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A Turn of Fate

Nev Wakefield is happy working as a blacksmith on her
sprawling ranch, until one fateful evening driving home, her past
comes rushing back, literally running her off the road. Kinsley
Padovano escapes to a spiritual retreat only to be nearly run down
by Nev, a woman she never expected to see again.

Nev and Kinsley share a history of heartbreaking
loss. Twenty-five years ago, Nev’s twin and Kinsley’s best friend,
Vivian, died in a plane crash, leaving Nev alone with parents too
caught in their grief to notice her and spurring Kinsley toward a
career as an aviation expert.

Now, Kinsley’s retreat is right next door to Nev’s
ranch, and they’re thrust together as undeniable attraction becomes
too irresistible to ignore. Can they overcome the pain of their
past to turn fate around?
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“This is a great book. The police drama keeps you
enthralled throughout but what I found captivating was the growing
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fill a tub and bathe in all the feelings. Hell, if I had one of
those fancy, waterproof Kindles, I just might have.”—Lesbian
Review

“The beginning of this novel captured my attention
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me sit up and pay attention to what was happening on the digital
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“From the start Ronica Black had me. I loved
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this reader admires their chutzpah and cheers them on…These stories
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them and see.”—Erotica Revealed

Chasing Love

“Ronica Black’s writing is fluid, and lots of
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“Sleek storytelling and terrific characters are the
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thrilling story of love in the Outback…Along with the romance of
Krista and Rae, the secondary storylines such as Krista’s fear of
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and warmth. Black also draws in the reader by utilizing the weather
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“I like the author’s writing style and she tells a
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It was August, 1987 when the call came. I was eleven
years old; my younger sister, Robin, was eight. The call came from
Robin’s teacher, which we thought was odd, given that it was
summer. When my sister answered the phone, she thought she was in
trouble, as her little eight-year-old mind couldn’t understand what
the phone call could be about. She handed the phone to my mother,
and based on her reaction, we knew that whatever it was, it wasn’t
good.

My mother hung up and sat us down. She told us there
had been a plane crash and that Robin’s classmate and friend had
been killed, along with all the others on board.

I remember sitting there shocked. We cried. My mother
did her best to console us and we did our best to grieve as only
children can, with a lot of confusion and questions. And I remember
thinking that if we’re this hurt and confused, how must the loved
ones and family members of those on board be feeling?

I’ll never forget wondering about that. So when this
idea came up for this book, naturally my mind traveled back all
those years to that hot summer day in August. I called my sister,
and we relived a bit of the past. And it was still just as sad and
tragic today as it was then. That’s when I knew I had to write this
book.

I can only hope, however, that I’ve done justice to
what it must’ve felt like for those families whose loved ones were
so tragically taken.

Thank you, Robin, for helping me remember.

And thanks, as always, to the entire Bold Strokes
team for all their hard work.

Thank you to my editor, Cindy Cresap. Cindy, every
time we work together I learn something new. Thank you.


For my sister, Robin, who helped me remember the
past.

 


And for Flight 255. RIP


Prologue

“I don’t care what Viv says,” Kinsley said as she
dealt the playing cards like one of those professionals in Vegas.
“NSYNC is so not better than the Backstreet Boys.”

Nev watched her best friend in wonder, only half
listening. She was too focused on the lightning quick flick of her
wrist and fingers as she dealt those cards. How did she do it? Nev
didn’t know. She just knew that when it came to Kinsley, not much
surprised her anymore.

Kinsley finished dealing and cocked her head.
“They’re good, sure. But better? Nuh-uh. No way. I really think
she’s just saying that because she’s seriously crushing on Justin
Timberlake.”

Nev picked up her cards and drew her legs in lotus
style. She and Kinsley were in her bedroom playing bullshit and
listening to one of Kinsley’s Backstreet Boys CDs. Currently,
Kinsley was singing along to “I Want It That Way” as she studied
her hand. It was her turn to go first, but she seemed to be taking
her time, pausing momentarily to grab a handful of popcorn from the
holiday tin Nev had snatched from the kitchen. They’d already
finished off the caramel corn section. Now they were munching on
the cheddar cheese, having both agreed to save the white cheddar
portion for Nev’s twin sister, Vivian, who was due back from
volleyball camp in Wisconsin in a few hours. The last week of
Christmas break just hadn’t been the same without her, and they
were both excited for her return.

