
Chapter One

			Two Years Later

			Gillian walked through her new-to-her townhome that was about thirty minutes from where she and Kate had lived. She needed a fresh start, and their home carried too many memories and tears that kept Gillian from moving on. That was a lie. She hadn’t wanted to move on. She wanted Kate back, and she wanted to live the rest of their lives together. That wasn’t going to happen though, and in all honesty, the house just felt so big and empty, and it made her feel even more lonely. She had decided to downsize and bought this townhome. Seeing the “Sold” sign in front of her house as she was moving out nearly took the breath out of her. It almost felt like she’d lost Kate all over again, but Harold and Gloria, Gillian’s in-laws, were encouraging when she brought up the idea to them, and it was their support that enabled her to list the house and pack up all of their belongings.

			She entered her pristine remodeled kitchen with stainless steel appliances, white cabinets with black hardware, and white quartz countertops. It was a stark contrast from their old kitchen. That one had oak cabinets, tile countertops, white appliances—a kitchen that had looked dated back to the eighties. Gillian hated that kitchen, kept dropping hints to Kate for a much-needed remodel, but Kate wanted other projects done first.

			Baby, I promise we’ll get to the kitchen, but how about we replace the floors instead. The carpet is thrashed. Just think what wood floors would do to the house.

			Kate had been right. The carpet was worn down, had stains, and was just disgusting. The house felt cleaner and lighter with the Brazilian koa hardwood they had installed. They just never got around to upgrading the kitchen before Kate had died. After, Gillian couldn’t bring herself to change anything else in the home they’d shared for twelve years. Hell, she’d just sort of wandered through life for almost the past two years. It took every ounce of energy for Gillian to return to work just six weeks after she’d lost Kate. The museum director had been very kind with the amount of bereavement time she’d been given. But then again, Gillian had worked for the museum ever since she’d completed her PhD fourteen years earlier and had always been willing to do extra work when it was needed.

			Gillian took her cup of coffee back to her bedroom to finish getting ready for work. She stopped at her dresser where she’d displayed a few of her favorite pictures. Her and Kate’s wedding picture (she looked so handsome in her tux), one of Kate in her softball uniform, her hat on backward, and a dirt smudge on her cheek, and one of Kate that had been taken just two weeks before she died, sitting on her Harley in her leathers, looking too sexy for words. Gillian picked up the one of Kate on the motorcycle and looked closely, trailing her finger along Kate’s face.

			“Happy birthday in heaven, baby. I miss you so much, but I still feel you here with me. I’m going to your parents’ tonight for dinner, to celebrate you. They’re doing okay, going through life as we all are, but thinking of you always. I will always love you.”

			Gillian kissed the photo before setting it back down and took her coffee into the bathroom where she had the news playing on her tablet, mostly to get the weather report. September in the East could have you bundled in a coat and gloves in the morning and wanting shorts and a sleeveless shirt in the afternoon. Growing up in Virginia had made her an expert at layering her outfits. It wouldn’t be long before she’d have to break out her winter wardrobe. This used to be her favorite time of the year, when she and Kate, and almost always Audrey, Kate’s best friend, would hop on the bikes and drive along the less-traveled roads in Virginia. Gillian would sit behind Kate, her arms wrapped tightly around Kate’s middle, feeling safe with her wife driving. They’d take in the leaves starting to turn fall colors, the reds, yellows, and oranges, flittering in the breeze. They’d stop for lunch at a diner, then continue their ride. Sometimes they’d go apple picking or stop at a place where they could take a short hike.

			Gillian shook her head to bring herself back to the present. She took a quick glance at the clock and noted she was running late. She hurriedly finished her makeup and dressed before grabbing her briefcase and heading out the door. Normally, she would take the Metro into DC to get to work, but since she was going to her in-laws’ for dinner that night, she’d decided to drive. Traffic could be iffy so she wanted to give herself some extra time. If she arrived early, she’d be able to stop at the coffee cart and pick up a muffin for her breakfast. If not, well, she’d just have to settle for a protein bar that she had stashed in her desk drawer. She parked in a nearby parking garage, checked the time on her watch, and realized she still had twenty minutes. She took a deep breath and let it out slowly. She had plenty of time. She grabbed her briefcase, locked her car, and headed to the sidewalk that would lead her to the museum.

			As she approached the coffee cart that was a fixture not too far from the entrance of the museum, Gillian smiled at the older gentleman running the cart and filling an order. She patiently waited in line until she reached the front.

			“Now, there’s a sight for sore eyes. What can I get you, Dr. Phillips?”

