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Dedication

To my lovely wife Carolyn:

 


Twenty years ago, we flew to Paris as friends and
came back to a whole new world. It’s been wonderful, with traces of
terrible from time to time. We’ve cried a little, but mostly after
laughing hysterically. Now that we’re older we think of the things
we might have done differently, but I don’t think we could have
done them better. I look forward to more golf, and dinners that
other people cook, and adventures on every continent. Whatever I
do, as long as I’m with you, I know it will be amazing.


Chapter One

Paris Dreams

Nice, France

Then

 


Carly Becker stepped out of the large glass double
doors of Le Negresco and into the balmy Mediterranean night. Before
her, expensive cars jammed the Promenade des Anglais in both
directions. Vacationers hurried back to hotels or, like her, out
for the evening. It was just seven o’clock—plenty of time to make
it to their destination in time for the sunset.

“Ready?” Pip asked as she gently rubbed Carly’s
elbow and then quickly returned her hand to her side.

“Yep. Just taking it all in. What a view.” Past the
cars and the pedestrian traffic, Carly saw only the brilliant blue
waters of the Côte d’Azur. The Blue Coast.

“Do you want to stroll along the Promenade like
proper French people or window-shop on this side of the
street?”

“Let’s cross over. We have time for a stroll, don’t
we?”

“Of course.”

They proceeded to the crosswalk and then traversed
four lanes when the light allowed, finding themselves on the paved
surface of the forty-foot-wide pedestrian thoroughfare. Bikers
pedaled and joggers ran, while couples walked hand in hand,
enjoying the pleasant night.

For the millionth time in her young life, Carly
longed for the same social acceptance heterosexual couples enjoyed.
The setting inspired romance, and she wanted nothing more than to
pull Pip close and kiss her, just like the man and woman ahead of
them were doing.

Pip seemed to read her mind. “When we get back to
the hotel…”

“Hmm. Don’t we have an early morning?” Pip had
planned the entire trip, and even though Carly liked to manage
things, it felt nice to turn it all over to Pip and just relax.

“As a matter of fact, we do. The taxi will pick us
up at seven, our train is at seven thirty, and we should be at the
hotel in Paris by eleven. The concierge has our tickets, and I’ve
ordered room service, so we have nothing at all to do in the
morning.”

“I’m sure we’ll think of something,” Carly said with
a wink that made Pip blush.

“We could always catch a later train…” She allowed
the sentence to dangle seductively.

“Decisions, decisions,” Carly said as she balanced
her hands before her, puckering her lips as if reviewing her
options. “Hot sex or Paris.”

“You know, we can always have sex in Paris. As a matter of fact, I think it’s
required.”

Carly felt the smile explode on her face. “I don’t
know how we’ll find the time! There’s so much to do. Museums. The
Eiffel Tower. Lunch at cafés along the Seine, leisurely walks along
the riverbank. I want to march through the Arc de Triomphe like my
grandfather did after World War II and have a picnic at the
Tuileries. I want to experience it all.”

Pip laughed. “You’re right. We may not be able to
squeeze in sex around all that touring. I’m a little worried. After
the past week, I might go into withdrawal.”

“It has been an unforgettable week.” They’d arrived
in Nice precisely seven days earlier, and Pip had played the role
of tour guide since then. She’d spent the summers of her childhood
in the South of France, with her French grandmother and her German
husband, who shared an apartment in Nice. They’d boated to St.
Tropez with one of Pip’s childhood friends and spent the day on the
beach before a sunset cruise. They’d made love every morning,
lunched at beachside cafés, and had gourmet dinners from Cap
d’Antibes to Monte Carlo. It had been blissful.

“Did you enjoy Eze?”

Carly thought of the medieval, walled town they’d
visited that afternoon. Nestled on a cliff overlooking the sea, it
was quaint and charming, with winding cobbled pathways leading to a
statuary garden at the top. The view of Eze from the surrounding
countryside was almost as spectacular as the view of the sea from
the town. They’d hiked all the way from the beach at Eze Sur Mer to
the top, where they’d dined on oysters, and stopped for a crepe on
the way down. “Yes. This has been one of my favorite days.”

“Better than Cannes?”

“Well, the shopping was better in Cannes, but Eze is
special. There’s something about a place so ancient. Maybe this is
an American thing, this fascination with everything in Europe
that’s been here so long. Do you think? I mean, where can we go in
the US that’s more than a few hundred years old?”

“You’re in the right country if you like old,” Pip
deadpanned. “The buildings, the art. Even the people are
antiques.”

Carly laughed. “I won’t tell your grandparents you
said that.”

“Hah! They’d be the first to admit it. They’re
decaying by the minute.”

“They’re the liveliest eighty-year-olds I’ve ever
met.”

“It’s the alcohol. It acts as a preservative.”

Carly bit her lip. “They do drink a lot.”

“Why do you think they have a driver? They’re always
pickled.”

They reached Le Meridien and crossed the road once
again, then took the elevator to the rooftop. “I’ll bet two bottles
of champagne are chilling, and one of them will already be
uncorked.”

“I hope so,” Carly replied with a wink as the
elevator doors opened. She adored Pip’s grandparents, and they’d
been generous and kind since her arrival. How could Carly find
fault? And, besides, Carly thought, who was she to judge? It wasn’t
as if she and Pip were drinking Orangina.

They stepped into a vestibule and then around a
corner, and Carly stopped as the Mediterranean once again appeared
before her. It was lovely from street level and from their room at
Le Negresco, but from here, ten stories above sea level, they had
no obstructions to the view. They were facing north, and in the
distance, Carly followed the coast—from the Monument du Centenaire
in a garden of green, to the tip of Cap Ferrat, poking out into the
blue water. It was simply magnificent.

