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Sometimes you
have to put your heart on the line.

 


Artist Ashton
Langton makes no promises; women fall at his feet and he enjoys
them without remembering their names the next day. Haunted by his
past, he refuses to allow himself to get close to anyone, until he
encounters Kris, the living image of his childhood sweetheart. He
has to paint her, to sculpt her, to have her.

Against her
better judgement, Kris Mayer accepts Ashton’s request to model for
him. The more time she spends with him, the more she falls for him,
despite knowing their relationship can only last as long as her
modelling job. When Kris tries to cut her ties to Ashton, he has no
intention of letting her get away, ruining his plan to make her
fall head over heels for him.

But fate
intervenes, threatening not only their love, but also Ashton’s
life.
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Chapter
1




Ashton Langton
stood by the large window of the gallery, half-hidden in the shadow
of a statue made out of car parts, sipping his tea as he stared at
the passers-by rushing across the street in the greyness of the
morning. His eyes fell to the small piece of paper, a bill most
likely, lying on the pavement. It lifted each time the cold autumn
wind blew around the corners and danced between the people’s boots,
looking as if it was fighting to stay in the air.

A bicycle came
by and its tyre pushed the paper down into a crack in the cobbled
road.

His eyes lifted
to the rider of the bike. He saw the girl’s profile and what looked
like light-brown hair peeking from a black cap before she breezed
past the window and he could only see her back and the end of the
scarf, flapping.

An image of a
heart-shaped face framed with light blond hair, so light, it
sometimes looked silver, flashed before his eyes. Pain, sharp and
raw, dug into his heart and twisted his insides into a tight, cold
knot, knocking the breath out of his lungs, making him feel as he
was suffocating. His jaw clenched and he drew in a shaky breath,
his eyes on the back of the cyclist, watching her until she
disappeared around the corner.

He continued to
stand there, his gaze lost in the distance, his head empty, except
for the face of his childhood sweetheart before his eyes.

The sound of
the door opening and a small click as the lights turned on followed
by the thud of steps that stopped somewhere behind him.

“What are you
doing here?” Claudia, the gallery employee, asked.

He blinked and
forced his mouth into a smile as he faced the blonde. “Just killing
time before I go to sleep.”

“Did you spend
the whole night here?”

“Yes.” His hand
went through his black hair, mussing the low ponytail. He had a
studio upstairs in which he spent not only his days, but lately
also his nights, sculpting and painting.

“Still working
on the statue of Phoenix?”

“I finished it
today.” He offered the cup to Claudia. “Would you be so kind as to
take care of this?”

She rolled her
eyes, but took the cup anyway. “Yes.”

“Thank you,” he
said, giving a girl a charming smile before he walked across the
white floor and climbed the stairs on his way to his studio,
planning to have a short nap and then to go to the apartment he
shared with his best friend. But when he lay down on the sofa and
closed his eyes, the heart-shaped face was still there, haunting
him, refusing to leave him alone.

“Kate,” he
whispered as his eyes opened and he stared at the white ceiling. In
the ten years since he had lost Kate, he never had to look far to
find the ghost of her. His love for her was still as strong as the
day she died. It ached in his chest, reminding him of what he had
lost, every second of the day, the pain never fading away. However,
bit by bit, the image of her was slowly losing its shine and
usually when he thought of her, the image of her was greyish and
washed out like an old black and white photograph. But not today.
Today, Kate’s image was vivid and full of colours. Because the
cyclist’s profile… she had looked so much like Kate. That was the
reason why the following morning, he stood by the gallery window at
the same time, a little after seven o’clock, waiting for the
cyclist, hoping to catch a glimpse of her again.
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Kris pushed her
hands deeper into the pockets of her jacket and lowered her head,
her breath dampening the scarf she had tightly wrapped around her
neck. She was almost there, one corner away from the coffee shop;
Julia’s, it was called. Her step slowed down as she turned the
corner and she lifted her head, her gaze directed at the coffee
shop window.

She was lucky
today. He was there, a wide-shouldered man, with black
shoulder-length hair and the face an angel would have if they
existed. He sat at the table by the window, absently gazing through
the glass while his fingers played with the cup before him.

The first time
she had noticed him was a few weeks ago. There was something about
him, something in the way he held himself, thoughtful and sad, as
if he held the whole world on his shoulders, which was a weight she
knew first-hand herself. But the sadness and the thoughtful line of
his shoulder could have been her imagination.

The waitress
came and stopped beside him, saying something.

The slouch of
his shoulders disappeared, his eyelids dropped down and a seductive
smile curved his mouth, making him look even more beautiful and
mesmerizing.

The waitress
leaned over him and pushed out her chest.

