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Prologue


With
a joyful laugh, the angel plummeted through the vast, singing void of space.
She hurtled toward earth, her trajectory guided by a structure built eons ago
using the technology of an extinct, alien race. Starlight blazed and vanished;
galaxies spun.


Out
of the corner of her eye, something caught her attention. Something subtly off.
She slowed to a stop and reversed course, scanning for the source of wrongness.


There
it was. She drifted closer to look. What was that? Not a


She
faded to a dim glow as she inched even closer. Not


A
fissure. Its edges shimmered with mathematical probabilities. Frayed threads on
the verge of snapping sang dangerously off-key.


The
angel shrank back. Shed seen this before.


And
shed hoped to never see it again.


Chapter One


Gwynne
Abernathy had never seen so many angels in one room.


She
sat at the end of the hospital bed massaging her mothers feet, willing her to
wake from her coma. Gwynnes father sat nearby, holding her mothers hand,
acting like it hadnt been years since their divorce. Maybe hed come for
Heather, her little sister. But Heather was already dead.


Her
mother still had a chance, although her life force was so dim it was hard to
believe anything could help her. Hard to believe, but not impossible. Not for
Gwynne. She was good at this. With nothing more than a silent intention and
occasionally an angels help, she could manipulate energy currents and channel
healing life energy into someone to stop a panic attack, lower high blood
pressure, speed the healing of broken bones, ease the pain of cancer.


She
could bring her back.


She
could.


And,
with or without her, so could the angels who floated around the room and
crammed themselves into every available square inch of space as more and more
angels continued to arrive. But not a single one laid her weightless,
insubstantial hands on her mother to gift her with angelic healing light.


They
wouldnt even try. They almost always helped with Gwynnes clients, but now,
when it wasnt a stranger but her own mother


Why
wont you help? she whispered, her voice strangled from the effort to keep
quiet. Generally she tried not to speak to angels in public, but right now she
didnt care. She was doing her best, dredging her memory for every technique
shed ever learned and even those shed forgotten, but her best was nothing
compared to what an angel could do. What were they waiting for? If anyone
deserved a miracle, it was her mother, and she was not going to give up until
she got her one.


Talking
to your angel friends? her father asked. He sounded exhausted. Your mother
always enjoyed listening to the stories you and your sister came up with. She
loved that you had such vivid imaginations.


Shes
not dead yet, Gwynne said. He didnt have to talk about her like she was
already gone.


Im
going to get coffee, he said, too much of a gentleman to argue. He pushed up
wearily from his plastic chair. Want any?


No,
thanks.


He
kissed his ex-wifes forehead with the same defeated gentleness he always had
around her since the divorce, then lumbered out, forgetting to close the door
behind him.


Gwynne
dropped her head in her hands. It wasnt his fault. It wasnt the angels
fault, either. It was her fault. It was all her fault.




* * *




Youre
not allowed back here, said the doctor standing in Abby Vogels path, blocking
her from entering the intensive care wing. Medical personnel only.


I
work here, Abby said.


No,
you dont. The doctor took full advantage of Abbys petite stature to stare
her down. She pointed to the travel-size harp strapped to Abbys chest like
both she and her harp were dangerous viruses. Get out.


Abby
was pretty sure her hospital ID was buried in a pile of dirty clothes on her
bedroom floor, still clipped to last weeks shirt. The nurses know me.


I
dont have time for this. The doctor hurried off, grabbing the first nurse she
passed and raising her voice above the dull roar of beeping medical machinery
and overlapping conversations. Get that girl out of here.


The
nurse glanced in Abbys direction as the doctor disappeared behind a curtained
alcove.


Abby.
The nurse came over. Its probably best if you skip the ICU today and go
straight to the third floor. I wish She darted a glance over her shoulder,
then checked over the other shoulder, clearly nervous. I love your music, but
its probably better if you leave. She kills anyone who breaks her focus.
Unless


Abby
held her breath, hoping she could stay. The nurse looked around again, then
motioned for Abby to follow her.