			“Lou, I’ve told you a million times to call me Gillian.” She added a wink to let him know she wasn’t upset. “And I’ll have a black coffee with a blueberry muffin, if you have it.”

			“I saved the last one for you.” He reached below and pulled out a plastic-wrapped muffin and handed over her coffee. She gave him a ten-dollar bill.

			“Keep the change, Lou. Have a great day.”

			“You too, Dr. Phillips.”

			Gillian chuckled as she left. She’d known Lou for over eight years, and he always addressed her as “Doctor.” One day, when there were no other customers around, and she was on break, she had a nice conversation with him. He’d told her he had retired from his job as a school janitor, but it was bugging his wife to have him underfoot constantly. He was bored so he decided to start his coffee business. He’d been doing it almost every day since. He wasn’t a fool though—he took winters off, and in the summer, he added iced coffee to the menu.

			Gillian had a good day at work, a quiet day, which she appreciated from time to time. As a curator for the Smithsonian Museum, most of her days were busy, some were long. She didn’t mind putting in extra work, especially since she no longer had anyone waiting for her at home. She took some time to walk through her latest exhibit after lunch. She loved the smell of the museum, the architecture, the paintings and sculptures, the sound of her heels tapping on the marble floor. It was familiar, comforting, like her home away from home.

			One nice surprise that’d happened that day was her assistant brought her a small plant in memory of Kate’s birthday. Gillian mostly had her emotions under control these days, but this small act of kindness choked her up. She felt the lump in her throat and her bottom lip tremble before she hugged Maya. She managed to say thank you before she playfully kicked her out of her office and told her to get back to work. She placed the plant on her desk near a framed picture of her and Kate.

			“Wasn’t that thoughtful of Maya, honey? She remembered your birthday.”

			Gillian had set her alarm for five thirty p.m. so she remembered she would have to leave shortly after. She cleaned up her desk, powered down her computer, grabbed her briefcase, and headed back to her car. The sun was setting, and she recalled a trip she and Kate had taken to Provincetown, Massachusetts, one year for Women’s Week. One evening, they sat out on their balcony overlooking the harbor, watching the sun set and drinking wine. Gillian could almost smell the salt water and hear the ripple of waves in the harbor. Kate had looked over at Gillian and told her how beautiful she was and asked how’d she become the luckiest person on earth to have a woman like her as her wife. Gillian had been thinking the same thing except she was the lucky one to have Kate as her wife. That had been one of their favorite vacations, indulging in seafood, cocktails, and nightlife. They spent the rest of the night making love with the drapes billowing from the breeze floating off the water.

			Gillian arrived at her in-laws’ with a bottle of Pinot Noir in her hand. She walked in to the aroma of pot roast filling the house. It had been Kate’s favorite meal, and they always had that for her birthday along with mashed potatoes and gravy, and cooked carrots. She walked into the kitchen to see Gloria at the stove. Gloria’s shoulders were hunched as if she was carrying the weight of the world.

			“Smells good in here, Mom.”

			Gloria jumped and turned around, smiling at Gillian.

			“Hi, honey. I didn’t hear you come in.” She walked over to Gillian and took her in her arms, giving her a long, tight hug.

			“That doesn’t surprise me. You looked like you were far away.”

			Gloria laughed. “I was. Forty-six years back in time to be exact. I was just thinking about when I was in labor with Kate. She was so stubborn, wanting to stay inside my belly while I was ready to get her out so we could finally meet her.”

			Gillian smiled and handed over the wine. “She always said it was so warm in there and too cold in the outside world.”

			Gloria chuckled as she opened the wine bottle. “She wasn’t wrong about that. I would have done anything to keep her warm and safe.” Gillian didn’t miss the sadness in Gloria’s voice, and she knew exactly what she meant.

			“Where’s Dad?”

			“He’s taking a shower. He’ll be down soon. How was your day?”

			“It was fine. Wished Kate a happy birthday this morning, had a nice, easy day at work, and Maya gave me a gorgeous plant in honor of Kate.”

			“She’s a sweet girl. You’re lucky to have her as your assistant.”

			“Don’t I know it.” Maya wasn’t from around these parts. She was a transplant from California, so from time to time, she’d had her over for holiday meals with her in-laws and Kate for the past few years before Kate died. Maya had been her assistant for five years, but she was also working on her PhD to become a curator herself. Gillian had taken her under her wing to be her mentor, and in doing so, she’d also become a friend.

			Harold came down the stairs, dressed in khakis and a button-down shirt, wet hair slicked back, and smelling like Irish Spring soap.

