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            1. Goodbye, Hello

          

        

      

    

    
      Morgan wrinkled her nose as she hefted the last packing box. The thing smelled of mold. Not strong. But enough. Thank goodness it was leaving her apartment. Xiang had sworn up and down that the once-leaky window in the spare bedroom hadn't gotten anything wet but obviously she hadn't known what she was talking about. Whatever was in the box had definitely gotten moldy.

      Her apartment was so empty now. Where there had been bookshelves full of Xiang's legal books and two huge sofas filling every spare inch of space, now there was open walls, slightly grey from lack of dusting, and so much floor space that Morgan felt like she could breathe for the first time in four years.

      No more black leather sofa. That was going to be amazing. No big recliner sofa with fake brown suede, either. Xiang had already moved both of them to her new apartment across town. They looked a lot better there than they ever had in this apartment. It was suited for that sleek modern look that Xiang loved so much.

      Old Victorians didn't do well with sleek and modern. Neither had Morgan. If she never sat on another leather sofa it'd be way too soon. Especially in the summertime. Sticking to furniture was awful. And trying to cuddle on those things had been an exercise in frustration. They were too engineered, full of rigid beams under the stuffing that made cuddle time a struggle just to get comfortable.

      Xiang had bought most of the furniture they'd shared, certain that they were destined for forever when Morgan was equally sure that nope, it wasn't going to last past college. The marriage hadn't been too bad, really. They'd made decent roommates.

      Wives?

      Not so much.

      "That it?" Xiang asked, dust across her nose and sweat darkening her perfect linen shirt at the chest and armpit.

      "Yep," Morgan said. "Last one. You've got dust on your nose."

      "Gah, I swear I am taking an hour-long shower once I've got all of these in the apartment," Xiang complained. "I'm going to sweep the bedrooms and bathroom, make sure I didn't miss anything. You sure you don't want to keep some of the furniture, Em? Seriously, this place echoes now."

      "I'm very sure," Morgan said so firmly that Xiang grinned at her. She really was adorable when she grinned that way, short and plump, hair pinned up so it spiked on the back of her head like an anime character. "I get the bed, you get the furniture. I'll be fine. After a good night's sleep, I'm going shopping for furniture for me."

      "Good plan," Xiang said, heading on into the apartment.

      By the time Morgan had loaded the last box into Xiang's moving truck, the littlest one you could rent that was actually a truck, Xiang was done. She had Morgan's purse and keys, which she passed over with a nod. Her nose was clean, too, which made Morgan grin.

      "One more thing and you'll be done with me," Xiang said.

      "Three things," Morgan said, snorting at her. "Unload the truck and turn it back in. Then drive you back to your apartment. So, yeah, maybe two hours. And seriously? You're never going to be done with me. We were wives. I get to meddle and gossip in eternity."

      Xiang burst out laughing, hugging Morgan hard. She was strong for someone so small but then that was one of the things that'd attracted Morgan in the first place. If there was one thing that always drew Morgan in, it was strength. Strong minds, strong bodies, strong characters, didn't matter, it was catnip of the best kind.

      It was more like three hours before Morgan dropped Xiang off at her apartment's front door. Nice place, all new construction with restaurants underneath sleek apartments on the upper levels. The parking garage and elevators were so new that Morgan had felt like she was going to be run out at any second in her battered old Ford pickup.

      "Dinner?" Xiang suggested. And then yawned widely.

      "Nah," Morgan said. She snorted at Xiang. "Seriously doubt you'll be awake more than a few minutes after you get inside. It's a good thing we made the bed up before we did anything else. Go on. Get some sleep and call me if you need anything, okay?"

      "I will," Xiang promised without meaning it.

      It showed in her formal little smile and the pat on Morgan's arm. Which was fine. Morgan didn't really mean the offer of help either, not unless it was something really huge. Lord knows, Xiang was probably going to be the one helping everyone else. She was the one with a law degree, after all.

      Morgan was just muddling along with her silly little job and the quilts she made in her spare time.

      They waved to each other and that was that. As Morgan drove away, she was a little flummoxed at how easy it had been to let Xiang go. Shouldn't four years matter more? Dad had certainly been dismayed when Morgan called and told him that they were getting divorced.

