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Chapter 1

Leanne

The door slammed loudly behind her. She was too distracted to hear it. She also
barely missed the people who dodged out of the way as she hurried wildly down the
street. All she could think was, OWhat do | do now?0

This wasnOt supposed to happen today. Today was the day they went to dinner. It
was the day they went home and watched her favorite television show, then went to bed
early. It wasnOt the day things were to be changed, and it certainly wasnOt the day her life
was to fall apart.

Her thought process was temporarily interrupted as the sound of screeching tires
and honking horns informed her she had rushed into traffic without waiting for a light.

Her heart nearly jumped out of her chest, and the world spun even faster.

She had to come up with something. There had to be some place to go until this
all blew over. If only there were someone to tell her what to do, a person to call who
could turn back time and make everything right again.

She hurled herself across the street and out of the path of the oncoming vehicles.

It was so unfair of him to do this. What had she ever done to make him think this was
appropriate, that this was something she wanted?

Lost in her racing thoughts, she never saw it coming. First she hit the sandwich
board, which toppled her into the ropes, which were tied to the awning, which came
down upon her with a crash befitting her life.

As she sat, tangled in red velvet and covered in green plastic, she looked up.



That was when she saw it E a sign.

It was swinging back and forth from the one chain that still held tight to the brick
wall. In neon red and green it flashed, OEat, Drink, LoveNItaly.O That was it. That was
the answer.

Aimee

You couldnOt tell by the streetlights or the way the stars were aligned, but today
was the day sheOd been waiting for all of her life. She had imagined it differently,
though, so she never saw it coming.

She looked around thinking sheOd forgotten something. Everything looked in its
place: cash drawer empty, books put back, floor swept. Her work was done for now. She
sighed and stepped outside, letting the door close lightly behind her. Anything sheOd
forgotten today could wait until tomorrow.

Fall was ending and crispness filled the air, yet it wasnOt cold enough to wear a
heavy coat. Nor was it cold enough to take a taxi. It was, however, the perfect night to
stroll home enjoying the magic of the city. She loved the life, the opportunity, and the
inevitability of chance that city living brought. It made her feel anything was possible,
and a walk was the best catalyst for a chance encounter. Pulling her jacket a little tighter,
she stepped out into the night.

As she sauntered toward home beneath the soft glow of the streetlights, she
inhaled the intoxicating scents of curry, coffee, and garlic. The aromas brought back
distant reminders of what sheOd forgone today. Her morning nourishment had turned out
to be little more than nothing: an espresso and a brioche eaten in haste as she grabbed her
things and hurried out the door. Not a bite since then.

It was often like thatNno time to eat or rest. She worked long hours shelving
books, entering records, and planning events. Yet with all she had to do there still wasnOt
enough work to hire a third person. Someday sheQd find the answer to her dilemma.
Things would be simpler then. For now she pressed on, chasing her paper dreams.

A growl from deep inside her belly reminded her it was well into the dinner hour
on a Saturday nightThe restaurants would be bursting at the seams. She wondered if
sheOd be able to find anything to eat or if it was useless to try. Some days she just went
home and fell asleep, too tired from the day to heed the angry retorts of her stomach. The
habit made her far too thin.

Tonight she decided to make an effort and alter her pattern. This time, she
ducked into each restaurant she passed to see if a table was open. Each time it was full.
Her options were slowly dwindling along with her strength. A block from home she
stopped at her favorite spot. It was the last line of defense. If this didnOt work sheOd be
subjected to a fridge filled only with limp broccoli and stale cheddar.

As she pushed open the door her hopes faded. The place was bustling.
Employees hustled around a large spill in the middle of a sea of key lime cosmos floating
past on black plastic trays. She had to step around a busboy with a mop as he attempted
to clean up food and broken dishes. Someone certainly had made a mess during the
busiest time of night. She felt sorry for the poor busser, whoOd be running behind now.
The waiters would likely stiff him on tips because of it. She tucked ten bucks into his
hand as she passed. Note to self: Be nicer to busboys.



Even though her chances were dim, she thought sheOd check to see if something
was available. Olt never hurts to ask,O she thought. She stopped a woman passing with a
tray. OExcuse me, do you have a table or anything opening up?0 she yelled over the noisy
crowd.

A quick, harried shake of the head told her it wasnOt going to happen tonight. Oh
well, it didnOt matter if she went home hungry and grumpy again. Nobody was waiting
there for her except a very sad-looking cactus. When had she watered it last? Who
knew? Good thing cacti like droughtNof course she wasnOt sure anything liked drought
that much. Note to self: water cactus.

As she turned to leave, a hand brushed her arm. It was so light she almost didnOt
notice, a butterflyOs touch. Somewhat startled, she glanced down. There sat a man. He
didnOt look up, not once. In front of him two steaming dinners cooled slowly without
being disturbed. It was a place of intense calm in the middle of a storm. She sensed no
sound coming from where he sat.

It startled her when he spoke. OYou sound hungry. Would you care for some
duck?0 he asked with a flat voice and no affect.

She stared at the beautifully presented meal: succulent fowl, soft baby potatoes,
herbs scattered in random harmony. Her mouth filled with saliva, as she tasted phantom
flavors. A sudden lightheadedness overcame her. Thoughts of going home without food
turned her stomach into tight, painful, acidic knots.

In her mind she envisioned the sad refrigerator, the empty cabinets, the closed
grocery store across the street. Strangely, not once did the oddness of the offer dawn on
her. A well-prepared bird with a side of baby potatoes and roasted sweet peppers could
do that to a girl.

She dropped into the chair sitting slightly askew across from him. OThank you, 10d
love to join youNbut 10Il pay for it. Do you have any pepper?O He still didnOt look up,
nor did he make any move toward the pepper. She reached across the table for the
grinder, forgave him any rudeness, and dug into the meal with gusto.

After eating most of her dinner she began to feel more like herself. She also
began to feel out of place, which was followed by the realization that this was all rather
bizarre. She took a quick look at the person sitting alone across the table. He sat
unmoved, having touched little of his dinner.

She was surprised by how handsome he was. It appeared he was between 30 and
35, well dressed, and gentle despite his current dejected nature. It wouldOve been easier
to get a read on him if he stopped looking at his lap. There must be something very
interesting in his lap that she couldnOt see. Either that, or he wasnOt as normal as he
looked at first glance.

Her dinner nearly gone, and a drink on the way, she decided it was time to make
an effort at conversation. The miaad saved her from a night of starvation. She goaded
him: OMay | ask why you ordered two dinners when you donOt seem interested in one? |
wouIdQve thought this was your way of meeting women, except you havenOt once looked
at me.O

The man didnOt laugh, nor did he smile at her flippant banter. He did, however,
lift one hand slowly and place a small white box on the table, his hand then returning
limply to his lap.



They both sat and stared at the box, marked si@afyier. His stare was
resigned, hers shocked and embarrassed. Neither said a thing for a long while. The box
had too much to say all on its own. She wanted to slide under the table and disappear.
What had she just walked into? Despite being fully fed, she couldn®t think of anything to
say.

He was the one who broke the silence. Ol just asked the love of my life to marry
me, but she had to catch a plane.O He said each of these words as if it were the end of
something. It was a statement filled with endings.

ODid you know her well?0 She felt stupid even as the words came out. There was
no way to take them back. She braced for impact.

Ol thought so for a moment,O he said to no one in particular.

OShould | go?0 She glanced a little desperately toward the door, feeling suddenly,
intensely, out of place.

OlIf you donOt mind, could you sit a bit longer?0 he asked carefully. Olt would help.
We donOt have to talk.O He looked up then, just for a moment.

She stopped thinking. She stopped feeling uncomfortable. She stopped
everythingNand life began again. She felt herself floating into and around him, sensing
all that he was and could be. A thousand years might have passed and she would not
have known.

The sound of her own fork hitting the ground shocked her into breathing. The rush of air
into her lungs was like thunder in her ears. His gaze broke and he looked back to the box
with empty desperation.

It was quiet now.

She didnOt get up to go. She sat and thought of all that sheOd seen in 8ieeyes.
saw him, but he did not see her. She most certainly would stay with him tonight, and
forever if he asked. She would not mind at all.

Catherine

It wasnOt what her friends did. In fact, it was against the rules entirely. Today
everyone else was trying to discover the best way to sneak into the Colosseum at night.
They certainly werenOt taking tours of Rome and bugging their guide with obscure
guestions. However, she was.

She kept this part of her life a secret, often telling little white lies to the rest of the
group about needing to catch up on her journals. This was always the best excuse to stay
behind, and something they didnOt often question. The time alone gave her the chance to
sneak away and have her secret adventures, a chance to do something different from
everyone else.

She loved her tours. She especially liked the people that gave them. It was fun to
think about the lives they must lead, what brought them to the city, how long theyOd been
babysitting visitors, and if they slept alone at night or went home to a house with five
children.

It must take a special personality to be able to repeat the same things day after
day. Answering uneducated questions one after the other. Sometimes she wondered if
guides ever made things up just to make the day more interesting. She knew sheOd be



tempted if she had the chance. She could think of a million stories to tell about Rome
that were far better than the truth.

Recently sheOd developed a game she liked to play on these outings. SheOd try to
get the guide to answer a set of random questions that would, eventually, allow her to
ascertain the number of times the guide had repeated his or her spiel throughout their
career.

Some guides answered all of her questions, others ignored herNeither way it
amused her to try. At least her questions were a break from the normal drudgery
experienced by the tour guide. Today seemed a good day to play the game.

OHow long have you been a guide?0 she asked her leader.

OThree years,O the guide said as he turned and led them down the street, never
breaking in his focus. ONow itOs a little known fact that when Roma burned EO

She tripped happily along behind him. OHow many tours do you give in a day?0

OFive on average; sometimes more, sometimes less. Here you can see where
prisoners EO

OHow many days a week do you work?O she asked as he continued his detailed
speech about torture.

OFive. How many of you have seen the catacombs?0

He answered all of her questions, but never stopped the tour or broke his train of
thought. He was very professional and hard to get off-track; he was also handsome in
that American-gone-astray sort of way. The classic tortured soul searching for salvation
in the ruins of an empire.

Ol have,O she volunteered with her arm waving high in the air like she was in
school again. OTook a tour yesterday. Do you take government holidays?O

OOnly half. Now if we take a right here, weOll head toward the Trevi Fountain.O

He said all of this nearly 1,145 times a yearNif her calculations were correct.

That meant 3,435 times since he started. She was impressed. He didnOt sound like heOd
said it that many times.

He herded them all toward the fountain to toss their dreams into a watery grave.
OThey say that if you stand with your back to the fountain and toss a coin over your
shoulder, youOre sure to return to Roma someday.O

She stood with her back to the muscled marble men and tossed in a euro. You
shouldnOt be cheap when wishing on your future.

ODid you wish at the Trevi the first time you visited?O she asked, looking to the
guide for his answer.

ONo, because | knew | wouldnOt be leaving. If | ever do, I0Il most certainly toss
my hopes in with everyone else.O He looked directly at her for the first time when he
said this. After a brief moment of staring deep into each otherOs eyes he turned back to
face everyone else. His thoughts on her were completely unreadable. OIf youOd like to get
gelati, one of my favorite spots is over to our left,0 he said to the group. Ol recommend
the lemon.O

As tour guides go, this one was interesting. HeOd been obliging, but hadnOt flirted
with her. Most of them did. Offering her unforgettable nights of romance. Often she
agreed, with the understanding that romance could only go so far. Still, it was fun to
learn about the city through the eyes of one who knew all its secrets, and wanted to know
yours as well.



She never allowed herself to see these men more then once. They werenOt the
kind of guys you fell in love with or even slept with. They were the kind of men,
however, who could show you parts of the city youOd never thought to look for.

This one was different though: first, he wasnOt originally from Roma; second, he
wasnOt a bit sleazy; third, she thought seeing him more than once might be a good idea;
and fourth, he didnOt seem interested in her. This changed the playing field. It put things
in her court. It was refreshing.

OWould you like to get a drink after you get off tonight?0O she asked. She could
see he was surprised by the offer. He stopped and stared at her again for a second as if
she were a lost child. People often looked at her like that. They didnOt know she was
twenty-six. It simply wasnOt obvious.

ONo, but thank you. 1Om picking my sister up at the airport,O he said. Looking
back to the whole group he continued, Ol hope youOve all enjoyed your tour. 10d love to
stay and chat, but as | mentioned to this young lady, | need to be heading out.O

A few of his clients pressed tips into his hand as they shook thank-you and good-
bye. She thought about slipping her pension address in with the euros she handed him,
but decided he might get the wrong idea.

Shrugging to herself she decided it simply wasnOt meant to be. They were not
destined to know one another. SheOd have to meet someone else whoOd be willing to give
her a more personal tour of the city. It was unfortunate. He seemed to be someone she
couldOve passed the time with and looked back on fondly. CQOest la vie.

