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RETURN TO GRACE

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 i n herdeWwassomethingabbutteat i es s h
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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Al really do | i ke his work, o the old woman
woman whose back she was aldadus sisn nhgi.s fidHeet aisl ss.
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.
AHe must have felt a | ot.of Sheveobkratbeemw
as if she wanted to touch the painting herself. But the blonde woman did not move aside
to accommodate her. AYou can just tell, o0 the
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. 0
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

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

AYou can feel the bond of | ove between the
mused. Al ' ve never seen an art i sdactualiagoananr e s o mu
one canvas. They must have been very speci al

Very special to him. The words whispered and echoed in the blonde woman's
head.
Al was so sur pr i ereshowing mdra ohAbrosa'swok.h ey w

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

AMy God! o the old woman said, glancing

her . fh¥rod ' r e
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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
posed straight 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
gorgeousd clothed and unclothedd and she knew it. And as professional as she was,
she knew he knew it too.

AAl right, Kelly, o he warned her, stifling

AOr what?o0
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AOr | '"m going to have to find a new model

Kelly batted her eyes. fAYou wouldn't dare.

AYeahwell ... 0 He didn't finish. She was ri¢
to.

AJust sit still, o he said again. APl ease. 0

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.
AWhat 20 Kel ly pl ay e drather bedkissing those lipswhila know |
they're puckered, instead of you having all t
AYou're impossible,o0 Chris told her, gl ari
Kelly twisted and squirmed.
AHow much | onger?0 she asked, making a bor
AYoun'orte very good at this, are you?o
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. Mayp e shedéd 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.
AYou're in trouble now, 06 he said in a fake
from ear to ear, appearing to savor the moment.

ASomebody <call 911! 0

*kk

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

PETER ANDREW SACCO



RETURN TO GRACE

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 himd disappointed 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.

*kk

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 itd or 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' earsd the 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. T h i s tortwsertihd.

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 needl e. I't made him wence. I
he was now.
ARJesus, Il thought you said it didn't have
Natalie frowned. #ADondét say O6Jesuso6 I|ike
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Then she offered him her usual sarcastic smidl
Chrisrubbed his arm and sighed, thinksug hedd
doesndt need your protection i f heBuwheas great
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,
heéd have a field day with Natalie, probably
over her phone number, and then never call. There would be a scene later, of course,
when they ran into Natalie here againd or somewhere else. But Dave would somehow
manage to smooth it over and, well, Natalie would never know what hit her. Poor
Nat al i e. C helpibig smileotahindetf.o t
She handed him a clipboard and pen, completely unaware of the complex web
Chris was imagining her wrapped in with Dave.
AForms, 0 she said.
Chris studied the papers in front of him like a blind man.
AWhat 6s this?o0
AMrmofS) 0 she said. AYou know wilmaheret hey ar e
Pl ease complete the rest of the forms so we ¢
AiDo | have to?0 he asked I|ike a child.
Natalie would have none of his games, not any more. She answered with an
stern tone that Chris found amusing.

ASurely protocol must be old hat by now, 0
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Chris began writing quickly in mock earnest.

AYes, General. Right away. o

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.

Al snét It the Christian fphitn@nte?do httoghen
APardon the pun, of course. o

Natalie screwed up her nose |Ii ke she didno

Al " m just doing my job, 06 she informed him.

supposed to, we wouldn't be seeing you as muchaswedo.And you woul dndét h

put up with Gener al Natalie. o
Chris made more noise with his pen. Dottin
At os were tracers shot from machine guns. Wit

the pen and clipboard onto his tray-table.
ATa da! ... Satisfied?o0
Natalie ignored all of this. He was an OK
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 shiftd all of them needing as much care
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and attention as himd and he had a unique way of sucking it all up as if he was the only
person in the world.
AYou know the drill, o she said in a calm v
comes to pick you wup.o
Of course, Chris thought. Enter big brother Dave to save me.
AOh, heodl l be herries neosnseunrteadr iNeyr,.0 MChust wait
Al 6ve already met your brother before, 06 Na
was holding, | ooked at him, concerned. AYou d
Chris racked his brain. He cohatbijtwsted r e me mb
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.

i remember, 0 he | ied.
Natalie did n 6 t believe hi m. She scratched a not e
AwWhat is that? What are you writing in my

ADondb6t you worry about that.o

Al am worried. ltés my chart. |l have a rig
Natalie was unimpressed.

AnOf eoyos do, Mr . Si mon. Nobodyds trying t
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 Nataliebs perspective, Chris thought. N a
smiling girlishly.

Dave was used to these kinds of greetings. He gave new meaning to the phrase
Awailrk |'i ke you own the place. o0 He wal ked into
everyone in it. It wasndét that he was arrogan
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 disarmingd the 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 f
pretty clear on what their vices were, neither had successfully conquered themd or

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

ALooks | i ke my carriage has arrived, 0 Chri
starting up one of her little coy conversationsri ght i n front of him. AYo
General . o

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 spuiattc aCshe ihsedd da ppairctkmeedhty, a bag
half-packed, knowing one way or the other his visits to hospitals were far from over.

AWhy hell o there, Dave, 0 Natalie said desp
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AHel |l o yoursel f, 0 Dawmhisghssesiwasdoo mucihfer r ef | e c
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.

ANi ce to see you again. Seaeems Isihke s@hrdi,s scha
her head like a little disappointed mother.

flesus, 0 Chris complained again just to annoy
he felt sort of bad.

AYeah, sorry about that, o Dave offered. AHe

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.

AHO i s he?0 Dave asked Natalie, | ooking to

AHe' s going to be fine. oo

Perfect, Christhought They coul d go on | i ke this all dasa
not here.

AWhat happened?06 Dave said, adgairfitld Matmaliir
Chris knew Dave trusted him that much; this w
exercising of his own masculine wiles. A self-professed ladies man, Dave was entirely
responsible in every otherwayd he |j ust coul dn o tchahmeahdsweetut s mi | e

talk every chance he got. Hedéd al ways been |
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AiThe uswual , 0 said Natalie, as she rounded t
ADidn't take his meds and was drinking again.
Department Store having a seizure.o

Dave shook his head in amazement and shot C
man. O

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

iAWas havisogpodadayjpothe sai d.

The image of Kelly flitted through Chrisé b
she was growing inside there like a tumord making 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.

AHebés all yours, sweetie. Il hate to go, but
little friend. o

She grabbed her clipboard and pen and left the room.

AWow, Jvetdadwrm, 06 Chris compl ai ned. Al was al l
of f her feet while | |l ay here and became one

Dave looked over his shoulder at the place where Natalie had stood just a minute
ago. igicSuhtee . But Ihdivreg sgoan omyhemi ntd. O

Al mpossible,d Chris joked. fATherebds never a
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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!

AUmm, sexcne, 0 Dave argued. Al think | do ha\
my hardheaded brother who candét kdéyewknowi s | i f e
the whole art dealerthingdy ou r emember t hat ?o0

AOh right. That thing, 0 wvabteanysmore bfiyaurg g e d . A We
ti me. o

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 brotherés el bow to steady

AWat the hell are you doing, Chris?06 Dave s

ALeaving. o

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 lifed picking
up the pieces.
AYou know what | mean, 0 Dave said.
ALIi ke I said...Il was having a bad day and. .

Dave snorted.

PETER ANDREW SACCO



RETURN TO GRACE

AAnd feeling sorry for yourself as wusual, n
will come true before you know it if you keep
ACaptain Deat hwi sh. I |l i ke that. o
Chris slowly and clumsily climbed to his feet with Dave balancing him.
i B u tother, Imy death wish has fallen on deaf ears...just like my prayers did years
ago. Not a day goes by that | didn't wish | w
He knew Dave hated when he talked |ike that

therapy, exercise, religiond anything 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 Daveb6s eyes and headed to the
AHand me my t hi n gbaveooultirespancto hds déath fvishr e

comment. Al need to change out of this hospit
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.

AWhat are you wearing?o

=)}

Just gwdabranyntd jeans you find in there.o
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.
Hedéd spent years following Daveds advice, but
discovered it was alcohol that did the trickd it let him slip away, if even for awhile, from
the reality he couldnét seem to face.
And once the alcohol was in the picture, so
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
around about Mom.
In the other room, Dave was taking a little long. It made Chris nervous.
AFind anything?06 Chris called out.
AYeah, |l guess. 0
There was an obvious body odor that wafted out once the suitcase was opened.

AMan, 0o Dave complained to the empty room, w

AYoubve got to get it together brother. o
Did you say something?06 Chris called from t
ANo...just...looking for something to hand

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.
AHere you go. 0
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 beingd and Chris was not.
AThank you, o0 said Chris, | owering his eyes,
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. AHurry up, man. Letds get out of here, 0 I
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 fa
been their mother because shebdbd died | ong bef

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

the parents werendét around to do it? Yes, tha
now. Hedd taken his old Kodak with him to Fis
gone tofis h . Heéd asked an old man who was fishing
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the background, Alcatraz was a dark smear on
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, f@ANow, go be fi
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 actwually Ilive out his childhood. I n
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 h
his own, taking Chris with him.
They didnét know if their mother was dead o
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 hebdd wake up one morning a
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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 doingd putting things in strange places, misplacing important

items, having hallucinations? Was it somet hi
Dave preferred that hedd put it in there knc

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

i mportant that was in everyoneodos |ife.
Yeah, that was the story he was going to stick with. The things he did really

mattered to his brother; Cheitis wasnbdét just us
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 Chr i 8 thevny iadid wheo he loakedeat atbeautiful 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,
gentl e eyes and beauti ful bl onde hair. Who wa
before? As new as she was to him, she seemed
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 chestd a morbid sweet sensation?

ACome onog DMhawe urged him irritated, thinkin
a headlock like he did when they were kids to get him out of there.

But Chrisdéd feet werendt moving. Part of hin
but he coul dndt atwsgotl | hi mself from th

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 |ips iBsto a smile,
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.

AYou know you can't go in there, Qisris, o Na
chest.

Chris looked at her and snapped out of his daze.

AWho is that nurse?0 he asked.

AThe bl onde one that went in that room? Tha

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

AGrace? | haveonr'et. seen her bef

AShe just transferred here from Henderson, 0

AOh. o

AAl right, wedre obviously stildl not quite b
his eyes and taking hold of Chrisé arm. fdALeto
Grace have plenty other people to |l ook after. o

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 Chrisd ar m, Dave began to | ead h
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.

Chrisdi dnét notice any of them as Dave | ed hin
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 wasndédt a romantic thing, he told himseltf
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 sl eep with her. 't would remind hi
that for a few hours and then send her packing. So maybe it was professional interest
combined with a little lust, but it wasnodt an
women get to him like that anymore.

T h a t, 6eswasg still telling himself when Dave dropped him offathome. That s al |

he assured himself as he bathed and ate and rested. It would be stupid to think it wasd

PETER ANDREW SACCO



RETURN TO GRACE

or would bed anything 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 | ooked at Chris, concernedbrougle knew s
her there, what news he wanted to share with her.

ASo what's going on?o

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

Al got the gig. o
Kelly's eyes widened and brightened. She threw her arms around Chris and

squeezed him tight.
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Al am so proud of you!od she said, rocking h
youbve been working toward for so |l ong. o
Chris |l aughed. Al know. 1 0m so proud of me

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

AYou ntki? 0

AThey want me to show throughout Europe the
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.
AThate€ssonmen, 06 Kelly said, as she turned her
Godgi ven talent and you should use it. You sho

what you want. o
Al never do, 0 Chris answered.
And that was pretty much true. Ever since Dave had gone to college all those
years ago and started talking to hi-mackbout gr
mind. He started to work feverishly, painting all the time, absorbing life just to recreate it
on canvas. Every conyv gendship, everyngirlfriiendddhe seddall every
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 wreckd his paints and canvases strewn everywhere. A

girlfriend with a broken heart because hedd b
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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, wasndot she? He had
was sure he never woul d. She was a constant S

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

Chris | ooked intently into Kellyods eyes, tr
about giGedh, 06 he thought. He felt more | ike a
Kelly all for himself, to have and to hold. His Kelly. She was right about getting what he
wanted, but she just didndét know how badly vye

AWill you miss me?0 he asked.

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

AMaybe just a little.o
AWell ... What if you came with me?0
Kell yéos face filled with | ight.
AWhat ? You really want me to?0

Chris feigned a look of frustration.

ADuh. .. Of course | do, 0 he said as he pulle
need you with me...You're my inspiration. | love you so, so much. 0

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

ninStop it before | become one with the surf.

