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Just One Moment

After a startling discovery, Chloe Jensen embarks on
a new life without her wife, Shay. When Shay realizes she’s
leaving, tragedy strikes. A car accident leaves Shay confused and
vulnerable, and with no friends or family to care for her, Chloe
feels obligated to stay until she recovers.

 


Shay Buchanan can remember her whole life except for
the past year. Everything seems to fit into place, but Chloe is
distant, and Shay can’t figure out why. Something is missing.

 


As Chloe helps Shay recover, they become close again,
working together to rebuild her memories. Except Shay doesn’t
remember what she did to break their marriage, and Chloe can’t seem
to forget.

 


When their happiness is threatened, will they be able
to forgive each other and give love a second chance?
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Chapter One

Chloe flopped into the lounger on the deck and
breathed in the salty air. She wiped the moisture from the back of
her neck. It wasn’t hot, just above seventy degrees, the usual for
March. She’d just moved the second carload of her belongings from
their apartment in Tampa to the beach house in Clearwater. She
thought about Shay and her stomach knotted. When they’d gotten
together so many years ago, never in a million years had she seen
this future for them. The split seemed to be the only way to move
forward. She shook her head. How had they reached this point?

“Is that all of it?” Erica’s voice startled her from
behind.

She shook her head. “It’s enough for now.” She
wasn’t up to destroying the life she’d planned to live more than
she already had today.

Erica handed her a glass of wine and kissed her lips
lightly. “I moved a few of my things into the other half of the
closet.” She sat in the chair adjacent. “I hope you don’t
mind.”

Chloe stiffened. “You shouldn’t have done that. What
did you do with the clothes that were in there?” Shay hadn’t
cleared hers out yet because she hadn’t been ready to make things
quite so final. But after their last discussion, the same circular
one they’d been having for the past few weeks, Chloe had decided to
separate. She’d needed some distance. She hadn’t given Erica the
go-ahead to change anything, but wasn’t surprised that she’d taken
the liberty of moving some of her things in.

“I bought a plastic tub to put them in.” Erica
stared out at the ocean as she took a sip of wine. “I’ll pack them
up and have it delivered to her.”

“No,” she said, her voice louder than she’d
expected. “I’ll take care of it.” She hadn’t told Shay how involved
she’d become with Erica and wasn’t sure she wanted her to know. If
she did, all the questions and suspicions Shay had confronted her
with over the past year would be vindicated in her mind. She’d
denied them because they weren’t true until a few months ago when
she’d discovered Shay’s indiscretion. At that moment, she’d been
absolutely crushed, and she’d gone to see Erica for comfort. At
first it had been just that, comfort, but eventually she’d given in
to Erica’s charms, emotionally and sexually.

She wished she’d been stronger. She’d never had the
guts to confront Shay until she’d walked in on them. The text
messages, lies, and lack of intimacy should’ve made it perfectly
clear that Shay had found someone else—someone smarter and more
suited for Shay than herself. She glanced over at Erica. Would she
ever have the same passion for her as she’d had for Shay? Not that
it really mattered. This was her life now, whether she liked it or
not.

“Don’t forget Jackson is having a little
get-together tonight. I replied to the email he sent you and told
him we’d be there,” Erica said.

Fuck. She closed her eyes, cursing herself
for forgetting to log out of her email again. “Tonight? Where?”

“At his place. Just a few people, including us,”
Erica said.

“I’m not really up to socializing tonight. Can we
just stay in?” After the day she’d had, she just wanted to stay
home, relax, watch a movie, and forget about reality for a
while.

“You told him you’d bring wine,” Erica said.

“In your response to email he sent me?”

Erica nodded.

She hated it when Erica didn’t check with her first,
which she did all the time. “Why don’t you go ahead without me? I
don’t think I’d be very good company tonight.”

“It’s exactly what you need to get you out of this
funk.”

She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. Erica
had no idea how hard the day had been for her, and she didn’t seem
to care.