“Oui, Penelope! Carly!”

Carly turned her head to find an animated
octogenarian waving a champagne glass in their direction. He
approached tentatively, and Carly knew his legs rather than the
champagne were affecting his gait. “Bonsoir,” he said and kissed
the air beside both their cheeks.

“Bonsoir, Myron,” Carly said.

“Bonsoir, Grandpère,” Pip added.

“This way.” His diction was heavily accented, and he
tended to substitute a word in French or German when he couldn’t
come up with the correct English, but Carly found him very
charming.

“Come. Genevieve awaits us.” Carly marveled that the
champagne remained in his frenetic hand without spilling, but it
did.

Carly followed Pip, taking in the crowd on the
rooftop terrace—couples and small groups—some eating, others
enjoying cocktails, all with their chairs turned toward the vast
sea beyond them. The clouds were sparse, and the sun, already
sinking, had morphed into a shimmering ball of reds and pinks. It
would be a magnificent sunset. The table Myron led them to, in
front and at the end of the terrace, offered the best view in
town.

Pip’s grandmother was sipping her champagne when
they arrived, and after the requisite kisses on the cheek, Carly
sat beside Pip, facing the Mediterranean. Myron filled two glasses
for them, and they toasted. “To our new friend Carly.”

They touched glasses, and Carly sipped the ice-cold
drink, closing her eyes to concentrate on the subtle flavor of the
wine.

“It’s good, yes?” Myron asked.

“Very.”

“Their best bottle,” he said as he turned his neck
to stretch. “Viv, can you give me a pain pill?”

“Certainly, darling,” she said as she reached into
her bag, pulled out a gilded pillbox, and handed it to her
husband.

“Getting old, ladies—it’s no fun. I have so many
pills now, I have to label them so I can remember what they’re
for.”

Carly nodded sympathetically, and Pip rescued the
conversation by directing it to the next leg of their journey.
Paris.

All her life, Carly had heard stories from her
grandfather and watched movies about the romantic city on the
Seine. And in sixteen hours, she’d be there, with the woman she
loved by her side. It was a dream come true. Pip, who’d been to
Paris dozens of times, would serve as her guide there, too.

“Oh, you’ll love the Royal. We always stay there
when we’re in Paris,” Viv said. “Just a few minutes’ walk to the
Arc d’ Triomphe.”

Carly had talked of the war with them. They’d both
been in the French Resistance, and Myron had been captured by
German forces during a mission to bomb a railroad tunnel. He was
presumed dead. It took him several years after the war ended to
find Viv, living in America and married to Pip’s grandfather. He,
too, had been a soldier, and helped liberate the South of France,
where Viv was in hiding—and helped mend her heart after the
apparent loss of Myron. Although she’d tried for a while to
acclimate, Viv never truly fit in in Scranton, Pennsylvania, and
one day she abruptly stopped trying. Without taking so much as a
bag of clothing, she left with her young son—Pip’s father Marc—and
returned to France. When he was a teenager, Marc decided he would
rather live in America, and back he went. He still lived in
Scranton, in a house on Nay Aug Park, with Pip’s mom, Kay.

“It’ll be the first thing we see,” Carly said.

Myron raised his glass again. “To your grandfather,
Carly. And to yours, too,” he said, looking at Pip. “We’d all be
speaking German if it wasn’t for them.”

“I’ll tell him you said that,” Carly replied. Her
grandfather loved to talk about the war, and she’d been thinking of
what she might take him back from France to celebrate the role he’d
played in defeating the Nazis.

Myron gently placed his glass on the table and
massaged the left side of his neck. “Are you planning two days at
the Louvre, or just one?”

Shrugging, Pip sipped her wine. “We have only a
week, and there’s so much to see. I think just one day.”

“Do you have a plan?”

Carly stared at him, puzzled, and he explained.
“You’ll want to see Mona Lisa, of course.
You should go to her first. None of that making your way from
gallery to gallery—you’ll never see everything that way. Pick what
you want to see and do that early. Then wander and enjoy.”

“That sounds like good advice.” Carly had heard the
line to see the da Vinci masterpiece was sometimes quite long.

“We have…” He looked confused. The hand that had
been rubbing his neck moved to his throat, and he gasped as he fell
forward. Viv screamed, and Pip, who was seated across from him,
jumped from her chair. Carly turned and yelled for the waiter.
“Call an ambulance!” she demanded. His look was dismissive at
first, until he gazed beyond her and saw Myron slumped across the
table. Then his eyes flew open wide, and he yelled something in
French that set a dozen people in motion.

Someone who professed to be a doctor rushed over,
and Pip deferred to him, backing off to help Carly comfort her
grandmother. Two more men came, and a woman, and within seconds,
they had pulled Myron to the floor and started resuscitative
measures. Carly couldn’t watch the horror of it all, and when she
turned, the sea that she’d so recently been admiring swam
nauseatingly before her.

Flanking her, Carly and Pip ushered Viv away, to the
hotel lobby, and waited what seemed like hours for the ambulance to
arrive. Eons more passed before the attendants reappeared. Carly
and Pip huddled around Viv, forming a protective cocoon. Like her
granddaughter, Viv was petite, but unlike Pip, who played tennis
every day and lifted weights to build a strong physique, Viv was
frail. Even as she hugged her, Carly was careful not to hold her
too tightly, for fear she would cause harm.

