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Of course, it had to rain. Avoiding puddles as I made my way to Isabelle's car proved challenging, and my suede boots were a poor choice. Still, they were comfortable and sexy, and tonight, I needed to look my best. It wasn't every day—make that ever—that I had tickets for an art exhibit on opening night. 

"Wow, you look amazing," Isabelle said as I slid into my seat.

"Thanks. I clean up okay, and there's enough hairspray on my head to survive a hurricane." Isabelle and I worked at an art store. She was the manager, and I was the only other full-time employee, although we had several art students working part-time. Our daily attire was casual, and this was the first time either of us had seen one another so dressed up. "You'll have to let me know what you think of my dress. I took a chance at the thrift store. It's got a seventies vibe with oranges and browns."

"That's a lovely fall pallet," she replied. "Perfect for the season."

"That's what I thought, too. And you don't look too shabby yourself," I said, noticing her refined outfit.

Isabelle nodded as she pulled onto the slick road and into traffic. "I own one dress, and this is it. You know me, I'd rather be in jeans and a T-shirt any day."

"Don't forget about your Union Jack Docs."

"Don't tempt me. They're in the trunk in case my feet hurt."

"Well, if anyone can pull off a little black dress and Docs, it's you."

"Thank you, my friend," Isabelle said. "Now, let's get going. I'm excited to see Oliver's work. He's been in the store so much recently that I was wondering if we should start paying him. Of course, I'm not sure it was the art supplies he was after." She turned to me and wiggled her eyebrows.

"We're friends. Nothing's happened between us."

"So?"

"So what?"

"Maybe tonight's the night. My guess is that he didn't want any distractions while he was finishing up his collection, but now that he has his show, things can progress. Wink. Wink. Maybe you can offer to do some nude modeling for him. You're sure he never had you take your clothes off?"

"Positive, considering it was outside and in March. Not only would I have been arrested for indecent exposure, I'd have been rushed to the hospital with hypothermia."

Isabelle laughed. "And you've never seen the painting?"

"Nope. He's very secretive when creating."

"You artists are a funny bunch."

"I'm not an artist. Not like Oliver is, anyway."

"What do you mean? I've seen some of your work, and you have three sketches in that bar."

I stared at the passing cars as we weaved through the dark streets toward Old Montreal, remembering the rush when the bar owner wanted several of my sketches. Perhaps that's why I enjoyed spending time with Oliver. His dedication and hard work inspired me to focus on my portfolio again. I'd stopped, content with working at the art store. But Oliver's energy proved contagious, and I hoped tonight would inspire me all the more because I was struggling to create anything meaningful. The sketches I sold originated from a very dark place, and that part of me had mostly healed. So, while I continued to draw, I did it for fun, not as an emotional outlet. That needed to change if I was going to have any success. "My sketches are like posters, whereas Oliver creates art," I told Isabelle.

"You said you haven't seen his work."

"I haven't, but I can tell. Besides, this show is proof of that."

"I hope you're right. I don't wear a dress unless it's important," she said, making us both laugh. Then, a song came on the radio, and Isabelle began to sing along.

We approached the neighborhood where the gallery was located, so I scanned the street for parking. "There's a spot," I said suddenly, causing Isabelle to slam on the brakes and park the car.

"Perfect," she said. "Only a block from the gallery, and the rain has stopped." She turned off the car and handed me the keys. "Are you sure you don't mind being the designated driver? I don't plan on getting wasted, but I'm not going to turn down free drinks."

"Not at all. You know I don't drink."

"But if things go well with Oliver…"

I rolled my eyes, and we laughed again while hurrying to the gallery, having left our coats in the car. The cold air stung my skin but cleared my mind. Yes, I liked Oliver, but I didn't want anything to happen. Harmless flirting was enough. He wasn't…he couldn't compare to…Daniel. No one could.