Grabbing her bag she ran lightly up the fountain steps. She was supposed to meet
her friends for dinner at Mac & Jacks. They wanted to share a pint together tonight and
sheOd worked up an almighty thirst.

Theo

It was more like driving a go-cart than a car. It was also more like he was being
driven than he was the one who was driving. At first the whole experience nearly
brought him to his knees, but that had been a long time ago. Now it seemed like the way
it should be. He couldnOt imagine a world where people paid attention to turn lanes and
didnOt park on the sidewalks.

When folks asked him why heOd never gone back to the States, he often told them
he couldnOt handle the madcap driving there. TheyOd always laugh, but most importantly,
theyOd always change the subject.

He was in an unusual hurry today and glad there hadnOt been many questions.
Sometimes the questions never ended and he had to be rude just to stay on schedule. For
a moment he had thought the strange little girl with the random queries might hold him
up this afternoon, but sheOd bolted as soon as the tour was over. Her parents were
probably waiting for her.

A pedestrian stepped out in front of him and he zipped around her just in time.

He breathed a little sigh of relief. You donOt dare hit a pedestrian in RomaNthe fines are
immense, among other things he didnOt care to think about. ThatOs why he liked his little
car. It made it easier to avoid the people and the bikes that seemed to be constantly



coming at him from nowhere. His greatest fear was that he might slip up just once and
hurt someone. Sometimes the thought kept him up at night.

Shifting gears, he looked for a break in traffic. Daydreaming and driving didnOt
really go hand in hand, but his thoughts kept drifting today. It was just that sometimes he
hated having visitors. They reminded him of things he was happy to forget. Like the fact
that he came from someplace else, that this wasnOt his only life. These were thoughts he
resented and avoided at any cost. He couldnOt change his past, but he could avoid
thinking about it. He shifted and dodged cars as they appeared out of nowhere.

When he was alone he was able to forget. It came naturally and without
frustration. He didnOt flinch from memories of when things hadnOt been right or suffer
pangs of remorse for the things heOd left undone, the things heOd failed at. When he was
alone everything felt like it fit perfectly into the box heOd always imagined his life should
fitin.

He slowed to pay an attendant the toll. Today there hadnOt been enough time to
take the back roads to the airport, nor had there been time to take the train. He wouldOve
preferred to take the train. It was always easier that way.

His sister would be arriving on the last flight into the airport this evening. He
hadnOt seen her in years. TheyOd talked regularly, but never visited. Neither of them
cared to think about why; it was just how it went between them. They talked for hours
sometimes, but never about things that mattered.

For some reason, suddenly it had all changed. She had called late two days before
and announced sheOd be arriving today. SheOd not asked to stay with him, but he insisted.
He also insisted on picking her up. She seemed thankful he was making these choices for
her. He wondered if sheOd even thought enough about this trip to make other plans.

He had to admit there was a moment when he wanted to tell her it wasnOt a good
time, but that wouldOve been a lie. He had nothing taking up his time and her arrival
wouldnOt interrupt his work. It was just a selfish notion and one he knew heOd regret.
She wouldnOt have called unless it was important. So instead of fighting, he agreed to
play host without questions or stipulations.

Reasons were never that important anyway. Come on. HeOd never even given her
a reason for not coming home.

He pulled up to the arrival area and waited. SheQd said not to come inside, but to
wait. She would meet him. A glance at his watch told him he wasnOt as late as heOd
thought. There was plenty of time for a quick smoke. He stepped out of his car and lit a
cigarette. The smoke calmed him as it filled his lungs and then danced into the sky.

Maybe thatOs why heOd stayed in ItalyNthey still smoked here.

Jaimen

It had been two days since Leanne had dashed out of the restaurant, knocking
everything over. The following day sheOd returned to the apartment while he was at
work, packed a suitcase, and left a note. It read in careful handwriting:

Dear Jaimen,



Sorry about the mess.

Leanne

That was all. It was not signed, OWith love.O No talk about why she ran away,
or when sheOd be back. It just said simply, OSorry about the mess.O He read and reread
the sentence, looking for an explanation that would fix all his broken parts. He couldnOt
find one.

He tucked the note into a drawer in his desk. The drawer where he put things he
couldnOt find a place for, but couldnOt let go of either. Things that might be useful again
someday.

She hadnOt had many things. Looking around the apartment he wondered what to
do with the stuff she hadnOt taken. There wasnOt much. How could someone live in a
place so long and never accumulate anything? SheOd left with all that sheOd brought
when she moved in years ago: a suitcase and a handbag. It was like sheOd never meant to
stay.

The few items that were left would fit in a small box. An old pair of shoes, an
umbrella, and a sweater she only wore at home. The sum wasnOt anything worth keeping
even if she lived here, even when she came back. He pondered gathering these things up
and putting them into storage.

Finally he decided now wasnOt the time to be hasty. She hadnOt said she wouldnOt
return. What if he were overreactingheOd just gone away to think about things.

It was best to wait before making rash decisions.



Chapter 2

Leanne

As she stepped into the warm Italian evening she caught sight of her brother
leaning against a small car. He looked relaxed. Staring into the distance, he took slow
drags on a cigarette.

She never knew he smoked; she wondered if she cared.

For a moment she stood and watched quietly as he inhaled and exhaled soft blue
clouds. Things had changed. OHeOs comfortable in his own skin," was the thought that
fluttered past her heart and mind.

Even with the changes time had imposed, they still looked alike.

People never understood why he hadnOt come home. TheyOd been inseparable
before that. Went to the same college, shared an apartment, earned the same degree.
Their lives were the same: two against the world.

Now she didnOt even know he smoked. They were separated by more than just an
endless expanse of blue, salty water these days.

Life happens that way sometimes. It just changes and nobody knows why. One
day you have love, family, a futureNthe next day someone you donOt know makes a
choice that changes everything.

OTheo,0 she said quietly, hoping somewhat that he wouldnOt hear. Instead he
turned quickly, a little startled. She wondered if she shouldnOt have come. The insecurity
was fleeting; when she saw his eyes she felt reassured.

He dropped his cigaretteNabsentmindedly crushing the embers beneath his
heelNand walked quickly toward her.

A moment before he reached her he hesitated, and she realized he was just as
nervous as she was. She took the last steps between them and threw her arms up to hug
him.



Olt is good to have a brother like this,O she thought. For the first time in many
years it felt like it might all be OK again someday. Her life would start again.

She mumbled into his shoulder, OIOm sorry | didnOt give you more notice, but |
didnOt know | was coming Otil | called you.O

OWe donOt need to talk about that right now. Save it for later. |Om sure thereOs
plenty we both need to say.O That was it, all they said. He loaded her bags into the car
and she dropped into the seat next to him. Minutes later they were speeding toward
Rome and away from the past.

She leaned her head back against the seat and watched the other cars race past.
They looked like carpenter ants on amphetamines, everyone racing this way and that in
an apparent pattern she couldnOt quite figure out. She wondered at how such a laid-back
culture could always be in such a hurry when they drove.

They raced past fields, edged with shanties pushed up against the freeway. The
reality of her recent life changes began to dawn on her as she thought about how different
things were here. She wondered if she would like it, but knew only time would tell.

Suddenly her chest felt tight. Fears from the past and of the future raced through
her mind as fast as the cars outside the window. She was scared for the first time in
years, a feeling that was strangely welcome.

She watched as fields subsided and homes became more common. Then homes
turned into apartment buildings and the apartments got closer and closer together. Soon
they were whipping through the suburbs of Rome and she knew there was no going back.
Fear or not, she could never go back.

They drove up hills, around corners, and came to an abrupt stop in the middle of a
sidewalk. She had no idea where she was. As if it wouldOve made a difference anyway:;
nothing around her held any context. The neighborhood was as much a mystery to her as
her own future. For now she would just be pleasantly lost.

Her brother turned off the car. OThis is it,O he said. OLetOs get you settled and find
some dinner. 10m bloody starving and there isnOt any food in the house. Mostly | eat out.
Maybe having you around will help me break that habit.O He grabbed her luggage and
headed for an apartment building with two beautiful, huge wooden doors. He fumbled
for his keys, nearly dropping everything.

OCan | help?0 she asked. She wasnOt carrying much other than her handbag, albeit
a very heavy, over packed one. ThatOs what happens when you move across the ocean
via a plane with tight baggage restrictions.

OSure, could you open the door? The biggest key goes in the top lock. Turn it to
the left three times. The darker key goes in the second lock. Turn it to the right four
times. Then twist the little knob in the middle twice to the right and push.O He did his
best to toss her the jumble of aged metal.

She reached out and caught the keys easily. Cold iron against her warm skin
ignited her imagination. These were the keys to her future. She pictured herself coming
home nightsNlaughing, a little tipsy, a little happy, a little in loveNand these keys would
be there to let her in day after day.

Smiling, she followed his directions carefully: left, left, left; right, right, right,
right; twist, twist, push.

She pushed and E nothing.



OTry it again,O Theo grunted under the strain of the waffle iron on the bottom of
her suitcase. 1tOs strange what seems important when you run away from home. She
doubted it would even work here.

She tried again: left, left, left; right, right, right, right; twist, twist, and push E
nothing.

She stared at the door with a frown. OUm, am | doing something wrong here, or
does it not like me?0

Theo chuckled. OIOm sure it just doesnOt like you. Tell it how pretty it looks and
give it another try; even the architecture in Roma is vain.O

She rolled her eyes and gave it another try: left, left, left; right, right, right, right;
twist, twist, push. The door clicked, and its heavy oak swung wide revealing an alternate
universe to the busy world outside. A small, tidy, peaceful courtyard filled with huge
plants, soft evening light, and ornate tile beckoned her to forget her frustrations. To
ignore that she had ever lived anywhere elseNthere were no other loves, no other
dreamsNthis was all she had ever known and all she would know.

This was home.

A table and chairs sat amidst giant plants, and benches lined the edge of a
cobblestone courtyard. She wondered who took such good care of the space. It certainly
wasnOt her brother.

He walked past her and headed up some stairs.

Ol live on the fifth floorNso donOt forget anything in the car.O

OIOm sure we have everything,O she lied, and fell into line behind him. They both
knew sheQd forgotten something. She always did.

Three flights up, her wonder passed as suddenly as it had come. Her heavy
breathing and burning lungs brought her painfully back to reality. It was obvious she
wasnOt in the kind of shape she needed to be in. Maybe the other tenants would let her
take up residence in the courtyard.

Why didnOt this building have an elevator? How did they get furniture into their
apartments? Was she really going to be expected to walk up five flights of steps every
day? Would her brother be willing to move? Was she going to have a heart attack? Her
admiration for the buildingOs beauty had worn as thin as the aging marble lining the steps
ahead of her. No wonder Italian women were so damn thin.

Finally her brother stopped in front of apartment number10.

OCould you open this door too?0 he asked. OItOs the newer-looking key. Turn it
to the right three times in the top lock. | never lock the bottom one.O

He didnOt even sound out of breath. Thank goodness heOd carried her big suitcase.
Double thank goodness she hadnOt made a scene and insisted on carrying something other
then her handbag. Her lungs were on fire and her thighs felt weak. Today sheOd blame it
on the jet lag. And tomorrow, well, sheOd blame it on the jet lag then too. SheOd heard
that jet lag could be very long-lasting. Whatever sheOd forgotten would certainly have to
stay in the car at least until the Ojet lagO had worn off.

She gave the key a final twist and the door opened. Once again she was caught
off guard and drawn into her imagination, her fatigue enhancing her dreamlike state of
mind.

The ceilings were at least twelve feet tall and the walls a dusky yellow. It was
hard to tell if time or paint had made them that color. Either way, it was perfect.



Windows taller than she opened onto a small veranda, a startling view of the city dancing
just beyond. No wonder her brother had never returned from this adventure. Collapsed
lungs and weak legs aside, everything a person ever dreamed of was right here. OHe
wonOt be moving,O she thought to herself.

His voice broke into her musing. OLet me show you your room.O She followed as
he headed down the hallway to the right.

OltOs at the end. We have to share a bathroom. 1tOs not like the StatesNwith a
bathroom for each person. Hope you donOt mind. If it makes you feel better, IOve gotten
a lot neater in my old age. | donOt think 10l drive you crazy. o

ODonOt worry. 10m not as clean as | used to be,O she replied. This had always
been their most noticeable difference. She was a neat freak, and he spread his things
from here to eternity. Maybe now theyOd meet in the middle.

He pushed a door open with his foot. OWell E um E here itis. | didnOt have
time to get it ready.O He sounded apologetic; again, she felt a small amount of guilt for
not giving him more notice.

The bedroom was similar to the living room. A breeze blew through long curtains
covering a door that opened onto a veranda overlooking the courtyard. A huge Moroccan
carpet covered the majority of the old wooden floor, and a bed sat in the middle of
everything, like a shrine to slumber.