Lets
set you up at the far end. Maybe she wont notice you back there.


In
the far corner of the ICU, Abby pulled up a chair at the bedside of a colorless
old woman hooked up to a tangle of machines. The machines emitted a whining
mechanical hum punctuated by incessant beeping that would prevent anyone from
resting. She positioned her lap harp between her thighs and leaned the
instrument against her chest. The beeping was a shrill B-flat. She picked out
that note and gradually wove it into an improvised melody, taking that B-flat
and changing it from a dissonant aggravation to part of the music.


She
played the lullaby again, more slowly, matching the rate of the ventilator,
watching the rise and fall of the patients chest slow as the music helped her
stop fighting the ventilator and wearing herself out.


Abby
loved her little 27-string, seven-pound harp. It had a comforting, mellow tone
that was perfect for hospital patients whose nerves might be jangled by a more
tightly strung harp, and with it she changed respiration rates, she calmed
frightened heartbeats, she created healthy rhythms in damaged tissues full of
pain and chaos. All with music.


She
let the last note linger and rose to leave.


That
music is so calming, said a passing nurse, one she didnt know well.


Do
you have anyone in particular youd like me to play for?


Room
304 would be good. The doctors threatening to sedate that man if he doesnt
stop pulling out his IV. Other than that, take your pick.


The
patient in Room 304 was not happy to see her. He tried to rise from his bed but
only made it a few inches before he collapsed.


Im
not dying yet, he bellowed from beneath his white sheets. I dont need no
angel here.


Ah,
yes, the joke that never got old, that seemed witty and original to every
patient who came up with it. Angels and harps. She supposed she should be happy
it wasnt something worse.


Cranky
today, are we?


Goddamn
nurses are holding me prisoner here. Help me escape.


Theyre
trying to help you get well.


Theyre
poisoning me is what theyre doing. See this here contraption? He fumbled
ineffectively with the intravenous drip taped to his arm. Poison. Keeps me
weak so I dont fly the coop.


It
had to be scary to not feel like yourself, but telling him so probably wouldnt
help. Would you like some music?


The
patient let loose with a string of violent curses. She could see why the doctor
wanted to sedate him. Medical personnel didnt get paid enough to deal with
people like this.


Ill
take that as a yes, Abby said.


Youre
one of them! Youre in on it! Youre all trying to kill me!


Channeling
peace and calm through her music, Abby plucked the harp strings as softly as
she could so hed have to quiet down to hear her. It wasnt long before his
accusations fizzled out and he closed his eyes and fell asleep.


She
played awhile longer, then left her sleeping patient and made her way down the
antiseptic-smelling hallway of the hospitals third floor, her harp supported
on a wide strap slung across her back. At the far end of the hallway, a ball of
yellow-white sunlight the size of a soap bubble floated through the bank of
glass windows. It oriented itself, blazed like fire, and zipped past, all the
way down the hall. Abby looked over her shoulder and the light zipped past her
once again before it returned and settled at her side.


Where
to? Abby asked. She didnt care who she performed for, and the nurses gave her
free rein, but Sapphire, her favorite ball of light, liked to pick the rooms
for her.


This
way.


She
wasnt quite sure what Sapphire was. An angel, she liked to think, but she had
no way of knowing whether anyone else would agree. Since no one elsenot even
the few psychics shed talked to over the yearscould see or hear her
otherworldly best friend, it was kind of impossible to compare notes. Sometimes
she wondered if it might be more accurate to call her an alien life-formor
maybe, possibly, a figment of her imaginationbut Sapphire called herself an
angel, and that was good enough.