The lights from the gallery lit the sidewalk like a red carpet, drawing us in. Gallery Etoiles took up the first floor of an old historic building with floor-to-ceiling windows facing the cobblestone street. The door was wedged open, unsurprisingly, because as we stepped inside, the heat from the lights hit like a wall. Soft jazz, humming conversation, and expensive perfume filled the air. An exposed stone wall faced us on the left, while the remaining were perfectly smooth and white. My teenage artistic dreams paled compared to this reality, and I passed the doorman our tickets while engulfed in awe. Isabelle pulled me over to the bar and ordered a glass of white wine for herself and a club soda for me.

"It's busier than I expected," Isabelle said.

"Yeah, I imagine Oliver is thrilled."

We scanned the room for him before Isabelle gently elbowed me and tilted her head to the left. And there he was, surrounded by a small crowd. A tall, thin, stunning woman with white-blond hair and cornflower eyes introduced him to the group. Her posture radiated confidence while her hand gestures flowed like a song. I couldn't hear her voice, but her audience stood captivated. Who was this siren?

"Oh wow," Isabelle said. “That is Celeste Deborough, the gallery owner. She comes from family money, if it wasn't obvious. And she always looks amazing. Oliver looks pretty good, too, though."

"He does." Instead of old jeans and sweatshirts covered in a rainbow of paint streaks, Oliver wore a black suit atop a black shirt. He'd slicked back his fine blond hair that, combined with the harsh light of the track lighting, emphasized his sharp Anglo-Saxon features, reminding me of the chiseled features preferred during the early Classical period. He usually resembled the stereotype of the absent-minded professor. This was an Oliver I'd never seen before.

"I thought he was a starving artist. That suit costs more than my car," Isabelle whispered.

"Do you think Celeste bought it for him? Is that typical, or do you think they're…together?"

"Hard to say. He'd want to look good tonight, so I imagine he'd buy something new. But wow. That is one heck of an expensive suit." As soon as the words left her mouth, Celeste linked her arm through his, and he leaned over and kissed her cheek. "Okay, maybe there's a chance they're together. Let's go over and find out."

"Not yet. I want to look around first." While I admired Isabelle's direct approach, I wasn't ready to talk to Oliver without first seeing his work.

We approached a series of small images painted on wooden blocks, ranging in size in both depth and width, although they were all perfectly square. Each block had a car part on it: headlights, wheels, grill, and so forth. This three-dimensional floor-to-ceiling collage, entitled Congestion, was the first in his Modernity series. It left me feeling crowded and claustrophobic, which I assume was the point. Oliver was off to a good start.

I'd moved on to a painting of a twelve-lane highway piercing farmland when Isabelle gasped.

"You said you didn't pose naked," she said, tugging on my arm.

"I didn't." But as I turned around, I saw myself painted that way. My naked form sat perched on the lookout wall at the top of Mount Royal, gazing out across the city. In reality, I'd been wearing jeans and a wool sweater, my knees drawn up and my arms hugging them against my chest. But Oliver had painted me naked. As the painting wasn't of me, per se, his creative license didn't bother me. My expression, however, did. The only word to describe it was longing, and when I noticed the title was precisely that, I felt a little woozy.

When he'd suggested posing there, up on Mount Royal, I'd resisted. The place brimmed with memories of Daniel, so much so that I called it 'our spot,' and the thought of sitting there, lost in recollections, while someone's gaze dissected my form for their painting was unimaginable. But Oliver had insisted, and I agreed, not wanting to reveal my baggage to him. As it turned out, I did anyway. He'd not only seen me, he'd seen right through me. Painting a nude form made complete sense as I'd exposed myself that afternoon.

"Vic, he's coming," Isabelle whispered, gently placing her hand under my chin and closing my gaping mouth.

He strode across the room, his smile as wide as the nearby St. Lawrence River. "Vicki, Isabelle, thank you so much for coming tonight." He leaned in and kissed us both on each cheek. "Your unwavering support means the world to me."

"You're very welcome," Isabelle said. I remained silent, still too shocked to find words.

He faced me. "So what do you think–"

"Oliver," interrupted a large man, slapping Oliver on the back.

"Marco, how brilliant to see you and Antonia here tonight," Oliver's voice boomed with newfound confidence. He shook the man's hand and gave the woman a kiss on each cheek. "Let me introduce you to Vicki and Isabelle. I don't normally reveal this, but since we're all standing here, I have to tell you that Vicki is my model in Longing." He gave me a wink. "The one that Celeste thought would appeal to you."