Chris sighed dramatically.
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nwWel | |, I canodét stop yet. Therebdbs one more t
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 hebo
AYou can only come if you're my wife.o
Kelly's eyes felt blinded by the sparkling diamond, the way it caught the dying light

and madeitdance: fAYes! Yes! Yes! Oh, my God, yes! o
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.

Al 61l go ahead of you and youodll meet me th

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

AYou know | will. Not hing in heaven or ear

*kk

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.

Chriséd imagination ran wil d -lghtihigeyes.i me Dr .
Intellectual musings were safer than sitting there thinking about what was really
happening: Another appointment. Anotwher bit o
theydd checked him out of the hospital that |
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.

AAnd in your professional opinion, the verd

The doctor shook his head.

Al don't know what to tell you.oO

Chris chuckled.

ADo you thinklitwhwe, pad¢ 2ot will

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.] guess he 6 sChasrthought whermheaeas first referred to him last
year . Later, that guess was confirmed by the
the temples.

Al want you to go for another scan to see e
pen-l i ght of f . AYour drinking o0 s not helping th

The same old song Chris heard from every do
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AWhat the hell. Il " m already dead. So what i
Dr. Mulligan slipped the pen-light back in his pocket.
AAnd | 6m not sure yourn tdatetri,toudédei domu oh Isan
Then, as if he felt sorry for being gruff with his patient, Mulligan patted him on the

shoul der in a fatherly way that brought a | um
Al want you to really consider chreranki ng you

some new tests. o
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.

ANo thanks, the |l ast few days turned out to
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/l

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

AAs | said, o0 he begaatunsooidcredses,the diZxgspdishe si ze
wi || get worse and the drinking. ..o
ALIi ke | said before, o0 Chris interrupted. A W

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 patie
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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.

ARAt | east take your medication, 0 Mulligan i

Chris had decided though. ANoOo more steroids
Russian woman powerlifter. o

Dr . Mul |l i gan shook his head. Al don't know

(@)}

you cope with this better. |l 6m not going to s
ADon't suggest anything. Just telattl me to ¢
should have been dead two years ago. o0
Chrisé jaw worked back and forth. Dr. Mu | |
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 Chrisé stubborn mind. He woul d
wouldallowhi m t o do. I n fact, Chris probably would
Mul I i gan was | ighting candles for him in chur

was and snuff them out. Poor fellow. So lost. But what could Mulligan do?
Al f t he smtensity,dherhceme back and see me ASAP. And remember,
there is a good chance those headaches will b

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

PETER ANDREW SACCO



RETURN TO GRACE

NnSo | 6ve heard. o

*k%k

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 br
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, keepupwithhis younger brotherds 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 Davebs without asking.
ANIi ce, 0 Dave coampbliatien eodf, htiask ibnugr ger . NnTake
want . o
Chris recognized his brotherés sarcasm and
dyi ng man, brother. No time for manners. o0

Dave shook his head and wiped his mouth with his napkin. Across the room, an
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attract i ve waitress smiled at him and he smiled b
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.
ASo you refused Dr. Mulligands tests again
AYep. That shouldndét surprise you.o
AYou know, it might give you a |ittle peac
APeace of mind? Come on. The bottom | ine i

andyouknow what ?0 He shoved another one of Dave:i

fullof half-c hewed hamburger. #Al dondét give a rip any
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 hadd Kelly, a true love. Then again,

hedd seen how it had wrecked his brotherdés he

path all these years after alld protectin g hi msel f from hurt. Chris w

who experienced leftover grief from their parentsé death
Actually, Dave sometimes wondered if Kelly

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 | ove wasndédt defined by how much you got

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 hedd never see her adthei n; sh
only place they met. Buthewas happy just knowing hedd made F
him, was the best way to love her.

Maybe that was why Dave had never committe
anyone that inspired that kind of love in him. Chris thought he was this hard-hearted
Casanovadeveryone did. They never would have gues
settle for less than absolute true love.

Anyway, the waitress across the hsoom was ¢
waitress. Not the woman of his dreams. And so far, Chriswasthe onl y per son hebo

devoted selfless energy to.

AYou dondt really mean that, o Dave finally
Chris | aughed. Al dondét? Have you been pay
|l f so, you should know better by now. 0

Chris watched Dave take a sip of his milkshake and wondered if he really got it.
He, Chris, was going to died the only question was when. Sometimes he thought Dave
just couldndét accept it. What would Dave be i

hero? Hedd | ceskmgidentis. whol e fr
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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 odedd suf

bitter-guy routine.

Als that good?06 Chris asked, eyeballing th
AWhat ?0

AThe mil kshake. l s it any good?0o

AOrder your own and youdéll find out. o

Al't | ooks pretty good. Thatoés all | 6m sayi

Dave shoved the milkshake across the table at Chris. The tall glass wobbled and
slid around before Chris caught it in his hand.

~ A

Altés freaking delicious, 0 Dave hissed.

=]
vy)

Take it all .o
Chris held onto the glass, the cold beads of condensation sliding under his
fingers.
A Man, |l hit a nerve.o
Dave took a deep breath and glanced up to
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.
AYou hit a nerve because | 6m talking about

milkshake. If you worried half as much about you as | did, we might actually get
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somewhere one of these days. o0

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

AHey, Il 6dm sorry, man. Il know how much you
itdéds not tohhaetcilatekondt dpreally do. Il 6m just . .
Seeing Chrisdéd change of attitude, Daveds h

This is what he wantedd for 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 thisd obviously so broken and scared and at the end of his roped Dave could
hardly take it. As the big brother, he wanted
t o. He 6 d f elifetNo madtter whashe didh ©htis was a magnet for drama and
crisis. And Dave didnodét understand why God | e
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 mandés words. I f he was a
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 wha
AWel |l , ol Datvvensaid, trying to take on a mor
|l eaving for London on Monday. Which is a good

PETER ANDREW SACCO



RETURN TO GRACE

AFour weeks?0 A |l ot of things could happen
forkand twirlediti n hi s fingers. HAWell, Il 611 try not t
It was a joke, of course. But the idea of anyone going away always set his nerves
on fire. Hedéd spent his own time abroad, away
worked out so well.
He remembered waiting in the Paris airport for Kelly to arrive, asking the airport
staff repeatedly if they were sure shedéd gott
allowed to share that information, and all Chris could do was race back home, hoping
s h esbrdehow 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

wasnot from Kelly. It was from her father:

AUmm, Chris, hel.lKe,sltyfiatshars. el | yos

AOh good. |l 6m gl ad somebody <call ed; |l 6ve b

Her father had paused for the |l ongest ti me
flashed before his eyes. Oh no, what was wrong?

Al 6ve got some terrible news. 0O

The pit of Chrisd stomach instantly shrank
counter.
AKelly was on the way to the airport...and

the Gol den Gate Bridge. Shedés dead. Sheds gon

PETER ANDREW SACCO



RETURN TO GRACE

The room shrankandf | i pped and spun. Chris slid to

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.

ASorrhy,ice Gaid, trying to collect his thoug
London. o

Dave wiped his mouth with his napkin. Al &dm
Ambroseds wor k. o

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.

AAre you serious?o

AfDead serious. o

ADead serious is right, o6 Chris | aughed.

=1}

1]

Enough with the death already, Chris, o Da
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.
AWhat do you really think?0 Dave asked, di
pay, of course. Chris had money, but he never seemed to have it on him, conveniently
enough.

hY

AKnock yourself out. o
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AThat 6s all youdbve got to say?o0
APretty much. ] guess you know what youore
Al 6m going to | eave muwmbrery, flodl lyolme bluec i

AOf course you will. Thanks, Mom. o0
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
wor d fAmot her dntodhe airfbeteeendthemdefl rlo m a ny bootleyhlibth | i p s
took an involuntary pause the way a man whose lost his arm does when he hears the
word Ahand. 6 The way a woman without a womb r
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.
ADo you still think about Mom someti mes, C

her enough to think of her?0

Chris shrugged.
i don.6tl kcdhonwd t remember her so wel |, but <
memories of her . [ t hink of her . .. 0

Dave flicked a grain of salt across the table absently.
Al wonder how we would have turned out dif
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

mot her? Theydd never had someone to cook them
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temperature, but somehow he still felt like he hadd and that he wanted that back now

that he was facing iliness. But he never would have said that aloud to Dave.
Al guess weol I never know, 0 he said, tryin
After the pause, Dave was first to speak, turning the conversation back to

Terence Ambrose now that Chris was proving so

Al 6m checking in to | et you know what the
AwWhat ? With me and Mom? | dondét get 1it. o
ANot with you and Mom, 06 Dave said, taking

Terence. 0O

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

Al 6m sure your avid art enthusiasts wil/ a
decent artist in his time. And youdre a decen
milions of f of it . 0O

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

could.
AYeah. Because money is what this is all a
Chris | eaned back in the booth, Il etting Da
AAre you gonna wsfhfowt addhvdad ki dds st
AYes. Hebés got some very interesting piece

Chantel 6s and Averyds work too. O
Chris snickered and nicknamed his hatreds.

AiBitch and nimrod, o Chris said. il d&dm sur e
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Chris6é eyes drifted out the window to the

N

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

settle over him.

AJust tell him to paint whatos ihgn his hear
anything else. Because one day he might not f

Dave nodded and stuffed his wallet back in
have said it any better. o

Watching Chrisd eyes mist over, Dave wante

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

ADonb6t worry, o0 he said, grabbing Daveds sh
obnoxious sip. Al dm not going to have a momen
several of them. o

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
onelasttmed anot her anonymous woman hedéd enjoyed ac
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, al most, that she wasnodét Kelly. H
ghost, that it didnét feel right to devote en

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. Hi s p
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 |
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, sheod
working at a jewelry store atthemalldono hel p from the parents who
di sowned her after shedd had a cdsmobstdproodut of w
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
shedd had. Her parents were stern and opinion
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
|l ove was one thing shedd 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.
ABut | don't wamt to go to bed yet
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.

Al am going to count to three and if you're
of your privileges. o
Eric began a token protest.
ABut ... O
She started.
AOne. .. Two. .. O
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.
ANow you get some sl eep, 06 Grace said, short

Al |l ove you too. o
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Grace walked to the door and turned around for one last look.

AGood night. o

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 modeld the older, sophisticated man who hardly knew what effect he
had on women. That was his charm. And it was almost irresistible.

AYou |l ook I i ke a game show c on tGeasetsadas
she came up to the couch behind him.

Al ' d pr ob a ltdr ghanbeagetteng saqueston right than finding something

decent to watch, o6 Philip grumbl ed, not
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Grace decided to try out treating him like she would Eric after all. Maybe that was
the key shed6d been | ook hecgntinuea to tuhethersue. | ast mon
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.
ANow we can talk, o she said.
ATal k?0 Philip hesitated. ATal k about what ?
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 comedyd some 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 l' ips. And yet she waswafullofimaligencesgndi c al A b
compassion. Those were the things hedd fallen
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.
AYou know, 06 She smiled coyly. AWhat | 've be
t wo years. o

AOh. .. o0 Philip paused. il really am tired G
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Why can't we just relax?0o

Relax! she thought.

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

AfYes, relax and. ..o

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

Grace pulled away.

AYou don't get off that easy Mister. o

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

AWeal k about it tomorrow, |l promise, 0 he sa

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.

nGee, |l must be having deja vu for the thou

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

AReally sweetheart, we'll talk about it ton
Coul dnét she just see that he was bone tired?
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?

AAnd after tomorrow's meeting, what wil/ p o

Philip turned to indignation.

AThat' s not f ai r midd¥ofdhis klecton and I'mundema lot dfi e

stress. o
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ARnStress?0 she said, raising her voice. AAmM
nagging and all .. .o

Philip dropped his head.

ANo, no. o

AThen what is it Phil 2?0 s heuryearsjahdeal still i We' v e
can't decide whether you want to marry me ofr

AfGrace... 0 he started with hands raised.

But she interrupted him with a laugh.

ADati ng! Il " m about to turn 35 and | 'm stil!/
toanimaginar y audi ence. nAGod, I feel |l i ke a teenag

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

di dndét want to scare the kid, and he knew Gr a
voice, hoping shedd | ower hers too.
Al whmt to marry you, o0 he said. @Al | ove you

right, that's all.

Grace looked into his dark brown eyes.

ATel | me Phil, 0 Grace said, extending her s
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 | have a little boy who

needs a father, a family. I candédt do this to

o

Philip is going to decidetocommit t o u s .
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She got off of Philipbs | ap and grabbed the
table in front of them.