Images of first responders helping Myron swirled
through her brain. Oxygen and IVs and CPR, just as she’d seen on
ER on television. Instead of the scene
she’d imagined, though—with paramedics running beside a stretcher,
rushing Myron to the hospital—when they finally appeared, the team
was quite calm. They moved slowly, carefully maneuvering their
burden through the lobby of Le Meridien. When Carly looked at their
passenger, she didn’t see the lively man she knew, but a still form
covered by a white sheet.

“Oh, fuck,” she said softly as tears poured from her
eyes.

Pip looked up and saw it too, then folded her
grandmother in her arms, blocking the view of the stretcher
transporting the remains of the man she’d loved her whole, long
life. The medic noticed them and approached briskly, telling them
the sad news that Carly already knew. Myron was dead.

Shuffling her feet, barely registering the
surroundings, Carly helped escort Genevieve to the car and to her
apartment. Pip stayed with her grandmother while the driver took
Carly back to Le Negresco. Somehow, she managed to pack their bags,
hastily throwing toiletries into a suitcase beside the dirty
laundry, left to be sorted later. She folded the clean clothes and
carefully placed them in another bag. On the bedside table she
found Pip’s glasses. From the drawer, she retrieved a bottle of
Motrin and the small vibrator they’d used to give each other so
much pleasure during their week in Nice. Just that morning, twelve
short hours before, they’d made love.

How long ago that memory seemed now! How
insignificant. Viv had met Myron when she was just twenty years old
and had loved him for sixty years. Would she and Pip have that
long? They were about the same age that Viv and Myron had been at
the end of the war—twenty-five—and very much in love. They’d been
dating for over a year and had moved in together the Christmas
before. If Pip were on that stretcher, Carly would be devastated.
After a lifetime with Myron, what must Viv be feeling now?

Suddenly tears flooded her eyes again, and she
sobbed. Myron had been such a sweet man. He’d opened his home to
them, and though they’d declined the invitation, preferring to have
privacy at the hotel, they’d dined there and utilized his Mercedes
and driver. He’d paid for every dinner and even gifted them bright
Hermes scarves to welcome them to France.

Poor Pip. She’d been coming to France since she was
a baby. Her dad’s father was there for her through the winters in
Scranton, but every summer, Pip had spent six weeks in Europe,
learning French and exploring with Myron and Viv. Myron had owned a
yacht then, and they’d cruised everywhere from the Canary Islands
to North Africa to Israel and Italy. He wasn’t related by blood,
but he had no children of his own, and he’d spoiled Pip
lavishly.

The porter hauled the bags on his trolley and loaded
them into the car, while Carly checked out of the hotel. With a
sigh, she asked the man at the desk to cancel the taxi they’d
requested for the trip to the train station. They wouldn’t be going
to Paris in the morning. They probably wouldn’t be going at
all.


Chapter Two

Out of the Bunker

Lake Winola, Pennsylvania

Now

 


Carly felt the jab of pain behind her eyes, and even
through the fog of a dense, alcohol-induced sleep, she envisioned
an ice pick. It was a sobering thought, one that caused her to roll
from the morning light, seeking relief.

“Oh, fuck,” she murmured as she touched the woman in
the bed beside her. Her mouth felt like it had been stuffed with
cotton balls, and she could barely recognize the words.

Carly threw open her eyes and repeated the protest.
“Fuck, fuck, fuck,” she said softly, hoping not to awaken the
sleeping beauty. It took her a moment to gain her bearings. She was
in her guesthouse, but what day was it? And who was the naked
woman? She looked young. Hopefully she was at least twenty-one,
because alcohol had clearly been involved in the evening’s
festivities.

Struggling to recall the events of the night before,
she slowly rose to a stooped position, silently congratulating
herself for the wise decision to invite her date to the guesthouse,
rather than her own home. It would have been much more difficult to
escape from there.

With a pounding heart and a wobbly gait, she snuck
from the bedroom. In the living room she found her shoes—a sensible
pair of loafers—on either end of the fireplace. Her coat—a
blessedly long, down-filled, stadium style—hung draped casually
over the back of the couch. Another pair of shoes, heels, had been
neatly placed beside the recliner, and a coat—long like hers, but
red wool instead of gray—was neatly folded and lay in the seat.

The vivid red color jarred Carly’s memory, and she
envisioned glimpses of the girl in this room, sitting as she
carefully removed her shoes while Carly had haphazardly kicked off
her own. The kiss, and then the clumsy dance to the bedroom as two
unsteady pairs of legs tried to navigate as a single unit. Their
clothes, discarded at the bottom of the bed as they hurriedly
undressed beneath the blankets in the cold room. Before that a
party, at her friend Erin’s house. They were celebrating her
birthday. The girl was someone from Erin’s office—a new dental
hygienist. That was it. It all made sense now.

Her purse. What had become of that? Standing, she
walked around the couch and found it on the floor beneath her coat.
Thank the gods. Peeking inside, she saw her cell phone and drew it
out as she pulled on the coat and zipped it. To hell with her
clothes. She’d retrieve them later. Sliding her feet into her
loafers, she found a name on her favorites and dialed.

“Good morning,” Natasha Peterson said in a voice
that sounded much too happy to suit Carly.

“Tash, I’m in trouble. I need your help,” she
whispered into the phone.

“What could you have possibly done already? It’s
only seven o’clock. On Sunday.”

Ignoring the sarcasm, Carly opened the door to the
cottage and stepped into the frigid morning. There, nearly kissing
the house’s front stoop, she found her BMW. Just beyond that,
another car, a blue SUV. “Great,” she said as she surveyed the car
for damage. Not only had she driven when she’d had too much to
drink, but her companion had as well.

“There’s a woman in my bed. I need you to remove
her.”

“Is she alive?” Natasha asked.