It seemed that
Kris wasn’t the only one who had noticed him. Too bad he wasn’t a
patron of The Delight, the café she worked in; that way she could
enjoy ogling him up close.

His smile
widened and he smoothed back the strands of hair that fell on his
face and tucked them behind his ear. His eyes brushed past the
waitress and through the window onto the street. It felt as if he
was looking straight at her.

He probably
wouldn’t notice her even if she stood before him since she was such
a mouse, or so her ex-boyfriend Peter liked to tell her. Kris
smiled into her scarf and averted her gaze. Still smiling, she
passed the coffee shop and its window, but then somebody called her
name and the smile she wore faded away.

A short, skinny
man coming from the opposite direction waved as he hurried toward
her.

She inwardly
sighed and resignedly slowed down. She really wasn’t in the mood to
talk right now, especially not with somebody who only talked to her
when he wanted something from her. How had he even recognized her
when only her nose and eyes were visible between the hat and the
scarf? She waved back to him. “Hey, Dan.”

“Kris, how are
you? What are you doing here?” Dan asked.

“Going to
work.”

“I wish I
worked in the city too,” he said and then started to explain about
his work and about the products they were selling.

She nervously
shuffled her feet, waiting for a pause in his rambling she could
use to tell him she was in a hurry and give him a quick goodbye,
but he just went on and on. “I’m sorry,” she interrupted him. “But
I’m in a hurry, I have to go.” She took a step around him.

Dan grabbed her
arm. “I was thinking, after work, we could meet and go for a drink.
We haven’t seen each other since school. We have a lot to catch up
on, and I can tell you more about my company’s products.”

“Well...” She
searched for words to politely refuse his request while she fixed
her gaze forward, tempted to just walk away.

“I hope you
haven’t been waiting long,” a warm, slightly raspy male voice said
from behind her, then a man stopped beside her, offering her a
paper cup with a plastic lid. “Be careful, it’s hot.”

Automatically,
she pulled her hand out from her pocket and wrapped her fingers
around the cup, while her head turned sideways and up. Her eyes met
with dark blue ones. Their owner was the man she had just been
watching a minute ago. Black hair framed an oval face with a strong
chin and high cheekbones and the blues of eyes that sparkled like
diamonds gazed at her, making her breath hitch. Why was he here?
“Thank you.”

“You’re
welcome.” He smiled, the same flirty smile he had been giving the
waitress, before his focus slid to Dan. “Your friend?”

“Yes, a
schoolmate.”

Dan’s eyes
darted between the black-haired man and Kris. “Who’s he?”

“Ashton.” The
man pulled his glove off and stretched out his hand.

Dan observed
the hand for a moment then took it and shook it. “Dan.” He frowned.
“It was good seeing you, Kris. Take care.”

“Yes, you,
too.” Kris watched Dan walk away before she faced the black-haired
beauty beside her.

“I’ve seen him
before,” Ashton said. “He has been bothering the girls I work with,
trying to bully them into buying cosmetics or something.” He gave
her another one of his charming smiles. “I thought he might be
harassing you too.”

Her breath
hitched again and a warm tingling spread though her body, colouring
her cheek red. It was really nice of him to come to help her like
that, not that she needed it.

She cleared her
throat, hoping her voice sounded normal as she spoke. “I think he
was about to.” The scent of coffee drifted to her nose and she
lowered her eyes to it. “Should I return this to you?”

“No, you can
keep it. I’ll get another one.”

She nodded,
pushed down her scarf, carefully pulled back the lid and took a
small sip of pale brown liquid that looked like a latte. “It’s
good.” She glanced up at him.

He was staring
down at her, with his eyebrows furrowed. His dark eyes widened and
the paleness that layered his skin made him look as if he was
sick.

“Are you
okay?”

He swallowed.
“Yes.”

He didn’t look
like it, even though colour was slowly returning to his cheeks.
“Well, thank you, for your help and for this.” She hoisted up the
paper cup.

“You are
welcome.” He smiled at her again, but this time the corners of his
mouth looked stiff and the curve of his lips forced.

She nodded,
gave him a small, shy smile and a ‘bye’ before she resumed her
stroll.

“Wait!” He
strode to her side.

“Yes?”

“What’s your
name?”

“Kris.”
Technically, her proper name was Kristine, but nobody, not even her
mother, used that name.

“Nice to meet
you, Kris.” He offered her his hand.

She shifted the
coffee cup into her left hand and without taking off her glove she
wrapped her fingers around his. His hand was warm, she could feel
it radiating through the wool of the glove, and the squeeze of his
fingers was strong and gentle at the same time.

The sleeve of
his jacket rose up and his watch peeked from under it, showing that
it was fourteen minutes to eight.

She leaned over
to see if she had seen it correctly. “I’m going to be late.” She
released his hand. “Umm. I have to...”