Sapphire
floated down the hall and stopped in front of Room 311. The door was open. Abby
peeked in. The room was blindingly bright, crammed wing to wing with angels.
Orwhatever. Aliens. Figments. Imaginary photons. Take your pick. She cupped
her hand over her forehead like a visor and squinted. A hospital visitor sat
hunched in a flimsy chair with her head in her hands, her elbows on her knees,
at the foot of the bed of an apparently unconscious patient. A forest-green chamois
shirt was draped over the back of the chair and an empty paper coffee cup sat
at the visitors feet. Why were so many angels in the room? It wasnt unusual
to encounter other angels at the hospital, especially at the bedside of dying
patients, but this was the biggest crowd shed ever seen. Generally a single
angel was enough to ease a patients fears, so they tended to spread out, one
to a room. But not this time. No wonder Sapphire led her hereshe wanted to
hang out with her friends.


Abby
wavered outside the door as Sapphire morphed from a ball of light into more
traditional winged angelic form and mingled with the others. The woman in the
chair didnt moveshowed no sign of having noticed Abbys presence at the
doorso Abby raised her hand to knock.


Go
away, pleaded the woman.


Abby
jerked back, startled, before she could knock. Sorry.


The
woman whipped her head in Abbys direction. She was about her own age, with a
face that was too angular to be feminine but too fascinating to be a mans. Her
chestnut-brown hair was cut short and pixie-like and was plastered haphazardly
to her head like she hadnt slept in a long time, and her limp white T-shirt
and jeans looked like shed been wearing the same clothes for days.


Sorry,
the woman said, her eyes widening. I didnt mean you.


Obviously
shed been expecting someone else. Because who else could she have meant? She
couldnt have been talking to the angels.


Who
were suddenly conspicuously absent.


After
an interminable silence, the woman closed her eyes and put her head in her
hands. I didnt mean you. I didnt hear you come in.


Abby
tried not to think too hard about why those angels blinked out of the room so
fast, almost as if they were the ones whod been asked to leave. Because they
hadnt been. No one could see them but her. This woman had been talking to
whoever she thought was at the door, not to her crowd of invisible, ethereal
visitors, because she couldnt have known they were there. That was simply not
the way it worked.


Would
you like music? Id be happy to play for you.


No,
thank you.


Sorry
to intrude. Abby slipped out into the hall, ready to glare at Sapphire and
make her tell her what that was all about.


But
Sapphire, like the others, was gone.


Chapter Two


Gwynne
Abernathy was sick of feeling like a fraud. It had been three weeks since
Heather and her mother died, and working with clients was a struggle that
showed no sign of getting better.


I
cant do this anymore, she told her friend Megan McLaren. She stared at a line
of wispy clouds that hovered over the Atlantic Ocean, distant but still visible
from the rooftop patio of Piper Beachs newly refurbished Starfish Hotel,
rechristened the Sea Salt by Megans partner, Kira Wagner, when she became the
new owner. With the start of the summer beach season three months away and
construction not yet underway on the pool that was scheduled to claim two
thirds of the roof, they had the rooftop to themselves. I cant let people
convince themselves that paying me to heal them is going to do them any good.


Youre
quitting? Megan asked in alarm. The wind blew her dark messy hair in her face
and she pushed it out of her eyes. Its just temporary, right? Youre so good
at what you do.


I
wish everyone would stop saying that.


Maybe
everyone keeps saying it because its true.


Gwynne
gripped the wooden railing and the edge bit into her palms. She should have
become a doctor, she really should have. She should be working in the ER,
saving peoples lives and actually making a difference instead of wasting her
time on massage and energy healing.


If
I was that good, I should have been able to save my mother.


Everyone
fails sometimes. Doctors fail too. People die. You dont see doctors quitting
just because their patients die.


At
least they know they have a chance of saving them. The energy healing I doits
all bullshit. No offense, she added, since Megan too was in the same line of
work. Theyd met in massage school and taught each other all sorts of things
their teachers never mentioned. Megan McLaren was the only person shed ever
met who could see angels, who worked with them to ease pain and heal illness,
who truly understood what it was like to be both envied and ridiculed for
seeing something no one else could see. But this time, Megan didnt understand.
Megan was never going to understand.


Just
because you couldnt pull your mother back from the brink of death


I
asked the angels for help and they juststood there. They looked at me like
they felt sorry for me. Like I was deluded to believe they could help.


