

    
            Chapter One





			February

			Claire Bainbridge tapped her fingers rapidly on her phone screen, sending an email to her assistant while she waited her turn to check out. She had a lunch meeting with a potential donor in just over an hour, and though the drive back downtown would only take ten minutes, she wanted Jude to run some numbers from their most recent exhibition before the meeting. Satisfied that her capable assistant had the task in hand, Claire turned her attention to the women checking out ahead of her and the cheerful admins staffing the desk.

			After paying and scheduling a follow-up, she walked toward the elevators and saw a brunette waiting in the lobby. Claire had noticed her leaving one of the offices a few doors down from her own doctor’s and had admired her long dark curls, thinking she looked vaguely familiar.

			The woman was gazing at the large tapestry hanging on the entry wall, and her expression was so anguished, her posture so deflated, that Claire caught her breath. Surprised by the sudden welling of sympathy, she stopped and turned to look at the tapestry herself. She’d loved this piece when she’d seen it earlier, feeling that the artist had captured the sensation of being connected to nature, with the roots of a tree anchoring the reaching branches.

			“Excuse me. I’m sorry to disturb you, but aren’t you Caro’s cousin? Claire, isn’t it?” The soft voice interrupted Claire’s musings, and she turned to see the brunette smiling tentatively at her. The woman had warm hazel eyes, but they were currently a little watery, and she was discreetly swiping a hand under each one. “We met at the wedding. I’m Lily, Caro’s roommate from college.”

			“Yes, of course. Hello, Lily. I’m sorry, I didn’t recognize you.” Claire held her hand out politely, and Lily squeezed it gently.

			“That’s all right. It’s always harder to remember people out of context, isn’t it? And Portland’s a long way from San Francisco.” Lily’s voice was soft and a little hesitant, and it finally struck Claire what was different about her: this was not the bubbly, bouncy personality she remembered from the wedding the previous April.

			Her cousin, Carolyn, had planned a full day of prep time with her attendants before the evening wedding, and Claire remembered hanging on the outside of the crowd through the hairstyling and mani-pedis, sipping her champagne slowly while watching the other bridesmaids and wondering how late she would need to stay at the reception to satisfy familial duty. She loved her cousin, but her own marriage had recently ended, and she was feeling out of her depth. When a new arrival had caused Caro to squeal and shout “Lily, you finally made it,” followed by another round of excited hugs, Claire had paid closer attention.

			Lily stood about five-foot-six and had worn a cute swing dress and low-heeled sandals that were drawing admiring comments from some of the other attendants. When she’d stuck her toned leg out playfully to show off the sandals as well as her red toenails, she’d looked right into Claire’s eyes and smiled. Claire’s answering smile had been reflexive. Lily’s black hair had been pulled back in a braided French twist, with little curls escaping to frame her smiling elfin features. Claire’s artistic mind had spent a few minutes trying to decide what painting she resembled. Perhaps something by one of the Pre-Raphaelites? She had been startled from her thoughts when Lily had laughed. Her laugh was infectious, and she was quickly gathered into Caro’s inner circle.

			Later, Caro had pulled Claire over to say that Lily was both her former college roommate and the maid of honor. Lily had been engaging and sweet, pulling Claire in with amusing stories about their college days and smiling as if Claire was the most fascinating person in the room. Claire had been surprised at how disappointed she’d been when another of Caro’s friends had pulled Lily away to help her dress. They’d only had sporadic contact the rest of the evening, though Lily’s obvious happiness for Caro had warmed Claire with every interaction. Afterward, Claire had gone home to her empty house, and thoughts of Lily had gradually receded as she’d dealt with the upheaval in her own life.

			Now, nearly a year later and hundreds of miles away, Claire found herself looking at a Lily who had lost her sparkle, and she didn’t know what to think.
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        * * *

      

			Dammit, Lily thought, why did she have to run into Claire now of all times? And why had she opened her big mouth and talked to her? Lily could have just pretended not to recognize her, at least for today. She’d just wanted to get the bus down the hill and hurry home. She could feel a crying jag creeping up and had already considered that the bus would be too slow; she’d need to get a Lyft. She closed her eyes tightly once more, willing the tears to hold off until she was safely in her own space again. There was no way in hell she was going into the office today.

			Claire cleared her throat, and Lily opened her eyes to look up into intense blue ones. When they’d met last year, Lily had thought that Claire, just like Caro, reminded her of that actress, Elizabeth Debicki. Both of them were blue-eyed blondes with high cheekbones. But she’d realized that Caro’s Nordic beauty was a paler version of Claire’s richer golden hair and bright, autumn-blue eyes. Caro’s determined chin was softened on Claire, and it made her even more beautiful.

			Caro had often made funny comments about her less-sociable cousin, whom she obviously liked enormously, but Lily had guessed right away upon meeting Claire that she was just painfully shy. Lily had done her best to make Claire feel part of the bridal party. Besides, Claire’s smile gave Lily that little tingle, and she would have flirted a bit if Caro hadn’t once mentioned her cousin’s husband, though Claire had worn no rings at the wedding. A quick glance down confirmed that she still didn’t.