			“There’s my favorite daughter-in-law.” Harold hugged Gillian and kissed her on the cheek.

			“That would have more merit if I wasn’t your only daughter-in-law, Dad.” She squeezed him and kissed him back.

			“Gilli was just telling me that Maya gave her a nice plant in honor of Kate’s birthday. Wasn’t that sweet of her?”

			“She’s a good kid.”

			Gillian laughed. “She’s thirty years old, Dad. Hardly a kid.”

			“Listen, since I’m almost seventy, all of you are kids to me.”

			“How’s the new place, honey?” Gloria asked as she was moving the food to serving dishes.

			“It’s fine. I’m still unpacking, but I like the neighborhood. I haven’t had much time to explore the area, but there seems to be a lot of cute shops and restaurants within walking distance. The Metro is only a quarter of a mile away, so I can walk there easily.”

			They all brought the food to the table, and there were four place settings. They always had a setting for Kate, as if Kate was joining them. Harold poured the wine as Gloria dished the food onto their plates. Once they were all settled, Harold raised his glass.

			“To our Kate. May she always be watching over us, and waiting for us with open arms when our time comes.”

			They clinked their glasses and wiped away their own tears. As they ate, they all told charming and funny stories about Kate. After all, they were celebrating her birth and her life on this earth. Kate had a way of making everyone love her. She was kind, thoughtful, inquisitive, and loving. And she was funny. God, she was so funny. Eventually, they had tears in their eyes, this time from laughing recalling Kate’s shenanigans. Their stories could have gone on for hours, but they would be told often, as they should. After dinner, they had red velvet cake with cream cheese frosting (Kate’s favorite) and coffee while continuing with their stories, most of them told many times over. Gillian helped clean up, hugged her in-laws good-bye, and headed home to her empty townhome. Except it didn’t feel so empty that night. People might call her crazy, but Gillian felt Kate’s presence with her all day and night.

			She climbed into bed and talked to the picture of Kate on her nightstand. “I had a nice time with Mom and Dad tonight, baby. I’m sure your ears were burning with all the stories we told about you. I’m not sure how long I’ll be feeling this deep ache inside my heart and the deep hole in my life I’ve had since you left, but it eased for a short time tonight. That’s something, isn’t it? I love you so much, my sweet wife. Forever and always.”

			Gillian kissed the photo and turned out the light. She was hoping she’d get to dream of her beloved.

			




Chapter Ten

			For some reason, Gillian woke Tuesday morning thinking of Piper and fried pickles. How completely ridiculous of her. She didn’t even like pickles, for crying out loud. As her day went on, she would think about her dinner with Piper a few days ago, then she’d look at Kate’s picture and guilt would wash over her like a tidal wave. What was she doing? She wasn’t ready to date anyone, but Piper did offer friendship. When she exited the Metro Tuesday night, she took a slight detour to Rainbow Arts. She just wanted to say hi to Piper. She shook her head, knowing damn well she wanted to see her, not just say hi. She opened the door and was greeted by Kelly.

			“Gillian, hi. What can I help you with?”

			“Hi, Kelly. I was wondering if Piper was around.”

			“Sure, she’s in the studio.”

			“Oh, I don’t want to disturb her class. Please tell her I stopped by.” Gillian turned to leave, disappointed that she wouldn’t see Piper after all.

			“Wait, she’s not teaching. She’s in there by herself. Go on in.”

			Oh. Gillian hesitated then walked slowly to the entrance where she stood for a moment observing Piper sitting at a wheel, the look of hard concentration as she held a tool Gillian had seen in the cup during her lessons. She was using it to etch designs into her vase. Gillian realized that it wasn’t the pottery itself, but the designs she created in the clay that upped her artistry exponentially. She could’ve stood there all night watching her create, but her slight movement caused Piper to look up. She placed the tool down and smiled.

			“Hey. How long have you been there?” She stood and wiped her hands on her smock as she moved closer to Gillian.

			“Not long. I didn’t want to disturb you creating your latest masterpiece.” The closer Piper got to her, the more her nerves kicked in. She was really pretty, even with her hair in a messy ponytail and smudges of clay on her cheek.

			“Ha! Funny. Not that I’m not happy to see you, but what brings you by?”

			“Well, I was wondering if you’d like to grab dinner, but I see that you’re busy.”

			“No, no. That sounds great. I was almost done anyway.”

			“Can you show me how you use the tools?”

			“Of course. Come over and sit by me.”

			Gillian took a seat by Piper, and she picked up the tool she was using. The quiet space mixed with the smell of wet clay somehow calmed Gillian’s insides.