Her eyelids felt like lead as she looked at the feather bed covered with pillowsNit
was simple and perfect, a stark contrast to the bed-in-a-bag room at JaimenOs. But who
remembered that place anyway?

ODid you decorate this yourself?0 she asked, staring at the freshly cut flowers
sitting on the dresser. It all just seented perfect.

OYes and no. | dated a girl for a while who was a decorator. She gave me lots of
good ideas. She used to talk about making oneOs home a place of rest and rejuvenation.
The first day | visited her apartment | understood what she meant and fell completely in
love. Except, after a month | realized 10d fallen in love with her apartment, not her.O He
smiled a little as he said this. OSo | ended it and went shopping. My place hasnOt looked
the same since.O

He looked around quickly as if to find something else to talk about. Finding
nothing, he glanced back to her and made motions to leave. OIOIl let you get settled.
Come into the kitchen when youOre done. 10l have tea ready.O He left, closing the door
behind him.

The jet lag hit her with full force at the sound of the door shutting. She fell into
bedNpartly because she was exhausted and partly because sheOd just tripped over the
carpet, spilling the contents of her handbag across the floor. It was as soft as it looked.
ODamn, IOm glad my brother dated a deS|gnerO was her last thought before she fell asleep
in the middle of the perfect, welcoming bedNher mess strewn across the hardwood floor
where she had kicked it.

SheOd waited twenty-eight years to get her life together. What were a few more
hours?

Aimee



A new shipment had arrived just as it did every-other Thursday. She was going to
be here all night if she expected to get it all put away on time. Her assistant had called in
sick at the last minute, so she was all alone tonight.

The front doorbell tinkled and her heart dropped. Folks who arrived five minutes
before closing always seemed to shop the longest and buy the least. Maybe if she
ignored them theyOd go away.

She peered cautiously around the nonfiction section, so as to avoid detection.
OOh, crap,O she murmured to herself. There stood Othe man who never looked up.O

That had become his moniker over the last week. It wasnOt like she didnOt know
his real name. This was just her wayNalways giving a person a description rather than a
name; there were just too many names to remember when you worked in a bookstore.

Most of her regulars had these types of nicknames. There was Oanxious, jumpy
lady,0 a woman who loved mysteries and was always looking over her shoulder. And of
course, Obookstore-hopping Bob,O a man who sometimes spent eight hours a day reading
books in her shop and never buying them. She guessed he had no job and no money, so
she didnOt have the heart to take away his only escape. At least when he was reading he
wasnOt drinking.

Suddenly Othe man who never looked upO did something surprising that brought
her quickly back to reality: he looked up. Thumbing through ONew Arrivals,O he glanced
around nervously. She could tell by his random selections that he wasnOt really looking
for anything in particular. She enjoyed the opportunity to watch him when his guard was
down. She could see more of what lay behind the pain in his eyes.

Eventually she realized that despite his lack of interest in finding a book, he
wasnOt exactly making any signs to leave either. She pulled herself together, glanced at
her mismatched socks, and decided to quit being a stalker and go see what he needed. As
she stepped out into his line of sight, she couldnOt help but think: OThis reminds me of a
book | read.O

OCan | help you, sir?0 she asked out loud.

He was startled, obviously still jumpy and unnerved from the week before. Up
close the poor guy looked as if he hadnOt slept a winkNhis hair unkempt, shirt wrinkled,
and eyes all droopy. She sighedNah yes, he was her type: unkempt and unavailable, like
a lost rogue from a romance novel.

OUm, well EQ He stared at the book he held in his hHaow,to Make Your ...

He quit reading and set it down quickly, as if it might bite. OUnlike Bookstore Bob, this
guy needsio develop a drinking problem, and soon,O she thought. Note to self: Take this
guy for a drink sometime.

OYah, um, about last Saturday,O he stumbled through each word. OIOm sorry |
ruined your evening.O

She smiled, half to herself, and replied, OYou didnOt ruin anything. In fact you
saved me from the most terrible meal imaginable.O

OOh E well then. Nice to know.O He looked directly at her for the first time.

O10d still like to make it up to you, if | could. Maybe dinner tonight?0

O1Om sorry, | canOt.O

He tensed, and then wilted, eyes darting toward the door. OIOm sorry, of course
not. Please accept my apology for trying to take up more of your time.O He turned to
leave.



She decided then and there she wasnOt letting him off the hook that easily. He
might still think he was in love with the Othe bolting girlfriend,O but somebody needed to
help him get on with his life. Why couldnOt it be her? She reached out and touched his
shoulder. He flinched a little.

OWait, | know what you could do to make it up to me,O she was talking as fast as
she could.

OWhat?0

Ol could use some help putting these books away tonight. My assistant is sick and
IOm going to be here forever if someone doesnOt help.O She wondered if sheOd gone too
far, but she didnOt want him to leave. Oh hell, who cared, neither of them had anything to
lose by her offering up a little friendship.

He hesitated, and time stood still for a moment, but then he agreed to stay. She
put him to work in the religion section. If any man needed to find a little help from a
higher power it was this guy. The man needed a miracle.

For two hours they worked in relative silence. Every once in a while heOd ask
questions about where something went, and sheOd give an answer. It wasnOt stimulating,
but it was help and it meant sheOQd get some sleep tonight. It also meant she had time to
fall even a little more in love every time she dared to steal a look at him.

Eventually, though, the work was near complete. OYou donOt have to stay until itOs
done, you know. YouOve already done plenty,O she offered. With little left to do, she
thought she might release him from indenture early. She didnOt want to take advantage of
him. Well, at least not when it came to work. Taking advantage of him in other ways
seemed like it could be a perfectly reasonable option. This, however, was not the time or
the place.

Despite her comment, he kept working. O1Od like to finish if you donOt mind.
Organizing things helps me relax.O It had, she could tell. The lines around his eyes were
less tense. He wasnOt as jumpy.

OSure, but you have to talk to me more.O

He looked sheepish, which was a nice change from agonized. OlOm sorry. 1Om
being a bad companion again. Do you own this shop?0O

OYes, | opened it a few years ago.O

OWhat made you get into books?O

OItOs something 10ve always loved. When | was little my grandfather liked to read
to us, and later 10d read to him in the hospital. When he died he left me a small amount
of money. | wanted to spend it on something he wouldOve loved. | also wanted out of
my job. Opening a bookstore seemed like the answer to both issues.O

OUm, 10m sorry.0

ODonOt be. 1tOs not a sad story,O she said without regret. OLeonard lived a long,
wonderful life and the bookstore has been the answer to my biggest question: OWhat will
| be when | grow up?00

She wasnOt unhappy with how things had happened and didnOt want people
feeling bad for her. They always seemed to, though, when they found out why sheOd
opened the store. People had the strangest reactions to death.

Ol havenOt ever lost anyone. My parents are both alive, IOm an only child, and |
never knew my grandparents,O he said.

OSo | guess your girlfriend running off was a big shock?O



OYah, it was E is E whatever. | always figured you met a girl, fell deeply in
love, dated for a while, and got married. It hadnOt occurred to me that the woman you
loved might have to catch a plane.O

They stopped, looked at each other, and started to smile. Then they started to
laugh. Who knew why it was so funny, but it was. They both found it funny for their
own reasons, certainly, but they both laughed and thatOs what was important.

From then on conversation was easier. They talked about growing up, friends,
and dreams. Time slipped away and neither one noticed.

Catherine

It was almost supper. Hunger was sweeping over her in waves. ThatOs what
happens when youOve been dragged from north to south and east to west without a proper
lunch break. SheOd been voted as the one to hang with Simon today while the rest of
their friends took much-needed naps.

Simon wasnOt a bad guy, but he had energy in attention-deficit-disorder
proportionsNit made everyone exhausted. Combine this with an espresso every hour and
there was no rest for the weary. Nobody could handle two days in a row of following
him around.

Catherine was the one whoOd spent the most time with him. SheOd discovered the
one item that actually slowed him down: wine. Red or white, it didnOt matter; the sweet
nectar of the gods was to Simon what kryptonite was to Superman. You put a glass of
wine in front of him and he was powerless to resist. It was her secret weapon.

Today sheOd passed an enchanting wine bar and made note of it. Her plan was to
lure him back there, sit him down, and have a nice, quiet, leisurely dinner that lasted far
into the night.

There would be drinking, laughing, and gentle touches that would lead to nothing
in the end. They had traveled that road before and knew it went to a place neither of
them cared to go again.

Thinking of her time with Simon she wondered if she would ever find more than
mere moments of affection and if there was someone she could love out there. No E
more than loveNtrust with her past and with her future.

She thought about these things as she walked up and down the Spanish Steps
taking in the view of Rome from every angle she could think of.

It was on her third run up that she realized it was time to put the dinner plan into
action before she lost the will to live. When everything suddenly got a little woozy and
tipsy, she knew it was time to find something to eat. OButt-munch, IO0m going for dinner
now. Are you coming or not?O she hollered up to Simon, instead of taking the final flight
of stairs behind him.

He didnOt miss a beat, just turned mid-step and came trotting back down to where
she stood. OSure, fine. How about that place right there?O He pointed to a little tourist
joint at the bottom of the steps. A place that would charge insane tourist prices for
crappy tourist food; Simon had so much to learn.

The boy was a traveling baby just cutting his teeth on adventure. Soon heOd learn
you always eat at least three blocks away from any monument. After being on the road
for a while, you eventually realize that if youOre just willing to walk that extra block past



where other tourists go, youOll be rewarded with better food for cheaper prices. Suddenly
your wine will drop from three dollars a glass to three dollars a bottle.

She chuckled, thinking about all the things Simon still had to discover. Later
sheOd explain some of it over dinner, but for now she just wanted to head back to that
place sheOd seen earlier.

OYah right, funny boy. Not so much. | saw a great place this morning though. It
was by that first fountain we saw antbtally felt the Zen. ThatOs where | wanna go.O

He rolled his eyes. He wasnOt so new that he hadnOt figured out what Ofeeling the
ZenO meant. OAnd you complain that | run you around,O he said as he fumbled for his
map. ODo you know what its name is?O

ONo.0

He opened the map up anyway. ODo you know what street itOs on?0

ONo, do | ever?0 She turned her back to him and looked out over the city, smiling
to herself. She knew this was her quirk, the one that drove everyone crazy when they
traveled. Every person had one; the key was finding a group of people whose travel
neuroses you found charmingveryone in her group understood that when she saw a
place that appealed to herNor, as she explained it, where she Ofelt the ZenONshe
wouldnOt rest until sheOd eaten there, even though she never remembered the name or
address.

Simon closed the map and tucked it back in his bag. OOK then. [tOshase of
things. If | pass out from hunger, call a cab. Which way do we go?0

Closing her eyes, she traced their journey backwards in her mind, remembering
the map sheOd looked at that morning. It took a few minutes, but she finally oriented
herself. Jumping up she yelled back to him, OltOs this way, follow me.O She began
running lightly down the steps past the amorous couples, badly dressed tourists, and
Gypsies selling blue roses with Simon right behind her.

This, of course, was why, nine times out of ten, her friends humored her. She was
able to quickly memorize the cities she visited and could find her way back to any place
sheOd been during her stay. Today was no exception. It only took a half hour to weave
their way back to where theyOd started eight hours earlier. But by that time they were
past famished.

Only one table was left when they walked through the door. They dropped
thankfully into a cozy booth surrounded by swooning couples and wine bottles that
covered every inch of the tiny restaurantOs walls. Perfection.

The Cul de Sac was apparently a popular place with the locals. She couldnOt hear
any German, French, or English begin spoken around her. Perfection: a culinary Mecca
for neighboring Italians.

They ordered a bottle of wine and two wheat pastas to start. Simon leaned back
happily sipping his Chianti, while she settled in for a long evening of eating and drinking.
He wouldnOt be moving from that seat for the next two hours and she would make sure of
it. Another bottle of wine was already ordered.

Halfway through their first bottle, the pasta arrived and she heard the door open.

A familiar voice made her look up. It took a moment to realize who she was looking at;
though her body reacted immediately as her heart skipped a beat.

When it hit her she understood why her stomach had also done its gymnasticsNit
was the aloof tour guide from two days earlier. He was standing near the door talking to



a woman who stood with her back to them. OOh crap, he has a date,O was the thought
that first betrayed her mind-set. Her heart leapt, skipped again, and dropped. Olt was
only a fantasy anyway,O she thought.

Then the woman turned a little and Catherine caught a better view. The woman
couldOve been attractive but insteadNas they used to say in old booksNshe was mousy.
It was a strange dichotomy. Two people who looked identical, one giving the impression
of intense beauty and sexuality, the other giving no impression at all. It was obvious
sheOd jumped to conclusions. He was not on a date; his twin sister had arrived.

The two stood by the door while he talked quickly but quietly with the
headwaiter. It was apparent that the staff wanted to find him a place to eat. She figured
he must live nearby and come here regularly.

A quick look around told her there was no room left in the tiny wine bar and
nobody would be leaving for at least an hour. If she didnOt do something soon, another
chance would drift away from her.