			Embarrassed now, Lily swiped at her eyes again. “Sorry, having a bit of a weepy moment. How have you been? You’re in art, aren’t you? I think Caro mentioned not long ago that you might be moving up here.” Lily bit down on her guilt. Not only had Caro mentioned it, but she was fairly certain that Caro had once again forwarded Claire’s email or phone number within the last couple of weeks, and Lily had just been too preoccupied to follow up on it.

			“Yes, I’m a part-time curator and adjunct professor of art history at Portland State. I came up a couple months ago in time to get settled in with the museum before the start of the new term.” Claire nodded toward the clinic they’d both just come from. “I’m just here getting established with a doctor.”

			“They’ve got good ones here,” Lily replied. She swallowed the lump in her throat and smiled tentatively. “I hope you’re liking Portland so far. Of course, if you hate it, please don’t say anything, as I’m a little biased.” She chuckled. “It is my hometown.”

			Claire smiled. “I remember Caro mentioning that she had a good friend here. I didn’t realize it was you. There were so many bridesmaids that I don’t think you and I had much of a chance to talk, and Caro and I haven’t visited in a while.”

			“The wedding was a bit of an event, wasn’t it? I’m not sure I’ve seen so many people in one place except at games and concerts.” They smiled at each other. “Well, now that Caro has another reason to visit, maybe we can talk her into coming up sometime.” She laughed softly. “Of course, since she’s due any day, that may have to wait a bit.”

			“Ah. The baby.” Claire looked at her feet a moment and then toward the elevator. She looked even more uncomfortable than Lily felt at the mention of Caro’s pregnancy.

			Wishing that she had just kept her mouth shut, Lily stepped over and pushed the button for the elevator. “Down?”

			“Yes, thanks. The parking garage, first level.”

			They were both silent, and Lily contemplated the lights above the elevator, feeling awkward. When the doors opened, she waited patiently for three people to get off before she gestured for Claire to precede her into the empty car. Lily turned after she stepped in and pressed 1 for the ground floor and P1 for the parking garage. She noticed Claire’s glance and shrugged as the elevator doors shut. “Catching the bus.” She shifted until she was near the handrail and leaned her arm against it discreetly. The way buildings in the medical complex were built up on the hill, she wasn’t sure how many actual floors there were between her and the ground.

			“Back to work?” Claire asked politely as the car began to move. “You work at legal aid, don’t you?”

			Lily was surprised she knew. “Yes, for quite a while now.” She didn’t feel like elaborating. She’d been feeling so burned out lately that she’d begun to dread her job and had been considering a move to something different, depending on the outcome of her appointment today. She felt tears begin to well up again and closed her eyes tightly. She opened them a few seconds later when the elevator squealed and stopped abruptly, and she grabbed the handrail.

			“Well, that can’t be good,” Claire said with a groan.

			Lily shuddered. “Don’t jinx us.”
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        * * *

      

			“Sorry.” Claire looked at Lily’s face and realized it was growing pale. She stepped forward, reaching around her, and pressed the door open button a couple of times, then the 1, but the elevator remained stopped. Lily now had her arms wrapped around herself. Maybe she was claustrophobic? Claire stabbed the emergency button.

			“Hello? Is anyone there?”

			The disembodied voice startled her, and her response was brisk. “Yes. We’re in the elevator, and it appears to be stuck.”

			“We’re looking into it, ma’am. Please be patient.”

			“Sure.” Claire took her finger off the button and turned to Lily. “Hey, you’re looking a little pale. Why don’t we sit down?” She stepped closer and offered Lily a hand, wondering at her own behavior since she rarely touched anyone, even her friends, but Lily seemed really stressed.

			Lily swallowed. “Sorry. Not a big fan of elevators.”

			“I sort of guessed that.”

			Lily chuckled and took her hand. “Thanks.” They leaned against the wall, then sank down to sit on the floor. Once she had her legs tucked under her, Lily let go. “Not the cleanest place to sit but probably better for me than trying to stand.”

			Claire grimaced, then shrugged resignedly. “I’m not big on floors as a seat at any time, especially not in public places, but that was a bit of a jerky stop, so who knows what it will be like if it moves again? And at least it hasn’t rained today, so the floor’s dry.”

			“Good point.” Lily huffed a little sigh.

			Claire pulled her knees up and rested her arms on them, hoping to confine the parts of her touching the floor to just her boots and the bottom edge of her coat. She felt really guilty that she hadn’t tried to contact Lily since she’d moved up from California, but there was no way she was going to mention that she’d jotted down Lily’s contact information weeks ago and misplaced it in all the frenzy of the move. She should have had Caro forward the contact info from her phone.