Erica squatted down in front of her. “Come on. You
know Jackson’s humor always lightens your mood, and his wife will
be there. Isn’t she your best friend?”

She was right. Jackson always had a way of making
her feel better, no matter what she was dealing with at the time.
His wife Whitney had been a friend since they were roommates in
college, and they had been inseparable ever since. The night out
with them would probably do her good. “Okay. Maybe just for a
little while.”

Erica took her face in her hands and pulled her into
a deep kiss, which prompted all kinds of reactions from her body
that she wasn’t quite comfortable with. Guilt washed through her,
and she broke the kiss. Today wasn’t the day to enjoy sex with
Erica. “I need to shower and change.” She smiled softly as she
stood up. “You want to pick out the wine?”

“Yeah. I’ll get it.” Erica kissed her lightly on the
cheek, then turned and went into the house.

 


* * *

 


After Chloe knocked on the door to Jackson and
Whitney’s apartment, they stood for a few minutes waiting for
someone to answer. Any other time she would just let herself in,
but since she wasn’t alone tonight, waiting seemed more
appropriate. From the number of cars parked along the street, the
party seemed to be in full swing already. It was past eight
o’clock, and Chloe had intended to be there much earlier, but they
were late again—the way Erica liked it.

She’d taken over an hour choosing her outfit—a
multicolored, oversized silk blouse, white leggings, and a pair of
slip-on sandals. It honestly didn’t seem much different than what
she’d had on earlier in the day, but she’d said it was much more
fashionable for an evening event. Erica liked to make an entrance
wherever she went, and there was no making her move any faster.
Chloe, on the other hand, had chosen comfortable black jeans and a
short-sleeved, powder-blue, V-neck top, and her favorite pair of
black Vans loafers. She didn’t need to impress anyone at her
brother’s party.

She hadn’t seen Jackson or Whitney since she’d
started seeing Erica because she wasn’t sure where this thing with
Erica was leading. She’d come out tonight instead of watching a
movie at home only because Erica had responded to the
invitation.

The door swung open, and Whitney greeted Chloe with
a huge hug. “Oh my God. It seems like forever since I’ve seen you.
I’ve missed you,” she whispered in her ear as she held her tight.
“You can’t stay away this long ever again.”

“I won’t. I promise,” she whispered back. “It’s just
been a tough month.”

Whitney released her and gave her a sad smile, then
turned her attention to Erica. “And who’s this?”

“This is Erica,” she said, not daring to look at
her. Erica was certain to be shooting daggers at her because she
hadn’t mentioned anything about her to Whitney before.

“It’s so nice to meet you.” Whitney held out her
hand and Erica shook it.

“Nice to meet you as well.” Erica handed her the
bottle of cabernet they’d brought. “Chloe’s told me so much about
you. It’s nice to finally put a face to the stories.”

Chloe rolled her eyes when Whitney glanced at
her.

Whitney accepted the bottle of wine. “Well, this was
totally unnecessary. Come on in. There’s food in the dining room
and drinks in the kitchen,” Whitney said as she pointed Erica that
way and then whispered in Chloe’s ear again. “I’m sorry. I didn’t
know you were bringing someone. Shay’s here.” Apparently, Jackson
hadn’t filled her in on the finality of everything between her and
Shay or about her moving on with Erica. Probably wishful thinking
on his part that she wouldn’t bring her tonight. He was still
rooting for the other camp.

She headed straight for the wine, poured herself a
glass from an open bottle of merlot, and took a big gulp. She was
thankful Shay hadn’t been home today when she’d picked up her
things, but she’d known she was going to run into her sooner or
later, though sooner hadn’t been her preference. It was going to be
a long night.

Jackson raced across the room to see her as she
entered the living room. “Did you see Shay when you came in?”
Jackson asked, hitting her with the question before she’d even had
a chance to say hello. “She came alone. She’s devastated.” He shook
his head.

Erica interjected herself into the conversation.
“She could’ve brought someone.”

“But she chose not to,” Jackson said,
narrowing his eyes before he turned his attention to Chloe and
whispered, “She’s not over you.”