			“I’m using this one to carve out long diamond shapes in the clay.”

			“It almost looks like a tool a dentist would use.”

			Piper laughed, and it made Gillian smile and feel light-hearted.

			“You’re not wrong about that. Depending on what I want to make will determine the tools I use. I’m using this one that looks like a dental pick to make thin lines and small nicks that might not seem like much, but they can really add to the design. If you want, I can show you more at a later time. But I do believe you said something about eating, and my lunch was too many hours ago. Let me clean up here and then come up to my apartment so I can take a quick shower.”

			Piper opened a door in the studio that Gillian hadn’t noticed before that opened to a staircase with one big ceiling lamp above. When Piper opened the door, they were assaulted by the very loud meowing of a long-haired gray and white cat that seemed very angry about something.

			“This four-legged annoyance is Agnes, and in case you don’t speak feline, she’s telling me that she’s hungry, she’s upset that I’ve been downstairs all day even though she’s been passed out on my pillow the entire time, and if I don’t want her to claw me within an inch of my life tonight when I go to sleep, I must feed her now.”

			“She said all that with just the meows?” Gillian was thoroughly amused by both Piper and Agnes. She reached down and held her hand in front of Agnes who rubbed her cheek against it then swatted her hand away. She’d never had any pets when she was growing up, so she wasn’t exactly sure what to make of that furry creature.

			“It’s all in the inflection of the meows. You’ll catch on.” Piper opened a can of food and dished it out on a small plate, placing it on the kitchen floor next to a water bowl. “Now that she’ll be quiet for a while, can I get you anything to drink? I have some sparkling water or grape juice.”

			Gillian barked out a laugh. “Grape juice? You drink grape juice.” She said it as a fact rather than asked a question. “I don’t hear of many people drinking grape juice anymore” She didn’t say out loud that that was one of Kate’s guilty pleasures. “I’m fine, but I’m getting hungry, so go take your shower so we can go eat.”

			“Right. Have a seat and make yourself comfortable.”

			Gillian made her way around the open apartment that was very much a home. So many pictures of what Gillian assumed to be Piper’s family. A few different paintings hung on her walls, a couple of landscapes, one abstract. She looked closer at the abstract painting that drew Gillian to it like a magnet. The colors of purple, blue, and yellow were so vibrant, inspiring, and fascinating, and it seemed to fit Piper’s personality. It was perfect for her home. Once she’d looked at every picture, every painting, every knickknack in Piper’s living room, Gillian took a seat on the couch, and holy cow, was that the most comfortable couch in the world, or what? She felt the light gray microfiber cushions envelop her like a big bear hug. She leaned her head back and closed her eyes for a few minutes until she was startled by a big fluff ball jumping in her lap and making herself at home.

			“Was your dinner good, Agnes? Your mommy feeds you the good stuff, doesn’t she? Do you play with all the toys that are scattered all over the floor? You sure are lucky to have a mommy like yours.” Agnes answered with a slow blink and a meow that sounded like “yeah.” Gillian stroked her fingers through the cat’s fur, and she started purring. Gillian had never been around cats for any amount of time, so the vibration from Agnes fascinated her.

			“I see you made a friend.” Piper grinned when she walked into the room.

			“Yes, we’re nearly best friends now. By the way, I love your place. That painting over there,” Gillian pointed at the wall to her left, “who painted that?”

			“Kelly. Isn’t it great?”

			“Kelly? Your sister-in-law, Kelly? Wow. I mean, I saw some pieces in your store, but that one really caught my attention. Has she done any shows?”

			“No. She and Drew have two teenaged boys, so she’s spent the past sixteen years being a mom. She’ll paint occasionally, but she didn’t want to be a prisoner to having to paint. She says owning the store and giving lessons are more her speed.”

			“I get that. I imagine it could be very stressful having to produce a certain number of pieces or being commissioned.”

			Piper picked up Agnes from Gillian’s lap, and that was the closest their faces had been. It wouldn’t take much to go just a bit further and taste the lipstick on Gillian’s lips. Their eyes locked for just a moment until Gillian was the first to look away. Piper stood upright with Agnes in her arms and took her time putting her cat on the floor. Whew, that was a close one. Piper needed to slow down since Gillian hadn’t expressed interest in anything more than being friends, and Piper would respect that.

			“You ready to go eat? My stomach is about to rumble.”

			They walked a block west, then two blocks north to the restaurant that Piper claimed had the best fried pickles. She would indulge in the pickles, but have a healthy dinner. It was all about balance. She held the door open for Gillian and nearly ran into the back of her when Gillian had stopped just inside the door.