I smiled awkwardly while Antonia scrutinized my face before focusing on the painting. "Ah, yes," she said. "How wonderful for you to be part of Oliver's vision. What does it feel like to be included in the collection of one of the best up-and-coming artists in the country?"

My mouth went dry. Usually, I talk when I'm nervous, but knowing these people enjoyed gazing at my heartache caused my mind to go blank. I took a sip of water as she awaited an answer. "I don't know what to say," I admitted.

"I know. It's incredible." Antonia reached across and squeezed my arm.

"It's certainly something."

"Oh, darling, look over there. It's the Rutherfords. Let's go say hello," Marco said, placing his hand on the small of her back. He turned to Oliver. "We'll be in touch."

"I look forward to it," said Oliver. Marco and Antonia walked away, leaving us in a cloud of Chanel Number 5.

"So, what do you think?" he asked me. "I know you didn't pose nude, but there was something so vulnerable about you up there; I knew what I had to do."

"I completely understand. So how—"

"Ah, there you are, darling," Celeste Deborough interrupted as she floated over to us. "And who do we have here?"

"This is Isabelle and Vicki. They are my lifeline to art supplies."

"How wonderful," Celeste said, giving us both a smile before turning to me. "You must be the Vicki who posed for Longing, no? Oliver said his model worked at the art store." She flicked her hair behind her shoulder, barely waiting for me to nod my head before saying, "Now come, darling, you simply must meet the Wheatons." We'd been dismissed as unimportant, or more specifically, unwealthy.

Oliver gave us a small bow, then followed Celeste across the room. Isabelle looked at me, eyebrows raised. "Looks like Oliver has a patron."

"You could say that."

"Do you think she knows you didn't pose nude for him?"

"Maybe, but if she doubts his word, I can show her my tattoos. He didn't paint those."

Isabelle laughed and linked her arm with mine. "Come on, I need more wine."

I took one last look at the painting as we walked away. Something about the muted grays bothered me. Or was it the dullness in my eyes? The epiphany hit suddenly, causing me to stop short.

"Are you okay?" Isabelle asked.

"Yeah. Sorry. I just…Oh, never mind. Let's get you that drink." We continued toward the bar, discussing the other guests' fashion choices, and I was relieved Isabelle didn't ask what had caused me to stop. The epiphany had been profound. The longing that Oliver had captured was only a fraction of who I was. Oliver had missed the vibrancy Daniel infused into my life. The love, the confidence, the joy. Since Daniel, I'd made friends I considered family, had a cute apartment, a dog I adored, and a fantastic job. A life that had been charcoal gray was now a pallet full of colors. Yes, I missed Daniel, but even without him, my life remained rich and complete. And while Oliver's drive and focus inspired me, I now knew I didn't need this measure of success to be fulfilled. Not only that, my art, once a refuge for my intense emotions and a lifeline through my darkest times, had evolved. I simply enjoyed using my talent to bring joy to the people I cared about. My life was beautiful the way it was. I didn't need to advance my career. In fact, I didn't need to change anything at all.
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As I opened the front door, a strong fall wind blew leaves into the foyer, creating an autumn rainbow of pumpkin, burnt orange, goldenrod, maize, saffron, and amber. Breathing deeply, I filled my lungs with the crisp, earthy air and warmed my cheeks in the low fall sun. It was a perfect fall day. 

Perfect for moving, especially since it wasn't me. I loved my tiny apartment and never wanted to leave. Situated on the first floor of an old row house that had been converted into three apartments of varying sizes, mine was the smallest. But I had no complaints. The building was clean and warm and close to the metro. And it got better still. What was once simply a place to live had become a home full of friends. And that number was about to grow.

As I secured the door open, I heard scratching at the window and turned to find Gunner, my dog, peering out and tapping a paw against the glass. "Don't worry," I called out in an effort to comfort him. "I won't be long." Of course, he would indeed worry. After being abandoned in an empty apartment, he feared being left behind. I was fortunate enough to be able to take him to work with me, so he wasn't alone often. And he could do it when necessary, but it required plenty of reassurance. No matter how many times I proved my love, always returning, he could never shake that deep insecurity.