Acting quickly, she grabbed the next waiter walking past. OWe have room at our
table if youOd like to seat anyone else.O

Simon looked up at her with surprise. OWhat are you doing?O he whispered across
the table.

OShhhhh, IOm trying to get a date,O she said shooting him a shut-up glare.

The waiter looked relieved. OYou no mind?O he queried.

ONo, not at all,O she answered without looking back at Simon. He owed her this.
Plus, it truly wasnOt a bother. It was, in fact, a nice stroke of luck. SheOd spent an
inordinate amount of time thinking about the odd tour guide over the last few days.

OGrazie, signora.O The waiter gave her a little wink. OSignor Theo, you sit here if
you wish,O he said to the gentleman by the door as he waved his hand toward her table.

The tour guide turned to the waiter without ever looking at the table to which he
gestured. OBene. Grazie, Alessandro,O he said appreciatively before making his way
toward where she sat.

As the guide and his sister approached, a look of recognition suddenly crossed his
face and she saw him smile a little. Or at least she hoped it was a smile. OFancy meeting
you here. | guess weOll be having dinner after all,O he said, sitting down beside her.

He didnOt seem to be put off by her presence. This surprised her some, since
sheOd asked him so many annoying, unrelated questions during the tour and heOd refused
her dinner invitation with barely more than a glance.

Simon caught her eye from across the table as they moved to make room. OYou
know each other?0 he asked with raised eyebrows. She ignored him. Instead she looked
at the handsome man sitting next to her. She smiled and hoped the guide wouldnOt
mention where theyOd met. The others in her group had no idea she went on these
planned tours; they all just thought she liked to be alone. Why would they question the
person who had made the rule in the first place?

OSo, | see you found your sister alright.O0 She turned her attention toward the
woman sitting next to Simon. OHi, my name is Catherine. Your brother was very helpful
when | needed directions the other day. Showed me the way in person. | found it
charming, but he turned me down when | offered him a thank-you dinner.O



He glanced sideways at her. She could tell he wondered why she®d told the little
half-lie. She let her leg fall lightly against his, almost as if by accident. He made no
effort to pull away.

His arm fell softly against her. Then he added, OYes, she seemed very lost and
had no map. Figured it would be best to escort her.O She nodded a thank-you when he
said this. He understood she didnOt want Simon to know where sheOd been.

She gestured across the table toward her friend. OThis is Simon, one of the blokes
| travel with. A group of us are on holiday. Two months in Italy. We all work in
London and take trips together when weOve saved enough money.O

Simon spoke up, still looking at her with curiosity, but obviously willing to play
along with whatever plan she had. OThis is my first time to the Continent. | just arrived
in London four months ago. Been working at a friendOs pub for most of the time. Are
you both on holiday from the U.S.?0

The sister chimed in for the first time. OMy brother lives here. 10m visiting.O The
woman never bothered to mention her name or expound beyond the most basic of
comments.

The four continued to talk about all theyOd seen in Rome and how different it was
from CatherineOs childhood home in British Columbia. The tour guide never mentioned
how long heOd lived in Rome or why he came in the first place. As a matter of fact, she
noticed neither of the siblings revealed any personal information. It wasnOt that they
were unfriendlyNanything but. Still, in all of the talking and all of the drinking, neither
divulged anything remotely personal. It made her wonder what they were hiding from.

She and Simon, on the other hand, seemed to be trying to outdo each other to see
who could divulge the most information. They talked about their jobs, their travels, and
their loves.

However, if anyone was paying attention they would have noticed large gaps of
her life were left out. Gaps she covered up by talking extensively about the other parts.
SheQd learned early that the best way to hide oneself was to appear always as if one were
an open book. Nobody asks questions when they think they know the answer.

After the second bottle of wine, and several diatribes later, she decided that if the
tour guide didnOt hate her before, he certainly would by the time this meal was over.
OThatOs the great thing about cities far from home,O she thought. ONights like this canOt
come back to haunt you.O

She poured everyone another drink and, surprisingly, felt the guideOs arm brush
behind her back, his hand glancing gently down her side. Heat rushed through her body
once again as she looked over and found him watching her intently. It was going to be a
long night if sheOd have anything to do with it.

Jaimen

He was feeling surprisingly good since heOd worked all night at Book Ends. The
evening had flown by and it wasnOt until theyOd shelved the last hardback that he realized
it was 3 a.m.

It had been a few days now and he thought it might be polite to duck back in and
see how things were going. WouldnOt take more than a minute.



She was at the counter ringing up a customer when he arrived. She smiled and
waved. It was nice to have a person smile at him. He realized that few people in his life
ever did.

Leanne had never done much smiling at anyone. She had always seemed to be in
a dream, one that didnOt always include him. It hadnOt ever bothered him before. He
realized now that it had always felt like she looked through him rather than at him.

Maybe if heOd realized this sooner he wouldOve seen what was to come. Who knows,
maybe heOd been looking through her as well, both of them seeing only shadows of each
other. There were so many maybes. They all scared him.

He tried to shake off the thoughts by looking around for something to do.
Customers were milling around everywhere, many of them in obvious need of assistance.
He looked around some more. The checkout line was long and Aimee was the only
employee in the store again today. She was swamped.

Good, there was something to do while he waited. OCan | help you find anything
sir?0 he asked the man nearest him.

The man sorting through the sports section nodded. Ol need a book about auto
racing. My son has developed a passion for NASCAR since he moved to Kentucky. 1Om
trying to be supportive. Fifty thousand rednecks canOt be wrong.O

OWell, we just received a new bookbgle Earnhardt Jiast week. We should
have a few left.O It took some looking, but he found one on the third shelf up from where
it was supposed to be. Amazing. How could customers make a mess of everything so
quickly?

OPerfect. Thanks.O The man took the book and went to the checkout line.

A lost-looking woman wandered up to him carrying an armful of books. ODo you
work here?0 Not waiting for an answer she continued. OCould you help me find the third
book in the EarthOs Children series?0

OSure, | think itOs, um E back here,O he said, walking to the back of the shop.
The hours of putting books away certainly were coming in handy.

For the next hour he helped customers find things. Slowly but surely the store
cleared out. Eventually it was just the two of them. Aimee stood staring at him from
behind the counter.

OYou didnOt have to do that you know,O she said noncommittally. It made him
wonder if he was pushing the boundaries of this new friendship a little too far.

Ol know. You looked swamped. IsnOt your assistant better yet?0 He couldnOt
figure out why she didnOt have more help in the shop.

OOh, sheOs fine now, but todayOs her day off.O0 Aimee put a few things away then
came out from behind the counter.

OWhy donOt you hire somebody else?0 he asked.

OThe store isnOt busy enough and | couldnOt give anyone enough hours to make it
worth their while. | just have to survive two days a week alone right now.O She didnOt
seem to be all that bothered by the situation.

OMaybe | could stop in every once in a while and help?O He glanced over at her
to see her reaction. She didnOt show any obvious emotion, but he thought he saw a glint
of appreciation, or something like it, pass across her face.

OCome by Thursday nights if you want. It only pays minimum wage.O



ONo problem,0 he said, thinking about the lonely nights heOd spent by the
telephoneNwaiting. Leanne hadnOt called him yet. He needed something to keep his
mind off the silence. This odd shopkeeper was good company, and he loved being
surrounded by all these stories.

OOK then, see ya next Thursday.O He abruptly grabbed his coat and left, afraid
she might change her mind. He went home to his empty house and a frozen pizza.
CouldnOt Leanne simply come home and say OyesO?

Who knows, maybe tomorrow it would happen. There was always tomorrow.

Theo

HeOd been surprised when he saw his sister at the airport. She didnOt look like
herself. It was as if sheOd crawled inside her own mind and shut the door.

It never occurred to him that this could happen. SheOd always been the lively and
strong one. Growing up heOd tagged along behind her. SheOd picked the college, found
their apartments, and planned fun trips for school breaks. She was even the one who
planned his trip abroad. She said it was a thank-you for doing everything sheOd asked for
twenty-one years.

They were supposed to have traveled together. Then, at the last minute she
accepted a summer internship. Despite his protests, sheOd insisted he go without her.
When the chips were down, she was always the one who encouraged him to take chances.

It also hadnOt occurred to him to stay abroad when their father announced his
impending marriage. But when Dad refused to postpone his wedding long enough for
Theo to get home, Leanne had told him to just stay. The truth was, by the time heOd
received word of the impending union it was only a day aviaserything had been
scheduledNcomplete with a string quartet and a private yachtNand he hadnOt even
known his father had been dating.

At first heOd wanted to drop everything and come home, but she said, OTheo, you
need to stay. You canOt make the ceremony and you canOt change anything. 1t wonOt be a
good time to see Dad either; he lives in his own world. It doesnOt include us anymore.
The house is already on the market and 10Ove heard from friends he wants to move to
Mexico with her. Just stay. This is your chance to make a new life. 10ll be fine.O

HeOd done what she asked and never looked back.

From that point on they never discussed that fateful conversation and she never
gave him any more advice.

For eight years heOd never questioned his decision to stay in Rome. That was
until he saw her at the airport, and with one glance, he knew heOd failed her. Not by
staying awayNthat was necessaryNbut by leaving her behind. Without him sheOd lost
her way.

How could he have let her down so completely? Why hadnOt anyone told him she
was wasting away? It wasnOt like this happened overnight. Somebody had to have
known. How could Jaimen not have noticed and phoned him? Guilt started to build in
his mind. He needed to make things up to her in a big way.

Dinner the night before had been enjoyable. Saved, predominantly, by the
pleasant and chatty travelers. Leanne had seemed taken by them, asking endless
guestions about their lives.



He, himself, hadnOt expected to see that odd little girl againNwhat was her name
E something he couldnOt remember now. Even without a name, she was a nice surprise.
SheOd definitely made him look twice during the tourNthose big eyes and strange
guestions had him staring quite often. At dinner, he even found himself letting her fall
against him with his arm around her. It felt easy, as if they had known each other for
years, but with the electricity of two people whoOd never met. The combination was
intense to say the least.

He thought about the dinner invitation she had made after she took his tour.

Plenty of clients had asked him to dinner before, but this was one of the few times heOd
been tempted to say yes. Unfortunately, he had strict rules against dating customers and
he never made exceptions. Many of his coworkers didnOt have the same qualms and it
often got them into sticky situations.

Not that he was a pillar of virtue. The truth was that work was the only place he
drew these lines. He just felt like a male whore when he slept with women whoOd paid
him for services earlier in the day. OSee the sights and ride the guide® wasnOt his motto.

He also hadnOt accepted the dinner invitation because she only looked seventeen.
Her face and wide-open personality made her seem much younger then she was. Even
now he had trouble thinking of her as twenty-six. Turns out she wasnOt that much
younger than him after all.

Throughout dinner, as they drank bottle after bottle of wine, the conversation had
begun to flow more smoothly. The large-eyed traveler had plenty to talk about.

She and her dinner companion talked for hours while he and his sister listened.
Towards the end of the evening, after apparently drinking far more then anyone had
planned, she had even asked his sister to go shopping with her the next day.

Who knows what had prompted this grand gesture; it might have been the drab
overcoat, unreasonably sensible shoes, or sad sweater set that sis had been wearing. It
certainly wasnOt her stimulating conversation. Leanne had sat politely, but quietly,
throughout the entire evening, never once saying anything she might regret later.

He was certain heOd said plenty that shouldOve been avoided. Surely the large-
eyed girl wouldnOt remember him mentioning his appreciation for her legs. Thank God
she was only a tourist.



Chapter 3

Leanne

Shopping wasnOt something Leanne liked to do. She wasnOt even sure why she
had agreed to come. Her bags had been stuffed full on the flight over and there wasnOt
any room to take anything back to the States.

OSo E whyOd you leave him?0

Lost in her own little world, she was almost startled more by the sound of
CatherineOs voice than the question itself. Nobody ever asked her things like that. Ols it
that obvious?O she wondered out loud as she stared at the racks of clothes, frustrated by
the complex garments surrounding her.

OItOs a matter of deduction,O Catherine said as she held up the smallest top in the
world to see if it might fit. OYou see, most people travel for two reasons. To seek
adventure and/or to flee their past. Since you donOt seem interested in excitement, | ruled
out the former. YouOre too old to be fleeing family, so that leaves a relationship. | figure
it must be man trouble since you werenOt checking me out,O she said as she put the shirt
back and picked up an even smaller pair of shorts.

OListen, Leanne, itOs cool. Lots of women flee to Europe when things go wrong,
and rightly so. There are plenty of available men here who are willing to help you find
yourself again, but maybe you should start by losing yourself for a while. tOs just
important not to lose yourself forever.O Catherine put the shorts back on the rack and
headed to the rear of the store.