Megan
leaned next to her against the railing. Was there really anything they could
do? Saving a persons life is a lot to ask. Does anyone really have that
power?


I
used to think so.


Please
tell me you havent lost faith in your abilities.


Great.
Now Megan felt sorry for her.


What
Ive lost faith in is how useful any of it is. Yeah, I can help people, but
help them do what? Get over the flu a few days faster? Relax a tight muscle?
Sooner or later theyll feel better without my help.


You
do more than that.


What,
invite the angels in? The angels will intervene when and if they feel like it.


They
cant save everyone, Megan contended. Theres only so far anyone is allowed
to intervene.


My
mother shouldnt have died. Neither should my sister. I should have been able
to help them. One stupid accident and they were both gone.


They
were dying. Were facilitators, not fixers.


Yeah,
well, apparently Im not a fixer or a facilitator.


Megan
gave her a pained look. You relieve peoples suffering. You heal the pain in
their souls.


Do
I?


That
just didnt seem like a particularly valuable skill right now. What good was it
if they were still going to die? She should go to med school. There was still
time for her to change careers.


Oh,
who was she kidding? Megan was the one whod been a whiz at anatomy, back when
they were both in school. Gwynne had learned enough to pass the massage
certification exam, but it hadnt come easily. Realistically, she knew she wasnt
going to become a doctor anytime soon. Or ever. And lets face it, the doctors
hadnt been able to save Heather and her mother, either. The doctors were as
helpless as she was.


It
was the angels who should have saved them.


People
die, Megan said. Sometimes theres nothing you can do. Maybe what you wanted
was impossible.


It
wasnt impossible. I should have


What
happened to them was not your fault.


Gwynnes
legs tensed with an acute desire to stomp away, but Megan would just follow her
with offers of help.


Megan
meant well. But she didnt know what the hell she was saying.




* * *




In
the crap acoustics of the basement of a guy shed never met before, along with
his two guy friends and one other woman, Abby improvised on her harp to the
rhythm of the groups four guitars, at times reinforcing the beat, at other
times weaving in and out of gaps between notes, becoming part of the bluesey,
ever-changing soundscape.


Youre
good. You could pick up guitar if you tried, said Bruce, the guy whose basement
it was. Once you try guitar, youll never look back.


I
like the harp, Abby said.


It
doesnt sound right with our group. The harmonies are off.


It
didnt sound right? It sounded great. No wonder they were all guitar players,
if guitar was the only instrument the groups leader approved of.


Do
a solo instead, Bruce suggested. Eight bars for an intro and then the rest of
us take it from there while you sit it out. He fingered a chord. Sixteen
bars, he added with a smarmy smile that shone with self-congratulatory
confidence that he was a good guy doing her a favor.


But
playing a solo intro defeated the purpose of jamming with other musicians, of
experiencing the joy of improvising and responding to what the others were
doing and creating music that had a life of its own, an out-of-control momentum
it didnt have when she played solo. She played solo all the time. This was
supposed to be different.


Her
harp sounds okay, said one of the other guys.


As
a solo, Bruce corrected.


Isnt
it just about having fun? Abby suggested.


Bruces
gaze lingered too long on her chest. Abbys hands tightened on the frame of her
harp, which rested against her shoulder and partially blocked his view. Her
chest was a healthy size, but aside from a minor hint of cleavage, it was
completely covered by the bodice of her awesome dress. She glanced down to
confirm that yes, the laces crisscrossing up the front through leather eyelets
were securely tied. The dress was figure-hugging, yes, but not an eyeball
invitational. It was true she might have been better off wearing jeans and a
T-shirt, which were good for not attracting attention, but after twelve years
of school uniforms, shed found her own style, and shed be damned if shed
conform to somebody elses ideas about what she should wear.


She
liked this dress. All her favorite dresses accentuated her figure because shed
decided before she hit puberty that the way to spot a lesbian was to look for a
girl who was off-the-scale feminine. They didnt care about boys, right? So it
made sense that the way to attract one was to dress as differently from a boy
as possible.


