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For Nico and Cai

While you may see only one name on the cover of this book, this is a gift from Mom and Dad to both of you—so that you will always believe that you can hold your dreams in your hands.




Contents


Cover

Title Page

Copyright

Dedication



Prologue

Chapter One - Eggs and endings

Chapter Two - Sundays and surprises

Chapter Three - Campers and caveats

Chapter Four - Daughters and dragons

Chapter Five - Girlfriends and guinness

Chapter Six - Birthdays and bribes

Chapter Seven - Pierre and pachyderms

Chapter Eight - Barns and basilisks

Chapter Nine - Sand and shopping

Chapter Ten - Secrets and soup

Chapter Eleven - Lists and longevity

Chapter Twelve - Death and decisions

Chapter Thirteen - Ghosts and getaways

Chapter Fourteen - Monsters and men

Chapter Fifteen - Gifts and gratitude

Chapter Sixteen - Mex and apocalypses

Chapter Seventeen - Hunger and homecoming

Chapter Eighteen - Egg Salad and escape

Chapter Nineteen - Choices and cholesterol

Chapter Twenty - Beginnings and boathouses

Chapter Twenty-one - Shears and silence

Chapter Twenty-two - Shells and seasickness

Chapter Twenty-three - Context and consequence

Chapter Twenty-four - Failure and forever

Chapter Twenty-five - Letters and lies

Chapter Twenty-six - Tea and tomorrow

Epilogue


Acknowledgments

About the Author

Reader’s Guide for Before Ever After




Prologue


ATOCHA STATION
MADRID, SPAIN
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Jasmine.

It was not Max Gallus’s top choice for his last thought, but it would have to do. He wondered if there was time to say it out loud.

He had difficulty telling which came first: his phone shattering against his cheek, his skin tearing from his ribs, or the flames taking dibs on what was left. He was certain though that the Silence came last. It always did.


Chapter One

Eggs and endings


A RENTED APARTMENT
MADRID, SPAIN
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Eggs and engagements. Though slightly odd, they were a harmless pairing on most days, even with a greasy pile of bacon on the side. But today was not like most days, because in less than an hour, they would make Shelley Gallus a twenty-six-year-old widow.

Shelley did not know this yet, so for now she was happy to listen to Brad’s eighth retelling of how Simon had proposed to him. This was, after all, why she and Max had driven down from London for a holiday with their friends. The last time all four of them had been together was two years earlier, when they had met on a budget European tour. Toasting the engagement was a good excuse for a reunion and excessive amounts of Rioja.

The trip was also Max’s chance to continue his long-time pursuit of the perfect Spanish omelet. His passion for eggs almost rivaled his devotion to chickens, though generally he preferred the latter off a plate than on it. Max staunchly believed you could get through anything if you had a chicken, and the clucking kind, in his expert opinion, had far more uses than the ones nesting on warm mashed potatoes and gravy.

Shelley never fully understood her husband’s ethos on poultry and chalked it up as just another item on his long list of quirks. His rabid love of the Bee Gees topped that list, while his two-year reign as strip Scrabble champion fell somewhere in the middle. (Shelley was, by default, first runner-up, being the only other contestant in their Saturday-night tournaments.) Still, she loved all of Max’s quirks equally, and the sum of them even more.

Accompanying Max on his omelet excursion was to have been the first thing on Shelley’s morning agenda, but a rogue prawn from the previous night’s paella had other plans. Shelley insisted that Max go on his egg hunt without her, and Simon decided to tag along. She didn’t have a hard time guessing why Brad had opted to stay behind and play nurse to his captive, albeit slightly green, audience.

Shelley flushed the toilet and drowned out the last lines of Brad’s latest blow-by-blow account from the other side of the bathroom door. She squirted bright pink soap onto her palm during the interlude of her gastric flamenco. The scent of strawberries, or rather what strawberries might smell like if they were made from melted plastic and disinfectant, filled the white-tiled room. She turned off the tap and stepped into the bedroom. “Simon certainly outdid himself. I will never look at cheesecake in the same way again.”

“You didn’t think that he could hold out for long, did you?” Brad brushed his sandy blond hair from his brow and held up the large Nikon dangling from his neck. His permanent dimpled smirk peeked out beneath the camera. He focused its lens and chased the laughter sprinting across her face.

Shelley’s laugh followed its familiar trail up to her aquamarine eyes, flitted through her dark lashes, and settled where the almond slant of her eyelids met the faint crinkles above her golden cheeks. This was the point where most people caught their breath and wondered from which continent she could have been so magnificently misplaced. Shelley was oblivious to the serendipity of her curious beauty and a lifetime on the receiving end of this involuntary half-gasp had left her convinced that everyone she knew was asthmatic.