She, herself, stood stock-still. Sure sheOd run away. Yes, sheOd walked out on her
partner. But had she really come here to find herself? HadnOt she just come to visit her
brother? Was she really trying to move on with her life? That sounded like so much
work. OMy God, I0m an idiot,0 she thought.



In an attempt to stop thinking, she grabbed the nearest thing she could find that
might cover at least half her bodyNa coat. She tried it on. Surprisingly, it felt good.

She wanted to see it better. She found Catherine, and a mirror, in the back of the store.

Staring at her reflection, she decided it wasnOt so bad to talk to a woman she
didnOt know. What did she have to lose anyway? Ol guess | left because he asked me to
marry him.O It sounded like a stupid reason and she knew it; however, it was true. OIf he
hadnOt asked, 10d still be there. It was safe.O

She stood by her new confidante, thinking about what she saw in the mirror. The
coat didnOt pull, bag, or sag. It fit perfectly. Olt was nice to live without conflict. We
both knew what would happen each day and never needed to discuss it.O

She turned slowly in front of the mirror. In the middle of a twirl she stopped and
stood still, staring at her reflection with surprise. For a moment sheOd been beautiful.
Just for a glance, she had seen the reflection of what she could beNwhat she had been. It
made her feel lost.

~She saw Catherine staring at her as if she were a rare bird in a zoo. OWere you in
love?0

Olt wasnOt an issue of love.O At least she was being honest, she thought. Ol just
wanted to be alone. He let me be alone when he held me.O

OSo why did you leave when he asked you to marry himNwhat changed?0
Catherine asked with curiosity.

OBecause when he asked me to marry him he asked me to make a choice, a
decision. That ruined everything. The perfect part of the relationship was that | didnOt
have to chose it, it just existed.O She took the jacket off and put it back on the rack.

OYou really should get that, you know,O said Catherine.

OGet what?0

OThe jacket. You should also throw away the one you wore to dinner. 1tOs
horrible.O

Once again she was left dumbstruck by this strange girlOs words. Did she really
look that bad in her other coat? It had cost a great deal and it was only three years E her
reflection in the mirror stopped her thoughts dead. She looked years older than she
should.

How had she not noticed that the baggy khakis and round-necked shirts made her
look like a mother of four? My God, what had happened to her? Reflections of beautiful
Italian women swirled around her as she looked at her own unsavory one. It all made her
feel dizzy and lost. What else had she been blind to all these years?

To escape the tragic image of herself she spun away in too much of a hurry. In
doing so her tote swung wide and caught the nearest rack of very, very small underwear,
sending them tumbling to the ground. The tiny store reacted like a line of dominoes, and
racks of silk and cotton blends went down, down to the floor.

In near total humiliation, she wondered why the world always had to come
tumbling down around herNboth figuratively and literally. Was she some sort of cosmic
joke?

With all of the dignity she could muster, she leaned down, picked the coat up off
the floor, stepped carefully through the mess, and walked up to the cashierOs stand. A
shocked clerk stared back at her.

GRuanto costo quest®



OSessanta euro.O And with that she made the second fateful decision of the week.
Later she thought, OMaybe somebody is trying to tell me something?O But she
then forgot about itNit was just speculation.

Catherine

Never in her life had she ever seen anything like it. The woman had brought the
entire store toppling in on them. There they stood in a mound of skirts, pants, trousers,
and jackets. She felt like King Kong in the rubble of New York.

The most impressive part of the entire event had to be LeanneOs composure.
SheOd acted as if it was all completely normal. Never once did her face betray
mortification or the desire to hide under the pile of push-up bras. SheOd completed her
purchase and walked coolly out of the shop as if nothing had happened.

There was apparently far more to this woman than bad fashion sense and a
handsome brother. Catherine wanted to know more. What kind of person could walk so
calmly through catastrophe? She decided to ask Leanne to join her group on a trip to the
beaches south of Amalfi. They were headed there for some relaxation and sun
worshipping before returning to London and the impending embrace of winter.

At first she thought Leanne would say a hasty noNit was painfully obvious she
didnOt do the unexpected by choice. At first she had rejected the offer. However, the
next day things changed. Leanne telephoned and said sheOd love to join them. Catherine
suspected the charming brother had done a little prodding. Leanne had mentioned
something about Theo being swamped at work and needing time to get things together.

They were picking her up this morning. Simon had rented a van and they were all
driving down together. There simply wasnOt sufficient train service to the beaches they
wanted to freely explore on this trip. Plus theyOd heard so many good things about the
drive down the Amalfi CoastNhow could they resist it?

Finding TheoOs apartment in Trestevre had taken an hour longer then planned.
Even though Simon was an excellent driver, he had no sense of direction and neither did
the others. Catherine just liked to stay out of it.

ODo you think we make a left or a right?O

OWho knows, which way on the map is up?0

OTurn it Oround. OK, there we go E now which way are we facing?0

ThatOs how it was as they drove up and down the neighborhood. Eventually they
got to a point where they knew they were close but didnOt know exactly where to stop.
The buildings were not clearly labeled, nor were the streets.

OSlow down and 101l ask somebody where it is,O she volunteered in order to hurry
the whole process up. They were going to be lucky if Leanne hadnOt given up on them all
together.

Ol think you should ask her,© Simon said nodding toward a beautiful woman
relaxing in the sun on the front steps of an apartment building. Catherine chuckled; he
was always in favor of asking beautiful women for directions. Most likely he had some
sort of rescue fantasy about the whole thingNbut who knows who was being rescued in
this fantasy. She guessed it was he.



OScusajoveVia de San Miguel?O she asked as she leaned out of the open van
door.

The woman opened her eyes and sat up. Ol thought you guys might have left
without me.O

Everyone in the van was silent, especially Simon and herself. They hadnOt
recognized Leanne. Apparently sheOd been very busy. In two days sheOd managed to
entirely transform herself.

Her hair was shorter and foiled, and one painfully sassy pair of sling-backs had
replaced her painfully sensible shoes. Everything she wore was tighter, smaller, and
sexier. It was impossible to imagine how the woman sitting on the steps was the same
woman whoOd been shopping with her two days ago.

Suddenly she realized she was staring. OSorry. Can | help you with your bags?0

ONo, I0ve just got a carry-on. ItOs sitting in the courtyardNjust a second while |
grab it.0 She stood up and walked through the two large wooden doors behind her.

One of CatherineOs travel companions, Mikal, piped up. ODamn, | thought you
guys said she was a frump.O

OUm, she looks a little different than before. Damn, have you ever seen anything
like that?O Simon asked.

Catherine had to admit she hadnOt. OItOs a surprise. She didnOt even seem
interested in clothes when we went shopping. All she bought was a coat.O Still stunned,
she sat staring at the spot vacated by Leanne. There definitely was more to her than met
the eye.

Theo

It was quiet when he arrived home. He grabbed a glass of wine and headed out
onto the veranda for a smoke. Having his sister around for the last week made his home
seem empty now that she was gone. He felt lonely all of a sudden.

He knew heOd missed his twin over the last eight years, but he hadnOt realized how
much. Somehow heOd been able to distance himself from his old life entirely and pretend
nothing had changed. Childhood was just a dream, his sister never-changing.

Now he realized he never really thought of his sister as a separate person from
himself. Since theyOd done everything together growing up, talking had always seemed
redundant. He just assumed that if his life was going well, so was hers. The last week
had told him this theory simply didnOt work in practical application.

Their mom had tried to get them to do things separately, but when she died their
dad had been thrilled to let them rely entirely on each other again. It meant they didnOt
rely on him. They felt like he saw them as nothing more then a sore reminder of what he
had lost, so when they didnOt need him he seemed relieved.

The last few days had shown Theo that the lack of communication might have
worked when they were kids, but it didnOt work anymore. They had different lives and
thousands of miles between them, and there was a lot that needed to be discussed now.

The first week had been filled with laughter and childhood high jinks, but
eventually they were going to run out of funny stories from the past. When that
happened theyOd have to start dealing with the present. If they didnOt, their connection



would fade completely. SheOd return home, and they wouldnOt call each other anymore.
He wouldnOt let that happen.

Her unexpected trip to the south had bought them both a little time and he wasnOt
going to waste it. Before sheOd arrived heOd thought his life and apartment were
complete. Now he realized there was a lot missing in both areas. He put out his
Marlboro and went back inside.

The spare bedroom had been designed to be comfy only for a few days, but
ultimately unusable. This was an intentional choice at the time. If you did this, guests
tended to enjoy themselves but not overstay their welcome.

He stood back and eyed the space. What would she need? He began making a
list:

- Cedar coat hangars
- Tall dresser

- Shoe dresser

- Overstuffed chair

- Athrow

- Towels of her own

- Clothes hamper

Yes, that was a good start. It was important she didnOt depart until she was truly
ready. He pulled the door closed behind him and picked up the phone in the hall. He
wasnOt going to let a silly room push her away and he knew just who to call to fix the
issue.

Jaimen

He sat alone in his apartment.

The usually organized space had fallen apart around him. In the past heOd
considered himself quite capable of living alone. Now it was painfully clear that this was
not true. Not that he wasnOt able to do it, he just didnOt want to. It hardly seemed worth it
if nobody else was going to see it.

Time had slowed to a standstill in his life. Only weeks had passed and yet he
could swear it had been months.

The bookstore was becoming more and more a part of his life. He went there
whenever he wasnOt at work. Aimee had told him that she could only pay him for ten
hours a week, but he didnOt care. All that was important was to be away from the
memories of Leanne.

Not long after she left heOd been filled with a sort of jealous curiosity about her
life. What must have been going on that he didnOt know about? Why had she just turned
tail after six years and left him without explanation? Somewhere in this apartment there
had to be answers to these questions.

HeOd torn the apartment apart searching. However, in the end he was more
disturbed by what he didnOt find than what he did. When he really looked deep inside of
their life together, he saw she wasnOt there.



There were no pictures of them together. In fact there were almost none of her at
all. She had no personal effects displayed around the room. There were no letters from
her friends or family stuffed, half-forgotten, in drawers. If a person came to their
apartment right now, he doubted they would realize someone else had lived there. He
had known she didnOt have much, but this was crazy.

HadnOt he even bought her presents? Sure he had, theater tickets, dinners out.
SheOd always said she didnOt want stuff. Why had he listened to her? There should have
been love letters from him, a jewelry box to hold the treasures he found for her. Yet he
hadnOt given her any of these things, and now there was nothing to remind him of their
life together. A life he had loved.

There was nothing to be jealous of. There was simply nothing.

He poured himself a drink, sat down in his chair, and waited for her call.



Chapter 4

Leanne

She was shocked to learnNfar too lateNthat they werenOt staying at a pension
while at the beach. They were, instead, going camping. Needless to say, she was
mortified, taken entirely off guard, and confused. She spilled half her Pom onto the floor
of the van at the news. OThis is a disaster,O was all she could think as she soaked
pomegranate juice out of the carpet and off CatherineOs pants. Why hadnOt they
mentioned this before? She didnOt have a tent, didnOt have a sleeping bag, and most
importantly, didnOt have the right shoes.

What on GodOs green Earth had enticed her to give up her tennis shoes and loose
jeans to dive into Italian fashion? It had all seemed like such a good idea at the time. All
of the women walking by with painted-on pants looked so confident and radiant.
Suddenly the shirt with a v-cut down to her navel hadnOt looked like such a bad idea. In
fact, anything that covered her breasts seemed downright demure. Ol guess itOs all in your
perspective,O she thought as she dabbed at the growing red stains.

When the van arrived for her they mustOve thought she was an idiot. Sitting there
on the sidewalk wearing her new heels and tight trousers. No wonder theyOd given her
such strange looks. What a terrible first impression. She worried about this for hours as
they drove down the coast.

Everyone buzzed like bees around her. Talking about things she knew nothing
about. Introductions had been made when she joined them, but she hadnOt paid much
attention. Simon was driving, someone named Mika or Mikal sat next to him, Catherine
sat next to her, and two people sheOd never met before sat behind her.

After the first thirty minutes she tuned them all out and watched the sea out her
window. Apparently the group never took freeways when they traveled. Instead they



drove far too fast down small roads that wound slowly through one little town after the
other. It made for a much prettier view out oneOs window, than gray freeways.

It struck her how unlike herself she had become. Taking off with a bunch of
strangers for a week. Maybe she didnOt even know what was or was not like herself
anymore. Looking at her behavior over the last few weeks, she wondered if perhaps she
didnOt have as many boundaries as she liked to believe. Who knows, maybe she didnOt
have any boundaries at all. Maybe she just assumed the boundaries of those around her, a
sort of social amoeba.

In the back of her mind she heard someone ask her a question, and she nodded
agreement without stopping to hear what was said. Surely whatever they wanted to do
would be fine. No need to worry about the details. Yup E amoeba.

For hours she just existed in the car enjoying the chance to watch a world
different than her own fly by. She daydreamed about the lives of the people in each
village, writing stories in her head about the different people she saw. Sometimes she
wondered how she could imagine such wonderful lives for those around her, but never
seem to have any imagination when it came to her own.

