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Piece by Piece

 

Harper swallowed nervously. She hadn’t been this anxious since the night Sarah told her parents about their relationship. Just like that night in the eleventh grade, back when they were seventeen, Sarah was again at the centre of her apprehension.

Sarah, on the other hand, moved through the crowd effortlessly, as if she held solo art exhibits every day instead of this being her debut show. She was stunning yet business-casual in a black pencil skirt and tight, cap-sleeved white blouse. The top few buttons were left open to display the silver Tiffany & Co. key resting just below the dip of her clavicle—and just above the fashion-appropriate cleavage Harper still had trouble keeping her gaze away from. She had given Sarah the necklace on their five-year anniversary, to match her own that Sarah liked so much. It had been almost another five years since that night.

Because of the way they’d gotten together, they’d never had a real set date for their anniversary, so they’d agreed on June 22. That was the first time they’d spent the night together after coming out at school. It seemed so long ago. Harper had trouble recalling the exact fear and trepidation that had filled her the day she was outed in the hallway, the day that Bronte told her she wasn’t her sister anymore.

Harper’s gaze trailed across the room to land on her older sister. Bronte was with her second husband, Ethan, their arms linked as they discussed something in front of one of Sarah’s larger art pieces. It was a triptych that Harper still had trouble interpreting, but she understood that it was a powerful piece.  Ethan, like Bronte, was a fan of Sarah’s abstract painting style, especially the large canvasses that filled their open-concept living areas. Before the showing, Bronte had told Harper that her Sarah Jamieson collection wouldn’t be complete without a purchase from her first solo exhibit. Even if Sarah sold nothing else that evening, at least she’d have one large sale.

It was a hot June evening, and the air conditioner in the little gallery had its work cut out for it as dozens of people milled about. Sarah’s parents entered the small McCaul Street studio. Harper cleared her throat, put down her glass of champagne behind the sales desk, and tucked some loose strands of light brown hair behind her ears. Her above the knee, off the shoulder, blue dress did not need adjusting, but she tugged and straightened it anyway, before approaching Reverend and Mrs Jamieson.

“Gerald, Kathy, welcome.” Harper accepted a brief kiss from Sarah’s father on her left cheek, then turned and embraced Sarah’s mother.

“How’s she doing?” Kathy asked, and her gaze immediately searched the room for her daughter.

Harper turned to glance at Sarah as well, who was speaking with a man she did not recognize. “You’d never know it was her show. She’s calm, and everyone really seems to like her.”

“And her paintings?” Gerald asked, ever the pragmatic father. “Has she sold anything?”

“Not yet, as far as I know, but the show’s really just started,” Harper said.

He nodded. “She was telling me earlier how nervous she was, but you’re right, you wouldn’t know it.”

“Can I get you guys a glass of champagne?” Harper asked.

“I think I’d like to take a look around first,” Gerald said, not unkindly.

“I’m too nervous.” Kathy laughed awkwardly as if to prove it. “I think a drink might calm my nerves a little.”

“Come.” Harper smiled and held her arm out for Kathy to take, reminding her for a moment of the first date she’d ever had with Sarah at the AGO, when she’d popped her elbow out for her to take, and Sarah had done so hesitantly, just as her mother did now.

“I know where they’re keeping the good stuff,” Harper said with a smile.

She led Sarah’s mother to the other end of the gallery and set a slow pace so that Kathy could take in her daughter’s artwork as they passed.

“She really is something, isn’t she?” Kathy said, her gaze drawn to a painting that brought a blush to Harper’s cheeks.

The resemblance was loose, as the woman’s mane of honey-brown hair covered her face, but anyone who knew them as a couple could recognize that the naked woman in the tub was Harper. Thankfully, Sarah had allowed the law book Harper had been studying that day to cover her most intimate areas in the painting. Sarah had started painting it a few years before, when they’d been in their second apartment, the one with the separate, porcelain tub. Sarah had obscured much of the background to make it appear somewhat more romantic, but she’d kept the old radiator heater, and black and white, octagonal tiled flooring.