Shelley’s gut twisted. Intermission was over.

“You really should take something for that, you know,” Brad said. “I’m sure Simon has some Tums tucked away somewhere.”

“I’ll try my luck with some tea first. Chewing cherry-flavored chalk can be Plan B.”

“Sure thing. One cup coming up.”

“Thanks, but I think I’ll survive a trip to the kitchen. I’m tired of staring at the ceiling.” Shelley made her way to the sunflower-yellow kitchenette. The clicking of Brad’s camera trailed her, chronicling the swish of her wavy dark ponytail against her nape.

She stood on tiptoe to reach inside the cupboard, then pulled out a tea-stained cup and set it on the counter. She scoured the pantry for a tea bag.

Brad snapped a portrait of Shelley’s sole find, capturing the flutter of a cobweb on the ancient jar of coffee creamer sitting on the shelf.

Shelley sighed, picked up her phone, and pressed the speed dial.

Black coffee with a hint of gravel answered. “Miss me already, luv?”

Despite the din of the Madrid rush hour in the background, Shelley could tell from her husband’s voice that he was grinning. After two years of marriage, she still got butterflies when that flash of mischief crossed Max’s dark and scruffily handsome features. Unfortunately for Shelley, butterflies and toxic crustaceans, as a rule, do not get along. She stifled a groan and grasped the counter. Her fingertips nudged the teacup closer to the edge.

“Are you all right, Shell? You sound worse.”

“I’m fine.”

Max eyed the train door. The last of the passengers were filing in. He pushed through the crowd. “Are you sure?”

“Yes. I just called to ask if you could get some tea on your way back.”

“Simon and I can head back now,” Max suggested as he trampled on more toes.

“No, don’t. It can wait.”

Brad found his next subject. Two clicks immortalized his now empty pack of peppermint gum that Simon had, as usual, promptly polished off.

“All right.” Max stopped squeezing between shoulders. The door began to slide shut just as he reached it. “I’ll be back soon.”

“Oh, and Max, please make sure you get …”

“Jasmine,” Max was about to guess correctly. Something grazed his foot as he stepped back from the door. It was a blue backpack. Or was it purple? Colors tended to look the same when they exploded.

Shelley’s hand slipped from the counter.

The teacup shattered on the floor.

Click.


Chapter Two

Sundays and surprises


LONDON
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Breathing is not an optional activity—but Shelley found the opposite to be true. To live without Max, she had to stop.

Her final breath had been the gasp she had taken when the bomb shredded Max to pieces. It was the last lungful of air she would take as Max’s wife and in it was all she had left of him. If she exhaled, he would be gone. And so she didn’t.

Shelley held her breath and mimicked the motions of life with a white-hot pain in her chest. Walking and reading the paper were activities that were easy to fake, carrying on a conversation, not as much. Eventually she learned that most people were satisfied if she logged in the appropriate number of nods as they spoke. With some practice, she became proficient enough to keep even her nosiest neighbor, Mrs. Pond, happy.

Shelley’s ability to go through the motions wasn’t surprising considering that she had been schooled by the best. Her mom had never quite gotten over the death of her own husband, and Shelley grew up watching her paint on the brightest smile with a berry shade of Revlon lipstick. There had been days when her happiness had seemed so real, so genuine, that Shelley had almost believed it. In the months and years since Max’s death, Shelley’s mime repertoire had grown to rival her mother’s, expanding to include what in the beginning was too excruciating to even consider.

Online Scrabble was far tamer than the strip version she and Max used to play, but a milestone nonetheless. Shelley had whipped off countless bras to reward her husband’s triple word scores and ruined several tiny metal clasps in the process. Surrendering her underwear had always been easier than challenging Max’s more obscure words and enduring his discourses on their definition, etymology, and Latin conjugations. She later discovered the wonders of Velcro. Regardless of who won, tumbling naked on a letter-littered floor was how their games always ended anyway, along with the loss of yet another vowel. E’s, in particular, were in dangerously low supply.

Chicken and eggs were Shelley’s next hurdles to a semblance of normalcy. In her case, it was the egg that came first. She had banished eggs from her kitchen when Max was killed. It was how she had managed to survive Sundays without him.

Sunday mornings had once been her favorite time of the week. It was only then that not waking up in Max’s arms made her smile. The sight of his empty pillow meant one glorious thing: Paris was bubbling in the oven.

Shelley had fallen in love with Max’s baked eggs and cheese almost as soon as she had fallen in love with Max himself. They were in Paris when he first made the dish for her and the tour group she had hastily joined. Since then each forkful tasted like that morning—warm, buttery, and bursting with full-fat promise. But Max was gone, and now Sundays coated her mouth with ash and gritty bits of grief.