Kinsley hadn’t said so or anything, but Nev sensed
she felt the same. It was the main reason why she’d come over to
spend the night. So they could both welcome her home. Sure, she and
Kinsley got along great and Nev considered her her best friend,
next to Viv of course, but they were used to being the Three
Musketeers, not two peas in a pod. And lately, something was
different when it was just her and Kinsley. Something unspoken.
She’d noticed it back in August when they’d started the sixth
grade. Kinsley had walked into class on the first day of school a
little more womanly, with a stylish new layered haircut, newly
developed curves, and a shimmering golden tan from her vacation in
San Diego. All the boys’ heads had turned at her entrance. And Nev
had to admit, hers had too. She, of course, hadn’t told anyone.
She’d kept to herself her admiration and the funny feelings she’d
get in her stomach when Kinsley laughed or when they’d playfully
roughhouse. She wanted to figure out what those feelings meant
before she shared them with anyone. Even Viv, who she told
absolutely everything to, didn’t know. Actually, when it came to
Viv, most of the time she didn’t even have to tell her. Viv just
knew. And vice versa. Her mother said it was a twin thing. She
wondered if Viv was aware of her funny feelings for Kinsley. If she
did, what did she think? If she didn’t, what would she
think?

“I mean, he’s cute and all,” Kinsley continued, “but
he doesn’t knock me off my feet or anything,” She finally
discarded. “Two aces.”

Nev searched her hand for some twos.

“What do you think?” Kinsley asked.

“’Bout what?”

“About what I just said. Duh.”

Nev shrugged, not really having followed her train
of thought that closely. “I really haven’t thought about it.”

Kinsley eyed her. “You don’t have an opinion?”

Nev plucked a card from the deck. “Nope. One
two.”

“At all?”

“Nuh-uh.”

“Well, which group do you think is cuter?” She snuck
her tongue out to touch her top lip as she examined her hand once
again.

Nev looked at her over her cards. “I don’t really
like any of them.”

Kinsley slumped like she was exasperated. “I’m not
asking you to marry them. Just tell me who is cuter. Come on. You
must think at least one member is hot.”

Nev returned her attention to her cards. “I don’t
even really like pop music. I’m more into country.”

“That has nothing to do with what I’m asking.”

Nev eyed her. Waiting. “It’s your turn.”

Kinsley sighed and shifted her hand around before
discarding. “Three threes.”

Nev shook her head as she located two threes in her
own hand. “Bullshit.”

Kinsley groaned and slapped her hand down on the
discard pile to scoop it up. “Damn it, Nev. You’re too good at
this.”

“Not really. You’re just really bad.”

Kinsley gave her the finger. “It’s better with three
people.”

Nev just grinned and grabbed some popcorn.

The CD ended and the room fell heavy with silence.
She found Kinsley staring at her as she chewed.

“What?”

“You didn’t give me an answer.”

Nev fought groaning and stretched out a pajama clad
leg. Her black fuzzy sock had a piece of orange popcorn stuck to
the toe, and just as soon as she noticed it, her plump cocker
spaniel, Posh, snuck by and snatched it before waddling over to her
bed in the corner.

Kinsley laughed. “That’s so gross.”

Nev smiled. “She’s done worse.”

Kinsley’s eyes grew wide. “Oh my God, I know!
Remember last summer when Viv laughed so hard the spaghetti she
just ate came out of her nose and Posh ate it?”

Nev cracked up. “Yes!”

“And Viv said it burned because she’d had Dr Pepper
too, so Posh was eating like, spaghetti, snot, and Dr Pepper all
mixed together.”

“Stop!” She was laughing so hard it hurt. “You’re
gonna make me ralph.”

“Well, don’t worry. If you do, Posh will eat it
before your mom sees it.”

They fell over with giggles and Nev laughed until
her eyes watered.

“Remind me to never, ever let that dog kiss me
again,” Kinsley said.

“Aw, you’re hurting her feelings,” Nev said, looking
back at Posh all curled up on her bed. Posh was considered the
family dog, but she was really Viv’s. Viv had named her after one
of the Spice Girls and Posh had bonded with Viv more than she had
anyone else.

“She misses Viv,” Nev said. “If she were home, she
wouldn’t even be in my room.”