			From the corner of her eye, she observed Lily, whose lovely face still looked pale. She was clearly struggling not to show how upset she was. After a few moments of considering her options, Claire reached over and touched her arm gently, figuring she’d already gone against her normal by offering a hand to sit. “Want to talk about it? It seems like you’re upset about more than just the elevator. Sometimes, it’s easier to spill your troubles to a stranger. I’m not a bartender, but I’m secretly a good listener.”

			Lily gave a hiccupping laugh and opened eyes wet with unshed tears. “You’re very kind, aren’t you? How is that a secret?”

			Claire sighed and squeezed her arm. “I’m known for being aloof and uninvolved. My ex used to joke about my ice princess personality.” She shrugged. “It’s always been easier that way.”

			Lily’s eyes widened. “Well, you’re brave anyhow. That’s a lot to admit to someone you’ve barely met.”

			Claire chuckled. “Well, we do have Caro in common, and she’d vouch for you, and I’m pretty sure she’d vouch for me. I’ve always thought she was a good judge of character.” She wrinkled her nose. “Except for that thing with Michael.”

			“Oh yeah, that was not her best moment.” Lily shuddered. “Doug makes up for it, though.”

			Claire just nodded, then motioned for Lily to begin.

			Lily smiled wanly and wiped her eyes again. “You sure you want to hear it?”

			“Lay it on me.”

			“Do people still say that?” Lily cocked her head and raised an eyebrow.

			“I’m people, and I just did.” Claire shrugged again. “Plus, if you don’t entertain me somehow, I’ll start obsessively checking the time on my phone.” She pulled it out to demonstrate, then frowned in frustration. “Or not. No signal. Oh heck, hang on just a sec.” She scrambled up from the floor and went over to the door panel again. Pressing the emergency button, she waited for the mystery voice to respond.

			“Still working on it, ma’am. Everyone okay in there?”

			“We’re fine for the moment, but could you please contact someone for me? I need to postpone a meeting, and my phone has no signal.”

			“Um, sure. Hang on while I get a pen.” There was a shuffling sound. “Okay, shoot.”

			Claire gave him her name and Jude’s direct number. “Tell them I’m stuck in an elevator and to reschedule today’s meeting.” She turned to Lily. “You need them to contact anyone for you?” Lily shook her head. Claire pressed the button again. “Okay, that’s it. Thanks.”

			“Sure thing.”

			Claire sat back down. “Okay, spill the story. You were more cheerful when I met you last year, so what’s got you down?”

			Lily smiled. “You are kind. Fair warning, I may cry.”

			“Understood.” Claire opened her purse and dug out a pack of tissues. “All prepared.” Lily’s smile made her tingle with warmth, which Claire ignored as she prepared to listen.
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        * * *

      

			Lily took a deep breath, then let it out slowly before she began. “So my last girlfriend and I broke up a couple of years ago, and since there’s no one else on the horizon, I decided to investigate having a baby on my own. I’m only thirty-three, but frankly, it feels like the clock is ticking, and I probably shouldn’t wait forever, you know?”

			“You always wanted kids?” Claire’s voice seemed a little strained.

			“Yeah. Let’s just pretend I’m not completely jealous of Caro right now.”

			“Hm.” Claire’s tone was noncommittal.

			“So I’ve been thinking about if for a few months, but then my niece got diagnosed with Crohn’s, and it became a question of genetics, not just wanting a baby.”

			“Well, that sucks.” Claire jerked her head up. “Wait, your niece? How old is she?”

			“Almost sixteen. My sister is seven years older, and my niece was born just before I finished high school.”

			“And she just got diagnosed with Crohn’s?”

			Lily nodded. “It happens to teen girls a lot, actually. I think the average age is under thirty.”

			“Wow. That’s…um, awful. Sorry, go on.”

			“Yes. And my Tía Sofia, my mom’s sister, already has MS. So it looked like we might have some propensity toward serious autoimmune diseases. When I found out, I came here to get some genetic testing done.” She wiped her eyes again and was grateful when Claire held out the tissues. “Thanks.”

			“And let me guess, you got the results today?” Claire asked gently.

			“Yep. Lots of markers for autoimmune diseases. So many markers.” Lily shook her head, and her eyes welled up again. “Dammit. Sorry.”

			“Don’t be. You’ve got a right to be upset. What are you going to do now?”

			Lily closed her eyes. “I don’t know yet. Single parenting was already going to be difficult, and I’d have had to move since my roommate didn’t sign up for living with a baby, but I’ve watched what my aunt is going through for the past few years, and it’s so hard, and now my niece has another crummy disease, and the odds are high that I’d pass something along to a kid.” She pulled her shoulders in tightly. “I’m healthy, and I’ll deal with it if that changes in the future, but even though my baby-making parts all look fine, the genetics just really suck.”

			Claire looked sympathetic as she dropped her eyes. “Are you thinking adoption or some other alternative?”

			Lily sighed, then gave a slight shrug. “I know things have gotten a lot more progressive in the past few years, but I’m not sure a single lesbian is considered a good candidate for adoption, even here, and it would still leave me parenting alone. It’s something I’ll have to think about.” She closed her eyes, then shook her head. “Well, at least I’m not sobbing on your shoulder, so you should consider that a win.”