“She has a great talent,” Harper said, and smiled to herself at the repetition of the compliment she’d once given Sarah, before they’d started their journey together. Her memories of their first years together had started to obscure, but she’d never forgotten how drawn to Sarah she’d been that first day of grade nine, and every day since then.

“So, how’s the new apartment?” Kathy asked, and allowed Harper to lead her the rest of the way to the drink table.

Harper reached underneath the white tablecloth and pulled out a hidden bottle of Mumm Napa. It wasn’t Moët & Chandon, but it was the best they could afford on an artist’s and law student’s allowance. She gracefully twisted the cork and allowed it to pop into her palm without much to-do, then poured a glass for Kathy and a fresh one for herself.

“The new apartment is nice. It’s smaller than what we’re used to, but it’s closer for both of us, so that’s been a huge bonus with my classes and articling. Plus, the sunroom for Sarah is like heaven. I think it’s the most inspiring place she’s had to paint in. She loves it.”

Kathy took a sip of the champagne. “And how are things going for you at McCarthy?”

“It’s a respectable law firm. I don’t know if I see myself there forever, but it’s a great place to learn.”

“Don’t get me wrong, it’s an impressive firm, but I was surprised you didn’t go to work for one of your parents,” Kathy said. “Maybe it would have been too difficult to choose either your father or your mother’s office over the other?”

Harper shrugged. That had been a consideration. Ever since their divorce when Harper was finishing up undergrad, she’d found she was having trouble deciding which parent to spend holidays and important events with, but thankfully, her mother and father had become more amicable with each other in recent years. That hadn’t been the deciding factor for her of where to article though. “The truth is, working at McCarthy is a big opportunity for a law student, and I wanted to see the way things were done at a large firm. I’ll need to know if I’m ever going to have a little one of my own in the future,” Harper explained.

“Or a big one,” Kathy said. “Don’t sell yourself short, Harper. You have a bright future. You both do.” Her gaze wandered back to Sarah, who was only a few paintings away from them now. “I hope this doesn’t sound too old-fashioned, but I’m trusting you to take care of her.” Kathy transferred her gaze to Harper. “You’ve been a part of Sarah’s life for so long now, I almost don’t remember a time before you were there; almost, but the thing is, I do remember that time. I was trying to ignore how unhappy Sarah was. I thought if I just gave her enough time, she’d find herself and have friends, like Tyler, but she never really did find herself until she found you. I worry sometimes that if anything were to happen between you two that she’d lose herself again. No mother wants that for their child.”

Harper watched as Gerald approached Sarah and pulled her in for a hug. He said something in her ear, and gave her a squeeze. “And what about Gerald?” Harper asked. “What does he want for Sarah?”

Kathy’s face softened. She lifted the palm of her hand to Harper’s cheek and held it there a moment before letting her hand drop. “You’re such a beautiful girl, Harper. You have a good heart. Gerald, well, Gerald will always wish Tyler brought you home instead of Sarah, or that Sarah had found a man like you, but she didn’t. He knows you make her happy. He knows you’re good for her, but at the end of the day, he still struggles with it.”

Harper nodded, trying not to let the words or the hole they left in her heart affect her. “I know he’s trying,” she conceded. “Some days I can’t believe how far he’s come, actually.” She met Kathy’s gaze. “I know a lot of that is because of you, so thank you.”

Kathy lifted one shoulder and let it fall. “You make her happy,” she said. “That’s what matters.”

Harper wanted to say more, but the approach of Sarah and her father stopped her.

Sarah’s smile was dazzling as she leaned forward and kissed her mom’s cheek, then met Harper’s gaze with her vibrant blue eyes, and said, “I sold two paintings!”

Her excitement was palpable, and Harper’s wide smile soon matched Sarah’s. “I’m so proud of you,” she said, and pulled her in for a quick embrace.

“Okay,” Sarah said, and eased back to run her hands through her long twists of blonde hair, smoothing them over her blouse. “I can’t get too excited until everyone leaves, but it’s official, I’m a paid artist!” she gushed.

Harper’s heart swelled. “Just don’t forget about us little guys when you’re rich and famous,” she teased.

