

Chapter One

			Gwen Jamison pulled into her best friend’s driveway and turned off the engine of her brand new, pearl red, crossover SUV. With four-wheel drive for hard-to-get-to campsites and trailheads and a ski rack for the upcoming winter weekends in Mammoth, it was the car of her dreams. She smiled with joy, lovingly stroking the steering wheel. She’d driven it home from the lot the previous night, then here this morning. She couldn’t wait to show Taylor, then get it out on the freeway for their trip south to EJ and Jinx’s.

			She slid her gaze to the car parked next to her, one she didn’t recognize, and fought back a frown. Nope. Nothing was going to spoil her excitement today. She grabbed her travel mug of peppermint tea, then climbed out. Not even Taylor running late because she was still in bed with last night’s pickup. 

			At the top of the steps, she rang the doorbell. Then again. With an exasperated sigh, she finally unlocked the door and let herself in.

			She stopped and listened. 

			Not a sound. 

			She moved across the tiled entryway, the squeak of her Nikes going silent when she reached the plush carpet of the living room, then returning with her first step up into the kitchen. With long-standing familiarity, she started a pot of coffee since Taylor would need some, then she began sorting the pile of mail that covered the bar. Sometimes she wondered if Taylor deliberately left it there until Gwen’s next visit. 

			Gwen couldn’t help herself. She was a neat freak. She made a tidy stack of the mortgage and two credit card statements; the cell phone bill; a jury summons, the dates for which she hoped Taylor hadn’t already missed; and a postcard from someone in Venice, Italy. Who still sent postcards instead of pics on social media? Then she set a $2 off coupon from Taylor’s favorite pizza place and a Bed Bath & Beyond flyer beside the pile. Taylor had a thing for new sheets and towels and kitchen gadgets she never used. She might find something on sale she couldn’t live without.

			The morning felt like the beginning of a workday. Open EJ’s office. Check. Start the coffee. Check. Sort the mail and anticipate EJ’s needs. Check. Check. The similarities stopped there, though. Gwen couldn’t recall a single time she’d had to roust EJ from bed to get her moving, whereas Taylor…This wasn’t the first time, and surely wouldn’t be the last. She scanned the grocery ads while she waited for the coffee to brew.

			The sound of an upstairs shower turning on drew her attention to the double doors of the master suite halfway down the railed walkway that overlooked the living room. No, no, no. A shower meant more sex, and more sex meant more waiting. Their departure would already be later than they’d agreed on. A mischievous thought sparked to life, bringing with it a devious grin. 

			She scooped up the junk mail and dumped it in the recycle bin, then retrieved two mugs from the cupboard. She filled both with steaming black coffee, the only way Taylor liked it, and made her way up the spiral staircase by the front door to the second level of the condo. She let herself into the master suite and ignoring the rumpled covers of the unmade bed, crossed to the archway of the en suite. She paused and took in the scene through the clear glass of the huge shower.

			Taylor had a slender redhead pressed against the wet tile, her lips to the back of her neck and her hand slowly working between her thighs.

			The redhead’s moans were audible over the hiss of the spray.

			Gwen allowed herself a pleasurable moment to take in the two naked women, but mostly, she admired Taylor. When they’d been introduced on Gwen’s third day as EJ’s administrative assistant at Bad Dog Athletic Apparel over a decade ago, she’d been mesmerized by Taylor. EJ had waved her hand in front of Gwen’s face to recall her attention. Gwen had blushed so deeply, she’d had to excuse herself to perform some imaginary duty until her color returned to normal. Taylor had grinned, and that was the beginning of her merciless flirting with Gwen.

			In her mid-forties at the time, Taylor had been stunning, her sleek, dark hair, long and lush; her body, lean and toned; and her eyes—those captivating eyes. Heavily lashed with a warm amber hue from her mother’s Brazilian heritage, their seductive smolder reached into a woman’s soul when Taylor turned up the heat. And not much had changed since then. Now fifty-five, Taylor carried some extra weight, and there was a bit of a droop to her round buttocks, some extra lines at the corners of her eyes, and some silver threads through her hair, but she was still sexy as hell. 

			Gwen had seen the numerous women who succumbed to her allure and flirtations, observed from the second Taylor set her sights on one to the moment they walked arm in arm out the door, even noted her own reactions when Taylor turned her charms on her. And she’d come to the conclusion that sexy came from the inside. She was certain Taylor would be bedding any woman she wanted well into her eighties, regardless of what age might do to her appearance.

			Any woman but Gwen.

			Early in their acquaintance, Gwen had considered sleeping with Taylor because…Well, frankly, it’d be incredible. There was something about Taylor, though, even before Gwen knew what it was, that set off warning bells in her. Loud ones. While Taylor would certainly give her a good time in bed, Gwen caught glimpses of something more to her, deeper than that cavalier, superficial, only-out-for-fun facade she projected, something that tempted Gwen’s heart and made Taylor the absolute worst woman for her to have a fling with.

			She allowed herself one more moment of enjoyment at the image of two beautiful, naked women in front of her, then set the coffee mugs on the bathroom counter. “So you’re ready to go, I see,” she said over the stream of the shower and the murmur of moans.

			The redhead turned sharply and screamed at the sight of Gwen.

			Taylor paused briefly, then straightened and slipped her fingers from between the redhead’s legs. She gave Gwen a playful grin. “Almost. I was just coming downstairs to see if you were here.” She cocked her head. “Unless you’d like to join us, honey.”

			The redhead, huddled in the corner with one arm across her breasts, her other hand covering her mound, looked from Gwen to Taylor, her eyes wide. “Honey? Are you—” She cut her gaze back to Gwen. “Are you her wife? I swear, I didn’t…She never—”

			“No, no,” Gwen said, crossing the bathroom. “I’d never be her wife.” She pulled a bath sheet from the towel bar beside the shower. “But I do need to get her going. We’re running late, so you need to leave.” She opened the glass door and motioned the redhead out.

			“I really didn’t…” The redhead met Gwen’s gaze.

			“It’s okay,” Gwen said. “You didn’t do anything wrong.” She held the bath sheet open, and amazingly, the woman stepped into it.

			Gwen wrapped it around her and gave her a gentle pat on the shoulder.

			“It’d only take a minute to finish,” Taylor said. “It seems mean to send her off unsatisfied.”

			Gwen and the redhead both glared at her.

			Taylor spread her arms. “How did I end up the villain here?”

			Gwen ushered the redhead to the counter and handed her a cup of coffee. “I’m really sorry, but trust me. I’m saving you from a whole barrage of her brush-off lines later.” She watched as the redhead moved into the bedroom and began finding her clothes, then turned back to Taylor. “Have you packed anything yet?”

			“Well…I kind of…” Taylor turned into the shower spray. “Okay, no.”

			“Fine. I’ll pack for you.” Gwen turned to leave the room. “And you’ll just have to make do with what I give you.”

			“Be nice,” Taylor called after her.