			Claire snort-laughed. “I can’t remember the last time someone cried on my shoulder. Might have been Caro when we were kids.”

			“You’re a year or two older, aren’t you?”

			“Two. Well, one and a half. September birthday.” She pointed to herself. “And Caro’s is in March, of course. You said you’re thirty-three, so you’re older than Caro.”

			“By a few months, yes. My birthday’s in November.” Lily smiled. “She used to tell stories about her childhood and how her cousin looked out for her.”

			“We were close as kids, at least before my folks divorced when I was fourteen, and everything changed. Caro’s mom, Margo, is my mother’s sister, but my mother and I never really got along, so when Dad moved across the country, I opted to go to a boarding school back east that was nearer to him than her.”

			“But you moved back to California at some point?”

			Claire nodded. “When I was done with college. I got a job in the Bay Area and then got married there. After my…accident…” She stumbled on the words. “And the divorce, I stayed at the job for a while but realized I needed something different. The job at the university here is a great opportunity and came along just when I was ready for a change.”

			Lily thought there was a lot packed into that admission but certainly didn’t feel she knew Claire enough to pry. “Change can be good. I loved living away when I went to college, and I think it helped me to grow up, but I also missed my family, even though they were less than two hours away. I felt like I was missing out on a lot while I was gone, so I came back.”

			Claire nodded. “Makes sense. And you love it here, I’ll bet.”

			Lily grinned. “I really do. I have dinner with my family every other Sunday, and now I don’t have to pine away for my mom’s tamales. I can help make them instead.”

			“Oh, wow. Tamales sound so good right now. I was supposed to have a lunch meeting, and breakfast seems like forever ago.”

			Lily gave her a quick appraising glance. “Yeah. So in an obvious ploy to change the subject before my stomach starts growling…” Claire laughed, and Lily liked the warmth of that sound. “Have you talked to Caro lately? It’s been over a week since I have, though I did make them promise to notify me once the baby comes. She’s threatened to make me a godmother.”

			Claire’s smile was tight. “She did the same to me. Not sure why.”

			Lily wondered about her tone but shrugged. “I think she’s always thought of you as her protector. Maybe she just wanted to make sure the baby would have the same thing if anything were to happen.”

			Claire looked at her a moment, apparently thinking about that, then blinked. “I thought it might be a pity thing, but you probably have a point. We did grow a bit closer again over the past few years while we both lived in the same area, which is why she included me as her bridesmaid.”

			“She talked a lot about her childhood when we roomed together and mentioned you a lot.” Lily hesitated, then asked, “Why a pity thing, or is that too personal? Sorry.”

			Claire looked away, biting her lip. Lily shifted, fearing that she’d grossly overstepped. After a moment, she heard a soft sigh. “Um, maybe we’ll save that story for another time. Okay?”

			Lily gently squeezed Claire’s arm. “Okay. I don’t suppose you’ve got a deck of cards in that purse or anything like that, something to kill the time. Or better yet, a couple of protein bars?”

			Claire chuckled. “No, sorry.”

			“Well, then. Tell me what you do for fun. You like art, I imagine, but what do you do when you’re not at the museum or teaching?”

			“I read, cook, and do yoga. I also enjoy walking along the waterfront or in one of the parks, even when it’s raining. And I spend an inordinate amount of time playing games.”

			“Oh, really.” Lily stretched the word out and grinned. “What do you play, exactly?”

			“Well, I love board games, but I don’t know many people here yet, so when I’m feeling competitive or I need to release some frustration, I play Fortnite. When I feel like meandering and problem-solving, I like open-world games. I’ve got two different gaming consoles, and sometimes I play on the computer.” She shrugged sheepishly.

			Lily was practically vibrating with excitement. “I knew I liked you. When we get out of here, let’s make a date to play Fortnite. I love that it’s cross-platform.”

			Claire’s eyes lit up. “Me too. I’ve played it on both the consoles and my computer. I play with my best friend Kai back in San Francisco. When I lived there, we found that it was lots of fun if one of us dragged a laptop over to the other’s apartment, and we played in the same place. Now we have to arrange times around our work schedules, but at least I still get to talk to him a lot.” A shadow passed over her face, but she smiled.

			Lily grinned back. “You bring your laptop, and I’ll get the pizza. Or vice versa.”

			Claire’s smile was huge. “Deal. Where do you live?”

			“Southeast. A fourplex apartment in the Woodstock neighborhood. How about you?”

			“South waterfront, at least for now. I’m subletting a condo from another prof who’s on sabbatical in Europe until summer. I wanted to make sure the job worked out before committing to anything long-term.”

			“I hear you.” Lily nodded. “I have a roommate, my friend Daria, but she’s not a video gamer, and she doesn’t care if I take up the living room since she’s got the bigger bedroom and her own TV in there.”

			“Sounds like a great roommate.”