I know. She closed her eyes and held back the
tears as she tried to suppress the pain ripping through her heart.
This was the first semi-public event she’d been to without Shay,
and seeing her tonight was going to be absolute misery, even if she
had come alone.

“She needs to go home to…what’s her name again?”
Erica said as she moved back into her space.

Chloe ignored the comment. She didn’t want to bring
Lila into this. In fact, she didn’t want to have another
conversation about Lila ever again. They’d been over it a thousand
times, and the words that came out of Shay’s mouth were always the
same…I’m sorry. Someone made me feel beautiful and wanted while
you were off getting the same thing from Erica. I lost sight of
what we have. I was stupid, and I fucked up. Both were true,
but Chloe couldn’t just simply forgive and forget. Not yet
anyway.

“I’m going to get more wine.” A lot of wine.
She brushed past Erica and headed to the makeshift bar set up on
the counter in the corner of the kitchen. A drop or two of merlot
splashed into her glass as she upended the bottle. She set it down,
picked up another, and searched for the wine opener.

Jackson plucked the bottle from her hand. “I’ve got
it.” He scored around the top of the bottle and ripped the foil
from it. “This is a new one. I think you’ll like it.” After he
pulled the cork, he poured a small amount into her glass.

She drank it down, nodded, and then held out her
glass for more. “Nice.” She didn’t care about taste at this point.
She just wanted something to deaden the pain filling her heart.

Erica had wandered across the room and seemed to be
having an intense conversation with another couple.

“Is that really who you want?” Jackson asked. He’d
made it very clear what he thought about Erica and the way she’d
exploited her feelings after she’d found out about Shay’s
infidelity.

“Jack, can we just leave it alone for now? I’ve had
enough turmoil for tonight.” She stared at the small amount of wine
left in her glass as she swirled it. “Why didn’t you tell Whitney
about her?”

“Because I don’t like her, and I didn’t think you’d
bring her.”

“Don’t hold back on my account.”

“I won’t.” He filled her glass again. “Last one. I’m
cutting you off until you eat something.”

She zoomed in on Shay across the room, felt the
flutter in her stomach, and turned back to Jackson. “I need to go.
I’m not even sure why I came.”

“You just got here. Have some food.” He took her to
the buffet table in the dining room and handed her a plate. The
spread was impressive: sliced chicken breast stuffed with spinach
and cheese, sautéed shredded vegetables, spicy Parmesan green beans
and kale, and herb-infused mashed potatoes, among other salads and
small dishes. She slapped a couple of heaping spoonfuls of potatoes
onto her plate, the only thing she could stomach. She was anything
but hungry after seeing Shay. Dressed in denim skinny jeans, a pink
button-down shirt, and distressed-blue, laceless slip-ons, she was
still the most beautiful woman she’d ever seen. She hated herself
for still thinking that.

Jackson smiled. “I made those just for you.”

A fork magically appeared on her plate, and he
whooshed her over to an empty spot on the couch. He collected their
drinks and perched on the arm of the couch next to her.

“You don’t have to sit here with me. I’ll be
fine.”

“Oh, but I do.” He scanned the room. “I need you to
keep me company. You’re my only friend here.” He pulled his brows
together. “Why else would I invite you?” he asked with a wink.

“Besides your wife, and that I’m your sister?”

“I guess that’s true. Now eat.”

The mashed potatoes were perfection, as always, and
she surprised herself by devouring the whole plateful. She’d
excused herself to go to the bathroom and spent several minutes
staring at herself in the mirror. She hardly recognized herself
bcause her eyes were sullen with dark circles below them, the
vibrancy she remembered had left them long ago. That wasn’t
surprising, considering the amount of sleep she wasn’t getting.
Jackson had been deep in conversation with another group of people
when she’d returned to the living room. She was ready to go. She’d
been ready an hour ago, but Erica was still off mingling with other
guests. She headed to the balcony to get some air.