			Gwen chuckled as she made her way to Taylor’s closet. The redhead was gone. She must have dressed on her dash to the front door. Or maybe she was in the other bathroom. Gwen felt a little guilty that someone else had gotten caught in her and Taylor’s typical crossfire, but she’d meant what she’d told her. Gwen had heard many a replay of Taylor’s morning-afters. Better to rip off the Band-Aid.

			Taylor had no idea how she came off when she was hitting on a woman. She didn’t seem to understand the impact she had—her looks, her confidence, her eyes and the way she devoured a woman with them. Gwen had seen it so many times, particularly in the early years when she’d go to lesbian social events with Taylor and EJ, mostly as the designated driver, but a little also because Taylor and EJ were trying to figure her out. Their gaydar was intact and spot-on. They both picked up on that vibe in Gwen, but then there were the guys she dated, and Gwen never mentioned her past. Why would she? They were barely more than acquaintances at the time, and later as they truly became friends, it felt awkward because she hadn’t been transparent before. Besides, with the way Taylor flirted with her, if she knew Gwen was into women, she would have been all over her, and Gwen hadn’t been strong enough at the time to fend her off. She would have caved. And she’d never wanted to be just another one of Taylor’s tarts, as Gwen had dubbed them.

			For many of the women Taylor bedded, one night with her seemed to be all it took for them to start imagining all kinds of futures with her. And Gwen could see why. Taylor’s initial approach reeked of sincerity, and to give Taylor her due, she was sincere about what she was offering, just not about spending her life with someone. When she was focused on a woman, that woman was all she saw and all that was on her mind. Gwen could understand how that could be interpreted as something else, something more. She’d even tried to explain it to Taylor, to no avail.

			Gwen retrieved a suitcase from the back of Taylor’s walk-in closet and grabbed a few blouses and several pairs of designer jeans from their hangers. She pulled a couple of sweaters from the shelves in case Taylor needed something warmer for the fall evenings, then took everything to the bed and started packing. By the time Taylor came into the bedroom, she’d neatly folded two shirts Taylor hated on top of the rest of the items filling the suitcase just to make a point.

			Taylor eyed them but made no comment. 

			Gwen smiled sweetly. “I laid out something for you to wear today.” She motioned to Taylor’s favorite jeans and a soft, worn Melissa Etheridge T-shirt. 

			“Awww, you are being nice.” Taylor rewarded her with a tender smile, then took a sip of the coffee Gwen had left for her. “And thanks for this.” She lifted the mug. “I needed it.”

			“You’re welcome, but don’t dawdle with it. You can take some with you.” Gwen returned to the closet and grabbed a handful of Taylor’s underwear from one of the built-in drawers, then tossed a pair to Taylor on her way back to the suitcase. “We were supposed to be on the road fifteen minutes ago.”

			“What’s your rush? We have all day, don’t we?”

			“I’m excited.” Gwen’s voice squeaked. “EJ and Jinx are getting married. That’s a big thing.”

			“Not until Saturday.” Taylor took another swig of coffee, picking up her pace.

			“But I want to get there. I want to spend these next couple of days with them, getting ready, helping with all the last-minute details.” Gwen’s enthusiasm grew as she spoke. 

			“You didn’t get enough of all that while you were planning the entire wedding for EJ?” Taylor scoffed.

			“You know I love that kind of thing,” Gwen called as she made a final pass through the closet, collecting Taylor’s garment bag and the bridesmaid’s dress that hung alone on a separate rod. It was identical to her own, but she still took a moment to admire it. 

			Made of coral-colored chiffon, with a snug V-necked bodice and layered, scalloped skirt, it complemented both Gwen and Taylor as well as Jinx’s friend Sparkle and EJ’s daughter, Mandy, and her daughter-in-law, Tiffany. Jinx’s friend Reggie had opted for the same brown tux and coral cummerbund as EJ’s son, Jacob. And the brides…They’d both be all in white, Jinx in a silk tuxedo and EJ in the most beautiful dress of Italian lace Gwen had ever seen. She and EJ had found it in a tiny boutique, the last stop of a very long shopping day after they’d all but given up and were thinking about where to grab dinner. It was all going to be beautiful. Gwen could hardly wait.

			Normally, weddings didn’t do much for her. She’d never been all that romantic. Maybe it was that her practical nature overrode everything else. Or maybe she’d just never been with anyone who made her feel that way. Regardless, most of the time, the concept was lost on her. But this wedding…EJ and Jinx. They’d become her romantic myth couple, her inspiration that had ignited a hope in her soul that maybe—just maybe—there might be someone out there waiting for her. She paused on the thought. Perhaps she was more of a romantic than she’d realized.

			“Oh, my God!” Taylor screamed from the bedroom. “Oh, my God, no!”

			Gwen raced to the doorway. “What’s the matter?” She frantically scanned the room, then found Taylor, naked in front of the full-length mirror. “What’s wrong?” Her heart pounded.

			“I have a gray hair!” Taylor said, sounding panicked.

			“What?” Gwen patted her chest, trying to calm herself. “So what? You have quite a few. You’ve had them for years.”

			“Not on my head.” Taylor’s gaze remained riveted on her reflection. “On my…in my…” Her hands went to her pubic hair, and she started pawing through it. “Down here.”

			Gwen sighed with exasperation. “For God’s sake, Taylor. You scared me.” She returned to where she’d dropped the dress and the garment bag and picked them up. “I thought something happened.”

			“Something has happened,” Taylor yelled. “I can’t believe I’m going gray in my…you know. Down there.”

			“I can’t believe with all the time you spend focused on that part of your and every other woman’s anatomy, you can’t say the words.” Gwen strode to the bed, spread open the garment bag, and began putting the dress and a couple of pairs of slacks and silk blouses into it. “You have a gray hair in your mound…your bush…your pussy. It’s not the end of the world.”

			“Easy for you to say, little Miss Thirty-something,” Taylor muttered. She combed her fingers through the dark triangle at the apex of her thighs, as though looking for the intruder again. “And I can say those words when it counts.”

			“I certainly hope so.” Gwen unzipped the compartment at the bottom of the garment bag and slipped several pairs of shoes inside. “It’d blow my entire image of you to envision you saying, ‘Oh, baby, I want to taste your down there.’” 

			Taylor shot her a glance. “You have an image of me doing and saying things like that?” Her lips quirked, and she arched an eyebrow. “We haven’t talked about it in quite a while, but if you’d like—”

			“You’re packed.” Gwen jerked the zipper on the garment bag closed, then the suitcase. “I’m leaving, with or without you, in ten minutes.” She rounded the end of the bed and snatched up Taylor’s half-drunk coffee just as Taylor reached for it, and headed toward the door. “If you’d like to make the drive by yourself, that’s fine. You just won’t get to ride in my new car.”

			“You got a new car?” Taylor’s tone was that of a ten-year-old learning a trip to Disneyland was imminent. “When?”

			“I’ll tell you all about it if you make it downstairs in time,” Gwen said sweetly. “Ten minutes.”

			In the kitchen, she rinsed out the cup, along with the one she’d given to the redhead, and placed them both in the dishwasher. She poured the remainder of the coffee in the carafe into a travel mug for Taylor, then waited.