			“As long as she warns her flavor-of-the-month boy or girlfriend not to come out of her room half-dressed or worse, it’s good.”

			Claire laughed, and there was a ring from the elevator panel, and a slight movement began. She lifted her eyebrows comically, and Lily smiled. Claire said, “Well, elevator repairs appear to be finished. Want a hand up?” She rose to her feet and offered a hand.

			“Thanks.” Lily placed her hand in Claire’s and stood. She felt oddly reluctant to let go. “Well, other than the fact that we were confined in this elevator, it’s been fun chatting with you.”

			Claire laughed again. “It has. And shall we exchange contact info so we can game? Or maybe even grab lunch sometime. You do work downtown?”

			Lily’s smile grew brighter. “Yes, we’re hybrid, so I’m downtown a couple of days a week, and I’d love to meet for lunch.”

			“Great.”

			Lily heaved a relieved sigh as the doors opened on the ground floor. “Oh, you were going to the parking garage.”

			Claire shook her head and stepped off too. “I’m not risking that box again. I’ll walk down the ramp.”

			“Good idea. Let me put your name into my phone. What is your last name, Claire?”

			“Bainbridge.”

			“Like the artboard? That’s appropriate.”

			Claire appeared surprised.

			Lily shrugged. “I took several art classes in college and even have a minor in fiber arts. I just didn’t have the confidence to try to make a career of it, so I got a business degree, then paralegal training.” At Claire’s raised brow, she shrugged again. “I’m good with details.”

			“I see.” Claire rattled off her ten-digit phone number, and Lily entered it into her phone. A moment later, she pinged Claire with a text.

			“And you can put me in as Lily Spencer.” She grinned. “Someday, I may tell you my full name, but Lily is enough for now.”

			“I look forward to that story. And gaming with you soon. I hope the rest of your day gets better, Lily.”

			“Thanks. Um, would it be okay if I hugged you? You really helped me in there.” She motioned back toward the elevator.

			Claire’s smile was warm as she nodded and opened her arms. “I’m really glad we bumped into each other.”

			Lily wrapped her arms around Claire and was pleased to feel the tightening of Claire’s arms around her. They fit together so well, but Lily knew straight women could be uncomfortable with hugs from women who weren’t, so she kept it brief. Stepping back, she said, “Thanks again. Take care, and I’ll talk with you soon.”

			“Sounds good. Bye.”

			Lily watched as Claire headed around the valet parking and down the ramp into the garage, her hair shining golden in the unexpected sunlight peeking through the clouds. After a moment, Lily shook her head and looked at her phone, hesitating a moment before touching the Lyft app. While she no longer felt like having a sob fest, the two buses it would take to get home felt like too much right now, so she’d splurge. She could always cut back on her morning coffee breaks for the rest of the week to make up for it.

			





    
            Chapter Ten





			Memorial Day

			At first, Lily thought the firm’s building was just eerily silent, then Claire remarked that it was nice of Doug’s boss to come in and meet with them on the holiday.

			How fitting. She sighed. This was definitely not how she’d thought their trip would be going when they’d talked about it a week ago.

			“That was a big sigh,” Claire said quietly as the security guard led them to the elevator and pressed the up arrow.

			“I was just thinking that a week ago, I never expected to be going to an attorney’s office to talk about how we would have guardianship of Caro’s baby.” They stood at the back of the elevator, and as the doors closed and the car began moving, Claire took Lily’s hand. She squeezed back gratefully, but neither of them said anything else.

			When the elevator opened, they were greeted by an older man dressed in a suit jacket. “You must be Claire and Lily. Doug and Carolyn mentioned both of you. I’m Stan Raeburn.” He held out a hand and shook theirs solemnly. “I’m sorry for your loss.”

			“And for yours, Mr. Raeburn. Doug’s father told us how much he enjoyed working with you,” Lily responded.

			He shook his head. “We’ll miss him. He was a wonderful attorney, and the clients loved him. My wife thought he and Caro were more fun than any of the other junior partners.” He smiled. “Said they both had joie de vivre, and she thoroughly loved being invited to the baby shower.” He shook his head sadly. “Now, why don’t you two follow me, and we’ll discuss your guardianship and what we’ll need to do to move that forward.”

			He led them to a large corner office, where he gestured for them to take seats at a small table near the windows. “There’s a lot to go over, between the guardianship and the financial aspects, as well as what you’ll need to do in Oregon. Now, as to that, I have a law school friend with a firm up there that has experts in wills and estates, as well as custody law. I can get started with setting you up for counsel there.” He glanced at Lily. “You work in legal aid, right? You may know my friend’s firm, as I believe they do some pro bono with you.” He named a firm Lily recognized.

			“Yes, I’ve met a handful of attorneys from there,” Lily responded, feeling a little relieved that she had some familiarity with at least that much of what was happening.