      "She's not cheating on you, is she?" Dad had asked, voice full of worry. Morgan had easily heard him tapping his fingers on the counter over the phone. He always did that when he worried himself to a frazzle.

      "Dad, no," Morgan had groaned. "You know it was just a college thing. We got much better scholarships and stuff being married. It was never some big romantic thing. We're just going in different directions."

      "But you loved her?" Dad had asked.

      But he hadn't sounded confident about it at all. And frankly? Morgan couldn't blame him.

      She'd never felt that all-consuming passion people talked about. Love had never, ever felt that way to her. It was small and calm and quiet. Gentle instead of fiery. Sure, Xiang had been a bit jealous at the beginning but after a few months she'd realized that no, Morgan literally wasn't looking at anyone else.

      Marriage mattered. You had to take it seriously. That was just required. So Morgan had stopped flirting with other girls. She'd focused her attention and care on Xiang but somehow it had never been enough for Xiang. Choosing Xiang every morning and every night wasn't what Xiang had pined for and Morgan had seen the ending of their marriage in the beginning.

      Their wedding vows had showed just how different they really were.

      Love, honor and respect on Morgan's side versus eternal love of the ages on Xiang's. Not a great matchup there.

      Their fights were never big screaming matches. They were little things. Xiang fretting about the furniture or finances. Morgan fussing over the floors getting vacuumed more than once every month. Whose turn it was to wash the dishes or fold laundry.

      Just like any roommate Morgan had ever had.

      And that, really, was what had driven them apart. At least that was what Morgan thought. When Xiang came to her after getting her Law degree and said that she wanted to get a divorce, Morgan had only blinked and nodded. There'd been no shock. No surprise.

      They hadn't had sex for months before that so yeah.

      Not a surprise.

      A shame, really, but not a surprise.

      She sighed once she made it back to her apartment. Frankly, Morgan wasn't all that sure she'd be awake much longer, either. They'd spread the moving out over a week but this last push had still ben brutal. Her whole body ached.

      Morgan stood in the doorway of her apartment, studying the emptiness for a long moment before she shut the door. The little table she'd found at a yard sale stood by the front door. Perfect spot for her purse and keys. Her shoes fit underneath without a fuss. Much better than Xiang's insistence that they had to have a big wardrobe with black lacquer and frosted white glass sliding doors since the apartment had no coat closet.

      Tomorrow, Morgan was going to buy some of those sticky-backed coat hooks, the ones that would hold twenty pounds. That'd suffice for a coat closet. And she was getting some pallets, a cheap twin sized mattress. She had that Guatemalan fabric, the red and purple striped stuff. That would make an excellent mattress cover.

      "I can pull out all my pillow covers," Morgan said, starting to grin. "And my quilts. Oh! I can hang my quilts up again. I'm going to have to clean everything."

      In the morning. Of course. Because she was sore and tired.

      About ten minutes later, Morgan found herself in the spare bedroom rooting through the milk crates she'd used to store all her craft things. She hummed, spreading pillow covers and quilts all around her on the hardwood floors. Red and blue and green and yellow; all the colors of the rainbow. Man, she'd missed her art while married to Xiang.

      It wasn't as though Xiang had forbidden Morgan from sewing. She'd given up the spare bedroom specifically so that Morgan had a place to work.

      The problem had been that anytime Morgan sewed, Xiang had wrinkled her nose about the clipped threads. She'd huffed about the batting making dust. Had fussed over pins escaping the spare bedroom and migrating across the floor to where Xiang would cook her delicious traditional Mandarin dinners.

      So Morgan had cut back on her sewing. Had done it when Xiang wasn't around. Then she'd sewed less and less until it was once a week instead of every day.

      "We should have gotten a divorce much sooner," Morgan murmured as she smoothed her beloved lotus quilt over her thighs. The elaborate hand quilting dimpled under her fingertips. "I guess I didn't realize how much I was giving up to be with Xiang."

      Sad.

      How much had Xiang given up to be with Morgan?

      A lot. Her favorite wines that Morgan couldn't drink without fear of a life-threatening migraine. The spicy food that made Morgan's stomach rebel until she sobbed. Late nights at clubs and her driving music that made Morgan shudder and turn away.