“Shit! I don’t know. I didn’t check. But probably.”
What could they possibly have done that would kill her? She was
barely old enough to drive. If Carly had survived the night, the
girl should have, too.

“Where are you?”

“The guesthouse.”

“At least you had your wits about you and didn’t
take her into the main house.”

“That thought gives me no comfort right now. Will
you help me? She’s really cute. I bet if you crawled in beside her,
she’d never know it wasn’t you last night.”

Tasha laughed. “I’ve been cleaning up your messes
since college, but I’ve never shared a girl with you. I’m not going
to start now.”

Tasha had been Carly’s first love, and twenty-five
years later, they were still best friends. “Tash, please. I need
you.”

“It must have been some party.”

While the details were unclear, Carly suspected
Tasha was right. “I’m never leaving my house without you
again.”

Tasha roared. “That’s probably wise.”

“Tashy, please help me.”

“You’ll be fine. Go back to the main house. Just let
her sleep it off, Car. When she wakes and finds you’ve gone, she’ll
be as mortified as you are, and she’ll slink away. Wait—she does
have a car, doesn’t she? There was an ice storm last night, and I
don’t know if an Uber could get to the lake.”

“Yeah. There’s an SUV in the driveway. It must be
hers,” Carly said as she picked her way past the vehicle. The storm
Tasha mentioned made the journey hazardous, but when she looked
around, the beauty of the ice-encrusted landscape stunned her.
Every surface glistened in the bright morning sun, and the world
still slept, blanketed by the ice. The air was crisp and burned as
it hit the back of her nose, and she pulled up her coat to shield
her face. The quiet, the stillness, was profound. For a moment she
was awed, but then reality once again hit her, in the form of a
biting observation from her best friend.

“So you were drinking and driving.” It wasn’t a
question. What could she say? Skating along her sidewalk, she felt
miserable.

“Carly? Are you still there?”

She’d reached her front door and keyed the code into
the digital pad. It beeped, and the door opened.

A sigh of relief escaped her. “I’m in the
house.”

“Good. You’ll be fine. Just hide out upstairs in
case she peeks in the windows.”

“Ha, ha.”

“One of these days, Carly Elizabeth Becker, you’re
going to get yourself into real trouble.”

Still wearing her coat, but shoeless, she made her
way to the kitchen and changed the subject. “Are we still on for
the golf expo at Mohegan Sun today?” she asked as she filled a mug
with water and put it in the microwave, then filled a glass and
downed half of it. “Will the world unthaw by then?”

“Of course. Shall we do lunch?”

Carly pulled a bag of coffee and a bagel from the
freezer and her French press from the cupboard. “What are you in
the mood for?”

“Ooh, what’s that Japanese place by the square in
Wilkes-Barre? They have great sushi,” Tasha said.

“Hmm. I can do Japanese,” Carly replied as she
opened her refrigerator and peeked inside. The options were
limited. Leftover Italian from a few nights before. Chinese takeout
that was even older. Yogurt in four different flavors. All the
condiments a girl could wish for.

Grabbing a container of cream cheese, she put the
cell phone on speaker and placed it on the counter. The microwave
beeped, and she poured the water into the press while her bagel
toasted and added a shot of Bailey’s Irish Cream to her favorite
mug.

“Did you get the email from Mountain Meadows about
the women’s golf league?” Tasha asked.

“When? I didn’t see it,” she demanded, instantly on
alert. She hated missing things—feeling disconnected, out of
control.

“It came in yesterday, late in the afternoon.”

Carly thought back a day. She’d picked up her friend
Maggie, and they’d made a stop at Cooper’s Seafood in Scranton for
happy hour before heading to Erin’s party. She hadn’t checked her
email since she’d left the house at four o’clock.

Sighing, she sipped from her favorite mug. Thank
Goddess

for coffee. Grabbing the phone again, she walked across her kitchen
and gingerly fingered the curtain on the window facing the
guesthouse. The front of the blue SUV was just visible from that
angle. “Fuck,” she said.

“Fuck what?”

“She’s still here.”

Tasha laughed. “Her car is behind yours, isn’t
it?”

“Yeah, why?” Carly asked, defensive for reasons that
were not Tasha’s fault. She was upset with herself, not Tasha. But
as usual, she was taking it out on her bestie.

She pulled her bagel from the toaster and slathered
it with cream cheese.

“You won’t be able to get your car out. Do you want
me to pick you up?”

“Fuck, Tash. She can’t still be here at lunchtime.”
Carly rubbed away the pain starting to form between her eyes.

“Have you ever slept until noon after a bender?”

Carly put her food and the phone on a tray and
carried it upstairs to her bedroom. “Me? Never. You know I have an
aversion to sleeping late. I’m too much of a control freak. I’m
afraid of missing something when I sleep.”

Tash cleared her throat. “I would say intoxication
is a total loss of control, darling.”

“It’s just a way to relax, Tash,” she retorted as
she grabbed the remote and turned on the fireplace. Even though the
thermostat was programmed, the room was cold, and she felt the
chill despite her long coat. Above the whish of the fire, she heard
her friend sigh.

“So what’d the email say?” she asked as she slipped
off her coat and into her robe. She crawled beneath the covers and
powered up her laptop to check for herself.

“They mentioned the expo, and the new league. But,
more importantly, they released this year’s schedule for the
women’s golf league. Opening meeting, opening night, all the makeup
days and tournaments, even the banquet at the end.”

“Hmm. That’s a switch. Usually I’m waiting until
July to plan my summer, because you never know what’s happening
with the league until it’s almost over.”

“I guess the new president listened to all the
complaints.”