			“Now, I need to verify your identities against what Carolyn and Douglas specified in the wills, and then we’ll proceed.” Claire and Lily both took out their driver’s licenses and passed them over. “Good, good. Claire Elizabeth Bainbridge, and Liliana Isabel Camila Spencer-Ruiz. That matches what’s in the wills.”

			Lily looked puzzled. “Did they really put our full names in?”

			“Oh yes. Can’t have any question as to identity, so it’s always best to be as specific as possible.”

			Claire quietly nudged Lily, and whispered, “Now I know your full name.”

			Lily put her hand up to stifle a laugh. Claire lifted a brow in return while Stan passed their licenses back. Lily was thankful that Claire had found a way to lighten the moment and reached to squeeze her hand. She was surprised when Claire took hers, resting it on her leg. They sat that way until there were papers to read and sign, and Lily reluctantly let go to take up a pen, careful not to look at Claire as she did so. She smiled a moment later when Claire pulled a pair of dark-framed reading glasses from her purse, looking a little embarrassed when she put them on.

			“They’re adorable,” Lily whispered. Claire’s answering smile was also adorable, but Lily didn’t comment on that.

			Later, as they left the building, Lily stopped to pull out her sunglasses, and Claire checked her phone. “Let’s grab lunch before we head to the other house. I need some sustenance and maybe some more caffeine,” Claire said.

			“Good idea.” Lily smiled up at the clear sky as they walked to the car.

			“I’m glad to have that done for now, and I’ll be interested to see what he says on Friday. What sounds good for lunch?” Claire asked, unlocking the car.

			“How about a burger, or at least something that isn’t casserole?”

			Claire grinned. “Last night’s wasn’t too bad, but I know a couple of places nearby. Let’s go for the one where we can sit down for a bit.”

			Ten minutes later, Lily smiled as Claire opened the restaurant door and held it for her. “I can already smell French fries. Yay!”

			“The burgers are even better. I’m thinking iced tea would go down well with a big, juicy, bacon burger right now.”

			“Mm. A bacon burger sounds heavenly.” Lily sighed happily. Over lunch, they chatted about the legal hoops they would need to jump through to take the baby home, but Stan had assured them things would go both smoothly and quickly. “I talked with Daria yesterday, and she offered to try to pack up most of my stuff,” Lily said before taking a final bite of hamburger.

			“Will you bring the tapestries over when we get a place together? The sunset and the autumn leaves? I’d love it if you hung those. I’m sure we’ll have enough wall space if we’re getting a three-bedroom place.”

			Lily paused as she was about to grab another fry. “Really?” We’re gonna be living together with a baby like a family, and people will think we’re a real couple forever!

			Claire shook her head. “I’m telling you that you have amazing talent. They’re beautiful. I’d love to have them hanging where I can see them every day. And did you finish the one that was on the loom back in April?”

			Lily nodded, knowing she was blushing. “Well. Um, thanks. Yes, I’ll hang them if you like. And I did finish the other. I’ve got it boxed with all of the ones I’ve completed over the years.”

			Claire grinned. “Good! I was also going to ask if I could commission you to make one for my office. Not as large as those but maybe two by three feet. Isn’t your loom about that size?” Lily just stared at Claire, who finally waved her hand. “Earth to Lily.”

			Lily shook her head and felt tears beginning to well up, so she closed her eyes tightly, trying to stop them. She couldn’t speak for a moment, and when she finally opened her eyes, she blinked the tears away and saw Claire watching her with concern.

			“Lily, what is it?”

			“It’s just…no one but my family has ever said anything about them. Even Daria just said, ‘Sure,’ when I asked if I could hang one in the living room. You’re the only person who ever commented on them at all. And you want to commission one?”
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        * * *

      

			Claire sat there looking at Lily, aghast. Hadn’t Lily’s instructors at least told her how much talent she had? She shook her head, then said quietly, “Lily, sweetie, do you trust me to know art? To recognize good art from amateurish or worse?”

			Lily nodded. “I’ve seen what you’ve put up so far at your office, and it’s all museum quality.”

			“Yes. I’m very particular, and I only hang pieces that I love and want to see daily. So will you trust me that I think yours are just as worthy? They took my breath away.”

			“Oh.”

			Claire grinned. “Yes, ‘oh,’ indeed. That doesn’t happen often. You have real talent and from what I could see, decent craftsmanship. I’m not sure why you didn’t pursue a career with it, but I think you should reconsider.” Claire took a sip of her tea, then added, “Did none of your instructors encourage that?”

			Lily shook her head. “I always got the impression they thought my work was too immature, frankly. Most of them were doing very abstract pieces, not anything representational. Um, ‘artier,’ I guess. Their criticisms of any of us doing anything recognizable always seemed harsher than their criticisms of other abstract artists.” Lily shrugged. “I just assumed it wasn’t what the market would want and that I couldn’t make a living with it, so I switched to a business degree and just took the fiber classes for fun. I did minor in it, but as I said, that was for fun.”

			“Well, abstract art has its place as well, but trust me when I say that anyone with a real eye for art would love your pieces.”