AfYes, |l etds just have a glass of wine, 0 Phi

ALater, right. I 6m | i &key at d rleake nigt Dodcadl

They stared at one another in silence, the

ADid you really just say that?o0 Philip aske

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

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

Grace pretended to struggle, but ended up s
sound kind of funny, o0 she said. She | ooked up
Al did, swPhetj pkassing her neck. Al said 06k

=]

I f you-omostaxyfulthis conversation might act
she told him, lifting her face to his.
AOh, +totnd s efxyl Inow, 6 he grinned romantically,
throat. AWebre both really stressed. I think w
Grace managed to get the wine bottle back onto the coffee table before Philip

swept her up into his arms.

ABut ... Eric, 0 Grace whisperddcepntye@thios ear .
AWedl I be very quiet, o Philip promised, | ay
AwWell, according to your TV advertisement,

Grace said, reaching up for him, pulling him to her.
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AVote for me, 06 RMmigl ihp samower eed onlgayt he | engt

del i ver . o

*k%k

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 tha
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 Ericbds many
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 overd it might confuse Eric in the long-r u n . But awhile back, s

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.

1]

Mo mmy ? 0O
AYes, sweetie. Come on in.o
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.
Altés Saturday! o he shouted. #ACartoons!! C

Grace grabbed him and bundled him in her arms.

ACartoons? Nobody told me you I|iked stinky

Eric wrestled and giggledinherarms.AiYes | do | i ke cartoons.
You know | do! o

ANoO way. I never did know that, o she | augh

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.

AYou |l ook |ike a little cartoon yourself .o
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He threw his arms over his head. AUnh, wunh
AA superhero? Nwoev yowodlrieke esupaemgher oes? Wh
superhero?o
Eric kept his arms over his head as he stood and pondered the question.
AUmmm. Il I i ke Superman and Spiderman and.
someti mes. 0O
AYou do? What does tbedVavmadéeupubeokel ok
AHe has a bl ack mask and...green tights.
With his arms up, Eric started to run in circles around the room, pretending to fly.
AOf course he flies! How did I not know th
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.
ANO mommy! 6 he | aughed.Tifinei meorf eararboe@alsfl @s
AOh, thatds right, o Grace said. Al forgot.

|l et s get some breakfast to have with those ¢

1]

Yay! 0 Eric cheered. He threw his arms bac
have replenished his energy already.

As Eric flew out of the room ahead of her, Grace pushed herself off the bed,
thinking if Philip didnét appreciate her, at

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. | sndét it | i ke a require
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inchargeofother sd heal t h b edé guessed évhrgonel hadithgifvices.
And whowas hetojudged hedd had a profession where you w
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.
Hi s father certainly had. d @ gudaridt vehe spenainmorea r t i st
time getting drunk in bars than playing in th
decent musician in his own time. Chris wondered if people would say that about him
onedaydt hat hedéd been decent before he went on t
mot her had been artistic. K #f ghb lead rurhoff.tMaybea s wh y
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
themd if 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 didndét want his fantasies shattere
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
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 hebéd only seen once in his whole
He held a piece of paper in his left hand that read: Grace. |t wasnot t hat
couldnét remember it otherwise. What other wo

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 | east hedd controlled himself a |ittle.
here looking for her. What withthe doctor 6 s appoi nt ment and all the
the first chance hed6d had.

Even suspecting that in the back of his mi
name, the sound of the Aro rolling into the i
whisper from the tongued Ah, 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
good thing or not. Hedédd just been criticizing
somehow, he thoughthecouldpr obably forgive her anything.
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 couldndédt bear how
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 hedd just have to visually block o
As he watched them lean toward one another in close conversation, laughing
and shaking their heads att hi ngs t heydéd been dealing with t
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: i St r engt h and courage. Str
courage. o0
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.
AHi , 60 Chris said. He nodded to the other nu
he was there to see Grace.
AHIi , 0 Grace replied cautiously. He had a f a
ACome here oft en? ogarkte ang thénhe etheer saadkersh er c i
il mean to the cancer ward. oo
She looked at him and exhaled smoke. She was not amused. Who was this guy?
AThe | ast of a few nasty habits, o she said,
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 disapprovinglook. She 6s one of
those, huh? The scrappy friend and workmate? Chr i s deci ded to act | ik

burning holes in her with his eyes.

Grace wasnodét giving him a great | ook either
she | ooked |Ii ke she wasndédt sure i f he was goi
was creepy.

PETER ANDREW SACCO



RETURN TO GRACE

She glanced atthe auburn-h ai r ed nur se t o gi vekanthtkey t he fil
both stood. Al better get back to work, o she

Al saw you the other night, o Chris offered

AEXxcuse me. O

Al saw you the other night taking care of t

Grace looked confused.

Al wasytlyeugl ooked at . o

1]

The guy | |l ooked at? | | ook at a | ot of gu
Grace was shocked into a sort of paralysis, and sarcasm was her default mode at

times like this.
What is going on? she thoughtt He 6 s c u tteh,i sbuwtomes kook that | q

have to have hauled away by security?

Then it hit her. She saw him in her minds e
day in the hallway. She hadnét recognized him
details abouthimt hat day. l nstead, hedd just given hel

standing in the hallway with the sunlight down around him from skylight had unnerved

her. She couldnét help but stare, feeling |iKk
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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AOh yeah, I do remember . o

Chris was amazed at this flicker of recognition. He wore the same look of surprise
as Graceodos friend.

AYou remember, 0 He smil ed.

The other nurse, Anne, squeezed Graceods el
about her personality. She was a scrappy friendd no-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.

Al &m going back in. You coming?0 Anne asked

unmistak abl e | ook that said fAback off . o0

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 hisoff-c ol or j okes about cancer

appealing. Still, there was something about him that made her stay.

Al 61 1 be right in, 06 she told Anne. @Al d&dm fi
Anne hesitated, throwing hernegative vi be i n Chrisé direction
AAl right , 0 she said slowly. #ABut |61/ be
Chris | owered his head to hide his smile.

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.
ALooks | i ke you had a Ilittle too much to dr
AMy reputation precedes me. O
AWelt, maoh of it. Thatos alll |l know. O
AYeah, well dr imykiarsd yi $ratbhé sl. &ast of
Grace looked at the cigarette butt she still held in her fingers.
ARi ght, 0 she smiled. fAGood one. |l guess web
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 ma badokewithrsAmre. Thehothar $nkers bad g o n e
drifted away one by one, and Grace and Chris found themselves in the courtyard alone.
AwWell, | better get back before Gatekeeper
me . O
ANatalie, 0 Chris sdi &,nogw dNaggiang eat Tshter &Gesn.er
Grace laughed, knowing exactly what he meant. Young Natalie tried to prove
herself by being a stickler for the rules.
AThe General, 6 she said. AYoudre funny. o
il have my moments, 06 Chris s atstdkeephibovi ng hi
hands from flinging about excitedly. Sh e t hi nk sfi Anddn yfouun,nywhat 6 s you

AMy thing?o
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AfYeah. Nataliedbs the general. Your friend t

weird guy. Whatds your thing?bo

Al 6 ménotrhame ,adn sGver ed. Al 6 méa mom. 0O

AA mom? As in mothering to your patients?0o0
AMaybe. But mostly as in mothering to my so
AYou have a son?o

AYep. o

Normally, this would be the part where a man who thought he was interested

suddenly thought betterof it. But as f ar as Grace could tell, C
by it at all.
For Chrisdéd part, he forgot to be nervous ab

obviously more mature and settled than he was. He was just enthused to find out more
about her.
Al buwe&reoa good mom, 0 he said. Al can teldl
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?
AWl Il éthanks, 0 Grace said.
She was thinking that was such an odd thing for a stranger to say, but she kind of
|l i ked it too. Had Philip ever told her he tho
remember. Certainly, her own parents had never saidthat. They 6d never even bo

to meet their own grandson. So all the pride she felt at being a good mom got stuffed
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deepdown.Wow. She hadndot even realized that wuntil
her.

She gave him a long look.

Al have a frmeoelei ntghaywoyadursee t he funny guy, 0 st
compliment.

Chrisé face Iit up, and she wondered if she

ABut | better go, 0 Grace said. Al dm really

AAnd youdbre Miss Reliable too, right?2?0o

Hewasright , but Grace was worried about encour

understand where this was all going.

Al guess so, 0 she sai-snileaSs$heturoetlforadhreed Chr i s a
entrance.

Chris knew hedd been stall i nfghewholeithimpaki ng an
But now that she was so close to him, he coul
noticeably desperate and spit out the only words he could think of.

AHow ' bout a cup of pie and a slice of coff

Grace raised her eyebrows and turned around.

ADid | just hear you right?2o

Chris managed to laugh nervously at his error.

AProbably not because it didn'"t come out qu

ADidn'"t sound | ike 1it. Il thought maybe Funn

coffee. | mean, it would be a funny thing to do, but you gotta know a reliable person like
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myself wouldndédt agree to go anywhere with a t

Chris looked impressed.

AYoubve got some funny in you too, o0 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 importantd or could be.

Shethoughtof Phil i p, of Eric. She couldndét be i
staring into some strange manés eyes. What wo
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 dr eams. Didnét she?

She broke off their stare. Chris could have stared forever.

AAntde tverdict i s?o0

AThanks for the invitation, but I '"m involve

Grace turned for the entrance once again.

AOh, 6 Chris answered, temporarily stunned.

Grace | aughed at the audacity of dnteis guy.
college.

ASorry, 0 she said. ARAs much as he gets on

keeper . o
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Chris shoulders drooped, but he noticed something.
ANo ring?o
Grace looked down at her hand.
AYeah, I still haven't seetetni nogn et oeoi tpheerrs.oon aN o.
go. 0
For the first time in their conversation, Chris detected an in-road. As Grace turned
again to leave, he felt hopeful somehowd even though everything had gone all wrong.
Al't was great to meet you, Mi ss Reliabl e. o
Grace gave him a quick smile and headed back toward the hospital.
ALater, Funny Guy. 0
Chris watched her make her way up the winding sidewalk and couldn't help a
nervous outburst of emotion.
AYou have eyes that sing!o
Who was he all of a sudden? Chris wondered. He sounded more like his dashing,
womanizing brother Dave, always ready with the come-o n s . But he knew shebo
understand how he intended itd a truth tempered with humor. He would have been just
as happy i f shedd have cr acidicalausnaspofthawhgehi ng wi
situation. As long as she reacted somehow.
He whi spered, ALook back. Look back. Look L
Then, just before disappearing through the sliding doors, Grace looked back over
her shoulder and smiled at him.

ASweet! 0 Chris jumped up and pumped his fis
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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.
Al know Sheila, 0 he said shpmepbattl pranisetioisal | vy .
won't take much | onger . o

Sheila wasnodét really ready to be home. She
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 Philipd because, of course, he

was going to win. He deserved to. Unlike most sleazeballs in politics, he was an honest
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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.
I n turn, she had promised to Akeep him ground
intern something he saw a lot of in the younger generation these daysd integrity 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.
ALIine ogerlYour
Philip stared at the phone with its blinking light and pondered whether to take the
call or not. It wasnodét that he didnét want so
Sheila had been on a roll, getting things organized.
Finally, he snatched up the receiver.

i Gr ace?0

On her end, Grace | eaned against the wall n

AYes, hi honey. Just checking to see what t

Philip wished heb6bd beat her to this call. H
time go?

nWel | , I was going to calll you, Gracieél ac

hY

tonight. o
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On the other end of the phone, Grace rolled her eyes. Is he really going to do this?
Seriously? Again?
APhilip...O0

Philip jumped in before she could continue admonishing him.

Altoés nothing | have control wewgusthagveto he sai d
deal with it. This is Iife.o

AThis is |ife?d Grace questioned angrily.

Al didndét mean it that way...0 Philip start

But Grace was already too hot to slow down.
Alt's Friday, Philip, and Eric is at a sl ee
me at work. This was my one childless night o

Sheila stood as if she was going to go and give Philip some privacy, but he

motioned f or her to sit back down. Shedd heard t
il know, sweeti e, but | have to meet with s
Proctor says most of them are in my corner an

AThat' s greatePhuffpdoi Gt o the phone. M@ABut

Philip felt awful. He hated how this all af
make her understand. I f she could just hold o
Shedd make a O0pr eavatf eserSditeorhad poi se and intel!]l
public would find a nurse an wutterly char ming

have to retire, of course, in order to support him on the campaign trail and throughout

his career ,t btud tttety ddomgwer sati on another ti me
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wanted tobe aful-t i me mom to Eric, so he assumed sheod
freedom to quit her job.
flJs is very important, and once this is over, we will have moreust i me, | pr omi s
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
shedd just met. The man who was obviously int
know her so badly, he jumped at the chance to ask her to coffee.
AAre you there, sweetheart?0 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.