			She wouldn’t leave her, and Taylor knew it. The threat would move her along, though. It always did. It was one of the games they played, along with Taylor’s flirting with Gwen and making suggestive remarks, like the one about Gwen joining her and the redhead in the shower. She sometimes wondered what Taylor would do if she ever accepted one of her invitations into something sexual. She even played the what-if game with herself occasionally, then tucked the idea away again, keeping it buried down deep like a secret treasure. 

			She frowned. Or more like a hidden vice.

			* * *

			Taylor woke to the opening lyrics of Pink’s “Just Give Me a Reason” and the shifting of the car as it took a gentle curve. 

			Gwen was softly singing.

			Taylor let her eyelids flutter open. Angled in the reclining passenger’s seat, her back against the door, she had a perfect view of Gwen’s profile. 

			Her shoulder-length, blond hair was pulled back into a short ponytail to reveal the creamy white skin of her cheek and the slender column of her neck. Her lips and jaw moved subtly as she quietly shaped the words of the song. She kept her gaze fixed on the road, the deep blue of her eyes darker with focus and her small, delicate hands relaxed in their grip on the steering wheel. Then the corner of her mouth twitched, and she stopped singing. “Are you going to lie there and stare at me all day?” she asked with a smirk. “Or are you finally going to sit up and keep me company?”

			Taylor smiled lazily, then shifted onto her back and stretched her arms over her head. She could lie there and stare at Gwen all day—easily. At one time, she’d thought she could do more, but EJ had threatened her with wrath, banishment, and maybe a little pain if she went anywhere near Gwen in that way. Besides, Gwen had been so young when they’d first met. Not usually a deterrent. But she was straight. Again, not normally a factor. But…she was Gwen. Even Taylor felt protective where Gwen was concerned. It was nuts, though. Over the years, she’d learned that Gwen could take care of herself, along with everyone else. 

			They’d become close friends—best friends—their connection even deeper since EJ had relocated to live with Jinx and was now in Sacramento only two or three days a week, leaving Taylor and Gwen with much more one-on-one time. It’d been the three of them for so long, until three years ago. And in those three years, there’d been ample opportunity for lines to be crossed. Taylor had even felt it from Gwen more than once. She couldn’t just sleep with Gwen, though. There was already more than just that between them, and if they opened that door, they could easily lose everything else. And Taylor needed the everything else. More than that, if Taylor crossed that line with Gwen, she’d be lost. “You’re the one who told me to take a nap,” Taylor said, shaking the thought. 

			“That’s because you looked bedraggled.” Gwen glanced in the rearview mirror, then tapped the directional signal. “You can’t show up exhausted. We have to be ready for anything EJ needs.”

			Taylor reset her seat into an upright position. “Like what? Climbing Mount Everest?”

			“Anything.” Gwen leveled her gaze on Taylor. “Last-minute details, shopping, late-night talks, reassurance…”

			“Reassurance?” Taylor laughed. “She’s marrying Jinx. I’ve never seen her more sure of anything.”

			Gwen grinned and eased the car onto the off-ramp. “I know.” The words were almost a squeal.

			Taylor yawned and looked around. “Where are we?”

			“Selma.”

			“And we need gas already?” Taylor flipped down the sun visor and checked her reflection in the vanity mirror. Damn. Her mild hangover was still evident around her eyes. “What kind of mileage does this thing get?” She knew not to pick on Gwen’s new pride and joy too much, but she had to poke at her a little. Otherwise, Gwen would think something was wrong.

			Gwen shot her a glare. “It gets great mileage. A whole lot better than that gas hog you drive.”

			“Say what you want about the mileage,” Taylor said, finger-combing her hair into place, “but my little Z4 is a babe magnet.” She cut Gwen a sideways glance in time to catch the eye roll. She loved Gwen’s eye roll. It was so cute.

			“Like you need a special car to get women.” Gwen pulled into the gas station and stopped beside the pumps.

			“So why are we getting gas if we don’t need it?” Taylor asked.

			“I want to stretch and get a snack.” Gwen shifted her full focus to Taylor and gave her the customary once-over she always gave her and EJ before she let them go to meetings or out in the world—an occupational habit of being an efficient and trustworthy admin assistant. 

			Taylor waited to see if she passed inspection.

			“And I haven’t gotten to put any gas in the tank yet,” Gwen said, lightly fluffing Taylor’s hair. “So I’ll just top it off while we’re here.” She adjusted Taylor’s earring, then cocked her head, a satisfied glint in her eyes. “Beautiful.”

			Taylor smiled, warming slightly, as she always did, under Gwen’s attention. “You take good care of me.”

			“Yes, I do.” Gwen opened the door and climbed out. “So go get me a snack, please.”

			“You got it.” Taylor slammed her own door. “What do you want?”

			“Surprise me,” Gwen called to her, swiping her card through the slot in the gas pump.

			Inside the mini-mart, as Taylor scanned all the choices she knew Gwen wouldn’t allow in her new car—nachos, ice cream, a barrel of big, juicy, drippy dill pickles—her gaze fell on Gwen through the plate glass front window of the store. She couldn’t help but stare, as she did many times when Gwen was preoccupied.

			Gwen always looked so put together in every way. She wore jeans, like Taylor, but hers were black, not faded denim, and were the exact shade of her Nikes. How did she do that? Her black-and-white striped top was casual and yet still classy, dressed up by the collection of silver bangle bracelets decorating one wrist and the twisty, silver hoops at her ears. Her body was small and compact, but her movements displayed the strength and confidence at her core. 

			The guy filling the car in front of her said something, and Gwen smiled, her eyes flashing in that genuine way they did. She answered with a wave toward the bright blue sky. 

			Taylor sized him up and wondered, far from the first time, why Gwen had never settled down with anyone or had even dated the same man for any length of time. It certainly wasn’t from lack of opportunity. She’d been with Richard the longest, but even that relationship had been less than two years. Anytime Taylor brought up the subject, Gwen would sidestep it with a joke, or a distraction, or just some vague, trite response about never meeting the right person.

			“Excuse me.” A teenage boy reached behind Taylor to the candy shelf. 

			She stepped aside, pulling her attention from Gwen with annoyance. Then from the corner of her eye, she spotted the Abba-Zabas—the perfect snack for Gwen. The taffy candy bars with peanut butter centers were Gwen’s all-time favorite. She pinched one, testing for freshness—because they had to be fresh—then another, then grabbed a package of Hostess Snoballs for herself and a couple of Smart Waters. She handed the clerk a twenty and added a magazine from the rack beside the register. As she waited for her change, she turned her attention back to Gwen and ogled her backside, the way those black jeans hugged her ass. She actually felt the slap of EJ’s hand on her arm. 

			That’s Gwen, EJ would say. Knock it off.

			Taylor retrieved her change and the bag of goodies and headed out the door.

			Gwen finished cleaning the windshield and dropped the squeegee back into its home in the water as Taylor approached. She smiled when she saw Taylor. “What’d you get me?”