Never
mind that the girl in her class she found herself fantasizing about was a
rugged-looking tomboy.


Okay,
so her theory was flawed. Slight change in plan.


But
at this point it was too late to change what kind of clothes she felt
comfortable in. It was probably too late even back then.


Bruces
gaze continued to linger. Maybe he didnt realize he was doing it. Abby
narrowed her eyes at him and tried to relax her grip on her harp.


If
youre gonna dress like a wench, he said, you might as well show some
cleavage.


Seriously?
Granted, theyd met only an hour ago, and maybe the women he was used to
hanging out with didnt mind his brand of conversation, but she was here to
make music with other musicians, not listen to this guy make an ass out of
himself.


One
of the other guys snickered.


Come
on, Bruce, dont be a Neanderthal, said the lone woman in the group. She
clasped the hand of her boyfriend, the one who had shown his approval for
Bruces commentary by laughing.


Caught
by his girlfriends opposing view, he coughed up a Seriously, Bruce.


Bruce
shook his head in disgust. Shes got you whipped, man.


Women
dont like it when you call them wenches, said the snickerer.


Women?
said Bruce. Since when did you start calling them women?


He
shrugged. Gertie educated me, he said, clearly wise enough to toe the party
line as long as his girlfriend was in the room. It was actually kind of sweet.


Whipped,
Bruce said.


Can
we all shut up and play? Gertie said.


Bruce
sprawled on the sofa with his guitar in his lap. Whenever loverboys ready.


Shut
up, said Gerties boyfriend.


Abby
plays the intro, Bruce reminded them.


Abby
sighed. This was not going to work out.




* * *




Gwynne
squinted into the sun from her perch on the Sea Salt Hotels rooftop. Shed
picked a good day to returnit was one of those freakishly spring-like days in
February that reminded her the tourist hordes were on their way, and she and
Megan and Megans partner Kira were taking advantage of it by flirting with
winter sunburnssomething shed be doing a lot more of now that shed decided
to take a job working for Kira in the newly opened spa located on the ground
floor four stories below.


Are
you sure you want to do this? Megan asked.


Shes
sure, Kira said.


Im
sure. Gwynne leaned back, balancing her patio chair on its two back legs,
maintaining traction with the toes of her canvas boat shoes. Supervising
massage therapists and managing a spa wasnt the clean break from her old life
that she had hoped for, but it was certainly something she was qualified to do,
and Kira was desperate for someone to replace Trish, her current manager, who
was moving to Minneapolis. Megan was qualified too, of course, but Megans
clients came first, and she wasnt going to give up her thriving massage
practice for anyone, not even for the love of her life and the spa theyd
designed together. Unlike Gwynne, who had just given Megan her entire client
list.


Dont
you want to take a few days to think about it? Megan said.


I
never think before I act. Why start now? Gwynne needed to stay as busy as
possible so she wouldnt have time to think, because thinking led to wallowing,
and wallowing led to dwelling on things that no amount of avoidance was ever
going to let her forget. Maybe quitting her old job wasnt the best way to do
that, but shed never claimed to be logical.


Megan
didnt look amused.


Gwynne
rocked in her chair, testing how far she could take it off-balance. You know
its true.


But
giving up your healing work, Megan said. Are you sure?


Hey.
Kira leaned forward and scooted her chair closer to Megans, scraping it
against the roof-deck. Dont talk her out of it, honey. I need someone for
that job.


Gwynne
lowered her chair legs. Im glad I can help out.


Youre
doing me a huge favor, Kira said. I cant tell you how much I appreciate it.
Yup, she was desperate.


Dont
speak too soon.


Youre
perfect for the job, Megan protested, generously pretending shed never been
frustrated by Gwynnes limitations in the keeping-her-life-organized
department. It wasnt the only hole Megan pretended to have in her memory where
Gwynne was concerned. Which made it easy to be friends. Especially when they
both were more than willing to forget theyd ever briefly dated each other. I
just dont want you to rush into it.