AYes, but do you want me to be there?0 Grac
AnOof course | do. And of course it matters. o
embarrassed to be talking in front of her. #fl
He di d. But he needed her to understand too

same argument.
Grace didndét want to argue anymore either.
her bones.
il mi ss you too, but | feel l i ke I just don
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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i Oh b ab yaythat. &ou'mean the world to me. I'll tell you what. | will only

meet them for one drink and then | will come by immediately after the meeting and we

can have the whole night together. How does t
't didndt sound as c e BubhGracamkpewdeswas ttyingva s me a

He was a good man. And who else could she blame at this point? As much as she

compl ained, she hadnét the nerve to | eave.
Al guess 1"l take you any way | can. o
AYou're a doll, sweetie.l lalllovbee yoovue r asnodo nl.

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 couldd
eventuallyd be a great couple. With Philip, she imagined a better life for Eric, a life she
knew shebdbd never be capable of on her own. Er
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.
AOne more month feels |ike an eternity, o Gr
Hearing the need in her voice, Philip hurri
we can do the things you want. o
Grace wanted to believeo hliénm.l Ssheee hyaodu tloat efirC
Philip didnét want to get into that right n
the night and not see her at all, but he knew telling Grace that right now would just start

this conversation over tahgragueston. So he didndét re
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AMi ss you, 0 he told Grace sincerely.
Grace submitted. A Mi ss you too. 0
With that, they hung up. Grace went back to her patients, and Philip turned back
toward Sheila, who was thinking sheobWhemeard i

Philip seemed ready to go again, Sheila was ready too. But then Philip hesitated.

ADid | sound |ike a jerk just then?06 he ask
opinion.
AYou're a real smooth talker, o0 Shekvena of f er

though he was a good boss and easy to work for, she knew this might be going over the
line.
AA smooth talker?0 Philip asked. Als that a
Sheila put down her pencil.
ACan | be totally honest?0
AOf course. 0O

Altéds just tkloydurginfiemchyouysound likeaybu know,

a...politician. o
Al am a politician, o he | aughed, but he was
saying too. Heéd had so much trouble figuring

needed a little female advice.

Sheila nodded.

~

il know. But | mean...are you a politician
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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 reco
be talking to her this wayd about personal things but he coul dndt hel p hi
sure a woman, even a young one, could help him solve his most pressing problem.
Al &m not. ..l donét know. Youodre still going
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.

Al just wond é¢ryouwdmetimeslon theiplsohee.Are you trying to con

her into something?9
ACon her? |Is that what politicians do? Do |
AActually, you sound |ike a really genuine

campaigning. And you are a really nice, genuine person. But...sometimes when you talk
to Grace, you sound | ike youbre, 1ike, | donod
sheds not buying. o
Sheil aés words rang true for Philip somehow
ASo what 6lkem¥ Whhat tam | selling?bo
Sheila blushed.
il dondt Kknow. Maybe the idea that she shou
whol e campaign is over.o

The words hit Philip like a strong blow to the gut.

ADoes it really sound that jbnhasd?takat whathismh
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He chewed his | ip in concern, watched Sheil

golden egg full of answers into his lap.

Seeing the distress in his face, Sheila wor
ANo, no. laadd.s Inoov etrhsattatbed i1t . | 6m sorry. |
mean, this is a busy time for wus all, and webd
just get by wuntil the campaign is over, right
Philip could tell h e 6 rdAng thesvhatedsituatibnevasp oor gi r |

getting embarrassing.
AThanks, Sheila, o0 he said softly. ALet 6s ge
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 | do to her? Do | really make her settle for the little scraps of time she can get? Is

that how Eric sees me?oder@8s he think | 6m some
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 her sellkLombdad somatimebgfdrefgllo over a
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, somethinggood. They di dndét al w
noticeable shifts of seasons in the city, and when they did, it reminded her that things
didndét always stay the same. Sometimes they <c
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?
Ot her peopleds |ives fascinated her. At wor
Someti mes s h e deahtahdavankto fallow ham opherthome, 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?
That s why she read so often. Books |l et you
they expanded your world and at the same time reminded you there were things in this
|l ife we couldndét understand. How did you expl

art? Surely, writing or painting was hard work, but there was that element of talentd that
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unquantifiable thing you couldnodot waslainti fy. G
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 matteredd whether you were
caring for patients or people in your personal life.

Her parents had instileda heal th curiosity in her early
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
didndét oft en I|toga@aouteandtexplore. THamkgoodiness 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.
AOwww! 0 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.
ADon't worry, | ady.stl whon' tt hwea nptu rysceu ,0 |
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.
AOh, no!o 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.

Al 6m calling forehahd. ahdbmbgéantkeopol i
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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.

AWe have to get you help. We have to get of
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?
il*ve had worse headaches, trust me, 0 he an
Grace recognized in his tonethatdagatthame st r an
hospital. How could he possibly make jokes right now?
Grace took off her sweater, balled it up and pressed it to Chris' forehead.
Al't |l ooks pretty deep. I think you're going
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
couldnét even |l ay her hands on the phone to c
Al dondét think | even have it, o0 méatthismg do al
Awhat ? Your phone? I f so, dondét bother. . .0
Al 611l go up to one of these houses and get

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.

APl ease dondédt do that. Really. | 6m f i
at this point. Hebés |l ong gone. 0

Grace started to argue. The right thing to do was to call the police.
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But she wastootired iHe di dndét get anything anyway, I
she stooped down to |l ook at Chrisd head. ABut

but you got a good knock on the head. 0

Aalt'"l 1l stop, don't worry. My headd@s roed&n oa
AYou should have it | ooked at. o
ifoudbmeking at it. You're a nurse, right?20o

Grace stood up and held her hand out to him to help him to his feet.
Ailf you're not going to go to the hospital,
coupl e of Dblocks from here. o
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.
ADon't need help, huh?bo
(o I I be fine. Il " m in capable hands now. 0
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

muggedd orhad been maybe. Was it officially a mugg
anything?
And what did you call what just happened to C

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.

AThanks for helping me by the way,nd s he
dondt hink 1 dm und@mwhtae f wler@er yomuy tdloii mg her e
Chris thought to himself through the throbbing in his head. If he told the truth, she
mi ght | eave him alone in the street
she might see right through it and think he was really a loony stalker. So it looked like

honesty was the best policy.
Al foll owed you. o
Grace felt a stab to her heart. This was scary. Creepy.

fiYou foll owed me?0o0

St a

any

, thinking

AYou shouldn't be wal ki ngh alhenelatrtki.s0 ti me o

Grace was still trying to wrap her mind around the whole idea of him following her.

AYeah, tel/l me about it,0 she managed to sa
Awell, | was just checking on you,heand it's
Checking on me. What gives you the right? Grace thought. She stopped in the

middle of the street.
AAnd | 6m not supposed to think thatés super
ABecause | d&m not super creepy, o0 he said, as

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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ALook, 06 Chris explained. Al was in the neig
the hospital. The one | wanted to take you to the other day, by the way. Anyway, | saw
you come out the front door and start walking by yourself, and | thought that was
crazydf or you to be walking |like that at night.
AAnd you wer enddf fsad tamagp imopgihmmg for a gl i m
Chris cracked a smile. AMaybe | was. But h
AReal |l y? Fate?06 Grace twisted her | ips at h
type of guy who believes in fate. o
Al didnoét bhegrione t oni ght , o
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.
AHere | started ruhgwihg heauom ahstathekeronas

Fair enough, Chris thought. | saw that coming. Still, he tried to play it off.
ASo |I'"m a stalker now?o
AYes, and don't do it again!o

She was serious about that. But still she smiled
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Chapter Nine

Christ ook i n every detail as they walked up t
the front door, the soft light in the front window, the sasanquas in the small flowerbed to
the right of the porch steps. Thisi s where she | ives. Her home, &
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
familiar place, a place hedd been trydpng to g
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 andtoysd her sonés ohbet guessed
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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. | dondét believe this.

The world seemed to shrink and expand around him as he stared at the painting.
He felt unsteady,erasf edrtunekv eans thheobudg he vhe hadnét
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

(@)}
o

a Terence Ambrose painting dasasttamgecrossi m. He
between Van Gogh and Edward Hopperd a painter who understood loneliness,
particularly the loneliness of small thingsd a woman reading, an empty landscape, a

swirling night sky. But his | onel i neewitb , one r
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hope. 0 His use of color and his commaled of te
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 | ast time hedd been a
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, warmthd all
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 |ife didnot, after al

things did happen for a reason.
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Grace hurried back into the room bringing a fresh cloth and bandages.

Al &m gl ad youdbre sitting. | should have tho

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.
AThis may sting a little, 0 Grace told him,
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. Nowomanhe6d known in | ife had touched him
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 motherd or hislack ofonedi n a way hedd never
before. What was it about this woman? It wasn
he coul dndédt put his finger on.
Alt's not as deep as | thought, 0 Grace said

thebloodwas cl eared away. Al't 1l ooks |ike it's sta
Als that good or bad?0o
Anlt means you' |l i ve. It means no hospital
you. O
This was the first time Chris had glimpsed her wry since of humor. He liked it.

AVerfunny. Sounds | i ke nxofindigowdbsutnyeen st al k

frequent trips to the hospital. o
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Grace hadnot . It was illegal to | ook at a p
it had crossed her mind, of course, ever since that day he approached her at the
hospital. She didndét want Chris to even guess
ASure, 0 she answered glibly. Al candt stop
Despite her sarcastic tone, their eyes locked as they had twice before. Grace tore
hers away.
ACan | getiyout ceodieitmmk? | was going to have
ATea sounds great. o
While she was gone, Chris studied the painting a bit more, his head clearing. Not
bad, hethought Even after all this ti me. | 6d al most f
was...

ANoty oanrle you a stalker, you're a starer to
into the room. ADid you know that makes peopl
AWhat éstaring??o9

ABoth. Staring and stalking. o0 She set the t

cup, whichhetook . Al 61 1 forgive you this time since
not me, 0 she said. fADo you take milk and suga
APl ain is fine.o

Grace poured some milk into her tea and looked up to catch him staring again, this
time at her.
AHey! Whtaetl [ diydoul about staring?0 Grace aske:q

voice that she was flattered, that she was starting to maybe like him a little.
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ASorry, o Chris smiled. He turned back to th
taste in art.o
Grace let her eyes glide over the painting, looking proud to receive the
complimentt. AYou think?06 she asked.
AYeah. |l 6d say. Whereb6éd you get this one?0
AA Iittle gallery downtown. Ités a Terence
AHMmM. And why did you buy tohidehisdisguest? 0 Chr i s
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 didndét know a Monet from a M
Al dondét kewwredshél at hi n & soiunegpsctet.ihe use of
color of the skyd like fire. It just...excites me and disturbs me and soothes me all at
once. o
Chris nodded. He wanted her to go on talking about the painting, but she stopped
and looked at him.
AAre you into art? Do you I|Iike it or know n
Chris took a sip of his tea and avoided her eyes for once.
Al used to. o
AUsed to?0
AnYeah, when | was younger and |l ooking for

ANow that sounds deep, 0 Gradédsgid, fsndritf

iWhat ?0
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AThe meaning you were seeking?bo
Chris rolled his eyes.
ANot even close. o

Then Grace pushed her hair back from her face and seemed to sink into thought.

Al guess none of us ever feel dweke webve fo
Ot herwise, the search would be over.o
Ails it about the search, as they say, 0 Chri

answer s?0

Al dondét know. |l 6m not sure we ever find an
matter. So we...do the bestwecan. Try t o | ove each other, be ki
AHMM. o

Chris wasndét 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 bal anceddbefamen t he t
howwell-f or med he was. He had nice hands, strong
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. Beforet oday, hedd
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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AHey, sometimes the Lord works in mysteriou
AThe Lord?0 Chris seemed startl ed. Hi s | ips
you're into that God crap too?0

ARGod crap?o
AYbd just as well be better off believing i
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.
ATouchy subject? God, that is?0 she asked.
AGod can mind his own damn business. o
Grace was surprised at his blasphemy.
AWowhat 6s pretty harsh. o
AWell, God can be pretty harsh .0
ADon6ét you think sometimes the tough things
make us appreciate the better things. Or he gives us things we have to go through to
get where wedre meant to go?0
AMent to go? Like a plan or a destiny?o
Chris sounded disgusted with the whole idea, but Grace stuck to her guns.
NnYes. Donét you think some things are meant

Chris thought about that a moment, but just shook his head.
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Al't doesndt makd 9garsde ctam éctlledsGeckdoestvhat y our s c
he does. I n fact, 1 dédm inclined to wonder i f t
all .o

Grace just folded her hands together quietly. She could tell Chris had some heavy
baggage, and she knewyou coul dnét push your beliefs on a
try to be a good person and say a prayer for someone else to find his or her own way.