“Yeah,” Kinsley said, eating some popcorn. “I miss
her, too.”

Nev examined her hand and discarded. “Three fours.”
She was hoping to catch Kinsley off guard. It didn’t work. She
actually took the time to painstakingly search her hand.

“Bullshit!”

“Damn it!” Nev retrieved the cards and returned them
to her hand.

“Girls!” Mom yelled from the living room.
“Language!”

They laughed again, Kinsley covering her mouth.

“Sorry, Mom!” Nev called out.

“Sorry,” Kinsley whispered.

“Don’t worry about it.”

They laughed some more and Kinsley discarded. “Two
fives.”

Nev searched her hand. “You’re right, though. This
game is better with three people. Where’s Viv when you need
her?”

She set down some cards. “Two sixes.”

“It was nice getting a break from her pain in the
butt annoying singing and all, but I do miss her.” She looked at
Kinsley. “If you tell her that, I’ll kick your ass.”

Kinsley grinned. “Ooh, you said ass. You must mean
business, you rebel, you. I’m so scared.” She grinned as she leaned
over and fumbled with the buttons on the stereo. She switched on
the FM radio to her favorite pop station. Then she refocused on her
cards.

“I really wish I could’ve gone to camp with
her.”

Nev sipped from her can of Orange Crush. “You got
sick. You can’t help that.”

“I know, but maybe I should’ve hidden it and toughed
it out. So I could go, you know?”

“Um, you were chucking up a storm. Don’t think you
could’ve exactly hidden that, Kinny.”

She shrugged. “Still, I wish I could’ve gone. It was
my idea and everything. I feel bad Viv had to go alone.” She put
down a card. “One seven.”

“There’s always next year. And you never know. Viv
could come home and tell us it sucked balls. Then you might be glad
you didn’t go.”

Kinsley laughed a little. “Good point. But I hope
for her sake it didn’t. I hope she had fun.”

“Mom said she sounded like she was having fun.”

They grew quiet and Kinsley glanced around the room
as Nev rearranged her cards. She appeared to be taking in Nev’s
posters of horses, the US Women’s Soccer team and her autographed
photos of Mia Hamm and Brandi Chastain, which Nev had waited in
line for hours to get. Kinsley and Viv were into volleyball. But
Nev’s thing was soccer. She was obsessed and determined to someday
make the US women’s team.

Kinsley’s eyes lingered on Nev’s poster of the Spice
Girls behind her bed.

“Nev?”

Nev swallowed some more popcorn. “Yeah?”

“Do you think any of the boys at school are
cute?”

Nev felt herself redden. They were back to this. “I
don’t know.”

“No, for real. Give me an answer.”

Nev shrugged.

Kinsley looked at her. Pegged her with a powerful
stare from her hazel blue eyes. “Because I don’t.”

“What?” Nev about spit out her drink. “But you have
a boyfriend and everything.”

“Conner’s okay, I guess. He’s nice and the other
girls think he’s cute.”

“Kinny, he’s the most popular guy in sixth grade.
Viv has the total hots for him.”

She dropped her gaze. “I know,” she said softly.
“So, why am I not into him?”

“Maybe you just like someone else,” Nev said
half-heartedly.

Her eyes came back up. “I do like someone else,” she
said.

Nev swallowed and suddenly that funny feeling was
back in her stomach again. Her mind went to a couple of hours from
then when Viv would be home and they’d all be asleep together on
the floor, snuggled in blankets and laughing until they fell
asleep. Would she be able to roll over and smell the apple scented
shampoo of Kinsley’s hair? Would she feel the warm press of her
body against hers? Would it keep her up like it did the last time
she spent the night?

Would she wake the next morning to find Kinsley
looking at her like she was right now? Looking at her in the way
she’d been looking at her for a few months now?

“Oh,” Nev said, pretending to study her cards. Sarah
McLachlan started singing “Building a Mystery” on the stereo. Nev
loved that song and she burned hotter as she listened to the lyrics
and thought of Kinsley.

“Don’t you want to know who?” Kinsley asked.

Nev almost closed her eyes at the words. Are you
going to say it’s me? Could that be possible?

“Nev?”

“Hm?”

“You know, you never did answer my question about
the boy bands.”

Nev groaned. “God, that again?”

“Why won’t you answer?”

“I did. You just didn’t like my answer.”

