

Libby O’Neill has it all. A business partner-fiancé she adored. A thriving Victorian restoration business in a city forested with raw material sufficient to keep her employed—and comfortable—for years to come.
Then, why the sense of dread stirring her from sleep at 3 a.m.? 
Why the sudden terror? 
The cold sweat? 
This makes no sense, she tells the darkness.
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The homeless man added his tray to the growing stack on the stainless-steel counter. Making sure no morsel remained uneaten, he slid the plastic dishes through the opening toward a smiling kitchen helper.
“Good to see you, Painter,” the elderly volunteer chirped. “God bless you and have a nice day.”  
Painter—a nickname the volunteers had given him—nodded, touched the bill of his cap. His semi-intoxicated brain noticed how her silver hair complemented ocean blue eyes that added their own sparkling good wishes. Most days, he showed up around noon at San Francisco’s Glide Memorial United Methodist Church for the one meal he could count on. He accepted the church’s hospitality but declined the workers’ invitation to attend Sunday services upstairs in the large and often packed sanctuary. He never entered a sanctuary, there or anywhere else. 
The smiles? Genuine. The food? Passable. He’d known better fare, much better, though memory failed to fill in the “when” or “where” blanks. The negative in the Glide experience? The genuine kindness threatened to make him feel like a real person. That he could not allow.
Back on Ellis Street, he leaned away from the attacking wind and yanked at the balky zipper of his greasy jacket. Dashed was the misguided hope that this time it would ride the track right up to base of his tangled beard. Once, the garment might have reflected some shade of color. Now, it suffered an anonymous look, the grungy uniform of so many street people. Tugging his grimy painter’s cap over his eyes, he sucked his neck into his chest and let the collar absorb some of the chill.  
He had a midday ritual. After leaving Glide, he made his way along east on Ellis Street to Powell, a three-block trek he stretched out like an ox-driven wagon grinding its way along the mountainous California Trail. 
At the corner of Ellis and Powell, he turned left, careful to stay on the west side of the street where the buildings shielded him against the bitterest gusts. He hated cold days almost as much as he detested and feared the nights. He preferred tropical climate. From his long-defunct past, he recalled the feeling of sand pebbles biting his cheeks when a stiff afternoon breeze roused Santo Sangre beachgoers from their siestas. 
No use begging in front of the Westin St. Francis. The main job of doormen in their gold-braided uniforms—guards in fancy disguise? To protect the guests from the likes of this beyond-scruffy, dark-skinned man with a slurred accent of undecipherable origin. He rarely spoke, except to himself. His tongue had turned lazy, finding word selection and formation in English a senseless burden. 
I have nothing to say, anyway.
At Sutter and Powell he stopped outside an art gallery, part of this daily liturgy. Peering in, he confirmed they hadn’t sold the painting of the nude young woman with midnight hair and lithe body. Standing erect in a shallow tropical pool, she gazed skyward. A veil of crystal water fell on ebony tresses cascading to her perfectly sculpted buttocks. 
She first appeared in the gallery at the end of summer. Days and dates no longer held meaning. Since then, he’d made this pilgrimage to her shrine for no reason other than to contemplate her loveliness for a single moment in his otherwise ugly day. She served as his final, thread-like connection to a archived life. She reminded him of— He didn’t want to remember. In fact, he spent his limited psychic energy sealing off the past. The effort exhausted him. 
“They say bums and drunks don’t work,” he muttered in a form of speech so unintelligible that passersby interpreted his sounds as the rantings of a poor soul who belonged in an institution.
Without emotion, he watched the art dealer make his pitch to a man and woman who fawned over the unframed canvas. He hated them all. The dealer and those who might take the woman away, as if she belonged to anyone but him. 
If the guard didn’t shoo him away, he would leave on a timed signal sounding behind his eyes, when buried-alive memories thudded against the bolted door of consciousness. The security guard did spot him. Playing his part in Painter’s ritual, he said “Time’s up, Painter,”  he growled from the gallery entrance. 
Painter nodded but didn’t move. His internal clock told him he could linger another minute or two without remembering. 
The guard, who seemed like an otherwise mellow gentleman, had responsibility for keeping vagrants from blocking the gallery entrance and scaring customers away. He followed the path of Painter’s eyes. “You like her?” He didn’t wait for a response. “I don’t think she’ll be here much longer.” He  gestured toward the couple whose casual attire dripped money and status. “They like her, too. Seem pretty serious. Wish I could afford her.”
Painter’s stomach lurched. It made no sense, the wrenching reaction to her impending loss. He had invested day after drunken day blotting out the life he lived before taking to the streets, first in Miami, then step by unplanned step across the U.S. to San Francisco. The young woman in the painting, luxuriating in her cool retreat from a summer’s day, seemed intent on cracking his resolve not to give another damn. 
“Sixty grand,” the guard whispered, laughing to himself. “I’d need a day or two to round up that kind of cash.” 
Painter found no humor in the impending sale. He fished inside his pants pockets. Two quarters rubbed against each other. Not enough to get drunk. He’d have to live with his disappointment until evening, at least. He hoped a few more coins might join them as the day progressed. By late evening they’d find a new and better home in the cash register of his favorite downtown rot-gut store. 