Before he could guilt me into opening my apartment door, I ran up the stairs, calling out a hello as I entered Matt's apartment.

"In here," Jenna said from the kitchen. "Would you like a cup of coffee?"

"I'd love some. Thanks." Matt's apartment was perhaps five or six times bigger than mine. Maybe even more since it spanned two floors. Considering Jenna and her daughter Abby were moving in with Matt, they needed the space.

"I'm happy to report that my apartment is empty," Jenna said. "We've been moving things over for the last few days, and as you know, I didn't have much to begin with, so it was pretty easy. And Josh and Sylvanna are keeping the couch, so we didn't have to move that beast, which is a relief. Remember the struggle to get it in there in the first place?"

"I sure do." Matt moved in the same day as Jenna, and his couch became wedged in the hallway. Unable to fit it through his door, they moved it into Jenna's apartment and traded couches. That was how they met.

Jenna handed me a coffee, and we both sat at the kitchen table. "I can't believe this is happening," she said. "And I have you to thank for it. I know I've said it before, but your friendship changed my life. You told me about the apartment, helped me start my business, and didn't give up on me when I fell apart. Now, I'm moving in with Matt and have reconnected with my sister. It's unbelievable."

Emotion clogged my throat. I didn't consider my behavior special. All I did was tell her that my building had a vacant apartment because Stephanie moved out.

"I know Steph and I tease you about being a magical unicorn," Jenna continued, "but honestly, you are the glue that binds us all together. No, more than that, you are the sun at the center of our universe." Her voice wavered. At least I wasn't the only one getting choked up. "I'm sorry. I didn't mean to get all emotional, and I hope I didn't make you uncomfortable. I just want you to know how much you mean to me." Jenna laughed and shook her head. "Listen to me. I'm moving across the hall, not heading off to war."

Jenna's words went straight to my heart, but I was one of many, hardly an anchor point. "I know what you mean, but it's not just me. We all play our role in this crazy group of friends." It was true. I loved everyone in this building since I first ran into Stephanie on the stairs. Both she and Jenna had become the sisters I never had. And that family continued to grow, including Jake, Stephanie's boyfriend, and Matt, who moved in across from Jenna. "And now it's bigger with Josh and Sylvanna. Speaking of which, should we be worried about how much stuff they have? That apartment will be a tight fit for two people."

"No kidding, but Josh wants to be close to Abby, and Sylvanna is supporting that decision. He's a lucky guy."

"Abby must be excited, but what about you? I know you and Josh get along, but isn't it weird to have him move in across the hall?"

"Yeah, it's super weird, but also a good decision. Surely, by now, you and Steph are tired of me talking about it." Jenna shrugged. "Life is weird. All I know is that the best way forward means letting go of the past."

"You should put that on an inspirational poster," I teased.

Jenna stuck her tongue out at me. "Hilarious."

We both turned toward the door as heavy footsteps stomped up the stairs.

"We're here," Josh called out.

Abby burst out of her room and flung herself into Josh's arms. "Daddy! Daddy! Daddy!"

"Hey, kiddo," Josh said, lifting Abby into his arms before turning to Jenna and me. "Morning, ladies. Any more coffee?"

"Help yourself," Jenna said, tilting her head toward the coffeemaker.

Josh balanced Abby on his hip, then poured coffee into a mug with his free hand. "Well, the good news is that this shouldn't take too long. Sylvanna's brothers are here to help, and she did an amazing job of…" he paused, searching for words, "culling our inventory. She should forget about costume design and focus on home organization. The woman's ruthless."

Jenna and I laughed.

"I should have her come to the art store," I said. "My boss never wants to get rid of anything. Our storage room is a mess. How much will she charge per hour?"

"What's Josh telling you?" Sylvanna asked as she strolled into the apartment. She stood beside Josh and planted a kiss on Abby's cheek.

"Just how wonderful you are," Josh said as she took his coffee and had a sip. "Where's Matt?"

"He went to buy some donuts and stuff. We're not that organized this morning," Jenna replied.