			Taylor couldn’t help but grin. “You’re going to love me.”

			Gwen arched an eyebrow. “That good?”

			“That good.” Taylor pulled the candy bars from the bag and held them up like two playing cards.

			Gwen’s eyes widened, and she gasped. “Abba-Zabas!” She reached for them.

			“No-no.” Taylor held them over her head. “You have to say it first.” The few inches she had over Gwen’s five foot three enabled her to keep the candy out of her reach as she grabbed for it. “Say you love me.”

			Gwen scoffed. “Don’t be ridiculous. Give them to me.” She made another attempt, this time with a little hop.

			Taylor shifted to the side. “Nope. Say you love me, or no Abba-Zabas for you. And they’re so fresh and chewy, too.”

			“Argh. Taylor!” Gwen ran around her, but Taylor spun. Gwen laughed. “All right,” she said begrudgingly. “I love you.”

			Taylor drew in a breath in feigned astonishment. “You have to say it nicer than that.”

			Gwen sighed. She softened her expression and gave Taylor a coy smile. “I love you.”

			Taylor eyed her skeptically, still holding the candy above her head. “You have to say it all.”

			Gwen gave her that cute eye roll, then batted her lashes. “I love you, and you’re the queen of everything.”

			“Okay. Was that so terrible?” Taylor handed over the Abba-Zabas with a smile.

			Gwen snatched them and tore one open. “Just for that, you have to drive the rest of the way. I’m going to be savoring my snack.”

			As Taylor sped down the on-ramp and onto the freeway, Gwen opened the bag. “What’s this?” She pulled out the magazine. “Oooooh.” She began to laugh. “A gossip rag? We haven’t done this in a long time.”

			Taylor chuckled. “I thought it’d be a fun way to kill the last couple of hours.”

			“And Snoballs?” Gwen asked in evident exasperation. “Really, Taylor? Marshmallow, chocolate cake, and cream in my brand new car? You’re going to get the steering wheel all sticky.”

			“No, I won’t. I’ll be careful,” Taylor said, thinking she maybe should have gone with some cookies or chips or something less gooey. “I got some napkins.”

			“Napkins don’t help with sticky unless they’re wet.” Gwen tore open the package. “Here, I’ll do it.”

			“You’ll do what?” Taylor asked. “Eat my Snoballs?”

			“No. They’re disgusting. No real food is bright pink.” She pinched off a small chunk. “I’ll feed it to you. I can do it without getting anything on you, me, or the car.” She held the bite to Taylor’s lips. 

			And she could. Gwen could eat a caramel apple without getting a drop of sticky on her. She once painted her entire living room without a single strip of painter’s tape around the windows or along the trim that she did in a contrasting color. It was amazing. She was amazing. Taylor took the bite and savored it. Both she and Gwen only indulged in junk food like Snoballs and Abba-Zabas on a road trip. It was part of the fun of taking one.

			Gwen set the Hostess package on her thigh and took a bite of her first candy bar. She moaned as she chewed. “Maybe you are the queen of everything.”

			Taylor smiled. “Of course, I am.”

			Gwen started leafing through the magazine. 

			Taylor couldn’t remember how they’d begun the practice of amusing themselves with all the crazy stories. It drove EJ nuts when she had to participate, but it could entertain the two of them for hours.

			“Uh-oh,” Gwen said, her forehead creased. She tweaked off another piece of Snoball and fed it to Taylor. “There’s another pregnancy by aliens. This time a senator.” She raised an eyebrow.

			“Do you think they actually had sex, or does it happen through some other means?” Taylor chewed.

			Gwen scanned the page. “It doesn’t say. Ooooh, Derek Dunkirk has famous, but secret, gay lovers,” she said in a conspiratorial tone.

			Taylor gasped in feigned outrage. “The Masked Raider? No way. Read something else, before your new car gets struck by lightning.”

			Gwen laughed. “Well, we’re all doomed anyway, because the Halloween death comet is on its way to collide with Earth. See?” She held up a blurred picture of a chunk of rock that looked marginally like a skull and crossbones.

			“Oh, yes,” Taylor said, settling deeper into the driver’s seat for the rest of the trip. “That one I have to hear.”

			They spent the next hour and a half entertaining themselves with the ridiculous stories in the gossip magazine and making plans for their last days on Earth.

			Gwen stuffed the pages back into the bag with the crumpled snack wrappers and empty water bottles just as Taylor reached the exit. “Hey, we’re here,” Gwen said excitedly. 

			“And with time to spare.” Taylor flashed her a wicked grin. “See, you could have joined me and Stephanie…Melanie?” She tried to remember. Last night seemed so long ago. Tiffany? “Anyway, we would have had plenty of time.”

			“Why would I want to join you and anyone?” Gwen retrieved some gloss from her purse and touched up the frosted pink of her lips. “Call me demanding, but I require all of my lover’s attention.”

			“Even if you could have all of two lovers’ attention?” Taylor asked off-handedly. She loved this flirtatious game they played, even though the suggestions it conjured in her mind could drive her to distraction sometimes. She turned onto EJ and Jinx’s street.

			“Are you saying you couldn’t satisfy me on your own?” 

			“Oh, baby,” Taylor said with a lurid lilt. “I could and would. I’m just offering you the chance to do something you’ve never done before. You know, expand your horizons.” She maneuvered the car into the half-circle drive in front of EJ and Jinx’s ranch-style home and turned off the engine. “But now that I think about it, maybe we should start with you sleeping with just one woman before we set you up with two.”

			“Thoughtful of you.” Gwen smirked.

			The front door of the house flew open and EJ hurried toward the car. 

			Gwen smiled and waved at her. “But I don’t believe I’ve said that I’ve never slept with a woman.” She pulled on the door handle and leaped out into EJ’s arms.

			Taylor stared after her, stunned. Never said…What? What did that mean? Had she? Taylor’s mind flooded with images. Everything, every thought, every feeling she’d ever had for and about Gwen came crashing through the door that had just been kicked in. She watched as Gwen and EJ pulled from their embrace.

			Gwen jumped up and down a couple of times, then they hugged again. “You’re getting married!” Her pitch was high.

			That’s right. EJ was getting married. The wedding. That’s what they were there for. Taylor tried to focus. But Gwen with a woman? Shit!

			





Chapter Ten

			Voices. Gwen heard voices. Were they talking to her?

			“It’s been four days.” 

			Anxiety and anger in one. Why? What was wrong?

			“So much we don’t know about the brain.” A man. “We’ll have to wait and see.”

			Whose brain?

			“I’ll be back to check on her tomorrow.”

			“Thank you, Doctor.” A third voice.

			Who were these people? Two of them sounded familiar, but Gwen struggled for anything more. The darkness pressed in on her.

			“You said she’d wake up after the surgery.” The angry voice was louder.

			“Taylor! It isn’t Krista’s fault.”

			Taylor. Taylor. Who was Taylor? A faint image floated in front of Gwen. A woman smiling, amber eyes, dark hair.