“Oh, please.” Sarah waved her words away with an air of unimportance. “Who are you guys again?”

Kathy laughed, and Gerald smiled. Harper pinched her side lightly, playfully, and Sarah smiled that smile that could end all wars.

“I’ve gotta get back to it. Please enjoy yourselves and feel free to buy as many paintings as you want once you’re liquored up,” Sarah said jokingly and sauntered back into the crowd.

Her crowd.

Harper couldn’t have been more proud.

“Oh, there’s Tyler and Jen,” Kathy said. She washed down her comment with the last of her champagne.

Before Harper could offer to refill her glass, Kathy had put it down and was using both of her arms to usher Tyler and Jen over, because Jen was carrying Emily, whose grandmother clearly wanted her in her arms without a moment wasted. Jen obliged, transferring her three-year-old daughter to Tyler’s mother.

“You brought the kid?” Harper said to her friend, then turned to her niece. “I hope you brought your wallet, little lady,” she said to Emily, before she showered her face with kisses and caused her to giggle.

“We had no choice,” Jen answered. “The sitter cancelled this morning and we couldn’t find anyone else.”

“Well, let’s see if Grandma can find you something to eat,” Kathy said into her granddaughter’s cheek and carried her off toward the food table.

“Tyler.” Gerald acknowledged his son with a handshake, then gave Jen a swift kiss on the cheek, much like the one he’d greeted Harper with.

Sometimes she wasn’t sure what made Gerald more uncomfortable, that his daughter was gay or that his son had a child out of wedlock with a girl he still hadn’t married three years after the fact. When Harper had pressed Tyler on this same issue, he’d said, “I’m twenty-five and I have a three-year-old eating me out of house and home. How am I supposed to afford a wedding?”

She couldn’t fault him on that, because Jen wanted a huge wedding with over two hundred guests, a band, a seafood buffet, a four-course meal, and a poutine truck for the midnight snack. “I bore a child for him for God’s sake,” Jen had told her, half-jokingly, “I want the whole shebang.”

If Sarah had similar expectations for a wedding, Harper might doubt her plans for later that evening, but Sarah was simple in what she wanted for their future. She’d told Harper countless times that she didn’t need anything fancy. As far as she was concerned, they could exchange vows at City Hall. As long as they said them, that would be enough for her.

There’d always seemed this unspoken agreement between them that Harper was going to be the one to propose. She’d always taken the lead in their relationship, so she supposed it made the most sense. Besides, she liked the idea that she would get to see the surprise on Sarah’s face when she finally asked. What she wasn’t sure about was how she was going to get through what she wanted to say without messing up. She’d been rehearsing her speech for months, but she still couldn’t get it quite right. She forgot the words completely when she pictured actually delivering them to Sarah.

“Should we pick out a painting while Emily’s distracted?” Tyler asked, and took Jen’s hand in his.

“You know the one I want, but okay, let’s have a look,” Jen said. She gave Harper a quick, tight hug before she let Tyler pull her away, which left Harper alone with Sarah’s father.

“She’s very good,” he said, presumably of Sarah’s work. The comment may have been to Harper or to no one in particular, as he didn’t turn to face her, and shifted uncomfortably after speaking.

“She is,” Harper agreed anyway. She didn’t want to make things more awkward than they already were between them.

He was civil to her, always, but she never shook the sense that he wished she wasn’t there, or that she would just go away one day and not return. That was never going to happen though. There was nothing that could keep Harper from Sarah.

“I wanted to talk to you about—” Harper started.

“Do you see that painting over there,” he interrupted her and pointed across the room. “What is it supposed to be?”

For a moment, Harper panicked, fearing that even though Sarah didn’t do such paintings, that there would be some Georgia O’Keefe-esque flower, and she’d have to explain it was part of the female anatomy. Instead, he gestured to a large canvas, filled with swirls in varying shades of red, orange, and yellow. It was a layered piece that had taken Sarah hours and hours of work to blend the colours. She’d used everything from paintbrushes to spatulas to get the paint onto the canvas.