      Yeah, their marriage really hadn't been one intended to last. As comfortable as they'd been together and as fond as Morgan had been of Xiang, it was better for them to be divorced. Xiang had a bright career ahead of her. She'd take on the world and wrestle it into shape. Knowing Xiang, she'd find some lovely young intern, new at her firm, and seduce her right into Xiang's bed.

      "I wonder," Morgan murmured as she got up, the lotus quilt in her arms. "Maybe I can make something appropriately sleek for Xiang to remember me with. A wall hanging, narrow. I bet she'd love it if I put that character, which was it? Love? No, Eternity. That was the one she loved."

      Her design files were right there, tucked into old filing cabinets that Morgan had topped with a door that she'd covered with layers of wool blankets. On top of that she'd put a good cotton canvas so that she had a huge surface for pressing. Nothing but paperwork had touched that pressing table for so long.

      Ridiculous.

      Morgan hummed, her shoulders relaxing as she rooted through her files. Yes, Eternity, that was the character. Nicely graphic, complicated but not too hard to applique. She'd plan a wall hanging out tomorrow.

      Though a quick sketch wouldn't hurt.

      Morgan reached one hand out, batting around until she turned on her old radio, the one tuned to the classical music station. She smiled as a grand opera, no idea which one, came on. As Morgan started sketching, she sang along to the opera, making up her own words. Her lotus quilt stayed nicely draped over her shoulders like a cape the whole time.

      Yeah, tomorrow she'd start her life over again.

      "Or maybe," Morgan said with a laugh as she held up the sketch of a lovely new wall hanging that maybe, maybe not, would go to Xiang when it was done, "I'll start my life over again right now. So, do I want black and white or emerald and gold? What fabric do I have in my stash?"

      She hummed as she headed back to the closet. They really should have divorced far sooner. Whenever Morgan got involved again, if she did, she wasn't giving up so much of herself. Not her art. Not again. It was far too important for her to let it go, even for a wife as beautiful and successful as Xiang.
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      Quinn put on her customer service smile, doing her best to ignore the pain in her cheeks, her shoulders, her poor abused feet. Stupid fifty percent off sale. Her boss was an asshole for making them all spend extra hours on his stupid promotion. But then, he never spent the day smiling at customers who alternated between painfully stupid and ridiculously abusive. Honestly, she couldn't remember the last time he'd spent more than five minutes in the store.

      Asshole.

      "Welcome to Furniture Barn," Quinn said to the dreamy-eyed woman who'd just walked in. "How can I help you?"

      "Well, I was looking for several things," the woman said, holding up a scribbled-on piece of paper. "Pillows, particularly. But also a twin-sized mattress and box spring. Cheap is fine. It's for a day bed I'm making."

      "Making?" Quinn asked, startled out of her customer service smile.

      Just for an instant but that was more than long enough for customers to bitch to her boss about. Happened before, sure to happen again. Though maybe not today because the dreamy-eyed woman just nodded, a tiny little smile flickering about her lips.

      "Oh yes," she said. "You see, I live in an old Victorian. I don't want something… formal, I suppose. I want a place to sprawl with lots of pillows and blankets. A day bed will work very well for that. And using pallets, well, that's just practical."

      Quinn nodded, wondering just how long the woman had been out of college. Practical. Really. Last thing pallets were was practical when you could get a properly engineered day bed that would last for a decade or more.

      "Well, we have some lovely day beds with built in storage," Quinn suggested. She gestured towards the back where the beds were kept. "That might take less work on your part than a bunch of pallets. Less potential damage to the floors, too."

      "Oh, I hadn't thought of that," the woman said, blinking rapidly. She nodded once. "Hmm. Well, that's an interesting idea. Where are they?"

      One of those, then. Quinn smiled just a little wider and led the woman back towards the beds. Or tried at any rate. The woman detoured to beam at a hanging lamp that looked like it'd just arrived from Marrakesh, then again for the aisle full of pillows, most of which were ugly as sin. Not that she seemed to give a damn what they looked like. Nope, she was more interested in hugging them and squishing them against her cheek.

