who could be her twin, apart from her daughter’s thick British accent that sounded just like her father’s. The mother and daughter shared long, brown hair and soft, green eyes. Though Wendy was cognizant of her ever-present new wrinkles, she and Zoe were blessed with mostly smooth skin. With their long limbs, they stood tall and proud. Wendy loved spending time with Zoe, but it didn’t happen nearly as often as she liked. Along with the accent, Zoe had also inherited her father’s Type A personality and strong workaholic ethic. Wendy worried about Zoe working such long hours and days and not having a real personal life. She noticed how tired Zoe appeared. Her daughter’s shoulders sagged and her arm movements were slow. Her beautiful eyes looked a bit puffy and reddened. As Wendy looked over at her only child, her silent birthday wish was for Zoe to find her true niche in life along with someone special to share her life with. 

	At the same time, Zoe looked over at her aging mother. Her mother’s genuine smile was always comforting, but she always felt her mother was hiding her true feelings or holding something back. Since her papa’s death from lung cancer last summer, she knew her mother was struggling with trying to find herself again after not having to take care of someone else as she had for so long. Her mother had been providing in-home care for her ailing papa for months, but the cancer was stronger than them both and had taken her papa far too early. She wasn’t sure which of her parents suffered more during their last week’s together. In all honesty, she didn’t want to know and would never ask her mother. Zoe missed her papa everyday terribly, but was glad he was no longer struggling with trying to breathe and passing out from coughing to hard. Zoe worried her mother would fall into a depression, but her mother seemed to be moving forward albeit slowly. She didn’t know why, but when together they hardly ever talked about her papa. She wasn’t sure if that was for her benefit or for her mother’s. Although, Zoe never welcomed such a talk. She wanted her memories all to herself. 

	Pausing for a few seconds, Zoe finally sat back in her chair and crossed her arms. She finally addressed her mother. “I have more than a couple of depositions to get through today then it’s on to working on my closing argument on the Arnold case. Jack’s been on my ass about it. ‘When is he not on my ass about something?’ is the proverbial question. He wants to review my argument and give me feedback. He’s been doing that a lot lately. I’ve worked for him for over 3 years and, all of a sudden, he needs to review my work? So damn frustrating! But look, this lunch is about you, Mum. How are you doing? How are you spending your birthday?” 

	Wendy held back her concerns of her daughter over-working and not taking time for herself. She told Zoe she had a myriad of errands to run and a prospective client to meet before group tonight. 

	When she mentioned the widow/widower’s group, she saw her daughter’s immediate and intense physical reaction to the support group. Zoe rolled her eyes and snickered as she always did. 

	Wendy spoke gently, knowing the subject was sensitive for her daughter. “Honey, I know you don’t appreciate the support group, but I really do feel the group is helpful for me. That’s what matters to me and that’s why I go. I would like your support on this. It wouldn’t hurt for you to talk about your dad to someone.” 

	Zoe immediately bit back, “How can sitting around talking about being a widow or someone’s dead husband’s or some wife’s ugly and painful death possibly help, Mum? I just don’t see that as ‘supportive.’ Have you told them how my papa suffered and couldn’t breathe at the end? It all seems pretty morbid to me. You go like every week, Mum. That’s pretty excessive if you ask me. It just doesn’t seem healthy to me. You need to get hobby or something. Play tennis or golf. Watch the Kardashians or something. Anything is better than a ‘widow support group’ if you ask me.” 

	Wendy slowly shook her head and again spoke calmly, “Well, I get a lot out of hearing from the others and it’s not just sitting around talking about death all the time. I’ve learned a lot about myself over the last few months. Besides, I’ve met some really nice people there, which I believe you once said you wanted me to do.” 

	Zoe had previously expressed on more than one occasion her concern about her mother hooking up with another widow, but then hesitantly agreed it would be nice for her mother to have a ‘friend.’ She had quickly clarified, “I’m not talking dating, Mum, but just having someone as a friend. I don’t think you’re ready for dating.” 

	Wendy knew Zoe’s comments weren’t really true. Zoe didn’t want her mother in any relationship. She placed her left hand on her daughter’s arm, “No one could replace your father, Zoe. You should know that by now.” 

	Her daughter looked down at her mother’s comforting hand. “It’s weird that you still wear your wedding ring. Does it help?” 

	Wendy now looked down at the diamond band and circled it around her finger. “I’m not sure. It just feels natural to wear it. Does it bother you?” 

	Zoe appeared taken back by the question and merely shook her head no. 

	With that, the conversation turned more general. Zoe eventually looked down at her watch and commented she needed to get back to the office. Wendy thanked her daughter again for the impromptu birthday lunch as they made their way out of the restaurant. With a tight hug and a promise to call her mother soon, Zoe drove away from valet parking in her bright blue Porsche Carrera. 