“I’m not sure,” Harper said, “but she named it Inferno.”

He nodded. His arms were crossed in front of his body. He cleared his throat before he spoke again. “Do you know what I see?” he asked and then continued without waiting for a response. “I see hell.”

Of course he did. He was a minister who probably thought his daughter was going there, along with Harper. Maybe Tyler and Jen even. Harper wasn’t sure what to say.

“What do you see?” he surprised her by asking.

Should she lie and tell him that she saw bright lights and fireworks? Something inane just to end the conversation? No, it would be doing Sarah’s art a disservice.

“I see passion,” she said, and her voice wavered the tiniest bit in Reverend Jamieson’s presence. Although she hadn’t been raised with religion, his company was still daunting, and she always felt a little small—something she hated—around him. “I see turmoil,” she continued. “I see the struggles inside Sarah bleeding out onto the canvas. I see her insecurities and her fears, her apprehension about her talent and how it will be received. I also see her strength, her courage, her confidence, and the adamantine sense of self that makes her the magnificent person she is, no matter the fear or barrier she is up against.”

“Everything, then,” Gerald said. “You see everything.”

Harper nodded. “I suppose that’s one way of looking at it.”

“That, Harper, is why I am able to finally reconcile my faith with your relationship.”

He turned to her, and Harper felt the weight of the moment in her stomach.

“When I only saw a defiant teenager, you saw an artist. When the kids at school saw an outcast, you saw someone misunderstood. When the bullies—including me—tried to change her, you gave Sarah the strength to be the person she is. You let her know that she was always good enough, not only for you, but for her, and the rest of the world as well. Piece by piece, you made her whole. I won’t lie and say this has been easy, but I’ve prayed a lot on it, and I don’t know why God would put someone in Sarah’s path to help her so much, to do such good things for her, if you weren’t meant to be there.”

He reached out, put a hand on her shoulder, and met her gaze. Harper’s heart started. For a moment, she imagined this was how he would have looked at his son-in-law.

“Kathy told me what you’re planning to ask Sarah,” he said. “I would like to say that I give you my blessing, but at this time it still feels a little dishonest. I want you to know, though, that I see you as part of the family. I have for some time, as much as I do Jen, and, well, if you are planning on making it official, I’ll be there to support you both.”

Tears welled in Harper’s eyes. It wasn’t the speech she would have dreamed of, but at the same time, it was so much more. He would probably always struggle with how Sarah’s feelings warred with his years in the cloth, but he was letting her know that, regardless of what he could not change, he accepted her as Sarah’s choice and as part of their family.

“I…” she started, but she choked on that word alone and couldn’t find any more to express what this meant to her.

“It’s all right.” He pulled her into a rare hug. “I just needed you to know that when you ask her, there’ll be no resistance or trouble from me, so don’t let anything like that hold you back from going through with it or from enjoying the moment. You girls deserve it,” he said in a way that made Harper feel fifteen all over again instead of twenty-five.

“Thank you.” She slid out of his tentative embrace.

He nodded and left, affecting to look at the paintings, but he lifted a hand to wipe some wetness from his own eyes.

The rest of the evening flew by quickly, and Harper became more and more nervous with each passing hour. When the last guests left, and they turned the lock on the little studio space, Harper’s heart was in her throat.

“How many did you sell?” she asked Sarah as they walked up McCaul toward College Street, where they had a second-storey apartment in Little Italy.

“Four, not including the ones Bronte, Tyler, and my parents bought.”

“You should be counting those too,” Harper said, and nudged her with her shoulder.

“Nah, they’d buy something even if they hated it.”

“That’s not true. Don’t sell yourself short,” she said, repeating the words Sarah’s mother had said to her earlier that night. “You’re incredibly talented. I can’t begin to tell you how proud I am of you.”

Sarah turned and gave her a slow smile. “Do you know what makes you so amazing?”

Harper blushed slightly and shook her head. Some of her long brown hair fell over the side of her face before Sarah stopped her and pushed it back, tucking a strand behind Harper’s left ear.

“That you’ve made me feel proud of myself even when I was still just making little drawings in my sketch book back in high school.”