“Yes.”

“Thank you
again.”

“You’re
welcome.”

A last glance
at his gorgeous smile, a small nod of her head and then she was on
her way, her boots thudding over the cobbled street. She felt his
gaze on her back, and even though she was tempted to peek over her
shoulder, to see if he really was watching her, she stared straight
ahead as she rushed toward the coffee shop where she worked.

She needed
forty-five minutes to get to work and, since she was late, she
missed the customary morning coffee with her co-workers. She rushed
directly into the locker room where she changed into a yellow
T-shirt with ‘staff’ written in black letters on the back, and
wrapped a black apron around her middle.

“You’re never
late,” Callie greeted her when Kris joined her behind the counter.
“What happened?”

“Yeah.” A
wayward strand of blond hair fell on Kris’s brow and she used a
hair clip that she had in her pocket to tame it. “Do you remember
that man I was telling you about?”

“The one you
sometimes see on your way here?”

“Yes.” Kris
took a glass pitcher from a shelf and filled it with water. “I had
a close encounter with him today.” A smile found its way onto her
face. “He rescued me from an ex-schoolmate, who by the looks of
things grew up to be a pushy salesman. I mean, I can understand
it’s hard to survive in today’s economy and that he is probably
--”

“He?”

“Dan, my
ex-schoolmate.” Kris set the pitcher on the tray beside the sink.
“He’s probably just trying to make ends meet and he’s using every
chance to do that, but isn’t refusing to take no for an answer a
bad long-term strategy?”

“I thought you
were going to tell me about ‘that man.’”

Kris, who was
in the middle of setting glasses on the tray beside the pitcher,
turned to Callie. “There’s nothing much to tell, really. He came to
my rescue --” not that she had really needed help, she would
probably have listened to Dan, pretending to be interested, then
slipped away at the first opportunity “-- because his co-workers
had a bad experience with Dan and his forceful selling
techniques.”

“That was nice
of him.”

“Yes, it was.”
It was a nice gesture, which wouldn’t repeat itself. Even though
she knew his name now and he hers, nothing had changed. She would
still gaze at him from a distance every time she noticed him in the
coffee shop, and maybe even get a nod of acknowledgement in return,
but that was all. Not that she wanted anything beyond that. She was
a busy woman and, from her limited experience, men were a nuisance,
the majority of them anyway. She couldn’t stop thinking about
Ashton though, the way his blue eyes had glittered down at her and
the way his mouth curled up.

On her way
home, she retraced her path from the morning and found herself
searching for him, even though she had never seen him in Julia’s in
the afternoons. She didn’t see him now either, and it left her with
strange kind of disappointment. So stupid. She shook her
head.

Her phone
vibrated with a text. Her mother, most likely. Without slowing
down, she pulled the phone out of the handbag hanging across her
chest, and checked the display. Yes, it was her mother and another
list of things she wanted Kris to bring on her visit next Monday.
Sighing, she shoved the phone back into her bag.
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A soft sigh of
disappointment left Kris’s throat as she walked along the pavement
staring at the window of Julia’s, hoping to catch a glimpse of the
black-haired man. He was not there. She quickened her steps and
pushed her chin deeper into the warmth of her scarf.

The door on her
left opened and the man that came through it obstructed her path.
“Hey,” Ashton said, a wide smile playing on his face.

“Hi.” A smile
tugged at the corners of her mouth.

“I have
something for you.” He offered her a cup.

She took it.
“Thank you.”

“Are you on
your way to work?”

She nodded and
carefully took a sip of coffee, while her eyes glided over the
words on the window display announcing that the space behind it was
an art gallery.

“Shall we?”
Another smile curled his mouth as he gestured forward.

She started to
walk. “Are you planning to keep me company?”

“I might. I
could use some exercise.”

She looked at
his cup and then at the white puffs of fog made by each breath. “Is
walking in the cold with coffee an exercise?”

He winked. “It
could be, in the right company.”

He was flirting
with her. It was totally unexpected, but flattering and strange. It
made her heart flutter like the wings of a butterfly caught in a
net. She took a sip of her coffee, her gaze on the street before
her, at the people that were, like her, wrapped in thick, warm
clothes. Most of their gazes were lost in the distance or fixed on
the ground as they rushed past her. “Who is the right company?”

“Right now? You
are.”

She lowered her
head and took another sip of her coffee to hide the warmth that
crept into her cheeks and which must have been visible as a blush.
He was quite a charmer and she didn’t know how to respond to his
words, so she didn’t say anything, just waited for him to fill the
silence.

“Am I coming on
too strong? I’m sorry, I have been told that I can be too intense
sometimes.”

