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Prologue 

 

 A young woman stood watching the painting. It was the kind of painting that 

needed watching, so full of life and movement it might escape from its perch if 

unattended. Its subjects, a woman and a boy, smiled out at the viewer, surrounded by a 

compelling wash of bright colors. From every angle, they seemed so alive, ready to step 

through their window and into our world. Even now, the painting hung crooked as if the 

woman and child had shifted and knocked it off balance. The young woman, an 

attractive blonde, reached out and put it right again. The faces in the painting seemed to 

hold still just for her, smiling to remind her of how much life could hold. Even if for a 

moment, long enough for the artist to capture it. Her mind wandered and began to 

daydream. 

 Behind her, an old woman approached draped in a filmy scarf and wearing an 

oversized red beret. She was the kind of woman who knew very little about the study or 

craft of art, but who loved to linger in places like this, wondering about the painters and 

their subjects. It had become her pastime in recent years since her husband had died. 

 But of all the art in all the galleries sheôd visited, there was something about that 

painting. 

 Rarely did a work of art strike her the way this one had, and she wasn't sure what 

drew her to it. Having passed it once before on her turn around the gallery, she'd circled 

back for a second look. Finding someone else there now, a blonde woman who seemed 

as taken with the work as her, she felt bold, inspired to strike up a conversation. 
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 ñI really do like his work,ò the old woman began in an attempt to engage the 

woman whose back she was addressing. ñHe is so meticulous in his details.ò 

 The blonde woman heard her but did not nod or turn to reply. She didn't intend to 

be rude, but she was caught up in the painting herself, only half-hearing the voice 

behind her. 

 ñHe must have felt a lot of love for the woman and boy.ò She took a step closer, 

as if she wanted to touch the painting herself. But the blonde woman did not move aside 

to accommodate her. ñYou can just tell,ò the old woman pressed on. ñHe embraced a 

real love for them. The kind not too many of us find. Don't you think? It's as if it's in 

every brushstroke.ò 

 The blonde woman heard her clearly this time, but she still found she couldn't 

respond. Her throat was dry, her mouth glued shut.  

 Unshaken by her listener's apparent lack of interest in conversation, the old 

woman went on, as if she must, whether anyone was listening or not. She couldnôt help 

herself; she wanted to talk about this painting if it meant talking to the wall.  

 ñYou can feel the bond of love between the mother and child, can't you?ò she 

mused. ñI've never seen an artist capture so much humanity and self-actualization on 

one canvas. They must have been very special to him.ò 

 Very special to him. The words whispered and echoed in the blonde woman's 

head.  

 ñI was so surprised to find out they were showing more of Ambrose's work. 

Funny, how they always wait to save the best for last. The woman and child must have 



 

 

 

 
PETER ANDREW SACCO 

RETURN TO GRACE 3 

been his family...ò 

 At those words, everything the blonde woman had been holding back welled up 

in her eyes; tears streamed down her face. She blotted her eyes with a tissue and 

slowly turned toward the old woman, who immediately stopped talking. Her eyes lit up 

with recognition. 

 ñMy God!ò the old woman said, glancing from the painting to the woman before 

her. ñYou're her.ò 
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Chapter One 

 

 Chris was thinking this might have been a bad idea. He needed her, and 

Kelly was nothing if not qualified. She had a beautiful figure, and natural talent for 

holding her body in pleasing ways. But what a distraction she was. He pushed his long, 

dark bangs from his eyes in frustration and tried once again to focus.  

 The sun penetrated the back windows and cast beams everywhere, intersected 

by slow falling dust. The large room was punctuated with furniture and canvases, 

covered with cloth and various colored tarps. Three easels plotted out points of a 

triangle, spaced throughout the room. Kelly sat on the stool opposite Chris in a simple 

poseðstraight back, hands at her sides gripping the stool, legs slightly crossed.  She 

had those great, lean legs from walking all over San Francisco, climbing the steep hills 

of North Beach and cruising the shops of Union Square.  

 It would have been perfect if she could've just stopped flirting with him. She was 

gorgeousðclothed and unclothedðand she knew it. And as professional as she was, 

she knew he knew it too. 

 ñAlright, Kelly,ò he warned her, stifling his own smile. ñSit still, now, please.ò  

 ñOr what?ò 
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 ñOr I'm going to have to find a new model.ò 

 Kelly batted her eyes. ñYou wouldn't dare.ò 

 ñYeah, well...ò He didn't finish. She was right. He wouldn't dare; he wouldn't want 

to.  

 ñJust sit still,ò he said again. ñPlease.ò 

 As he set his face into a serious expression, he could feel Kelly's eyes studying 

him. He tried hard to hold the brush still, to ignore her as much as any artist could. But 

when he glanced her way, he saw her puckering her lips, imitating the face he made 

when he painted. 

 He stared at her, willing her to hurry up and cooperate already. 

 ñWhat?ò Kelly played innocent. ñYou know I'd rather be kissing those lips while  

they're puckered, instead of you having all the enjoyment.ò 

 ñYou're impossible,ò Chris told her, glaring. 

 Kelly twisted and squirmed. 

 ñHow much longer?ò she asked, making a bored survey of her surroundings.  

ñYou're not very good at this, are you?ò  

  Chris looked down his wire-framed glasses at her. He only wore them when he 

was painting.  

 Kelly left her stool and moved in on him. She pursed her lips and wrinkled her  

nose, continuing the tease. Chris pivoted back to his canvas in a state of half-fear,  

half-glee, anticipating her approach. She rounded the corner of the canvas, eyed its  

contents and pressed her gaze onto Chris.  
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 Chris glared at her to let her know he was really angry now. She took a step 

back. Maybe sheôd finally gone too far. 

 Suddenly, Chris dropped the paint brush, and with a devilish smile, attacked her. 

He reached up with one hand to grab her hair and the other her breast and spun her 

around in his arms for a dancer's dip. His dexterity forced from her a squeaky yelp.  

 ñYou're in trouble now,ò he said in a fake glower above her. Kelly, prone, grinned 

from ear to ear, appearing to savor the moment. 

  ñSomebody call 911!ò 

 

*** 

  

 Red strobes hit the night air as the ambulance turned onto Grant Avenue and 

raced under the watchful gaze of the tower on Telegraph Hill headed to San Francisco 

Pacific General. The ambulance pulled through the emergency circle and up to the 

entrance. Urgent faces in the front windows were ready to move. The siren continued to 

blare for a second then stopped. Both paramedics popped out and headed to open up 

the back. Doctors from the ER met them as they unloaded the patient. As a group, they 

lowered the gurney and wheeled the man inside. 

  In the hustle and clamor of the interior, the man, Chris, thought he heard a 

woman screaming for help, but he couldn't be sure. Kelly? He struggled back to 

consciousness long enough to find himself on a gurney, doctors and paramedics 

shouting to each other as they wheeled him down fluorescent corridors. He fought to 
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stay there. But his mind closed him back into the darkness. His brain marched through a 

gray landscape littered with a series of random images. The ghost of his mother, his 

father teetering and drunk, his brother frowning down at himðdisappointed again, 

rooms full of people applauding, empty rooms, spinning rooms full of empty bottles. But, 

as always, his brain eventually found her hidden in the folds of memory every time he 

went deeper inside his sleeping mind. Kelly. Always Kelly. His obsession and his muse. 

His dream and his nightmare. 

 

*** 

   

 She leaned out from the canvas with an inscrutable smile, her naked flesh 

painted in roses and creams, her body backlit. Chris stood in front of the painting with a 

brush in hand, red paint dripping from its bristles in two thick drops that splattered and 

stained the floor. Chris didn't notice or care about messes. He put the brush to the 

canvas, watched as if from a distance as his arm started to move up and down in long, 

heavy strokes. As he continued, he pressed harder, too hard. The brush drove the red 

into the fibers of the canvas as he erased arms and hips, legs and hands. With each 

stroke, the golden aura disappeared, the innocent glow obliterated. The painting 

transformed into a dripping streaking mess, a bloody throb.  

 His brain began to throb with it. His temple felt like it would tear away from 

his head. His heart raced; his entire body shook with each pounding. To stop itðor to 

push himself to the limit, he worked faster, sloppier, dragging and slapping the brush  
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across the ruined girl. The throbbing grew louder, maddening, unbearable. It became a 

rumbling, the sound of a racing engine speeding toward him. A horrible screeching filled 

Chris' earsðthe sound of tires swerving and squealing on pavement. A car, flaming and 

deadly, burst through the canvas, tearing a hole in his world. 
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Chapter Two 

 

 Chris adjusted his position in his upright hospital bed. He sat patiently and let the 

nurse wipe a bead of sweat off the bridge of his nose. He even remained still when the 

nurse announced that she was going to have to give him a shot. She turned him slightly 

as she prepared the needle. He held his breath, thinking, Get it over with already, 

Natalie. This isnôt torture time.  

 Natalie was the one who knew him best and the one who, he was convinced, 

liked to watch him squirm. He felt the sharpness of pain as she pierced his deltoid 

muscle with the needle. It made him wince. If he hadnôt been totally conscious before, 

he was now. 

 ñJesus, I thought you said it didn't have to hurt,ò he complained. 

 Natalie frowned. ñDonôt say óJesusô like that. You need all the help you can get.ò 
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Then she offered him her usual sarcastic smile. ñAnyway, I lied. So sue me.ò 

 Chris rubbed his arm and sighed, thinking heôd say anything he wanted. Jesus 

doesnôt need your protection if heôs as great and powerful as you think he is. But he 

kept his mouth shut. Natalie was cute enough. Tall and leggy, reddish-blonde hair that 

slipped loose from her pony tail and curled around her ears. It was being so young that 

made her act so tough. She wanted to be taken seriously. Man, when Dave got here, 

heôd have a field day with Natalie, probably schmooze all over her, con her into handing 

over her phone number, and then never call. There would be a scene later, of course, 

when they ran into Natalie here againðor somewhere else. But Dave would somehow 

manage to smooth it over and, well, Natalie would never know what hit her. Poor 

Natalie. Chris couldnôt help but smile to himself.  

 She handed him a clipboard and pen, completely unaware of the complex web 

Chris was imagining her wrapped in with Dave. 

 ñForms,ò she said.  

 Chris studied the papers in front of him like a blind man. 

 ñWhatôs this?ò 

  ñMr. Simon,ò she said. ñYou know what they are. Youôre not a first-timer here. 

Please complete the rest of the forms so we can let you go.ò 

 ñDo I have to?ò he asked like a child. 

 Natalie would have none of his games, not any more. She answered with an 

stern tone that Chris found amusing.  

 ñSurely protocol must be old hat by now,ò she said. 
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 Chris began writing quickly in mock earnest.  

 ñYes, General. Right away.ò 

 Natalie planted her hands on her hips and frowned down at him. In her pink 

scrubs, she looked like a long pull of cotton candy. Why did she have to act so tough? 

Chris could see that she was the kind of girl who could hang with the guys, but she was 

taking the disciplinarian thing too far.  

 ñIsnôt it the Christian thing to do to be patient with your patients?ò he grinned. 

ñPardon the pun, of course.ò 

 Natalie screwed up her nose like she didnôt get his pun comment.  

 ñI'm just doing my job,ò she informed him. ñIf youôd take your meds like you're 

supposed to, we wouldn't be seeing you as much as we do. And you wouldnôt have to 

put up with General Natalie.ò 

 Chris made more noise with his pen. Dotting ñiòs were explosions and crossing 

ñtòs were tracers shot from machine guns. With a final, triumphant climax, he slammed 

the pen and clipboard onto his tray-table. 

 ñTa da!...Satisfied?ò 

 Natalie ignored all of this. He was an OK patient when he wasnôt coming off a 

drunk. And she knew he was dealing with some heavy stuff. His chart was like a 

minefield; everywhere you went, you faced explosion after explosion. And, yes, Natalie 

huffed inside her head, it was the Christian thing to do to be kind, but he really tested 

her. She had eight other patients to tend to that shiftðall of them needing as much care 
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and attention as himðand he had a unique way of sucking it all up as if he was the only 

person in the world. 

 ñYou know the drill,ò she said in a calm voice. ñCan't release you until someone 

comes to pick you up.ò 

 Of course, Chris thought. Enter big brother Dave to save me.  

 ñOh, heôll be here momentarily,ò Chris assured her. ñJust wait ótil you meet him.ò 

 ñIôve already met your brother before,ò Natalie said. She lowered the chart she 

was holding, looked at him, concerned. ñYou donôt remember?ò 

 Chris racked his brain. He couldnôt remember. Things got lost in that big twisted 

organ every day now. His mind was like a disorganized house that ate car keys, spare 

change, and the occasional wallet or important document. He stared down at his hands, 

which were clasped in his lap.  

 ñI remember,ò he lied.  

 Natalie didnôt believe him. She scratched a note in his chart.  

 ñWhat is that? What are you writing in my chart?ò 

 ñDonôt you worry about that.ò 

 ñI am worried. Itôs my chart. I have a right to see it whenever I want, you know.ò 

 Natalie was unimpressed. 

 ñOf course you do, Mr. Simon. Nobodyôs trying to keep anything from you.ò 

 Just as Chris finished rolling his eyes, a man in a black trench coat with dark hair 

combed in a debonair sweep from his face, entered the room. Somehow the air of 

conflict in the room suddenly lifted as if they were in the presence of a hero. At least 
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from Natalieôs perspective, Chris thought. Natalie instantly turned to greet his brother, 

smiling girlishly. 

 Dave was used to these kinds of greetings. He gave new meaning to the phrase 

ñwalk in like you own the place.ò He walked into every room like he owned the place and 

everyone in it. It wasnôt that he was arrogant; he was just confident and charming. He 

had a natural charisma that lifted his average handsome looks to the level of 

exceedingly handsome. In short, he was what a person might have called suave. 

Women found him to be disarmingðthe wink of his eyes, the firm handshake, the smile 

that said he saw something special in you. Dave was generally a good guy, but his 

ability to so easily attract and woo women had made him a little careless in the romance 

department. If his brother got a high off of drinking, Dave got a high off flirting and 

carousing. Each son had taken on one of his fatherôs vices. And while they were both 

pretty clear on what their vices were, neither had successfully conquered themðor 

seemed to have the intention of tackling that job anytime soon. 

 ñLooks like my carriage has arrived,ò Chris announced to keep Natalie from 

starting up one of her little coy conversations right in front of him. ñYou can go, 

General.ò 

 Most of the time Chris was annoyed with his brother's instant magnetism, but this 

time he had to admit he was glad to see him and ready to get the hell out of there. Dave 

was carrying the suitcase heôd picked up at Chrisô apartment, a bag Chris always kept 

half-packed, knowing one way or the other his visits to hospitals were far from over. 

 ñWhy hello there, Dave,ò Natalie said despite Chrisô efforts to derail her. 
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 ñHello yourself,ò Dave smarmed. The reflection in his glasses was too much for 

Chris, who thought to himself: Take those damn things off. 

 Dave did and let his blue eyes sparkle towards Natalie, who twisted her body 

flirtatiously in response. 

 ñNice to see you again. Seems like Chris couldn't stay away,ò she said, shaking 

her head like a little disappointed mother. 

 ñJesus,ò Chris complained again just to annoy her. But as soon as it was out there, 

he felt sort of  bad. 

 ñYeah, sorry about that,ò Dave offered. ñHeôs a handful, isnôt he?ò 

 Were they really just going to sit there and talk about him like he was some half-wit 

child? Chris was getting sick to his stomach, and not from anesthesia.  

 Dave looked at Chris like he expected an explanation, but Chris responded with a 

shrug of his shoulders. 

 ñHow is he?ò Dave asked Natalie, looking to someone more cooperative. 

 ñHe's going to be fine.ò 

 Perfect, Chris thought. They could go on like this all day, talking about me like Iôm  

not here.  

 ñWhat happened?ò Dave said, again to Natalie. As if Chris couldnôt fill him in on it. 

Chris knew Dave trusted him that much; this was just a play for Natalie, Daveôs 

exercising of his own masculine wiles. A self-professed ladies man, Dave was entirely 

responsible in every other wayðhe just couldnôt help but smile and charm and sweet 

talk every chance he got. Heôd always been like that, since they were kids.  
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 ñThe usual,ò said Natalie, as she rounded the bed to tidy an IV bottle and tubes. 

ñDidn't take his meds and was drinking again. Someone found him outside of Heren's 

Department Store having a seizure.ò 

 Dave shook his head in amazement and shot Chris a look, ñFor crying out loud, 

man.ò 

 Chris looked down at the clasped hands in front of him, trying hard not to let his 

smirk run wild.  

 ñWas having a not-so-good day,ò he said. 

 The image of Kelly flitted through Chrisô brain again. Sometimes he wondered if 

she was growing inside there like a tumorðmaking him sick, killing him. But he put on 

his smart-ass smile and showed his teeth to Dave and Natalie, playing the role of the 

reckless, incorrigible patient.  

 Natalie let out a groan and looked to Dave.  

 ñHeôs all yours, sweetie. I hate to go, but I've got people to see. Take care of our 

little friend.ò 

 She grabbed her clipboard and pen and left the room. 

 ñWow, what a let-down,ò Chris complained. ñI was all ready for you to sweep her 

off her feet while I lay here and became one with the bed sheets.ò 

 Dave looked over his shoulder at the place where Natalie had stood just a minute 

ago. ñShe is cute. But Iôve got other things on my mind.ò 

 ñImpossible,ò Chris joked. ñThereôs never anything else on your mind.ò 
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 Dave ran his hand across his hair. Chris could smell the scents of aftershave and 

cologne. Even in an emergency, his brother managed to smell good. Ha!  

 ñUmm, excuse me,ò Dave argued. ñI think I do have other things on my mind. Like 

my hardheaded brother who canôt keep his life together. And my businessðyou know 

the whole art dealer thingðyou remember that?ò 

 ñOh right. That thing,ò Chris shrugged. ñWell, letôs not waste any more of your 

time.ò 

 Chris started to climb out of bed, but he was still a bit unsteady. When his feet hit 

the floor, he swayed forward and then backward. Dave was at his side before he could 

blink, grabbing his brotherôs elbow to steady him. 

 ñWhat the hell are you doing, Chris?ò Dave said.  

 ñLeaving.ò 

 Dave guided him by the elbow to the chair next to the bed and sat him down. The 

light coming through the windows cut Chris into long slices of dark and light. Dave 

stared at his rumpled hospital gown, his watery eyes, his pale skin and felt heartsick. 

Another family member who had to be taken care of. This was his role in lifeðpicking 

up the pieces.  

 ñYou know what I mean,ò Dave said. 

 ñLike I said...I was having a bad day and...ò 

 Dave snorted.  
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 ñAnd feeling sorry for yourself as usual, no doubt. Captain Deathwish. Your wish 

will come true before you know it if you keep this up.ò 

 ñCaptain Deathwish. I like that.ò  

 Chris slowly and clumsily climbed to his feet with Dave balancing him.  

 ñBut, brother, my death wish has fallen on deaf ears...just like my prayers did years 

ago. Not a day goes by that I didn't wish I was dead yesterday.ò 

 He knew Dave hated when he talked like that. It was Dave whoôd recommended 

therapy, exercise, religionðanything that might knock some hope back into his little 

brother. But if this visit to the hospital did anything, it reminded them both how 

everything, so far, had failed.  

 Chris avoided Daveôs eyes and headed to the bathroom. 

 ñHand me my things,ò he said before Dave could respond to his death wish 

comment. ñI need to change out of this hospital trash.ò 

 Inside the bathroom, Chris turned on the sink and left the door cracked. He saw 

himself in the mirror. A wreck. A Picasso on crack. Worse than that, the perfect image of 

his father at his worst. He looked away from his reflection, turned on the water to splash 

his face. 

 Dave's voice came from the other room.  

 ñWhat are you wearing?ò 

 ñJust grab any t-shirt and jeans you find in there.ò 

 Chris had grown tired of his brother always coming to his rescue. He knew that 

Dave was probably at his breaking point as well, and the lecture, and maybe even the 
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final sendoff, could come in a matter of hours. Chris was lost without his older brother. 

Dave guided him through his teenage years when they traveled from uncle to uncle, 

aunt to aunt, great uncle to great aunt. Their father had died when Dave was only 11. 

Heôd spent years following Daveôs advice, but a few years ago after Kelly, he finally 

discovered it was alcohol that did the trickðit let him slip away, if even for awhile, from 

the reality he couldnôt seem to face.  

 And once the alcohol was in the picture, so were Daveôs lectures. 

 So it was coming alright. This is how you repay your brother? Chris thought. By 

leaving him the same way Dad did? Dave's gonna feel real great when that happens. 

Can't save his dad or his little brother. And who knows what kind of guilt heôs toting 

around about Mom. 

 In the other room, Dave was taking a little long. It made Chris nervous. 

 ñFind anything?ò Chris called out. 

 ñYeah, I guess.ò 

 There was an obvious body odor that wafted out once the suitcase was opened.  

 ñMan,ò Dave complained to the empty room, waving his hand in front of his face. 

ñYouôve got to get it together brother.ò 

 ñDid you say something?ò Chris called from the other room.  

 ñNo...just...looking for something to hand you.ò 

 Dave grabbed a t-shirt and jeans and felt something hard underneath the layers of 

clothes. He was curious to know what it was, but he would hand off the clothes and then 
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go back to take a peek. 

 Dave walked to the bathroom door.  

 ñHere you go.ò  

 He opened the door and extended the clothes to his brother. Their eyes met and 

Chris felt that rush of love and shame he always felt when he looked his brother in the 

face. Dave was a good man, a successful human beingðand Chris was not.  

 ñThank you,ò said Chris, lowering his eyes, grabbing for his clothes. 

 Dave held onto the clothes a split second too long, as he could pass all the things 

he wanted to say to his brother through that connection. Then he let go. He backed 

away.  ñHurry up, man. Letôs get out of here,ò Dave said. 

 Once Chris closed the bathroom door again, Dave went back to the suitcase and 

casually looked underneath the next layer of clothes. There, in a black rectangle, was 

an old color photograph. Chris, about 5, was standing next Dave, about 11. Dave was 

dangling a fish on a line and had Chris in a tight headlock at the same time. The casual 

onlooker wouldn't know if Dave was more proud of catching the fish or catching Chris. 

Dave knew. He was proud that he caught Chris.  

 Who had taken that picture? Was it their father? Dave wondered. It couldnôt have 

been their mother because sheôd died long before that. Chris was too young to even 

remember her. Was it a strangerðsomeone Dave had asked to take the photo because 

the parents werenôt around to do it? Yes, that was it. Dave remembered the day vividly 

now. Heôd taken his old Kodak with him to Fishermanôs Wharf, where he and Dave had 

gone to fish. Heôd asked an old man who was fishing near them to take the picture. In 
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the background, Alcatraz was a dark smear on the horizon. He remembered how theyôd 

hammed it up for the camera, how the old man had encouraged them, how good it felt 

to have an adult paying them attention.  

 When the old man had handed him back the camera, Dave remembered the old 

man winking at him and saying, ñNow, go be fishers of men.ò 

 It was a joke. Just a nonsense little something the man had said, playing off the 

idea they were fishing. But for some reason Dave remembered them now and the words 

felt like small stones dropping into his stomach one by one. 

 Sometimes Dave wanted to throw over this whole responsible-brother act. Inside, 

he felt as lost as anyone. He wanted to go back to being that little kid, have another 

chance to actually live out his childhood. Instead, what heôd gotten for a childhood was 

a father so busy grieving and drinking himself to death over losing his wife that Dave, 

becoming father and mother, did everything. By 13, he cooked the family meals; by 15 

he drove Chris to school (illegally); by 17 heôd emancipated and gotten an apartment of 

his own, taking Chris with him.  

 They didnôt know if their mother was dead or just missing, and the thought of her 

absence in their lives, the idea that she might be out there in the world not even caring 

about how they were doing had damaged both of the boys. They had fallen into patterns 

early on that still played out in their lives: Chris the mischievous one; Dave the 

dependable savior. 

 Sometimes Dave had stayed up in bed at night and dreamed his mother returned 

home; he just knew heôd wake up one morning and find her in the kitchen cooking 
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bacon and eggs. But she never did appear, and his father refused to make it clear 

whether she was alive or dead. A real torture for a young kid to have to endure.  