“Your answer gave away nothing.”

“Gave away nothing? What are you wanting me to give
away?”

Kinsley looked away. Nev saw her blush this
time and Nev couldn’t bear to look at her, suspecting the blush was
because of her. They sat quietly as the song played on until
eventually, as the song faded out, Kinsley spoke.

“What about the Spice Girls?” she asked softly. “Do
you think any of them are hot?”

Nev glanced at her quickly, burned so hot she
thought she’d die, and then stared down at her cards.

“Because I do.”

Nev didn’t respond. She was having trouble
breathing, much less speaking.

“I like Sporty Spice. She reminds me of you.”

Nev forced down a swallow and felt her heart beating
in her ears. She glanced up at Kinsley and saw a look she’d never
seen before in her eyes. It was similar to the one she’d been
giving her, only this one was ten times as powerful, ten times as
fierce. She looked like she wanted to lean in and kiss her, and for
a long, incredible second, Nev wondered what that would be like. It
nearly made her dizzy she swooned so hard.

The normally upbeat deejay came on over the radio,
interrupting the heavy moment. She sounded distressed.

“We have some breaking news this evening out of
Milwaukee. We are getting reports that a commercial airliner
crashed soon after takeoff about twenty minutes ago. We will keep
you updated on the latest details as they come in.”

Nev stared at the stereo as the deejay went to
commercial. Kinsley didn’t speak for a long moment. Neither did
Nev.

“Isn’t Viv taking off from Milwaukee?” Kinsley asked
in a soft voice.

“It isn’t her,” Nev said firmly. No way. No how. Viv
probably hadn’t even taken off yet. Probably wasn’t even on the
plane yet. She didn’t even like to fly, so she was probably putting
off even getting on until the last second.

But something in her gut wouldn’t allow her to buy
into that. Her mouth went dry and she struggled to swallow down the
last two swigs of soda. She closed her eyes as her heart pounded.
She searched for the familiar sensation she’d had since birth, the
one that came over her every time she thought of Viv.

She clenched her eyes and then her hands. Tried
harder.

She opened her eyes as panic set in.

Something was wrong, terribly wrong. She could no
longer feel her twin sister.

Another commercial commenced and the house phone
rang, causing Nev to jerk. Kinsley came to sit next to her and she
squeezed her arm.

“I’m sure you’re right,” she said.

The commercial ended and another started. Nev heard
movement coming from the living room. Raised voices. Shuffling,
hurried feet.

She could sense her parents’ unease.

Oh, God.

The deejay came back on.

“Some tragic news out of Milwaukee tonight. We’ve
just received confirmation that a commercial flight en route from
Milwaukee to Phoenix crashed shortly after takeoff. Rescue workers
are at the scene, but so far there has been no word on
survivors.”

Nev turned the stereo off and shoved it over,
wanting it to shut up. They weren’t right. They didn’t know. How
could they know? She leaned forward and yanked the plug from the
wall, ensuring it would never come back on.

“Nev,” Kinsley said, gently tugging on her. “It’ll
be okay. I’m sure Viv is fine. We don’t even know if that’s her
flight—”

The bedroom door flew open and Dad rushed in looking
ashen.

“Nevaeh,” he choked. “Oh, God.”

Mom hurried in, took one look at her, and fell to
the floor and burst into tears. She fell upon Nev sobbing, and Nev
knew then it was true. The feeling in her gut was real.

Viv was gone.


Chapter One

Twenty Years Later

 


“So, what you’re saying, Ms. Padovano, is that there
are different flight rules for flying into fog?” the pretty but
very professional news anchor asked. Kinsley nodded, feeling at
ease with the question, and kept her eye contact with the newswoman
rather than the camera as she answered.

“That’s correct. When you fly into fog you have to
fly under IFR.”

“And what’s IFR?”

“Instrument Flight Rules. In other words, the
instruments guide you rather than your own vision, which is known
as VFR or Visual Flight Rules.”

“That explains so much of what we’ve been hearing on
the cockpit voice recorder. It’s all beginning to make sense now.”
She glanced down at her notes. “Can you tell us what IIMC is? The
pilot refers to flying into IIMC.”

“Sure. IIMC stands for Inadvertent Instrumental
Meteorological Conditions. The pilot is reporting that he has
inadvertently flown into fog and is now requesting to fly under
Special VFR, or Special Visual Flight Rules.”