Chris | ooked back at the painting so that h
sudden anger. He knew he was being rude, that he must seem impulsive and offensive
even. But he didndot want to talk about God in
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
trashed every single work of art in his house, splitting wood, tearing canvas, spilling oll
paints and brushes all over the floor. He was so enraged, so sick of all the nonsense
peopl e were saying to him after Kellyds deat
Sheds gone to a better place, they told him.
they assured him.

One relative of Kellyds had even given him
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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Al 6d offer you a drink, but I 6m al l out , 0o h
it your son who turned the water into wine? G
you can do your hocus pocus. 0

Hedd | eapt onto t henostoftao o fibTuhsayt fiosr iufs yaonutdsr
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.

ALet 6s see whatasthe gagydthhadalk . He flipped
AAnd my fortune cookie says...0 When he saw t
anything and it shall be given. And ask anyth

He let the book drop from his hand onto the couch.

ivou know what you are, God? Youbre a |iar.
across his eyes, blotting away the tears that
|l et her die?o0

He snatched the Bible back up and threw it against the same wall where the bottle
had smashed. ATo hell with this! And to hel]l
again. What a joke!o

Chris stalked across the room and picked up a painting of a sunset, which was
now mangl ed and torn. Thta.t 6T8h atbdosutl irfieg.htRuihmreec
Spoiled chances.

He chuckled blackly.

AWant to see what | 0mggoengtabedod?@i th my G
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He picked up a brush from the floor and stabbed it through the heart of the sun.

Hereds what you carmGoddd wi6tlH ycwrergipfati nt f or

AHel |l o?0 Grace said, trying to get Chris to
seemed a million miles away, and she was starting to worry he might have more of a
head injury thanfidhedgdgouhdeghi ng OK?0

Her voice brought Chris back into the room.

AYeah, sorryéloém fine, o0 he said, willing hi
slow his breathing and forget that day, bury it deep again.

Al &m worried yotwtomit hlet honepdtiad ©o somet hing
her tea cup back on the tray.

ANo, no. Seriously. I was just thinking abo

After a second, Grace relaxed and leaned back into the sofa.

ASo what is it thahtaskedu do for a | iving?0 s
Chris avoided her eyes again. Al"'"m not work
AOh, 0 Grace was surprised. ASorry, it's not
AActuall vy, I " m on disability. I used to do
buildings? | sortof had afal. Iguess i n some ways | 'm a crippl
il am so sorry to hear that. A fall? Were y
il guess so. Yeah. lt's part of the Chris S

Grace stared at Chris. There was something about his brooding self-pity that made
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herwantt o put her arms around him, tell him ever
as unstable as sheéd feared at one time, just
Now it was Chrisd turn to pulll her back to

here?0 Chris asked.

AHuh?O
Al den' tt o stare, but you do?o0
Grace smiled softly. #fASorry. I't's just that

Alt's just what?o0
Al't sounds so trite to even say?o
AThen say it anyway. o
Alt's |Iike | know you or met you before. o
Chris gave her a c¢r oeokheods psintialle..0 iYeah, at t
She shook her head at his joke. f#ANo, Il mean
| saw you at the hospital.o
Chris slapped his hand on his leg, sending his tea cup teetering. He caught it just
before it slid wdrdchbcki hbi ggob. oiSothat night! o
Grace accidentally let out a snort and brushed her hair to the side.

An obvious clue, Chris thought.

Al wasn't checking you out! I just thought
AThat' s okay. I know mwh,ad Glorui sveseaei d,e awil ryk id
This ti me, Grace couldndét meet his eyes. A C

want to think. o
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AJust calling it Iike I see it.o
AHMMM. .. a perceptive man. And those are so
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 hedéd just been talking about
she knew what strange coincidence it was shebo
him a chance.
But he knew he wouldnét get his chance as |
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 manés coat there.
committed and Chris would find his in-road.
ASo where's your boyfriend tonight?d he ask
table in front of him.
Grace | et out a |l ong sigh. AWorking | ate. o
AOh, I thought he might be out buying you t

fiYoudrle @aomedi an, 0 Grace told him.

ASo what does he do i f you dondét mind me as
Wait, | et me guess. Heés a doctor, isndét he?
That stil!]l happens, right?2?o

Grace shook her chaesaed..0 ANot i n this
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AA reporter?0o0
ANope. 0O Grace knew hedd nev
AA produce manager ?0

Grace chuckled. AA produce
AYeah. Exactly. o

ANot quite. o

AA hockey player ?o0

ACl ose, but no cigar. He 6 s

Chris sat back, rested his arm across the back of the couch.

AOh. An attorney. o

He was surprised, for some
attorney for some reason.

AYou | ook surprised, 0 Grace

Al am. o

AWhy?o

Chris shrugged.

Al just never pegged you fo

Grace licked her lips, knowing what was coming.

nAh, here we go. And do tel

AYou just seem |i ke a very

Al do, do 1| ?0

Chris held his hands up in front of him.
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Al &m not saying any mor e. I think. 0
Grace scooted to the edge of her chair, forgetting herself.
ANo, come one -lktlwl,. MFel IKnmev mor e. 0
Chris grinned but shook his head back and forth deliberately.
MNo mas! o
ANo mas?o0
AThat 6s right. Il 6m not going to make any as
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?
AAsk away, 0 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.
AAl right. How | ong have you and the | awyer
AThe | awyerod Phétipd aamdnamédve been dating for a
AA couple of years?0 Chris asked, | ooking s
AWel |l , four.o
ADating?0 Chris paudsedkefdorarae umnac drde armd m.
Do you guys have this, |l i ke, teenager thing h

Grace wagged her finger teasingly at him.
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Al could say something mean to you, 0 she an
havendét tol d medtamytrheiandgy It hhoauwgehnt about . 0O
Chris slowed his pace. He didndét want to he
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.
Al take it the boy in the picture isnbét Phi
ANope. Heds all mi ne. O
AWhat 6s his name?0o0
AEric. 0 Grace beamed as she stared at the p
Chris could hear the Mom-pride in her voice.
ACool . 0O
ACool ?0
Grace was surprised at an answer like this. Talk of her kid usually received a blank
stare or stumble, nothing this positive.
AThat you )emwmokdabbdyve

Grace wrinkled her forehead in confusion and set out to turn the tables.

AYou ask a | ot of questions. o

Al sure do. l't'"s in my nature. o

AAnd yet we know so |ittle about you, 0 Grac
AWhat would you |Iike to know?o

Grace looked at him, thinking.
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il don't know. O

Chris leaned forward, urging her to put something out there.

AwWell, ask me anything and I "Il tell you.o
Al can't really think of anything to ask. o
Al bore you that much?06 Chris asked. He nar

knowi ng she wasnot tslheavasextitedthat thely Wwere siiimgih at h a
room together.
Grace smiled into his eyes. He was char ming
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.
ANO. lt's just that | don't know you, 0 Grac

my business. 0

Chris saw her blush and felt like he was gettingtoher. She has to feel whe
gong on here, doesné6t she?
AwWell, the only way to get to know someone

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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AWhat exactly do you expect to happen here,
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 shebo
Shedd | et a perfect st r an geflirtingwthhm likeesle waso us e a
a single woman with no boyfriend or no commitments at all. This was not like her, not
one bit. And she didndét want this guy getting

Chris stood slowly to face her, and felt wounded.

AExpect? Fr amgyoou2hNdtsh needed a moment to t
get to know you. o0

Grace crossed both arms across her chest, afraid he might see the pounding of
her heart through her sweater.

AWhy?o

Candt she see? DGhaessvonddred.s e wissanetlRing here,
some unexplainable connection. But to put that in words would sound so...pushy or

weirddand he didnét need to sound any weirder.

Al | i ke you, 0 he answered softly, honestl y.
ALIi ke i s a strong wor dandflat@red bueyouskmowtdm AL ook
very much involved with someone. 0

Chris tried to disarm her with his smile. He stepped around the coffee table to be

closer to her.
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ifSo we can still be friends?Oo

Grace sighed. Her eyes drifted to the painting over the mantle again. Why coul dné't
everything be like that painting? Beautiful and uncomplicated.

ASomehow | get the feeling you're | ooking f
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.

ACross my heart. Just friends. O

Grace leaned down and straightened the items on the tea tray.
Al don't think my boyfriend would |ike that

Chris burst out | aughhatg. wibuyobogdlli emidm?

AYes. Why?o
Al sn't boyfriend something a teenage girl w
AWhat 270 Grace was insulted by the remark. S

1]

think you better go now. o0
Chris felt at his wounded head, an unconscious play for sympathy.

~ N

Al'"m sorry. |l didn'"t mean to offend. o

Grace held the tray to her like a shield.

nWel | you did. And besi des, Philip wildl be
AOh, | see, 0 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.

Al m really sorry. o

Grace led him to the door, feeling a little bad now.
Alt's OK. And thanks for helping me out ton
Chris stepped out of the door and onto the porch, turning back one last time.
AThank you. o
AFor what ?0
AThe company. I was thinking...O0
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.
AThanks so much, 0o Grace shouted in a friend
walkway onto the sidewalk. She knew she was overdoing it, and what did she feel she
had to hide? She hadndét done anything wrong.
Philip got out of the car, | ooked at the st
girl friendbs house.

AHel l o. 0 Philip said toward the man.

Chris stopped and turned around to face him from across the fence.
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AHIi .0 Chris said, and then | ooked to Grace.
ABye. Thanks again, 0o Grace called out.
Chris headed back down the sidewalk. Philip looked strangely familiar. But he
coul dnét exactly place the face.
Philip raised his eyebrows at Grace as he came up the stairs.
AWho was that?o0
AJust some guy who helped me, 0 Grace said,
that she didndét have to |l ook him in the eye.
ASome guy? And he helped you? Wi th what?o0
Grace liked the concern in his voice, the jealousy. Finally, he was noticing
something about her.
Al got mugged tonight if you care. o
Philip grabbed her elbow and turned her toward him.
AMugged?! What the hell happened? Where?o
His questions hit something deep inside Grace. She felt her body begin to tremble.
Shedd been mugged tonight. And then sheb6d spe
and thinking éShe nearly collapsed in Philipo
AMugged, 0 she repeatedndidbhen,dobwn. dbhe stre
Philip panicked, took her by the shoulders.

ADi d you call the cops?. .. What?...Tell me I
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Philipdbs overwhel ming concern caused Grace
emot i on septpdntup sincekthe 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 shebéd been not to call the police.
She pressed her f ace igithedearPurandhioyifiomdeegh oul der
inside of her.

Philip wrapped his arms around her and led her to the couch. He felt awful that he

hadnét been there. And what had she been doin
AHush, now. Hus h. Ever yt hdi.n giéTse |gloimeg etvoe rbyet |
sweetie. From the beginning. o

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? Andd freakier than anythingd had 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 |
can feel with every bone in my body that you somehow belong to me?
AAhh! 0 Chris shouted out, half in pleasur e,
tangled up, Grace. 0
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. | 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.
AStory of my |ife!o Chris shouted, this tinm
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.
AAl right, Grace, 0 he said to the empty roon
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.

fiTal k to me Grace. Tal k to me. o
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Chris picked up his brush and swept it across the canvas. The outline of a woman
started to take for m. He reached for another
on...I can barely hear you, Grace. A little loudern o w. 0

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.
AA sound for a |l ost soul, 06 Chris said aloud

harder and faster. ABring me home. 0

*kk

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?

Wasnodét 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 beforehi m on t he canvas was exactly
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,Chr i s t hought. They really know wha
ways. Hethought of Graceds son Eric, the cute |ittle
hedd ever meet hi m. He |l ooked | i ke a sweet ki

having around.
The childrends | aughter swelled and bubbl ed

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
coul dnét possibly run anymore and then Dave w
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 | ast time theyodod actually felt
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 hedd | earned about from T
involved a woman in a cardigan sweatertherwith a
ever touching or holding him; he didndét remem

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 eatd the opposite of a ghost. He
stumbled around the house, knocking into things, smelling of liquor.