 So yeah, he missed that day when he was so carefree, able to treat his brother like 

a brother instead of a charity case. He wondered why Chris had chosen this photo, why 

he kept it packed in his hospital-ready bag. Was it one of those odd things Dr. Mulligan 

said Chris would start doingðputting things in strange places, misplacing important 

items, having hallucinations?  Was it something heôd done when he was wasted?  

 Dave preferred that heôd put it in there knowingly. Because he wanted it always 

close by. Because he too still thought about what it meant to be family and how 

important that was in everyoneôs life.  

 Yeah, that was the story he was going to stick with. The things he did really 

mattered to his brother; Chris wasnôt just using him as Mr. Fix-it.  

 Dave tucked the photo back into the suitcase and waited for his brother to emerge 

from the bathroom, clean but still slippery as a fish. 
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Chapter Three 

 

 As Chris stepped from his room into the hallway, the light bounced off her and 

headed in a straight line to his eyes, sucked into the iris, flipped, projected, processed, 

split left and right, sent on pathways, diverted to the blood through the throat, to the 

large vein, to the heart. That signal, that quiet pain, was sent back to headquarters, 

putting Chrisô brain on alertðthe way it did when he looked at a beautiful piece of art.  

 She was a nurse he'd never seen before, standing across the room tending to an 

accident victim. In a split second, he took in the nurturing warmth of her face, her soft, 

gentle eyes and beautiful blonde hair. Who was she? Why hadnôt he ever seen her 

before? As new as she was to him, she seemed somehow familiar, like a woman heôd 

dreamed of or had known in a previous life. Could he have seen her last night when he 

was in and out of consciousness? Or was it something else? Why did she make it feel 

like his heart had been pulled from his chestða morbid sweet sensation?  

 ñCome on, man,ò Dave urged him irritated, thinking maybe heôd have to put him in 

a headlock like he did when they were kids to get him out of there.  

 But Chrisô feet werenôt moving. Part of him knew he was making a show of himself, 

but he couldnôt will himself from that spot.  

 As if she was aware of the weight of his stare, she looked up. Her Aquarian grey 

eyes met his locked gaze and furrowed on him for a moment that seemed like an 

eternity.  
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 Chris tried to force his lips into a smile, but he wasnôt quite sure how his 

expression turned out. Instead of smiling back, the nurse offered him a cold, slightly-

confused stare. Then, as if she remembered her patient suddenly, she put her head 

down and wheeled the patient past both Dave and Chris without a word.  

 Chris looked after her as she disappeared into one of the rooms. In a 

somnambulant state, he turned as if he would follow after her, but Natalie appeared out 

of nowhere and intercepted him. 

 ñYou know you can't go in there, Chris,ò Natalie said, placing her fingers on his 

chest. 

 Chris looked at her and snapped out of his daze. 

 ñWho is that nurse?ò he asked. 

 ñThe blonde one that went in that room? Thatôs Grace. Why?ò 

 Natalie was characteristically sassy, nosey. Chris ignored her tone. 

 ñGrace? I haven't seen her before.ò 

 ñShe just transferred here from Henderson,ò Natalie said. 

 ñOh.ò 

 ñAlright, weôre obviously still not quite back to normal yet,ò Dave told Natalie, rolling 

his eyes and taking hold of Chrisô arm. ñLetôs move it, Chris. Natalie and your new friend 

Grace have plenty other people to look after.ò 

 Dave winked at Natalie, who wiggled her hips a little extra for him as she walked 

away. If Chris had been paying attention, he would have made a snide comment. But he 
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was staring down the hallway at the place Grace had disappeared.  

 Grace. 

 Tugging on Chrisô arm, Dave began to lead him away. With every step, Chris felt 

pulled back, in the opposite direction. The air grew colder and darker as they made their 

way down the corridor to the exit. As they passed through the door, the sunshine came 

blaring back, filling his eyes as it reflected off the silver-plated windows of the modern-

looking hospital building. Several workers, doctors and nurses stood outside the front 

entrance sipping coffee and smoking.  

 Chris didnôt notice any of them as Dave led him down the walk. He was lost in that 

face, those eyes, his brain working overtime to remember each line and detail of her 

features. If he could memorize them, maybe he could hold onto them for a while, 

recreate them later.  

 It wasnôt a romantic thing, he told himself as Dave shuttled him home in the car. It 

was a professional interest. By the time he got home, he had convinced himself of that 

through repetition: She had an interesting look was all. He was hoarding it like he 

hoarded every unique visual he came across.  Maybe one day he would paint her and 

after even sleep with her. It would remind him, briefly, of Kelly and heôd enjoy the high of 

that for a few hours and then send her packing. So maybe it was professional interest 

combined with a little lust, but it wasnôt any big deal, that was for sure. He didnôt let 

women get to him like that anymore.  

 Thatôs it, he was still telling himself when Dave dropped him off at home. Thatôs all, 

he assured himself as he bathed and ate and rested. It would be stupid to think it wasð
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or would beðanything more. He had to take care of himself right now, and his work, 

and somebody like her was just a distraction. He had no room for any other kind of 

nonsense. And, certainly, no room in his heart for anyone not already there.  
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Chapter Four 

 

 Chris and Kelly sat curled together at the lip of the surf letting the foamy Pacific 

waters tickle their toes. Chris was thinking how all the waters of the world were different 

but the same. Like how the water of the San Francisco Bay seemed darker, deeper, 

somehow, but that it felt as life-giving, as full of pull and motion as the ocean he sat in 

front of now. He wondered about the rivers and lakes and oceans of Europe and how 

they would compare. What was life if not a chance to explore it all, stand by as many 

bodies of water as you could, look up to the sky, and consider the great mystery of it all.  

 Kelly looked at Chris, concerned. He knew she was wondering why heôd brought 

her there, what news he wanted to share with her. 

 ñSo what's going on?ò 

 Chris looked out at the horizon and then back at Kelly. 

  ñI got the gig.ò 

 Kelly's eyes widened and brightened. She threw her arms around Chris and 

squeezed him tight.  
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  ñI am so proud of you!ò she said, rocking him gently back and forth. ñThis is...what 

youôve been working toward for so long.ò 

 Chris laughed. ñI know. Iôm so proud of me too...I think.ò 

 Kelly released the hug, but left her hands on his shoulders. 

 ñYou think?ò 

 ñThey want me to show throughout Europe the next three years.ò 

 Kelly offered a smile of support, but Chris saw the fear and sadness in her eyes. 

Europe was far away. Three years was a long time. Europe was a long way from San 

Francisco. 

 ñThat's awesome,ò Kelly said, as she turned her gaze to the horizon. ñYou have 

God-given talent and you should use it. You shouldnôt let anything stop you from getting 

what you want.ò 

 ñI never do,ò Chris answered. 

 And that was pretty much true. Ever since Dave had gone to college all those 

years ago and started talking to him about great art and artists, heôd had a one-track 

mind. He started to work feverishly, painting all the time, absorbing life just to recreate it 

on canvas. Every conversation heôd had, every friendship, every girlfriendðhe used all 

of the information and emotion for his own purposes. He let it all feed his work. So what 

if a there had been collateral damage along the way.  A friendship gone wrong because 

he got too caught up in his work and forgot to call. A roommate pissed off because 

Chris kept the apartment a wreckðhis paints and canvases strewn everywhere. A 

girlfriend with a broken heart because heôd broken up with her when heôd grown bored 
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of painting her image. That was art, he told himself. An artist must be ruthless to create 

great work.  

 But Kelly was different, wasnôt she? He hadnôt grown bored of painting her, and he 

was sure he never would. She was a constant source of inspiration. He couldnôt risk 

letting her get away. What would he do without her? 

 Chris looked intently into Kellyôs eyes, trying to draw out the truth. I donôt know 

about ñGod-given,ò he thought. He felt more like a small god himself, and heôd created 

Kelly all for himself, to have and to hold. His Kelly. She was right about getting what he 

wanted, but she just didnôt know how badly yet he wanted her. 

 ñWill you miss me?ò he asked. 

 Kelly smiled but her lips cracked and strained as she fought back the tears.  

 ñMaybe just a little.ò 

 ñWell...What if you came with me?ò 

 Kellyôs face filled with light.  

 ñWhat? You really want me to?ò 

 Chris feigned a look of frustration. 

 ñDuh...Of course I do,ò he said as he pulled her to lean her head on his shoulder. ñI 

need you with me...You're my inspiration. I love you so, so much.ò 

 Kelly looked at him and wiped the tears of happiness that spilled from her eyes. 

 ñStop it before I become one with the surf.ò 

 Chris sighed dramatically.  
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 ñWell, I canôt stop yet. Thereôs one more thing.ò 

 Kelly wiped at her eyes as Chris reached into his pocket and pulled out a small 

box. He opened it and showed her the ring heôd picked out for her that very day. 

 ñYou can only come if you're my wife.ò 

 Kelly's eyes felt blinded by the sparkling diamond, the way it caught the dying light 

and made it dance: ñYes! Yes! Yes! Oh, my God, yes!ò 

 She grabbed Chris around the neck so that he almost lost his breath. He loved that 

about her, how she clung to him, how she made him feel he was everything.  

 ñIôll go ahead of you and youôll meet me there?ò 

 Kelly tilted her eyes at him the way she did when she was posing for a portrait. 

 ñYou know I will. Nothing in heaven or earth could keep me away.ò 

  

 

*** 

  

 The furnace boiled. The bits fused into heavier particles and bounced off one 

another a million, a billion, a trillion times, inching up by decades to the cooler surface. 

Three million degrees, one million degrees, a hundred-thousand degrees, three-

thousand degrees and finally free, freed from gravity and hurtling at 186,000 miles per 

second past the first, the second, and eight minutes later, the third. From absolute zero 

to warm again, bumping into cooler particles, down, down, down to a new gravity, the 

building, the window, the vent, the crack. Here's where we met the artificial light. The 
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one controlled by a man. 

 Chrisô imagination ran wild every time Dr. Mulligan put the pen-light in his eyes. 

Intellectual musings were safer than sitting there thinking about what was really 

happening: Another appointment. Another bit of news that heôd hate to hear. But when 

theyôd checked him out of the hospital that last time, theyôd of course insisted he get in 

for his regular check-ups.  

 So here he was laying on the table, turning his head like a toddler so the doctor 

could look in his ears, his nose, his eyes. Humiliating. 

 The doctor pulled the pen-light away from Chris' eye and let out a nervous cough. 

 ñAnd in your professional opinion, the verdict is?ò 

 The doctor shook his head. 

 ñI don't know what to tell you.ò 

 Chris chuckled. 

 ñDo you think the patient will live, Doc?ò 

 Dr. Mulligan collected his thoughts, and then started to ramble around the room. 

He was a good doctor, a man in his 70s with thick, warm hands and a mobile, ruddy 

face. I guess heôs an Irishman? Chris thought when he was first referred to him last 

year. Later, that guess was confirmed by the doctorôs reddish hair, which was graying at 

the temples.  

 ñI want you to go for another scan to see exactly what's happening.ò He clicked the 

pen-light off. ñYour drinking is not helping the problem either.ò 

 The same old song Chris heard from every doctor. Didnôt anybody get it?  
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 ñWhat the hell. I'm already dead. So what if I'm a dead man drinking?ò 

 Dr. Mulligan slipped the pen-light back in his pocket.  

 ñAnd Iôm not sure your attitude is much benefit either,ò the doctor said. 

 Then, as if he felt sorry for being gruff with his patient, Mulligan patted him on the 

shoulder in a fatherly way that brought a lump to Chrisô throat.  

 ñI want you to really consider checking yourself in for a few days, so we can run 

some new tests.ò 

 Maybe it was because the doctor made him feel like a boy again; maybe it was the 

sickening prospect of another round of tests and poking and prodding that never led to 

any positive result. Chris jumped from the table like a rebellious teenager and started 

slipping his feet back into his worn black loafers.  

 ñNo thanks, the last few days turned out to be weeks.ò 

 Dr. Mulligan was a man of infinite patience, especially when it came to Chris for 

some reason. As immature as this grown man could be, Mulligan had a soft spot for 

him, knowing the work he was capable of, all the things heôd accomplished in his life. As 

difficult as he was, the world would be losing something when he was gone.  

 ñAs I said,ò he began softly, ñAs the size of the tumor increases, the dizzy spells 

will get worse and the drinking...ò 

 ñLike I said before,ò Chris interrupted. ñWe'll let nature take its course.ò 

 Dr. Mulligan was known for his bedside manner. He was one of those doctors who 

understood that medicine was an art, not just a profession. His affinity for art made him 

want so much to connect with Chris as a patient. In fact, heôd prayed on it more than 
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once. Please, Lord, help this man see that he does not have to die like this. Let him see 

that he can go with dignity, without so much suffering. He was still waiting for the Lord to 

answer his prayers, but he was a patient man.  

 ñAt least take your medication,ò Mulligan insisted. 

 Chris had decided though. ñNo more steroids either. I've taken enough to be a 

Russian woman powerlifter.ò 

 Dr. Mulligan shook his head. ñI don't know what else to suggest. Therapy to help 

you cope with this better. Iôm not going to stop encouraging that.ò 

 ñDon't suggest anything. Just tell me to go on living and forget about the fact I 

should have been dead two years ago.ò 

 Chrisô jaw worked back and forth. Dr. Mulligan felt like he was watching a man 

come apart, limb by limb, organ by organ, right in front of him. He knew Chris had every 

reason to rage against God and science and all of it, but he just wished he knew how to 

make things better for him.  

 Still, he had an average of seven minutes to spend with his patients. Not enough 

time to change Chrisô stubborn mind. He would pray for him later, if that was all Chris 

would allow him to do. In fact, Chris probably wouldnôt allow it, he thought. If he knew 

Mulligan was lighting candles for him in church, heôd probably find out which church it 

was and snuff them out. Poor fellow. So lost. But what could Mulligan do? 

 ñIf the headaches intensify, then come back and see me ASAP. And remember, 

there is a good chance those headaches will be brought on by your drinking.ò 

 Chris smiled at him as he grabbed his coat and headed for the door.  



 

 

 

 
PETER ANDREW SACCO 

RETURN TO GRACE 33  

 ñSo Iôve heard.ò 

 

*** 

 

 That afternoon, Chris met Dave at their favorite diner, a small neighborhood 

place nestled between two tall buildings downtown. The working crowd bustled in for 

lunch and dropped by to grab their take-out orders. The two brothers had always shared 

a pleasure in watching all the people who seemed in such a hurry. Late for lunch, late 

for meetings, late going home. Neither of them had worked that way for a long time, and 

it was one of the better things about each brotherôs life. Chris had enough money 

stashed up from years of work to carry him through just about anything now. As much 

luck as he lacked, he knew he was fortunate in that one respect. Dave continued to 

work as an art dealer, which allowed him to maintain a flexible schedule so he could, 

among other things, keep up with his younger brotherôs antics.  

 Dave was watching Chris now as they sat across from one another in the red 

vinyl booth next to the window. Chris had finished his own fries and reached over for a 

few of Daveôs without asking.  

 ñNice,ò Dave complained, taking a bite of his burger. ñTake as many as you 

want.ò 

 Chris recognized his brotherôs sarcasm and chewed with his mouth open. ñIôm a 

dying man, brother. No time for manners.ò 

 Dave shook his head and wiped his mouth with his napkin. Across the room, an 
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attractive waitress smiled at him and he smiled back. Thatôs why you had manners, he 

thought to himself. If Chris could just calm down a little, he might actually live out the 

rest of his time with a little love and happiness. But he seemed determined to self-

destruct.  

 ñSo you refused Dr. Mulliganôs tests again.ò 

 ñYep. That shouldnôt surprise you.ò 

 ñYou know, it might give you a little peace of mind if you just had them.ò 

 ñPeace of mind? Come on. The bottom line is I donôt know how much time I have, 

and you know what?ò He shoved another one of Daveôs fries in his mouth, which was 

full of half-chewed hamburger. ñI donôt give a rip anymore.ò 

 Dave watched the pretty waitress swing from table to table with her tray balanced 

between her shoulder and wrist. He wanted a woman in his life. A good woman. As 

much as he liked to flirt, he craved what Chris once hadðKelly, a true love. Then again, 

heôd seen how it had wrecked his brotherôs heart and mind. Maybe heôd taken the right 

path all these years after allðprotecting himself from hurt. Chris wasnôt the only one 

who experienced left-over grief from their parentsô deaths.  

 Actually, Dave sometimes wondered if Kelly had been Chrisô true love. It was a 

terrible thing to think, considering how destroyed Chris was when he lost her. But true 

love? The truth was that Dave wondered if Chris even knew what that was. To Dave, 

true love wasnôt defined by how much you got out of being with someone, but by how 

much you could give someone.  
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 Dave had heard this story once about a rich man who secretly loved the waitress 

who served him coffee every day in a diner a lot like this one. He was a very lonely man 

who came to the diner just to see her. She was married with children though, and so he 

never told her how he felt, not wanting to hurt her or interfere with her life in any way. 

Instead, he sent her an anonymous sum of money one day that set her up for life. He 

knew by doing it heôd never see her again; sheôd be able to quit her job at the dinerðthe 

only place they met. But he was happy just knowing heôd made her life easier. That, to 

him, was the best way to love her.  

 Maybe that was why Dave had never committed to a woman. He hadnôt found 

anyone that inspired that kind of love in him. Chris thought he was this hard-hearted 

Casanovaðeveryone did. They never would have guessed he just wasnôt prepared to 

settle for less than absolute true love.  

 Anyway, the waitress across the room was cute as hell, but she wasnôt his 

waitress. Not the woman of his dreams. And so far, Chris was the only person heôd 

devoted selfless energy to. 

 ñYou donôt really mean that,ò Dave finally answered Chris.  

 Chris laughed. ñI donôt? Have you been paying attention these last few months? 

If so, you should know better by now.ò  

 Chris watched Dave take a sip of his milkshake and wondered if he really got it. 

He, Chris, was going to dieðthe only question was when. Sometimes he thought Dave 

just couldnôt accept it. What would Dave be if he couldnôt sweep in to play the role of the 

hero? Heôd lose his whole freaking identity. 
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 Dave, on the other hand, wondered when Chris was ever going to get over 

himself. Was that an OK thing to think about someone who was dying? He got that 

Chris was angry at the world for all heôd suffered, but it got old watching this same old 

bitter-guy routine. 

 ñIs that good?ò Chris asked, eyeballing the milkshake. 

 ñWhat?ò 

 ñThe milkshake. Is it any good?ò 

 ñOrder your own and youôll find out.ò 

 ñIt looks pretty good. Thatôs all Iôm saying. Looks like a tasty, tasty milkshake.ò 

 Dave shoved the milkshake across the table at Chris. The tall glass wobbled and 

slid around before Chris caught it in his hand.  

 ñItôs freaking delicious,ò Dave hissed. ñBest milkshake Iôve ever had. But take it. 

Take it all.ò 

 Chris held onto the glass, the cold beads of condensation sliding under his 

fingers. 

 ñMan, I hit a nerve.ò 

 Dave took a deep breath and glanced up to see if heôd made as big a show of 

himself as it felt like. No one was even watching them. People were caught up in their 

own private jokes and gossip. Even the pretty waitress, leaning on the counter waiting 

to pick up some order, was far far away, her face twisted in some daydream.  

 ñYou hit a nerve because Iôm talking about your life and youôre worried about my 

milkshake. If you worried half as much about you as I did, we might actually get 
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somewhere one of these days.ò 

 Chris slid the milkshake back toward his brother without taking a sip.  

 ñHey, Iôm sorry, man. I know how much you care. How much you do for me. And 

itôs not that I donôt appreciate it. I really do. Iôm just...tired. Tired of it all.ò 

 Seeing Chrisô change of attitude, Daveôs heart immediately sank in his chest. 

This is what he wantedðfor his brother to tell the truth about how he felt and what was 

happening. For him to be able to face it without all the drinking. But then when he saw 

him like thisðobviously so broken and scared and at the end of his ropeðDave could 

hardly take it. As the big brother, he wanted to rescue Chris and heôd never been able 

to. Heôd felt it his whole life. No matter what he did, Chris was a magnet for drama and 

crisis. And Dave didnôt understand why God let one person go through so much. His 

brother had gotten knocked down one too many times and now, it seemed, nobody 

could pick him up.  

 But Dave would keep trying. He thought of the photograph of him and Chris at 

the pier. Of the old manôs words. If he was a fisher of men, the only thing heôd ever 

caught was a heck of a lot of frustration trying to hook his brother again. What if he just 

leaned across the table all of a sudden and got him in a head lock just to knock some 

sense into him? 

 He smiled to himself and chewed a fry. Maybe. But he had another idea he was 

trying out first. And he was about to see what Chrisô reaction would be.  

 ñWell, listen,ò Dave said, trying to take on a more positive tone. ñIôm going to be 

leaving for London on Monday. Which is a good thing. But Iôll be gone for four weeks.ò 
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 ñFour weeks?ò A lot of things could happen in one month. Chris picked up his 

fork and twirled it in his fingers. ñWell, Iôll try not to die before you get back.ò 

 It was a joke, of course. But the idea of anyone going away always set his nerves 

on fire. Heôd spent his own time abroad, away from someone he loved, and it hadnôt 

worked out so well.  

 He remembered waiting in the Paris airport for Kelly to arrive, asking the airport 

staff repeatedly if they were sure sheôd gotten on the plane. Of course, they werenôt 

allowed to share that information, and all Chris could do was race back home, hoping 

sheôd somehow arrived on another flight, gone on to his apartment in a taxi. But when 

he got there, instead of Kelly, he found a voice message waiting on his machine. It 

wasnôt from Kelly. It was from her father:  

 

 ñUmm, Chris, hello, this is Kellyôs ...Kellyôs father.ò 

 ñOh good. Iôm glad somebody called; Iôve been waiting for her, and worried sick.ò 

 Her father had paused for the longest time. In that pause, Chrisô life with Kelly 

flashed before his eyes. Oh no, what was wrong? 

 ñIôve got some terrible news.ò 

 The pit of Chrisô stomach instantly shrank. He clutched the edge of his kitchen 

counter.  

 ñKelly was on the way to the airport...and she was killed in a car accident. Near 

the Golden Gate Bridge. Sheôs dead. Sheôs gone. Sheôs gone.ò 
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 The room shrank and flipped and spun. Chris slid to the floor, and it was like heôd 

never really gotten up again. 

   

 Dave was glaring at Chris when he snapped back to attention. Chris watched his 

brother take a long drink of his milkshake, as if to get revenge.  

 ñSorry,ò Chris said, trying to collect his thoughts.  ñTell me why youôre going to 

London.ò 

 Dave wiped his mouth with his napkin. ñIôm going to show some of Terence 

Ambroseôs work.ò 

 Chris stopped twirling the fork, which had kept moving in his fingers as he 

remembered Paris and the phone call. He put it back on the table.  

 ñAre you serious?ò 

 ñDead serious.ò 

 ñDead serious is right,ò Chris laughed. ñI heard that guy died a long time ago.ò 

 ñEnough with the death already, Chris,ò Dave told him.  

 He motioned to their waiter for the check. The waiter hustled over, ripped the 

check off his pad and thanked them for coming in before rushing back to another table 

that was waiting to order.  

 ñWhat do you really think?ò Dave asked, digging in his pocket for cash. He would 

pay, of course. Chris had money, but he never seemed to have it on him, conveniently 

enough.  

 ñKnock yourself out.ò 
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 ñThatôs all youôve got to say?ò 

 ñPretty much. I guess you know what youôre getting into.ò 

 ñIôm going to leave numbers for you, but donôt worry, Iôll be checking in.ò 

 ñOf course you will. Thanks, Mom.ò 

 They locked eyes. A mom was something neither one of them had ever known, 

so Chris was only guessing what it felt like to have someone mother him. Any time the 

word ñmotherò or ñmomò fell into the air between themðfrom anybodyôs lipsðthey both 

took an involuntary pause the way a man whose lost his arm does when he hears the 

word ñhand.ò The way a woman without a womb reacts when she hears the word ñchild.ò  

 Dave thought about telling Chris what their father had finally confessed to him 

about their mother before he died, but instead, he asked a question. 