			“But she said Gwen would wake up, and that was four days ago.”

			“I’m sorry, but what I said was that the swelling going down was a step in the right direction. And it still is, but as Dr. Bingham said, there are a lot of unknowns about the brain.”

			This new voice was calm. It soothed Gwen.

			“I need air,” Taylor said.

			There was movement, then a sigh.

			“I apologize, Krista. She isn’t usually like this. She’s so scared.”

			Scared? Of what? Was there something to be afraid of?

			“I know. It’s okay. I see it all the time. The important thing right now is for Gwen’s body to take the time it needs to heal.”

			A presence. Not a touch, but a presence. Close. Gentle and consoling. It reassured Gwen.

			“We just have to wait,” the voice named Krista said.

			Wait? For what? For whom? A shiver ran through her. A memory. When you wait for someone, they never come.

			Then, Gwen was far away. Another place, another time.

			At nine years old, she stood in a drizzling rain at the top of the cement steps, holding open the heavy wooden door of the church. She looked back at the old, battered car, the green paint chipped and corroded.

			“Wait for me here,” her mother had said. From the driver’s seat, she gestured Gwen inside the building with a sweep of her hand. 

			Gwen gave a reluctant wave, then watched her mother drive away. They’d lived in the car for a year, but her mother had never left her somewhere to go do anything, not to get food, not to buy drugs, not for a job interview like today. Gwen always waited in the car, maybe because there wasn’t anywhere else to wait. But today, something wasn’t right. On shaky legs, she went inside.

			It was dark except for the dim light from the overcast day filtering through the stained-glass windows spaced along both side walls of the deep room. Pews filled the middle, leaving a center aisle. An enormous cross with the crucified Jesus hung above an elaborately decorated altar. 

			Gwen hadn’t been in many churches, and ones like this, with the dead guy on the wall, creeped her out. She found a seat at the end of a pew where she could keep an eye on both him and the door and began to wait.

			Time passed. Minutes? An hour? 

			A door behind the podium beside the altar opened, and a man wearing all black except for a thin white strip at his throat stepped into the large room. He paused, his dark eyes meeting Gwen’s, his expression surprised.

			Gwen’s pulse raced with fear. Would he kick her out? Where would she go? How would her mother find her? She pulled the backpack her mother had given her that morning into her lap and quickly unzipped it. She rummaged through its contents, trying to look like she had a purpose. She heard the door close again, and when she stole a glance, the man was gone.

			Just as she was beginning to calm, though, he returned with an older man dressed similarly with that same funny white thing around his neck. They walked down the aisle toward her, both smiling, but Gwen’s heart pounded harder with each step they took.

			“Hello, there,” the older man said as they stopped in front of her. “I’m Father Andrew.” He extended his hand. “And who might you be?” 

			The sparkle in his eyes and the way they crinkled at the corners with his smile eased the tension that had stretched Gwen’s body taut. But she considered him cautiously. She took his hand, thankful for its warmth as it engulfed hers. She hadn’t realized how cold she was. “I’m Gwen.”

			His smile broadened into a grin. “Well, Gwen, you look like a fine young lady,” he said, his grasp firm yet gentle. “It’s a pleasure to meet you. What brings you here today?”

			Gwen glanced at the younger man, then at the door she’d entered through. “I’m waiting for my mom. She’ll be here soon.” Could she sound any less sure? Why wasn’t she sure?

			“And where is your mom? Do you know?” Father Andrew released her hand, but his smile remained.

			It was a nice smile, not pretend like some people’s, but it didn’t comfort her. “She went to an interview. For a job.” She closed her arms around the backpack still in her lap. 

			“And she told you to wait here?”

			“Yes.” Gwen looked away. “She said there’d be good people here, so I wouldn’t be alone.” It was a lie, but she thought it might make her mother sound like a better mom. She’d grown used to trying to make her mother sound better because she was afraid someone would come take her away, like they’d taken her friend Britney, if her mom wasn’t good.

			“I see.” Father Andrew clasped his hands in front of him. “Well, Gwen, is there anything we can get for you while you wait?”

			She flicked her gaze up to his in surprise, then quickly averted it again. He wasn’t going to make her leave? “No, sir. I’m fine.”

			Father Andrew hesitated. “All right, then. My associate, Father James,” he indicated the younger man, “has some chores to do, so he’ll be in and out of the sanctuary. If you need anything at all, just ask him.”

			Gwen shifted her attention to him.

			He nodded, and the corners of his mouth lifted.

			“Okay,” Gwen said with relief. “Thank you, sir,” she added quickly, remembering her manners.

			“You’re most welcome.” Father Andrew turned, then looked back at her as though he might say something else. But he didn’t. The two men strode back to the altar and disappeared through the same door where they’d entered. 

			More time. The light through the stained glass grew brighter, then began to dim again. The younger man came and went, each time performing a task. He smiled at her but didn’t speak.

			When her stomach growled, Gwen returned to the backpack and pulled out the brown lunch sack she’d seen earlier. Inside, she found a peanut butter and jelly sandwich, a bag of Doritos, and a small carton of milk. She studied the milk, and a wariness spread through her. It was chocolate. Her mother never let her have chocolate milk. And chips were rare too. Treats were expensive. Gwen ate in the solemn silence that surrounded her. Finally, she curled up on the cushioned pew, her backpack beneath her head, and fell asleep.

			A gentle touch on her shoulder woke her, and she looked up to find Father Andrew and a plump, blond woman standing over her.

			Father Andrew squatted beside the pew and took Gwen’s hand in his. “Gwen,” he said, those eyes that had sparkled earlier now as soft as his voice. “This is Mrs. Powell. She’s a social worker, and she’s going to take you to a place where you can eat some dinner and sleep in a bed tonight.”

			Gwen shot upright and clutched her backpack. “No! I have to wait for my mom.”

			Father Andrew patted her arm. “When your mother comes looking for you, I’ll be sure to tell her where to find you. I have Mrs. Powell’s phone number, and I’ll call her.”

			Gwen started to protest again, but she could tell by Father Andrew’s expression she didn’t have a say. She was only nine. She nodded. Her mother would come. She swallowed hard and blinked back tears. Her mother would come, and Father Andrew would tell her. She would come. 

			* * *

			More voices. Always voices. Most were familiar by now, and Gwen had names that went with some. When was now, though? How long had she been drifting? What had Mrs. Walker said? Time is different here? Was Gwen still where time was different?

			There was Taylor who always sounded upset, even when she was talking about staying strong and coming back. Was she talking to Gwen? “Come back to me. Please, baby, come back.”

			Come back to where? And from where?

			And EJ. Gwen was supposed to know her, but did she? She got glimpses of a wedding whenever she heard EJ, then a kiss. But it was Gwen being kissed, Gwen kissing. And somehow, she knew she wasn’t kissing EJ, whoever EJ was. 

			And someone named Jinx who sat with her and sometimes read to her, sometimes talked about someone named Pete, sometimes told her jokes. “Knock knock.” The voice named Jinx would wait. 