“I was hoping I’d see you here.” The familiar voice
filled her ears as she stared out into the night sky, and she
shuddered. Shay.

She didn’t turn around. “And I was hoping you
wouldn’t come.”

“I wasn’t expecting you to move your things out so
soon.” Shay’s voice faltered. “I had to see you. If only to
say—”

“You’re sorry? Again?” She spun around and narrowed
her eyes. Choked down the pain expanding in her heart.

“I am sorry, Chloe. I don’t know what else to
say. What can I do to fix this?”

“Nothing. Just leave me alone.”

She moved around Shay and headed back inside. She
had to go now, and the struggle to leave was about to begin. She
touched Erica on the elbow. “I’m beat. Can we go?”

“You remember Jane and Allen?” She motioned to the
couple in front of her. “They have a piece of your art.”

Fuck. She held out her hand and smiled. “Yes.
Nice to see you again.”

They exchanged niceties and asked a few questions
about her current work before she said, “I’m so sorry, but I did a
lot of heavy lifting today, and I’m just wiped out.” She smiled.
“I’d love to visit with you more. Are you coming to the next First
Friday at the gallery?”

They both nodded eagerly. “Yes. We’ll definitely be
there.”

“Okay. We’ll talk more then.” She turned and sped
across the room. She’d grab a cab if she had to, but she was
leaving now.

Erica caught up with her as she reached the door.
“What are you doing? Those people love you.” Her voice was louder
than necessary.

“That’s awesome, but I’m tired. I’m going home.” She
needed time to recharge. Talking to strangers physically and
mentally drained her. She’d also had too much wine, and seeing Shay
had pushed her over the edge.

“You’re being rude.” Erica pulled her lips into a
scowl.

“No, she’s not,” Shay said, suddenly right there
beside her. “I can take you home.”

“Absolutely not.” Chloe swayed, trying to get her
balance. Shay wrapped her arm around her waist to steady her. Chloe
moved out of her grasp quickly and leaned against the wall. She
couldn’t believe Shay was still trying after the conversation
they’d just had.

Jackson appeared out of nowhere to save her, as he
always did. “Do you want me to take you home?”

“God, no. This is your party, Jackson. Just call me
a cab, please.”

He took his phone out of his pocket, and Erica
stopped him from punching in the number. “No need.” Her voice
softened. “I’ll take her.”

Conversation was sparse on the ride to the beach
house, and Chloe dozed on and off. The mashed potatoes hadn’t
helped absorb the alcohol. They’d hit her system too late to
prevent the dizzy feeling brought on by too many glasses of
wine.

She’d stripped off all her clothes except her
panties on the way to the bedroom, then fell into the bed. When she
felt Erica slide in and press up against her back, she knew what
came next, but all she wanted was sleep. When Erica’s hand went to
her breast and plucked at her nipple, she placed her hand on top of
Erica’s and stopped the motion. Her message wasn’t received. Erica
rolled her over and continued. She crawled on top of her and sucked
the other nipple into her mouth. She wished her body wasn’t so
sensitive, but it was, and it reacted fully. Even though all she
wanted was comfort tonight, she didn’t stop her again.

 


* * *

 


The next morning, Shay sat in front of the beach
house gripping the steering wheel as she gathered her courage. She
flipped down the visor and looked at herself in the vanity mirror.
Minimal makeup as usual, but more wouldn’t hide the dark circles.
They made her amber eyes look dull, void of any life.

She hadn’t slept much last night. Chloe had known
she’d be at Jackson’s party—it had been planned for over a month,
and they’d been invited as a couple. She’d hoped to have an
opportunity to talk to her, plead her case again. And she’d tried,
but Chloe had immediately cut her off. She certainly hadn’t
expected her to have brought Erica, who was an extra, an outsider
who didn’t belong there. Yet Shay had been the one treated as an
outsider, which had been incredibly hurtful. Not by Jackson or
Whitney, but by Erica, and Chloe hadn’t prevented it. Her usual
plus-one had chosen someone else as her escort last night.