At one point they stopped to watch the sunset and sat on the beach sharing a bottle
of wine and a blanket. Seeing the graceful fingers of light caress the warm waters was
like looking into a loverOs eyes and trying to find where they ended. Wrapped in a warm
glow, drifting into infinity with no thought to the future.

Going to the beach was a good idea.

Back in the car they continued to drive. Eventually everyone became quiet, some
of them even drifting off to sleep. The sound of Simon yelling, OWeOre here!O brought
the peace to an end, and everyone sat up with a start.

Piling out of the van, she looked around her in surprise. So thatOs why nobody
made a big deal of the fact that they were Ocamping.O These werenOt ordinary campsites.
Turns out, you didnOt even stay in tents. Instead, there were small bungalows everywhere
with little porches and kitchens. Each OcampsiteO was a self-contained community
complete with a grocery store, restaurant, bar, swimming pool, and laundry facilities.

She was glad she hadnOt made a scene. She should have guessed ltalians
wouldnOt be living in pup tents eating PowerBars. Actually, her tiny little outfits were
going to fit in perfectly. In fact, compared to the other women walking by, she looked
like a conservative old maid. Maybe that translucent, backless shirt wasnOt such a crazy
purchase.

Mikal had called ahead and reserved two bungalows for the week. Sonny and
Rain had oneNit turned out the funny couple in the back seat were married, she never
wouldOve guessedNand everyone else was sharing a large two-bedroom unit right next to
the beach.

She and Catherine went to get settled right away while everyone else headed to
the bar for a drink.

OWhich bedroom do you want?O Catherine asked.

She looked at her for a moment trying to think if she really cared. Olt doesnOt
matter to me,O she finally answered.

OLeanne!O Catherine sounded frustrated.

Great, her roommate was getting short with her already. It made her feel like she
was five years old. OWhat?0



OCould you have an opinion about something already?0

She was shocked. People didnOt say things like that to her; they were usually
happy to make the decisions.

OBut | really donOt care.O Truly, she didnOt.

OYes, | know, but you should.O

Ol donOt want to.O She could tell it was CatherineOs turn to be shocked.

OWhat the hell. Why wouldnOt you want to care?0

OlOve made enough decisions in my life, and none of them helped anything. Now
| accept things as they are and it cuts down on conflict,O Leanne explained.

OYouOre kidding?0

ONo, 10m not.O

O1Om sorry but thatOs crazy E does it work for you?O Catherine stared at her
without blinking. Her big blue eyes demanded an honest answer.

OOnly if you think staying in a dead-end relationship for six years while losing a
relationship with your twin is a success story.O It wasnOt as if she didnOt know her life
was a mess and sheOd helped make it that way. She wasnOt that much of an idiot, she
hoped.

OSo you realize itOs a stupid way to live life?O

Why did Catherine have to be so blunt?

OMaybe E | might be starting t00.0

OGood, then. Time to change it. What room do you want?0

Leanne looked around the little bungalow and tried to feel which parts she liked
the best. She stared out the window at the peaceful waves washing up on the empty
beach and yearned to walk down its soothing shores, never stopping, never turning, just
being.

OThe one facing the beach.O With that statement something stirred inside her.
For a moment she saw herself sipping coffee staring at the sea. For a moment she
imagined she was feeling happy. The feeling made her chest hurt and she had to sit down
before she cried from the surprise of the emotions.

Maybe there was something to making decisions. Maybe Catherine wasnOt just a
bitch after all.

Mikal

In truth, he hadnOt been thinking about saving money when heOd suggested the
four of them share a bungalow. It just seemed a more appropriate reason than saying he
wanted a chance to get close to the new recruit. He guessed by the way Simon jumped
on the bandwagon he was having similar thoughts.

When he got back to the bungalow the ladies had already absconded with the
view room. That was fine with him. He threw his bag on a bed, stretched long and hard,
and sat down to look out his window. HeOd rather see the community around him
anyway. ldentical huts sat in rows through the trees, little summer homes for Italians and
Germans fleeing the old industrial cities.

Everyone staying here had someplace to go once the sun left for the winter. Yet,
for him, the bungalows were the closest things he had to stabilityNa place where he



could pretend to be home. HeOd rent a little home by the sea and go to the same cafZ or
bar day after day.

The pub owners would get to know him and make jokes about something they all
had in common. After a few days heOd be able to simply order his usual, and maybe heOd
be invited to some village event where theyOd all drink too much and heOd sleep with a
beautiful woman, whispering tales of adventure into her soft ear.

Eventually heOd find himself ready to move on and heOd leave. Never going back.
Once he left it was over, a memory to be cherished late at night when he was asleep on
the side of the road. A place to pretend was home when there was no home in sight.

Catherine

On the way to their campsite, theyOd driven past a restaurant with a strange name.
It whispered to her. She listened.

It had surprised her. Sitting there alone on the side of the road, across from a
deserted beach, in a part of Italy rarely visited by North Americans. Yet it was named
The Indian. Was it named after the motorcycle, the continent, or the indigenous peoples
of the Americas? She needed to know.

SheOd pointed it out as they drove by. OHey look! The Indian, itOs next to a
beach, can we go tomorrow for lunch? Can we all drink too much and lay on the sand
counting the waves?0

TheyOd promised. She was holding them to it. SheOd been awake for hours now
and her stomach was growling. How long was she expected to survive off of espresso
alone? She couldnOt wait any longer. Ols everybody ready, or what? 10m hungry! LetOs
go, go, go!O She already had her day-bag packed and was ready to get on the road.

OLet me grab Rain. She should be ready by now,O Sonny said as he hurried off to
gather her up. HeOd come over to hang out while his wife slept.

He often showed up early to avoid waking her. Rain was never happy when
people got her up early. She often got left behind because of this. Catherine wasnOt
afraid to leave her behind today. OYou better hurry, weQOre leaving in ten minutes.O

She grabbed Leanne and pushed her toward the door. OIf the rest of them canOt
get their acts together we can just go by ourselves.O

OYes, but | have the keys.O Simon dangled them in front of her.

OValid point. However, unless you want me revealing less than stellar reviews on
your sexual performance youOll shut up and go get the car.O

He quit talking and pushed past her. She saw Leanne smiling a little bit. Ol know
things heOd rather not have discussed in public. Both from personal experience and
word-of-mouth; it works out well for me.O

OReally?0O Leanne asked her.

OItOs complicated. LetOs go.O She managed to get everyone in the car and on the
road by noon.

When they walked into The Indian twenty or so minutes later, she knew sheOd
found a gem. Biker paraphernalia and tacky American artifacts were displayed
everywhere. It was bizarre, out of place, wonderful.

Hell, this was more amusing than the Buffalo Grill in France with its western
theme and giant portiong&specially since The Indian appeared to serve proper Italian



food instead of knockoff American meals. She settled into one of the seats and let her
imagination run wild with all the reasons a place like this would be.

She ordered a Coke and daydreamed about Canada. When the glass arrived it was
perfectly chilled and ice dipped up and down in the sweet carbonated beverage.
Thoughts of summers by the lake and her little brotherOs laughter rang in her ears. It was
a taste of home and just what she needed today.

Leanne

Lunch was good. She was lying in the sand, eyes closed and body melting into
the warm, crushed shells. This was good, very good. How long had it been since sheOd
been in the sun like this? WasnOt it their freshman year of college? SheOd planned their
first spring break at the last minute: a two-week trip to Maui. TheyOd skipped a little
school to make it happen.

Theo had even talked her into getting certified to scuba dive. On her first day out
she met a beautiful boy named Goya, who showed her all the mysteries of the sea and
land. She saw waterfalls, private beaches, brightly colored reefs, swarming fish, and
parts of her heart she didnOt know existed. She loved him completely and entirely during
the short time they were together.

Warm sand still reminded her of him.

OWhatOs making you smile?0 Her daydream slowed to a crawl at the sound of
MikalOs melodic voice. She didnOt open her eyes.

ORemembering the last time | laid in the sand.O

OTell me about it.O His request didnOt seem intrusive. It seemed like he wanted to
know, wanted to understand.

She carefully thought about her words. OThere was a moment E similar to this
one, when | was happy. It felt like all my parts were just the way they should be. For
two weeks of my life | saw myself as completed, as competent, as whole. That entire
time | never knocked anything over.O

They lay in silence, lulled by the sunshine and the sound of the waves. She didnOt
know how long they shared the peace before she spoke again. OIOd thought it was the
beginning of my life.O

OWasnOt it?0

ONo, it was the end. Just as it started, it ended.O

They were quiet some more.

He spoke again. OWhy?0

Ol lost people: some for no reason, some because of their choices, some because
of the choices of others, and some because of decisions of mine. It all became very
lonely and gray after that.O She felt a cloud cross in front of the sun. It couldOve been her
imagination, but she felt colder.

OMaybe itOs time it all started again,O he said.

Ol think it might be.O

She rolled over and felt the sun warm again. Mikal was nice, like the texture of
raw silk. They might be friends someday.



Aimee

He came to the shop every Thursday and Friday after he got off work, some
weeks even more often. Sometimes they talked, sometimes they worked in silence, but
they never discussed Leanne. All of the relationship books said to never bring up your
exes. She thought that was a very good idea.

The little she did know was that Leanne had never called. Not once. She
imagined him sitting alone at night in a dimly lit room, Sinatra playing in the background
as he looked at pictures of days gone by, rarely sleeping, just sitting there alone, waiting
for a phone call or a knock at the door that would never come. His life had stopped; he
needed it to start again and she would be the one to facilitate it.

She was waiting for him today, but he didnOt notice. She stood dressed for the
occasion. Wearing sensible shoes in a captivating color, thumbing through books like
she always did.

OHi,0 he said smiling his sometimes-crooked smile.

OHowOre you doing?0 she said, not looking up. SheOd learned eye contact made
him nervous. She avoided it for now. She shuffled the books sheOd brought from home,
trying to make them less visible.

OFine,0 he lied to her like he did every time.

ONo, youOre not, youOre an idiot.O0 She sounded more blunt then sheOd intended.
Oh well, he deserved it.

OWhat? Where did that come from?0 the hurt in his voice echoed in his face.

She looked up at him. ODo you read at night?0

ONo, | donOt feel like reading.0 He was fidgeting with his coat. She could tell he
wanted to leave.

OWell, you should.O

OAnd why is that?O he shot back, now angry. An emotion sheOd never seen from
him, one that needed to be expressed.

OBecause, like | said, youOre an idiot. You never even noticed the woman you
lived with for six years was emotionally unavailable.O

OYou donOt know that! You donOt know anything about Leanne.O His mood
switched to defensive. Good, at least he was showing some sign of feeling and thinking.

OFor GodOs sake. | donOt have to know her to know that happy women donOt bolt
when their boyfriends ask them to marry them!O She was almost yelling now and didnOt
even know why. This conversation had flown way out of control. That wasnOt what
sheOd intended. He was staring at her: hurt, angry, and confused. She knew he hadnOt
seen this coming; she hadnOt given him a reason to.

OHow is reading a stupid book supposed to fix all that?O he asked through gritted
teeth.

Olt wonOt fix all that, but it might change the future. Take this.O She thrust the
book toward him, wishing she could take back everything that was happening right now,
but knowing he needed somebody to give him a wake-up call.

CRunning in HeelSwhat the hell is this going to do for me?0

Ol donOt know, maybe give you a little insight into the world of women for a
start.0 They were now engaged in some sort of stare-off, and she intended to win despite
herself.



OFine.O He grabbed the book. OWhere do you want me to work today?0

OWomenOs Studies.O

He rolled his eyes, headed and to the back of the store. OWhatever,O she heard
him mumble under his breath.

They didnOt talk after that. He was angry and needed space. What an idiot, why
had she done this? This was a rhetorical question of course. She knew the answer.

Oh well, she wouldn®t tell him about the trip to Italy tonight; it wasnOt a good
timeNmaybe in a few weeks. Maybe after he finished some of his reading and had a
chance to think about it. Yes, that would be a good time.

Better get back to the stocking. Books didnOt put themselves away.

Theo

Donatella arrived twenty minutes late exactly. She always did. When he opened
the door he saw her leaning gently against the landing rail, long legs crossed. She was
stunning.

OWhy am | here?O Her carefully perfected English was only enhanced by her
light Italian accent. She kissed him on each cheek, then walked past and curled up,
catlike, on the couch.

When he didnOt answer right away she pressed on. Ol need a wine. You canOt
expect me to have this conversation without a drink. It is uncivilized.O She spoke without
looking at him. Instead she was looking around the apartment taking in all the changes
since the last time sheOd been there.

He went to the bar, poured two liberal glasses of vino rosso, and took a seat near
her. Ol need your help, Donatella.O

She took a sip of her wine. OWhy should | help youNyou never call. Four
months, | hear nothing!O He expected she would be angry; he had not ended it well last
time. She deserved better.