But there were good days in their childhood tood days 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 obviousl y so proud of her son. That kid d
it! Or maybe he did. Chris imagined Graceds Kk
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.

AThis is going to be a pretty good day, 0 he
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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.
ANo mor e. Gotta go, 0 Philip scolded as he p

posture. Grace spilled a bit of the coffee as she backed up.

AAl ways onedalhe go, 0 sh
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Philip grabbed his sport coat and went to the front hallway mirror to do his
ritualistic Alast check. o0 He put on his jacke
while she remained in the kitchen.

AHave a great dawn|/& he ybhboautaderdld | | t

ASur e, Honey, 0 she shouted absentl y.

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 itand putherarmsaround hi s neck, convincing her:
hearing things.

Eric saw all of it go down from the corner of his eye.

AYuck, o Eri-affaghai d matt er

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.

AEric!o said Grace, surprised.

il didn't ask for it,o Eric said, still sta

Philip just rolled his eyes, intent on continuing with his good mood.

Al gotta go, 0 olt&k gmeied.i nigNione o' c |

Grace glared at Eric.

AEric? Don't you have something to say?o

Eric slowly looked up at Philip and then back to the television.

AThank you, 0 he said, reluctantly and witho

Philip smiled at him, kissed Grace on the cheek, and headed out the door.
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Grace turned to Eric.
AWhat's your problem, young man?o

ANut hin. o

AwWell, youdve got some kind of Ilittle
Eric pouted.

Al dondt have an attitude, 0 he mumbl e
AThen why were you mean to Phil ?0
ABewsae | don't | i ke him.o

AEric, o Grace admoni shed him. fAYou kn

thing to say. o
AHMmMmph, 06 Eric grumbled, crossing his
Grace gave him a look of warning.
AFinish your breakfast. We're going t
But Eric kept his arms crossed.
AWhy does he always have to sl eep ove
ADon't be silly. He doesn't al ways sl
Eric sniffled and dragged his arm across his nose.
AAre you going to marry him?o0
Grace looked out the window and watched Philip's car disappear. What should she
say to her sond that 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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AProbably...Yes. Someday. 0
ARSomeday?0o0
AYes. o

ARAre peoptlied stahdkyunget marri ed?o0

Grace sat down at the table next to him.

ANow, why would you ask that?o

Eric shrugged.

ADid someone tell you that about marriage o
Al see youdre sad. o

Gracebs heart nearly broke.

AYou see |1 d6m sad? Ak yodun tntoitn kmairtrd s db?edc a

Grace was amazed what | ittle intuitive crea
want her son to think only married people could be happy.

Alf ités not, how come you're so sad all th
Grace tilted her head at him and made him look her in the eye.

Do | seem sad al l the time?0o

=]

AYeah. | see you cry sometimes because of h

you cry.o

AOh honey, I " m not sad all the ti me. "' m j u
lately, anditma kes me sad. o
AThen why are you al ways sad when Phil I's a

il m not sad when Phil i s around. 0
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~

Al mean wmatarouRdhHelis a lotdike my dad...never around. | don't
want another dad like him because | got one already and he makes us sad and why do
we need someone else to make us more sadder ?o0

Grace hugged Eric, wondering what to say to
how much things between Philip and her were affecting her son. How stupid of her. Of
course Eric picked up on everythin g . He was a smart, sensitive
pick up on the tension lately?

Ericdés own father was not involved in his |
been worth dating in the first place. But Grace had tried for awhile to encourage him to
be part of Ericés I|Iife. Still, when he proved
slowly out of their life altogether, Grace was happy enough to see him go.

But it wasnod6t wuntil now that she realized h
father,ornot having one. She hadndét i magined Phil
affect on Eric like this. That Eric too was bothered by his constant coming and going.

How selfish of her not to consider her sonoés
in her own little soap opera of a life.

AYou | i ke Philip though? When you donoét t hi

I used to. He was r eal nice to me before.

=)}

day ti me. O
il promi se you sweetheart, |l mwkél yauwhgppyo
AThen why do we need him? He's hardly ever

AfBecause Mommy | oves him in a different way
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me happy. o

As soon as she said it, Grace wondered if this was true. She and Philip had fallen
sohardforone another in the beginning. He hadnodt
that point. He was wrapped up in travel and cultured going to plays, art shows, films.

They had a blast together staying out late, sleeping in. Her every thought was filled with

(@)}
o

the sense that this was the one, t he man she

could still see that same spark in his eyes, but mostly his eyes sparked only for his

career now.
Awell, |1 wish he would make you more happie
Gracesmiledsadl y at him. Shebéd waited a |l ong tim

wanting to protect him from getting hurt by b
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.
AHappier, just happier, o6 Grace corrected hi
AHuUh?O
Grace got up off her knees and patted his head.

A

ANot hing sweetie. Letds get ready to go now
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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 lmydthedday. mbisne t o c | a
heart, he knew she knew he was waiting out th
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 s he 0 dstoetofeuriosilyatd deeyif hnewasie ar oun
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.
AGood morning. Long time no see, 0 he said,
she had his number.
AYeah, it's been a.fdédwWw dagsredGiliadersai i nt o
AYou figured right. o Christ gestured to the
I brought you a coffee. 0
Now that Grace was out here with him, she felt that nervous energy, the energy
that said she was doing somethingwrongd and yet somet hing she coul

shifted from foot to foot and checked over her shoulder.
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AThat was nice of you, but you shouldn't ha
AOh. Oh yeah...tea. o

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 wasnét Agdat éeyl suoel gedi diné
woman deserved two men when they had no one at all. Grace wanted to be bitter, but
she knew shedd think the same thing i f she sa
single man.

But what was she thinking? Was she doing anything wrong just talking to another
man? Wasndét she allowed to have friends?

Her emotions bounced erratically around her chest and head, and she hated

feeling like this.

Al have to get to work, o she blurted.

Chris measured hee wightRbDs eyes. ALat
AWhat ?o0

Al said...late night?0o

Grace stared at him. He was really starting

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 didndét | ike the way she was feelin
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whole ridiculous thingd wh at ever it was. Just because heodd

one time didndt gi ve hilifewhehegerhewgnted. t o show up
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 wasnodét what Eric neededabouti®ehserdadd been st

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.

il don''t mean to sound | i ke a bitch, but Cc a
ifSur e. You bet . 0O
Abn't take this personally, but would you p

Chris, puzzled, started to frown a little. How long was she going to deny what was
going on here? Just a second ago, shedéd wal ke
happy to see his face. He shook his head slowly back and forth and then looked up at
her with hard eyes.

Al m so sorry for disturbing you.o

With Chrisé eyes | ocked in hers, as angry a
that connection, the undeniable attraction. She looked away, embarrassed, ashamed, a
million things she didnét 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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AYou must think I 6m some kinda psycho. But
just | i ke being around you. Thatods it. Thatods
Then he was gone. Across the courtyard, into the coffee shop across the street.
Gracebd6s shoulders slumped in emotional exhaus
station. She stood behind the nursed6s station
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.

Ails something wrong, Grace? You donét seem

Grace tried to force a smile, but it fell away almost immediately.

AActuall vy, I think 1 6ndngwdiifg tthoa théask ®@Kmowi ktr e
ABreak? Youdbre not even signed in yet.o
Al know. Il just. ..o

The supervising nurse watched Gracebs hands

paperwork. She wal ked around the counter and
Al tell you -sthfafted Wedd &y weWhy dondét you tak
Grace? You |l ook |Iike you really need it.o
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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, hedd don e asstooeushy.tOhdoursg hewaspin g . He
was his specialty.
Kelly used to complain that she felt |ike
worst fights, she called him self-absorbed, self-interested, self-ish period. He had
al ways argued t Imawthisihteractwmaswithd@tace 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
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inspired him to get back to work again? Selfish. Everything feeding him, feeding his art.
That 6s why when he | ost Kelly he quid paintin
really? Or was all he knew of love this self-serving need to have someone be his muse?
| mean, he even knew she had a boyfriend, and he kept coming after her. That was a
j erk thing tHavea bitle self-eoatmolphe told hintself 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, hedd be r
about the fact that she had a child. Hedd thi
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.

AMay | join you?Oo
Christ ook a deep breath, remembering what hed¢
AAre you sure? | me an, |l really deémbdt want

with your boyfriend or anything. o
He was trying to sound authentic, to mean it.
Grace shrugged.

Altést a cup of coffee. O
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She slipped into the booth across from him.
Then Chris noticed she was wearing street clothesd a 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.

AShoul dndt you be at work?0 he asked. AYou
Al was a | ot of things 15 minutes ago, 0 sh
AYou | eft? Are you going to get in trouble

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.

A Alya? o

Chris didndét know what was going on. Maybe
effect on her. She seemed to like him again now.

A6m a |ittle confused, 0 he said. AWhy did
me ? 0

Grace dropped the flirtatious tone and got serious.

Al felt bad for the way | treated you. o

He leaned back in the booth, embarrassed.

AOh, so you camket bsornugefygoumé®e This is a

Grace smiled coyly.

AWho said this was a date?o0

AYou know whaatmelr cnye acnase. 0
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Grace slid her smal/l hand across the table
through him.
ANO, | ditd.n 6o wséarye tphuat t i ng words i n my mout

Realizing she was holding hands with a virtual stranger, Grace pulled back,
telling herself the touch was just instinct,
could be very healing.

ALiI kaei dil, sl just want to apologize for being

She looked so cute when she said that word Chris could hardly stand it.

AYou? A bitch?0o

Grace knew he was maki ntitptsivaem of her . She w

AYeah. | can be someti mes you know. O

Chris held up his hands, laughing.

AOK, OK. | believe you. o

They smiled into one anotherdéds eyes. Grace
it was the right thing to do. When was the | a
l ast ti me nmythiegGmbntaheonse a
ASo howds your son, Eric?0 Chris asked, tr

Grace was pleasantly surprised hedd r ememb
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.
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AHeb6s fine. Thanks for asking.
AAnd you?0 Chris asked, studying her face
AWell , thatds another story all together. o

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 cou
AHeasndt been around | ately? Your man?o
AWell, heds got a | ot on his plate. Hebs i

right now. o

For some reason, Grace didndét have the ner
Yes, he was a lawyer, but he was a lawyer Chris might recognize if he kept up with
state and | ocal politics. She didndét want to
Chris if he happened to be the sort to want t
give away that part of heridentitydt he part that might one day be
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 herwhere about s . It wasndét that she | ik
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 re
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.

AWhy do you stay with him?0o
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Grace wouldndédt meet his eyes.

Al dondt want to talk about this.o
ACome on. Julsltiing maeg bwi Itle hel p you under st
Grace didndét buy that Chris really cared a

wonder herself most of the time. And she had only one answer she could ever come up
with.
Al guess because |realizioghew clichéri sodindedlasit came i d
out.
She felt |ike she was hurting Chrisé feeli
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
|l eave a man who wasnodét satisfying her needs?
the fear of being alone?
Chris must have sensed all the insecurities flashing behind her eyes. He leaned
in again, closer.
AAre you in | ove with him or do you just |
AHe6s a really good man, and he treats us
AYou didndt answer my question though. o
Grace sighed.

A | dondt think | can right now. Li ke |1 sali

Hedaust caught wup in his own stuff right now.
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about

car e

Chris had to admit he knew a | itt]
wrapped up in your own stuff.

AWell , thatdés good. That he takes

AYeah. o

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.

ASo can | ask you something?o

ASure, go ahead. o

AWhy eayou really here? Wi th me?0

Grace slowly emptied a packet of sugar into her cup.

Al dondt know. O

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.

Al 6m a r eal prize, huh?06 Grace asked.

AYes, 0 Chris answered her. AActuall vy,

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.

Altds on me. You saved me the cost of
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ANo, please. | 6ve got it , 0 pa@whenhetoakr gued. H
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.

AGood girl, o0 he jokeme. AB&lIsli dpay fyomu ftchaate

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.

ACan | see you again?o

His fingers were warm and strong around her arm.

Al dondt know, 0 Grace fumbled around for w
courtyard? Can you be a |little | ess conspicuo

Chris let go of her arm, hard as it was to see her go.

Al 611 take thidt as a yes, 0 he s

Was that a 6yes, d Grace wondered. I f so, w
caught wup in the moment, in his touch, she di
smiles.