 ñDo you still think about Mom sometimes, Chris? I mean, do you even remember 

her enough to think of her?ò 

 Chris shrugged.  

 ñI donôt know. I donôt remember her so well, but sometimes I think I have 

memories of her. I think of her...ò 

 Dave flicked a grain of salt across the table absently.  

 ñI wonder how we would have turned out differently if sheôd been around.ò 

 Chris shoved his hands in his pockets. Of course he was thinking of his mother a 

lot these days. He was sick, and who else did you think of when you were sick but your 

mother? Theyôd never had someone to cook them chicken soup and take their 
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temperature, but somehow he still felt like he hadðand that he wanted that back now 

that he was facing illness. But he never would have said that aloud to Dave.  

 ñI guess weôll never know,ò he said, trying to act dismissive. 

 After the pause, Dave was first to speak, turning the conversation back to 

Terence Ambrose now that Chris was proving so unwilling to open up.ò 

 ñIôm checking in to let you know what the response is like.ò 

 ñWhat? With me and Mom? I donôt get it.ò 

 ñNot with you and Mom,ò Dave said, taking his turn to act dismissive. ñWith 

Terence.ò 

 Chris sneered and blew a straw wrapper off a straw like a first-grader.  

 ñIôm sure your avid art enthusiasts will appreciate Sir Terenceôs work. He was a 

decent artist in his time. And youôre a decent salesman yourself. I hope you make 

millions off of it.ò 

 Dave frowned, knowing he could toss around the sarcasm as well as his brother 

could.   

 ñYeah. Because money is what this is all about.ò 

 Chris leaned back in the booth, letting Daveôs news really sink in.  

 ñAre you gonna show that kidôs stuff too?ò 

 ñYes. Heôs got some very interesting pieces. And, of course, Iôll be showing 

Chantelôs and Averyôs work too.ò 

 Chris snickered and nicknamed his hatreds. 

 ñBitch and nimrod,ò Chris said. ñIôm sure youôll do well to sell them. And the kid...ò  
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 Chrisô eyes drifted out the window to the street, which seemed oddly calm and 

peaceful compared to the cluttered, cramped rush hour diner. He felt a temporary calm 

settle over him.  

 ñJust tell him to paint whatôs in his heart. Tell him not to waste time doing 

anything else. Because one day he might not find his pulse.ò 

 Dave nodded and stuffed his wallet back in his pocket. ñSir Terence couldnôt 

have said it any better.ò 

 Watching Chrisô eyes mist over, Dave wanted to reach across the table and pat 

his hand. But Chris was already sliding out of the booth, back to his defensive self.  

 ñDonôt worry,ò he said, grabbing Daveôs shake and taking one last long, 

obnoxious sip. ñIôm not going to have a moment.ò He hopped up. ñI plan on having 

several of them.ò 

 As the brothers walked out, Dave followed Chris through the maze of booths and 

wait staff and customers. They both sent their focus in other directions, exhausted by 

the constant tug of war that had become their relationship. Dave glanced at the waitress 

one last timeðanother anonymous woman heôd enjoyed admiring but whom heôd never 

meet. Like the paintings he sold, something beautiful to look at that he could never quite 

possess or conjure himself. He was no artist.  

 Chris was thinking of a woman too. One that kept coming back to his mind. He 

felt guilty, almost, that she wasnôt Kelly. Heôd been committed for so long to Kellyôs 

ghost, that it didnôt feel right to devote energy to any other. But there was something 

about Grace that was haunting him, calling him back.  
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Chapter Five 

 

 Grace stood at the bedroom door and watched as her five-year-old son Eric 

stalled and postponed getting into bed. His protests went over Graceôs head as she 

couldn't help but gaze at his bright blue eyes. If she really listened, she knew he would 

try her patience. But all she could think as she stood there staring at him was: Did I 

really make this beautiful boy? Could that be possible? 

          In this day and age, if anyone asked what she was most proud of, she probably 

should have said her career. After all, sheôd put herself through nursing school while 

working at a jewelry store at the mallðno help from the parents whoôd pretty much 

disowned her after sheôd had a child out of wedlock. But the thing she was most proud 

of was being a mother. She relished coming home at night to his round little face and 

those blue, searching eyes that looked at life as if it were something to be eaten. 

Everything excited him, everything was something new to be learned. Through Eric, she 

relived her own childhood in many ways. Or, better yet, found a better childhood than 

sheôd had. Her parents were stern and opinionated. They felt children should be seen 

and not heard, certainly not indulged by too many hugs and kisses that would turn them 

rotten.  
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 Grace intended to make Eric rotten with hugs and kisses. If affection was a 

crime, she was guilty. She was not able to afford much else for him on her salary, but 

love was one thing sheôd never run out of. 

 Eric continued to march around his little bed as if issuing orders to an unseen 

army. She couldn't help but laugh to herself and watch him in all his earnestness, 

marching back and forth, pointing and making faces, throwing his blanket around. 

 ñBut I don't want to go to bed yet.ò 

 Play time's over, she thought. Back to being a responsible parent. Love had to be 

tough sometimes too, or else it would turn a kid rotten. 

 ñI am going to count to three and if you're not in bed, I am going to take away one 

of your privileges.ò 

 Eric began a token protest. 

 ñBut...ò 

 She started. 

 ñOne...Two...ò 

 She was amazed at how well this usually worked, how the child bought into the 

whole construct. The countdown was a kind of menacing climax for which the child had 

no recourse or skills at reacting to other than compliance. Rebelling at the count never 

occurred to him?  

 Eric flopped onto his bed and sighed. Grace knelt beside him to tuck him in. 

 ñNow you get some sleep,ò Grace said, shortly before kissing him. ñI love you.ò 

 ñI love you too.ò 
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 Grace walked to the door and turned around for one last look. 

 ñGood night.ò 

 Eric was already nuzzling into the pillow, the comforters up around his ears, his 

little pink mouth slack with sleepiness.  

 Grace shut off the light. 

 Her boyfriend Philip was sitting in the living room. She could see the back of his 

head and the back of the couch. He was watching television, flipping quickly from 

channel to channel. The constant flashing annoyed her.  How can he decide when he 

goes so fast? And why are we always watching TV when we have so little time 

together?  

 If Philip were a child, she would have taken away his remote and ordered him to 

pay attention to her. But he was so obviously a man. He was tall and broad-shouldered 

with salt and pepper hair and cat-like green eyes. He was handsome and charming, the 

kind of man you might see on a commercial for expensive cologne. Grace sometimes 

thought that if his current career took a wrong turn, he might take a shot at a second 

career as a male modelðthe older, sophisticated man who hardly knew what effect he 

had on women. That was his charm. And it was almost irresistible.  

 ñYou look like a game show contestant desperately trying to ring in,ò Grace said as 

she came up to the couch behind him. 

 ñI'd probably have a better chance getting a question right than finding something 

decent to watch,ò Philip grumbled, not even turning around. 
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 Grace decided to try out treating him like she would Eric after all. Maybe that was 

the key sheôd been looking for these last months as he continued to tune her out.  

 She took the remote from him and turned off the television. When he protested, 

she just smiled him down. His salt-and-pepper hair fell to one side. She brushed it away 

and kissed his forehead. He was a tall man, taller than average, so even when she sat 

on his lap, she had to stretch her neck up to kiss him.  

 ñNow we can talk,ò she said. 

 ñTalk?ò Philip hesitated. ñTalk about what?ò 

 He had the feeling that his remote had been taken away from him just as he was 

about to find the show he was looking for. Some great escape from all the pressure he 

was facing. Maybe a comedyðsome old John Candy film. Or Chevy Chase. He could 

really go for something just downright stupid and funny right then. Instead, he had a 

feeling, things were about to get serious.  

 He looked down at Grace, whose delicate face was tilted up to his. Man, she is 

gorgeous, he thought. Small, tilting eyes, thick blonde hair, a perfect straight nose and 

full lips. And yet she wasnôt your typical ñblonde.ò Her face was full of intelligence and 

compassion. Those were the things heôd fallen in love with all those years ago when he 

was just starting out in law and she was still a student. He rarely told her this, but the 

very sight of her face could still take his breath away.  

 ñYou know,ò She smiled coyly. ñWhat I've been trying to talk about for, say, the last 

two years.ò 

 ñOh...ò Philip paused. ñI really am tired Grace and now is probably not a great time. 
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Why can't we just relax?ò 

 Relax! she thought. 

 Philip went in for a kiss, and continued to speak. 

 ñYes, relax and...ò 

 He pushed his mouth against hers, pulled her closer to him. 

 Grace pulled away. 

 ñYou don't get off that easy Mister.ò 

 Philip tried to kiss her again, rubbing his face into her bosom. 

 ñWe'll talk about it tomorrow, I promise,ò he said. 

 The smile on Grace's face turned to a look of frustration. She put her hands on his 

shoulders and held him at arms length. 

 ñGee, I must be having deja vu for the thousandth time.ò 

 Philip heard the annoyance in her voice. Yep. This was definitely not going to be a 

comedy night.  

 ñReally sweetheart, we'll talk about it tomorrow after my meeting,ò he snapped. 

Couldnôt she just see that he was bone tired? Had she ever heard of tired? Somehow 

she managed to work and be a mom, and yet she was always ready to go another 

round. Who even had the energy for this at the end of the day?  

 ñAnd after tomorrow's meeting, what will pop up next?ò she asked. 

 Philip turned to indignation. 

 ñThat's not fair. You know I'm in the middle of this election, and I'm under a lot of 

stress.ò 
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 ñStress?ò she said, raising her voice. ñAm I part of your stress? You know, my 

nagging and all...ò 

 Philip dropped his head.  

 ñNo, no.ò 

 ñThen what is it Phil?ò she sighed. ñWe've been dating for four years and you still 

can't decide whether you want to marry me or not.ò 

 ñGrace...ò he started with hands raised. 

 But she interrupted him with a laugh. 

 ñDating! I'm about to turn 35 and I'm still dating,ò she said, and then turned around 

to an imaginary audience. ñGod, I feel like a teenager!ò 

 Philip actually worried that Eric would hear them fighting in the other room. He 

didnôt want to scare the kid, and he knew Grace wouldnôt want to either. He lowered his 

voice, hoping sheôd lower hers too. 

 ñI do want to marry you,ò he said. ñI love you and Eric. I just want the timing to be 

right, that's all. 

 Grace looked into his dark brown eyes. 

 ñTell me Phil,ò Grace said, extending her scan to his entire face. ñWhen will the 

timing ever be right? If and when you win the election and become senator, will that 

make you ready for me and Eric? To really commit? Because I have a little boy who 

needs a father, a family. I canôt do this to him forever, keep him wondering when Uncle 

Philip is going to decide to commit to us.ò 
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 She got off of Philipôs lap and grabbed the unopened wine bottle from the coffee 

table in front of them. 

 ñYes, letôs just have a glass of wine,ò Philip reasoned. ñAnd talk about this later.ò 

 ñLater, right. Iôm like a freaking bottle of wine ready to have its cork popped, Philip!ò 

 They stared at one another in silence, the wine bottle hanging from Graceôs hand.  

 ñDid you really just say that?ò Philip asked. ñBecause it sounded kind of funny 

and...kind of sexy too in a weird way.ò 

 He got up off the couch, went to Grace, and wrapped his arms around her.  

 Grace pretended to struggle, but ended up smiling into his shoulder. ñI guess it did 

sound kind of funny,ò she said. She looked up into his face. ñBut did you say sexy too?ò 

 ñI did,ò Philip answered, kissing her neck. ñI said ókind of sexy.ôò 

 ñIf you go to full-on sexy, this conversation might actually be going somewhere,ò 

she told him, lifting her face to his.  

 ñOh, itôs full-on sexy now,ò he grinned romantically, moving his lips along her 

throat. ñWeôre both really stressed. I think we need some stress relief, donôt you?ò 

 Grace managed to get the wine bottle back onto the coffee table before Philip 

swept her up into his arms.  

 ñBut...Eric,ò Grace whispered into his ear. ñHe might not be asleep yet.ò  

 ñWeôll be very quiet,ò Philip promised, laying her down on the couch.  

 ñWell, according to your TV advertisement, youôre a man who keeps his promises,ò 

Grace said, reaching up for him, pulling him to her.  
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 ñVote for me,ò Philip answered, laying his body along the length of hers. ñI always 

deliver.ò 

  

 

*** 

 

 In the morning when Grace awoke, she rolled over, reaching for Philip. Instead of 

finding his warm body next to hers, she found cold bed sheets. She rolled over and 

checked the clock. Five AM. How could he possibly have had time to get enough sleep? 

She flopped back on her pillow, disappointed.  

 It was Saturday, which was her day off that week. Sheôd imagined waking up 

early to cook a proper breakfast of eggs, bacon, toast, the whole works for her two men.  

Eric had hardly ever got much more than cereal, toast, and orange juice these days 

before being whisked him off to daycare on weekdays. And even on weekends since 

she had been working so many Saturday-Sunday shifts lately. Last night, as she drifted 

off to sleep, she imagined Eric sitting at the small kitchenette table next to Philip, who 

was talking to Eric about one of Ericôs many interests: cartoons, bugs, 

superheroes...She wanted so badly for Eric to have a father-figure in his life, and Philip 

was a good man, but he was just absent so often. She worried whether she should even 

let him stay overðit might confuse Eric in the long-run. But awhile back, sheôd been so 

certain their relationship was going to turn into marriage, she caved and let him start 
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living there half the time. Now, as her hand rested against the bed sheets where his 

body should have been, she wondered if it had all been a big mistake.  

 Sure, they still had passion in the bedroom, but what else was there really? And 

was there enough of it? 

 Grace heard a small knock at the door. She sat up just in time to see Eric peek 

his little head in.  

 ñMommy?ò 

 ñYes, sweetie. Come on in.ò 

 He threw open the door and raced for the bed, jumping up onto the mattress and 

bouncing up and down in his little bare feet.  

 ñItôs Saturday!ò he shouted. ñCartoons!! Can you turn on the TV for me?ò 

 Grace grabbed him and bundled him in her arms.  

 ñCartoons? Nobody told me you liked stinky old cartoons!ò 

 Eric wrestled and giggled in her arms. ñYes I do like cartoons. You know Mommy. 

You know I do!ò 

 ñNo way. I never did know that,ò she laughed, planting kisses all over his face as 

he squealed in delight.  

 Finally, she released him, and he bounced off the edge of the bed onto his feet, 

hitting the floor with a soft smack. His hair was a mess, his pajamas all twisted around 

his small body.  

 Grace laughed.  

 ñYou look like a little cartoon yourself.ò 
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 He threw his arms over his head. ñUnh, unh. Iôm a superhero.ò  

 ñA superhero? Now youôre telling me you like superheroes? Whoôs your favorite 

superhero?ò 

 Eric kept his arms over his head as he stood and pondered the question. 

 ñUmmm. I like Superman and Spiderman and...I like to make up my own 

sometimes.ò 

 ñYou do? What does the favorite superhero youôve made up look like?ò 

 ñHe has a black mask and...green tights...and black boots...and he flies!ò 

 With his arms up, Eric started to run in circles around the room, pretending to fly.  

 ñOf course he flies! How did I not know that?ò 

 Grace jumped up and chased Eric around the room until they were both 

exhausted from laughter. Eric flopped on the bed and allowed himself to be caught. 

Grace lay on her side next to him and tickled his tummy with her fingertips.  

 ñNo mommy!ò he laughed. ñTime for breakfast. Time for cartoons!ò 

 ñOh, thatôs right,ò Grace said. ñI forgot. Now fly your way on into the kitchen and 

letôs get some breakfast to have with those cartoons.ò 

 ñYay!ò Eric cheered. He threw his arms back over his head again, seeming to 

have replenished his energy already.  

 As Eric flew out of the room ahead of her, Grace pushed herself off the bed, 

thinking if Philip didnôt appreciate her, at least someone still found her useful and 

wanted her around.   
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Chapter Six 

 

 Chris sat on the bench, close to the front doors of the hospital. He watched 

several nurses, orderlies and patients puffing away on their cigarettes. Do people in 

health care really still smoke like this? he thought. Isnôt it like a requirement that people 
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in charge of othersô health beéwelléhealthy? He guessed everyone had their vices. 

And who was he to judgeðheôd had a profession where you were expected to indulge 

in vices. Everybody knew artists were hedonistic, hungry, drunk, raving lunatics. It was 

par for the course.  

 He laughed to himself. Nice to have a stereotype to fall back on for excuses.  

His father certainly had. Heôd been an artist in his own rightða guitarist who spent more 

time getting drunk in bars than playing in them. But according to Dave heôd been a 

decent musician in his own time. Chris wondered if people would say that about him 

one dayðthat heôd been decent before he went on the fritz. He also wondered if his 

mother had been artistic. Maybe that was why sheôd run offðif she had run off. Maybe 

she was living with a band of bohemians somewhere in Arizona or Seattle. He liked to 

think of her that way; it was the only way he could endure the fact that she abandoned 

themðif she were an artist whose blood told her she must be free. 

 Dave would have scoffed at his romanticizing their mother. He seemed to know 

something Chris did not, but Chris had never had the guts to ask about it. In his heart of 

hearts, he didnôt want his fantasies shattered, as pathetic as they were.   

 Briefly, Dave came into his mind. How is he doing in London? Chris wondered. 

How is he making out with his Terence Ambrose venture? Does anyone even give a rip 

about that guy anymore? To Chris, the name Terence Ambrose called up all sorts of 

emotions. He thought of Terence Ambrose as his nemesis. The guy he could have 

been. Or once was. Or something. The guy Kelly thought was such hot stuff, who she 
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drooled and fawned over, calling him a master. The guy whose work he couldnôt quite 

match these days.  

 Not that Chris was even trying to paint anymore. Talk about futile. The tumor 

must have eaten that part of his brain.  

 And so he obsessed with other things now, apparently, he thought to himself. 

Like nurses heôd only seen once in his whole life.  

 He held a piece of paper in his left hand that read: Grace. It wasnôt that he 

couldnôt remember it otherwise. What other word had filled his head for the past week? 

He could think of almost nothing else. Maybe it was some weird thing he was going 

through, he told himself. A reaction to his so-called situation. He had made a profession 

of obsessing over beautiful things. Now, maybe that obsession was one more freaky 

way of coping.  

 At least heôd controlled himself a little. Heôd waited a couple of weeks to come 

here looking for her. What with the doctorôs appointment and all the rest, really, this was 

the first chance heôd had. 

 Even suspecting that in the back of his mind, Chris didnôt care. The letters of her 

name, the sound of the ñrò rolling into the ñaò and finishing with the ñcò which fell like a 

whisper from the tongueðAh, Grace. What is it about you? 

 Chris pulled the zipper on his coat up to his throat as the afternoon air became 

chilly with the fading sun. He checked his watch and was about to collect himself when 

Grace came outside. 

 He watched her take out a cigarette and light it. She smokes? That was a 
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surprise. Somehow it made her more human, and he wasnôt sure whether that was a 

good thing or not. Heôd just been criticizing health care workers who smoked, but 

somehow, he thought he could probably forgive her anything. Of course, it didnôt 

diminish her beauty as it did in some women. Her blonde hair was swept back into a 

thick ponytail that brushed across her shoulders. The curves of her body were 

undeniable, even through the baggy light blue scrubs she wore. Chris followed her 

every move with his eyes. Man, she was as beautiful as he remembered. 

 She made her way across the lawn to a green bench, all the time making small 

talk with another nurse who had auburn hair and wore scrubs with little cats all over 

them. What was it with scrubs anyway? he thought. Yes, he got the point about comfort, 

but his artistic eye almost couldnôt bear how they hid the female form. Or how some 

people thought since they were already baggy they might as well have tacky, childish 

designs on them too. Cats?! On a grown woman? Yes, he was being a jerk again. But 

asking him to look at those was like asking a musician to listen to Muzak. In short, it 

messed with his mind; it was like nails on the chalkboard.  

 Chris told himself to pull it together. Grace looked perfectly wonderful in her 

outfit, so heôd just have to visually block out the eyesore that was her friend.  

 As he watched them lean toward one another in close conversation, laughing 

and shaking their heads at things theyôd been dealing with that day, Chris agonized 

whether to make his approach. It took him several minutes to muster the courage, all 

along thinking: She's going to leave any second. You need to get up and go over to her 

now! 
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Finally, he pushed himself off the bench and began the odyssey across the yard. 

 He whispered to himself as he walked: ñStrength and courage. Strength and 

courage.ò 

 Somehow his feet carried him over to where Grace sat. He stopped in front of her. 

She was looking at the ground and did not notice him at first. She saw his shoe tip, an 

entire foot and finally a leg in front of her. Surprised, she looked up, putting her hand to 

her forehead to shield her eyes from the sun. When she did, he smiled down nervously 

at her, but she did not recognize him. 

 ñHi,ò Chris said. He nodded to the other nurse to acknowledge her, but it was clear 

he was there to see Grace. 

 ñHi,ò Grace replied cautiously. He had a familiar face, but she couldnôt place it. 

 ñCome here often?ò He pointed at her cigarette and then the other smokers. 

ñI mean to the cancer ward.ò 

 She looked at him and exhaled smoke. She was not amused. Who was this guy?

 ñThe last of a few nasty habits,ò she said, as she butted the cigarette out on the 

ground, keeping the butt in her fingers to drop in the trash by the hospital entrance.  

 The nurse with the cats all over her gave him a disapproving look. Sheôs one of 

those, huh? The scrappy friend and workmate? Chris decided to act like he wasnôt 

burning holes in her with his eyes.  

 Grace wasnôt giving him a great look either. When he lingered there awkwardly, 

she looked like she wasnôt sure if he was going to mug her or sit in her lap. Either way, it 

was creepy. 
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 She glanced at the auburn-haired nurse to give her the ñletôs goò signal, and they 

both stood. ñI better get back to work,ò she said. 

  ñI saw you the other night,ò Chris offered hurriedly, trying to keep her there. 

 ñExcuse me.ò 

 ñI saw you the other night taking care of that older man.ò 

 Grace looked confused. 

 ñI was the guy you looked at.ò 

 ñThe guy I looked at? I look at a lot of guys. The hospital is full of male patients.ò 

 Grace was shocked into a sort of paralysis, and sarcasm was her default mode at 

times like this.  

 What is going on? she thought. Heôs cute, but is this some kook that Iôm gonna 

have to have hauled away by security?  

 Then it hit her. She saw him in her minds eye. This was the guy sheôd seen that 

day in the hallway. She hadnôt recognized him at first. She hadnôt actually noticed many 

details about him that day. Instead, heôd just given her...a feeling. The sight of him 

standing in the hallway with the sunlight down around him from skylight had unnerved 

her. She couldnôt help but stare, feeling like, well, that somehow he was there to see 

her. It had taken her a second or two to snap back to her patient, to realize the man she 

was staring at was a patient too.  

 So, this is weird. What is he doing here? 
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 ñOh yeah, I do remember.ò 

 Chris was amazed at this flicker of recognition. He wore the same look of surprise 

as Graceôs friend. 

 ñYou remember,ò He smiled. 

 The other nurse, Anne, squeezed Graceôs elbow. Chris had made a good guess 

about her personality. She was a scrappy friendðno-nonsense, protective, suspicious. 

Not bad looking now that Chris saw her up front. In fact, Dave would have liked her a 

lot, he thought. Dave liked brunettes with brown eyes and long limbs. And Dave would 

forgive the scrubs. He was a pushover that way. 

 ñIôm going back in. You coming?ò Anne asked Grace, tossing Chris an 

unmistakable look that said ñback off.ò 

 Grace eyed Chris up and down. Yes, she remembered their eyes locking, that brief 

moment of recognition. Today, he looked showered, dressed in better clothes, a blue 

button-down shirt un-tucked over clean jeans and new tennis shoes. Handsome, she 

thought. Even if his approach and his off-color jokes about cancer werenôt too 

appealing. Still, there was something about him that made her stay.  

 ñIôll be right in,ò she told Anne. ñIôm fine.ò 

 Anne hesitated, throwing her negative vibe in Chrisô direction.  

 ñAlright,ò she said slowly. ñBut Iôll be right inside the door waiting.ò 

 Chris lowered his head to hide his smile. He kind of like Anneôs grumpy 

protectiveness. In the long run, he decided he would win her over. After, of course, he 

won Grace.  
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 Once Anne had moved a few feet away, glancing back once to make sure Grace 

was OK, Grace crossed her arms and stared at Chris.  