OBecause we are friends.O He said this quietly, almost to himself, as he stared at
his glass, watching the wine swirl to a standstill.

OAnd what makes you think that? The first or second time you left me with no
reasons?O She spat this at him.

He said gently, OWe made perfect lovers and we made excellent friends, but never
both at the same time.O

She sipped on her wine thinking about what he said. Eventually she relented,
OltOs true.O

In that moment she melted and looked up at him. OYou could never give me what
| wantedNyou.O

Ol know. ThatOs why | never called.O It had been very hard not to, she had no
idea.



OFine. You still havenOt told me why IOm here.O The sudden change of subject
caught him off guard. It took a moment to change gears. He got up to refill their glasses
and think. They needed help getting through this.

OMy sister is here, my twin.O

OYour twin? Where?0 she straightened and glanced around in surprise.

ONo, not right, now. SheOs gone south for a few weeks with acquaintances.
When she gets back | want her to stay.O He took another drink. OYou know a woman
has never lived here. It hasnOt been a place for them; now it needs to be. She is broken
and needs to be fixed.O

Donatella stared into her glass. OYou not ever tell me you have twin.O She
always made grammatical mistakes when she was upset with him.

Olt didnOt seem to matter at the time.O

OTheo, these things always matter. No wonder you never fallen in love, no
woman can compete with unknown twin. You give us no chances.O

He reached out and touched her face. OIOm sorry.O

ONo matter.O She brushed his hand off. Ol will help you. Leave it to me. She
will feel as if the flat is hers when she gets back.O

ODonatella, IOm sorry | never called.O

Ol know.O

OYou donOt have to worry. | wonOt let us sleep together again.O He held her hand
in his for a moment. In the end, she pulled it away and touched his face.

OMy Theo, we promised never to make promises we cannot keep.O As she said
this, she pulled away and began walking about the apartment making mental notes of
what needed changing.

She was right. They were never able to resist each other. ThatOs why he never
called. He told himself this time it would be different. For now he even believed it, even
as he watched her move smoothly through his home, already making changes.



Chapter 6

Leanne

She was starting to turn a nice golden brown. The new streaks in her hair faded to
an even lighter shade, while her thick brown locks never got any lighter. For three
straight days theyOd done nothing but lie on the beach and eat. It felt good.

Although she had no complaints so far, today it had begun to feel redundant.
Today she wanted to go on a trip. Since sheQd either been asleep or oblivious on the way
down, sheOd begun to feel like she might be missing Italy while sitting in the middle of it.

‘With eyes closed and the sun beating down, she asked, OAnyone wanna go look at
stuff?0

OLike what?O Rain asked as she rolled onto her stomach. Her skin had gone from
milky to dark chocolate. It now more closely reflected her thick, long dreadlocks. The
smooth beauty of RainOs tonal coloring was something Leanne envied.

What a beautiful couple, she thought. Catherine said theyOd met when Rain was
on a pilgrimage to southern India with her parents. Apparently it was her gift for
graduating from high school.

Sonny, which turned out to be the shortened version of something even Rain
couldn®t pronounce, was a luggage boy at the yoga resort where they stayed. He said he
fell in love with her the moment he saw her. She said she fell in love with him later E in
the elevator on the way upstairs with the bags. Three weeks later they ran off and got
married while her parents practiced their sun salutations. They were only eighteen.

It took over a year to get the Canadian government to recognize their marriage.

Her parents, an aging hippie and a Moroccan beauty, were supportive. Their story was
not so different from their daughterOs.

His parents, dedicated Hindus who had never left home, cursed him and told him
never to return. That was ten years ago; they were now the same age as Leanne. She



wondered what it must be like. Not only growing old with your spouse, but growing up
with him as well.

OLeanne, where do you want to go?0 RainOs voice brought her back to the
conversation she had started.

OAnywhere. | just want to look around. Maybe drive through the hills or
something. Maybe go for a hike.O

OIOm game!O Simon blurted out. He always was. Lying around on the beach was
probably making him antsy.

OGood idea. 10m burned as toast,0 Catherine finally admitted as she looked down
at her lobster legs. TheyQd all been afraid to mention that she looked like a ripe
tomatoNapparently she had now noticed.

OOK, letOs go,0 Leanne stated without thinking. However, as soon as the words
left her mouth and bounced around as waves, she realized sheOd made a choice for others
for the first time in years. Salt water, sunny days, and laziness could do a lot for a
person.

They gathered their things, piled into the van, and drove up into the hills. They
passed through little towns, drove by old ruins that dotted the landscape, and admired the
farms that peppered the countryside.

She noticed that nobody who lived here seemed to be in too much of a hurry to do
anything. It was refreshing to be around so many people who looked so content right
where they were. She suspected that not all was as it seemedNit never wasNbut she did
yearn to feel for just one moment the kind of contentment she saw on the faces they
passed.

As they drove it also began to dawn on her how old this culture really was; she
now saw things differently than she had in Rome. Sure, she knew the history of things,
but she hadn@t it until now. The past seemed to exist simultaneously with the present
out in the countryside. Sometimes it felt as if the only way to tell what century she was
in was by the car she sat in.

The ruins sat unguarded and raw. They were so common that no one protected
them. People were using pieces of old castles to house their livestock, and the stones of
old state homes to build fences.

The soft rolling hills beckoned her to tread their mossy slopes and soak up the
history through the soles of her feet. OHey, can we get out and hike?O She asked it so
quietly she feared nobody heard, but they had.

OYeabh, 101l pull over the next chance | get.O It took fifteen minutes, but Simon
eventually found a good place to stop and park. They sat high above a valley between
two small towns.

When everyone finally had the chance to pile out of the van, LeanneOs daydream
of a cozy country stroll was hindered by the sudden realization that she was wearing
terrible shoes for the event.

Maybe this wasnOt such a good idea after alll.

Luckily Catherine had also noticed the inappropriate walking attire. OAre you
sure you want to walk in those? 10ve got a pair of old hiking boots,O she volunteered.
OTheyOre under the backseat if you want Oem.O



O10d love that, but you guys go ahead. 10Il catch up once | get the boots on. Just
walk slow. DonOt let Simon run up the hill or anything.O She crawled back into the van
to dig for the boots.

When she popped back up she saw Mikal was still there. Ol figured 10d wait. The
likelihood of Simon going slow is minimal, even if they try. | donOt really feel like being
run into an early grave today.O

OOK.O She leaned down and started lacing up the boots, tossing her strappy
sandals in the back. OSo tell me, Mikal. WhatOs your story? You donOt seem like the
kind of person who usually plays well with others.O He made her feel bolder than usual,
and her questions reflected it.

OYour right. 1tOs a break in my protocol.O

OSo why then?0O She finished lacing the boots and stood up. It felt good. She did
a little jJumping up and down, getting her feet worked into the comfy boots, using the
distraction to think a little about Mikal.

She knew he wanted to talk to her and know her better, and she was opening up to
that option. She was just as curious about him as he was about her. OWhy did you join
this motley crew?O she asked.

OLike you, Catherine invited me along. Nobody can say no to her. She gives a
sort of sirenOs call for lost people: the Pied Piper of traveling souls. She looks like a kid,
but feels like a mother. 1Om sure Freud and all his compatriots could write a library about
it.O

She closed the door and picked up her water bottle. He was right. The funny,
little bouncy girlNwho was younger than all of themNdid have that effect on her. She
wanted to follow somebody, and Catherine offered with open heart. But somehow the
following seemed to make Leanne want to lead. It felt like she had been pulled quickly
forward by a great force, then released to sail smoothly by and out into the sea to proceed
under her own power.

ODoes that make us weak?O she pondered.

ONo, it makes us lonely, or at least lonely until we met her,O he talked softly. His
voice was a music box that soothed her nerves.

ODo you think she knows we follow her?0

ONo, not really, she just wants everyone to be as happy as she is. To live life with
a light heart. She gives entirely of herself in hopes that others will find their own inner
joy. Life by example.O

OAre you in love with her?Q She felt it was a valid question, but was unsure if she
should ask. Her current forward behavior, although prevalent in her childhood, felt
unfamiliar and uncomfortable now.

ONOo,O he said with certainty, but then a look of sorrow passed his eyes. Ol love
her without question, but IOm not in love with her. WeOve known each other since we
were five.O He looked down at the ground and began kicking at the grass
absentmindedly, then sat down. There was obviously more that could be said about the
issue.

She let it go, instead asking, OUm E should | have known that? | mean E should
| have known you grew up together?O How could she have missed that detail?



OYes, | imagine so, but you seem to miss a great deal of things that go on around
you. You live deep inside yourself, somewhere far away from the rest of us.O It felt like
he was judging her.

Ol10Om selfish and preoccupied then?O She didnOt know why she snapped at him.
She felt angrier than she should have at his comment, especially since she knew it was
true. It made her feel embarrassed and confused. Nothing inside her seemed to be
working right anymore.

He ignored her brash tone and kept playing with the grass and stones. Ol didnOt
say that. Actually IOm guessing youOve lost  everyone you ever loved and see no good
reason to pay attention to anyone else. YouOll just be alone again in the end. Why bother
with details. Right? Who needs loved ones when they all go away in the end? If youOre
just going to end up alone, why not stay alone?O

She stopped, adjusted her trousers, and sat down next to him on a rock. It looked
like it used to belong to something important once. Chipped and hewn from a home that
had crumbled. They sat in silence and watched a hawk circle the valley below.

He was right; he always seemed to be right. It hurt to hear these things, but it also
helped. She picked up a rock and tossed it down the hill.

It bounced and rolled this way and that. SheOd felt like that rock for the last eight
years. Instead of making her own choices she just bounced off obstacles and let them
determine her path. SheOd stopped trying to control her forward momentum; and just
hoped that someday the hill would come to an end so she could rest.

Maybe it was time to take control of her own destiny.

OThank you.O She said, leaning her head on his shoulder. His shoulders felt
supportive and comforting.

OFor what?O He seemed genuinely surprised by the gratitude and affection.

She decided not to hide this time. OYou and Catherine are the only two people
who are honest with me. Everyone else treats me like 10l break.O

Ol don®t worry about that. YouOve already been plenty broken. If you werenOt you
wouldnOt be here.O He tossed another stone. She watched it roll down the hill and come
to rest near hers. He continued with his thoughts even though she hadnOt answered.
OThatOs what we all have in common, ya know? WeOve all been broken and Catherine
has picked us up. Sonny was broken when his family disowned him, Rain was broken
when she had two miscarriages in one year, Simon was broken when his little sister was
abducted and later found murdered, and | was broken when my father left and my mother
developed a drug habit before she kicked me out when | was fourteen.O

O0h.O She was stunned into silence. She felt foolish for not having realized E
no E for having assumed these travelers led charmed lives. She hadnOt even bothered to
look past the smiles and joyousness at what had molded them or had motivated them.
She had simply assumed, as many must, that people this happy had remained untouched
by lifeOs bitter tragedies.

OWhat about her? What about Catherine?O she pried despite herself. It was now
that she realized she didnOt know much about Catherine. Mikal had also left her off the
list. She realized then that Catherine had talked endlessly about her life since sheOd
moved to London, but very little about before. Since Catherine had talked so much and
so often about so many things, Leanne hadnOt ever considered that anything had been left
out.



Mikal pulled a brioche out of his pocket and handed her half. After taking a bite
he responded to her question. OSheOs been broken more than all of us. Every time it
happened she put herself back together stronger than the last time.O He looked out over
the valley with a distant look in his eye, as if he were watching all of history play out
before him. SheOd seen him look out at the ocean this way and hadnOt thought anything
about it; now she wondered what thoughts haunted him.

OWhat makes you so certain &hixed?O she asked.

He turned then, looked deep into her eyes, and stated simply, OShe hasnOt killed
herself or anyone else.O

She stopped chewing her brioche while gravity seemingly lost its hold on her.

She felt the world tip and spin around in the strangeness of what had just been said. She
floated around in her thoughts, unable to find what was up and what was down. What
would make a person say that? Suddenly she wanted the world to be OK; she wanted
things to be unsaid.

So she did what she knew how to doNshe changed the subject. She turned off
her brain, and her body settled back onto the aged rock that had more stories to tell than
she could ever forget in her lifetime. OEveryoneQOs doubtlessly waiting for us. LetOs get
going.O She got up, without waiting for a response, and headed up the hill.

Jaimen

Reading the book took everything he had. How could he be expected to care
about some random British girlOs problems? This was one of the stupidest things heOd
ever been asked to do, but damn it, he liked his job at the bookstore. He liked his
friendship with Aimee. He liked that he had somewhere to go and someone to talk to.

He poured himself a cup of tea and sat back down to try and read some more.

The phone still didnOt ring.

Mikal

Tonight he was taking Catherine out to dinner. This was something they did
whenever they traveled. One night a week was reserved just for them to spend time alone
together.