			“This place is so great.” There were classic metal posters interspersed with old western photos hanging on the walls, a red brick floor, and a large neon jukebox in the back playing country music that sounded a little like swing, blues, and Dixieland music. Piper shook her head and swallowed a laugh while watching Gillian take in the funky joint. Not only was the food delicious, but it was the décor that drew Piper to that restaurant. The hostess led them to their table where they were immediately brought ice water in mason jars. Piper watched Gillian look around the restaurant, clearly amused with the décor as she kept pointing out different pictures and posters.

			“Pretty cool, huh? If you like chili, you’re gonna flip your lid when you see all the choices.”

			They took a few moments to look at the menu. When the server came by, they were ready to order, but only after Gillian asked Piper about a few dishes she couldn’t decide on. Gillian ordered a bowl of chili over cornbread smothered with cheddar cheese, tomatoes, onions, and sour cream. Piper ordered the teriyaki grilled chicken with a side of steamed vegetables and a cup of vegetarian chili. And of course, she ordered fried pickles for their appetizer.

			“That’s a pretty healthy meal you ordered, Piper.”

			“Believe me, if I could get away with ordering what you did, I’d do it every day. I’ve had a lot of different dishes here, and they’re all delicious.”

			Gillian took a sip of her wine that she’d ordered with her dinner. “Why can’t you get away with it? You look like you’re in pretty good shape.”

			“Uh.” Piper blushed and took a drink of her water to buy her some time. Did Gillian like the way she looked? Sure, she worked out, but she had a love-hate relationship with it, and she was diligent with it to keep her heart healthy. She didn’t want to tell Gillian about her heart just yet. She didn’t want her feeling sorry for her because there was no reason to. “I’m trying to stick to lean proteins for the most part. The fried pickles are my indulgence tonight.”

			The pickles with ranch dip were delivered, and Piper clapped her hands and let out a little squeal, making Gillian laugh.

			“Take a bite, and you’ll understand why I’m so excited.”

			Gillian shook her head, took a fried pickle chip, and dipped it in ranch before taking a bite. Her eyes grew wide and nodded. “I see why you love them so much.” Gillian licked a little drop of ranch off her lip, exposing her tongue.

			Oof. Piper’s desire, which had been dormant since she got sick, flickered to life. She needed to think of anything other than Gillian’s tongue and what it was capable of doing to her. She needed to tell a joke. “What’s green and has two wheels? A motor pickle.”

			Gillian legit laughed at Piper’s corny joke, and she felt quite pleased with herself. “Usually only my six-year-old niece laughs at my jokes, so thanks for indulging me.”

			They spent the rest of their meal talking art and pottery, keeping conversation on safe ground. They walked down the sidewalk shoulder to shoulder until a gust of wind sent a chill through them both. Gillian hooked her arm through Piper’s, possibly to ward off the chill, but Piper didn’t care about the reason. She just wanted to remain physically close to Gillian, occasionally catching a hint of her sweet, flowery perfume. They were getting close to Piper’s apartment, but she wanted more time with Gillian, even it if was spent in comfortable silence. Piper felt Gillian start to slow down, but Piper turned to her and smiled.

			“I’ll walk you home.”

			“You don’t have to. Don’t you want to go inside and get yelled at by Agnes?” The lilt in Gillian’s laugh warmed Piper’s insides, and it made her want to keep making Gillian laugh. It had been music to her ears.

			“I didn’t realize you had a hidden camera in my apartment. I really don’t mind walking you home. Gives me more time with you.” And Piper couldn’t think of anything she wanted more at that very moment.

			Gillian squeezed Piper’s arm and thanked her.

			“It smells so good out here. It’s my favorite time of the year when the air smells crisp with a hint of firewood burning and wet leaves.” The noise from the restaurants and bars dimmed as they got closer to Gillian’s, and it felt like they were the only two people in the world. Regrettably, they reached the front door, and Piper knew the enjoyable evening was coming to an end.

			“Would you like to come in for some coffee?”

			Well, that was a nice development, and Piper seriously considered it. But she felt there might be a chance for more if she took it slow with Gillian.

			“Can I take a rain check? I don’t want to keep you up too late if you have to go to work in the morning.”

			Gillian looked at her watch, then back to Piper. “I hadn’t realized how late it was. Where did the night go?”

			Piper shrugged and smirked. “Time flies when you’re eating chili and fried pickles.”

			“You make me laugh, Piper. Give me a hug and get going so Agnes doesn’t claw you in your sleep for leaving her for so long.”