			“Huh.” Lily got a faraway look in her eyes, and Claire hoped she’d helped boost Lily’s confidence. Claire had meant it a couple of months before when she’d said she thought she knew how to promote Lily’s work professionally. She’d been thinking about it ever since she’d seen it, and when she’d seen Lily’s grandmother’s art as well, an idea had taken root.

			She’d wait and broach that subject later. Lily had enough to worry about at the moment, and Claire thought she might need some very gentle persuasion to think of herself as an artist. She’s so kind and thoughtful and awesome and clearly talented. Anyone would be lucky to have her as a partner.

			She blinked. How did she go from thinking about Lily as an artist to thinking about her as someone’s partner? Again. Was that weird? It was weird. And if Lily found someone else, how would that fit in with the new family they were building with Willow? Claire felt weirdly jealous of this mystery person. It made sense that she might be jealous about someone else being closer to Willow, didn’t it? Surely, that was the only reason, not because she wanted Lily all to herself.

			Claire quietly folded her napkin and took a last sip. “Ready to go?”

			A few minutes later, they were heading to Caro’s and Doug’s house, both quiet, and Claire dreading the visit. When they arrived, George’s rental car was in the driveway, but there was no sign of Robert’s sedan. Claire waved at the camera doorbell, and a moment later, the door unlocked.

			The foyer was elegantly tiled in polished travertine, and the walls had dark wainscoting below with a light cream color above. There was an archway on the right a few feet farther in, leading to a large living room decorated in sages and creams, with dark wood and cream leather furniture. George was sitting in a club chair, a laptop on his knees. “Afternoon, you two. Sorry for the remote inspection, but I got tired of getting up.”

			Claire laughed. “Sounds reasonable, George. We’ve come to look at the nursery again.”

			“Have at it. I’m trying to get some work done while I wait for Robert and Margo.” He glanced up. “You okay for the eulogy, Lily? You and Terry got that worked out?”

			She smiled kindly. “I’ll have it finalized tomorrow for Terry to look at. We’re good.”

			He nodded. “Thank you for that. I just don’t see how parents do it, frankly. I just couldn’t.” His eyes welled up, and he shook his head.

			Lily gave him a brief hug. “It’s fine. I’m honored, and I’ll keep it to a reasonable length, as well.”

			He smiled. “You go on back now and see that baby’s room. Even after you all cleared out so much yesterday, there’s enough in there to open a toy store, I swear.”

			Claire led Lily up the stairs and to the back of the house and the nursery. Lily shook her head in apparent awe. Claire had seen it the day before, of course, but now scanned with an eye for what they’d need to do with everything permanently. There were still shelves full of stuffed animals on the pale peach walls and a beautiful multicolored blanket hanging on the crib that was a lovely natural maple color. A chest of drawers, a low bookcase, a changing table, and a rocker were in the same maple.

			“Claire, these are very good quality, and the movers are going to hate us since they’re so solid, but I think we should take them all. We can put what we can’t fit right away in storage.”

			Claire had been standing with her hands on her hips, turning and looking at everything. “I can put the rocker in the living room now and the crib in the second bedroom.”

			“I can take the changing table and the port-a-crib to Mom’s. Besides the bed, I’ve only got a small bookcase, a nightstand, and a dresser in my room.” Lily looked past Claire, and her eyes got huge. “Oh.”

			Claire turned, and when she saw the hanging on the wall, she smiled. “One of yours?” She really didn’t need to ask. There was something about the way Lily blended colors that was almost a signature.

			“Yes. I made it as a going-away present for Caro our senior year. There was a beach we’d go to sometimes, about an hour’s drive from campus. That’s the view of it.”

			Claire stepped closer and looked at the seascape, still grinning. “Lily, she wanted Willow to grow up seeing this.” She turned and caught the look of surprise and also sadness on Lily’s face.

			“It wasn’t up when I was here the first time, and I didn’t think about it.”

			Claire nodded. “I think Caro knew it would be too painful for me, so she didn’t ask me to help with any of the prep for the nursery. I’m glad you helped her with that.” She went back to looking at the walls. “There are a couple of really nice prints here that we should take as well.”

			“We found this great little gallery up in North Beach. We both loved the views the artist captured.” The prints were photographs of children playing at various local parks with iconic scenery in the background. “That, and the fact that they combined such carefree, child friendly images with the city itself.”

			Claire nodded. “So we should arrange for a mover to come on Thursday or Friday and give us an estimate. We should also figure out what we can take on the drive with us.”

			“We might even need to rent a bigger vehicle.”

			“Sounds like a plan.” Claire smiled. She loved planning and getting lost in little details. Right now, those helped to keep the grief at bay like a dam, but she knew it would burst when she least expected. “We should look for the baby book too. Willow might want it one day.”

			She knelt to look through the bookcase. “I think this is it.” It was a very pretty baby book with Willow’s name embossed on the cover. The first few pages held Willow’s birth information and a few pictures. The tears started flowing. It should have been Caro saving it to give to Willow one day.