He wasnOt going to let her go back to The Indian tonight no matter how much she
begged. HeOd noticed a place called The Baghdad CafZ in the next town. The name
alone would inspire her confidence.

The town was packed when they arrived but they managed to fit the van into a
parking place that may or may not have been legal. He hoped the town was filled with
good-spiritedpolizia.

They spent the first hour gorging themselves and laughing about all the stupid
things theyOd done as children. ThatOs how it always started. It made them both relax
when they remembered running through rivers and building forts together. Neither of
them ever talked about their childhood with strangers. It was something they saved for
each other. They would laugh together about the joys nobody else could understand.



Eventually, memories of the past would be wrung thin and conversation would
turn toward current events. OWhat have you told Leanne about your life?0 he eventually
asked her.

OEverything in the last four years, and you?0

OLess than that.O

OThatOs what | thought. You like her donOt you?0

Ol do. Enough to leave her alone.O

OGood, she doesnOt need to be left on the side of the road by a handsome stranger
right now.O

OWhat makes you think I10d do that?0 He looked at her with wide-eyed innocence,
knowing full well what she meant.

OYouOre kidding, right?0 She looked up just in time to see the twinkle in his
eyeNthe twinkle that had made her love him the first day they met. OOh, donOt be obtuse.
You always leave your ladies. You wonOt stop doing it until you realize youOre worthy of
love.O

OAt least | try to loveNyou wonOt give anyone the chance to love you.O

OTouchZ.0

She grabbed the last piece of pizza and tore into it, making no attempt to pursue
the current conversation. OSo, when are you leaving again?0

ONot yet.O

OGood, | need you right now.O

ONo you donOt, you just like having me around to keep an eye on me.O He knew
she worried about him when he went on his solitary treks. HeOd disappeared for almost
six months last time. When heQd arrived on her doorstep three months ago she had
collapsed in his arms, breaking down into tears. He felt like a selfish bastard when that
happened.

He reassured her gently, ONext time 10Il write and 10Il call, | promise.O

She reached over and grabbed his hand. Ol know you will.O

They sat there for a while and he watched her. She hid everything behind that
innocent face.

She put her fork down. OWhy havenOt we ever fallen in love?0

OWe have, just not like that, and not with each other. | remember the first time |
saw you. You were standing on the other side of the park organizing a search party for a
missing rabbit. | wouldOve followed you anywhere after that, and | did. You know why?
Because if youOll look that hard for a rabbit, think how hard youOd look for me.O

OBut | never found the rabbit,0 she mumbled through a mouth filled with pizza.

He looked at her adoringly. OYes, but you tried.O

She swallowed her food and continued, OItOs really hard to fall in love with
somebody else when youOve experienced the kind of unconditional love we have. It
makes everyone else seem like selfish bastards. | think we might have ruined each
other.O

She was right. No woman had ever looked out for him like she had, and no other
woman had ever inspired that response from him in return.

Well, maybe there was one, but that bridge had been burned many years ago. He
couldn®t go back, even though he dreamed dreams of her nearly every night.



He altered the course of conversation away from himself. OThatOs what you see in
Leanne and Theo isnOt it? They are people like us, unable to find anyone else who
measures up to their lifetime of friendship. Maybe if you fix them, you can fix us, right?0

She squirmed in her seat as he said this. OlsnOt it human nature to be drawn to
those you understand?O she asked.

OYes itis. ItOs also your nature to try and fix things.O He loved her eternal
vulnerability and optimism.

OYou should see them together,0 she mused. Olt would break your heart. They
rely on each other for everything and donOt even know it. They think the last eight years
and thousands of miles has torn them apart, when really itOs bound them together.
Neither can move on for fear of leaving the other behind again.O

She only talked about sad things like this when she was with him. He wished she
had someone else to share the burden with when he wasnOt around. She deserved
someone who understood all the different sides of her. ThatOs what really kept him
single. He couldnOt love another until he knew she would be OK without him.

OlItOs an age-old story isnOt it?O He reached across the table and held her hand
again. OWeOre going to be OK, and theyOre going to be OK.O

OCan we go walk by the ocean and watch the waves crash?O she asked, her big
blue eyes glistening a little. She would hold back her tears tonight.

Olt would be my pleasure.O He paid the check and followed her out into the
moonlight. Things had gotten quieter in town. They walked arm in arm toward the
harbor listening to the sounds a town makes just before bedtime.

They stopped when they reached the waterOs edge. She leaned her head against
his shoulder, whispering toward the sea. OWe used to dream of all the far-off places we
would go, the pirates we would fight. 1Od be the captain and you my first mate. Those
are the dreams that kept me afloat when | was drifting through life.O Then she was quiet
again for a while.

He held her and waited for the rest.

OWe canOt keep running forever. Someday youOll find your Guinevere, and me
my King Arthur. Oceans will separate us and weOll yearn for moments just like this. 1tOs
hard to fall in love when it means losing your lighthouse. Promise you wonOt forget me
when that time comes? You donOt have to call, you just canOt forget,O she whispered.

Ol promise.O Now it was his turn to whisper the question that hung in both of
their minds. He held her tighter as the words slipped off his lips: OWhy isnOt it enough?0

The words stole across the water and out to sea like a message in a bottle, tossed
desperately toward the horizon by a castaway seeking rescue.

No answer was heard as they held each other under the stars and listened to the
waves crash against the seawall at their feet. Tonight might not be forever, but it was
what they had.

Leanne

This was the first evening sheOd been alone since arriving in Italy. Catherine and
Mikal had gone to dinner in town, Rain and Sonny were on a walk, and Simon had found



an outgoing German girl to occupy his time. They were perfect together, running up and
down the beach until they both dropped from pure exhaustion.

After her conversation with Mikal sheOd shut down again for a little bit.

Eventually she decided this was not the best course of action and had started making an
effort to pay more attention to everyone in the group. It was amazing how much sheOd
missed while walking around in her self-absorbed daze.

She now saw the way Mikal never yelled and could calm down any volatile
situation with a word, making everything seem like it always flowed smoothly. Simon
was constantly taking care of everyone, making sure he knew where everyone was, that
everyone was safe. Rain, who rarely talked, always seemed to know the answer to any
sort of historical trivia. Sonny got up every morning to do yoga on the beach and brought
back coffee for everyone, setting it in the kitchen so that you had your pick-me-up
without having to leave your bungalow.

This had to be the nicest group of people sheOd ever met, and yet, for nearly a
week she hadnOt even noticed. All of this should have been hard to miss, but she had.

SheOd noticed that a few people in the group kept journals. It looked like a good
idea so she thought she might try it for a while and see how it went. Earlier in the day,
sheOd gone to the store and picked up an empty notebook.

For an hour sheOd walked around the campsite looking for the right place to write.
Finally she found it on some rocks jutting out into the sea. The ocean helped drown out
any distractions and the view gave her lightness of heart. Sitting down, she opened the
book to the first page.

There it was staring back at herNnothingNa big, huge, white empty space. That,
right there, was all she knew about herself at this moment: nothing. For the last few
years that was all sheOd really wanted to know. Carefully, fearfully, she placed the pen to
the page. As the ink bled out onto the paper for the first time it felt as if sheOQd cut deep
into herself and blood was pouring out of her punctured heart.

She felt her insides unfold, bursting out the ruptured seam of her soul. Everything
on the inside surfaced and began overflowing. Thoughts rushed through her, then fell
back to be replaced by other thoughts. She began to vibrate with the desire to cry. She
slammed the book closed.

Voices stopped, feelings stopped. It was contained.

What just happened? Is that what it felt like to think? Was she going to be able
to do this? Had she kept herself bottled up too long? Were there now too many feelings
and emotions to ever make sense of everything? Was it too late for her?

Carefully she opened up the notebook again. Where should she start? She
needed to pick a point to begin. Any point would have to do for now.

September 15

Today | lay on the beach and got more sun than |
should. 10Om starting to look like a tomato. Tomorrow IOIl sit
all day in the shade and wear sunblock.



Spending all this time with nothing to do is making me
crazy.

Today | thought about Jaimen for the first time. What
was scary is that | realized it might have been the first time |
ever thought about him in the six years we were together.

When you leave somebody shouldnOt there be a void?
There was a void when Theo left. It left me with nothing to
think about. It made me feel like negative space. | donOt know
why | never told him all this, | just didnOt want him to leave his
happiness. One of us needed to make it and he was the one
with potential.

Seeing him reminded me of things that I like. Flowers,
walks late at night, good food, rainy days with time to read,
clothes with beads, and bright colors.

Jaimen was a safe harbor in a storm, but not a
destination. 10ve been thinking about it for days, but I still
don®t know how we ended up together. | mean, | know the
chain of events, but not the feelings

| remember that | needed a place to stay for a few days
while | looked for a new apartment and he offered to let me
stay at his place. WeOd been on a few dates, but there werenOt
any fireworks so | said OK.

We ate quiet dinners, watched TV, and | never found a
place of my own that was quite right. Eventually he said he
loved me and | smiled back and said he was really great as
well.

Pretty soon everyone treated us like a couple and
eventually we were. It was easy to come home to take-out and
fall asleep in each otherOs arms day after day.

He never asked me about my life and | never told him.
How could I live with a person for six years and never share
anything beyond a bed and meals?

What is wrong with me?

Now | see these people who love each other and | wonder
why | didnOt want that. Everyone here talks all the time. If
they spill a drink itOs a two-hour story. | canOt even talk about
that with the two people who are supposed to mean the world to
me. My boyfriend and my twin.

What the hell is wrong with me?



She stared at the words she had written and began to cry. Alone, she cried. Her
heart broken from all the things sheOd missed in her life. She cried for her mother who
died, her father who left, the brother whose eyes filled with sadness when he looked at
her, andNfor the first timeNthe look of desperate heartbreak that echoed from her
loverOs eyes when she announced, Ol have a plane to catch.O

What must Jaimen think of her? She did not know the answer, because she did
not know him.

Theo

She would be getting home sometime today while he was at work. He glanced
around to see if there was anything else she might need.

Throughout the past week Donatella had come and gone mostly when he wasnOt
there. He appreciated her discretion and never questioned it. There were obvious reasons
for her behavior.

The fridge was filled with food; there was a new cabinet and linens in the
bathroom. The bedroom had been made more appropriate for long-term living, with
more storage, softer chairs, and a new table on the veranda. An area had even been
cleaned out in the living room so Leanne could have her own desk. It looked like a place
where a person could live and be happy.

The one time he bumped into Donatella heOd expressed how impressed he was
that she seemed to know just exactly what his sister would like. She simply replied, Olt is
because | loved you that | know her so well.O

When she said that he knew she would no longer love him when this was finished.
With each change she purged herself of knowledge, with each alteration she left behind a
part of him she cherished.

In the end they slept together, but it was not like before; this time it was goodbye
because this time she had let go. Standing outside the door for the final time, she leaned
forward and kissed him softly on the lipsMi@moreg if only your heart had been open.
| would have loved you forever.O

He watched her gracefully descend the stairs and knew that he had lost a love
worth keeping.

That was last night. This was today, and today was a new day. His sister was
returning tonight, and for the first time since their mom died, he felt at home.

Jaimen

After much wailing and gnashing of teeth, he finisReohning in Heels Toward
the end of the book he even began to enjoy it. Eventually he even understood why Aimee
made him read it.

He hadnOt really seen Leanne. HeOd loved her, but he hadnOt understood her or
helped her. The further she crawled inside her shell, the more he stepped back. That
wasnOt what she needed at all. She needed someone to look her in the eye and say,
OWake up, this is life youOre living!O



After work last week Aimee had given him even more books, and he was reading
them as well. It had become his nightly ritual. Books about travel, religion, life, and love
were his weapons to keep away the restless nights.

Tonight, like all nights lately, he curled up next to the phone with a story and a
cup of tea. Why hadnOt he ever read like this before? His imagination opened up and
filled with thoughts about all the things Leanne must be seeing. Before this heOd never
had any interest in going to Italy, or any place at all. He didnOt even have a passport.

When sheOd brought up wanting to visit her brother heOd asked, OWhy? ThereOs
nothing over there we donOt have here.O How stupid he had been. Apparently there were
endlessly fascinating reasons to go everywhere in the world.

Lately heOd begun to hope Leanne was happy. He loved her and wanted the best
for her, with or without him. He put his new book down and picked up the mail heOd
been ignoring for the last few days.

Bills, junk mail, someone promising him a million dollars, a postcard E a
postcard? His heart raced and he felt dizzy. He stared at the serene beach scene with a
perfect sunset. For nearly ten minutes he stared at it as if the picture alone might carry a
secret message meant only for him.

Slowly he turned it over. In gentle, careful handwriting sheOd written:

Dear Jaimen,
Live!
Leanne

What did it mean? All he knew was it didnOt say, ONo.O He felt hopeful. He
picked up his book and began to read with new determination. Tomorrow he was going
out. Aimee had offered to take him to a fun place sheOd been to a few times.

He would listen. He would live.