Carly bit her bagel and sipped her coffee before she
replied. Linda Frame, a highly successful realtor who was one of
Carly’s chief competitors, had taken the reins. “About fucking
time. Linda is sharp. She’ll do a good job this year.”

Carly leaned back into her headboard and paused for
a second, trying to find the right words to express the thoughts
kicking around in her head. “I don’t know, Tash. I feel sort of
restless about golf. I’m not sure what it is. Maybe it’s the same
eighteen holes twice a week. Or maybe it’s the same bunch of women.
The same faces. The same drama. The same winners every year, the
same women invited to play as guests of the members, the same teams
for the charity tournament. It’s the same
everything. I’m just…”

“Bored. You sound bored.”

She sighed, unsure. “Maybe…I’ve been feeling this
way for months. I thought I’d perk up after a week in Florida with
you and Pip, and I did. For the week I was in Florida. Now, I’m
back to feeling…whatever this is.”

“I’d say you need to get laid, but it sounds like
you’ve already tried that.”

“How do you know I slept with her?”

Tasha laughed. “I’ve met you.”

“You’re so sweet.”

“Pick me up at one.”

“If she’s still here, I’m canceling. If not, I’ll
see you then.”

Carly read the email from the club, and the hundred
others she’d received since she last checked them the morning
before. As the owner of a very successful real-estate agency that
employed a dozen agents, she never stopped working. She answered
some, deleted others, and an hour later, she searched the daily
listing of open houses. It was hard to believe, but some agents
actually waited to list important events like that on the day of.
Thankfully, none of them worked at Becker Realty.

Sure enough, multiple open houses were scheduled for
today. She pored over the list, looking for any that hadn’t been
there the day before, and when she found one, she jotted the
address on a sticky note. She’d already assessed the others, but
she wasn’t familiar with this property. She’d do a drive-by with
Tasha on the way to the expo. She liked to scout the competition,
liked to know what neighborhoods were popular. It benefited both
her buyers and sellers that she knew the market.

Closing the laptop, she got out of bed and
stretched, then walked to the window. The two back bedrooms,
including hers, faced the lake. She gazed out onto the snow-covered
surface, smooth except for the tracks of snowmobiles. A few houses
over, someone had cleared a patch the size of a softball field, and
Carly had seen what looked like a skating party there the day
before. This morning, though, the world beyond her window slept,
perfectly still except for the winding trails of smoke escaping
chimneys and dancing into the sky.

She walked to the small front bedroom and peeked
around the edge of the blind. A sigh of relief escaped her lips.
The SUV was gone.

Practically skipping, she headed back to her bedroom
and pulled her yoga gear from the closet. Mat, stretchy pants,
slim-fitting top. Seated on the bench at the bottom of her bed, she
glanced in the mirror. At forty-five, she still looked good. She’d
always been slim, and she’d managed to stay in shape. Much of that
was due to her combination of exercise and good genetics, rather
than a true effort on her behalf. She had no gray in her dark hair
and no wrinkles around her chocolate eyes. Her smile was still full
and bright. A bit of color remained on her cheeks from the trip to
Florida. It gave her a healthy look, she realized as she slipped
the shirt over her head. Probably why the teenager from the night
before had seen fit to follow her home.

Why did she do such stupid things when she was
drinking? She’d driven home and brought a woman half her age with
her. She could have hit a tree. The woman could have been a
psychopath.

Pushing play on her CD player, Carly lay back on her
mat and began stretching. Enya filled the room as thoughts filled
her mind. She was a lucky woman, she reminded herself. Her business
was successful. She owned a beautiful home, two cars, and had the
ability to eat and travel wherever she wanted. She was fortunate
enough to have excellent health, a blessing quite a few people she
knew didn’t enjoy. A few friends had died—some from cancer, one
from a crazy infection, one in an accident. The friends that
remained, like Tasha and Pip, and a few others, were great people
who loved her and filled her idle hours.

So why did she embarrass herself like this? What did
she hope to gain from a casual hookup? The sex probably hadn’t even
been very good. Damn. She wished she could remember it.

And what were her friends thinking about her? It
didn’t bother her that Tasha knew about the girl. Tasha knew
everything about her and loved her anyway. But the others who’d
been at the party would have an interesting tale to tell this
morning, and that pissed her off.

She had only herself to blame, though. She debated
calling Erin, but she couldn’t deal with that just now. More than
likely, Erin would call her anyway. And Carly would dodge the call,
just like she’d dodged the girl. It was just easier than having to
explain something she really didn’t understand herself.


Chapter Three

All-nighter

Dr. Paige Waterford opened the sterile package with
care, touching only the surface of the wrapping that would contact
the patient’s tray table and not the inside that she needed to keep
clean. She swallowed the hint of anxiety that always accompanied
such moments and went about her business.

“Okay, sir. I need you to bend over and hug the
pillow now, just like I showed you.”

The man sitting before her hesitated, and she
stepped around from behind him to look him in the eye. “I did this
to my niece once, and she still speaks to me. It’s going to be
okay.”

“Is it really necessary?” he asked, stretching the
word really into about twelve
syllables.

Paige explained again why she needed to do the
spinal tap. Although his CT scan was normal, a patient complaining
of an explosion in the back of their head and subsequent headache
had a small but not insignificant chance of a brain bleed, and
sometimes the first CT scan didn’t show the damage. Often, by the
time symptoms made a second scan necessary, it was too late.

He produced a guttural sound that made Paige laugh,
but she held his gaze. “Okay. Do it.”