I
dont mind if you rush into it, Kira said. Trish is leaving in a week.


I
dont feel rushed, Gwynne said.


If
youre sure Megan dragged the word out so long Gwynne thought she was going
to run out of air. It was nice of her to worry, but she had to quit working
one-on-one with clients before either her negative energy or her incompetence
made someone more ill than they already were.


Megan
finally took a breath. If theres anything we can do for you


Like
stop second-guessing her? But Gwynne knew how to get her to drop the topic.
Any chance youd be interested in adopting a super-adorable rabbit?


Oh
no, another one? Clearly this was not the return favor Megan had in
mind. When are you going to stop taking in all those strays?


I
only have two right now. Right now being the operative phrase. It was
only a matter of time before her house filled up again, not that she needed to
mention that. I found homes for all the others.


All
your other animals, Megan clarified, or all your other rabbits?


Okay,
okay, I also have a kitten. And a guinea pig. But Im working on it. Gwynne
downed her water, avoiding the slices of cucumber that floated in her glass.
Another one of Kiras experimental drinks to serve at the spa. Want a kitten?


Megan
rolled her eyes. At least its only two rabbits. Ill never forget that time
you had fifty of them running all over the house and they got into your treatment
room while I was giving you a massage.


It
wasnt fifty. The most shed ever had at one time was seventeen, when a whole
litter of mini lops pushed her over her previous record of twelve. And that
time that Megan was talking about, it was more like ten. Megan had refused to
continue with the massage until Gwynne climbed off the table, naked and
exasperated, and chased the rabbits out.


Okay,
less than fifty, Megan conceded.


Thank
you.


At
least forty-nine.


Geez,
Megan, thanks a lot. Kiras going to think I have a hoarding problem.


Kira
refilled their glasses without comment.


Megan
swirled her glass of cucumber slices. You could have warned me the door didnt
shut all the way.


They
werent trying to scare you, Gwynne said. They just wanted to see what we
were doing.


What
were you doing? Kira said.


Jealous?
Megan cheered up and patted Kira on the thigh. At least thats what Gwynne
assumed. If something more than that was going on under the tablewhich,
judging from the sudden change in Kiras expression, it probably wasshe didnt
want to know. She was glad Megan was happy, though. Kira was better for her
than Gwynne had ever been.


Gwynne
emptied her glass in one long gulp. She might not be a massage therapist or an
energy healer anymore, but she still believed in staying well-hydrated. Years
of pressing glasses of water into her clients hands werent going to be undone
in a single day.


I
think I have a rabbit phobia now, Megan said. Remind me never to adopt one.


How
about a guinea pig?


Megans
face softened, as she knew it would. Everyone loved guinea pigs. Until they
realized how much cage cleaning was involved. Which Megan was apparently
contemplating now, because that smile that said arent they the cutest
was already fading. She raised her palms with a sigh and slapped them on the
table. Theyre rodents.


Well,
technically Gwynne admitted.


No
pets, Gwynnie. I dont do pets.


Okay,
okay. She didnt want to give up the guinea pig, anyway. Shed named her Apple
and she had the cutest tuft of hair that poofed out on the top of her head and
hung over her eyes like bangs. It was totally adorable.


If
you think of another favora non-pet favorlet us know, Megan said.


You
dont have to do anything for me.


There
must be something Absentmindedly, Megan refilled everyones glasses, even
though only Gwynnes was empty. How about music while you work? Kiras
thinking about hiring a musician for the lounge.


Kira
rose from the table and paced. I havent decided.


If
youre looking for a harpist, theres one up at the hospital in Lewes, Gwynne
volunteered.


Megan
grinned at Kira. See, its a sign.


Kira
barked out a laugh. It is not a sign. Ever since theyd met, Kira had become
more and more open-minded about Megans pseudoscientific beliefs, but she still
had a ways to go.


It
is a sign, Megan insisted.


There
was that violinist we interviewed last month, Kira said. She wasnt bad.


Too
screechy, Megan said.


She
was good, Kira argued.