What the fuck had she been thinking when she’d
gotten involved with Lila? She’d made so many mistakes over the
past year, and she didn’t know how to atone for them. Even if she
could, she didn’t know if Chloe would forgive her. If last night
was any indication, she might never. This was her last shot. She
wasn’t willing to just walk away from what she had with Chloe
without doing whatever she could to stop the divide between
them.

She stood at the doorway debating whether to knock
or let herself in. It was technically still their house.
She’d socked away every extra penny she could for two years, so
they could afford to buy it. The renovation hadn’t been easy, but
Chloe had needed an inspirational place to create her art. Shay had
done everything in her power to give it to her. It would soon be
Chloe’s alone, unless Shay could convince her that she was worth a
second chance. That they were worth a second chance.

The door was unlocked, so she pushed it open and
walked slowly through the small entryway. “Chloe, you here?” No
response. She wandered into the bedroom, thinking she might be
still asleep. “I’d like to talk if you have some time.”

The bed wasn’t made, and she noticed a pile of
clothes on the floor at the foot of it, a storage container in the
corner. She picked up a few items. They were her clothes. What
the fuck? She went to the closet and fingered through the
clothes hanging in their place, recognizing them immediately.

“I wasn’t expecting to see you today.” Chloe’s voice
startled her, and she spun around.

The jolt she felt when Chloe’s startling blue eyes
caught her reminded her that she was nowhere near being done with
her. Her hair was pulled up into a messy bun on the top of her
head, and the skin peeking out from under the robe she was wearing
was damp. Apparently, the hot tub they’d purchased last year was
being put to good use.

“Clearly.” She motioned to her clothes on the floor.
“Were you just going to jam all my stuff into that container and
leave it out front with the rest of the trash?”

“No. I—”

“We were going to have them delivered to you.” Erica
appeared out of nowhere and was standing in the doorway wearing a
skimpy bikini while dabbing herself with a beach towel.

Shay’s neck heated, and the room shrank. Her ears
rang, and she couldn’t catch her breath as her eyes flashed from
Chloe to Erica and back again. “Are you fucking kidding me?”

“It’s not what you think.”

“Oh yeah? Because it looks exactly like what I’ve
been saying all along.” She turned her focus on Erica. “You
certainly move quickly.”

“Jesus, Shay. We decided to split. Didn’t we? I
wasn’t alone in that conversation, was I?” Chloe reached for her
and she backed away. “I’m sure Lila will move in to the apartment
to take my place just as quickly, if she hasn’t already.”

“She won’t move in. That was never the plan. I never
in a million years thought she would replace you.” Her heart
clenched. No one could ever do that. “Apparently you didn’t
have the same sentiment about me.” She pressed her fingers to her
forehead. “I’ve been such an idiot. I actually came here to ask you
to reconsider for the billionth time. To forgive me for the awful
things I’ve done.” She glanced at Erica. “Now I can see we’re
even.” She pushed past her and raced out the door to her car,
stopping only to yank off her wedding ring and slap it onto the
entryway table.

She knew she wasn’t being rational, but she couldn’t
believe this was happening after all they’d been through. That
Chloe could remove her from her life so easily—from her heart.
Tears streamed down her cheeks as she fired the engine and took off
down the street. The satisfied look on Erica’s face was burned into
her mind. She’d never been so humiliated, and it was her own fault.
Trusting Chloe when she’d told her nothing was going on between her
and Erica had been a huge mistake. For Chloe to bring Erica to the
beach house Shay had bought for her, that they’d redesigned
together, was so totally wrong.

Her mind was still whirling as the car spun and then
came to a stop in the middle of the intersection. The light was
green. She hadn’t seen it change to red, only felt the impact of
the other car when it crashed into her. She gripped the steering
wheel. She was okay. Then she heard the loud, blaring horn. She
looked to her side and saw the dump truck speeding toward her,
smoke billowing from the wheel wells. The smell of burned rubber
filled her nostrils. She couldn’t move.