Harper leaned forward and gently touched her lips to Sarah’s. They’d long since stopped caring about kissing on the street, and in Toronto, they’d yet to hear a bad comment from a passerby beyond an idiotic “Can I join?” now and then.

“Come on,” Harper said. “I have dinner planned for when we get home.”

“Dinner?” Sarah asked, and took Harper’s hand in hers as they resumed their walk home. “I’m kind of feeling too high to eat right now, you know? Plus, I filled up on those canapés. What did you put in them? They were so good.”

“A chef does not divulge her secrets, but it may have been the lemon aioli that you love, mixed with crab meat and the spicy paprika Bronte and Ethan brought us back from Hungary last summer.”

“You’ll have to make those again. Remember when all you could make was spaghetti?” Sarah asked with a little laugh.

“Hey, I don’t remember you complaining the first night I cooked dinner for you.”

“Well, I guess it’s time to tell you then; the noodles were severely undercooked. There, I said it,” Sarah said, and Harper nudged her playfully.

“They were not.”

“Oh my God, Harper, they were, like, raw. I would have eaten anything you made me that night though. It was what we did later that I really came over for,” she said, and raised a dark blonde, winged eyebrow.

“Oh?” Harper stopped them at the front walkway of their apartment building. “You mean this?” She leaned in and kissed Sarah again, this time lingering on her lips, her tongue just tracing the bottom edges of Sarah’s mouth.

“Harper,” Sarah breathed her name.

Harper smiled. After a decade, Sarah was still breathless at her kiss.

“Come upstairs.” Harper smiled, leaning her forehead against Sarah’s. “Maybe I can satiate a different appetite.”

Harper pulled Sarah up the stairs. When Harper turned the key and opened the door, she froze. The room was lit up with what must have been a hundred little candles. There were rose petals that lead from the entryway through the open concept living area, and culminated in two dozen roses splayed out on the couch, all around a little black box.

“What…” Harper began to say. The box with Sarah’s ring in it was charcoal grey, and it pressed hotly into the side of her body, burning into her thigh even through her purse. This hadn’t been her plan. She turned back to look at Sarah, but she had to look down because she was on one knee. It was Harper’s turn to be breathless. “What are you doing?” she asked, dropping down as well to meet her level.

Sarah took her hands. They were both shaking. “I hope this doesn’t take the wind out of your sails, because I have a feeling you had something planned tonight as well, but I need you to understand that I have to do this.

“Every step of our relationship, from the first time you touched me, to the first time you kissed me, to asking me to be your girlfriend, and asking me to move in with you, everything, has been initiated by you. You’ve always been the one to reach for more, to ask first, to take us on that next step or to the next level, and in a way, I’ve been following your lead. Not because I didn’t want to or I wasn’t ready yet,” she added quickly, “but because you’ve always been braver, stronger than I am.

“This one time, I want to be brave for you. I want to show you that you mean the world to me, and that even if it’s sometimes scary how much I love you, I want you to know that I am willing to take risks for you too. That I can put my heart on the line and reach for something you haven’t given me, because when it comes to you, I want it all.”

“Sarah,” Harper said, her voice still quiet. Tears welled in her eyes again, and they ran over her cheeks. Her heart was so full she thought it would spill over as well.

“Harper,” Sarah said, tears in her own eyes as she squeezed Harper’s hands in hers, both of them still trembling. “Will you, please, finally, officially, make me the happiest person on earth, even though I already am, and marry me?”

“Yes!” Harper shouted, then laughed, then coughed.

Sarah laughed too and sprang from her feet. She pulled Harper up with her into a tight hug. For a moment, neither of them pulled away. Finally, Harper could take it no longer, and she pulled back to meet Sarah’s lips in a crushing kiss.

“I think there was a flaw in my plan,” Sarah said after a moment, then hurried over to grab the ring from the couch. “I should have had this on me or gone to the couch, or kept it by the door,” she rambled, in her familiar self-deprecating way.

Harper laughed. “Just put the ring on me,” she said.