You
promised there were going to be perks to knowing the owner, Megan reminded her
partner.


Kira
stalked toward her, oozing sensuality. This is the perk you want? Veto power
over the music?


Yes.


When
I made that promise, music was not what I had in mind.


I
know what you had in mind. Megan pulled Kira onto her lap. Kira was
starting to go gray, but she still had the body of a twenty-year-old marathon
runnera physique that was not Gwynnes type, but that clearly was Megans. If
youre going to call it a perk, its supposed to be for my benefit. You
get too much out of it.


Oh,
youll benefit, all right, Kira murmured, shifting on her lap.


Gwynne
squirmed and eyed the exit. Maybe they wouldnt notice if she left?


No
violin, Megan said, pressing her lips to the back of her partners shoulder.


I
liked her, Kira said.


Youll
both like my harpist, Gwynne said, jumping into the conversation to remind
them she was still in the vicinity before things got out of hand.


Megan
turned to her politely as Kira slid off her lap. Is she a hospital employee?
Was she good?


Those
were both relevant questions, but admitting she didnt know precisely what the
musician had been doing there, or what her harp sounded like, wasnt going to
help her cause. Uh


Megan
looked at her sympathetically, probably assuming shed triggered painful
memories. Sorry.


No,
its not that. Gwynne had no idea why she was pushing for this. She was
surprised she even remembered the harpist, considering how consumed shed been
by everything else going on, but there was something about her that had cut
through the blind despair of those hours and imprinted itself on her memory.
Something that made her want to see her again. And not just to apologize,
although she wanted to do that too, because the apology shed grumbled at the
hospital had been totally inadequate. The harpist took it in stride, but that
was because she was a good person. She had to have a good heart to work in a
place full of people who were stressed and scared and not at their best.
Youre going to like her.


Uh-oh.
Megan knew her too well.


Kira
looked at Megan, then back at Gwynne. Are you saying youve never heard her
play?


Im
sure shes good, Gwynne said.


Jesus.
Kira paced over to the railing and back. I cant believe Im trusting you to
run my spa.


Of
course you trust me. I have excellent instincts, Gwynne said.


Its
your years of experience with clients that Im counting on.


So,
yay, Megan said. We get music.


Megan
grabbed Kira and kissed her on the cheek. At least Gwynne thought it was her
cheek. She was doing her best not to watch. When she figured it was safe to
look up, the two had returned to separate seats.


Kira
looked a little dazed. I need to run the numbers first.


Megans
voice deepened. I can help you with that. From the light twinkling in her
eyes, it looked like she was ready to help her right here on the table.


Kira
riveted her full attention on Megan. I think that might be a good idea.


Go
ravish her in another room, please, where I dont have to watch, Gwynne said,
pushing back from the table before things went any further. Ill be back
later.


No,
wait, Megan said.


Gwynne
left. On her way out she heard Kira say, I thought it was my turn to ravish you.




* * *




Abby
hesitated at the edge of the softball field and watched a dozen or so women
joke with each other while they casually warmed up, twisting and bending at the
waist and swinging their arms. It was a rare Saturday afternoon when she didnt
have a wedding to play, and she was determined to take advantage of itget
outside, do something different. She was always glad for the happy brides and
grooms, and she appreciated the financial security of having so many paying
gigs, but living through weekend after weekend celebrating heterosexual love
couldnt be one hundred percent healthy. It would be nice to spend at least one
Saturday feeling like she was with her own kind.


Not
that she was a jockfar from it. Shed passed gym class by showing up for class
and being a good sport about being picked last whenever they divided into
teams, and by ignoring how much she hated feeling uncoordinated, hated the way
she jiggled when she ran, and hated wearing sports bras that were too tight and
too hot and still didnt stop her chest from hurting every time she bounced.
But that didnt mean she couldnt give this a shot. Maybe without prepubescent
boys in the mix, sports would be more fun.