She glanced up
at him, forcing her features into a blank expression to hide the
giddiness that bubbled inside her making her feel as if she was a
teenage girl who had just been noticed by her secret crush.

He gave her an
apologetic upturn of his mouth. “Especially when I want something.
You see, I’m an artist, a sculptor and a painter, and I would
really like to use you as a model.”

“Me?” She
stopped. “As a model?” But... she was so average and there was
nothing special about her.

“Yes.”

Her eyebrows
rose and she couldn’t help but ask, “Why?” If he really was a
painter and in need of a model, with the way he looked, shouldn’t
he have enough beautiful girls lining up at his door for that?

“You probably
don’t believe me, huh? But if you … I have a studio there, above
the gallery.” He half-turned and with his chin gestured at the
building from which he came. “I would just like to immortalise your
face. First in clay and then maybe in stone.”

“Why?” she
repeated her question.

“Why?” He
pushed his woollen cap aside and shoved his fingers under it to rub
his scalp. “Because there’s something about you that makes me want
to create. Don’t look like that. I’m not some sort of psychopath, I
promise.”

He definitely
looked more like a model than a psychopath. She stifled the smile
that wanted to bloom on her face.

“I’m really
not.”

“You haven’t
even seen my face.” At least not properly, since a grey and white
Chullo hat covered her forehead and a thick grey woollen scarf
veiled her chin.

“I have seen
enough,” he said. “I’m aware that you don’t know me and it’s good
that you’re cautious. You should be.”

“I don’t
know.”

“You don’t have
to decide right away. Think about it.”

She took a
drink of coffee. To be a model? Her? To the hottest man she had
ever met?

“If you decide
to, I will, of course, pay for your time.”
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The tip of a
charcoal stick slid across the drawing paper, its lines and curves
forming a face. Her face. Ashton pushed aside a hair that had
forced its way into his eyes. He was in his studio on the first
floor of the gallery, drawing. With a few additional lines the
picture was finished, and he pushed it aside to sketch a new one.
This time showing her in profile.

A knock on the
door, before a female voice called out, “Ashton, open up.”

He didn’t
answer it, too absorbed in what he was doing.

“Ashton, I know
you’re there. Claudia told me. Open up.” The door handle moved up
and down. “Open, already. Please.”

He recognized
the voice. It was Mary, his schoolmate from elementary school, his
drinking buddy and his occasional bed partner. Knowing her, he was
aware that she wouldn’t stop until he got his ass over there and
opened the door to her. “Just a moment,” he said. Only when he had
completed the picture, he set the charcoal down, wiped his black
fingers against his blue cotton shirt and stood. Careful not to
step on the papers littering the ground of his light, spacious
studio, he strode to the door, unlocked it and opened it.

“Finally.” Mary
pushed her way inside the room.

He turned his
back on her and started to pick up the sketches off the floor.

“Let me help
you.” Mary lifted a paper and looked at the drawing, her eyebrows
pinched together and her mouth pressed into a thin line. “It’s
Kate!” She moved to others. “It’s all Kate.”

Actually, no,
it was all Kris, the way he imagined she looked under her
accessories, but he hadn’t shared that information with Mary.
Finding Kris was something he planned to keep for himself. It was
going to be his little secret. “A little bit of reminiscence.”

She gestured to
the sketches scattered over the wooden flooring and the counters
that ran alongside the two walls in an L-shape, their line broken
only twice by two desks. A few drawings also lay over the sofa that
stood between the doors, one of which led into a small kitchen and
the other into a bathroom. “A little bit?”

“Maybe a little
more than a little bit.” He gathered the rest of the papers and
laid them on the desk.

“It has been
ten years, Ashton. Ten years.” She put the drawings in her hand on
the desk and moved the others aside to place the paper bag she held
in her hand down on the counter.

Yes, it had
been ten years since leukaemia had dimmed his childhood
sweetheart’s sparkling spirit and taken her from him. He had been
there, right beside her, for the year she fought for her life,
watching how at the end, the infections too strong for her weak
immune system ate the flesh from her bones and devoured her until
nothing else remained; just bones and skin, and Kate’s resignation
to her destiny. “So?”

“I thought you
were finally moving on, and now this.” She pointed at the
sketches.

“I’m not going
to apologize for them.”

She sighed.
“You’re making me worry.”

“Don’t.” He
leaned over the desk and started to clear away the charcoals,
tossing them into a tin box.

“Oh, Ashton.”
She strode to him and wrapped her arms around his waist. “I don’t
want to worry, but... I remember how you used to be and all the
stupid things that you’ve done. You ended up in the hospital so
many times.”

“I’ve learned
my lesson.”

“You’re still
fighting.”

“Only
occasionally.” His fingers curled around her wrists. He unlocked
her embrace, turned around and leaned back on the desk. “If you
only came to nag me, you can leave.”