Walking behind him once more, she explained what she
was doing as she ran her pointer finger along the bones of his
spine, feeling for the space between them where she would puncture
his spinal canal. “I’m going to mark you with my fingernail now, so
you’ll feel some pressure.” She poked him until a line appeared in
the correct spot, then studied the tray. Everything was laid out,
just the way Paige liked it. Organization was the key to her
success.

She forgot her anxiety as her instincts kicked in,
and the procedure moved very quickly from there. Betadine swabs
across the back, then a sterile drape to protect the surgical
field. A dollop of anesthesia beneath the skin to dull the initial
sting of the three-inch-long needle. Then the insertion.

“Be very still now. You’ll feel a prick at some
point, but it shouldn’t be too bad.” Guiding the needle between the
bones took a little bit of guesswork, based on a ton of experience,
but she had perfected the skill. Feeling a little give when the
needle pierced the covering over the spinal canal, she stopped and
pulled the stylus from its center, and a drop of clear, colorless
fluid appeared on the hub. “We’re in!” she informed the patient,
and the breath she exhaled temporarily fogged the eye shield on her
mask.

“I didn’t feel a thing,” he said, and she smiled.
She felt amazing. A spinal tap wasn’t a simple procedure, but she’d
done it with ease.

Using her left hand, she placed the first test tube
beneath the hub and watched as it filled, drop by drop.

“The fluid looks like water. It’s perfect. I have to
send it to the lab, but I think it’s going to be okay.”

She switched tubes and filled the second.

“So what’s wrong with me?”

“Sometimes it’s not what’s wrong that matters, but
what isn’t wrong. If we don’t find anything serious, then there’s
probably nothing to find. Maybe it’s just a migraine.”

Pulling the needle, she applied pressure with a
piece of gauze.

“So can you give me something for this damn pain,
then?” he said with a laugh.

“I certainly can.”

She capped four tubes and labeled them, then sealed
the lot in a plastic bag before wiping the patient’s back and
helping him to a comfortable position on the stretcher.

“My shift ended about half an hour ago, so one of my
colleagues will be coming in to give you the test results. I’m
going to prepare all the paperwork and give you some medicine and a
few prescriptions to go home with. Follow up with your doctor this
week, okay?”

“Thank you,” he said, and she squeezed his
shoulder.

“You’re very welcome.”

She had a bounce in her step as she left the room.
That was her touchdown pass. Her three-point buzzer shot. A chip-in
from just off the fairway. And she’d nailed it. She’d studied and
worked for most of her life to become a doctor, and at moments like
this, it was all worth it. If only for a little while, she was
flying high.

Back at the nurses’ station, she logged in to the
computer and entered orders in the e-chart, then handed the spinal
fluid to the nurse. “Please deliver this to the lab. I don’t want
the orderly to lose the tubes again.”

The nurse laughed. “No trouble. You should go get
some sleep. Are you back tonight?”

She shook her head. “Thankfully, no. This was my
fourth straight night, and I have a busy day ahead of me, so I
don’t plan to sleep until later. Maybe if I wait until tonight, my
body will get back to day-shift mode.”

“I don’t know how you doctors do it. At least the
nursing staff stays on nights, so we don’t have to yo-yo back and
forth.”

“The yo-yoing does suck,” she admitted with a smile.
“But at least I’m never on call.”

“What plans do you have?” she asked.

“The golf expo, at the casino.”

The day-shift doctor, loitering as he waited for
Paige’s sign-out, jumped into their conversation.

“That sounds like a great day. Gambling and
golf.”

“I don’t think I should gamble without sleeping.
It’s probably just as bad as drinking and gambling.”

“That’s a good bet,” he said
with a chuckle as she groaned. “Pick up some swag for me, so I know
what I missed. I thought the life of an ER doctor would be grand,
yet here I am, working every other weekend…”

“Just like the rest of us, Jack. Stop complaining,
or I’m not sharing my lunch today.” The nurse frowned at him, but
Paige knew she was only teasing.

Jack turned an imaginary key across his lips and
then motioned her toward the computer for sign-out. She told him
about the spinal-fluid orders and two trauma patients who were
waiting for routine CT scans.

“All the discharge instructions are done, so just
print them when you have the reports. And that’s it. How are the
roads?” There had been an ice storm, and the results had shown up
in the ER in ambulances all night long. Fortunately, those who’d
crashed their cars hadn’t been badly hurt.

“The roads are just wet at this point. You’ll have
an easy drive home and then to the casino. Have fun today,” he said
as he picked up a chart and went to work.

“Thanks,” she replied. She walked through the halls
outside the nursing station with the sense of relief she always
felt at the end of a shift. No one had died or had significant
problems. And she’d worked only an hour overtime.

After punching in the code on the door to the
physicians’ lounge, she escaped inside. It was an oasis, a big,
bright, quiet refuge in the middle of the chaos of the ER, and she
immediately felt a sense of calm. She hung her lab coat in her
locker and threw her scrubs into the laundry bin, then pulled on
the jeans and sweater she’d worn to work the night before. After
exchanging her work clogs for Uggs, she pulled on her parka,
grabbed her backpack, and headed home.

The parking lot was attached to the parking garage
via a bridge, and she was happy she’d used the lot the night
before, instead of a closer spot on the street. Everywhere she
looked she saw evidence of the storm—wet roads, vehicles and trees
encrusted with ice, and busy people scraping the windows of their
cars and SUVs.

She paused to take it all in. The sun was dazzling
as it reflected everywhere—off the glass tower of the hospital, the
ice on the trees, the water on the road. She squinted and breathed
deeply, imagined the ice flowing through her throat, into her
lungs, scraping her airway, burning. She shivered and buried her
nose into the collar of her coat and picked up her pace for the
last few steps to the car.