			Piper stepped into Gillian’s arms and held her. It sounded like Gillian sighed, but it may have been her. Piper could’ve sworn that Gillian would be able to feel her heart pounding. They swayed back and forth before stepping back and breaking their hold.

			“Thanks for coming by the store and having dinner with me.” Piper slowly walked backward, slightly stumbling before regaining her balance, not wanting to stop looking at Gillian. “Have a great day tomorrow, and I’ll see you Saturday.”

			Gillian waved and closed the door behind her, severing their contact. On her way home, Piper recalled their evening. Gillian had made the first move by coming by the shop and suggesting dinner. It felt like they were getting closer, but going slow, and Piper was just fine with that. It wasn’t that long ago that she balked at the idea of having a relationship with anyone, and although they were far from having a relationship, for the first time in a long time, Piper felt hopeful. Her question now was when she should tell Gillian about her medical condition?

			




Chapter Eleven

			Gillian closed the door and leaned back against it, sighing. She thought she’d never be interested in another woman, but Piper was starting to make her way into her periphery. She took off her coat, hung it in the coat closet, then went into the living room, grabbing their wedding picture before curling up in her chair.

			“Baby, I’m so confused about Piper. We had dinner tonight, and I had a really good time. I never thought I’d want to be with another woman since you were the love of my life. But I also know you’d never want me to spend the rest of my life alone. I think if you were still alive, you’d be good friends with Piper. I had fried pickles tonight, and they were so good. I’m almost starting to see the lure of pickles you had. I don’t think I’m ready to tell Mom and Dad that I might be interested in dating Piper. I don’t know how they’d take it.” Gillian paused, looked to the ceiling, and let out a deep breath. “You’re right. They’d be fine with it. But whatever happens between Piper and me, or anyone really, I’ll always have you in my heart. I love you so much.”

			While Gillian slept, she dreamt of Kate, but eventually Piper’s face would replace Kate’s. They weren’t sexual dreams, just the nice ones she’d had over the past year. The fact that Piper had been inserted into her dreams where Kate had been had her discombobulated when she woke the next morning.

			When she got to work, she sat at her desk and tried to organize her thoughts. She made a list of things she needed to do that day, then called Maya in to see where she was in looking at art to procure for the next showing. With Maya handling things on her end, it left Gillian time to send some emails and make some calls.

			When she took some time for lunch, she had a quick salad in the café then went to the section of the museum that held abstract art to remind herself of what was hanging on the walls. She spent an ample amount of time looking at the different paintings by Pollock, Kandinsky, and Malevich to name a few of their more famous artists. She then recalled the painting in Piper’s apartment that was done by Kelly. Her work, in Gillian’s opinion, was comparable to the greats. She thought about calling an acquaintance of hers who had a gallery to see if she’d be willing to show Kelly’s paintings. Of course, she wouldn’t do that until she asked Kelly’s thoughts about it. Piper told her Kelly didn’t want to be tied down to having to get paintings done. But she had enough hanging in her shop, maybe some extras at home. She’d swing by the store on her way home to talk to her. Bonus? She’d get to see Piper.

			Later that evening, she entered Rainbow Arts and saw Kelly working the counter and cash register.

			“Hi, Gillian. What’s going on?”

			“I’m actually here to see you. Do you have a moment?”

			“Uh, sure.” Kelly looked around the shop, as did Gillian, to find it empty.

			“I saw your painting in Piper’s apartment.”

			“You were in Piper’s apartment?” The smile on Kelly’s face was so wide that Gillian was tempted to snap her fingers to bring her back to the present. Also, what was with the massive smile?

			“As I was saying, I saw your painting and the ones hanging in here in the shop, and I was wondering if you’d be interested in showing your work.”

			Kelly looked to the studio door, maybe to summon Piper.

			“If you’re not interested, it’s perfectly fine. But I think you have so much talent that it’s a waste not to show it off to a larger audience. I have a friend who owns a gallery, and if you’re interested, I could talk to her about showing your work. I’m not making any promises, but I didn’t want to call her before talking to you.”

			“Wow, I don’t know what to say.”

			“Say you’ll think about it. No pressure.” Gillian smiled. “Is Piper in the studio?”

			“No, she’s in her apartment, but you can go on up if you want.”

			“Are you sure she’s not busy?”

			Kelly took a moment to look at Gillian, studying her is what it felt like. “I’m sure. I’m just wondering what’s going on between you two. Forgive me for being nosy, but Piper is very special to me and her entire family. We don’t want her getting hurt or stressed out.”

			“Why would I stress her out? I don’t understand.”

			Kelly looked like she’d said too much. “Forget what I said. You can go on up. If she decides to tell you, then the two of you can talk it out.”