			Who’s there? Jinx couldn’t hear her. No one ever heard her. Even when she screamed.

			“Howl.” 

			Howl who? 

			“Howl you know unless you open your eyes?” 

			It was corny. All of Jinx’s jokes were corny, but they made a smile swell deep inside Gwen. She liked the one named Jinx.

			Sometimes, there were more than one, and they talked to each other as well as to Gwen. Sometimes, it was only one. Sometimes, Gwen could sense them there when she floated toward the surface, but she couldn’t hear them.

			Today, though, someone was crying, quietly and discreetly but unmistakably. 

			Gwen heard it at first from a distance. Then it grew closer, more discernible as someone in true distress. 

			“Baby, please. It’s been two weeks. If you can hear me, please, open your eyes.”

			The voice was heavy and ragged, but it had to be Taylor. She was the only one who called Gwen baby. Gwen wanted to reach out to her, tell her she could hear her, but she didn’t know how. She couldn’t break through that surface that always separated her from everyone else. She’d thought it was because of the pain, that it hurt too much to be close to the surface, so she’d always backed away. That wasn’t the case anymore, though. There was still some pain, but nothing like it had been. Now, when she became aware of others, she could drift right up next to the sound, brush the very edge of whatever separated the world they were in from wherever she was, but that was all.

			And then there were the memories that came and went seemingly at random. But no, it wasn’t random. Sometimes they came with that presence that comforted Gwen, the voice named Krista. Always so quiet, so soothing. And it took her back to places and people she could remember. And Gwen knew it somehow, that presence, that voice, that touch. It was a memory too.

			Mostly, though, Gwen drifted in the dark fog, sometimes in its depths, other times so close to that surface, she thought she might be able to reach through to the other side. If only she could find her hands. 

			* * *

			Taylor sat beside Gwen’s bed, holding her hand, staring at her closed eyes. She’d been telling her about the lunch she’d had in the hospital cafeteria and the walk EJ had persuaded her to take afterward. Could Gwen hear her? Taylor had no idea. Krista said she might be able to, but she’d also said that she might wake up after that second brain surgery, and that had been almost three weeks ago. So what the hell did Krista know?

			But Taylor couldn’t take any chances. If there was the slightest possibility Gwen could hear her, Taylor had to keep talking. About the inane things as well as repeatedly telling her how much she loved her and begging her to wake up. 

			She took in Gwen’s expressionless features and her pallor. Was she even in there?

			The machines still showed brain activity, and her pupils reacted to light, but there was nothing else. No sign of comprehension that she was being spoken to, no indication of her waking up any time soon. Or ever.

			Three weeks since the accident. Twenty-one days. Taylor squeezed her eyes shut to stave off the thought. Not yet. Only eighteen. There was still time. And surely, EJ wouldn’t really do it, not after such a short period.

			They hadn’t discussed Gwen’s directive since EJ had told her about it. It was a subject EJ seemed as reluctant to bring up as she was. For Taylor, any talk of it was too much like giving up on Gwen. She assumed EJ felt the same because of her silence on the matter, but every once in a while she caught a distressed expression on EJ’s face when she was sitting with Gwen, something far different than the worry and concern expected in a situation like this. Once, Taylor came out of the ICU and found EJ crying in Jinx’s arms, the antithesis of the strength she’d exuded through much of this. 

			Taylor should ask if EJ was okay, if there was anything she could do to help her. If it’d been back when she’d been both EJ’s and Gwen’s best friend, she probably would have been able to do that. She couldn’t, though. She wasn’t only that anymore. She was still EJ’s best friend, certainly, but she and Gwen were more now. They were lovers. They were in love. At least, Taylor was, and she wouldn’t be able to bear hearing EJ actually say she was considering carrying out Gwen’s directive. 

			Gwen had come off the ventilator right after the doctor had closed her skull, and since she’d been able to breathe on her own, they’d been hopeful that she’d wake up. And her body had begun to heal. X-rays showed the breaks in her leg were mending properly. The bruises along her left side were faded. Even the stitches closing up her scalp had been removed, leaving the blistering red scar to lighten beneath the peachy fuzz of Gwen’s hair beginning to grow back. The only life support remaining was the feeding tube that kept Gwen nourished. To remove that…

			Taylor sickened at the thought of watching Gwen’s body slowly starve to death. As much as Taylor dreaded it, she had to talk to EJ to find out what she was thinking. And surely with the change in her and Gwen’s relationship, EJ would take her wishes into consideration.

			“Hi, Krista,” EJ said, her voice drifting into Gwen’s cubicle from the nurses’ station. “We brought you a treat.”

			“Oh, thank you.” Krista’s tone conveyed her customary calm and collected manner, while at the same time was cheerful.

			Taylor clenched her teeth. She was so sick of her. Why couldn’t she have kept her mouth shut about when Gwen might wake up instead of getting Taylor’s hopes up? And she was always hovering over Gwen.

			“Hey, Taylor,” EJ said as she stepped up beside the chair. “We brought you a milkshake.” She handed a Styrofoam cup to Taylor. 

			Jinx passed her a straw and a plastic spoon.

			“Is that Krista’s treat too?” Taylor muttered under her breath. 

			“Mm-hm.” EJ glanced at her before leaning past her and kissing Gwen on the forehead. “Is that a problem?”

			Taylor slumped in her chair and stuck her straw through the hole in the lid. “No.” She sounded like a sullen teenager. “She just gets on my nerves.”

			EJ sighed. “Not again.” She threw a look toward the center of the ICU, then lowered her voice. “She’s amazing.”

			“She bugs me. She’s here all the time.”

			EJ scoffed. “She works here.”

			Taylor lifted her gaze to find both EJ and Jinx staring at her questioningly. “All the other nurses work three days and then are off four.” She should let it drop, but she’d already gone too far. She might as well continue. “She’s here every day.”

			EJ shrugged. “She works a lot of overtime and comes in on her days off just to check on Gwen. She’s a good nurse. She cares.”

			Taylor tensed with irritation. She slouched deeper into her chair and refocused on her milkshake. Why couldn’t EJ see what she saw? “My nurses were good, and yet, not a single one took on extra shifts to come in and whisper to me all the time.” She tried to keep the sarcasm out of her voice. Or maybe she didn’t. “And that’s another thing. She’s always whispering to Gwen when I come in. It’s creepy.” 

			“Yes, you’ve said that.”

			Taylor didn’t have to look up to see EJ’s eye roll. It dominated the silent beat that followed.

			“She’s talking to her like she told all of us to do,” EJ said. 

			Taylor recognized the tight tone she used when speaking to a subordinate at work who wasn’t grasping a concept she thought should be self-evident.

			“She’s made a connection with Gwen.” EJ sat on the arm of Taylor’s chair. 

			“Yeah, and that makes sense for us to talk to her because she knows us. She doesn’t have a clue who Krista is. It’s probably confusing her.” Taylor stabbed her straw into her milkshake again. She still hadn’t taken a single sip. “There’s just something weird about her.”