Allowing her Jeep a minute to warm up, she plugged
in her phone and selected her favorite playlist. It was a
twenty-minute drive to her home in Clarks Summit from the hospital
in Scranton, and she liked to use that time to unwind. It was hard
not to brood when people died, or when patients’ family members
acted like asses, or the people she worked with pissed her off, so
the routine helped, and she stuck to it, even when she’d enjoyed an
easy night like the one that had just ended.

Humming along to Quintango, she relaxed, and the
drive went quickly.

Her ringing phone interrupted her concert. Liza.
Paige smiled as she pressed the phone connection on her steering
wheel and said hello.

“Greetings from the frozen tundra,” Liza said in her
strong Brooklyn accent. “How’s Scranton?”

“Thawing,” she said. Her drive had been easy, the
roads wet, but she worried the ice on trees might fell them, along
with the fragile power lines in her community.

“As long as the roads are open, and that’s a big
if,” Liza said, “we should be at your house
in forty minutes. Can I bring you anything? Dunkin’? A waffle with
strawberries? A crepe with Nutella?”

Paige sighed. “I wish. But I think I’ll just have
time for a Pop-Tart. Don’t want to be late today.” She turned onto
her street and into the driveway of the large contemporary she
called home. Although the roads had been salted, her driveway had
not, and the Jeep skidded when she braked. Letting out a breath
when she stopped, she paused to look around. Her house, nestled in
the trees, was an amazing ice sculpture this morning.

“What just happened?” Liza asked.

“I almost took out a small tree.”

“But you didn’t?”

“I did not.”

“Good work.”

“Thanks. Be careful in my driveway.” Pressing the
garage remote, she watched as the door opened. “And I’m going to be
late, too, if I don’t hop in the shower right now.”

“Okay, bye,” Liza said before abruptly hanging
up.

She was laughing, as she always did with Liza. Their
senses of humor were in harmony, and they had the rare ability to
crack each other up. It was just one of many things about Liza she
loved. It was as if they’d known each other since kindergarten, but
they’d met only last fall.

The laughter quickly faded as she pulled into her
garage and noticed the two parking spaces beside hers were
empty.

Leaning back into the comfortable leather, she
sighed. These days, life at home was much more stressful than at
work.

She found the seed spreader she used for the
ice-melt and pushed it to the drive, where she inched back and
forth a few dozen times. The results were instantaneous, and she
watched little pockets appear in the glass-like surface. Satisfied
that she wouldn’t break her leg the next time she left the house,
she headed inside.

On the kitchen island, she found the note from her
husband. He’d left, again, escaping to his fishing cabin. After
reading it, she threw it into the trash. Rubbing her tired eyes,
she sighed.

It was a sigh of relief, she realized. She wouldn’t
have to deal with his mood, arguing with him because she wanted to
do something for herself. It was an argument they had frequently,
whenever Paige decided to do something for her own well-being. It
wasn’t enough that she voiced her needs—Will wanted her to explain
them. To defend herself. And for some reason, she found that a
daunting demand. Most times, she just acquiesced. On the rare
occasions she found the perfect words to articulate her feelings,
he dismissed them, calling her silly or crazy or selfish. But she
didn’t feel any of those things—at least not when she was by
herself, with her thoughts. She felt anxious, and sad, and
restless, and she was just trying to change that attitude. To feel
good about herself again. She knew she was an attractive,
intelligent, successful woman. That’s what her logical brain told
her, but the message somehow got lost on the way to the emotional
part of her brain, where she felt so screwed up.

Yet her needs were hard to suppress these days, and
they kept surfacing. She knew she needed to listen to her heart, to
do some things for herself. Her desire caused arguments and hard
feelings at home, but she had to do it anyway. She just felt like
she had no choice. If she didn’t do something, she felt like she’d
go off a cliff.

Today was one of those times, and she was happy he’d
left, because she didn’t have the energy to fight with him. They’d
been fighting for years, and she was tired of it.

Forcing thoughts of him from her mind, she turned on
her Keurig and headed to her bedroom, stripped off her dirty
clothes, then turned on the shower. While the water warmed, she
brushed her teeth and thought about the day ahead, and that
quickly, her mood changed as excitement coursed through her. A new
golf league was ready to launch, and she was one of the founders.
Swinging Around the World, SAW for short, was coming to Scranton,
and she couldn’t wait. She’d make new friends and see some old
ones. It was something fun and different in the middle of the
run-on sentence that was winter in Northeastern Pennsylvania. More
importantly, its arrival promised that the summer would be a great
one, too. Golf was something she loved, and this league was
something for her.

After showering and drying her hair, she dressed
casually in jeans, a green turtleneck that complemented her blond
hair and blue-green eyes, and a thick golf sweater. She completed
the outfit with her favorite pair of Uggs. She really couldn’t wait
for golf season and its wardrobe of shorts and sleeveless shirts.
She. Could. Not. Wait.

Glancing at the clock, she realized she had to
hurry, and she skipped down the stairs and into her kitchen. She
popped a Pop-Tart into the toaster and fixed her coffee, with one
ear listening for the sound of Mallory’s horn. From their Pocono
home, Liza and her wife Mal practically had to drive past her house
to reach the casino, so they’d offered to pick her up. And besides,
carpooling gave her some extra time with two of her favorite
people.

A few minutes later, a honking noise from outside
her window told her that her friends had arrived, and she hurried
from her kitchen, feeling happy. Alive. The best she’d felt since
the last time she’d seen Liza and Mallory, two weeks earlier. She
wasn’t sure what it was about these two women, but she loved
spending time with them. And I’m going to have them for the entire
day, she thought as she locked the house and headed out.