“Right.” Sarah opened the box and pulled out a solitaire, princess-cut diamond in a platinum setting.

She recognized the ring immediately. Only one company used that setting and that band shape.

“Sarah, how did you…?” she began to ask in wonder as Sarah slipped it on her shaking finger. “How could you afford this?” she finished asking, her mouth hanging slightly open at the Tiffany & Co. engagement ring, her dream engagement ring, now around her finger.

“Don’t be mad, but I took out a loan from Bronte. I know we said if we got married we could get cheap rings at first and buy better ones later when we could afford them, but I wanted you to have the ring in this moment that you would wear for the rest of your life.”

Harper shook her head slightly in disbelief. “It’s perfect.” She turned her gaze to Sarah. “You’re perfect.”

“Is that you or the ring talking?” Sarah said, and Harper smiled broadly through her tears.

“It’s both of us, and we have one more thing to say.” She reached into the purse she was still wearing and pulled out the charcoal box. “Will you, Sarah Jamieson, marry us?” she asked, putting her own ring forward to include it in the proposal.

Sarah laughed, but when Harper opened the box, she was speechless for a moment. “Your grandmother’s ring,” Sarah whispered finally.

Sarah had admired it multiple times over the years. Harper had told her that her grandmother was keeping her wedding ring to give to one of her grandchildren when she passed, but she was still alive and healthy at ninety. It was a beautiful blue sapphire set inside several tiny diamonds in a double crossed gold band, and Sarah had loved it from the moment she’d first seen it.

“When I told my grandmother I was going to propose, I asked her for the ring. She told me she thinks it suits you. She says, ‘wear it in good health.’” Harper took Sarah’s hand in hers and slowly slid it onto the ring finger of Sarah’s left hand. “I had it sized,” she said with relief when it fit Sarah properly.

“It’s perfect,” Sarah said, leaning forward to meet Harper’s lips again. “So, how much did I ruin your plan for tonight?”

“Well, Mrs Isabelle,” she said, raising an eyebrow in question as she tried out her own last name on Sarah.

“Let’s wait until tomorrow to talk business shall we?”

“If you insist.” Harper took her hand. “The rest of the surprise is in the bedroom.”

“Oh really?” Sarah’s voice lilted.

Harper smirked. “I wish I could say I was just being coy, but really, it is.” She led her into the bedroom and handed her a printout of a flight itinerary.

“Air France?” Sarah said, looking at the receipt.

“We don’t have the money for a big wedding and honeymoon, and I figured, who do we need there beyond each other, our parents, Tyler and Jen, and Bronte and Ethan? The tickets are for two weeks from now, when your show ends. It’s a two-week trip through France and Italy. I thought you could finally see the Mona Lisa, the Sistine Chapel, David, all of it.”

“Harper, this is… I don’t know what to say.” She looked up at her, almost shyly, as if she could still be shy with her after they’d shared their lives together for the last decade. “What’s in it for you?”

“Well…” Harper wrapped her arms around Sarah’s waist and faced her. “Remember in grade nine when we went to the AGO that first time?”

“You mean our first date?” Sarah smiled. “Even though we weren’t calling it that.”

“Mmm-hmm.” Harper kissed her. “I get to see you like that again.”

Sarah dropped the printout, pulled Harper closer, and kissed her more soundly. Her tongue sought entry past Harper’s lips, which she willingly granted. After ten years, Sarah’s kiss no longer felt like flames devouring her, but the heat of it was still there, causing a slow and steady burn inside Harper, like the embers of a fire that had never been quenched, and only needed life breathed into it to rekindle the warmth that was always burning just beneath the surface.

“I love you, Harper. So much more than I can ever tell you,” Sarah said.

Harper nodded, lightly pushing her back until Sarah’s knees hit the bed, forcing her to tumble back slightly in a sitting position. Without wasting any time, Harper crawled over her, took both of Sarah’s hands in hers, and pinned them gently above her head on the bed. She lowered her head to kiss her cheek lightly and then took her earlobe into her mouth. Sarah’s breath caught, as it had so many times before.

“I love you too, Sarah,” she said, and showed her just how much.
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