			“Perfect,” Lily said, wiping away her own tears. “Damn, this is so hard.”

			Claire gave her a one-armed hug. “We’ll get through it. For Willow.”
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        * * *

      

			That evening, Lily had an early shower and secluded herself in her room to work on the eulogy. She tweaked it, adding an anecdote from Terry’s notes. Once she cleaned that up, she emailed the speech to Terry, who promised to get back to her with any changes by the next evening.

			She sank back on the pillows and contemplated a late-night kitchen raid. She looked at the clock on her tablet and was surprised to see it wasn’t that late. She slid her slippers on and headed down to the kitchen. She found Claire and Margo sitting at the counter, deep in discussion. “Oh, sorry, I can just…”

			“No need. We were talking about what song to use and narrowed it down to three. Now we’re talking about Margo coming up to Portland before a trip in September.” Claire smiled softly. “I told her we hope to have a place for the three of us together by August.”

			Lily smiled, a little mesmerized by the look on Claire’s face. She imagined many late-night chats in their future, staying up together when Willow was teething or if one of them got sick. She’d get to see that beautiful face morning, noon, and night.

			She blinked, shaking herself out of her reverie and turned to find herbal tea, grabbing a mug while she waited for the water to boil. She was glancing between her slippers and her pajamas, wondering why she felt so self-conscious in them, then realized Claire was still fully dressed, as was Margo. “Um, did I space out, and it’s morning again? You’re both fully dressed.”

			Claire laughed. “I went over to see Kai and Tina and their little boy.”

			Lily smiled, knowing Claire hadn’t been entirely comfortable around her friends’ baby in the past. It looked like being around Willow was good for her. Claire must have read her mind, as she smiled and winked.

			Lily nodded, relieved, then said, “This is a last-minute confession, but I just realized I need to go shopping tomorrow for something to wear on Wednesday.”

			“I thought Daria went and grabbed a dress and shoes when we stopped for your bags.”

			“She did. I’m not sure if she misunderstood or what, but they’re more suitable for a date night.”

			Claire raised her eyebrows, briefly glancing up and down Lily’s body before she nodded. “I’ll be happy to go with you. I know a personal shopper at Saks who would be very helpful. Barb used to help me pick out things for galas all the time.”

			“Saks? Galas?” Lily started to panic.

			Claire laughed. “Don’t worry, she doesn’t just deal with the formal dress department. She can help with all of women’s clothes and shoes.”

			“Okay, that sounds…good. We won’t have a lot of time if you’re trying to meet with Terry.”

			“We can get out of here by ten, I’m sure. And Terry isn’t due until three.”

			“Thanks, Claire. I really appreciate it.”

			“No trouble.”

			“Well, I’m for bed,” Margo said as she rose. “Don’t stay up too late if you’re going shopping tomorrow, girls. You’ll want to conserve your energy for that.”

			Lily laughed. “Good night, Margo.”

			Claire chimed in, and they both smiled as Margo waved at them, heading down the other hallway to her suite.

			“So,” Claire said, “I’ll let Heidi know first thing that we may be out most of the day again.”

			“I hope your friend at Saks can help. I like shopping, but I usually take my time.”

			“I’m sure it will be fine.” Claire drained her cup and came around the counter to put it in the dishwasher. “I’m off to shower now. Good night, Lil.”

			“Night, Claire.” Lily pondered the conversation as she watched Claire leave. She’d get to say good night to her every night. Could she ever fall for me? Her life was all Saks and personal shoppers, and I grew up on Kohl’s and mom-and-pop boutiques. How could we ever be a good match? Claire had looked kind of interested when Lily had mentioned date clothes, but was she reading into that, or did Claire maybe want to see her dressed for a date? She shook her head. Just stop torturing yourself since it’s never gonna happen!

			





    
            Chapter Eleven





			Late May: Wednesday

			Lily couldn’t believe it was already Wednesday. The previous day had flown by as she and Claire had laughed and chatted with Barb, the personal shopper at Saks, while they’d helped Lily find a suitable dress and shoes for today’s funeral.

			She sighed. Today was the day of her friend’s funeral.

			She’d been surprised the previous afternoon when she’d realized she hadn’t thought about it as much as she probably should have. She’d been buying a dress for a funeral, for heaven’s sake! But she and Claire had chatted about everything else, and Claire had teased her about her, “fear of black,” as she’d put it, when Lily had declared the dress couldn’t be solid black, even if she was wearing it to a funeral.

			The more Lily thought about it, the more she realized Claire had been trying hard to keep her mind off the purpose of the new outfit. She really was the perfect friend. If only she was the perfect girlfriend. Lily sighed, then shook herself as she finished putting on a touch of makeup. The eyeliner was waterproof, and she was skipping mascara, knowing she’d just cry it off at some point. She wasn’t even sure about the eyeliner but thought she could risk it. Ugh. She blinked and had to fight off tears already. This was going to be the hardest day.

			She shook off that thought and stepped
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