ASo | surprised you today by showisag up he
me . O

As Grace wal ked away, Chris couldndét hel

jeans. Gorgeous. And sweet, so sweet. She turned around one last time to flash a smile

at hi m, and he al most coul dnot 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 | ooking for him! H
enough to make him think maybe there was a God who had a plan for us alld Or at
least that some people came into our life forar ea s o n . Hedéd never felt |
but he couldndét shake how certain hedd been t
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 Kelywh er e he hadndét been abl e t
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.

ANo. .. O

A sharp pain stabbed the side of his head, and he put his hands to his temples.

APl ease, God, not now, 0 he begged.
fiYou OK, sir?0 the cashier asked.
fiYes, fine, o Chris | i erashedsuttieeloot ook hi s c¢cha

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 noisesd the
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.

AWhat dkei et hi s about , Chris? | need my be
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AYou get any more beauty sl eep, Hol |l ywood?®o
asking you to be in the movies. Now get yours
AYou really have no mercy, do yothe80 Dave m

days youbre not going to have big brother to

AYoubve been gone three weeks. I havenot d
that | ong. o

Dave rolled up to the edge of the bed. Wha
whenhewas an ocean away, all he could think abol
because he wasnét a few blocks away didndét me
brother needed hi m. It was a constant, intern
been awabgenabtedaotakbw himselftobe guilt-f r ee about not rushin

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
who he was.
Still, he was a I|little miffed that this wo

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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ASo i f | drag myself over there, this bett
expect a full English breakfast with bangers and toast and tea. The whole lot. Because
that s what | O06m used to now. OO
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?
AAl right, 06 Dave s ahidthiswtoeldbe laetiterthamang s sur e d

English breakfast. A1l d&d&m on my way. o0

*kk

Chris sat on a stool at the island that separated his small kitchen from his work
space, which in someone el sebs apartment woul
AMy God!'!otWhiantt og you?0 Dave wanted to know.
|l atest wor ks. AThese are amazing. o0
Chris almost felt sheepish hearing his bro
Davebs opinion had always meant so much to hi
AThanks, 0 he attie df orange juch fioom thg fridge and taking a
swi g. AYou want some?0 He held the bottle out
Dave looked over distractedly, finding it hard to pull his attention away from his

brotherés new wor ks.

AHuh?O
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The

Chris held the bottle up.

AWant one?0

ANo vodka?o

Chris grinned obnoxiously at him.

AStraight as a redneck. 0

Davebs gaze shifted between Chris and the

same brother whodéd s p e-dstruttingeandlb@osingamnge ar s o

being generally unpleasant? Where was the usual whine, the sneer?

AWhat the heck got into you?0 he asked, ge
Chris licked juice off his lips and acted ignorant.

AWhat do you mean?o

Al mean, first your work and then the new

Chri s wasndét prepared to get into that righ

like the work, and to say so. That was all. That was enough for now. He looked at his

watch.

wa s

ASo are you going to tell me about your tr
AYeah, right. Asa ikfnowaw really wan
Chris swallowed the last of his juice to stall. He understood why Dave thought it

crazy of him to be interested. Hedédd never

much lived this whole other life that he knew nothing about because, well, he never

sho

wed an interest. Wh at a bastard hedd been.
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Al really want to know, 0 he said to Dave.
now. O

Dave eyed him suspiciously.

ADo you need money to take your new girlf fr

AYou kowowtl néged money, 0 Chris | aughed. Al 0
you talking about exactly?o

AAL I Il know is I 6m not telling you about m
inspired all this. Dondét try to Iie and tell

AWhat wo hris médanyway.

Dave stalked over to one of the paintings
face that smiled out from the canvas.

AThe woman youbre head over heels in |l ove

AWhat 6re you talking about?0 Chtmhetsld ar gued,
hi mself. Sheés not your woman, and youdre not

AStop stalling. Tel!/l me about her. l's it a

AYou really think a woman did this to me?0o

AYou bet your scrawny butt wentere And iflkknow! f | Kk
another thing, ités you. And | know what happ
been a whil e, but when you meet a woman who d

AWhat ever, o Chris said, finally cracking.

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.
AJust a friend? Man, youbve got it bad for
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 iketh ey hadndét done
since they were kids.
APi ss of f! |l dondét! o Chris howled, trying
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.
AYeah right. Il couldndét get you to paint.
years! Andnow t hi s. 0
He swept his arm toward the art work again.

ANow this, o0 Chris nodded.

ASo are you going to tell me about her or
Finally, Chris couldndét hold it in anymore
AShebébs amazing. Sheds |ike...an angel or s

Davebs eywed.wiHkdd never heard Chris talk |

AAn angel ?0

=]

Yep. O

1]

Do you even believe in angel s?0
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AApparently | do now. 0
AAnd what makes her an angel ?0
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 bodyd her 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 c
angel, and would Chris have ever described her as one? No way.
ADo | know her ?0
ARemember the blonde nurse at the hospital

Dave strained to remember.

AMan, theredbve been so many damn trips the
AThe one | was staring at while you were t
simultaneously hitting on Gener al Natali e?b9d

Dave pictured a petite but curvy nurse with blonde pony tail. Cute, perky.
AOh, her. Yeah. | do remember. 0

nwWel | , that s the one whodés made me hear t
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Dave coul dndét believe what he was hearing,
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.
ACheers mate. Whateverdés going on, itbs wo
Chris cackled and threw his arm around his
ASomeetdo you a favor for once. Let me see
Dave shoved his brother off him cheerfully.
ANo t hanks. | 6m good. 0o
Al know youbre good. Thatodés why | want you
Dave ignored Chris and went back to looking at the paintings.
AYou keep up this kind of work, brother, a

No girl friend necessary. o
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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 wasnoét on a diet. S
wasndét good for her. Shebéd had too much sugar
Meanwhile, Anne spooned sweet, creamy chocolate frosting into her mouth, eating

dessert first and leaving her salad for the second course.

AYou want a bite?0 Anne asked, noticing ho
Grace blushed and | ookeditaway. @ANo. Just z
AAbout Philip, right??09

Anne had heard a million times how Philip had to work late, how he had to go out
of town. Over the | ast year or so, hedédd becom
hated watching her friend go through this.

Al doowtwhky you put up with his nonsense, O

to go on | ike this?0o0
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AWell, heds trying.o
It was no |lie. Just | ast night hedéd come h

he hadndét been the best boweddepdsinhahg wart

longer.
AHeb6s al ways making promises to you. How m
AThat 6s not fair. |l told you about the flo
AFai r . He hasndét been fair to you at all I

AYou only know whatacle taerldu eydo ud e fheonusgihv, edl yGr

pretty hard on Philip |l ately. I mean, the thi
AYes. They have. So tell me some of the go

the fl owers. I | i knéto Salotadeithmgs. | just Wast yautotbe | 1| ke | w

happy. So tell me something good. o
Awell ... 1...0

Grace couldndét think of an example from re
felt sorry for her, and let her off the hook.

AForget it. | whémbebngyobNoxi oeser know w
someone el sebdbs relationship, so | should just
the guy or you wouldnét stick with him.o

Al do, Anne. Il mean, I know itodés hard betw
put her finger on what made her stay, even though she agreed with everything Anne
was saying. Ai...hebs still...Philip. You know

Anne forked another piece of cake into her mouth.
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AAt | east you stild]l have sobetdentol®ewith guess.

someone for all the wrong reasons and still g

Gracebs mouth hung open even though she wa

from Anne.
ARude! 0 she said. fAWhy donét we talk about
ABecause it wecond abnversatioaaboutshow pathetic and lonely |

am. 0
ACome on, no prospects at aldwt Il fkemdyou ihs

getting hit on | eft and right. o

AYeah, but old fart patients and crazy peo

Grace laughed. Anne always knew how to lift her spirits. She needed to be a little

more like Anned take it all with a grain of salt and a lot of humor.

Anne pointed at the cake with the prongs of her fork.

AThis is my |l ove |Iife right now. 0
Grace | aughed. AYou always did I ove the fo
AThat 6s right, baby, o0 she smiled. AAnd you

Both sets of eyes rested on Gracedbds yogurt
Al 6mllwamni | l a | ately, 06 Grace argued, hintin

Anne scooted forward in her chair, licking chocolate icing from her finger.

ADo tell .o
Al 6m just saying | d6ve started to think ité
than with someone for all/l t he wrong. O
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Anneds eyes |lit up as she realized what wa
AOh, my gosh. Youdodlriep goondi gt aloe |le@mvwei tPhhit hat
got the hots for you. o

Grace wiggled her eyebrows at her playfully.

AYour personal keeper who sits outside and
AChris, 0 Grace said. She | iked saying his
AHMmM. Wedre on a f,i rasrte nnaen?ed0 basi s now

Al dondt know, 06 Grace shrugged. Al think h

attention. o

AYeah, |l bet heds | ooking for your attent:i
AHeds harmless. o

ADefine harmless. Heds not harmless if hebo

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.o She studied Graceds
Abe waoahref

Grace spooned yogurt into her mouth and though she liked vanilla. Maybe she
should just stick with vanill a. But half of A

she wanted to dive across the table and wolf it down.
Alf you ask me, o0 AAnndédiw&knthe gets ripped so
and get attention. A real Munchausen Syndr ome

problems happening, Grace. Or he used to at |
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Al know, | know. Be carebkl aobBhe pbpéaédhnadd
Anne | ooked surprised. That wasnoét | i ke Grace
table so she could have it.

Grace glanced up at her after a minute and
his medical records?o

Me di coarld sr7eoc Anne asked. il donot need medi

1]

probl eméinebriated! o
ASeriously. Do vy o u retlly wrong with him?rDe yos belkevey t hi n g
what you just said about Munchausen and all ?0

Anne glanced around. dhoémm peetalksnogealveus

Especially not in a public place. o
Al know, 0 Grace said. Sheéd never broken a
dreamed shebdbd try to infringe on a patientos

Anne felt sorry for her though. She leaned in.

AHe 6 s ognet sort of head injury is al/l Il know

Grace nodded quietly.

ABut you have access to them, donét you? I
ASo could you. o

ANo, I dondt have thetcl éathecoaewbiehaveme

technically stild]l in my preliminary stage. o0
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Anne knew what Grace was askingorwhbatt she d

she should do.

AYou really |Iike him?0 Anne asked, seeing
ANo. . jwedr ériends. O
AWhat exactly do you two have in common? I

and him being a walking cadaver ?0

AThat 6s not a nice thing to say. o

=]
(@)

Youdre defending him now. | 6d say youobre

friends. o

Al 6 mdenfoeandi ng him, 6 Grace replied, smiling

AYeah, you are. o

AWel | |, | guess thatés what | do, 0 Grace ad
in my |ife.o

ASo he is officially a man in your | ife?o0

ANo. ..l dondét...Letds just drop it.o

They sat in silence for a minute, the way good friends do when they know they
dondt have to fill the space between them wit
Anne checked the clock on the wall.

A | gotta get back and di spense kanlshggy. 06 Sh e
You | i ke your guys crazy one way or the other
Independent Personality Disorder to Dependent Personality Disorder. At least you

stayed on the same continuum. 0
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Anne didndét mean it t houg hestod oevalkmitn k ed at

her.
AYoubre such a bitch, o6 Grace | aughed.
AOhhh. Nasty! o Anne teased. ANow thatdés th
men! o
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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 auseamnomind,i r and
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 | ocal ar
only most of the artists whose work was on display, but the artists themselves. Most of
them had been friends of his years before. Wh
verge, theyod6d partied together, hit the bars,

many frustrating dry periods.
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But Chris had drifted out of all of theirl i ves after Kellybés deat h.
become so isolated the only person he knew practically was Dave. It felt safer that way.
The fewer people you knew and | oved, the | ess
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 no
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.
ALook, 0 she told Chris excitedly. Altés an
Chris followed her over, his hands clasped behind his back.
ALIi ke the one in your | iving room, 0 he agr
AYou paint, o0 she sa@aord.hdbDeo yow &wnemw rmetm hir

Chris snorted.

AHeb6s a real piece of work. Not the Kkind o
AWel |l , as f ar aaydpnewlipman prodoce artras ealtiful as his
must have something going for him. I me an , ho
have, you know, soul ?0
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AA soul ? Areqidbntl yobhombédtGoydou believe everyol

A No, asow. tlustsou | . Dept h. |l nner beauty. o

AGag me, 0 Chris | aughed. fABelieve me, 1|1 06ve
great work and theyodére still just jerks. Ambr

ANoO way. Not him, 0 Grace assured Chris. #dl

Chris nudged her playfully with his elbow.