	As Wendy made her way through town, she thought about Zoe’s open disdain and discomfort with the widow support group. Wendy couldn’t determine if Zoe’s reaction to her mother attending the group was really about her finding a new friend or rather Zoe’s failure to talk about and deal with her father’s death. Following Zane’s death, Zoe drowned herself in work for months rather than taking the time to really mourn. She and Zoe rarely talked about her father’s illness and death, which greatly concerned Wendy. She didn’t want to push Zoe into talking about it too much, but she hoped her daughter talked to friends. She had suggested multiple times that Zoe seek professional help, but she doubted Zoe saw the benefit. Wendy thought of her group and how much she really did feel comforted by listening to others and hearing their personal struggles so similar to hers. She had met new friends and had felt supported by other group members. She looked forward to being there and returning that support to others who were struggling.

	 



	 

	Chapter 2

	 

	Barbara re-checked her outfit in the elongated mirror for at least the 10th time. She knew her red sweater and black slacks were appropriate, but her frayed nerves made her jittery and uncomfortable in the clothing. She felt self-conscious and out-of-step. She re-checked the time and chided herself for being so overly anxious. “What harm could it do? Just go, for goodness sake!” she kept thinking out loud as if to convince herself. When she’d heard about the widow support group from the hospital staff last year, she initially wasn’t interested and didn’t see the benefit of going. At the time, her thinking was simply, what possible good will that do me now? But now six months had passed since Lauren’s untimely death, and she knew she was still having trouble moving forward. She was still struggling emotionally and it was keeping her stuck in the past, which she knew wasn’t healthy. She felt stagnant. She’d lost too much weight, rarely slept through the night and only saw close friends sporadically. She went from angry to sad so quickly she thought she was losing her mind. 

	She’d tried taking down her wife’s pictures as if not having them around would keep her from obsessing over them, but just as quickly she put the photos back out. She knew she needed the photos for comfort. The pictures did speak to her in some way. Lauren was so beautiful with her infectious smile, cocoa skin and short black hair. When she looked at their hundreds of pictures of their exotic travels, she really did feel comforted in knowing she and Lauren had had a full life together. The reminders made her feel warm and kept her memories alive. But, at the same time, they reminded her there would be no more exotic vacations and no more pictures of Lauren smiling and posing silly for the camera. There would be no more fights over which books they wanted to read at night, Graysen Morgen for her and Karin Slaughter for Lauren. She never understood Lauren’s fascination with crime and graphic murder stories, but always made sure she was first in line at Barnes & Noble to purchase the newest Karin Slaughter or Patricia Cornwell books so Lauren would be up on the most recent stories. She often lamented that there would be no more fighting over which restaurant to choose. Barbara now ate microwaved Lean Cuisine meals alone and never at the kitchen table where she and Lauren always shared their dinners. Barbara looked at their library of lesbian romance sitting on the bedroom wooden bookshelf and sighed a heavy breath. There would be no more late night walks. There would be no more holding hands and no more goodnight kisses, which often led to more than kissing. 

	Barbara looked over at the messy nightstand and picked up Lauren’s picture taken a few weeks before she died. Barbara held the picture close and told her, “I’m not doing this to forget you, love. But I’ve got to figure out what to do next. Somewhere in the time since you left, I’ve missed a step and need to find my way back. I’m so scared, Lauren! But I know in my head this group will be good for me. At least I won’t be so alone.” She quickly kissed the wooden frame then placed it back on the stand. One more check in the mirror and she forced herself to leave the bedroom. She made sure her dog was fed and had water. 

	As she walked through the condo, the home suddenly felt too large for her. “What do I need three bedrooms for? It’s too much to clean and I don’t need all this space anymore.” Barbara had had this conversation with herself and her four-legged roommate for weeks. The small dog, lovingly named Roomie, always appeared to understand what she was saying, but Barbara thought maybe she was imagining that his head turns and blinks were just his ways of telling her she talked too much. He didn’t seem to mind or have an answer. She didn’t want to sell it as it had been their home for over 20 years, but she knew downsizing might also help her move forward. She looked at her furniture and at the pictures scattered throughout each room. “What am I doing? This is our home, Lauren. Okay, this was our home. You’ve got to give me some sort of sign here, love. What do am I supposed to do?” She grabbed herself a grape Propel and quickly made her way to the garage. She had to focus on every little step: get into the car, start the car and just keep driving. I can do this! I can do this!

	 

	*

	 

	The drive to the community center took forever. No matter how quickly she drove, Barbara didn’t think she would make it. At every stop light, she questioned her decision to go to the support group. At every turn, she told herself she could turn around easily enough and be home within minutes. As she finally parked in the open parking lot, she sat in her dark green Jeep Wrangler. She kept squeezing the wheel. She saw people passing by her car and heard voices outside her windows. She found herself becoming angry at how people could just walk around her, laughing and talking while she suffered in silence. Hot tears suddenly flooded her cheeks. She started her car then turned the engine off multiple times. “A couple of left turns and I’m home.” Coward kept running in her head like a song on replay. Once she finally decided to actually get out of the car, she told herself she would check the group out, but not speak. I don’t need to speak. I just need to listen. Just sit there. I’ll decide what to share. I don’t need to speak. I don’t need to speak. I just need to listen. She repeated the mantra over and over in her head as she walked into the center and followed the others down the long hallway. 