Chapter Two

When Chloe received the call from the hospital, she’d
thought it was just a minor accident, possibly whiplash at the
most. She’d had no idea how badly Shay had been hurt until she
arrived. The nurses immediately pushed paperwork in front of her
that required signatures. Then one of them spouted questions at her
about drug allergies and current medications.

Her mind spun. “No. She’s not taking anything.
Ibuprofen, maybe, for headaches.”

“Allergies?” the nurse asked again.

She closed her eyes and tried to concentrate.
“Penicillin, I think.”

“That was on the card in her wallet. Anything else?”
The nurse was persistent.

“No. Not that I know of. She’s never had any major
sickness or accidents that she’s told me about.”

The clipboard rattled as the nurse slid it across
the counter to another one, who immediately typed the information
into the computer. “Come with me.” She led her to a secluded
waiting room, where various people were sleeping in recliners or
watching TV. “The doctor will come talk to you when the surgery is
done.”

Surgery. The word echoed in her head. “What?
Can’t I see her first?”

“Her leg is broken, and they’re going to repair it.
She’s already on her way to the OR.”

“Repair? What does that mean?”

“Possibly a plate or rod and compression screws.
They won’t know until they get in there.”

Oh my God. She felt like vomiting.

The nurse must have noticed because she went to the
water machine, filled a cup, and brought it to her. “She’ll be
fine. They do these all the time.”

She nodded as she took the cup and sipped the cool
water. She poured a little into her hand and rubbed it across her
neck, which seemed to help the nausea.

It felt like a full day had slipped by as Chloe sat
waiting for the surgeon to come through the doors and tell her how
the surgery had gone. When he finally had, she’d waited another
hour before the nurse took her back to see Shay. Chloe thought she
was going to pass out when she saw the cut on her forehead and the
bruise on her cheek. She’d sucked in a deep breath and clutched the
bed rail as they went up to her room in the elevator.

Now she sat next to Shay’s hospital bed watching her
chest rise and fall in sync with the breathing machine. Relief had
flooded through her when, a little over three hours ago, the doctor
had told her everything had gone as expected and she would be
coming out of the anesthesia soon. Not long after that, the nurse
had come to get her and taken her back to be with Shay as they
moved her to her room. On the way, Shay’s eyes had fluttered open,
and she’d made contact with her. She’d held Shay’s hand, letting
her know she was here. She was going to be okay. Shay was broken
but still alive. Chloe had never been so relieved as she was at
that moment.

Two months ago, Chloe’s world had exploded. One act
that she’d wished she’d never discovered had decimated her whole
relationship with Shay. It had pushed her into moving forward
toward a new uncertain future with Erica, away from all the hurt
she’d experienced with Shay. And now it had happened again. One
careless action on her part had landed Shay in intensive care and
thrown her life into chaos again.

The discussion they’d had a few days earlier whirled
through her mind. It was more of a shouting match than a
conversation. Everything that had happened over the past six months
had come roaring back. The suggestive texts, the visions of Shay
and Lila, and the lack of connection that had developed between
them were at the forefront of her thoughts. She remembered it
vividly and couldn’t possibly have tamed her temper. She’d poured
it all out, hit Shay with both barrels, and Shay had done the
same.

 


“It was a mistake.”

“One time is a mistake. You’ve been fucking her
for months.”

“That’s all it was. I swear.”

Chloe shivered as the vision of Shay and Lila
together in her office shot into her mind. “Fucking every chance
you got.” Her head throbbed. “Fucking while I was downstairs
waiting for you in the car.” Her voice faltered as she hauled in a
deep breath. She held her tears. This was not going to turn
into a pity party.

They’d been on the way to a gallery event, and Shay
had said she’d needed to pick up her laptop from the office so she
could finish some work later. After twenty minutes of waiting,
Chloe had begun to worry and had gone into the building after her.
The biggest mistake of her life.

“I’m so sorry.” Shay said.

“About the affair or that I caught you?”

“I didn’t know she was there.”