“I came because
Kalen asked me to keep an eye on you, now that he’s on
vacation.”

Kalen was his
best friend and flat-mate who was on holiday with his fiancée,
Rose. Whenever he was in one of his creative moods and forgot the
world around him, Kalen usually forced him to eat something. “He
shouldn’t have. Claudia has that covered.”

“Have you even
eaten today?” She glanced at the paper bag. “I brought you a
sandwich.”

His stomach
growled.

“I guess that’s
a no.” She took the two steps that separated her from the paper
bag. She pulled out a pack of beer and a sandwich. She tossed the
sandwich to him.

He caught it.
“Thanks.” He peeled off the plastic wrapper and took a big
bite.

Mary smiled
and, rocking her hips, strolled toward him. “Then later, I have a
little something planned for you.”

“Yeah?” He took
another bite of the sandwich.

“Yeah.” She
leaned on him and her hand slid over his chest to his abdomen, then
lower still, until she touched his groin. “Actually, I could get to
it right away.” She rubbed him.

With his free
hand he covered hers, stilling her movement. “Aren’t you dating
somebody?”

“No. We just
broke up.”

“Ah.” He
withdrew his hand, leaned more heavily on the desk behind him and
thrust his hips upwards.

“He turned out
to be a total jerk.” She slid down on her knees, then pushed down
the waistband of his cotton pants and his boxers, freeing him.

He sunk his
teeth into the bread and tore off a piece of it while he shifted
his feet wider apart and buried his fingers in Mary’s brown hair.
Mary was his friend and he was grateful for the support she had
given him over the years, but even though he liked her, he didn’t
have any special feelings for her. It was always she who incited
their sexual encounters.

Her fingers
glided over the length of his flesh before she took him into her
mouth.

A soft gasp
escaped him and his eyelids lowered as he released himself to the
pleasure of Mary’s skilful mouth, while the image of another girl
with green irises flashed before his eyes.
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“I told you to
wake me up.” Ashton buttoned his jeans while his eyes slid over the
studio’s furniture, searching for his sweater. Where was his
jacket?

“But I did,”
Claudia said. She worked in the gallery as an assistant
manager.

He found the
jacket and sweater tossed over the back of the sofa that, unfolded,
served as a bed. Lately, he had been unfolding it more nights than
not. “Not in time.” It was already half past seven and he hadn’t
even brushed his teeth. He rushed into the small bathroom.

“It’s not my
fault that you refuse to wake up. You were begging ‘give me five,
just give me five.’”

“Yeah, yeah.”
Ashton took the toothbrush and toothpaste and used them to quickly
scrub his teeth. A splash of water on his face and then he was out
of the bathroom, pulling on his sweater and tossing on his jacket.
He combed his hair with his fingers then strode to the door,
picking his gloves, cap and scarf from the desk on his way. His
feet thundered down the stairs as he rushed to the ground floor,
shoving his cap on his head then wrapping the scarf around his
neck. He crossed the gallery, greeting the two girls there with a
wave of his hand, then he was out on the street, turning around in
search of Kris.

Every morning
he had been stealing minutes of her time, gifting her with coffee
and keeping her company for part of her way to work. He hadn’t
repeated his request to have her as a model yet; he was waiting for
her to become more comfortable in his company, hoping she might
bring up the subject herself. If there was something he had learned
in his twenty-eight years of life, it was that you couldn’t force
people to do your bidding, and if you tried, it always ended with
resentment. Besides, no matter how much he wanted to touch her, to
trail his fingers over the outline of her face, over the curves of
her eyebrows, nose, mouth and chin, he wanted that touch to be
welcomed.

“Ashton.”

He whirled
around and, at the sight of Kris, the corners of his mouth turned
up. “Hi. I was afraid that I’d missed you.”

“No, you
haven’t.” She passed him.

He fell into
step with her. “I don’t have coffee, I’m sorry. I overslept.” He
looked down at her, at the face visible under her hat. Sometimes he
hated her hat, and her thick woollen scarf, because they obstructed
his view of her face, and he wanted -- needed -- to see her whole
face, not just part of it.

“It’s not like
you are obligated to supply me with coffee.” She smiled at him.

“Hey, how about
I make it up to you this afternoon? I’ll buy you coffee and we can
drink it properly, sitting down. Do you have time after work?”

She glanced up
at him, her eyebrows slightly furrowed.

“You can say
no, if you don’t want to. I won’t hold it against you if you do.”
He wasn’t used to rejection though; how could he be when his
advances and invitations for drinks, meals and even to bed were
always welcomed?

“Okay.”

He swallowed
the sigh of relief. “When do you get off work? Around three,
four?”

“Around
three.”

“Can you pick
me up at the gallery?”