Besides,
shed left Baltimore and moved over a hundred miles to the small coastal town
of Piper Beach almost four months ago and it was high time she made some
friends outside of the hospital staff. This was why shed moved here, after
allbecause she was convinced that somewhere out there, if she could only find
it, was a place that felt like home.


Bruces
guitar jam wasnt it. Maybe softball was.


She
approached a pair of African-American women in softball-type outfits as one of
them straightened up from tying her laces. Wow, she was tall. Tall and
stunningly bald.


What
position do you play? asked the stockier of the two, who sported a mass of
braids.


Oh,
uh, anything. Whatever you need, Abby bluffed. She figured they wouldnt
assign her to anything important until they saw her play and knew what she
could do. Or, more to the point, not do.


Im
Hank, said the one with the braids. Were short players, so make yourself
useful. She glanced pointedly at Abbys sneakers. And next time, wear
cleats.


The
other woman poked Hank with her elbow.


Abby
decided not to take offense. Hey, at least her hair was in a ponytail, right? That
was about as jock-like as she was going to get. She adjusted her headband, a
print with bold orange daisies that matched her leggings but teetered on the
edge of clashing with her red hair, and fluffed her ponytail in an
I-never-play-sports-that-could-involve-safety-helmets kind of way. She was not
normally prissy about her hair, and she didnt even really mean it, but Hank
brought it out in herthis weird cross between flirtation and defiance.


Just
so you know, Abby said, Im not good at sports.


Hank
looked her up and down. Dont be scared, little girl, she said rudely. Ill
teach you to play.


The
woman next to her snorted.


Hank
turned her head belligerently in her friends direction, hiking up one
shoulder. What.


Well
teach you to play, the woman said.


Hank
dipped her chin. Come on, Aisha, I didnt mean it like that.


The
two of them got into an argument and Abby escaped and joined the rest of the
group. Someone pulled her onto their team and soon she found herself up at bat.


Her
first swing was a disaster. A couple of women cheered in a motherly way,
supportive of the new girl who obviously sucked.


The
next pitch, she could immediately tell from the change in the pitchers windup
that she was moving more deliberately, more slowly, tossing her a gentle,
easy-to-hit target. Being nice to her. Bruces attitude at the guitar jam was
almost easier to deal with.


Abby
tightened her grip on the bat. She swung, and missed. How could she be so
coordinated at the harp and so uncoordinated with a bat? She had good hand-eye
coordination, just not when it came to balls. And no, she did not mind if
anyone snickered at that, because she meant it that way too. Juvenile, yes. But
true. When it came to ballsof any kindshe was not interested.


Give
it a good whack, the catcher encouraged her.


Another
pitch came at her.


Whack
it! someone yelled as the ball approached. Pretend its your boyfriends
head.


Abby
clenched her jaw and swung, and as the ball thunked into the catchers mitt,
the bat flew out of her hands.


She
didnt belong here.


Chapter Three


Abby
navigated traffic the way she played musicexquisitely aware of the location of
all the players, whether they were cars and traffic lights and pedestrians on
the street or strings and levers on a harp. She could sense where each vehicle
was, feel it in her fingertips, feel a tug on the invisible strings that linked
her to each driver when someone was about to come to a sudden stop or change
lanes without using their turn signal, and she adjusted her speed accordingly,
smoothly weaving around obstacles at well above the speed limit, one element in
a coordinated whole. It wasnt mind reading; it was an innate knowing.
She didnt understand how she did it, but she never questioned it.


Her
driving mojo didnt carry over to other aspects of her life, but that was fine.
Life without surprises would be boring. She thought about that when she arrived
for her audition at the Sea Salt Hotel and Spa and wheeled in her
five-foot-tall, 36-string harp and saw who was there to greet her.


It
was the woman from the hospital. She no longer had dark circles under her eyes
or that appalling look of utter exhaustion, but it was definitely her. The
despair was still there, lurking in her eyes, weighing down her shoulders, but
it was so well hidden that anyone who wasnt paying attention would think she
was doing fine. Unlike the last time shed seen her, her spotless jeans and
unwrinkled emerald silk
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