“Special Visual Flight Rules?”

“Yes. And to be able to fly by Special Visual Flight
Rules you have to be IFR rated and your plane has to be IFR
capable. This pilot was, but unfortunately the fog was just too
much for him.”

“Unfortunately, yes, it seemed to be.” She paused.
Sighed. “Such a terrible tragedy.” One of the producers gave the
signal to wrap things up. The newswoman looked at the camera. “I’m
afraid that’s all we have time for this evening.” She glanced back
to Kinsley. “Thank you so much for your time, Ms. Padovano, for
helping us make sense out of the cockpit voice recording and for
shedding some light on this tragic accident.”

“Thank you for having me.”

The newswoman turned to face the camera once again.
“That’s all for this special report on last month’s small plane
crash in Denver. We’ll see you again for the news at ten.”

“And we’re out,” said one of the producers. “Rachel,
fabulous job as always, and, Ms. Padovano, you did great, thank
you.”

Kinsley rose from behind the desk and shook his
hand. “My pleasure.”

Rachel approached her next, hand outstretched.
“Great job.”

“Thanks.”

They rounded the news desk and a young man handed
Rachel an iPad, which she immediately began messing with.

“You handled that like an old pro,” she said,
smiling over at Kinsley.

“I do this a lot.”

“It shows.” She winked and walked off, young man
talking in her ear. Kinsley rubbed her temple and stopped at the
refreshment table for a bottled water. She eyed the food but
decided against it, her growing headache too prominent. What she
really needed was a damn Diet Coke. The caffeine, she knew from
experience, would help her headache. As she grabbed her things and
headed for the exit she tried to remember the last time she’d had
any caffeine. Or even eaten for that matter.

She thought maybe it had been on that morning’s
flight in from Phoenix, but now she couldn’t recall. That was how
things were lately. Her mind too busy playing catch-up to her
frantic lifestyle rather than focusing on silly everyday things
like eating. And sleeping. And doing anything required for basic
survival.

So how was she surviving?

I’m barely hanging on, that’s how.

But she reminded herself that that’s how she
preferred things now. Working long hours, traveling most of the
week, spending very little time at home in Phoenix. It was easier
to stay distracted and avoid the reality of her life.

She inwardly cringed as she thought of her
ex-girlfriend.

It had been six months since Gabby had ended things,
and yet her harsh words sounded like they were being spoken right
into her ear.

You’re going to die alone. You’ll be so busy
nitpicking everyone else in your life about how they aren’t good
enough, that you’ll end up all alone. And that’s the way you’ll
die. Alone.

She rubbed her temple again and fumbled in her purse
for some Advil. The headache coming on was so bad she was ready to
crush the damn pills and snort them.

She laughed at herself, finding it funny that she
was considering snorting Advil. Could one even snort Advil? Why did
anyone snort anything? Didn’t it sting? She shook her head,
regretted it, and gave up on her quest for the painkiller. She
entered the newsroom lobby and went to slip into her coat when she
realized she was still wearing the mic.

“Oh, my God.” She sighed and turned to head back,
but a young intern was already chasing her down. The young woman
smiled, breathless as Kinsley removed the mic and handed it
over.

“Thanks.”

“What can I say? I’m a space cadet.”

The intern laughed. “That’s pretty funny considering
you’re an aviation expert.”

“Right? You’d think outer space would be in my
wheelhouse.”

The young woman laughed again and wished her a good
evening as she walked away. Coat on, Kinsley once again headed for
the door. She was pushing it open when her cell phone rang. She
fumbled for it in her purse as she crossed to step inside the
elevator. But it, like the Advil, was elusive. When she finally
found it, she quickly answered.

“Hello?”

The call had ended.

She checked the number, didn’t recognize it, and
tossed it back into her purse. It rang again almost immediately.
She decided to let it go to voice mail and exited the elevator and
then the building, stepping out into a chilly Denver evening. She
tugged her coat closed and waved at her driver, who was pulling up
alongside the curb. The news station had provided her with
transportation to and from the station, and she couldn’t have been
more grateful. The chill of the oncoming night was already biting
into her bones, and she cursed her pantyhose, wishing they were
warmer. She crawled into the car and debated removing her
heels.

“Back to the hotel?” the driver asked.