 ñLooks like you had a little too much to drink the other night.ò 

 ñMy reputation precedes me.ò 

 ñWell, not much of it. Thatôs all I know.ò 

 ñYeah, well drinking is the last of my nasty habits.ò 

 Grace looked at the cigarette butt she still held in her fingers.  

 ñRight,ò she smiled. ñGood one. I guess weôve all got our little flaws.ò 

 Chris felt his palms sweat. He knew he was about to go a bit clumsy. 

Grace watched him shifting from foot to foot in the grass and waited for him to say 

something else, but it looked like his mind had gone somewhere else temporarily. She 

started to think maybe she shouldôve gone back with Anne. The other smokers had 

drifted away one by one, and Grace and Chris found themselves in the courtyard alone. 

 ñWell, I better get back before Gatekeeper Natalie sends out the Rangers to find 

me.ò 

 ñNatalie,ò Chris said, grasping at straws. ñI know Natalie. The General.ò 

 Grace laughed, knowing exactly what he meant. Young Natalie tried to prove 

herself by being a stickler for the rules.  

 ñThe General,ò she said. ñYouôre funny.ò 

 ñI have my moments,ò Chris said, shoving his hands in his pockets to keep his 

hands from flinging about excitedly. She thinks Iôm funny! ñAnd you, whatôs your thing?ò 

 ñMy thing?ò 
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 ñYeah. Natalieôs the general. Your friend that just left is the tough girl. Iôm the funny 

weird guy. Whatôs your thing?ò 

 ñIôménothing,ò Grace answered. ñIôméa mom.ò 

 ñA mom? As in mothering to your patients?ò 

 ñMaybe. But mostly as in mothering to my son.ò 

 ñYou have a son?ò 

 ñYep.ò 

 Normally, this would be the part where a man who thought he was interested 

suddenly thought better of it. But as far as Grace could tell, Chris didnôt seem bothered 

by it at all.  

 For Chrisô part, he forgot to be nervous about the fact that this woman was 

obviously more mature and settled than he was. He was just enthused to find out more 

about her.  

 ñI bet youôre a good mom,ò he said. ñI can tell.ò 

 What did he know about mothers? But he felt what he said was the truth. She had 

a gentle, nurturing air about her. A kindness. A patience. Why else would she still be 

standing here talking to some nut like him? 

 ñWelléthanks,ò Grace said.  

 She was thinking that was such an odd thing for a stranger to say, but she kind of 

liked it too. Had Philip ever told her he thought she was a good mother? She couldnôt 

remember. Certainly, her own parents had never said that. Theyôd never even bothered 

to meet their own grandson. So all the pride she felt at being a good mom got stuffed 
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deep down. Wow. She hadnôt even realized that until Chris said those simple words to 

her.  

 She gave him a long look.  

 ñI have a feeling youôre more than just the funny guy,ò she said, trying to return the 

compliment.  

 Chrisô face lit up, and she wondered if sheôd gone too far.  

 ñBut I better go,ò Grace said. ñIôm really late. Breakôs way over.ò 

 ñAnd youôre Miss Reliable too, right?ò 

 He was right, but Grace was worried about encouraging him now. She didnôt quite 

understand where this was all going.  

 ñI guess so,ò she said. She offered Chris a half-smile as she turned for the 

entrance. 

 Chris knew heôd been stalling and making an awkward mess of the whole thing. 

But now that she was so close to him, he couldnôt just let her slip away. He felt 

noticeably desperate and spit out the only words he could think of. 

 ñHow 'bout a cup of pie and a slice of coffee sometime?ò 

 Grace raised her eyebrows and turned around. 

 ñDid I just hear you right?ò 

 Chris managed to laugh nervously at his error.  

 ñProbably not because it didn't come out quite right.ò 

 ñDidn't sound like it. I thought maybe Funny Guy just asked Miss Reliable out for 

coffee. I mean, it would be a funny thing to do, but you gotta know a reliable person like 
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myself wouldnôt agree to go anywhere with a total stranger.ò 

 Chris looked impressed.  

 ñYouôve got some funny in you too,ò he said.  

 Their eyes met for a longer period, and she sensed an honest and innocent 

longing with Chris. But what did he want from her? What was it he was looking for? Like 

she had the other day, she found herself lost in his eyes. There was something there, 

something she felt was importantðor could be.  

 She thought of Philip, of Eric. She couldnôt be irresponsible like this, standing here 

staring into some strange manôs eyes. What would Eric think if he could see her? What 

would Philip and all his campaign cronies think? This was the stuff of scandals. Or at 

least the way scandalous things began. And as frustrated as she was with Philip and all 

his nonsense and procrastination sometimes, she loved him enough not to compromise 

his dreams. Didnôt she? 

 She broke off their stare. Chris could have stared forever. 

 ñAnd the verdict is?ò 

 ñThanks for the invitation, but I'm involved with someone.ò 

 Grace turned for the entrance once again. 

 ñOh,ò Chris answered, temporarily stunned. ñSoédump him?ò 

 Grace laughed at the audacity of this guy. She hadnôt been hit on like this since 

college.  

 ñSorry,ò she said. ñAs much as he gets on my nerves sometimes, I think he's a 

keeper.ò 
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 Chris shoulders drooped, but he noticed something. 

 ñNo ring?ò 

 Grace looked down at her hand. 

 ñYeah, I still haven't seen one either.ò Now this was getting too personal. ñI have to 

go.ò 

 For the first time in their conversation, Chris detected an in-road. As Grace turned 

again to leave, he felt hopeful somehowðeven though everything had gone all wrong.  

 ñIt was great to meet you, Miss Reliable.ò 

 Grace gave him a quick smile and headed back toward the hospital.  

 ñLater, Funny Guy.ò 

 Chris watched her make her way up the winding sidewalk and couldn't help a 

nervous outburst of emotion. 

 ñYou have eyes that sing!ò 

 Who was he all of a sudden? Chris wondered. He sounded more like his dashing, 

womanizing brother Dave, always ready with the come-ons. But he knew sheôd 

understand how he intended itða truth tempered with humor. He would have been just 

as happy if sheôd have cracked up laughing with him at the ridiculousness of the whole 

situation. As long as she reacted somehow.  

   He whispered, ñLook back. Look back. Look back. C'mon, look back.ò 

 Then, just before disappearing through the sliding doors, Grace looked back over 

her shoulder and smiled at him. 

 ñSweet!ò Chris jumped up and pumped his fist. ñYes.ò 
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Chapter Seven 

 

 Philip dictated a memo to an intern, who looked less than enthused. She flipped 

her pad over and continued to write. 

 ñI know Sheila,ò he said sympathetically. ñYou'd rather be home, but I promise this 

won't take much longer.ò 

 Sheila wasnôt really ready to be home. She loved the hum and buzz of the busy 

office, and she would have spent all her time there if she could. But she was still a 

college student with notes to study and papers to write, and she was having trouble 

managing both her college career and her political interests these days.  

 The good thing was that Sheila fit right in with the campaign. In fact, she was 

hoping when she had graduated that she could work for Philipðbecause, of course, he 

was going to win. He deserved to. Unlike most sleazeballs in politics, he was an honest 



 

 

 

 
PETER ANDREW SACCO 

RETURN TO GRACE 67  

man. Driven and ambitious, yes. But honest. They had a good working relationship. He 

saw that she was honest too, and hardworking, so he gave her plenty of responsibility. 

In turn, she had promised to ñkeep him grounded.ò Philip had recognized in the young 

intern something he saw a lot of in the younger generation these daysðintegrity and 

straightforwardness, coupled with compassion. He liked that. And so he trusted Sheila 

to tell him how she really saw things when everyone else around him were being a yes-

men.  

 Today, they were working on the next leg of his campaign when his campaign 

manager popped his head in with a message. 

 ñLine one. Your girl.ò 

 Philip stared at the phone with its blinking light and pondered whether to take the 

call or not. It wasnôt that he didnôt want so badly to hear her voice. It was just that he and 

Sheila had been on a roll, getting things organized.  

 Finally, he snatched up the receiver. 

 ñGrace?ò 

 On her end, Grace leaned against the wall near the nurseôs station.  

 ñYes, hi honey. Just checking to see what the plan is for tonight.ò 

 Philip wished heôd beat her to this call. He checked his watch. Where did all the 

time go? 

 ñWell, I was going to call you, GracieéI actually have to work later than I thought 

tonight.ò 
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 On the other end of the phone, Grace rolled her eyes. Is he really going to do this? 

Seriously? Again? 

 ñPhilip...ò 

 Philip jumped in before she could continue admonishing him.  

 ñItôs nothing I have control over,ò he said, feeling guilty. ñYouôll...weôll just have to 

deal with it. This is life.ò 

 ñThis is life?ò Grace questioned angrily. 

 ñI didnôt mean it that way...ò Philip started.  

 But Grace was already too hot to slow down.  

 ñIt's Friday, Philip, and Eric is at a sleepover. You were supposed to come and get 

me at work. This was my one childless night of the month.ò 

 Sheila stood as if she was going to go and give Philip some privacy, but he 

motioned for her to sit back down. Sheôd heard these conversations before. 

 ñI know, sweetie, but I have to meet with some members of city council for drinks. 

Proctor says most of them are in my corner and want to see me make senator.ò 

 ñThat's great Philip,ò Grace huffed into the phone. ñBut what about us?ò 

 Philip felt awful. He hated how this all affected Grace. He loved her, but he couldnôt 

make her understand. If she could just hold out a little longer, heôd make it all up to her. 

Sheôd make a great senatorôs wife. She had poise and intelligence. He suspected the 

public would find a nurse an utterly charming choice. A former nurse. Sheôd probably 

have to retire, of course, in order to support him on the campaign trail and throughout 

his career, but theyôd get to that conversation another time. He knew sheôd always 
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wanted to be a full-time mom to Eric, so he assumed sheôd be thrilled to have the 

freedom to quit her job.  

 ñUs is very important, and once this is over, we will have more us time, I promise.ò 

 Grace thought briefly about shutting down, hanging up, but didn't. 

She held the phone to her ear and briefly thought about telling Philip all about the man 

sheôd just met. The man who was obviously interested in her, who wanted to get to 

know her so badly, he jumped at the chance to ask her to coffee.  

 ñAre you there, sweetheart?ò Philip asked.  

 Sheila looked like she wanted to try getting out of there again, but Philip motioned 

to her again with his hand, and she pretended to jot down something very important on 

her pad to distract her. 

 ñYes, but do you want me to be there?ò Grace complained. ñDoes it even matter?ò 

 ñOf course I do. And of course it matters.ò Philip turned away from Sheila, finally 

embarrassed to be talking in front of her. ñI miss you.ò 

 He did. But he needed her to understand too. He didnôt want to keep having this 

same argument. 

 Grace didnôt want to argue anymore either. She was tired of it. Tired all the way to 

her bones.  

 ñI miss you too, but I feel like I just don't matter.ò 

 Miss Reliable. The nickname took on a more negative meaning for her now. Philip 

expected her to be there waiting for him. Old Faithful. Waiting and dependable. 

 Philip lowered his voice, suddenly wishing he had let Sheila slip out for a second. 
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 ñOh baby, don't say that. You mean the world to me. I'll tell you what. I will only 

meet them for one drink and then I will come by immediately after the meeting and we 

can have the whole night together. How does that sound?ò 

 It didnôt sound as convincing as it was meant to be. But Grace knew he was trying. 

He was a good man. And who else could she blame at this point? As much as she 

complained, she hadnôt the nerve to leave. 

 ñI guess I'll take you any way I can.ò 

 ñYou're a doll, sweetie. I love you, and I promise it will all be over soon.ò 

 This was how he always got her in the end; he made it sound like they were on the 

same team. That it was life getting in their way and if they stuck together they couldð

eventuallyðbe a great couple. With Philip, she imagined a better life for Eric, a life she 

knew sheôd never be capable of on her own. Eric could go to the best schools, safe 

schools. He could get a wonderful education and have a solid male figure in his life. 

Because, if nothing else, Philip loved Eric and was good to him. A good role model.  

 ñOne more month feels like an eternity,ò Grace finally said. 

 Hearing the need in her voice, Philip hurried to calm her. ñItôll just fly by and then 

we can do the things you want.ò 

 Grace wanted to believe him. She had to. ñOkay. So Iôll see you later then?ò 

 Philip didnôt want to get into that right now. He knew he might have to work through 

the night and not see her at all, but he knew telling Grace that right now would just start 

this conversation over again. So he didnôt respond to her question. 
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 ñMiss you,ò he told Grace sincerely. 

 Grace submitted. ñMiss you too.ò 

 With that, they hung up. Grace went back to her patients, and Philip turned back 

toward Sheila, who was thinking sheôd heard it all in her short life as a secretary. When 

Philip seemed ready to go again, Sheila was ready too. But then Philip hesitated. 

 ñDid I sound like a jerk just then?ò he asked Sheila, really wanting a second 

opinion. 

 ñYou're a real smooth talker,ò Sheila offered, afraid to meet her bossôs eyes. Even 

though he was a good boss and easy to work for, she knew this might be going over the 

line.  

 ñA smooth talker?ò Philip asked. ñIs that a bad thing?ò 

 Sheila put down her pencil. 

  ñCan I be totally honest?ò 

 ñOf course.ò 

 ñItôs just that when you talk to your girlfriend you sound like, you know, 

a...politician.ò  

 ñI am a politician,ò he laughed, but he was really trying to hear what she was 

saying too. Heôd had so much trouble figuring out what Grace wanted lately that he 

needed a little female advice.  

 Sheila nodded.  

 ñI know. But I mean...are you a politician all the time?ò 
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 Philip sat down on the edge of his desk. All of a sudden, this young intern seemed 

to have knowledge that he needed, and he recognized that. Maybe he shouldnôt even 

be talking to her this wayðabout personal thingsðbut he couldnôt help himself. He was 

sure a woman, even a young one, could help him solve his most pressing problem.  

 ñIôm not...I donôt know. Youôre still going to have to clarify what you mean.ò 

 Sheila felt proud that her boss actually wanted her opinion, and since she was 

eager to please him, she wanted to say the right thing. To her, the right thing was 

always the truth, even if you had to sweeten the way you delivered the message.  

 ñI just wonder when I listen to you sometimes on the phone...Are you trying to con 

her into something?ò 

 ñCon her? Is that what politicians do? Do I normally sound like a con man?ò 

 ñActually, you sound like a really genuine person when you go around 

campaigning. And you are a really nice, genuine person. But...sometimes when you talk 

to Grace, you sound like youôre, like, I donôt know...trying to sell her on some idea that 

sheôs not buying.ò 

 Sheilaôs words rang true for Philip somehow and he wanted to talk more.  

 ñSo whatôs my con then? What am I selling?ò 

 Sheila blushed.  

 ñI donôt know. Maybe the idea that she should take what she can get until this 

whole campaign is over.ò 

 The words hit Philip like a strong blow to the gut.  

 ñDoes it really sound that bad? That I think she should just take what she can get?ô 
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 He chewed his lip in concern, watched Sheilaôs face like she was going to drop a 

golden egg full of answers into his lap.  

 Seeing the distress in his face, Sheila worried that sheôd gone too far.  

 ñNo, no. Itôs not that bad. I overstated it. Iôm sorry. Itôs really none of my business. I 

mean, this is a busy time for us all, and weôre all just so exhausted. What can we do but 

just get by until the campaign is over, right?ò 

 Philip could tell heôd pushed the poor girl too far. And the whole situation was 

getting embarrassing.  

 ñThanks, Sheila,ò he said softly. ñLetôs get back to work.ò 

 With that, Sheila put her pencil to the paper, ready to take instructions. Philip 

began to talk about all they needed to do, places he needed to be, people he needed to 

speak with. But his mouth was on autopilot. In his head, he kept thinking, Is that really 

what I do to her? Do I really make her settle for the little scraps of time she can get? Is 

that how Eric sees me? Does he think Iôm some monster?  

 Philip put in a full day and went out for drinks as planned, but he did so with a 

heavy, aching heart. During drinks, he even felt two stabs of pain in his chest. One for 

Grace, he thought as he put his hand to his heart. One for Eric.  
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Chapter Eight 
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 Grace walked briskly down a dimly-lit street on the cool autumn night. She studied 

the red and golden leaves as they twirled from limbs and collected on the sidewalk. She 

made a pledge to herself that sheôd go over and walk Lombard sometime before fall 

was over. She loved that little stretch of street where the houses bloomed with 

bougainvillea all year long. Walking through there in this kind of weather gave her the 

feeling that something was about to happen, something good. They didnôt always have 

noticeable shifts of seasons in the city, and when they did, it reminded her that things 

didnôt always stay the same. Sometimes they changed. And that gave her hope in some 

strange way.  

 A car passed by and disappeared into the night, its red brake lights flashing like 

beacons of a better life. What if she followed that car wherever it was going? Where 

would it lead?  

 Other peopleôs lives fascinated her. At work, she only saw people at their worst. 

Sometimes sheôd look at a patient and want to follow him or her home, get a private 

look inside their lives: Was their house clean or messy? Did they live in the suburbs or 

the country? Did they have kids, pets, good relationships with their family? Were they 

active members of any church and, if so, did they really believe, or were they just going 

through the motions? 

 Thatôs why she read so often. Books let you enter someone elseôs life. Like all art, 

they expanded your world and at the same time reminded you there were things in this 

life we couldnôt understand. How did you explain the talent it took to create a work of 

art? Surely, writing or painting was hard work, but there was that element of talentðthat 
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unquantifiable thing you couldnôt identify. Grace loved art because her work was all 

about quantifying and measuring, and she wanted to keep reminding herself that it was 

an art to take care of people too. That quality of care matteredðwhether you were 

caring for patients or people in your personal life.  

 Her parents had instilled a health curiosity in her early on in life, and sheôd 

maintained it through her twenties. Now that she was 35, she still felt much like a 

curious child, eager to learn new things. However, the dreariness of the daily grind 

didnôt often leave time for her to go out and explore. Thank goodness for Eric, who 

ensured she still went to parks and playgrounds and museums. Without him around to 

keep her active, she would probably have sunk into her chair at home every night she 

had off and turn to jelly in front of the television.  

 Once in awhile, she walked to work, and that kept her happy too. Like tonight. It 

was the perfect night for walking. She took a deep breath and enjoyed taking the fresh 

night air into her lungs.  

  All Grace could hear now was her rhythmic breathing. She meditated on her 

breaths and it made her feel at peace, enjoying each moment and the way time could 

stand still if she concentrated hard enough.  

 I'm about four blocks away, she thought, as she heard the sounds of branches 

breaking and leaves rustling. She looked behind her to see if there was any wind, but 

there was none. She felt an uneasiness come over her, so she picked up her pace. She 

felt like someone was watching her. The hairs on her neck stood up, and she glanced 

over her shoulder, but saw no one. But she still had the eerie feeling someone was 
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there. She was almost becoming frantic and about to burst into a jog, when her left foot 

hit a pile of wet leaves and she slipped. Before she knew it, she and the books were on 

the ground. 

 ñOwww!ò she screamed out involuntarily.  

 Her heart pounded, her throat burned, her books were all over the sidewalk and in 

the bushes.  

 Peripherally, She saw a man's feet behind her. Then before she could think again, 

she felt hands grabbing her upper body. She felt herself lifted, twisted, tossed into the 

hedges, where the leaves and branches scratched her back and arms. In her confusion, 

Grace looked up and barely made out the rugged features of a man's face. 

 ñDon't worry, lady. I don't want you, I just want the purse.ò 

 But just as Grace saw his hand go for her purse, the man jolted forward, knocked 

to the ground himself. Another man was there, tackling him. Grace scrabbled to get out 

of the way while the two men wrestled on the ground. On her feet, Grace saw the purse 

snatcher grab a rock near his outstretched hand and strike the other man in the head 

before stumbling to his feet and taking off without her purse.  

 The second man sat on the ground, his face buried in his arms. Grace could see 

blood streaming through his hand.  

 ñOh, no!ò she cried. 

 She searched the streets frantically for someone who could help. This was a 

nightmare, a complete nightmare. She started digging in her purse for her cell phone.  

 ñIôm calling for help. Iôll get the police and an ambulance.ò 
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 Before she could find her phone, the man started to cough. Grace leaned down to 

him frantically, her first instinct to stabilize the patient. 

 ñWe have to get you help. We have to get off the street.ò 

  The man looked up, squinting underneath the glow of the streetlight. 

 Grace sucked in a quick breath. It was the man from the hospital. Chris?  

 ñI've had worse headaches, trust me,ò he answered, trying to smile up at her.  

 Grace recognized in his tone the same strange irony heôd used that day at the 

hospital. How could he possibly make jokes right now?  

 Grace took off her sweater, balled it up and pressed it to Chris' forehead. 

 ñIt looks pretty deep. I think you're going to need stitches.ò 

 She started digging around in her purse again. Where was her phone? Chris was 

sitting here bleeding, some mugger was running away through the streets, and she 

couldnôt even lay her hands on the phone to call for help.  

 ñI donôt think I even have it,ò she said aloud. ñDamn. I left it at work or something.ò 

 ñWhat? Your phone? If so, donôt bother...ò 

 ñIôll go up to one of these houses and get them to call. Wait right here...ò 

 Chris held his hands up, forgetting the pain in his head for a second. The last thing 

he wanted was another ride in an ambulance or a night in the police station. 

 ñPlease donôt do that. Really. Iôm fine. And the police arenôt going to catch that guy 

at this point. Heôs long gone.ò 

 Grace started to argue. The right thing to do was to call the police.  
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 But she was too tired. ñHe didnôt get anything anyway, I guess,ò she said. Then 

she stooped down to look at Chrisô head. ñBut what about you? That cutôs not terrible, 

but you got a good knock on the head.ò 

 ñIt'll stop, don't worry. My headôs seen a lot worse than a little hit with a rock.ò 

 ñYou should have it looked at.ò 

 ñYouôre looking at it. You're a nurse, right?ò 

 Grace stood up and held her hand out to him to help him to his feet.  

 ñIf you're not going to go to the hospital, then you're going to come with me. I live a 

couple of blocks from here.ò 

 Chris could hardly believe what he was hearing. Alright then. He pulled himself up, 

but stumbled a little once he was on his feet. Grace steadied him. 

 ñDon't need help, huh?ò 

 ñI'll be fine. I'm in capable hands now.ò 

 Grace let him use her as a crutch as they started to make their way slowly down 

the sidewalk toward her townhouse. The streets were still empty and quiet. For the first 

time since the attack, Grace had time to get her mind straight. She had almost been 

muggedðor had been maybe. Was it officially a mugging if the guy didnôt get away with 

anything? 

And what did you call what just happened to Chris. It was an assault, wasnôt it? Yes, 

they should have called the police. What was she thinking? And now that she thought 

about it, how did Chris happen to be at the right place at the right time anyway?  
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 As they hobbled along, Grace tried to think of a delicate way of broaching the 

subject.  

 ñThanks for helping me by the way,ò she started. ñThat was terrifying. Butðand 

donôt think Iôm ungrateful or anythingðwhat were you doing here anyway?ò 

 Chris thought to himself through the throbbing in his head. If he told the truth, she 

might leave him alone in the street, thinking he was some loony stalker. But if he didnôt, 

she might see right through it and think he was really a loony stalker. So it looked like 

honesty was the best policy. 

 ñI followed you.ò 

 Grace felt a stab to her heart. This was scary. Creepy. 

 ñYou followed me?ò 

 ñYou shouldn't be walking alone this time of night in the dark.ò 

 Grace was still trying to wrap her mind around the whole idea of him following her.  

 ñYeah, tell me about it,ò she managed to say, but her mind was spinning. 

 ñWell, I was just checking on you, and it's a good thing I did,ò Chris informed her.  

 Checking on me. What gives you the right? Grace thought. She stopped in the 

middle of the street.  

 ñAnd Iôm not supposed to think thatôs super creepy why?ò 

 ñBecause Iôm not super creepy,ò he said, as if that was enough explanation.  