She nodded.

Great.
“I’ll wait for you there, then,” he said to her. The rest of their
walk passed in silence, with him observing her while she kept her
hands deep in the pockets of her red coat, staring straight ahead.
At the intersection, they said goodbye and he watched her back
until it disappeared around the corner. Only then did he allow
himself to grin widely. Today, he wasn’t only going to see her
unobstructed face, but also the colour of her hair. He could hardly
wait, but the hours until three dragged out, and in his
anticipation he couldn’t get lost in his work, not even in drawing
her, so more than once he found himself pacing across the
gallery.

It was already
half past three and he was behind the gallery’s second wall,
hanging the new pictures that had arrived that morning, when the
bell above the gallery’s entrance door rang and he heard Ally, the
manager, calling his name. “You have a visitor.”

It was Kris,
standing by the door, timidly glancing around.

“Hey.” He
strode to her, relieved to see her. “I thought you changed your
mind.”

“I didn’t.” She
gave him a shy smile. “So this is where you work?”

“Yeah. Do you
want a tour?”

Her eyes glided
over the pictures and sculptures against the white wall. “Is your
work here too?”

“A few
pieces.”

“Can I see
them?”

He wiped his
dusty hands on his jeans. “Of course.”

She loosened
her scarf, unfastened her coat and pulled off her cap. Hair the
colour of gold framed her heart-shaped face.

His fingers
itched to wrap around a pencil and draw a thousand images of her;
her smiling, frowning, glaring, he wanted to catch her every mood,
imprisoning them on the whiteness of the paper. He wanted to drag
her up into his studio, to see if the gold of her hair would glow
under the light pouring through the large windows.

She glanced up
at him, frowning. “Is something the matter?”

He was staring
at her. He gave her a small smile and slightly shook his head.
“No.” He offered her his arm.

She stuffed her
hat into her handbag and looped her arm with his.

He led her
toward the nearest picture. He hadn’t intended to show her only his
pictures and sculptures, but also the art of up-and-coming artists,
the ones in which Ally saw the most potential. Almost at the end of
their tour, they stood before the picture of the grey fog with a
single red curl twirling around a black butterfly with torn wings.
It was caught in a spider web, the shadow of a spider outlined in
the fog. He was explaining the brush technique that he had used
when she interrupted him. “It’s quite dark, this picture.” She
shifted closer to the canvas, so close that she almost touched it
with her nose. “It’s sort of haunting.”

He turned to
the picture and scrutinised it. Haunting, yes, that was the perfect
word to describe it. “I guess it is.”

“Are you going
to draw me like that, too?”

“Does that mean
that you are thinking about my proposal?”

She faced him.
“It seems so.”

“That’s great.”
He would have reached for her, but he feared that if he did that,
she would run away. “Like I said, I have no intention of drawing
you -- not beyond making sketches. I want to make a statue.”

“Ah.” She gave
him a shy smile before her eyes went back to the picture.

“Why don’t we
start right now?” At the crease that appeared between her eyebrows,
he quickly added, “I just want to make a few sketches. I can make
them while we are in the coffee shop. Or here, since the light is
better.” He offered her his hand and when she hesitantly took it,
he intentionally made his grip loose as he led her to the far end
of the gallery. He stopped at the end of the display window and
released her. “Wait here, please,” he said to her before he rushed
to the small area just by the entrance door where the reception
desk was. Beside it was a lounge area with a sofa, two armchairs
and a coffee table. He grabbed the armchair and half-carried it,
half-dragged it across the polished-concrete floor. He set the
armchair before the window, shifting it back and forth before he
was satisfied with the way the light from the outside and the lamps
fell on it. He stepped backwards. “Could you sit down, please?”

She lowered
herself into the armchair.

The weak light
of the winter afternoon cast a greyish glow over her from the side,
making her skin and hair paler. “Perfect.” He nodded, then asking
for another minute, he ran to his studio and grabbed a pencil and a
thick sketchbook, even though he would have preferred a slightly
rougher and larger drawing paper. He hauled a stool from under the
desk and hurried downstairs with it and the drawing accessories. On
his way to the far end of the gallery, he stopped by Claudia and
begged her to pop over to the coffee shop and bring them
coffee.

Kris was where
he had left her, sitting in the armchair, staring out through the
window, observing the people passing by. While he was gone, she had
gotten rid of her coat, which now hung over the back of the
chair.

He watched her
for a while, admiring the curve of her neck, her profile, the way
she slightly tilted her head down and tucked a strand of hair
behind her ear. Vulnerable and fragile, that’s how she looked, with
an air of sadness that hung over her like transparent veil,
invisible to the eyes, but he could feel it, quite clearly. He
strode closer to her, his hand curled over the edge of the white
armchair as he leaned over her. “I hope you haven’t been waiting
long.”