“But you took full advantage of the fact that she
was.” The vision of Shay pushed up against the wall with Lila’s
mouth on hers and her hand down her pants filled her thoughts. She
hadn’t been able to erase it. Didn’t know if she ever
could.

“No. That was all her. Everything was all her.”
Shay rubbed her forehead as tears streamed down her face. “She
convinced me that you were having an affair, that all the nights
you spent at the gallery without me were with someone
else.”

“Did you ever think of talking to me about it?”
When had that gotten so difficult?

“I admit not talking to you was a huge mistake.
She convinced me that you were moving on with your career and I
wasn’t good enough for you anymore.”

“That’s ridiculous.” She lowered her voice and
paced the apartment. “If anything, I needed you more.”

“I’m still here.” Shay moved closer, cupped her
face in her hands.

Chloe swayed into her, and the tears rushed from her
eyes. She knew she was weak. Shay had been the only woman she’d
completely trusted, and they had never had any walls or borders
between them. She’d loved her unconditionally.

Shay’s phone chimed, and she knew it was Lila. “And
so is she.” She grabbed her bag and took off out the door.

 


Chloe hadn’t gone to the gallery event that night.
She’d gone to the beach house instead and spent the next few hours
sitting in the sand sobbing and staring at the ocean waves. The
vacant beach lit only by a sliver of the moon made the loneliness
hit her square in the chest. The love of her life had found someone
else to fill her existence.

She hadn’t returned to their apartment after that.
She’d gone to Jackson and Whitney’s apartment. They’d put her in
the guest room and told her she could stay as long as she wanted.
She’d successfully avoided Shay for days, until she’d finally found
her at Jackson’s place. They’d talked, but that hadn’t done any
good. Shay’s reasons for the affair were ridiculous, and even if
they had made sense, the hurt was still enormously real.
Many more conversations had followed after that, and Shay’s
insistence on blaming everything on Lila had been the breaking
point. That’s when Chloe had decided to move permanently to the
beach house in Clearwater and leave Shay behind at the apartment in
Tampa.

It wasn’t like she’d been innocent in the whole
disaster. Chloe had been spending more and more time at the
gallery, and the banter between her and Erica had gone way too far,
but Chloe had never intended to do anything more than flirt. Shay
had been the one to stray. Chloe had been devastated, emotionally
wrecked when she found out about Shay’s affair. She still was, and
she didn’t know how to get over it—whether she even wanted to.

When she’d gone to the gallery the next night, Erica
was there. She’d been concerned that she hadn’t shown up for the
event the night before and could tell something was wrong. Erica
was compassionate, understanding, and loving that night. No wonder
she’d fallen into her arms a month later. She’d needed to be held,
understood, comforted, and Erica had assumed the role
perfectly.

 


* * *

 


Chloe had just begun to doze off in the chair when
she heard a commotion in the hallway. The door flew open, and
Shay’s parents rushed into the room, followed closely by a
nurse.

“Only two people can be in here at a time.”

“We’re her parents. We belong here.” Shay’s mother,
Mary, was the type of woman who could give you a look and everyone
would stop talking. Not this girl.

“That may be so, but you weren’t listed on the
emergency card in her wallet.”

Shay’s mother halted and looked at Shay before she
veered her stare to Chloe. “I suppose you’re listed on there?”

Chloe nodded. Thank God for Shay’s
obsessive-compulsive disorder. She’d downloaded an
emergency-contact card template from the American Red Cross and
created one for each of them. She’d listed them each as one
another’s main contact, with all their numbers, and added Chloe’s
parents to them both. After that she’d had them laminated and
insisted Chloe keep hers in her wallet, where it still
remained.

Chloe had contacted Mary and Fred to let them know
about the accident. It might not have been what Shay wanted, since
she didn’t have the same loving relationship Chloe had with her
parents, but even so, she thought they should know their daughter
had been hurt.

“I’ll step out.” Fred dipped his chin at Chloe, then
turned to the nurse. “Can you update me on her condition?”