 Grace put her hands on her hips. She was sore from the push and the fall, but she 

needed to know right then if this guy was a freak before they went any further.  
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 ñLook,ò Chris explained. ñI was in the neighborhood at the coffee shop across from 

the hospital. The one I wanted to take you to the other day, by the way. Anyway, I saw 

you come out the front door and start walking by yourself, and I thought that was 

crazyðfor you to be walking like that at night. So, yeah, I followed you.ò 

 ñAnd you werenôt sitting in that coffee shop hoping for a glimpse of me?ò 

 Chris cracked a smile. ñMaybe I was. But the rest was...fate.ò 

 ñReally? Fate?ò Grace twisted her lips at him ironically. ñYou donôt strike me as the 

type of guy who believes in fate.ò 

 ñI didnôt before tonight,ò he grinned.  

 He was impish, self-assured, annoying, Grace decided. But not dangerous.  

 She was conflicted because the man did come to her rescue. He didn't have to 

give up his cover. He could've stayed hidden. 

  ñHere I started running from a stalker, only to have the stalker as my hero.ò 

 Fair enough, Chris thought. I saw that coming. Still, he tried to play it off.  

 ñSo I'm a stalker now?ò 

 ñYes, and don't do it again!ò 

 She was serious about that. But still she smiled  
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Chapter Nine 

 

 Chris took in every detail as they walked up to Graceôs townhouse. The wreath on 

the front door, the soft light in the front window, the sasanquas in the small flowerbed to 

the right of the porch steps. This is where she lives. Her home, and sheôs brought me to 

it.  Grace moved into the house and left Chris to stand in the front hallway. He took a 

deep breath and smelled some sort of spiced pumpkin scent that filled the air, 

something warm and seasonal and welcoming. Of course her house smelled nice. And 

of course it was neat and clean. Just as he expected. But he was still taken aback at the 

effect the scents and sights of her home had on him. It was like heôd returned to some 

familiar place, a place heôd been trying to get to for a long time. He took another deep 

breath and held it; he heard her shuffling around in the other room and imagined 

slipping around the townhouse alone, exploring her world. 

 As his eyes adjusted to the light, he looked into the adjacent room and was able to 

make out a den full of overstuffed camel furniture and a brown-brick fireplace with gas 

logs. Around the room lay a few small books and toysðher sonôs he guessedðbut 
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even these were arranged into neat piles. The room was cozy, warm, inviting. He took a 

step out of the hallway and onto the soft beige carpet.   

 Then something above the fireplace caught his eye. A painting.  

  Oh my God, he thought. I donôt believe this.  

 The world seemed to shrink and expand around him as he stared at the painting. 

He felt unsteady, as drunk as heôd ever felt even though he hadnôt been drinking at all. 

He fell against the wall, touching his hand to his head. Maybe it was the head wound. 

Or the tumor. Maybe he was starting to hallucinate. He moved into the room and fell into 

a chair, his eyes locked on the painting. It was a copy of course, not an original, but 

still...it was Terence Ambrose.  

 Was this for real? 

 It was a landscape. A beach scene. But not one of your traditional, clichéd scenes 

like you saw in prints you bought at neighborhood galleries where everything looked 

lifelike and charming. This beach scene portrayed a sky the color of warm fire. The sand 

and the dunes were whorls of yellow, the birds in the sky flecks of black against the 

burning clouds. It was vibrant, sensual. Chris wanted to go up to the painting and run 

his fingers over the thick canvas and smell the dried oils. He wanted to enter the 

painting and go swimming in that bright blue ocean. Not that he would admit how much 

a Terence Ambrose painting excited him. Heôd been described as a strange cross 

between Van Gogh and Edward Hopperða painter who understood loneliness, 

particularly the loneliness of small thingsða woman reading, an empty landscape, a 

swirling night sky. But his loneliness, one reviewer had written, was ñwritten over with 
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hope.ò His use of color and his command of technical skill so lacking in many so-called 

artists these days allowed him to subtly infuse a quiet sense of calm into even the 

bleaker pictures. Yet, even his most brightly colored work was tinged with a sense of 

loss or confusion.  

 He had been quite something in his day.  

 Chris felt a heaviness in his chest. He was envious of the talent that had created 

this work. When was the last time heôd been able to do something like this? Years ago. 

Not long after this painting had been done probably.  

 Terence was a thorn in his side, a nemesis from way back. Chris admired his 

work, but not the man.  

 How did a Terence Ambrose end up here anyway? It blew his mind. Was Grace 

really able to relate to the moods of his paintings, to the feelings of isolation touched 

with optimism? 

 Optimism, yes. He could see that in her. Beauty, hope, resilience, warmthðall 

that. But he wondered if she really understood suffering. When he looked at her, he was 

sure she did, but he held his breath. Nothing was more disappointing in a woman than 

the inability to empathize, the shallowness that left so many women unable to 

understand real love or grief. But if ever he needed proof that she was a woman for him, 

here it was in the irony of that Ambrose painting. He swallowed at the implausibility of it 

all and wondered if his life didnôt, after all, follow some plan. As people sometimes said, 

things did happen for a reason. 
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 Grace hurried back into the room bringing a fresh cloth and bandages.  

 ñIôm glad youôre sitting. I should have thought of that. Iôm sorry; Iôm just still in 

shock.ò 

 She perched herself on the arm of the chair, her hip brushing his upper arm. 

Normally, his blood would have raced at this first touch, but it was already racing.  

 ñThis may sting a little,ò Grace told him, leaning in. 

 She applied antiseptic to the wound. Chris winced, but he quickly recovered and 

began to covertly study her face while she worked. Is this what a mother does? he 

thought briefly. No woman heôd known in life had touched him this way.  

 He had the impulse to tell her his life story, imagining she would tuck her feet up 

under her in the chair next to the couch and listen to him all night long. With her, he felt 

the impulse to talk about his motherðor his lack of oneðin a way heôd never done 

before. What was it about this woman? It wasnôt just her beauty. It was something else 

he couldnôt put his finger on. 

 ñIt's not as deep as I thought,ò Grace said, studying his wound now that some of 

the blood was cleared away. ñIt looks like it's starting to clot.ò 

 ñIs that good or bad?ò 

 ñIt means you'll live. It means no hospital for you tonight. That must be new to 

you.ò 

 This was the first time Chris had glimpsed her wry since of humor. He liked it. 

 ñVery funny. Sounds like someoneôs been stalking meðfinding out about my 

frequent trips to the hospital.ò 
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 Grace hadnôt. It was illegal to look at a patientôs chart when they werenôt yours. But 

it had crossed her mind, of course, ever since that day he approached her at the 

hospital. She didnôt want Chris to even guess that though. 

 ñSure,ò she answered glibly. ñI canôt stop thinking about you.ò 

 Despite her sarcastic tone, their eyes locked as they had twice before. Grace tore 

hers away. 

 ñCan I get you something to drink? I was going to have some tea.ò 

 ñTea sounds great.ò 

 While she was gone, Chris studied the painting a bit more, his head clearing. Not 

bad, he thought. Even after all this time. Iôd almost forgotten how good the early period 

was...  

 ñNot only are you a stalker, you're a starer too,ò Grace laughed as she came back 

into the room. ñDid you know that makes people feel uneasy?ò 

 ñWhatéstaring?ò 

 ñBoth. Staring and stalking.ò She set the tea tray in front of him and offered him the 

cup, which he took. ñIôll forgive you this time since you were staring at my painting and 

not me,ò she said. ñDo you take milk and sugar?ò 

 ñPlain is fine.ò 

 Grace poured some milk into her tea and looked up to catch him staring again, this 

time at her. 

 ñHey! What did I tell you about staring?ò Grace asked. But Chris could hear in her 

voice that she was flattered, that she was starting to maybe like him a little. 
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 ñSorry,ò Chris smiled. He turned back to the painting. ñI see you have interesting 

taste in art.ò 

 Grace let her eyes glide over the painting, looking proud to receive the 

compliment.  ñYou think?ò she asked. 

 ñYeah. Iôd say. Whereôd you get this one?ò 

 ñA little gallery downtown. Itôs a Terence Ambrose.ò  

 ñHmm. And why did you buy this one?ò Chris asked, trying to hide his disgust. 

 Grace gazed up at the painting, glad to have the chance to talk art with someone 

who obviously knew something about it. It had been a long time since that had 

happened. Philip didnôt know a Monet from a Manet.  

 ñI donôt know,ò she answered. ñI think itôs the use of colorðso unexpected. The 

color of the skyðlike fire. It just...excites me and disturbs me and soothes me all at 

once.ò 

 Chris nodded. He wanted her to go on talking about the painting, but she stopped 

and looked at him.  

 ñAre you into art? Do you like it or know much about it?ò 

 Chris took a sip of his tea and avoided her eyes for once.  

 ñI used to.ò 

 ñUsed to?ò 

 ñYeah, when I was younger and looking for meaning.ò 

 ñNow that sounds deep,ò Grace said, stirring her tea. ñSo, did you find it?ò 

 ñWhat?ò 
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 ñThe meaning you were seeking?ò 

 Chris rolled his eyes.  

 ñNot even close.ò 

 Then Grace pushed her hair back from her face and seemed to sink into thought. 

 ñI guess none of us ever feel like weôve found the meaning of life, do we? 

Otherwise, the search would be over.ò 

 ñIs it about the search, as they say,ò Chris asked. ñOr about really finding some 

answers?ò 

 ñI donôt know. Iôm not sure we ever find answers to anything, not the things that 

matter. So we...do the best we can. Try to love each other, be kind, be understanding.ò 

 ñHmm.ò 

 Chris wasnôt sure how to answer that.  

 Something about Chris moved Grace at that moment. He sat with one leg crossed 

over the other, his tea cup balanced on the top of one knee. She hadnôt noticed before 

how well-formed he was. He had nice hands, strong arms. When he wasnôt trying so 

hard to please her, his face settled into a sort of somber boyish expression, the corners 

of his mouth turned down ever so slightly, with a gentle melancholy. Before today, heôd 

seemed like one of those guys who hit on you out of some corny narcissism. Now, she 

could see that he was compelled by something deeper. The way his eyes fell over the 

painting made her feel as if he had experienced much loss in his life. She felt an 

urgency to say something comforting to him.  
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 ñHey, sometimes the Lord works in mysterious ways,ò she offered.  

 ñThe Lord?ò Chris seemed startled. His lips twisted into a wry smile. ñDon't tell me 

you're into that God crap too?ò 

 ñGod crap?ò 

 ñYou'd just as well be better off believing in the Easter Bunny or Santa Claus.ò 

 Grace remained quiet. Chris began to fidget and let his eyes wander around the 

room. Grace wanted to be offended. Who was this man to sit in her house and 

challenge her beliefs? He had some nerve. But, again, she saw in him not a true anger 

but a desire to be proved wrong. Or at least, she believed so. 

 ñTouchy subject? God, that is?ò she asked. 

 ñGod can mind his own damn business.ò 

 Grace was surprised at his blasphemy.  

 ñWow. Thatôs pretty harsh.ò 

 ñWell, God can be pretty harsh .ò 

 ñDonôt you think sometimes the tough things he puts before us are necessary to 

make us appreciate the better things. Or he gives us things we have to go through to 

get where weôre meant to go?ò 

 ñMeant to go? Like a plan or a destiny?ò 

 Chris sounded disgusted with the whole idea, but Grace stuck to her guns. 

 ñYes. Donôt you think some things are meant to be?ò 

 Chris thought about that a moment, but just shook his head.  
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 ñIt doesnôt make sense to me. I just canôt see why your so-called God does what 

he does. In fact, Iôm inclined to wonder if thereôs anyone out there who cares about us at 

all.ò 

 Grace just folded her hands together quietly. She could tell Chris had some heavy 

baggage, and she knew you couldnôt push your beliefs on anyone. All you could do was 

try to be a good person and say a prayer for someone else to find his or her own way.  

 Chris looked back at the painting so that heôd have somewhere to focus his 

sudden anger. He knew he was being rude, that he must seem impulsive and offensive 

even. But he didnôt want to talk about God in all his greatness or any of that. He hadnôt 

believed in anything in a long time, not in the goodness of God or even of other people.  

 His mind drifted back to the day he trashed all those art canvasses in his 

apartment.  

  

 With a whisky bottle in hand and the memory of Kelly burning in his brain, heôd 

trashed every single work of art in his house, splitting wood, tearing canvas, spilling oil 

paints and brushes all over the floor. He was so enraged, so sick of all the nonsense 

people were saying  to him after Kellyôs death. Sheôs in Godôs hands now, they said. 

Sheôs gone to a better place, they told him. We canôt know what God has in store for us, 

they assured him.  

 One relative of Kellyôs had even given him a Bible. It lay on a table by the couch, 

and his eyes had landed on it as he stumbled about the room. At the sight of it, he 

looked up to the ceiling, up to heaven, holding out the liquor bottle and chuckling.  
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 ñIôd offer you a drink, but Iôm all out,ò he said shaking the empty bottle. ñHey, wasnôt 

it your son who turned the water into wine? Give me a sec and weôll get some water so 

you can do your hocus pocus.ò 

 Heôd leapt onto the sofa, ñThat is if youôre not too busy for us ants down here!ò 

He hurled the bottle at the wall, and it shattered into flying shards of glass. He dragged 

the back of his hand across his mouth, jumped back down from the couch and took up 

the Bible.  

 ñLetôs see what the good book has to say today.ò He flipped to random pages. 

ñAnd my fortune cookie says...ò When he saw the words, he scoffed out loud. ñAsk 

anything and it shall be given. And ask anything and you shall receive.ò  

 He let the book drop from his hand onto the couch.  

 ñYou know what you are, God? Youôre a liar. This is all bull!ò He pulled his sleeve 

across his eyes, blotting away the tears that fell. ñI hate you! You took her! Why did you 

let her die?ò 

 He snatched the Bible back up and threw it against the same wall where the bottle 

had smashed. ñTo hell with this! And to hell with you! Damn you! Iôll never believe in you 

again. What a joke!ò 

 Chris stalked across the room and picked up a painting of a sunset, which was 

now mangled and torn. Thatôs about right, he thought. Thatôs life. Ruined beauty. 

Spoiled chances.  

 He chuckled blackly.  

 ñWant to see what Iôm going to do with my God-given talent?ò 
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 He picked up a brush from the floor and stabbed it through the heart of the sun.  

 Hereôs what you can do with your gift, God! Iôll never paint for you again. Iôd rather 

rot in hell.ò 

 

 ñHello?ò Grace said, trying to get Chris to snap back. Wherever heôd gone, he 

seemed a million miles away, and she was starting to worry he might have more of a 

head injury than sheôd thought. ñAre you feeling OK?ò 

 Her voice brought Chris back into the room.  

 ñYeah, sorryéIôm fine,ò he said, willing himself to stop gritting his teeth. He tried to 

slow his breathing and forget that day, bury it deep again.  

 ñIôm worried you might need to go to the hospital or something,ò Grace said, sitting 

her tea cup back on the tray.  

 ñNo, no. Seriously. I was just thinking about something. Sorry.ò 

 After a second, Grace relaxed and leaned back into the sofa.  

 ñSo what is it that you do for a living?ò she asked. 

 Chris avoided her eyes again. ñI'm not working at the moment.ò 

 ñOh,ò Grace was surprised. ñSorry, it's not my business.ò 

 ñActually, I'm on disability. I used to do painting, you know, for billboards and 

 buildings? I sort of had a fall. I guess in some ways I'm a cripple.ò 

 ñI am so sorry to hear that. A fall? Were you hurt badly?ò 

 ñI guess so. Yeah. It's part of the Chris Simon curse I've been dealt.ò 

 Grace stared at Chris. There was something about his brooding self-pity that made 
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her want to put her arms around him, tell him everything would be OK. He didnôt seem 

as unstable as sheôd feared at one time, just deeply sad.  

 Now it was Chrisô turn to pull her back to reality. ñUmm. Did we change the rules 

here?ò Chris asked. 

 ñHuh?ò 

 ñI don't get to stare, but you do?ò 

 Grace smiled softly. ñSorry. It's just that...Ah, never mind.ò 

 ñIt's just what?ò 

 ñIt sounds so trite to even say?ò 

 ñThen say it anyway.ò 

 ñIt's like I know you or met you before.ò 

 Chris gave her a crooked smile. ñYeah, at the hospital.ò 

 She shook her head at his joke. ñNo, I mean before that. I thought it even the night 

I saw you at the hospital.ò 

 Chris slapped his hand on his leg, sending his tea cup teetering. He caught it just 

before it slid off his thigh. ñSo you were checking me out that night!ò 

 Grace accidentally let out a snort and brushed her hair to the side. 

 An obvious clue, Chris thought. 

 ñI wasn't checking you out! I just thought I knew you,ò Grace argued playfully.

 ñThat's okay. I know what you were really doing,ò Chris said, winking. 

 This time, Grace couldnôt meet his eyes. ñOkay, Mr. Stalker, you think what you 

want to think.ò 
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 ñJust calling it like I see it.ò 

 ñHmmm...a perceptive man. And those are so few and far between.ò 

 At that moment, Chris felt so close to Grace, he wanted to tell her the truth about 

the painting above her mantle. That the chances of her having it in her house were just 

mind blowing. He could have told her his brother was going over to sell some Terence 

Ambrose paintings in London, that heôd just been talking about that with Dave. Maybe if 

she knew what strange coincidence it was sheôd understand that she needed to give 

him a chance.  

 But he knew he wouldnôt get his chance as long as she was with another man. He 

glanced around the room. Everything in it seemed so feminine and neat. This was her 

place; there was nothing in it that said her boyfriend had laid claim to the territory. None 

of the usual shoes here or manôs coat there. Maybe this was a sign the guy wasnôt really 

committed and Chris would find his in-road.   

 ñSo where's your boyfriend tonight?ò he asked, setting his empty cup on the coffee 

table in front of him.  

 Grace let out a long sigh. ñWorking late.ò 

 ñOh, I thought he might be out buying you that ring.ò 

 ñYouôre a real comedian,ò Grace told him.  

 ñSo what does he do if you donôt mind me asking? Now that you know about me. 

Wait, let me guess. Heôs a doctor, isnôt he? You know, the whole doctor nurse thing. 

That still happens, right?ò 

 Grace shook her head. ñNot in this case.ò 
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 ñA reporter?ò 

 ñNope.ò Grace knew heôd never guess.  

 ñA produce manager?ò 

 Grace chuckled. ñA produce manager? Like, as in turnips?ò 

 ñYeah. Exactly.ò 

 ñNot quite.ò 

 ñA hockey player?ò 

 ñClose, but no cigar. Heôs an attorney.ò 

 Chris sat back, rested his arm across the back of the couch.  

 ñOh. An attorney.ò  

 He was surprised, for some reason. Of all things, he hadnôt pictured Grace with an 

attorney for some reason.  

 ñYou look surprised,ò Grace guessed accurately.  

 ñI am.ò 

 ñWhy?ò 

 Chris shrugged.  

 ñI just never pegged you for the lawyer type.ò  

 Grace licked her lips, knowing what was coming.  

 ñAh, here we go. And do tell me what my type is.ò 

 ñYou just seem like a very low key type of woman not into the hoitie-toities.ò 

 ñI do, do I?ò 

 Chris held his hands up in front of him.  
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 ñIôm not saying any more. I think...ò 

 Grace scooted to the edge of her chair, forgetting herself.  

 ñNo, come one now, Mr. Know-It-All. Tell me more.ò 

 Chris grinned but shook his head back and forth deliberately.  

 ñNo mas!ò 

 ñNo mas?ò 

 ñThatôs right. Iôm not going to make any assumptions. Just going to ask questions.ò 

 Grace stayed on the edge of her chair. If she had stopped to admit it to herself, 

she was enjoying the attention. When was the last time a man cared this much about 

who she was? When was the last time she and Philip had a good conversation beyond 

the same old marriage fight? 

 ñAsk away,ò she said.  

 Chris moved to the edge of his seat now too, so that they were leaned in as if 

locked in a playful interrogation. 

 ñAlright. How long have you and the lawyer been together?ò 

 ñThe lawyer has a nameðPhilipðand weôve been dating for a couple of years.ò 

 ñA couple of years?ò Chris asked, looking skeptical. 

 ñWell, four.ò 

 ñDating?ò Chris paused for a second and looked around the room. ñFor four years? 

Do you guys have this, like, teenager thing happening?ò 

 Grace wagged her finger teasingly at him.  
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 ñI could say something mean to you,ò she answered. ñBut I wonôt. The truth is you 

havenôt told me anything I havenôt already thought about.ò 

 Chris slowed his pace. He didnôt want to hear whatever mean thing she might say 

to him. It might stab him through the heart when he was so enjoying the illusion that she 

might actually like him. He cast a glance around the room again and his eyes settled on 

a photograph of a young boy.  

 ñI take it the boy in the picture isnôt Philipôs son then?ò 

 ñNope. Heôs all mine.ò 

 ñWhatôs his name?ò 

 ñEric.ò Grace beamed as she stared at the photo. Her little man. ñHeôs five.ò 

 Chris could hear the Mom-pride in her voice. 

 ñCool.ò 

 ñCool?ò  

 Grace was surprised at an answer like this. Talk of her kid usually received a blank 

stare or stumble, nothing this positive. 

 ñThat you have a five-year-old boy.ò 

 Grace wrinkled her forehead in confusion and set out to turn the tables. 

 ñYou ask a lot of questions.ò 

 ñI sure do. It's in my nature.ò 

 ñAnd yet we know so little about you,ò Grace reminded him. 

 ñWhat would you like to know?ò 

 Grace looked at him, thinking.  
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 ñI don't know.ò 

 Chris leaned forward, urging her to put something out there.  

 ñWell, ask me anything and I'll tell you.ò 

 ñI can't really think of anything to ask.ò 

 ñI bore you that much?ò Chris asked. He narrowed his eyes playfully at Grace, 

knowing she wasnôt bored at all, and that she was excited that they were sitting in a 

room together.  

 Grace smiled into his eyes. He was charming, wasnôt he? Or, at least they had 

good chemistry between them. Grace gripped her knees with her hands. Chemistry? 

Had she really just thought that? She felt her face flush, and she crossed her arms self-

consciously. 

 ñNo. It's just that I don't know you,ò Grace finally told him. ñAnd besides it's none of 

my business.ò 

 Chris saw her blush and felt like he was getting to her. She has to feel whatôs 

going on here, doesnôt she?  

 ñWell, the only way to get to know someone is to ask them questions,ò he said. 

 Grace stood up suddenly, her knee knocking into the tea tray which rattled and 

wobbled on the table. She leaned down to steady it just as Chris darted forward too. 

Their hands touched as they both grabbed the edge of the tray. Grace stepped away 

quickly, pulling her hand to her chest.   
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 ñWhat exactly do you expect to happen here, Chris?ò she asked, with that cold 

soul-shattering stare she gave him in the hospital that day. She must pick that up from 

her lawyer friend, Chris thought. It could only elicit the truth.  

 She knew her voice sounded harder than sheôd intended, but this was ridiculous. 

Sheôd let a perfect stranger into her house and she sat here flirting with him like she was 

a single woman with no boyfriend or no commitments at all. This was not like her, not 

one bit. And she didnôt want this guy getting the wrong idea. 

 Chris stood slowly to face her, and felt wounded. 

 ñExpect? From you? Nothing.ò Chris needed a moment to think. ñI just would like to 

get to know you.ò 

 Grace crossed both arms across her chest, afraid he might see the pounding of 

her heart through her sweater.  

 ñWhy?ò 

 Canôt she see? Doesnôt she know? Chris wondered. There was something here, 

some unexplainable connection. But to put that in words would sound so...pushy or 

weirdðand he didnôt need to sound any weirder. 

 ñI like you,ò he answered softly, honestly.  

 ñLike is a strong word,ò Grace said. ñLook Chris, I am flattered, but you know I'm 

very much involved with someone.ò 

 Chris tried to disarm her with his smile. He stepped around the coffee table to be 

closer to her.  
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 ñSo we can still be friends?ò 

 Grace sighed. Her eyes drifted to the painting over the mantle again. Why couldnôt 

everything be like that painting? Beautiful and uncomplicated. 

 ñSomehow I get the feeling you're looking for a little more than just friends,ò she 

answered, shaking her head as if to tell them both No, no we have to stop this now 

before...  

 Chris raised his right hand as if on the witness stand. 