AOh, you can tell ?o0
AYes, I can, 0 she informed him, grinning.
AWell, next time | see him, ol 1l tell hi m

whatever mojo powers hebés got going to try to

Grace punched himinthea r m. AYou pervert. o She turned
ABut i f you do ever meet him, make sure to te

AYoubre killing me here, o0 Chris moaned. A |
youdre just sheddismgney surr aglgeerry. cal |l over

Grace ignored him, lost in the painting.

Altés a shame he stopped painting as fast

Chris was surprised by this.

AiHe di d?0o

AYeah. I heard he stopped painting after h
college, and there was just something about his work | could relate to. | just felt a

connection to him. o
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AApparently. o Chris wanted to change the s
huh? A groupie even who went to | ocal shows a

A H aa. No, | was never an art groupie, thank you. But | did spend my time with

artsy friends in college. We used to hang out
AOooh. Youdbre cutting edge, huh? Did you w

the side? Ibetyoudi d. And | bet it was adorable. 0
AHush, 0 Grace | aughed. AYou dondt know any

Chris studied the lines and curves of her face.

Al know a few things about you. o
ALi ke what ?o0

ALIi ke | know youdbre a good mom. 0
Grace put her hands on her hips.

AAnd how do you know that?o

Chris answered quietly.

ABecause | know a few things about bad mot
AOh, wedre profiling now, are we? Well | et
AOh no, no, 0 Chr itaker hemeslidesatl theddigging.ISéat t he s

classes and then what?0

ANur si ng, of cour se. I had to get a real |
of shoved art to the back burner. | mean, I took the odd water color class here and there
but nothingtoo s eri ous. 0

AAnd here you are stildl obsessed with this
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AYou sound jealous, 0 Grace purred, enjoyin
remembered something else she knew about Ambr
gainedpromi nence in the art worl d. Il tés a shame.
sick. Last | heard he died or something. o

ADi ed?0 Chris asked, incredul ous. AWow. Ev

F

at the painting Grace so adimgihr dad.s @At Ire @ght ?0

AHe does. Absolutely, 06 Grace agreed.

Chris shifted his gaze to Grace. She felt his eyes on her and tried to ignore them
but failed.

AWhat ?0

ACute nose. o

Grace shook her head. He was incorrigible.

AAre you serious?o

AAbout? owhat

AAbout hitting on me right n-mtelectudl mean
conversation, and then you go and bring i

Alntellectual conversation? I f 16d hav

would haveint er rupt ed sooner . 0

=]

And | sianitde Isleemtit ual , 6 Grace | aughed.
much more. o
i Wh at was that?0 Chris asked. il was |

cute it i s?0
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RETURN TO GRACE

Grace brushed off the compliment, but smiled to herself as she turned her face

away.
ASo, 0 she said, continuing to walk through

artisto | mean, as an artist yourself?0
AFavorite? Not really. Except anyone ot her

Gracebs mouth dropped open.

AAe you serious? You are soO0O obnoxious. o
Al 6m sorry | donét share your worship of a
decent things and then...well, died, accordin

Grace turned to face him full on.

ASo what are we doi jugibrihgane keretbdcausedouRried y o u
I |l i ked art? | mean, is this where you come t
you. O

For the first time when Chris looked at Grace, he felt no need to put on
pretensions.

AYeah. Il 1 i ke it meefa eurchlortsomethimydbat witheutall n d s
the religious nonsense. 0

I see. 0

=]

AWhat do you see?o0

AYou really have it out for God, donét you
AWell, it doesnét matter i1 f | do? | think
cet ainly acts |li ke hebébs out to get me. 0
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Grace tilted her head at him, feeling for the first time she could have a real

conversation with hi m, t hat hedd | i sten and o
nCare to talk about i t?20 she asked.
What would he talk about? Chris wondered. Ke |l | yos deat h? Hi s dest

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
Godd or at least agood oned wheny oud6d felt so much pain and s
couldndét believe in a God whodéd take away so
was he supposed to be thankful ford losing 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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ASo tel]l me, 0 Grace was asking ag®@i n. Al s

AWhat do you mean escape?o0

AWell, rumor has it you escape a | ot. o
AAhh. The rumor mil | is alive and turning
ANO. ltés just...you do drink a |l ot, donot

Chris turned away and stared at the painting they stood in front of now. Should
he tell her he hadndét had a drink in a week?
asking?

AAre you going to talk to me?0 Grace asked
to know who youn@r@...so | 6m aski

Chris thought about it.

Al drink, but not as much as | wused to. ../
father was a drunk and he died before my twenty-first birthday. He was the only parent |
had and | watched him deal with his problems that way...l lost someone close to me
awhile back. | wanted to know if the bottle could solve my problems, or at least numb
them. And the funny part is, I found my pain
scattered. | 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. o0 He | aughed quietly.
rest of me. 0

Grace touched his shoulder.

ASMmeust have been very special .o
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Chris watched Grace for a long moment. She let him, waiting silently because
she knew that was what he needed.
Al 6ve only had two | oves in my |ife. One w

returned to sender. 0

ADo yowowdamti Kk more about it?o0

ANO. No point in it.o

AYou sure about that? Seems to me talking

Als that what they teach you in nursing sc

ANo, thatodéds just something | 6ve picked up
me too . O

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 hadndét had that .. .warm quality. Mayb

sexy and warm, youthful and wise all at once.

AThank you for | istening, Grace, o0 Chris fi
tell you. |l kinda | et go awhile back. o

ADoesndt sound |ike it to me.o

Al 6m good. Really. o

AAnd why do you drink now?o

Chris shrugged, mulling over her question.
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Al I i ke the feeling. |l guess I 6m a recover
became a drunk in the first place. But, you Kk
much. o

Grace watched him with interest.
ARe&l Awd why is that?o

Chris stared into her eyes.

AFor the first time in a long time | want
AAnd what | ed you to this revelation?o
Al felt something in me | didndét know was

Grace was surprised at this open admission from Chris. It sounded so sincere.
And, of course, it was the ultimate flattery.
Al di d?o
Al f eel great because of you. And when | &m
Grace took a step back, involuntarily. She had to stop him before he said
somethihnghe coul dnét take back, that she coul dnodt
Not with Philip still in her life.
AOK, stop there. o She reached up and put h
all this attention and all your compliments, but you know | have a man in my life. This
candt go anywhere. o

AThi s?0
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AYes. This. Whatever it is.0 Grace turned
| dondét know you at all. I dondét know what th
damnit, thelastthing | need i s another complication in

AfBecause of Eric?o
There he went again, thinking of her son. It was the most endearing thing about
him, Grace thought.
AEric. Among other things, o0 she answered.
Chris smiled at her ,eduwohsiderihg slsetwas staralidgn 6t e x p e

there rejecting him outright.

AWhat are you smiling at?0 she asked.
AYou. O

AYoubre a crazy man. Did you hear one word
AOf cour se. I heard. Youdre worried about

Ericcamong ot her things. o

AThen why are you smiling. o
ABecause you never said because of Philip.
door. When youdre with me, youbre not even th

Grace shook her head. As s heobte Thahwordght bef
just fit him perfectly, like it was created especially to describe his behavior.
So why did she like it so much?

A | should get going, 06 Grace said.

Chris smiled. AWho6és running now??o
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ARunning? Me? Running fr onotiytevesteéd injaunnbt y ou
t hat way, Chris. o She checked her watch. Al h
groceries first.o

Chris made popping sound with his lips. Grace took it as a sound of acceptance.

ASo | 6m going to g¢go hadawicedimeGadaycreallytitovhsd hi m.
good talking with you, but...I think us meet.i
dondt want you to get the wrong idea. 0

AfAbout what ?20

AAbout ... me. o

Chris ...

AWell , arendét you goiemaskedt o say anything?o
Al think youbve said more than enough for

Grace was charmed by his constant boyishness.

ADondét be | ike that, o she smiled. AYou kno
ABuddi es. Right. Buddi es aghio Scwhatmartee ver see
could I possibly say to change the way you th

ANot hing. o

AThat 6s what | thought. So.. .0

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.

ATherebs just one thing 16d |Iike to add in
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AWhat 20 Grace managed to whisper. I't was h
slightly.
Chris slowly | eaned forward and kissed her
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.
AThat 6s al | | wantuedt to say, o0 Chris murm
AAre you sure?o0
All her denial had turned to invitation.
AWell, maybe one more exclamation point. o
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,
couldnét deny it anymore. And yet, she tried

AThis candt ohamegemumbl ed hel plessly betwee
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Chapter Seventeen

They burst into his apartment in one anothe
urgency of their mutual desire had been building all the way over. Now, in the privacy of
Chris6é natp,aratgnaei nst the wall, Chris pressed his
explored one another with their hands, and clothing started to come offd shoes,
earrings, his shirt, her blouse.

Grace didndot even have a chance tohisake in
work with tarps before meeting her in case they ended up backhered as hedd hoped.
But Grace could smell the paints, a thick oily, seductive smell filled the room, and she
felt |Iike she was back in art class,hafdack i n
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.

AWait, 0o she said. fAWait a minute.o

She crossed her arms over her body as if she could hide her entire torso from him.

AWhat ' s wrong?06 Chris asked, panting. A Don

Yesuyt . . . 0

=)}
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Chris was so cl ose; he coul dnot stand the i

her, kissed her face, tried everything to convince her.

fYou're not married, 0o he told her. fiLeave h

1]

Toget her 20 Gr ace haafardabautleawing Rhilip, abous vghatt  t
this would mean to Eric. Al have a son, 0 she
do | know you' Il be good to him?0o

Falling back on his el bows, Chris realized
moment. He wanted her badly, but not so badly he was going to push her to do
somet hing she didnét want t o.

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.

Al know what it's |Iike to be a kid in his s

AReal |l y?0

AYeah, but ilndto' § tnmtowgetChri s said, |l ooking
get into something el se. 0

AHa! 06 Grace | aughed.

AThat's not what I meant . I meant | want to

Something about the way he was willing to stop and talk about Eric really touched
Grace. This was a good man, wasnoét i t? He real

|l eave Philip for him? She couldndét decide tha
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Maybe theydédd never even meet, why |l et that st

dowoud have no effect on her chil d. Hedd never
She rolled up on one el bow facing Chris. Sh
wanted Philip in the beginning. The way she h

was new and exciting and yet so comfortable and somehow familiar.
AYou wanna focus, huh?0 Grace teased.
She grabbed him and kissed him hard and started to take off his shirt.

Chris pretended to be hurt.

1]

Wow, youdre a |little rough. And strong for
AWel |l,uryemdt me here, and now youdbdbre going to
Grace gave him a playful slap on the face.

AAww, now youb6bre really in trouble, 0 Chris

you"' I I never forget. o
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 herd

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 suddenl y. He hadndét been with a woman
this was going to be anintenseexpe r i enc e . Maybe too intense. St
grey eyes, he could hardly breathe.

Chris released Grace and rolled onto his back.

Al can't do it, o0 he blurted out.

AWhat' s wrong?06 she asked. ADo you? Are you
knowy o u abtee 0

With her knee she could feel his arousal through the covers.
ANo, of course itbés not that. l'tés just .. .|
l ying on their backs, side by side. Hell turned
night 1l ong?bo9

Gracebs heart was crushed, but her soul and
was, in fact, being a gentleman.

Al'd |l ove that very much, 06 she whispered, n
nose against his.

ARol |l overl,ed.CHirlidbsm ggminna spoon the stuffing

Grace followed orders, and they nestled their bodies together. It was a perfect fit.

And, despite Chrisd adthwadihthe ehdpthelp didmorethannt | e ma

spoon. And there was no looking back.

*kk
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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.
ASorry for -wiendagd swhdmnlg have somethiimnmdgttdts
one of my many weaknesses. o0
Grace twisted her fingers in his. AYou can
While her wrist was up in the air, she looked at her watch.
Al have to pick up Eric in an hour. o
ASo much for the groceries. o
AEric will |jwsthhaee totbom& he wanted to b
Suddenly, she had Chrisé attention again. W
an artistic streak.
AWhat ' s he painting?o
AHe' s been trying to sketch a mur al in his

superher oes . 0

=]

Superheroes? Cool . 0
APoor ki d. He gets frustrated with his mist
Chris could envision the boyb6s room even th
was at Graceods. Il n his mind, he wadlched a s ma
|l magining the scene al most choked Chris up. H

do with art as a kid. He never painted on his walls, but he covered those walls with
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