The nurse nodded and led him out the door. As they
stood there, Mary continued to stare at Shay as though afraid to
touch her. The resemblance was clear, especially the sandy-blond
hair color and brown eyes. However, Mary’s eyes were cold, even
hard, not filled with the compassion usually present in Shay’s.
Chloe had seen that similar look only once in Shay’s eyes, right
before she’d left the beach house this morning. Her heart clenched.
This was her fault.

“How did this happen?” Mary’s voice pulled her out
of her thoughts, demanding her attention.

She swiped a tear from her eye. “Her car was T-boned
in an intersection.”

Mary’s expression didn’t change. “Someone ran a red
light?”

“Seems that way.”

Unchanged, Mary moved closer and examined the
bruises on Shay’s face. “Have you contacted her insurance?”

“Really? That’s what you’re thinking about right
now?” Shay had told Chloe many times how cold her mother was, but
she hadn’t been around her enough to experience her frigidness.

Mary squared her shoulders. “Well, someone’s going
to have to pay for all this, as well as her rehab if she wakes up,”
she said, her voice flat, emotionless.

If she wakes up? Chloe bolted out of the
chair, went to the side of the bed, and took Shay’s hand. “She
will wake up.” The thought that she wouldn’t hadn’t entered
her mind.

“One can only hope.” Mary’s voice hadn’t changed at
all. She was the same cold, unfeeling mother Shay had described to
her.

Chloe restrained herself from barreling into her and
shoving her out the door. “Don’t worry. I’ll take care of
everything.” You can march your ass right back out of here and
never look back.

“That won’t be necessary. We’ll take her home with
us. That’s where she belongs.”

“No. You will not.” The back of Chloe’s neck heated,
and her heart raced. “In fact, I think you should go now.” She
wouldn’t let Mary take her home. She would never put Shay back into
the hands of someone who didn’t understand her, who had tried to
kill her spirit and demeaned her so much she had no confidence at
all. Shay wouldn’t be able to bear that fate. Neither of them
would.

Mary had narrowed her eyes and opened her mouth to
say something when Fred poked his head just inside the door. “Mary,
can I have a minute with her?”

Mary blew out a breath and reluctantly left the room
as Fred entered. He immediately went to Shay’s bedside, took her
hand, and kissed her on the cheek, something you would expect from
any good parent. Chloe watched the tears well in his eyes and
wondered how two people so different had managed to stay married
this long. She couldn’t imagine the shit he had to put up with from
Mary. She’d never had to experience such treatment with Shay. Their
life had been perfect up until six months ago, and then it had
exploded so quickly, she hadn’t had time to even comprehend how
things were changing.

“The nurse said her prognosis looks good. She’ll
have some recovery ahead of her once she wakes up.” He motioned to
her broken leg. “Walking and anything she does with her left leg
will be a challenge. They want to start physical therapy right
away.” He smiled slightly. “Thankfully she’s resilient, like
me.”

Shay had undergone surgery immediately to put in an
internal plate and screws to properly align her broken femur.
Fortunately the impact had been to the passenger side of the car,
and she’d injured her head when it whipped back against the
driver’s door window.

“I know you’ll take care of her.”

Apparently, Shay hadn’t told him the news. “I’ll
make sure she gets the right care.” She didn’t want to be Shay’s
caregiver, but she had no choice. Fred was a good father, Shay had
told her about him, but her mother certainly didn’t mirror the same
values as he or Shay did. Moments of disapproval and efforts to
recondition her into the person her mother thought she should be
had riddled her entire adolescence.

Shay had been strong, but that strength hadn’t come
without pain. It hurt Chloe to think of what she’d been through
because of her mother’s refusal to accept her as she was—a sweet,
beautiful woman who happened to love women. Thankfully, the
beautiful woman Chloe had fallen in love with had persevered. She
wasn’t going to be in Shay’s life permanently anymore, but she
still wanted to be there when she woke up. She would never consider
leaving Shay in her mother’s care to recover, even if it meant
putting her life with Erica, whatever that was, on hold.
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