 ñCross my heart. Just friends.ò 

 Grace leaned down and straightened the items on the tea tray.  

 ñI don't think my boyfriend would like that very much.ò 

 Chris burst out laughing. ñYour boyfriend? Is that what you call him?ò 

 ñYes. Why?ò 

 ñIsn't boyfriend something a teenage girl would call her young suitor?ò 

 ñWhat?ò Grace was insulted by the remark. She grabbed up the tray off the table. 

ñI think you better go now.ò 

 Chris felt at his wounded head, an unconscious play for sympathy.  

 ñI'm sorry. I didn't mean to offend.ò 

 Grace held the tray to her like a shield. 

 ñWell you did. And besides, Philip will be here any minute.ò 

 ñOh, I see,ò Chris said. 

Chris hesitated, wanting to say one more thing. Something that would make her want to 

see him again. Grace looked over at him and saw the remorse in his eyes. It's not his 
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fault. It does sound silly. Boyfriend? I'm 35 with a five-year-old son and I'm stuck with a 

boyfriend. That's a laugh! 

 Chris suddenly stood to his feet and made for the door. As he got to the door he 

turned to look at her. 

 ñI'm really sorry.ò 

 Grace led him to the door, feeling a little bad now.  

 ñIt's OK. And thanks for helping me out tonight.ò 

 Chris stepped out of the door and onto the porch, turning back one last time. 

 ñThank you.ò 

 ñFor what?ò 

 ñThe company. I was thinking...ò 

 Chris was stopped mid-sentence by the humming of a finely-tuned engine that 

purred up the drive. A black Mercedes-Benz coupe came to a stop on the other side of 

the shrubbery. Chris assumed it was Philip, and waved to the car absently as he 

headed towards the sidewalk. 

 ñThanks so much,ò Grace shouted in a friendly manner as Chris rounded the 

walkway onto the sidewalk. She knew she was overdoing it, and what did she feel she 

had to hide? She hadnôt done anything wrong. Had she? 

 Philip got out of the car, looked at the strange man heôd just seen leaving his 

girlfriendôs house. 

 ñHello.ò Philip said toward the man. 

 Chris stopped and turned around to face him from across the fence. 
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 ñHi.ò Chris said, and then looked to Grace. ñSee you later, Grace.ò 

 ñBye. Thanks again,ò Grace called out. 

 Chris headed back down the sidewalk. Philip looked strangely familiar. But he 

couldnôt exactly place the face.  

 Philip raised his eyebrows at Grace as he came up the stairs.  

 ñWho was that?ò 

 ñJust some guy who helped me,ò Grace said, turning away a little too quickly so 

that she didnôt have to look him in the eye.  

 ñSome guy? And he helped you? With what?ò 

 Grace liked the concern in his voice, the jealousy. Finally, he was noticing 

something about her.  

 ñI got mugged tonight if you care.ò   

 Philip grabbed her elbow and turned her toward him.  

  ñMugged?! What the hell happened? Where?ò 

 His questions hit something deep inside Grace. She felt her body begin to tremble. 

Sheôd been mugged tonight. And then sheôd spend the night talking to a strange man 

and thinking éShe nearly collapsed in Philipôs arms, shaking and exhausted.  

 ñMugged,ò she repeated. ñJust down the street. And then, I...ò 

 Philip panicked, took her by the shoulders.  

 ñDid you call the cops?...What?...Tell me more. Tell me whatôs going on. Iôll have 

that guy...ò 
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 Philipôs overwhelming concern caused Grace to finally break, releasing all the 

emotions sheôd kept pent up since the attack earlier. She felt as if her knees were going 

to give out when she realized just how dangerous the whole situation had been, and 

how stupid sheôd been not to call the police.  

 She pressed her face into Philipôs shoulder, letting the tears wrench out from deep 

inside of her.  

 Philip wrapped his arms around her and led her to the couch. He felt awful that he 

hadnôt been there. And what had she been doing walking home alone?  

 ñHush, now. Hush. Everythingôs going to be OK,ò he said. ñTell me everything now, 

sweetie. From the beginning.ò 

 Glad for the comfort and the attention after such a strange night, Grace spilled it all 

out to him. Except for a few details about her talk with Chris. Those she buried deep 

inside, determined never to see him again or think twice about the feelings he stirred in 

her tonight. 
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Chapter Ten 

  

 Chris rushed in the door of his apartment and flung his coat onto the floor. He 

flipped on the light as he swept back the long hair that fell into his eyes and stuck to his 

forehead, which was covered with moisture. He looked down at the sweat on his hands 

before fumbling his way over to a lamp that sat on the coffee table. He turned on the 

lamp. 

 His apartment brightened and revealed an abundance of painted and half-naked 

canvasses. He flopped into a lounge chair and peered at his latest work while thinking 

about Grace.  

 Grace! Had he really been in her house, on her couch, sipping her tea? And had 

there really been that connection between him that he just knew would be there the first 

time he laid eyes on her? Andðfreakier than anythingðhad she really had a Terence 
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Ambrose painting on her wall? Of all the paintings in all the world, was it possible that 

was more than a coincidence?  

 Ah, Grace. Why are you so unattainable? Why are you just out of my reach when I 

can feel with every bone in my body that you somehow belong to me?  

 ñAhh!ò Chris shouted out, half in pleasure, half in pain. ñYouôve really got me 

tangled up, Grace.ò 

 He walked over to one of his canvasses and studied the bright colors featured in 

the woman's hair. He studied her eyes. It's all wrong! Nothing as good as the Terence 

Ambrose Grace had. Nothing as polished or ethereal. 

 Chris looked up and appealed to heaven. I guess I'm still in this alone? 

 Chris reached for an Exacto knife and slowly started to poke at the canvas. The 

pokes turned to cuts and then to violent gouges. 

 ñStory of my life!ò Chris shouted, this time in pure frustration. 

 Chris removed the canvas from the easel and threw it on the ground. He stomped 

it. But then he started to chuckle. He removed himself from the debris and the scene of 

the crime and headed for the kitchen. He grabbed a beer and popped it open, guzzled it 

down, grabbed another one and headed back to his studio. 

 ñAlright, Grace,ò he said to the empty room. Thinking maybe, somehow she could 

hear him across this city, this universe.  

 He set a new, naked canvas on the easel, stepped away, and stared at it. He took 

a large gulp of beer and exhaled. 

 ñTalk to me Grace. Talk to me.ò 
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 Chris picked up his brush and swept it across the canvas. The outline of a woman 

started to take form. He reached for another gulp of beer and swallowed it hard. ñCome 

on...I can barely hear you, Grace. A little louder now.ò 

 Chris took another drink and smiled, knowing Grace would really think he was a 

freak if she knew he was here like this, calling on her to be his muse. But it was working 

now; he was painting, sweeping broad strokes of color across the canvas, carving dark 

lines and borders, finding the picture trapped in the blind canvas. The famous 

Michelangelo had said that as a sculptor he was simply releasing the forms already 

locked in the stone, and as a painter Chris had once known what he meant. He felt his 

subjects were already there on the canvas, hidden, waiting for him to discover their 

shapes and tones and curves with his brushes. Now, he felt that again as he worked. 

He saw the shape waiting to announce itself fully. He heard the voice of the woman who 

would speak to him once her form was realized.  Her voice was inspiration. 

 ñA sound for a lost soul,ò Chris said aloud. ñBring me home,ò he smiled, working 

harder and faster. ñBring me home.ò 

 

*** 

 

 Chris awoke to a knock on the door. Who the hell could that be? Dave better not 

be over here this early in the morning? When the hell did he leave for London anyway? 

Wasnôt he gone yet?  
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 He listened again and could tell it was his neighbor's door. He rubbed his eyes and 

tried to go back to sleep, but unable to fall back into dreams, he eventually collected 

himself from the couch. Walking along the throw rug, his feet slid and maneuvered over 

spent beer bottles as he made his way into his work room to see if what happened the 

night before was real. There before him on the canvas was exactly what heôd dreamed 

would be there. He looked at the woman who was consoling a kneeling man, a man 

kneeling into her. He followed the contours of her face with his fingers. The paint was 

dry and smooth under his hands. 

 It was past breakfast time, and he was starved. And hungover. A little hair of the 

dog was the sure cure for that, he knew. Chris went to the kitchen for beer, but when he 

grabbed it out of the fridge, he found himself just staring at it. The brown glass caught 

the morning light coming through the kitchen windows and cast a glare across his eyes. 

He squinted, put it back, and grabbed a bottle of orange juice instead.  

 The sun winked and glistened in the windows, and he heard laughter on the other 

side of the glass. Leaning forward, he could see children out in the school yard across 

the street. They were laughing like they had no worries at all; they were lost in their 

moment of play.  Kids, Chris thought. They really know what theyôre doing in some 

ways. He thought of Graceôs son Eric, the cute little guy from the photo, and wondered if 

heôd ever meet him. He looked like a sweet kid, the kind you could really get used to 

having around.  

 The childrenôs laughter swelled and bubbled in the street. One screamed in 

delight, and Chris laughed out loud, as if he could feel what the child was feeling. His 
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mind took him back to the early days of his life when he and Dave were still allowed to 

be kids. He remembered racing around a small house with wooden floors, chasing each 

other with some kind of light saber toys. Dave always chased him until he felt like he 

couldnôt possibly run anymore and then Dave would lean over and put his hands on his 

knees, pretending to huff and puff and catch his breath. Chris had always known it was 

really for his benefit; Dave was just letting his little brother catch his breath. He was 

alright, that brother of his.  

 When was the last time theyôd actually felt like kids? When was the last time Chris 

felt like anyone besides the one Dave was looking out for?  

 Any time Chris tried to remember his mother, he knew he was only inventing some 

version of a mother heôd learned about from TV.  His own memories of his mother 

involved a woman in a cardigan sweater with a very fuzzy face. He didnôt remember her 

ever touching or holding him; he didnôt remember her singing or reading him to sleep. 

She was for all intents and purposes a ghost. On the other hand, his father had been all 

sound and fury, a carnal man who loved to drink and eatðthe opposite of a ghost. He 

stumbled around the house, knocking into things, smelling of liquor.  

 But there were good days in their childhood tooðdays when Dave took them out 

of the house to the local park where they played on the swings and monkey bars for 

hours. Those days with just he and his brother were the best of his life.  

 He wanted to sink back into his memories of him and Dave as a kid, so he slid the 

windows up and let the sound of the children ring through the room. It brought life into 

the apartment and a spring into his step. Chris imagined Grace was out there in the city 
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somewhere with Eric, pushing him on the swings or taking him on a tour of the zoo or 

just driving around with the windows down. What he would have given to have a mom 

like that who was obviously so proud of her son. That kid didnôt know how good he had 

it! Or maybe he did. Chris imagined Graceôs kid would be a pretty cool little dude. How 

could he not be when he had genes from a woman like that? 

 He tilted the orange juice back and gulped down half of it standing there by the 

refrigerator. When he was done, he wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and 

squared his shoulders.  

 ñThis is going to be a pretty good day,ò he assured himself. ñI can feel it.ò 
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Chapter Eleven 

 

 Eric sat on the floor in front of the television eating from the cereal bowl at his feet. 

He laughed and chuckled at the cartoons he watched in between each spoonful.  Grace 

poked her head into the living room to check on him and then returned to the kitchen 

with Philip. She picked up a cup of coffee on the counter and tried to hand it to him. 

 ñNo more. Gotta go,ò Philip scolded as he placed his hand up in a defensive 

posture. Grace spilled a bit of the coffee as she backed up. 

 ñAlways on the go,ò she said. 
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 Philip grabbed his sport coat and went to the front hallway mirror to do his 

ritualistic ñlast check.ò He put on his jacket and straightened his tie then called out to her 

while she remained in the kitchen. 

 ñHave a great day,ò he shouted. ñI'll talk to you later.ò 

 ñSure, Honey,ò she shouted absently. 

 Philip entered the kitchen, walked over to her and kissed her. She was about to 

pull away from the peck when he went in again, groped her and kissed her deeply. 

Grace enjoyed it and put her arms around his neck, convincing herself sheôd been 

hearing things.  

 Eric saw all of it go down from the corner of his eye. 

 ñYuck,ò Eric said matter-of-factly. 

 Grace and Philip pulled away from each other, and then Philip reached into his 

pocket. He threw a small bag of M&Ms to Eric. Eric let it hit the floor. 

 ñEric!ò said Grace, surprised. 

 ñI didn't ask for it,ò Eric said, still staring at the television. 

 Philip just rolled his eyes, intent on continuing with his good mood. 

 ñI gotta go,ò he said. ñNine o'clock meeting.ò  

 Grace glared at Eric. 

 ñEric? Don't you have something to say?ò 

 Eric slowly looked up at Philip and then back to the television. 

 ñThank you,ò he said, reluctantly and without conviction. 

 Philip smiled at him, kissed Grace on the cheek, and headed out the door.  
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 Grace turned to Eric. 

 ñWhat's your problem, young man?ò 

 ñNuthin.ò 

 ñWell, youôve got some kind of little attitude today.ò 

 Eric pouted. 

 ñI donôt have an attitude,ò he mumbled babyishly. 

 ñThen why were you mean to Phil?ò 

 ñBecause I don't like him.ò 

 ñEric,ò Grace admonished him. ñYou know thatôs not true. And thatôs not a nice 

thing to say.ò 

 ñHmmph,ò Eric grumbled, crossing his tiny arms. 

 Grace gave him a look of warning. 

 ñFinish your breakfast. We're going to be late.ò 

 But Eric kept his arms crossed.  

 ñWhy does he always have to sleep over? Heôs never around any other time.ò 

 ñDon't be silly. He doesn't always sleep over.ò 

 Eric sniffled and dragged his arm across his nose. 

 ñAre you going to marry him?ò 

 Grace looked out the window and watched Philip's car disappear. What should she 

say to her sonðthat she wondered the exact same thing? She knelt down next to him 

and put her hand on his shaggy little head. 
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 ñProbably...Yes. Someday.ò 

 ñSomeday?ò 

 ñYes.ò 

 ñAre people sad until they get married?ò 

 Grace sat down at the table next to him.  

 ñNow, why would you ask that?ò 

 Eric shrugged. 

 ñDid someone tell you that about marriage or...ò 

 ñI see youôre sad.ò 

 Graceôs heart nearly broke. 

 ñYou see Iôm sad? And you think itôs because Iôm not married?ò 

 Grace was amazed what little intuitive creatures children could be. But she didnôt 

want her son to think only married people could be happy. 

 ñIf itôs not, how come you're so sad all the time then?ò 

 Grace tilted her head at him and made him look her in the eye.  

 ñDo I seem sad all the time?ò 

 ñYeah. I see you cry sometimes because of him. I don't like him because he makes 

you cry.ò 

 ñOh honey, I'm not sad all the time. I'm just a little tired. Mommy has been so busy 

lately, and it makes me sad.ò 

 ñThen why are you always sad when Phil is around?ò 

 ñI'm not sad when Phil is around.ò 
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 ñI mean when Phil is not around. He is a lot like my dad...never around. I don't 

want another dad like him because I got one already and he makes us sad and why do 

we need someone else to make us more sadder?ò 

 Grace hugged Eric, wondering what to say to make things OK. She hadnôt realized 

how much things between Philip and her were affecting her son. How stupid of her. Of 

course Eric picked up on everything. He was a smart, sensitive child. And who wouldnôt 

pick up on the tension lately?  

 Ericôs own father was not involved in his life. He was an old boyfriend whoôd not 

been worth dating in the first place. But Grace had tried for awhile to encourage him to 

be part of Ericôs life. Still, when he proved to be pretty much a deadbeat who slipped 

slowly out of their life altogether, Grace was happy enough to see him go.  

 But it wasnôt until now that she realized how much Eric thought about having a 

father, or not having one. She hadnôt imagined Philipôs behavior would have a negative 

affect on Eric like this. That Eric too was bothered by his constant coming and going. 

How selfish of her not to consider her sonôs feelings more carefully as she got caught up 

in her own little soap opera of a life.  

 ñYou like Philip though? When you donôt think Mommyôs sad?ò 

 ñI used to. He was real nice to me before. When he had time to be around in the 

day time.ò 

 ñI promise you sweetheart, I will always do whatever it takes to make you happy.ò 

 ñThen why do we need him? He's hardly ever here.ò 

 ñBecause Mommy loves him in a different way and believe it or not, he does make 
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me happy.ò 

 As soon as she said it, Grace wondered if this was true. She and Philip had fallen 

so hard for one another in the beginning. He hadnôt pursued his political aspirations at 

that point. He was wrapped up in travel and cultureðgoing to plays, art shows, films. 

They had a blast together staying out late, sleeping in. Her every thought was filled with 

the sense that this was the one, the man sheôd spend her life with. At moments, she 

could still see that same spark in his eyes, but mostly his eyes sparked only for his 

career now.  

 ñWell, I wish he would make you more happier,ò Eric said. 

 Grace smiled sadly at him. Sheôd waited a long time to introduce him to Philip, 

wanting to protect him from getting hurt by becoming attached to someone she didnôt 

stay with. Now, despite all her planning and attempts to protect him, here he was still 

getting caught in the middle. She took his hand and squeezed it and wished she knew 

the right thing to say. 

 ñHappier, just happier,ò Grace corrected him.  

 ñHuh?ò 

 Grace got up off her knees and patted his head.  

 ñNothing sweetie. Letôs get ready to go now.ò  
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Chapter Twelve 
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 Chris sat on a bench outside the hospital like he had every day that week. In his 

hand, he held one cup of coffee. On the bench next to him sat a second cup, a cup he 

was saving for a woman who hadnôt come to claim it today or any other day. In his 

heart, he knew she knew he was waiting out there for her. Sheôd know by now that was 

his style.  

And what did he know about her? Did he know it was her style to stay away for a while? 

Was he right that sheôd eventually come around, just out of curiosity, to see if he was in 

the courtyard outside the hospital waiting? 

 On this day, the third day, he got his answer.  

 He sat up straight, his chest filling with proud air as he saw Grace come out of the 

hospital, look around, spot him, and begin her approach. As she got closer, he had to 

bite his lip to keep his grin from spreading between his ears.  

 ñGood morning. Long time no see,ò he said, trying to sound smooth, but knowing 

she had his number.  

 ñYeah, it's been a few days,ò Grace said. ñI figured Iôd run into you sooner or later.ò 

 ñYou figured right.ò Christ gestured to the coffee next to him. ñI was waiting for you. 

I brought you a coffee.ò 

 Now that Grace was out here with him, she felt that nervous energy, the energy 

that said she was doing something wrongðand yet something she couldnôt resist. She 

shifted from foot to foot and checked over her shoulder.  
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 ñThat was nice of you, but you shouldn't have. I don't drink coffee.ò 

 ñOh. Oh yeah...tea.ò 

 Grace looked over to a group of nurses across the way that seemed to be 

watching the both of them. She could just hear them gossiping about who he was and 

what she was up to. Women without boyfriends got really peeved when they thought a 

woman who had one wasnôt grateful for her blessings. And they surely didnôt think one 

woman deserved two men when they had no one at all. Grace wanted to be bitter, but 

she knew sheôd think the same thing if she saw a woman in a relationship talking to a 

single man.  

 But what was she thinking? Was she doing anything wrong just talking to another 

man? Wasnôt she allowed to have friends?  

 Her emotions bounced erratically around her chest and head, and she hated 

feeling like this.  

 ñI have to get to work,ò she blurted. 

 Chris measured her with his eyes. ñLate night?ò 

 ñWhat?ò 

 ñI said...late night?ò 

 Grace stared at him. He was really starting to get on her nerves. Didnôt he just 

hear what she said about having to get back to work? Then why did he just ignore her 

comment and go on trying to make conversation? This guy was infuriating and pesky 

and if she didnôt like the way she was feeling, she needed just to put an end to this 
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whole ridiculous thingðwhatever it was. Just because heôd saved her from a mugger 

one time didnôt give him the right to show up in her life whenever he wanted.  

 Most of all, she was resigned to doing what was best for Eric after their little 

conversation the other morning. And having one more man bumbling around in her life 

surely wasnôt what Eric needed. Sheôd been stressed out thinking about her son and 

Philip all week, and Chris showing up again like this was too much.  

 She came a bit closer, leaned over ever so slightly and started to whisper. 

 ñI don't mean to sound like a bitch, but can I ask a favor of you?ò 

 ñSure. You bet.ò 

 ñDon't take this personally, but would you please leave me alone?ò 

 Chris, puzzled, started to frown a little. How long was she going to deny what was 

going on here? Just a second ago, sheôd walked out here to him and acted like she was 

happy to see his face. He shook his head slowly back and forth and then looked up at 

her with hard eyes.  

 ñI'm so sorry for disturbing you.ò 

 With Chrisô eyes locked in hers, as angry and hurt as he looked, Grace could feel 

that connection, the undeniable attraction. She looked away, embarrassed, ashamed, a 

million things she didnôt want to be.  

 Chris got up with the two coffees and poured them in the grass in front of him. On 

his way out of the courtyard, he walked over to the trash can and threw the empty cups 

away. But then he turned, quickly, and came back toward Grace.  
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 ñYou must think Iôm some kinda psycho. But I want you to know Iôm not. I just...I 

just like being around you. Thatôs it. Thatôs all.ò 

 Then he was gone. Across the courtyard, into the coffee shop across the street. 

Graceôs shoulders slumped in emotional exhaustion as she went back inside to her 

station. She stood behind the nurseôs station staring at her schedule but unable to focus 

on anything at all. Who needed what pills and when? What time did this room or that 

room need a sponge bath or help taking a walk in the hallways? Everything was a blur. 

She pinched the bridge of her nose and rubbed her eyes.  

 The supervising nurse, who stood on the other side of the counter, watched Grace, 

who was usually the best of her workers. Empathetic, organized, reliable. 

 ñIs something wrong, Grace? You donôt seem like yourself.ò 

 Grace tried to force a smile, but it fell away almost immediately.  

 ñActually, I think Iôm going to take my break earlyðnowðif thatôs OK with you.ò 

 ñBreak? Youôre not even signed in yet.ò 

 ñI know. I just...ò 

 The supervising nurse watched Graceôs hands flutter helplessly above her 

paperwork. She walked around the counter and put her hand on Graceôs shoulder.  

 ñI tell you what. Weôre well-staffed today. Why donôt you take the whole day, 

Grace? You look like you really need it.ò 
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Chapter Thirteen 

 

 The early morning sun warmed and softened the bright red booths and hard 

chrome of the diner. Chris played with a pack of sugar that felt heavy and light in his 

hands all at once. That something so small could hold so much sweetness, he thought. 

Like Grace, with her small frame. She was so full of sweetness and light that even when 

she was trying to be mean to him, he could see in her eyes how hard it was for her. She 

was one of those people built for kindness, rarely cruel and always sorry when she was 

forced to be mean.  

 So the question then, was what made her feel like she had to be mean to him? 

 Obviously, heôd done everything wrong. He was too pushy. Of course he was; it 

was his specialty.  

 Kelly used to complain that she felt like heôd eat her alive sometimes. In their 

worst fights, she called him self-absorbed, self-interested, self-ish period. He had 

always argued that he wasnôt, but now his interactions with Grace made him wonder. 

Had he -really thought about what it would do to her to know he was hanging around 

outside her work? Had he done anything lately but think about how being with her 



 

 

 

 
PETER ANDREW SACCO 

RETURN TO GRACE 12

2 

inspired him to get back to work again? Selfish. Everything feeding him, feeding his art. 

Thatôs why when he lost Kelly he quit painting wasnôt it? Had he even loved Kellyð

really? Or was all he knew of love this self-serving need to have someone be his muse? 

I mean, he even knew she had a boyfriend, and he kept coming after her. That was a 

jerk thing to do, wasnôt it? Have a little self-control, he told himself uncharacteristically. 

Think about somebody besides yourself.  

 He shook the sugar packet in his fingers and then tossed it on the table. Screw it. 

Maybe he was too sober. All this guilt was hurting his brain.  

 Still, the next time he saw her, heôd be respectful of her boyfriend. Heôd think 

about the fact that she had a child. Heôd think about her feelings in general. He swore it. 

 And then there she was.  

 For the second time that day, Chris pushed himself upwards, surprised to see 

her.  