“No, I think I better get something to eat first.
Any suggestions?”

“A ton. What are you in the mood for?”

“I don’t know.” She rubbed her temple again and
thought of the silence and loneliness she’d find back at the hotel
and said, “Surprise me.” She dropped her hand from her temple and
began to massage the silk fabric of her blouse. It was a habit
she’d developed recently. Her own silent way to self-soothe. At the
moment, however, it wasn’t doing much good.

They pulled into traffic and her phone beeped with a
text message. She checked it and her heart sank. It was her cousin
Marty’s wife, Diane.

“Oh, great.” First the headache and now this. She
had no idea what she could possibly want, but she knew it couldn’t
be good. Diane had never been a big fan of Kinsley’s. Mainly
because Kinsley had something in common with Marty that she didn’t.
A love of flying.

Kinsley returned the call and she answered on the
third ring. Her voice was tight, like she’d been crying.

“It’s Marty,” she said by way of greeting.

“Marty? What is it? What’s wrong?”

“His plane. Your plane. That stupid plane.”

“What’s wrong with the plane?” Why would Diane be
calling her about the plane she and Marty co-owned?

“It crashed, that’s what.” She started to cry, and
Kinsley struggled to breathe.

“What?” Her heart plunged to her feet, yet she could
feel it pounding in her ears. “Is he—”

“He’s alive. But he’s hurt. Bad. You need to come
home.”

“I’ll catch the first flight back to Phoenix.”

“We’re in Flagstaff. He was flying out of Flag.”

“Okay.”

“Hurry, Kinsley. The NTSB has questions about the
plane, about Marty, things I can’t answer. Questions that I have,
too. Understand?”

She more than understood. She’d been consulted on
dozens of crashes over the years. So, she knew the routine. Only
now, she was going to be one of the ones under the microscope as
the investigation into the accident got underway. That only added
to the anxiety already flooding through her veins.

She closed her eyes. “I’m on my way.”

She ended the call and spoke to the driver. “Forget
dinner. Take me back to the hotel.”

❖

The doors to the hospital whooshed open as Kinsley
rushed inside and headed straight for the main desk. She waited
anxiously, checking her aviator’s watch for the time as the woman
in line in front of her got the information she needed. When it was
Kinsley’s turn, she was still breathless, but now it was mainly
from nerves.

“Can I help you?” the young woman with the volunteer
name badge asked.

“Marty Miller.”

The young woman typed on her keyboard and Kinsley
eyed her watch again. Diane’s call had come more than three hours
ago.

“He’s here,” Kinsley said hurriedly. “At least
that’s what I was last told.”

Come on, come on. I’m freaking dying here.

“Yes, just one moment.” She typed some more. She
looked up at Kinsley. “ICU. Follow the signs down the hall to your
left.”

“Thank you.” Kinsley hurried off toward the hallway.
She’d been out of the loop, without any information, on her two
flights in from Denver. Diane had stopped answering her texts, and
the local news wasn’t as up-to-date as she would’ve liked.

She’d seen what little news footage there was on her
phone while she was in the air. The plane had come down over the
Coconino Forest, on the outskirts of Flagstaff, near I-17. She’d
seen a plume of white smoke rising from beneath the trees, a black
scar marking the earth, a trail leading up to the smoke. Emergency
vehicles had been on scene.

That was all the information she had other than what
Diane had provided, which was very little.

Now she was in Flagstaff and about to find out
firsthand just how bad things were.

She felt sick.

Not just nervous sick, but terrified sick. Like this
couldn’t be reality kind of sick.

She’d only felt that way one other time in her life
and she’d thought she’d never feel that way again. Had hoped she’d
never feel that way again. It was, if she were being honest, the
whole reason why she’d gone into aviation. To help prevent others
from having to feel this way.

It was eerily quiet as she made her way down the
hallway, following the signs to ICU. When she arrived, she checked
in with a voice that was threatening to fail her. The nurse asked
if she was family. She told her she was Marty’s cousin and the
nurse directed her back. Kinsley walked slowly, suddenly in no rush
whatsoever. In fact, she wanted to run in the opposite direction.
Flee the scene like a madwoman being chased by imaginary
adversaries.

But she kept on, knowing she had to face what was
before her.