			“Well, I’m glad she feels a connection with Gwen. And with all of us. Whatever the reason. She’s the one who’s gotten permission for all three of us to be here together occasionally as long as we’re quiet. She pointed out to the doctor that Gwen does better when we’re here.”

			Taylor wanted to glare at EJ for defending Krista, but if they were to argue, she’d rather save it for the more important conversation about Gwen’s directive. “She just bugs me,” she grumbled again.

			EJ slipped her arm around Taylor’s shoulder, then leaned down and pressed her cheek against Taylor’s hair. “Sweetie, there was a good chance Gwen could have woken up after her surgery, and Krista didn’t say she would for sure. Don’t hold onto that. We all need to stay positive.” 

			“You’re right.” Taylor took a steadying breath. “It isn’t really about her.” Although, it was kind of. There was something not quite right about Krista, but she couldn’t nail down what it was. She abandoned the entire subject. “EJ, I need to talk to you.”

			EJ stiffened slightly, then loosened her hold around Taylor and straightened. She nodded, resignation in her expression. “Okay. Why don’t we step around the corner?”

			EJ had to know what Taylor wanted to discuss. What else could there be with only two and a half days left?

			Jinx gave them both a cautious look.

			“Will you stay with Gwen?” EJ asked Jinx quietly.

			“Sure.” Jinx squeezed Taylor’s arm as she moved past her to take the vacated chair.

			Even Jinx knew. Taylor sighed and gave Jinx’s shoulder a gentle punch. Her blood coursed through her veins, and her palms dampened as she and EJ stepped into the corner of the ICU right outside Gwen’s cubicle. 

			When their gazes met, EJ’s was expectant and knowing.

			“I need to know if you decided…No, I need to hear you say you’re not going to give up on Gwen just because of some arbitrary number of days. I don’t think you would, but I need to hear it.” Taylor’s words tumbled over each other like rocks in a landslide. 

			EJ paled. Then, in the moment it took her to open her mouth to speak, a flurry of emotions crossed her face. Grief. Horror. Anger. Guilt. “Give up on her?” she asked icily.

			Taylor flinched. Shit! She hadn’t meant to phrase it that way. “No. I’m sorry. I just meant—”

			“Do you think this is easy?” EJ kept her voice low, but it remained hard.

			Taylor held up her hands to try to stop what was coming. “No. I don’t. I know it isn’t. It can’t be. I just need to know what you’re thinking, and I’m so screwed up right now, I don’t know the right words.”

			EJ’s manner softened but only slightly. “Those weren’t them.”

			“I know.” Taylor sighed. “Can we start over?”

			“All right.” EJ folded her arms across her middle. “Go ahead.”

			Taylor looked into EJ’s hard green gaze. She’d really messed this up. She searched for the right words, some sentence that didn’t dump her worst fear onto EJ. They’d only begun to talk about it, but it felt as though the conversation had been going on for weeks. And maybe it had, maybe since they’d first become aware of Gwen’s wishes. And that was it, wasn’t it? These were Gwen’s wishes. But how old had she been when she wrote them down and notarized them? She wasn’t that old now. And who really knows what they want in this situation when they’re young and strong and seemingly invincible? When life is sunny and good? She should just cut to the chase. “Twenty-one days isn’t long enough. Jesus, her bones aren’t even healed yet. Shouldn’t she at least have as much time as they’d get?”

			EJ’s grip around herself loosened almost imperceptibly.

			But Taylor saw it. Encouraged, she plunged forward. “She needs more time, EJ. I mean, I can understand her thinking twenty-one days would be enough. Can’t you hear her saying one of her flukey things like ‘It only takes twenty-one days to make something a habit, so if I’m not responsive by then, I’m probably not coming back?’ That’s something she’d say. Right? But people come back after much longer than that.”

			EJ turned her head and inhaled a shaky breath. When she looked at Taylor again, abject torment swam in her eyes. “I know. But it’s what she said she wanted. And she might say it flippantly when we’re all out for Mexican food and margaritas, but she wouldn’t put it in a legal document unless she meant it.” The argument was stronger than the delivery.

			“I’m not saying leave her like this for years. Just longer.” Taylor heard her own plea and knew what EJ’s response would be. It would be Taylor’s if the tables were turned.

			EJ pursed her lips and searched Taylor’s face. Tears spilled onto her cheeks. “But then, how long would be long enough? For either of us, Taylor? And what if we wait, and then she wakes up and she can’t talk or understand anyone? What if she doesn’t even know anyone or can’t do any of the things she loves anymore?” EJ’s pitch rose, along with her volume, as she ticked off the possibilities on her fingers. “How could I face her? She stated exactly what she wanted in her directive. And she trusted me with it.”

			A part of Taylor knew EJ was right, but the part that couldn’t bear the thought of losing Gwen right after finding what they could have together couldn’t take it. “What about me?” she yelled. “Shouldn’t I get some say in this?”

			EJ’s attention shifted over Taylor’s shoulder.

			Taylor followed her gaze.

			Krista and her supervisor watched them from the nurses’ station, Krista with evident curiosity, the other woman with a warning glare.

			“I don’t know, Taylor,” EJ said in a harsh whisper. “Maybe you should, but—”

			“Hey! Hey!”

			Jinx’s voice barely registered in Taylor’s awareness as she waited for the rest of EJ’s statement.

			EJ threw a startled glance toward the nearby cubicle.

			“Her eyes are open!” Jinx shouted. “Gwen’s eyes are open!”

			The creases of a frown framed EJ’s mouth, and she seemed to be trying to solve some puzzle.

			Someone hurried past behind Taylor.

			Gwen’s eyes were open! The spell broke. Noise flooded in.

			“She was just lying there,” Jinx said excitedly. “Then she woke up.”

			“Page Dr. Bingham to ICU. Stat,” the woman at the desk said sharply.

			Taylor and EJ spun, bumped into each other, then hurried into Gwen’s cubicle.

			Jinx stood, her back pressed to the wall, her eyes wide.

			Krista leaned over the bed. “Gwen? Can you hear me? Can you see me?” She spoke quietly but with a slight tremor.

			Taylor held her breath. It seemed an eternity before she heard Gwen’s voice. “Fire.” It was barely a croak. Then louder. “Fire!” She raised her arms.

			Krista caught Gwen’s hands and held them to her chest. “Shhh.”

			Taylor’s instincts took over. She rushed to the bed and wedged herself between it and Krista, breaking Krista’s grasp on Gwen. “It’s okay. There’s no fire.” 

			Gwen pressed her hands to Taylor’s shoulders and pushed.

			Taylor encircled her wrists. “There’s no fire,” she said more loudly, trying to get Gwen’s attention. But Gwen was looking past her. “The car caught on fire, but we’re not there now. You’re safe.”

			Gwen struggled to free herself. Her eyes filled with tears. “Fire,” she cried. Her breathing became shallow, her arms weaker. Then her lids drooped and closed again.

			Dr. Bingham strode into the room. “Tell me what happened.”

			Krista made a sound, then stopped as though gathering her thoughts, but she seemed shaken.