      "These are nice," the woman said once she'd gathered eight of them up in her arms, all squished and tumbled together there in a jumble that should have fallen the instant she breathed. They didn't. "I definitely want these. And that lamp. It's wonderful. Do you have more of them?"

      "I… believe so," Quinn said far too warily for proper customer service. "They're different colors, not red."

      "Perfect!"

      Quinn's breath caught as the woman beamed at her. It was a damned good thing the boss wasn't around because Quinn would have gotten a writeup just for staring this way, not to mention everything else. Jeez, she hadn't had her heart trip over this way in ages. Frankly, she'd thought her heart and soul had both been surgically removed when she had to take this job. Sure felt that way, at any rate.

      "The day beds are back here," Quinn said. "Are you looking for a more Bohemian style?"

      "I'm… looking for homemade, crafted, super-comfortable, conglomeration of every style there is," the woman said. "I'm Morgan, by the way. I never like not knowing people's names. Or knowing theirs when they don't know mine. If everyone wore nametags that would be perfect."

      Quinn swallowed a laugh, her fingers shaking a little as she smoothed her hands over her thighs. Her skirt's weave caught in her recently clipped nails.

      "That would make like easier," Quinn said. "Thank you. And, of course, you can call me Quinn if you like."

      "It's a very pretty name," Morgan said. Her smile was gentle now, though her eyes were still just as dreamy. "My ex-wife Xiang would have been so jealous of your name. She always wanted a 'normal' name."

      Something locked up in Quinn's chest. She felt her smile go from 'customer service--delighted to see you' to 'locked up because brain is frozen'. Wife. Morgan had had a wife. Apparently one that she wasn't angry at or anything because there was no pain or fury in her eyes, her voice, as she said her ex-wife's name.

      Damn.

      A beautiful woman that Quinn could have a chance with, if only she wasn't working.

      Just her luck.

      Quinn pushed that away as firmly as possible. Job to do. Potential commissions to earn. Maybe, if she was very lucky, big commissions. That's what she needed to focus on so that's what Quinn would focus on. Not Morgan's lovely face or her full breasts or the way her hips rounded into full thighs that begged to be caressed.

      Morgan gasped when she saw the day beds, tucked off to the side of the bedroom showing area. There weren't many of them, just four, all of them awkward crossbreeds of beds and sofas. Two of them were cast iron monstrosities that creaked as soon as you looked at them. One was a sleek platform bed set on top of stacks of three drawers that Quinn was absolutely certain would never, ever leave the store. It was ridiculously hard to pull the drawers and the back of the thing was so stiff that no one liked sitting on it.

      "It's gorgeous!" Morgan exclaimed, shoving her stack of pillows into Quinn's arms with no warning.

      She ran over to the fourth daybed, a huge chunky thing that had been crafted out of logs. Literal logs. It weighed a ton but it had shelves underneath the seat for storing baskets. Morgan climbed all over it, cooing as she tugged at the back and arms, bounced on the seat and then grinned as she flopped on the thing with her arms and legs flung out.

      "Not what I expected you to choose," Quinn said. "That seems a bit rustic for a Victorian."

      She walked over slowly only to drop the pillows around Morgan's head. Not on purpose. The pile of pillows was ridiculous and they got out of hand. Literally, but Morgan didn't seem to mind. She giggled and grinned up at Quinn.

      "I did say I was looking for mismatched," Morgan said. "I want it. Does the mattress come with it?"

      "It does," Quinn said. She pulled out her phone, scanning the tag on the bed. "Anything else you want? We offer free delivery and with this you're already over the limit."

      Morgan sat up, sitting cross-legged on the day bed. She tilted her head to the side as if considering it. Or perhaps she was considering Quinn. Hard to tell. Those distant eyes didn't change at all.

      "I do need a couple of comfortable chairs for guests," Morgan said. "And I need a small kitchen table with room for two. Something simple. Perhaps with stools."

      Very profitable day if Quinn could find Morgan what she wanted. Days like this were why Quinn stayed instead of moving jobs. Commission on big purchases was always nice. It was the nickel and dime days that killed her.

      "We've got all of that," Quinn said. "Plus blue, green and yellow versions of the lamp you liked."

      Morgan gasped, beaming. "Show me!"