She found the room number for Marty. Only it wasn’t
really a room. More like a section with a glass partition
separating it from the center area. She could see right in, and her
heart lodged in her throat. Marty was lying there with his eyes
closed, his head wrapped, his face red and purple and swollen. A
tube was taped to his mouth, feeding him air. The machine hissed as
it breathed for him, his chest rising and falling in perfect
rhythm.

She swallowed and winced from the pain. Her throat
felt tight, almost too tight to breathe. It was like she could feel
how Marty felt. It terrified her. She stood there for several
minutes, silently watching him, wondering what the hell could’ve
gone wrong. Wondering if it was something she could have
prevented.

“Kinsley.”

Kinsley turned and found Diane.

Her eyes were red-rimmed, her cheeks scarlet with
emotion. She’d been crying. A lot.

“Hi.”

She went to hug her, but Diane stood stiffly.

“You can’t stay long. They only let one family
member back at a time and they just let me back in. I told them I’d
see you out.”

They stared into Marty’s room. Kinsley didn’t say
anything though she had a million questions. She was just too damn
afraid to hear the answers. She brought her hand up and began to
absently massage the cuff of her shirtsleeve.

“He has to have facial reconstruction and surgery on
his leg,” Diane said. Her voice was flat, completely void of
emotion. “That’s if he lives.”

Kinsley drew in a shaky breath. The urge to flee
came again, but she fought it, telling herself she could leave
soon. That she had to leave soon. It was the rule.

Thank God for rules.

“They keep telling me he’s a hero, though. That he
somehow managed to put that plane down somewhere away from people.
That he purposely went between those trees to shear the wings off
so there’d be no big fire. He landed somewhere safe is what they
keep saying. But it wasn’t safe. Not for him. But that’s Marty,
isn’t it? Always thinking of others. Even in his last—moment.” She
began to cry and Kinsley stepped to her, but she waved her
away.

“Don’t.”

“Diane—”

“No. No, Kinsley. I don’t want your comfort. I don’t
want your words of sympathy or whatever. What I want is my husband
back. I want him back.” She slammed her fist against her thigh and
cried again.

“I’m—” Kinsley stopped herself from offering
sympathy.

“You knew how I felt about this little venture of
yours,” she said, searing daggers into her with her eyes. “You and
Marty buying these old planes and fixing them up. I don’t care that
you weren’t doing it for profit, that it was just for fun. It was
dangerous. I knew it was. Damn it, I said it was. But you and Marty
wouldn’t listen. And now look.” She motioned toward Marty. “Look
what happened, look where he is.”

“We don’t know what happened,” Kinsley said softly,
reaching, grasping for any sort of reason.

“It was engine failure, Kinsley,” she snapped.
“That’s what happened.”

“What? How do you—?”

“That’s what they’re saying. What Marty told air
traffic control.”

Kinsley’s chest tightened like it was in a vise, and
she leaned against the glass partition as she struggled to get
control of herself. She tried desperately to recall recent
conversations with Marty about the plane. What they were working
on, what needed to be tested out. She couldn’t concentrate, Diane’s
words and accusations stabbing her brain instead. Just like Gabby’s
had earlier.

Diane began to cry again, and Kinsley lifted a hand
to touch her, but then dropped it, defeated.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered. She remained a second
longer and then walked away when she got no response. She wiped
tears as she rounded the half circle of the ICU unit.

The nurse who checked her in was headed toward her.
She saw Kinsley and spoke. “Leaving so soon?”

Kinsley hitched her thumb back toward Diane. “His
wife is here now, so she said I had to leave. Only one family
member at a time.”

The nurse shook her head. “No, that’s not right. You
can stay. For as long as you want.”

Kinsley’s heart sank. Diane didn’t want her there.
So, she’d lied.

“I probably should get going anyway.”

“Are you sure? Because I can go talk to her.”

“I’m sure. But—can you tell me—is Marty going to be
okay?”

“Hard to say. The next twenty-four hours will tell
us a lot.”

She gave her a soft smile and left her. Kinsley
rested her hand on the counter, wishing like hell she could help
her cousin. He was hurt and hurt badly. A damn machine breathing
for him. His face and leg broken.

And worse, it could all be because of her. Because
of something she and Marty didn’t do right.

If that were true, how would she ever get past it?
How would she ever be able to forgive herself?

The answer is simple.

I won’t.
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