When he looked up, he saw her hand go to her heart as if she was trying to hide it from 

him. She stopped at the edge of his table.  

 ñMay I join you?ò 

 Chris took a deep breath, remembering what heôd just sworn to himself.  

 ñAre you sure? I mean, I really donôt want to, you know, interfere in your lifeðor 

with your boyfriend or anything.ò 

 He was trying to sound authentic, to mean it.  

 Grace shrugged.  

 ñItôs just a cup of coffee.ò  
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 She slipped into the booth across from him.  

 Then Chris noticed she was wearing street clothesða soft pink v-neck sweater 

and dark jeans. At her ears dangled two small silver earrings, each one a tiny bird. 

Doves, Chris thought. Or sparrows.  

 ñShouldnôt you be at work?ò he asked. ñYou were in scrubs like 15 minutes ago.ò 

 ñI was a lot of things 15 minutes ago,ò she smiled. ñBut I left.ò 

 ñYou left? Are you going to get in trouble?ò 

 Grace detected a change in his attitude. He was acting all concerned about her, 

which was nice. It made her feel noticed, cared about. She leaned forward, flirting. 

 ñAre you?ò 

 Chris didnôt know what was going on. Maybe his change had already had an 

effect on her. She seemed to like him again now.  

 ñIôm a little confused,ò he said. ñWhy did you leave work? Why did you come after 

me?ò 

 Grace dropped the flirtatious tone and got serious. 

 ñI felt bad for the way I treated you.ò 

 He leaned back in the booth, embarrassed.  

 ñOh, so you came because you felt sorry for me? This is a pity coffee date?ò 

 Grace smiled coyly.  

 ñWho said this was a date?ò 

 ñYou know what I meanða mercy case.ò  
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 Grace slid her small hand across the table and found Chrisô. Her touch sent a jolt 

through him.  

 ñNo, I didnôt say that. Youôre putting words in my mouth,ò Grace told him.  

 Realizing she was holding hands with a virtual stranger, Grace pulled back, 

telling herself the touch was just instinct, part of what sheôd learned as a nurse. Touch 

could be very healing.  

 ñLike I said, I just want to apologize for being rude. You know, a bitch.ò 

 She looked so cute when she said that word Chris could hardly stand it.  

 ñYou? A bitch?ò 

 Grace knew he was making fun of her. She wasnôt that sweet.  

 ñYeah. I can be sometimes you know.ò 

 Chris held up his hands, laughing.  

 ñOK, OK. I believe you.ò 

 They smiled into one anotherôs eyes. Grace felt better being here. She knew now 

it was the right thing to do. When was the last time sheôd taken a day off? When was the 

last time sheôd done anything spontaneous?  

 ñSo howôs your son, Eric?ò Chris asked, trying to focus on her life instead of his.  

 Grace was pleasantly surprised heôd remembered her sonôs name. It made her 

feel even better about being here. She was feeling protective of Eric at the moment, but 

somehow she knew in her gut this guy, despite all his problems, would only be a good 

influence on Eric if he ever met him. It was weird how she just knew, almost like he and 

Eric already had some connection. 



 

 

 

 
PETER ANDREW SACCO 

RETURN TO GRACE 12

5 

 ñHeôs fine. Thanks for asking.ò 

 ñAnd you?ò Chris asked, studying her face closely. 

 ñWell, thatôs another story all together.ò 

 Chris could see that she had Philip on her mind. But here she was with him. As 

much as he was trying to be unselfish, he couldnôt keep his mouth closed. 

 ñHe hasnôt been around lately? Your man?ò 

 ñWell, heôs got a lot on his plate. Heôs in the middle of some big changes at work 

right now.ò 

 For some reason, Grace didnôt have the nerve to tell him who Philip really was. 

Yes, he was a lawyer, but he was a lawyer Chris might recognize if he kept up with 

state and local politics. She didnôt want to get into any sort of political discussion with 

Chris if he happened to be the sort to want to debate. More than that, she didnôt want to 

give away that part of her identityðthe part that might one day be a senatorôs wife. 

Letting that cat out of the bag could lead who knew where. For now, she was a nobody, 

and she liked it that way. She liked being here with Chris and not worrying yet that 

anyone would report on her whereabouts. It wasnôt that she liked to be sneaky; it was 

just that she liked to be able to disappear once in awhile. Get away from normal life and 

pretend she was freer and happier than she really was. Didnôt everyone want that 

somehow or another? 

 Chris was staring at her intently. Now it was he who reached across and took her 

hand. She let him hold onto it as he asked another question. 

 ñWhy do you stay with him?ò 
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 Grace wouldnôt meet his eyes.  

 ñI donôt want to talk about this.ò 

 ñCome on. Just...maybe telling me will help you understand it yourself.ò 

 Grace didnôt buy that Chris really cared about that aspect of it, but she did 

wonder herself most of the time. And she had only one answer she could ever come up 

with. 

 ñI guess because I love him,ò she said, realizing how cliché it sounded as it came 

out.  

 She felt like she was hurting Chrisô feelings by telling him that, but it was true. 

She felt an attraction to Chris, a strong one. But she did love Philip. Was she just 

another one of those women who let herself be neglected because she was afraid to 

leave a man who wasnôt satisfying her needs? Was this love she felt really love or just 

the fear of being alone? 

 Chris must have sensed all the insecurities flashing behind her eyes. He leaned 

in again, closer.  

 ñAre you in love with him or do you just love him?ò 

 ñHeôs a really good man, and he treats us well.ò 

 ñYou didnôt answer my question though.ò 

 Grace sighed.  

 ñI donôt think I can right now. Like I said though, he tries hard, he treats us well. 

Heôs just caught up in his own stuff right now.ò 
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 Chris had to admit he knew a little about that, didnôt he? He was the king of 

wrapped up in your own stuff.  

 ñWell, thatôs good. That he takes care of you. I guess thatôs all that matters.ò 

 ñYeah.ò 

 The waitress came up and Chris took a refill on his coffee and ordered one for 

Grace. They sat in silence while the waitress poured their drinks. Once she was gone, 

Chris took a sip and then stared at Grace.  

 ñSo can I ask you something?ò 

 ñSure, go ahead.ò 

 ñWhy are you really here? With me?ò 

 Grace slowly emptied a packet of sugar into her cup.  

 ñI donôt know.ò 

 She nervously gulped her coffee, spilling a tiny stream of it down her chin. She 

leaned forward to avoid letting the coffee dribble onto her clothes, and Chris grabbed a 

napkin, leaning forward to gently wipe her chin.  

 They both laughed.  

 ñIôm a real prize, huh?ò Grace asked.  

 ñYes,ò Chris answered her. ñActually, you are.ò 

 The waitress came back with their ticket and slid it on the table, telling them they 

could pay any time they were ready, no hurry. Grace pulled the ticket to her and 

reached into her purse for her wallet. 

 ñItôs on me. You saved me the cost of dry cleaning this sweater.ò  
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 ñNo, please. Iôve got it,ò Chris argued. He never let women pay when he took 

them out. It was the one way he was a gentleman if nothing else.  

 Grace could see he was going to argue until he won. She let him pry her fingers 

away from the check and slide it toward him.  

 ñGood girl,ò he joked. ñBesides, you came to me. Iôll pay for that any day.ò 

 Grace stood. She had all day off now, but she felt like she needed to get away, 

off by herself to think about everything that was spinning around in her head. Chris 

grabbed her wrist.  

 ñCan I see you again?ò 

 His fingers were warm and strong around her arm.  

 ñI donôt know,ò Grace fumbled around for words. ñDo you have to sit out in the 

courtyard? Can you be a little less conspicuous?ò 

 Chris let go of her arm, hard as it was to see her go.  

 ñIôll take that as a yes,ò he said.  

 Was that a óyes,ô Grace wondered. If so, what exactly was she saying yes to? But 

caught up in the moment, in his touch, she didnôt care. She gave him one of her special 

smiles.  

 ñSo I surprised you today by showing up here,ò Grace said. ñNow you surprise 

me.ò 

 As Grace walked away, Chris couldnôt help but watch the way she moved in her 

jeans. Gorgeous. And sweet, so sweet. She turned around one last time to flash a smile 

at him, and he almost couldnôt stand it.  
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 He turned back to tend to the bill, smiling. He almost felt like a normal man again 

for a moment. She had come looking for him! He couldnôt believe it. It was almost 

enough to make him think maybe there was a God who had a plan for us allðOr at 

least that some people came into our life for a reason. Heôd never felt like that before, 

but he couldnôt shake how certain heôd been the first day he saw Grace that she was 

meant to be a part of his life. And who could explain his attaching himself to her so 

easily when years had gone by after Kelly where he hadnôt been able to feel anything 

for anyone?  

 Kelly. He felt a stab of remorse. Could he allow himself to love another woman? 

Would that mean that he was being unfaithful to her memory and to their love? As he 

thought her name, a feeling of calm settled over him, almost as if someone was there 

reassuring him it was OK to move on, even compelling him to do so. He got the odd 

sensation somehow that Kelly would have approved.  

 Then, as he handed the money over to the cashier, another feeling took hold of 

him, and his hands flew to his head. 

 ñNo...ò 

 A sharp pain stabbed the side of his head, and he put his hands to his temples.  

 ñPlease, God, not now,ò he begged.  

 ñYou OK, sir?ò the cashier asked. 

 ñYes, fine,ò Chris lied as he took his change and rushed out the door.  

 Outside, he pressed his hands against his temples. The sunlight moved in tiny 

prisms before his eyes, as if all the world were refracted through a prism. The sounds of 
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the street were magnified, filling his brain with blaring and crunching noisesðthe 

sounds of chaos, the sounds of war. But then, slowly, very slowly the pain subsided. 

The world righted itself, the light was normal again. Chris put one foot in front of the 

other and took himself home.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Fourteen 

  

 Dave was still on London time when Chris called him and insisted he had to 

come over. He checked his alarm clock. It was barely 7:30 AM. Come on, Man, he 

complained aloud as he reached for the phone. He knew who it was even before he 

answered.  

 ñWhat the heck is this about, Chris? I need my beauty sleep.ò 
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 ñYou get any more beauty sleep, Hollywoodôs gonna be breaking down your door 

asking you to be in the movies. Now get yourself over here.ò 

 ñYou really have no mercy, do you?ò Dave mumbled. ñYou know one of these 

days youôre not going to have big brother to demand everything of.ò 

 ñYouôve been gone three weeks. I havenôt demanded anything at all for at least 

that long.ò 

 Dave rolled up to the edge of the bed. What Chris didnôt realize was that even 

when he was an ocean away, all he could think about was his brotherôs welfare. Just 

because he wasnôt a few blocks away didnôt mean Dave didnôt feel how much his 

brother needed him. It was a constant, internal sense of demand. But at least when heôd 

been away, heôd been able to allow himself to be guilt-free about not rushing to Chrisô 

side for every little request. But anyway, there was no point in getting into that. Now that 

he was home again, he had nothing to stop him from running to Chrisô rescue. It was 

who he was.  

 Still, he was a little miffed that this would cut into his day. Heôd planned to go 

over to North Beach and linger around City Lights bookstore for awhile, grab a coffee in 

one of the nearby shops and spend his day admiring the college girls and starving 

artists of the female variety who frequented the area. He even imagined sometimes that 

he might meet someone worth knowing longer than 24 hours, a woman he could 

actually talk to. But that was a pipe dream. What woman would put up with his crazy 

schedule and his insane relationship with his brother?  
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 ñSo if I drag myself over there, this better be good,ò Dave threatened. ñAnd I 

expect a full English breakfast with bangers and toast and tea. The whole lot. Because 

thatôs what Iôm used to now.ò 

 Chris laughed into the phone, a wild laugh that sounded truly full of happiness. It 

had been so long since Dave had heard him that way it was unsettling. Was this some 

tumor thing? Was he experiencing mania or something? 

 ñAlright,ò Dave said when Chris assured him this would be better than any 

English breakfast. ñIôm on my way.ò 

 

*** 

 

 Chris sat on a stool at the island that separated his small kitchen from his work 

space, which in someone elseôs apartment would have functioned as a proper den.  

 ñMy God! What got into you?ò Dave wanted to know. He was studying Chrisô 

latest works. ñThese are amazing.ò 

 Chris almost felt sheepish hearing his brotherôs praise. It had been so long. And 

Daveôs opinion had always meant so much to him.  

 ñThanks,ò he said, grabbing a bottle of orange juice from the fridge and taking a 

swig. ñYou want some?ò He held the bottle out.  

 Dave looked over distractedly, finding it hard to pull his attention away from his 

brotherôs new works.  

 ñHuh?ò 
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 Chris held the bottle up.  

 ñWant one?ò 

 ñNo vodka?ò 

 Chris grinned obnoxiously at him.  

 ñStraight as a redneck.ò 

 Daveôs gaze shifted between Chris and the painting. Was this really his brother? 

The same brother whoôd spent the last years of his life self-destructing and boozing and 

being generally unpleasant? Where was the usual whine, the sneer?  

 ñWhat the heck got into you?ò he asked, gesturing to the paintings.  

 Chris licked juice off his lips and acted ignorant.  

 ñWhat do you mean?ò 

 ñI mean, first your work and then the new diet...ò 

 Chris wasnôt prepared to get into that right this second. He just wanted Dave to 

like the work, and to say so. That was all. That was enough for now. He looked at his 

watch.  

 ñSo are you going to tell me about your trip?ò 

 ñYeah, right. As if you really wanna know.ò 

 Chris swallowed the last of his juice to stall. He understood why Dave thought it 

was crazy of him to be interested. Heôd never asked questions before. His brother pretty 

much lived this whole other life that he knew nothing about because, well, he never 

showed an interest. What a bastard heôd been.  
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 ñI really want to know,ò he said to Dave. ñI know I never ask you, but Iôm asking 

now.ò 

 Dave eyed him suspiciously. 

 ñDo you need money to take your new girlfriend out or something?ò 

 ñYou know I donôt need money,ò Chris laughed. ñIôm set. And what girlfriend are 

you talking about exactly?ò 

 ñAll I know is Iôm not telling you about my trip until you tell me about what woman 

inspired all this. Donôt try to lie and tell me Iôm wrong.ò 

 ñWhat woman?ò Chris tried anyway. 

 Dave stalked over to one of the paintings and pointed at the womanôs shining 

face that smiled out from the canvas.  

 ñThe woman youôre head over heels in love with.ò 

 ñWhatôre you talking about?ò Chris argued, laughing. Deny everything, he told 

himself. Sheôs not your woman, and youôre not in love.  

 ñStop stalling. Tell me about her. Is it art imitating life or life imitating art?ò 

 ñYou really think a woman did this to me?ò 

 ñYou bet your scrawny butt she did. If I know one thing, itôs women. And if I know 

another thing, itôs you. And I know what happens when you meet a woman. Well, itôs 

been a while, but when you meet a woman who does this kind of thing to you.ò 

 ñWhatever,ò Chris said, finally cracking. ñSheôs just a friend.ò 

 Dave lifted his eyebrows at his brother. He went into the fridge and took out one 

of the bottles of orange juice that Chris had offered before. He unscrewed the cap and 
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took a swig, giving Chris time to say something more, spill the beans. When Chris kept 

his lips sealed, Dave poked him in the back with his finger.  

 ñJust a friend? Man, youôve got it bad for her.ò 

 Dave shoved him a little so he slipped sideways on the stool. Chris pushed back, 

laughing out loud, and they pushed each other around playfully like they hadnôt done 

since they were kids.  

 ñPiss off! I donôt!ò Chris howled, trying to get Dave to spill his orange juice, which 

he still clutched in one hand. When he was finally successful, and Dave sloshed a little 

orange juice on the floor, Chris let go. The brothers stood panting, both of them bent 

over and trying to catch their breath. 

 When Dave was upright again, he gave Chris one more gentle shoulder shove.  

 ñYeah right. I couldnôt get you to paint...you couldnôt get you to paint...for 15 

years! And now this.ò  

 He swept his arm toward the art work again.  

 ñNow this,ò Chris nodded. 

 ñSo are you going to tell me about her or what, man?ò 

 Finally, Chris couldnôt hold it in anymore. 

 ñSheôs amazing. Sheôs like...an angel or something.ò 

 Daveôs eyes widened. Heôd never heard Chris talk like that, not even about Kelly.  

 ñAn angel?ò 

 ñYep.ò 

 ñDo you even believe in angels?ò 
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 ñApparently I do now.ò 

 ñAnd what makes her an angel?ò 

 Dave was truly interested to know what kind of woman could have an effect on 

his brother after all this time. And what type of woman would make him use religious 

terms when he was such a stubborn atheist, or agnostic, or whatever he was calling 

himself these days.  

 When Chris had talked about Kelly, it was always about her bodyðher smile, her 

hands, her hips. It was always about what the did together, stupid things mostly, like 

making love in a park or dancing naked in the rain in her backyard, or getting drunk with 

her crazy roommates. They were a carnal couple, hedonists even. They loved each 

other, yes. And they would have made a good couple if...theyôd married. But was she an 

angel, and would Chris have ever described her as one? No way. 

 ñDo I know her?ò 

 ñRemember the blonde nurse at the hospital the last time?ò 

 Dave strained to remember.  

 ñMan, thereôve been so many damn trips there lately...ò 

 ñThe one I was staring at while you were trying to drag me out of there while 

simultaneously hitting on General Natalie?ò 

 Dave pictured a petite but curvy nurse with blonde pony tail. Cute, perky.  

 ñOh, her. Yeah. I do remember.ò 

 ñWell, thatôs the one whoôs made me hear the angels sighing.ò 
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 Dave couldnôt believe what he was hearing, and he half wondered if this was a 

result of the tumor, although he would never have said that to Chris. Dr. Mulligan had 

told him that it could cause changes in behavior, strange visions and sensations, plenty 

of weird stuff.  

 But for Dave, seeing his brother happy was all that mattered. It lifted his own 

spirits. So who cared if this was all the result of some tumor.  

 Dave lifted his bottle of orange juice in celebration of his brother and all his new 

accomplishments.  

 ñCheers mate. Whateverôs going on, itôs working for you.ò 

 Chris cackled and threw his arm around his brotherôs shoulders.  

 ñSo let me do you a favor for once. Let me see if she has a sister or a friend.ò 

 Dave shoved his brother off him cheerfully.  

 ñNo thanks. Iôm good.ò 

 ñI know youôre good. Thatôs why I want you to be as happy as I am.ò 

 Dave ignored Chris and went back to looking at the paintings.  

 ñYou keep up this kind of work, brother, and Iôll be the happiest man in the world. 

No girlfriend necessary.ò 
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Chapter Fifteen 

  

 Grace wanted the cake, a big slice, but she passed it by and chose the yogurt. 

Behind her in the cafeteria line, her friend Anne pulled the cake from the dessert shelf 

without a second thought. Grace stared at it as she checked out and then went to hunt a 

table in the busy cafeteria while Anne paid. When Anne arrive and plopped down with 

her tray, Grace just watched as she started to eat, not touching her cup of yogurt or 

unpeeling her orange. She wasnôt on a diet. She was just constantly aware of what 

wasnôt good for her. Sheôd had too much sugar lately, so she felt like she had to resist. 

Meanwhile, Anne spooned sweet, creamy chocolate frosting into her mouth, eating 

dessert first and leaving her salad for the second course.  

 ñYou want a bite?ò Anne asked, noticing how Grace was staring down her cake. 

 Grace blushed and looked away. ñNo. Just zoning out.ò 

 ñAbout Philip, right?ò  

 Anne had heard a million times how Philip had to work late, how he had to go out 

of town. Over the last year or so, heôd become the amazingly absent boyfriend, and she 

hated watching her friend go through this.  

 ñI donôt know why you put up with his nonsense,ò she said. ñHow long is he going 

to go on like this?ò 
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 ñWell, heôs trying.ò 

 It was no lie. Just last night heôd come home early, with flowers. He said he knew 

he hadnôt been the best boyfriend in the world and hoped sheôd just hang in there a little 

longer.  

 ñHeôs always making promises to you. How many has he actually kept?ò 

 ñThatôs not fair. I told you about the flowers.ò 

 ñFair. He hasnôt been fair to you at all lately.ò 

 ñYou only know what I tell you though,ò Grace argued defensively. ñAnd Iôve been 

pretty hard on Philip lately. I mean, the things Iôve told you have all been negative.ò 

 ñYes. They have. So tell me some of the good stuff that heôs done lately. Besides 

the flowers. I like Philip. Itôs not like I want to sabotage things. I just want you to be 

happy. So tell me something good.ò 

 ñWell...I...ò 

 Grace couldnôt think of an example from recent weeks beside the flowers. Anne 

felt sorry for her, and let her off the hook.  

 ñForget it. I was being obnoxious. Iôm sorry. You never know what goes on in 

someone elseôs relationship, so I should just keep my mouth shut. You obviously love 

the guy or you wouldnôt stick with him.ò 

 ñI do, Anne. I mean, I know itôs hard between us right now, but...ò Grace tried to 

put her finger on what made her stay, even though she agreed with everything Anne 

was saying. ñ...heôs still...Philip. You know?ò 

 Anne forked another piece of cake into her mouth.  
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 ñAt least you still have someone I guess. What do they sayðbetter to be with 

someone for all the wrong reasons and still get a piece of ass?ò 

 Graceôs mouth hung open even though she was used to this kind of loose talk 

from Anne.  

 ñRude!ò she said. ñWhy donôt we talk about your love life, girl?ò 

 ñBecause it would be a two-second conversation about how pathetic and lonely I 

am.ò 

 ñCome on, no prospects at all? I find it hard to believe a knock-out like you isnôt 

getting hit on left and right.ò 

 ñYeah, but old fart patients and crazy people.ò 

 Grace laughed. Anne always knew how to lift her spirits. She needed to be a little 

more like Anneðtake it all with a grain of salt and a lot of humor. 

 Anne pointed at the cake with the prongs of her fork. 

 ñThis is my love life right now.ò 

 Grace laughed. ñYou always did love the forbidden.ò 

 ñThatôs right, baby,ò she smiled. ñAnd you always liked...plain vanilla.ò 

 Both sets of eyes rested on Graceôs yogurt.  

 ñIôm not all vanilla lately,ò Grace argued, hinting quietly at her secret.  

 Anne scooted forward in her chair, licking chocolate icing from her finger.  

 ñDo tell.ò 

 ñIôm just saying Iôve started to think itôs better to be alone for all the right reasons 

than with someone for all the wrong.ò 
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 Anneôs eyes lit up as she realized what was going on.  

 ñOh, my gosh. Youôre going to leave Philip and take up with that derelict whoôs 

got the hots for you.ò 

 Grace wiggled her eyebrows at her playfully. 

 ñYour personal keeper who sits outside and watches you.ò 

 ñChris,ò Grace said. She liked saying his name.  

 ñHmm. Weôre on a first name basis now, are we?ò 

 ñI donôt know,ò Grace shrugged. ñI think heôs just a guy looking for some 

attention.ò 

 ñYeah, I bet heôs looking for your attention alright.ò 

 ñHeôs harmless.ò 

 ñDefine harmless. Heôs not harmless if heôs on your mind when youôre in a 

relationship with another man. Plus, you know who he is right? Before you transferred 

here, he was the guy we used to see three to four times a week. Bombed out of his 

gourd most of the time.ò She studied Graceôs reaction. ñIôm just saying,ò she told her, 

ñbe careful.ò 

 Grace spooned yogurt into her mouth and though she liked vanilla. Maybe she 

should just stick with vanilla. But half of Anneôs cake was still sitting on her plate, and 

she wanted to dive across the table and wolf it down.  

 ñIf you ask me,ò Anne went on, ñI think he gets ripped so he can come in here 

and get attention. A real Munchausen Syndrome case. Heôs got some psychological 

problems happening, Grace. Or he used to at least. Iôm just saying...ò 
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 ñI know, I know. Be careful.ò She reached over and took a bite of Anneôs cake. 

Anne looked surprised. That wasnôt like Grace at all. She pushed the plate across the 

table so she could have it.  

 Grace glanced up at her after a minute and asked in a whisper, ñYou ever seen 

his medical records?ò 

 ñMedical records?ò Anne asked. ñI donôt need medical records to know his 

probleméinebriated!ò 

 ñSeriously. Do you think thereôs anything really wrong with him? Do you believe 

what you just said about Munchausen and all?ò 

 Anne glanced around. ñIôm pretty sure we shouldnôt be talking about this. 