			Confused and totally in the dark about their conversation, Gillian said good-bye and headed up the stairs in the studio that led to Piper’s place. Once she knocked, it only took a few seconds for Piper to open the door.

			“Hey! What are you doing here?”

			Piper held the door open for Gillian to enter. Agnes strolled over and rubbed herself against Gillian’s pant leg.

			“Hi. I came by to talk to Kelly.”

			Piper’s eyebrows raised. “What for?”

			Gillian sat on the couch, and Agnes immediately took her place on her lap. “I wanted to ask her if she’d be interested in showing her art.” Gillian told Piper about her friend’s gallery. “I asked her to think about it, and there was no pressure.”

			“Wow, that would be great for her. She’s so freaking talented.”

			Gillian pointed to her painting. “I know. Today, at the museum, I went to look at other Abstractionists, and I felt that Kelly’s work was right up there with the best. It’s a travesty that the whole world can’t see it, never mind the greater DC area.”

			“That’s so exciting, Gillian. Thank you for thinking of her for that. I was just about to order in. Care to join me?”

			“Yes, what are we eating?” Two nights in a row of seeing each other, both at Gillian’s doing. The newness of their friendship had Gillian’s adrenaline rushing, and she tried to keep her body from trembling.

			“How’s Thai?”

			Gillian’s mouth watered. “Yes. Chicken pad thai, please.” She stroked Agnes’s fur while Piper called in the order. She didn’t know why, since that was only the second time she’d been in Piper’s apartment, but she felt so comfortable and at home. Gillian asked Piper about other interesting things to see in the neighborhood. They talked about the other Smithsonian museums, what kind of art caught their eye, and who their favorite artists were. When the food arrived, they sat on the couch with their plates.

			“How was your day?” Piper wrapped the noodles around her fork before eating.

			“It was good. Everything is under control.”

			Piper laughed. “It is, is it? Great to hear.”

			Gillian joined Piper in laughing. “Yes, it is. My assistant, Maya, is studying to be a curator, working toward her PhD, so she’s sort of my protégé. She takes care of a lot of business I normally would, which left me open to think about Kelly’s work.” Gillian took a bite of food despite the butterflies flittering in her stomach. She couldn’t believe she was going to talk about this. “For some reason, everything about last night stuck with me.”

			Gillian felt her cheeks heat up, not meaning to admit that she’d thought about their time together. She played with her food in between bites, giving her something to do other than look at Piper. She felt Piper slide closer down the couch.

			“What stuck with you?”

			Gillian took a bite of chicken, not chancing a glance at Piper. Her breathing quickened, and her blood felt like it was rushing through her veins. “Dinner. Your corny joke.” Gillian finally looked at Piper. “Our hug, and how good it felt.”

			Piper nodded but stayed in place. “Yes, that hug was quite something. Actually, everything. But I know you’re not in a place to be anything other than friends, so I’ll respect that.”

			Gillian nodded. “Thank you. But maybe I want to try a little more.”

			Piper’s eyebrows raised. “More?”

			Gillian nodded. “Maybe?”

			Piper smiled and placed her hand on Gillian’s, feeling that she wasn’t quite ready if she was saying “maybe,” so she decided to be the one to slow it down. “How about we get to know each other better? I mean, the only thing I really know is that you’re a curator and you lost your wife. Do you want to tell me about her?”

			Gillian stayed silent, and just as Agnes was about to jump in her lap, Piper took her plate and placed it on the coffee table. Gillian stroked her fur, calming her nerves, and giving her the courage to talk about Kate. It was like Agnes had become her new best friend and excuse to not look at Piper. She let out a deep sigh. “Kate was my wife. We met in high school, and I knew immediately that I would marry her. We had a great life together until she was killed in a motorcycle accident. That was two years ago, and it took a lot from me.”

			Piper slid even closer and squeezed her hand over Gillian’s. “What drew you to her?”

			Gillian laughed as she was remembering back to when she met Kate, and she almost felt like that teenaged Gillian again.

			“I saw her in the hallway in high school, our sophomore year. She took my breath away. She was really good-looking, popular, athletic. I was the new girl at the school, but that didn’t matter to her. She immediately made me feel welcome, and we became friends.” Gillian continued with her story while Piper gave her full attention. Piper felt no jealousy, only sorrow that Gillian had lost her wife.

			“What happened when she died?”

			“She was riding her motorcycle on the back roads for one last ride before putting her bike away for the winter. She was hit by a driver who was texting. He swerved in front of her into her lane and hit her head-on. We were supposed to host her parents for Thanksgiving, but she wanted to go on that one last ride.”