“No.”

“The coffee
will come shortly,” he told her, set the stool before her, sat on
it and opened the sketchbook.

“What should I
do?” She shifted on the chair so she more fully faced him, her
hands folded on her lap, her knees touching while her feet were
apart, her toes pointing inward; she reminded him of a doll.

“Stay just like
that.” The tip of the pencil slid over the paper leaving behind
curves and lines that formed a face, Kris’s face. Kate’s face. They
were so similar, but as he drew her, stroke by stroke, he noticed
the little differences between their faces. He had drawn Kate’s
face countless times. He had trailed over it with his fingers and
with his mouth. Even after ten years, if he closed his eyes and
concentrated, he could still feel it under his fingertips, every
dip and curve of it, every hollow. But even when he couldn’t
remember the feel of her, he could go to the chest he kept in his
studio under the desk, and take out the bust of her he had made her
for her eighteenth birthday.

Claudia brought
coffee and an additional stool, which they used as a table.

After he saw
that Kris was getting bored, he brought her a book, Good
Omen.

Darkness fell,
and the street lamps cast their orange glow against the glass.
Occasionally, people stopped before the display, peeking inside. He
told her to ignore them as he continued to draw her; her downcast
eyes and the little smiles that twitched at the corners of her
mouth as she giggled at something she read in the book. He wanted
to catch it all and if he could, he would gladly have captured the
giggles that sounded like small bells, so light and airy. How could
somebody who had such a thick layer of sadness around her have such
a joyful laugh?

She put the
book down and glanced outside. “It’s late.” She stood up and
stretched. “I’ll have to go.”

“Yes, yes, just
a moment.” He pushed the page of the sketchbook over to get to the
new page, but all he had was blank cardboard. In just two hours, he
had used up all the pages in his sketchbook.
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“...hiding it
in the dishwasher, in the wardrobe wrapped in clothes... actually
anywhere I knew that my family wouldn’t look,” a man’s voice
travelled across the small room in which the therapy group Kris had
to attend every Monday, part of her mother’s treatment, held their
meeting.

Kris leaned
against the uncomfortable wooden chair and crossed her legs, while
her gaze slid over the people sitting in the chairs forming a
circle, not seeing their faces, but a face framed with ebony black
hair. He had such vivid dark blue eyes and such an intense gaze
that made her feel as if he was looking into her soul, as if he was
seeing her, the real her, the essence of her that was hiding under
the layers of sorrow and deceit and numbness. But how could he see
her for what she really was, when she had lost herself and didn’t
know who she was anymore? But had she ever even known who she
was?

Somebody
coughed.

Kris lifted her
head and glanced sideways. Her eyes found her mother, who was
sitting beside her, discreetly yawning. Twenty more minutes of
monologues as the other patients were asked to talk about the
places where they had hidden their alcohol. Her mother liked to
hide it behind the washing machine, under the kitchen sink, in her
boots, and in the trash. When it was her mother’s turn, she only
mentioned the washing machine and the sink.

The session
ended.

Kris stood up.
Her mother had already elbowed her way out, to have a smoke, most
likely. Kris followed her. She passed the doctor, who stood beside
the mother of a new member of the group, a young man of her age,
twenty-four. Dr. Kress was just ending the customary speech she
gave to all the new members of their little therapeutic group. Kris
had heard the talk many times before, the first time when it was
meant for her, and then every time their group got a new member.
They were here to support their family member and use the group for
healing themselves, Dr. Kress told each one of them.

“Miss Mayer,”
Dr. Kress called.

Kris
turned.

“Could you give
me a minute of your time?”

Kris
nodded.

Dr. Kress gave
the new patient’s mother a pat on the shoulder and an encouraging
smile, then stepped across the hallway, gesturing for Kris to
follow her. When Kris fell into step with her, she said, “As you
already know, since your mother had another relapse, she has to
start her recovery anew and her stay here just lengthened
again.”

“Yes.” They had
also cancelled the weekend visits home. Kris was familiar with the
process; she had gone through it twice, the first time four months
ago. The disappointment of it was bitter and it had shattered the
illusion of things getting better. Just because her mother had
agreed to go to rehab, didn’t mean that she was going to get well
as soon as she passed through the clinic’s door.

‘Relapse is
part of the recovery,’ Dr. Kress had told her that time when Kris
sat in her office feeling her growing unhappiness pile on her.
‘Rare are the people who make it right on the first try.’

Kris had
acknowledged that, she didn’t have any other choice. So she did the
only things that were in her power; she listened to the song
King of Pain by Alanis Morissette and lowered her
expectations.