Especially not in a public place.ò 

 ñI know,ò Grace said. Sheôd never broken a rule in her life, never would have 

dreamed sheôd try to infringe on a patientôs privacy. 

 Anne felt sorry for her though. She leaned in.  

 ñHeôs got some sort of head injury is all I know. Thatôs what I heard; Iôve never 

seen his records.ò  

 Grace nodded quietly.  

 ñBut you have access to them, donôt you? I mean, you could if you wanted.ò 

 ñSo could you.ò 

 ñNo, I donôt have the clearance you have. Iôm still the newbie, remember? Iôm 

technically still in my preliminary stage.ò 
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 Anne knew what Grace was asking, but she didnôt know what to sayðor what 

she should do. 

 ñYou really like him?ò Anne asked, seeing the conflict in her friendôs face. 

 ñNo...weôre just friends.ò 

 ñWhat exactly do you two have in common? I mean, other than you working here 

and him being a walking cadaver?ò 

 ñThatôs not a nice thing to say.ò 

 ñYouôre defending him now. Iôd say youôre thinking about being more than 

friends.ò 

 ñIôm not defending him,ò Grace replied, smiling shyly. 

 ñYeah, you are.ò 

 ñWell, I guess thatôs what I do,ò Grace admitted. ñI make excuses for all the men 

in my life.ò 

 ñSo he is officially a man in your life?ò 

 ñNo...I donôt...Letôs just drop it.ò 

 They sat in silence for a minute, the way good friends do when they know they 

donôt have to fill the space between them with constant chatter. After a few minutes, 

Anne checked the clock on the wall.  

 ñI gotta get back and dispense meds.ò She stood. ñWow, you really like this guy. 

You like your guys crazy one way or the other, donôt you? Youôve gone from 

Independent Personality Disorder to Dependent Personality Disorder. At least you 

stayed on the same continuum.ò 
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 Anne didnôt mean it though. She winked at Grace as Grace stood to walk with 

her.  

 ñYouôre such a bitch,ò Grace laughed. 

 ñOhhh. Nasty!ò Anne teased. ñNow thatôs the kind of girl who can handle two 

men!ò 
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Chapter Sixteen 

 

 The art gallery was nestled inside a chic, modern building downtown near Union 

Square. The building was designed in gold with tinted-window architecture balancing 

the sheen. A water fountain in front of the building launched blasts of water from its 

spout, mist spraying into the autumn air and onto passersby who didnôt seem to mind, 

who relished in the cool mist on their faces. It was a beautiful day.  

 It was such a beautiful day, in fact, that Grace had agreed to drop Eric off with a 

sitter and meet up with Chris. Even though it was a Saturday, Philip was at the office. 

Chris held his jacket in his hand as they strolled along through the art gallery together. 

The gallery was sponsoring a show of local artists whoôd made it beg. Chris knew not 

only most of the artists whose work was on display, but the artists themselves. Most of 

them had been friends of his years before. When theyôd all been young artists on the 

verge, theyôd partied together, hit the bars, shared studios, talked each other through 

many frustrating dry periods.  
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 But Chris had drifted out of all of their lives after Kellyôs death. Eventually, heôd 

become so isolated the only person he knew practically was Dave. It felt safer that way. 

The fewer people you knew and loved, the less you had to lose in life. Plus, he wasnôt 

exactly a working artist after Kelly, so what did he have to talk about with the others 

anymore?  

 Now, as he drifted through the gallery with Grace, each work he saw reminded 

him of someone he knew and missed. He felt nostalgic for the happiness heôd once had 

as part of a community of artists. Grace, on the other hand, knew none of the artists but 

was so excited to be there. She did know about their styles, their colors. She 

commented on what she liked about this one, what great things she saw the artist 

accomplishing in another, how moved she was by a third.  

 The, as they came around a corner to a new room of the gallery, Grace saw a 

familiar artist and rushed over to the painting.  

 ñLook,ò she told Chris excitedly. ñItôs an Ambrose.ò 

 Chris followed her over, his hands clasped behind his back. 

 ñLike the one in your living room,ò he agreed. ñI know.ò 

 ñYou paint,ò she said. ñDo you know himðor have you ever met him?ò 

 Chris snorted.  

 ñHeôs a real piece of work. Not the kind of guy many people can stomach.ò 

 ñWell, as far as Iôm concerned anyone who can produce art as beautiful as his 

must have something going for him. I mean, how could you paint like this if you didnôt 

have, you know, soul?ò 
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 ñA soul? Arenôt you a God-girl? Donôt you believe everyone has a soul?ò 

 ñNo, not a soul. Just soul. Depth. Inner beauty.ò 

 ñGag me,ò Chris laughed. ñBelieve me, Iôve met plenty of artists who produce 

great work and theyôre still just jerks. Ambrose is one of them.ò 

 ñNo way. Not him,ò Grace assured Chris. ñI can tell.ò 

 Chris nudged her playfully with his elbow. 

 ñOh, you can tell?ò 

 ñYes, I can,ò she informed him, grinning.  

 ñWell, next time I see him, Iôll tell him if heôs got a brain in his head he should use 

whatever mojo powers heôs got going to try to sleep with you.ò 

 Grace punched him in the arm. ñYou pervert.ò She turned back to the painting. 

ñBut if you do ever meet him, make sure to tell him I think his work is amazing.ò 

 ñYouôre killing me here,ò Chris moaned. ñIôm standing right in front of you and 

youôre just shedding your glory all over some stranger.ò 

 Grace ignored him, lost in the painting.  

 ñItôs a shame he stopped painting as fast as he started.ò 

 Chris was surprised by this. 

 ñHe did?ò 

 ñYeah. I heard he stopped painting after he became ill. I took art classes in 

college, and there was just something about his work I could relate to. I just felt a 

connection to him.ò 
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 ñApparently.ò Chris wanted to change the subject. ñSo you were an art class girl, 

huh? A groupie even who went to local shows and tried to sleep with artists?ò 

 ñHa ha. No, I was never an art groupie, thank you. But I did spend my time with 

artsy friends in college. We used to hang out at North Beach and Castro.ò 

 ñOooh. Youôre cutting edge, huh? Did you wear all black with a little beret tilted to 

the side? I bet you did. And I bet it was adorable.ò 

 ñHush,ò Grace laughed. ñYou donôt know anything about me.ò 

 Chris studied the lines and curves of her face.  

 ñI know a few things about you.ò 

 ñLike what?ò 

 ñLike I know youôre a good mom.ò 

 Grace put her hands on her hips. 

 ñAnd how do you know that?ò 

 Chris answered quietly. 

 ñBecause I know a few things about bad mothers, and you donôt fit the profile.ò 

 ñOh, weôre profiling now, are we? Well let me take a few guesses about you.ò 

 ñOh no, no,ò Chris insisted. ñIôm the stalker here. I do all the digging. So art 

classes and then what?ò 

 ñNursing, of course. I had to get a real job as my father put it and then I just kind 

of shoved art to the back burner. I mean, I took the odd water color class here and there 

but nothing too serious.ò 

 ñAnd here you are still obsessed with this guy you studied so long ago.ò 
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 ñYou sound jealous,ò Grace purred, enjoying their back and forth. Then she 

remembered something else she knew about Ambrose. ñHe only painted a handful that 

gained prominence in the art world. Itôs a shame. He was just a young man when he got 

sick. Last I heard he died or something.ò 

 ñDied?ò Chris asked, incredulous. ñWow. Even I didnôt know that.ò He looked up 

at the painting Grace so admired. ñAt least he lives on through his art right?ò 

 ñHe does. Absolutely,ò Grace agreed.  

 Chris shifted his gaze to Grace. She felt his eyes on her and tried to ignore them 

but failed.  

 ñWhat?ò 

 ñCute nose.ò 

 Grace shook her head. He was incorrigible. 

 ñAre you serious?ò 

 ñAbout what?ò 

 ñAbout hitting on me right now. I mean, we were having a semi-intellectual 

conversation, and then you go and bring it down to the lowest common denominator.ò 

 ñIntellectual conversation? If Iôd have realized we were having one of those, I 

would have interrupted sooner.ò 

 ñAnd I said semi-intellectual,ò Grace laughed. ñIôm not sure youôre capable of 

much more.ò 

 ñWhat was that?ò Chris asked. ñI was looking at your nose. Did I mention how 

cute it is?ò 
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 Grace brushed off the compliment, but smiled to herself as she turned her face 

away.  

 ñSo,ò she said, continuing to walk through the gallery. ñDo you have a favorite 

artistðI mean, as an artist yourself?ò 

 ñFavorite? Not really. Except anyone other than your Ambrose fellow.ò 

 Graceôs mouth dropped open. 

 ñAre you serious? You are so obnoxious.ò 

 ñIôm sorry I donôt share your worship of an artist who only produced a handful of 

decent things and then...well, died, according to you.ò 

 Grace turned to face him full on.  

 ñSo what are we doing here then? Did you just bring me here because you knew 

I liked art? I mean, is this where you come to escape or something? I wouldnôt blame 

you.ò 

 For the first time when Chris looked at Grace, he felt no need to put on 

pretensions.  

 ñYeah. I like it here. It kinda reminds me of a church or something, but without all 

the religious nonsense.ò 

 ñI see.ò 

 ñWhat do you see?ò 

 ñYou really have it out for God, donôt you? Or at least religion, right?ò 

 ñWell, it doesnôt matter if I do? I think God has the same opinion of me. He 

certainly acts like heôs out to get me.ò 
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 Grace tilted her head at him, feeling for the first time she could have a real 

conversation with him, that heôd listen and open up if she asked him to.  

 ñCare to talk about it?ò she asked. 

 What would he talk about? Chris wondered. Kellyôs death? His destruction of all 

his own artwork? The death wish that lead him to take a fistful of Quaaludes and wash it 

down with whiskey? Would he talk about how it didnôt make any sense to believe in 

Godðor at least a good oneðwhen youôd felt so much pain and suffering. How he 

couldnôt believe in a God whoôd take away so much and give back so little. I mean, what 

was he supposed to be thankful forðlosing his fiancé or his career? Losing his mind 

and identity slowly as a tumor ate away at his brain?  

 But as he stood there with Grace, the bitterness that chewed into him day and 

night eased a little. He was thankful for something in that very moment. He was thankful 

for Grace, for the chance to stand here with her and listen to her talk about his work. 

Not because he wanted to hear someone gush about his work (that would have been 

his reason before), but because he wanted to hear how she thought, who she was, how 

she saw the world.  

 She was so fascinating to him. And she seemed to have such faith that 

everything would be OK. She never complained that he could see about struggling as a 

single mom. She had a hard time with this boyfriend character, but she was so willing to 

forgive him and give him the benefit of the doubt. She had a great capacity to see 

beauty and to love. He could see that in her, and he wanted some of it for himself.  

 So for now, he was thankful. For now, he was having the best day of his life.  
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 ñSo tell me,ò Grace was asking again. ñIs this where you come to escape?ò 

 ñWhat do you mean escape?ò 

 ñWell, rumor has it you escape a lot.ò 

 ñAhh. The rumor mill is alive and turning in the hospital, huh?ò 

 ñNo. Itôs just...you do drink a lot, donôt you? Tell me. What are you running from?ò 

 Chris turned away and stared at the painting they stood in front of now. Should 

he tell her he hadnôt had a drink in a week? Should he answer all the questions she was 

asking? 

 ñAre you going to talk to me?ò Grace asked. ñThis was your idea. You wanted me 

to know who you are...so Iôm asking.ò 

 Chris thought about it. 

 ñI drink, but not as much as I used to...I started to drink for mere curiosity. My 

father was a drunk and he died before my twenty-first birthday. He was the only parent I 

had and I watched him deal with his problems that way...I lost someone close to me 

awhile back. I wanted to know if the bottle could solve my problems, or at least numb 

them. And the funny part is, I found my pain wouldnôt go away as I got older, just 

scattered. I had a hard time separating the desire for a drink from the necessity of 

having it in my blood...You see, Grace, my spirit died a long time ago. A body without a 

spirit is just a zombie.ò He laughed quietly. ñI guess I was pickling my brain to kill the 

rest of me.ò 

 Grace touched his shoulder.  

 ñShe must have been very special.ò 



 

 

 

 
PETER ANDREW SACCO 

RETURN TO GRACE 15

3 

 Chris watched Grace for a long moment. She let him, waiting silently because 

she knew that was what he needed.  

 ñIôve only had two loves in my life. One was taken from me, and the other I 

returned to sender.ò 

 ñDo you want to talk more about it?ò 

 ñNo. No point in it.ò 

 ñYou sure about that? Seems to me talking about it can help us heal.ò 

 ñIs that what they teach you in nursing school?ò 

 ñNo, thatôs just something Iôve picked up along the way. Maybe itôs the mother in 

me too.ò 

 Chris thought that was why her patience and kindness seemed so unfamiliar. 

She was like a mother in so many ways. Kelly had been...well, sexy and wild and smart, 

but she hadnôt had that ...warm quality. Maybe that was what set Grace apart. She was 

sexy and warm, youthful and wise all at once. 

 ñThank you for listening, Grace,ò Chris finally told her. ñThereôs really not much to 

tell you. I kinda let go awhile back.ò 

 ñDoesnôt sound like it to me.ò 

 ñIôm good. Really.ò 

 ñAnd why do you drink now?ò 

 Chris shrugged, mulling over her question.  
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 ñI like the feeling. I guess Iôm a recovered drunk who drinks to mask the fact I 

became a drunk in the first place. But, you know, lately I havenôt been drinking so 

much.ò 

 Grace watched him with interest.  

 ñReally? And why is that?ò 

 Chris stared into her eyes.  

 ñFor the first time in a long time I want to try and be a whole person.ò 

 ñAnd what led you to this revelation?ò 

 ñI felt something in me I didnôt know was there. You showed me.ò 

 Grace was surprised at this open admission from Chris. It sounded so sincere. 

And, of course, it was the ultimate flattery.  

 ñI did?ò 

 ñI feel great because of you. And when Iôm around you, I...ò 

 Grace took a step back, involuntarily. She had to stop him before he said 

something he couldnôt take back, that she couldnôt forget sheôd heard. It wasnôt right. 

Not with Philip still in her life.  

 ñOK, stop there.ò She reached up and put her fingers to his lips. ñIôm flattered by 

all this attention and all your compliments, but you know I have a man in my life. This 

canôt go anywhere.ò 

 ñThis?ò 
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 ñYes. This. Whatever it is.ò Grace turned her head. ñI donôt know you from Adam. 

I donôt know you at all. I donôt know what the hell Iôm doing here with you, honestly. And 

damn it, the last thing I need is another complication in my life.ò 

 ñBecause of Eric?ò 

 There he went again, thinking of her son. It was the most endearing thing about 

him, Grace thought. 

 ñEric. Among other things,ò she answered.  

 Chris smiled at her, which she hadnôt expected considering she was standing 

there rejecting him outright. 

 ñWhat are you smiling at?ò she asked. 

 ñYou.ò 

 ñYouôre a crazy man. Did you hear one word I was saying?ò 

 ñOf course. I heard. Youôre worried about getting involved with me. Because of 

Eric, among other things.ò 

 ñThen why are you smiling.ò 

 ñBecause you never said because of Philip. Which means Iôve got my foot in the 

door. When youôre with me, youôre not even thinking about him.ò 

 Grace shook her head. As sheôd thought before, he was incorrigible. That word 

just fit him perfectly, like it was created especially to describe his behavior. 

 So why did she like it so much?  

 ñI should get going,ò Grace said.  

 Chris smiled. ñWhoôs running now?ò 
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 ñRunning? Me? Running from you? Donôt you get it? Iôm not interested in you in 

that way, Chris.ò She checked her watch. ñI have to pick Eric up, and I need to get 

groceries first.ò 

 Chris made popping sound with his lips. Grace took it as a sound of acceptance.  

 ñSo Iôm going to go now,ò Grace told him. ñI had a nice time today, really. It was 

good talking with you, but...I think us meeting has to stop. I mean, donôt you think so? I 

donôt want you to get the wrong idea.ò 

 ñAbout what?ò 

 ñAbout...me.ò 

 Chris ... 

 ñWell, arenôt you going to say anything?ò Grace asked. 

 ñI think youôve said more than enough for the both of us,ò he laughed playfully.  

 Grace was charmed by his constant boyishness.  

 ñDonôt be like that,ò she smiled. ñYou know weôre buddies.ò 

 ñBuddies. Right. Buddies who can never see each other again. So what more 

could I possibly say to change the way you think about me?ò 

 ñNothing.ò 

 ñThatôs what I thought. So...ò 

 Just as Grace thought he was going to turn and walk away, Grace felt his hand 

fall on her shoulder, his fingers caress her face. His touch thrilled her. Her body 

quivered as she felt the warmth of his palm on the nape of her neck. 

 ñThereôs just one thing Iôd like to add in my defense,ò Chris told her. 
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 ñWhat?ò Grace managed to whisper. It was hard to keep her voice from shaking 

slightly.  

 Chris slowly leaned forward and kissed her mouth, ever so softly. Grace couldnôt 

help herself. She closed her eyes and let him kiss her. She felt his fingers in her hair as 

he finally pulled his mouth away.  

 ñThatôs all I wanted to say,ò Chris murmured.  

 ñAre you sure?ò  

 All her denial had turned to invitation. 

 ñWell, maybe one more exclamation point.ò 

 Chris stepped into her, put his arm around her waist and pulled her to him. This 

time when they kissed, their mouths were crushed against one another, their bodies 

pressed together in a passionate embrace. Grace was kissing him and pulling him 

toward her as hard as she could, hungry for him, for this, for so long. She wanted this, 

couldnôt deny it anymore. And yet, she tried to. 

 ñThis canôt happen...ò she mumbled helplessly between kisses.  
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Chapter Seventeen 

 

 They burst into his apartment in one anotherôs arms, kissing and kissing. The 

urgency of their mutual desire had been building all the way over. Now, in the privacy of 

Chrisô apartment, against the wall, Chris pressed his body against Graceôs. They 

explored one another with their hands, and clothing started to come offðshoes, 

earrings, his shirt, her blouse.  

 Grace didnôt even have a chance to take in the room, and Chris had covered his 

work with tarps before meeting her in case they ended up back hereðas heôd hoped. 

But Grace could smell the paints, a thick oily, seductive smell filled the room, and she 

felt like she was back in art class, back in a time when she was so happy. Chrisô hands 

undid the buttons on her blouse one by one, and she let it fall away, let him sweep her 

up into his arms.  

 Chris kissed her neck, her ears, her face. He kissed down her body and unzipped 

her pants, then his. At the sound of the zipper, Grace realized what was really about to 

happen here. She stopped him, sat up.  

 ñWait,ò she said. ñWait a minute.ò 

 She crossed her arms over her body as if she could hide her entire torso from him. 

 ñWhat's wrong?ò Chris asked, panting. ñDon't you want this?ò 

 ñYes, but...ò 
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 Chris was so close; he couldnôt stand the idea of losing her now. He leaned over 

her, kissed her face, tried everything to convince her. 

 ñYou're not married,ò he told her. ñLeave him. Weôll be together...ò 

 ñTogether?ò Grace hadnôt even thought that farðabout leaving Philip, about what 

this would mean to Eric. ñI have a son,ò she said as if that explained everything. ñHow 

do I know you'll be good to him?ò 

 Falling back on his elbows, Chris realized they were in a ñcooling offò period for the 

moment. He wanted her badly, but not so badly he was going to push her to do 

something she didnôt want to.  

 Chris thought for a moment, back to his own childhood. He might have been 

irritated by her bringing up her kid at a time like that, but he understood. He knew how 

hard it must be. He only had one parent who was only half there. He could imagine that 

it wasn't much better to have one-and-a-half parents. 

 ñI know what it's like to be a kid in his situation, maybe worse.ò 

 ñReally?ò 

 ñYeah, but let's not get into it now, Chris said, looking up into her eyes. ñI want to 

get into something else.ò 

 ñHa!ò Grace laughed. 

 ñThat's not what I meant. I meant I want to focus on you.ò 

 Something about the way he was willing to stop and talk about Eric really touched 

Grace. This was a good man, wasnôt it? He really cared about her, didnôt he? Would she 

leave Philip for him? She couldnôt decide that now. Would he and Eric get along? 
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Maybe theyôd never even meet, why let that stop her now when what she was about to 

do would have no effect on her child. Heôd never even know about it.  

 She rolled up on one elbow facing Chris. She wanted him badly, the way sheôd 

wanted Philip in the beginning. The way she hadnôt wanted a man in a long time. This 

was new and exciting and yet so comfortable and somehow familiar.  

 ñYou wanna focus, huh?ò Grace teased. 

 She grabbed him and kissed him hard and started to take off his shirt. 

 Chris pretended to be hurt.  

 ñWow, youôre a little rough. And strong for such a little girl.ò 

 ñWell, you lured me here, and now youôre going to finish the job.ò 

 Grace gave him a playful slap on the face. 

 ñAww, now youôre really in trouble,ò Chris shouted. ñI'm going to give you a slap 

you'll never forget.ò 

 Chris climbed on top of Grace, who squealed like a ticklish child, and they began 

to wrestle around gleefully. Their playfulness slowed to gentle rolling, and Chris ended 

up on top of Grace again, her arms pinned beside her head. Chris smiled down at herð

She was gorgeous, so pure and beautiful and inspiring. He wanted to take her into the 

other room and paint her, but how would he ever capture that quality she had, that 

indescribable thing that got under his skin in such a wonderfully infuriating way.  

 He loved her.  

 Was that possible? Could he really love this woman he hardly knew at all? Was 

this obsession of his really something so real? The idea of it, the risk of it all, freaked 
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him out suddenly. He hadnôt been with a woman he loved since Kelly. And it hit him that 

this was going to be an intense experience. Maybe too intense. Staring into Graceôs 

grey eyes, he could hardly breathe.  

 Chris released Grace and rolled onto his back. 

 ñI can't do it,ò he blurted out.  

 ñWhat's wrong?ò she asked. ñDo you? Are you? I mean, itôs not a physical thing. I 

know youôre able.ò 

 With her knee she could feel his arousal through the covers. 

 ñNo, of course itôs not that. Itôs just...I want to do this right,ò he said. They were now 

lying on their backs, side by side. He turned his face to hers. ñHow about I hold you all 

night long?ò 

  Graceôs heart was crushed, but her soul and mind knew better. He was right; he 

was, in fact, being a gentleman.  

 ñI'd love that very much,ò she whispered, moving her face forward and nudging her 

nose against his.  

 ñRoll over,ò Chris smiled. ñIôm gonna spoon the stuffing out of you.ò 

 Grace followed orders, and they nestled their bodies together. It was a perfect fit. 

And, despite Chrisô attempts to be a gentlemanðto waitðin the end, they did more than 

spoon. And there was no looking back. 

 

*** 
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 Grace and Chris lay naked in his bed, their limbs twisted together, their bodies 

exhausted and happy.  Chris kissed her forehead. Grace smiled at him and kissed him 

back. 

 ñSorry for being so long-winded when I have something to say,ò Chris told her. ñItôs 

one of my many weaknesses.ò 

 Grace twisted her fingers in his. ñYou can say that again.ò 

 While her wrist was up in the air, she looked at her watch. 

 ñI have to pick up Eric in an hour.ò 

 ñSo much for the groceries.ò 

 ñEric will just have to come with me. I think he wanted to buy some paint anyway.ò 

 Suddenly, she had Chrisô attention again. Why hadnôt she mentioned the kid had 

an artistic streak.  

 ñWhat's he painting?ò 

 ñHe's been trying to sketch a mural in his bedroom. He wants to paint 

superheroes.ò 

 ñSuperheroes? Cool.ò 

 ñPoor kid. He gets frustrated with his mistakes and gets discouraged.ò 

 Chris could envision the boyôs room even though he hadnôt seen it the night he 

was at Graceôs. In his mind, he watched a small boy trying to paint a big mural. 

Imagining the scene almost choked Chris up. He thought of all the things heôd wanted to 

do with art as a kid. He never painted on his walls, but he covered those walls with 