			Piper’s hair on the back of her neck stood up, and she felt her heart rate increase. “She died on Thanksgiving two years ago?”

			Gillian slightly shook her head. “The doctors actually pronounced her brain dead on Thanksgiving, but we kept her on a ventilator until the next day. When the tests were complete and confirmed, we decided to donate her organs.”

			Piper’s blood ran cold. It couldn’t be. Could fate be that cruel? Did Piper have Kate’s heart beating inside her, giving her life? A small sob escaped, and she covered her mouth.

			“Piper? Are you okay?”

			Piper shook her head then nodded. She couldn’t talk to Gillian about this just yet. She needed to process then think about what it all meant. “Yeah, I’m okay. Just, you know, upset that you lost your wife.” And because you did, I’m alive.

			Gillian stood and grabbed her coat. “I’m glad I told you about her, but I’m mentally exhausted now, so I’m going to go home.”

			Piper nodded. “I’ll walk you out.”

			They took the other set of stairs that led to the parking lot behind the shops, and Piper walked her to the sidewalk. Gillian turned to Piper and hugged her, neither of them saying anything, the only sound coming from the night life down the street. They broke apart, and Gillian kissed Piper’s cheek.

			“Thank you for asking about Kate. That meant a lot to me. It’s funny, but you remind me a little of her the more I get to know you.”

			Well, hell. Gillian was already comparing her to Kate. “I appreciate you telling me. Text me when you get home so I know you’re safe.”

			Gillian laughed. “I don’t have your number.” She handed Piper her phone so she could put in her contact info.

			“There. Now you can text or call.” Piper was proud of herself that her fingers held steady while tapping in her number.

			“Good night, Piper.” The soft look Gillian gave her made Piper’s knees grow weak.

			“’Night, Gillian.” Piper stood on the sidewalk, watching Gillian until she turned the corner. Thoughts in her mind were swirling, and not from the kiss on her cheek that Gillian gave her. That should be at the forefront, but no, not tonight. Not with the information that Gillian gave her regarding Kate’s death and organ donation, and the perfect timing of it all. Piper ran her fingers through her hair then over her face. “Fuck me.”

			She trudged up her stairs, her legs felt like her feet were in cement. Wasn’t that just a kick in the pants? Her apartment still smelled like Gillian’s perfume, or maybe it was on her sweatshirt. She sat on her couch, the same couch that potentially held promise earlier, but now held heartache, shock, disbelief. Piper patted her legs, welcoming Agnes onto her lap.

			“Meow.”

			“Not now, Agnes.” God, that was rude. She invited Agnes onto her lap then told her to stop talking. Rude.

			The cat seemed to be aware of Piper’s distress, and she burrowed into Piper’s lap and started up her motor. She stroked Agnes’s fur just as Gillian had done just a short time ago. Gillian and Kate were from this area. Piper knew this because of the years Gillian had been at the museum. Kate got in her accident on Thanksgiving, but Gillian had her organs donated the day after, which would be the exact day Piper got the call about the heart she’d later receive. She’d seen enough cop shows and read enough books with cop characters to know there wasn’t such a thing as a coincidence. Not that she knew any real cops and TV shows were really fiction, but there was something to that. She had Kate’s heart. She knew it. She knew it deep down in her…well…Kate’s heart that was now hers. Piper was filled with restless energy, and she knew exactly what she needed.

			She went to her bedroom and changed into her ratty clothes, the ones she wore when she was ready to get down and dirty with some clay. Her phone pinged, and she checked it to find a text from Gillian.

			Thanks again for tonight. I look forward to seeing you soon.

			Oof, what a night. Me too. What else could she say? There was so much to say, but she didn’t know how.

			Piper took the stairs that led to the shop and was surprised to find the lights on and Kelly standing in front of a blank canvas.

			“What’s up, sis?”

			Kelly jumped and turned around. “Jesus, Pipes. Don’t scare me like that.” Kelly placed her hand over her chest.

			Piper snorted and covered her mouth. “Consider it payback. What are you doing here?”

			“Did Gillian tell you about her plan? About me possibly getting a show?”

			“She did. You must be considering it if you’re here late tonight.”

			Kelly smiled. “You know what? I am considering it. I have a few older pieces I’ve done, but I feel like my newer ones are so much better. I want to see how long it’ll take me to produce a show-worthy painting, to see if I’m up to getting ready some really good pieces to show. What are you doing down here? Gillian gone already?”

			“Yep.” For once, Piper was speechless. She paced as she ran
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