“After the
session with your mother, we believe that she needs at least two
additional months,” The doctor slowed her stride. “But the problem
is that your mother’s insurance, because this is her third relapse,
will only cover one month. We have already mentioned that to your
mother. Since this is a matter that not only concerns her, but you
too, I propose you both stop by Mrs. Johnson’s office -- she’s our
accountant -- and learn about all available financial options.”

“We will. Thank
you.” Kris nodded and after she said goodbye to the doctor, wrapped
her thick cardigan tighter around herself and joined her mother
outside. They shifted out of earshot of the other smokers.

“Has she told
you?” her mother, a petite blonde, asked.

“Yes.”

“I said that we
don’t have that kind of money.”

“How much is
it?”

“Five hundred a
week.”

She had a
thousand in her savings account. With the rent due, another two
hundred was coming her way, and she had the two hundred Ashton had
given her for the two hours she spent sitting in the armchair
reading. She still needed twenty-six hundred. What were her
options? To borrow it from her dad? She would hate to be indebted
to him any more than she was already. Payment on instalment? “We
have to talk to their accountant and find out the available
options.”

Without saying
anything, her mother took a drag on her cigarette, her eyes
cautiously observing her.

Kris knew why.
“I’m not going to bring it up.” Usually the fact that her mother
had squandered the money, her inheritance from her father, burst
out into the open only in their fights, where they liked to dig out
all of their past mistakes and throw them in each other’s faces.
Since she was younger and not as gullible as her mother, the list
of her mistakes was much shorter than her mother’s, and the fights
usually ended with her mother slamming the door on her, calling her
names and then getting herself even more drunk. That was why Kris
refused to fight with her mother, and always yielded to her
mother’s requests.

“I did buy us a
new sofa,” her mother said sullenly.

“Yes, you did.”
Kris wrapped her arms around her middle, as if that would shield
her from the biting wind, while she scrutinised her mother. She was
still a beautiful woman, despite the excessive consumption of wine.
In the six months she had spent in rehab, she had filled out and
the wrinkles around her eyes and mouth, and the hollowness of her
cheeks, which made her look sick, had disappeared. She was slowly
becoming the woman Kris remembered from her childhood.

“What?”

“Nothing.” Kris
shook her head. When her grandfather had faced his mortality for
the first time, when he, at his seventy-two years, had a quite
severe case of flu, he had wrapped his bony hand around hers and
told her, ‘I know you must hate your mother sometimes, how
frivolous she is and irresponsible. But the thing is, your mother
is a butterfly, light, colourful and so fragile. She isn’t able to
take care of herself. She was such an obedient little doll, such a
beautiful child, always so eager to please, and instead of
preparing her for the harshness of life, your grandmother and I
spoiled her silly and wrapped her up in cotton wool. She’s not as
strong as you are, Kris, that’s why you have to take care of her,
because if you don’t, you might lose her. I need to know that when
I’m gone, you will take care of her. Please, promise me that you
will take care of her.’

Kris had
promised, so easily, because she loved her mother and because her
grandfather was right. Her mother was a butterfly, so beautiful,
and it was a joy to be with her -- when she was sober and in a good
mood.

After her
mother smoked her cigarette, they went inside in search of Mrs.
Johnson’s office, which they found on the first floor of the
building. Kris rapped on the door and entered the room, her mother
close behind her.

Mrs. Johnson,
an elderly lady, asked them to sit down, and then opened the folder
she had with her and listed their options.

They did offer
an instalment plan, and Kris, despite her mother’s objections, took
it. She had promised her grandfather that she would take care of
her mother, and she would keep that promise. If that meant that she
had to find a second job for a few months and beg her dad for a
loan, it was a small price to pay for her mother getting better;
not providing her mother with this opportunity would make her feel
as if she had failed her grandfather.
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It was two
o’clock in the afternoon, an hour before the end of Kris’s morning
shift. She had just stepped onto the platform of the city’s main
train station, feeling restless, not ready to head straight home
and crawl into bed as she usually did after her visits to her
mother. Today, the idea of stuffing herself in her room didn’t seem
appealing at all, so she strolled through the city streets,
absently lingering before window displays. An hour passed and she
found herself on the street she passed every day as she walked to
work. On his street. On the pavement across from the gallery
above which he had his studio.

She looked up,
trying to gauge which windows were his and smiled to herself. “What
am I doing?” She had only known the guy for three weeks and here
she was, gazing up at his window like some sort of infatuated
fangirl. Well, he was one of the hottest men that she had ever laid
eyes on and she had seen some good looking men in her life.
Actually, her friends, Callie and Rose, dated gorgeous men, and her
co-worker Camden was a looker too, so why did... She shook her head
at herself and smiled again, her gaze lowering and trailing over
the window displays, stopping on the silhouette of a man.
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