The guard offered him a dollar, careful not to touch the mendicant’s grimy fingers. “Maybe we’ll get another one like her.”
Like her? Dense as Painter’s memory was, he knew there’d be no more like her. Snatching the buck, he tipped his cap and moved on down the street away from the gallery, away from the disturbing, alluring woman of the waterfall. 
One-fifty. 
Nearly enough.



At the door to Peter’s apartment, Libby O’Neill fumbled with boxed wedding invitations, using her breasts to keep them from tumbling while she pressed the doorbell. Writing invitations affirmed the reality of their Valentine’s Day nuptials. Why had she agreed last March to a year-off date? Peter tolerated the flow of months with far more patience than she. 
That’s another story. 
But she vowed to be positive tonight. She had expected to see his blue Mustang straddling the narrow sidewalk in the driveway below. 
Is he home? Of course he’s home. 
For months she’d spent countless after-work hours negotiating and planning with bridal shops, florists, caterers, and her parish priest. None of it seemed real—until now. Sending invitations pulled the concept of marriage from the realm of fantasy into fact. Envelopes, tissue paper, twenty-point Vivaldi script and first-class postage would deliver the news to the select one hundred names on their guest list. 
“Liberty Marie O’Neill and Peter Anthony Martin request the honor of your presence. . . .”  
Libby’s procrastination about getting the invitations out lit a fuse when she spoke to her mother on the phone this morning. “They should’ve been in the mail after Thanksgiving!” her mom said with mounting distress. “If you don’t get them out this week, half the people won’t come.”
“Mom, it’s the beginning of January! Yesterday was New Year’s Day, for God’s sake.” 
Her mother was right. 
Libby’s voice shrank to a childish whimper. The words, You’re right, Mom, had never sprung easily from her clenched jaw. She blamed the delay on work pressures and the holiday rush. “We wanted a small wedding anyhow.” 
“Remember what happened to Marie’s daughter. They—”
“Okay! We’ll work on ’em tonight . . . Yes, I promise . . . I know. I love you too.”  
Libby liked it that the O’Neill women battled like alley cats but always parted with a loving word—a life-lesson learned from her dad’s, “You never know. We might be partin’ for the last time. I want our final words to each other to be, ‘I love ya.’” Then, he’d detail oft-told stories of acquaintances killed in accidents at work or dropping dead in their prime, until Libby threw up her hands, “Okay, Pops, I get it.”
“Peter must be in the shower,” Libby grumbled and leaned again on the buzzer. Removing the key from between compressed lips, she unlocked the door. 
Not hearing the water running, she plunked the cartons on the coffee table and approached the bedroom door. “Peter?” When she nudged the door open, a chill crept across her shoulders, braiding worried muscles as it sprinted a vertical path up her spine. Where the heck are you? You knew I was coming. 
They’d parted two hours ago with her reminder, “I’ll be over at seven. How about picking up some take-out for us?”  
He had gone silent at the mention of their wedding. Nothing new or strange about that. Not for a second did she doubt that he cared for her. With God’s blessing or a little luck, or both, she’d be a mother before her thirtieth birthday—a goal that had grown in importance as the dreaded turn-of-the-decade lurked on the horizon.
The apartment showed no sign he’d had been there. Odd, because only a few hours ago she dropped him off down the street outside their Wells Fargo branch to deposit a final hefty payment on their latest restoration.
Maybe he left a note on the fridge. 
She found the note, but not fastened to the white refrigerator door beneath a Round Table discount coupon. Instead, it stood propped atop his pillow on the rumpled double bed. Always the artist, he had written her name in calligraphy. 
Okay, Peter, what what’s up? 
She tore open the sealed flap and removed a single pale blue sheet matching the color of the envelope.
“Dear Libby,” she read to herself. 
Then fell silent. 
Her eyes skipped across the neat, horizontal opening lines, then down the page. 
“This may seem the coward’s way out. I just couldn’t tell you in person that I need to terminate our engagement.” 
Libby’s stomach did a back flip. 
“Need to terminate?” Could it get worse? 
“If I had to look into your green eyes and try to. . . . I couldn’t. There’s no one else. I didn’t have something going on the side. Honest.”
I’m supposed to feel better? She fought back a wave of nausea. 
“I’m just not up for a lifetime commitment, not now. Maybe I’ll never be. You deserve better. About the business. I’ve left you with a bit of a mess, but you’ll be OK, I’m sure. You always were the  stronger one. — Peter.
P.S. It’s OK if you hate me.”
Libby sank onto the bed wondering how a life-ending edict could look so beautiful trailing a precise serif path across a crisp, single-fold page. A panicky sense of betrayal and outrage rushed to the top of her head. A kaleidoscope of geometrical designs floated in front of her eyes. She gasped for breath the way she had once after falling face-down on a basketball court. Would she ever take another? 



“You never know when you get up in the morning what the day will bring.” 
With that opening to his homily last Sunday, Fr. Joe Dorsett, pastor of Old St. Mary’s on the edge of  Chinatown had paused to assess the effect of this innocent but loaded statement. 