      An hour later, Quinn waved as Morgan left with her four new lamps and fifteen new pillows, more having migrated into Morgan's arms as they shopped. The day bed, slipper chairs, coffee table and kitchen table with stools would all be delivered tomorrow. Come hell or high water, Quinn would see that they were delivered tomorrow because damn, Morgan had just paid off her outstanding credit card bill with one shopping spree.

      People with money like that always amazed her. Ones with actual taste, those were rare. While every single piece that Morgan had picked was unique, they should all fit together beautifully. At least Quinn though they would. Other than the pillows. They were a weird conglomeration of colors and patterns that wouldn't fit together with anything at all, especially each other. But hey, maybe Morgan intended to get covers for them or something.

      Not Quinn's problem.

      Getting the delivery department to fulfill the company's promise to deliver next day (except holidays and during August when the boss was on vacation) was her problem.

      "Rudo!" Quinn shouted once Placide finally showed up from her break. An hour after she'd gone for a ten-minute break, damn the woman. But this time it wasn't a problem. Meant that Quinn got every penny of the commission for Morgan's purchases and Placide didn't get a cent. Worked for her.

      "What?" Rudo snarled at her from his desk tucked in beside the loading dock.

      "I have a big order that needs to be delivered tomorrow," Quinn said. She shoved the order under his nose because otherwise he was going to pretend that he hadn't heard her. "Look at the total, Rudo. The boss will can your ass if we don't get it to the customer tomorrow. She's already said that she'd be home all day tomorrow but not for the rest of the week so we gotta deliver this."

      "Great," Rudo grumbled. He took the slip and then frowned as he scanned down the thing. By the time he looked at the total on the bottom his eyebrows had flown up towards his grizzled hairline. "Okay, yeah, the boss will have my balls if we don't deliver this. She a repeat customer type or a one-off?"

      "No idea," Quinn said. She snorted when Rudo glared at her. "She's one of the dreamers, Rudo. Smiling and gentle and a million miles away. She could come back every week for the next year or she could forget that we even exist. But giving her a reason to remember us should help. So, can we get these to her tomorrow morning?"

      Rudo grumbled something under his breath that was sure to be profanity in at least three languages that Quinn didn't speak but he pulled out his schedule and nodded as he tapped the morning slots.

      "We got an opening," Rudo said. "How many stairs we dealing with? That day bed is heavy as hell. She… huh, she paid for assembly, too. Nice."

      "One story up," Quinn said, daring to lean her hip against Rudo's desk despite his hatred for people doing that. "Shouldn't be an issue. She said all the doorways are standard sizes. Apparently, her ex-wife had big sofas in there and they got in and out without any major problems."

      Rudo stared at Quinn, blinking over the ex-wife just as hard as Quinn had wanted to. But then he'd never been a customer service worker. Delivery, procurement, accounts, that was Rudo. Not smile until your face fell off while your feet stabbed you with every step.

      Lucky bastard.

      "Huh. Right. Well, we can get it to her between eight and ten tomorrow," Rudo said. "Should I tell the guys to expect tips?"

      "Tips, right. Good one." Quinn snorted a laugh that Rudo grinned at. "I'm going to go take an actual ten-minute break. Let me know if anything changes, okay?"

      "Will do," Rudo said. "Scat, kiddo. Take a load off in the break room.

      Broken room, really. The boss had never seen the point of putting in a proper break room for the employees so they just had a corner of the back warehouse where the broken things were stored pending repair to sit and relax for a bit. Placide was prone to taking naps back there but all Quinn ever did was sit, groan as her feet went pins and needles, and eat lunch.

      And sketch.

      The one holdover of her dreams. Quinn settled into the not quite fixed orange recliner that no one would ever fix because no one wanted to give up the most comfortable seat in the house. She pulled out the little notepad that she kept in her pocket all day and smiled.

      A round, full face. Hair that drifted around her head like a cloud, brown and gently waving. Large eyes that saw things a thousand miles away. A snub nose. Lips so lush that they were made for kissing. Adorable double chin.

      Morgan was gorgeous. Seriously, just stunning beautiful. And damn if she wasn't that hard to capture on paper. Not as good as it could have been if Quinn had the time and energy to sketch more but after a day of work the last thing she wanted was to spend time working on her art. All she wanted was to collapse.