	Once in the large conference room, she observed roughly 10 people standing around talking and some sitting in the metal folding chairs. I don’t need to speak, she silently repeated to herself as she sat down between two men holding coffee cups. They each greeted her kindly, which only made her feel more insecure. She nodded in acknowledgement, but remained silent and hoped she appeared stoic as her stomach flip-flopped. She finally heard a woman call everyone together. The room went suddenly silent, which quickly jolted Barbara back to reality and reminded her why she was there. Barbara swore they had turned up the heat in the room as she felt her neck begin to redden and felt sweat drip down her back. She found herself fidgeting and had to force herself to not rise and run out of the room. You’ll look like a fool if you leave now! Stay in your seat. She hoped she hadn’t said anything out loud. 

	The older woman speaking introduced herself as Janet Downs and thanked everyone for coming. Barbara thought she looked like a hippie in her jean dress and clogs, with her long, grey hair braided down her back. Janet gave an overview of the widow/widower support group’s goals and asked that everyone be sensitive and respectful when someone was speaking. Barbara tried to listen, but the ringing in her ears made it difficult to focus. She looked around the room and observed other men and women listening to Janet intently. How they can they be so calm? She again had to force herself to concentrate and heard Janet ask that everyone in the room give their first name and say how long they’ve attended the group. Barbara’s mantra wouldn’t hold. Shit! Her head started pounding and the ringing in her ears continued. Her throat suddenly dried up and she felt faint. She was certain she looked like a lobster now as her face flushed with embarrassment. 

	As the attendees went around the small circle giving their names, a woman suddenly ran into the room apologizing to everyone for being late. The group acknowledged the woman with niceties. The woman sat down two chairs away from Barbara. As the latecomer looked over at her, Barbara felt an inkling of recognition, but she quickly looked down, put the thought away and tried to re-focus on the facilitator. Janet continued the meeting, again asking everyone to give their names. 

	All of a sudden, everyone’s eyes were on Barbara. She looked around and realized she’d forgotten her name. She had suddenly forgotten what to do or say. With a gentle voice, Janet reminded Barbara all she had to say was her name. As she spoke, Barbara didn’t know if she had been audible. However, the gentleman to her left—Steven, Barbara believed was his name—welcomed her to the group. The gentleman to her right identified himself as Phillip then the woman who had come in late noted her name was Wendy. 

	Unable to focus and losing track of people’s names being spoken, Barbara tried to rack her brain for any recognition of anyone in her life named Wendy. She thought of an elementary school friend and a neighborhood mother with twin girls named Wendy. She knew this woman was neither so she again tried put the thought out of her mind. She couldn’t remember anyone else named Wendy she might know, but her thoughts were jumbled. As other people gave their names, Barbara felt overloaded trying to remember everyone: Amber, Warren, Thomas then another Steven. She felt sick to her stomach and uncomfortable. She again began to fidget then silently corrected herself, you’re a grown woman! Stop moving around. She was then able to re-focus on Janet who was now speaking again. Though her thoughts were scattered, she was finally able to listen more clearly.

	Janet asked if anyone wanted to speak. Amber told the group about having lost her husband a year and a half ago from a boating accident. Her husband hadn’t suffered, which Amber was thankful for, but lamented the huge loss to her and her three young children. Barbara found herself suddenly listening intently to the woman’s story. She looked over at Amber as the woman spoke. The woman looked very young to be a widow. Amber cried, but was able to talk about her family openly. Barbara was mesmerized by how the young woman could talk about her husband and his death so clearly and without real anger or sadness at her loss. Barbara didn’t think she would ever feel such peace. Is that what Amber really feels, peace? Barbara wondered. Is that what all these people feel? Peace. Why can’t I find peace? 

	Thomas spoke next about his wife of 40 years who had died from a head injury following a fall at work. His wife had been a high school history teacher. He summarized the incident as similar to the death of Natasha Richardson, who had passed away from a head injury after falling while skiing. Barbara remembered the actress’s death and how it had brought forward news of how an accident isn’t always an accident. Thomas wasn’t as tearful as Amber, but Barbara could feel his immense loss from across the room. She realized that since the beginning of the meeting, she hadn’t thought of Lauren once. She felt guilty and her own loss began weighing heavily. 

	Wendy’s soft voice from a few seats over brought her back to the group. She looked over at the attractive brunette and noticed how neatly she appeared. She was dressed in a black
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