Ain’t that the truth? 
This morning she awakened a successful businesswoman, engaged to a talented, terrific guy who—despite a perpetual case of cold feet—showed signs of evolving into a good husband. And father. Peter respected her. Too much, sometimes. It wasn’t until after they’d announced their engagement at an end-of-summer party at her parents’ home that they’d slept together for the first time. 
In this day and age! 
“It doesn’t make sense to have two apartments,” she said after the second time.
“What would your parents think?” The politically correct, imperfect answer. “San Francisco’s a small town. People talk.”
“Whose side are you on?” Libby liked it that Peter assumed his share of responsibility for her reputation. At the same time, the motivation for his noble self-control confused her. “Don’t you want us to be together?” She recalled the slightest pause before his stoic face crinkled into a broad smile. 
“Sure, but February’s not that far off.”
Five months? Forever, to Libby.
They kept their separate apartments, paying double rent in one of the priciest housing markets in the States. At least they saw each other every day. As partners in Liberty Restorations, they painted or met with prospective clients during the day and designed intricate color schemes into the night. Together they had converted two-dozen run-down, turn-of-the-century Victorians into dazzling spectacles of color and light, earning a reputation for dressing up the City’s signature Painted Ladies as few had before them. Their future promised to be just as bright as the houses they transformed from battleship gray to the elegant beauty the original builders intended.
Libby switched off the bedside lamp and lay back on Peter’s bed, reconstructing the day. 
“About the business, sorry if I’ve left you with a bit of a mess.” 
Damn you, Peter! How could you? 
With today’s check in the bank, Liberty’s checking account balanced at around thirty-four thousand dollars. Added to the fifty grand in savings, she’d have a little breathing room—time to grieve, time to put the pieces of her life and career back together. 
Perhaps some hint of Peter’s plan lay hidden in their final hours together. The highlight of the day was completion of the Pacific Heights job. She considered it their best work but thought the same at the end of every project. 
On their way to work, they drove through the Alamo Square neighborhood past a rundown Victorian that had finally sold after being on the market since late September. In a flight of journalistic hyperbole, an Architectural Design writer had compared San Francisco to Rome and Alamo Square to Vatican Square. She and Peter flirted with the idea of making an offer themselves, deciding in the end that the price tag was still beyond their current reach. 
“Our turn will come,” she said, letting her right hand glide along the paint-spotted thigh of his jeans. 
“It will?”  
She hadn’t read anything sinister into his question. Peter wore the worrier’s perpetual frown. He worried about money, his, hers, theirs. He fretted about life. Had the thought of spending the rest of his days with her pushed him off the cliff? 
Happy New Year! 
Welcome to The Twilight Zone. 



Libby recalled another part of her late-afternoon  conversation with Peter. Passing the Alamo Square Victorian they drooled over in the morning, they saw a college-age kid removing the Sold panel from its slot atop the Pacific Shores Realty sign. He tossed it into the back of his yellow Toyota pickup. With a rocking motion, he extracted the redwood post from its curbside station as easily as Libby might remove a long toothpick from one of Fog City Grill’s overstuffed tuna sandwiches. Like a Scottish gamesman, he tossed post atop others collected during his rounds. 
“I’d love to get my hands on that,” Libby said.
“Little young for you?”  
Peter’s sarcasm jolted her. She frowned and scooted across the intersection with nothing but red on the traffic light.
Although a certified introvert, Peter had been quieter than usual all day. They had plenty to celebrate, having just cataloged another triumph for Liberty Restorations. Even better, they had gotten paid, “cash on the barrel head,” as her dad liked to say. A check in the full amount due qualified. The grateful owner opted for the two percent discount, rather than the Balance Net 30 Peter had stamped in red ink on the computer-generated invoice. They had learned the hard way that thirty days on a big-ticket item like theirs often stretched to sixty, ninety. Twice they’d put an invoice into collection, further diluting profit.
“Don’t forget to put that in the bank before it closes.” It made her nervous to have a large check lying naked on Peter’s dresser overnight. “In fact, I’ll drop you there.”
[bookmark: _GoBack]He bristled at the reminder. For good reason. He had handled company finances for the whole five years of their partnership. As the fiscal brains of the team, he had guided the firm from the days when they operated more on bravado than solvency to the point where today they lived pretty well, having risen from struggling artists to house restorers to the upper-crust.
Come Valentine’s Day, their wedding vows would simplify their lives, even though she intended to keep her maiden name. Reference to their flourishing business was always made in terms of “ours.”
“Go straight to the bank” was the last thing she’d said to him. Not, “I love you.” They hadn’t even kissed. 
Go to the friggin’ bank!  
Her thoughts returned to the darkened bedroom where Peter’s scent clung to her. 
What’s next? 
Half of Liberty Restorations had vanished into the foggy night. It had been such a good arrangement. With Peter managing the business, she focused on her passion—color design. Together, they hauled scaffolding and paint buckets, calling in part-time help when pressed by a tight deadline and an inflexible client.
Peter Martin, how could you do this to us? 
With her next breath, Libby uttered a soft “Thank you, Peter,” without knowing why she felt grateful.