The ice on the driveway had melted, and she
scampered across the concrete and into the backseat of Mallory’s
sporty Cadillac SUV. “Hey,” she said in greeting. “How are you
ladies?”

“Other than a downed power line, just another day in
frozen paradise,” Liza replied as she blew a kiss in Paige’s
direction.

Paige chuckled as she buckled her seat belt. “Did
you have any problem finding the house?” During the few months
they’d been friends, she’d been to their Pocono house, and they’d
met at restaurants, but they’d never been to hers.

“GPS,” Mallory replied.

Paige sighed. “Yes. Where would we be without
it?”

“Lost!” Liza said with a chuckle.

Mallory put the SUV into reverse and backed out of
the driveway. As she turned, her eyes locked with Paige’s.

“Doesn’t that sort of make you a bad lesbian? I
mean, shouldn’t you be handy with a compass and a map?” Paige
asked, trying to stifle her smile.

“Stereotype much?” she quipped.

Paige laughed, but the truth was, she was curious
about all things lesbian. It was as if a magnet was drawing her
thoughts in that direction. It had always been there, but since
meeting Liza and Mallory a few months ago, it was happening more
often. She adored them and really connected with them as
individuals, but the fact that they were a couple appealed to her
as well. Through them she had an angle into a world that simply
fascinated her.

“So, you worked last night, huh?”

Paige sighed. “Yeah. Weekends and nights are part of
the job.”

“We could still do Dunkin’. Should we stop?”

“Hmm. I just had a cup, but maybe it’s not a bad
idea. If you’ll join me?”

“I’m always ready for coffee,” Mallory said. “I work
some long nights myself, and sometimes it keeps me going.”

Mallory talked about her job as she drove. After
majoring in computer science in college, she’d opened her own IT
company years before, and she had grown it into a successful
business.

“I’m practically allergic to electronic devices,”
Paige confessed. “I think you must have a natural talent, like
Picasso or Beethoven, to be able to fix computers.”

Turning to face Paige, Liza smiled. “I’ve always
said she was a genius.”

Mallory rubbed Liza’s shoulder as she pulled the car
into the queue at Dunkin’. “You’re so sweet, I’m going to buy you a
coffee. Just so you know how much I love you.”

Paige loved the way they interacted. They were the
cutest couple she’d ever met.

“So tell me about the other people who’ll be here
today,” Paige requested. Liza and Mal were members of Brooklyn SAW,
and when they’d suggested Paige form a SAW league in the Scranton
area, she didn’t hesitate. The stories she and Mallory had shared
about their golf adventures had done more than pique her interest.
Paige was really excited. She would have driven to Brooklyn every
week to play with them if they hadn’t suggested a league here. She
only hoped the women of Northeastern Pennsylvania showed enough
interest to make it work.

Liza told her about friends from the Harrisburg area
who would be at the expo. They’d driven in the day before and
stayed overnight at the casino, so they were already there, setting
up a table for the group. Two other ladies, from New Jersey, would
be there as well. “You’ll like everyone. They’re all nice. A few
are a little…competitive, but I overlook that,” Liza said.

“I thought you liked competition?” Paige asked.

“Please,” she said. “None of us is going on tour.
It’s about being out in nature, and exercising, and sharing some
laughs. About going to new places and meeting new people. In twenty
years, I won’t remember what score I shot, but I’ll remember the
people I met.”

“And they’ll remember you,” Paige said with a
laugh.

“Everyone always does,” Mallory said with a
chuckle.

“I know you love me,” Liza retorted as she rubbed
Mal’s shoulder, and then she turned again to face Paige.

“Who did you invite?” Mallory asked Paige.

Paige told her about all the people she’d reached
out to about SAW. Her friend Linda, the realtor who’d sold Paige
her house a few years back, was the champion at Mountain Meadows
Country Club. Linda was the first person Paige had called about
SAW, and it had been a good move. Linda was the chair of the
women’s league at The Meadows and had mentioned SAW in an email
that went out to all the members. Quite a few women had expressed
an interest. Paige hoped they’d show up, too. She’d invited her
sister and her niece, ladies from her own league, people from work,
and even the owner of the public course where she played.

“He offered to host the league,” Paige said.

“That’s great. You’re really ahead of the game.”

“I don’t feel that way. Aside from my sister and my
niece, Linda’s the only one who’s committed. How many do we
need?”

“Each club can have a maximum of eight players each
week, but we count only the top four scores. So technically
speaking, you could have four players to get started. You’re
set.”

“My sister and my niece are awful players,” Paige
said. “But don’t tell them I said that.”

“Never. But you want more people, so you don’t have
to play every Friday. That’s hard. Weddings, vacations, work…sadly,
it all interferes with golf. Most teams have around fifteen or
twenty members, and they take turns. Then it’s not too much of a
burden each week.”

Paige sighed. “Whew. That’s a big ask. I’m going to
hope for a few more, so we can field two teams.”

“It shouldn’t be a problem,” Mallory said. “People
love this.”

They talked about the weather, and Liza suggested
they plan a trip south to play golf before the season. “Maybe we
can get some people together,” she suggested. “Make it an
outing.”

“That sounds great. Someplace warm, please.” Paige
had visited her parents in Florida for Christmas, but she’d been
able to get only four days off from work. Plus, she was visiting
them, so she didn’t really do anything
except bake a few cookies and clean up after dinner. She couldn’t
remember the last time she’d really been away. Her niece had
invited her to Paris the previous fall, but Paige hadn’t been able
to get the time off. Jules was a senior in high school, and the
trip was a
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