"Sorry, I was out last night, or I would have done some baking," I said.

"Who cares about baking? How was your hot date?" Stephanie asked as she walked into the apartment, and all eyes turned to me.

"Sorry to disappoint you all, but it wasn't a date. It was two friends going to an art show."

"Yeah, right," scoffed Stephanie.

"It was. I went with Isabelle, my boss."

"Yeah, but you knew the artist. You modeled for him," Stephanie continued.

"You mean the artist whose girlfriend is Celeste Deborough? Yeah. He's interested in little old me." Playing along was easier than justifying my lack of interest in dating anyone for the umpteenth time.

"Celeste Deborough has nothing on you."

"Except for a family fortune, an art gallery, and a supermodel's body."

"Well, besides that," said Jenna.

"Enough tormenting Vicki. Let's get this show on the road," Sylvanna said.

"Yes, Mom," Stephanie said playfully, then held out a hand to me. I grabbed it, and she pulled me out of the chair. Stephanie let the others walk ahead of us, then said, "I thought there was potential with this guy. You talked about him all the time."

"I know, but it was professional infatuation and harmless flirting, that's all." I sighed, causing her to put an arm around me and squeeze.

"So, he wasn't the right one. You'll meet someone when the time is right."

"I guess," I shrugged. "But it's not like I need someone."

"I know."

Steph was placating me. Because she was madly in love with Jake, she struggled to accept that I was happy alone. No matter how many times I explained Daniel was the love of my life and no one could replace him, she continued to pressure me about meeting someone new, albeit in a friendly, loving way. Her intentions were good, but I didn't need love. I'd had that, and no new relationship could compete with all I'd shared with Daniel. The thing was, and I'd never admit this to Stephanie, that I longed for another single person to join our group because being the only one who wasn't in a couple occasionally left me feeling like the odd man out.
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A few days later, I returned home from work with Gunner at my side to find Abby in the hall playing with Poppet, Matt's Shih Tzu. Poppet yipped at Gunner, who barked excitedly in response. I barely managed to unclip his leash as he raced toward Poppet and Abby. 

"How was your day, Abs?" She was sitting on the floor with a tennis ball in her hand.

"Good. We're playing ball tag. Matty's making dinner because Momma has a new client, and Daddy's still at school. Sylvanna's having dinner with her mom. Did you want to have dinner with us when Momma gets home?" There were no secrets when Abby was around.

"Another time. I have some cookies to ice, and then I'm going to bed because I'm exhausted. But thank you for the invitation."

"Okay. Can Gunner play with us?"

"I think he is already," I said, watching Gunner, who not so deftly tried to take the ball out of Abby's hand.

After unlocking my door, I left it open so Abby and her doggy entourage could come in if they wanted. As I hung up my coat, I noticed my smiling reflection. I loved this house, and how much my life had changed since I moved here continually amazed me. I was alone and afraid those first few months, refusing to get a phone in case Kent, my ex, found me. Now, I belonged to something bigger, and Kent was no longer a factor in my life.

As soon as I kicked off my shoes, I put the kettle on for tea. Walking home from the store had taken an hour, and I was chilled to the bone, but it had given me time to think about the final designs on the cookies I needed to ice.

While my tea steeped, I pulled out the ingredients for royal icing and mixed them together. Something about the rhythmic motion of stirring, the hum of the mixer, and the soft scraping of the spatula against the bowl always anchored me in the present, distracting me from the constant whirl of thoughts in my head. And the artist in me loved watching the pure white base take on any hue I could imagine. The entire process of creating something beautiful from such base ingredients provided me with a profound sense of peace. What can I say? It served as this poor girl's therapy.

Sipping some chamomile tea, I decided on a pale green for the base layer, as the cookies were for a baby announcement and were shaped like a onesie. Once completed, I called Gunner in for dinner and reheated some spaghetti for myself. Gunner finished eating and jumped onto the futon for a nap. I cleared my dishes and mixed more icing in varying shades of brown, orange, and gray. In the center of half of the cookies, I crafted a puppy; on the other half, I crafted a kitten. I was completing my last cookie when there was a knock, and my door opened.