			“She just opened her eyes,” Jinx blurted. “I was sitting with her and looking at her…and then she was looking back!”

			“But I think she thinks she’s still in the accident,” Taylor said, franticly shifting her attention between Gwen and the doctor. “She kept saying fire, and she was staring off past me, like she couldn’t see me but could see the car burning or something.”

			“She didn’t recognize you?” Bingham asked.

			Taylor’s excitement at seeing the blue of Gwen’s eyes after all this time faded at the realization. Gwen didn’t recognize her. “I don’t…” She shook her head. “I don’t think so.”

			Krista cleared her throat. “Doctor?” she said tentatively. “I think she might have recognized me.”

			Taylor grimaced, her irritation spiking. Why was this woman in the middle of everything? And how in hell could Gwen recognize her?

			“Fire is my nickname.” Krista was still talking.

			Taylor turned to her. What was she saying? 

			“At least, it was when Gwen and I knew each other.”

			Taylor could only blink, stunned into silence. 

			“So you think she was talking to you?” The doctor moved around to the side of the bed and retrieved his penlight from his pocket. “And she seemed to actually see you?”

			“Yes, I think so.” Krista kept her gaze riveted on Bingham as though actively avoiding everyone else in the room.

			“All right,” Bingham said, sounding noncommittal. “Let me check her out. Krista, I’m sure you have other work to take care of. And the three of you,” he swept a glance over Taylor, EJ, and Jinx, “have a seat in the waiting room, and I’ll come find you as soon as I’m finished.”

			“Thank you, Doctor,” EJ said, a little breathless.

			Taylor panicked. She couldn’t leave now. “But what if she—”

			“Taylor.” EJ gripped her hand. “Let the doctor examine her.” She pulled Taylor toward the exit.

			Taylor complied, too dazed to argue. Why hadn’t Gwen known her? And why had she known Krista? If she really did. 

			Who the hell was Krista anyway? And what the hell was going on?

			





Chapter Eleven

			Gwen swam through darkness, but it was different. It wasn’t the thick sootiness she’d almost grown used to, but lighter, more like sleep. Her arms felt heavy, but something or someone had touched them. Had she lifted them? And she’d seen someone, truly seen them, not in a memory or a dream. Several people. It wasn’t much more than a flash before the strain of it all had overtaken her, but it’d happened.

			Something brushed her cheek. Her eyelid was lifted, and a bright light shone in.

			“Gwen? Can you hear me?” a man asked. He looked into her other eye.

			She could. And she could see him too, only vaguely, but that was due to the light.

			He let her lid drop again.

			She fluttered her eyes open and stared up at him.

			“Well, there you are,” he said with a smile.

			She blinked once, then again.

			He picked up her hand from beside her on the bed. “Can you squeeze my fingers?”

			What a strange thing to ask. She tightened hers around his.

			His smile broadened. “Good. So you can hear me.”

			She considered the statement. Obviously. She tried to nod. It was jerky, and her head felt weird.

			“Can you tell me your name?”

			“Gwen.” Her throat was dry and sore.

			“What about your last name?”

			She started an eye roll but winced and reconsidered when it hurt. “Jamison,” she mumbled. 

			“Excellent. Do you know where you are?” He slipped the light into his jacket pocket.

			She followed the movement, taking in details. White coat. Stethoscope. Beeping sound. Leg suspended by some metal bar. “A hospital?” Her voice was barely a whisper. 

			He nodded. “Do you remember how you got here?”

			Gwen tried to think back to anything before opening her eyes to this man. A few pictures flickered—someone sitting beside the bed, Fire leaning over her, a dark-haired woman pushing Fire away. “Fire?” she asked the man.

			“She’s here,” he said softly. “I have a few more questions, then I’ll get her for you. Is that all right?”

			“Okay.” Gwen’s voice grew stronger. Something was in her nose, though, distracting her. She brought her hand up to feel it and found plastic.

			“That’s an NG tube. We had to put it in to feed you,” the doctor said. “We can get it out of there very soon. First, though, let me explain a few things.”

			Gwen shifted her attention back to him.

			“You were in a car accident, and you sustained a head injury as well as some other injuries to your leg, arm, and torso. My name is Dr. Bingham, and I’m a neurosurgeon. I performed surgery on your brain to stop some bleeding.”

			Gwen struggled to make sense of what he was saying. It took a Herculean effort, and even then, not much sank in. A sudden fear struck her. She went cold. “Was Fire hurt?”

			Dr. Bingham frowned slightly as though trying to understand. “No,” he said, sounding cautious. “She’s fine. She wasn’t in the car with you.”

			Marginally relieved, Gwen tried to relax, but she was too agitated. “Can I see her? Please? I need to see her.”

			“Of course. But then we need to talk a little more. Deal?” Dr. Bingham arched an eyebrow.

			Gwen studied him warily. She only wanted to see Fire. “Deal.” 

			He went to the curtain at the end of the space that held her bed, some machines, and a recliner and spoke softly to someone on the other side, then returned to Gwen.

			Gwen tried to remember who’d been sitting in that chair when she’d first broken free of that other place. Before anything came, someone opened the curtain and stepped up to the foot of the bed.

			“Hi, Gwen.” Her smile trembled, and her eyes shone with unshed tears.

			It was Fire, but different. She looked older, her dark auburn hair collar-length, not its longer, layered style as it’d been that morning at breakfast; her body not as lean and wiry as last night when Gwen’s hands and mouth had been all over it. And she wasn’t in black jeans and one of the rock band T-shirts she almost always wore, tight over her firm breasts. Instead, she wore those things nurses and doctors wear. Scrubs? But still, it was Fire.

			“Hi,” Gwen said hesitantly. “I had to make sure you were okay.”

			Fire swiped the back of her hand over one cheek and drew in a deep breath. “I get that,” she said as she walked around to Gwen’s side. “We’ve been waiting quite a while to make sure you were okay.”

			We? Oh, yeah. “Is Deborah here?”

			Fire’s smile froze and she blinked. 

			“Who’s Deborah?” the doctor asked.

			Gwen was too caught up in an attempt to decipher Fire’s expression to answer.

			“Our foster mom…Gwen’s and mine,” Fire said, her gaze never leaving Gwen. Then she turned to Dr. Bingham. “In our teens.” The last words were quiet.

			“I see.” His response was just as low. “Gwen,” he said, shifting back to her. “Can you tell me how old you are?”

			“Um.” She had to think about it. Why did she have to think? “Sixteen.” That sounded right.

			“And where do you live?”

			The customary self-consciousness Gwen felt when having to tell someone she was in the system swept over her. Her face warmed. She focused on her toes sticking out of the cast on her left leg and pursed her lips. “I live in a foster home with Fire and our foster mother, Deborah.” She twisted the edge of her sheet between her fingertips. “And two little boys. Bryce and Bartie. They’re twins.” When no one said anything, she glanced up at Dr. Bingham, then Fire. “Right?”

			Fire remained silent but looked across the bed at the doctor.

			“What?” Clearly, Gwen had been wrong about something
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