      Sometimes eating was too much effort after work.

      Art was right out.

      But today, now, Quinn found herself making eight or so quick sketches of Morgan's lovely face so that she wouldn't forget what she'd looked like. The beaming smile. Those giggles. The way she'd sprawled across the log daybed, arms and legs akimbo.

      "Huh, you got it bad," Rudo said. He cackled as Quinn started so hard she dropped her pencil. "Man, I never sneak up on you. You really are smitten, aren't you?"

      "Smitten," Quinn said, fishing around until she found her pencil. "Jeez, we're not in some stupid Regency Romance, dude. What's up? I still have… one whole minute of break."

      Rudo rolled his eyes. "Yeah, yeah, whatever. Checked with the boys and Cyan's not going to be in tomorrow. According to Golshan, he's already snockered. You know he won't make it work if he's drunk off his ass tonight."

      "That asshole!" Quinn groaned and glared up at Rudo who just stared back down at her. "Damn it. All right, you need help moving things?"

      "Yup," Rudo said. "Golshan's tough but he's still only five four, Quinn. I can keep Placide on duty, not let her take her break, if you can go out with him to deliver the goods."

      "Just that one run and we've got a deal," Quinn said. She wagged a finger at him. "No way am I going back to mover. I got out of that and I'm not getting back into it."

      "Deal." Rudo wagged a thumb towards the front. "Now scoot. Placide called back that there's a family looking for kid beds and she's got some little old lady looking for a sofa her cat won't shred."

      Quinn sighed. "On it. Thanks, Rudo. I appreciate it. So much."

      He grinned at the sarcastic tone, patting her shoulder in that mock-fatherly way that said that he so felt her pain. Not.

      "You're welcome, kiddo. Now move. We got a business to run here, no matter what Placide thinks."

      Quinn went. At least tomorrow she'd get to see Morgan again. And she had the commission from today's work. It was all good. Good enough, anyway.

      Time to get back to work.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3. In, Out

          

        

      

    

    
      The walls were white. Finally. Morgan hummed as she rinsed out her cleaning rag. It'd taken quite a bit of work and a lot of shifting of the step ladder but she'd finally gotten all the walls in the living room as clean as they were ever going to get.

      Her windows were clean, too, far cleaner than they'd been in ages. She should call the landlord and request that someone come clean the outside of the windows but at least the inside was better now. Light poured into her living room, making it a thousand times brighter than it had been.

      It was lovely.

      Morgan smiled at her pile of pillows, all covered with the pillowcases she'd sewn so many years ago and then tucked away. Pillows just didn't work on Xiang's couches. They cluttered them and made it hard to get comfortable. But Morgan's new couch was designed for pillows. How nice that she'd found something that would work.

      Unexpected, that. When she'd gone to the furniture store, sixth one of the day, she'd expected to have another fruitless visit. That's why she'd decided to settle for just pillows. Pillows and a mattress and that was it.

      The other stores had been less than helpful. Or their employees had been at any rate. After one too many wave-off with 'we don't carry things like that here' accompanied by a sneer at the thought of anyone wanting a day bed instead of a true couch, Morgan really had given up.

      So nice of Quinn to revitalize her belief in people. She was lovely, too, which hadn't hurt at all. Tall and strong, blond hair pulled back into a sleek twist that looked as though not a single strand would ever, could ever escape. That she was also respectful, helpful and strong enough to help Morgan carry anything she wanted was a bonus yesterday.

      Maybe she would go back and get more pillows. It would be an excuse to see Quinn again.

      Morgan dried her hands and tossed the paper towel in the trash while checking that everything was ready. Floors were clean. So were the walls. She'd wanted to get curtains put up before they arrived but really, Morgan wasn't sure what curtains she'd want and the rails weren't installed. Xiang had insisted on blinds, not curtains.

      "That's something else I can change," Morgan said, smiling at the windows. "Nice."

      A horn honked out in front of the house. Morgan peeked and then clapped her hands. The moving truck already? Goodness, they were far earlier than Morgan had expected. She waved through the window and then ran for the front door. Her apartment was the easiest one to get into, up the front stairs and then turn right at the first door, so it wasn't as though the moving process would be difficult.
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