She both dreaded and longed for the hour when sleep thinned enough to peer through. She would smile at Max’s empty pillow, believing its false hope with every half-asleep fiber of her body. The waking dream was less than brief, but it lasted long enough for the smell of sharp cheese melting into a layer of eggs and cream to crush her when it drifted away.

She learned to cope by bypassing most of Sunday with the help of marathon nights of online Scrabble. But after countless days of rising at noon, she finally found the strength to wake up to the emptiness inside her. She found it, of all places, inside a box couriered to her home one Saturday afternoon. It was from Brad.

Brad had told her that he would be sending a draft of his new project. Photography had always been a hobby of his, but he had only ever shown his work to Simon. After Simon was killed, Brad had wedged his camera between himself and a world that did not have his fiancé in it.

Shelley realized that it was now a year since Brad had closed their wedding-planning business to see if his art could feed him (and still satisfy his occasional Prada cravings). She had helped convince him that he could always scrape by as a paparazzo if money ever got tight. Luckily for the celebrities of New York, Brad’s new career was keeping him well fed and fashionable.

She tore the box open. Inside were pieces of a teacup scattered over a kitchen floor. The title of Brad’s new book was printed on the black-and-white photograph.


MARCH 2010 MADRID
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One day before. One year after.
A STORY TOLD IN PHOTOGRAPHS
BY BRADFORD JENSEN



The shards of porcelain cut into her hands, slicing open old wounds. Shelley dropped the book on the hourglass mosaic inlaid on her foyer floor. She slumped down beside it.

Simon beamed up at her from the open book, his black mod glasses, as always, slightly askew. Shelley stopped herself from nudging them back into place. There was nothing she could do. Simon was dead and his glasses would remain sitting crookedly on his nose.

Tears rolled down the page. She tugged at the edge of her sleeve and dabbed Simon’s face before drying her own. She stroked his damp cheek, lifted the corner of the wet page, and turned back time.

Shelley was in Madrid the day before the world had changed. Her fingers trembled. She gripped the book tight as Brad’s printed words led her through frozen seconds of ignorant bliss.


Max and Shelley’s battle-scarred luggage
on the sofa bed
Simon cleaning his glasses
Shelley handing Max the dental floss
Simon finishing the last of my mint gum



Shelley lingered over the tiny nothings, worrying that the slightest breeze might blow them away. These were the mundane specks that leave yawning gaps in shattered lives; no matter how well you think you’ve put all the pieces back together.

She turned the page to the last photo in the series. Her heart broke all over again.

She and Max were asleep in each other’s arms on the sofa bed. The pale light streaming from the window told her that the moment was stolen at dawn, a few hours after they had collapsed in bed after a night of spicy tapas and one too many bottles of wine. They were lying on their sides with Max’s lean muscled form fused into the curve of her back. He was in his jeans, naked from the waist up save for a thin silver chain around his neck. A blank Scrabble tile hung from it and rested beneath his collarbone. She had given the necklace to Max on their first anniversary to celebrate all the vowels they had lost so far.

Shelley slammed the book shut and lay back on the floor, staring at a ceiling that was falling upward and away. Liquid darkness closed around her as she sank into a well of salty tears. The stale breath she had lived on bubbled from her lips. She curled into a ball, closed her eyes, and waited for the death of her body or her soul, wondering which would save her first.

Max’s breath tickled the back of her neck. He pulled her closer to his chest. His skin was warm against her back, melting her into him like butter. He wove his fingers through hers and placed her hands over her heart. It stirred under her palms. Shelley felt it beat again.

Max kissed the secret spot behind her ear. “Good night, luv.”

Shelley closed her eyes and began to drift into sleep. “Good … bye, Max.”

Wisps of sunshine swirled above her. Shelley burst through the surface of her dream and drew in three years’ worth of air.

It was Sunday morning, her first real Sunday since Max had died. Brad’s book was in her arms, creased from a night in her embrace. She smoothed out its pages and carried it to the kitchen, driven by a long-lost though still familiar feeling: peace and a desperate craving for baked eggs.

Without a sliver of an eggshell in her kitchen, Shelley made do with a breakfast of burned toast slathered with trans-fat-free disappointment. She went through the rest of Brad’s book with oxygen in her lungs and a chipped floral cup of jasmine tea nursed in her hands. The second half of the book was called “One Year After.” It was a diary of the healing humdrum Brad had fashioned from the old and the new.


A full pack of mint gum
Notes from last week’s support group meeting
Simon’s framed photo by the bed
An email from Shelley
Broadway tickets for two



Shelley closed the book. It didn’t end with “happily ever after.” And now, after three years of crying herself to sleep and one night curled on her foyer floor, she knew why: The story went on.

She took a deep breath. It was time to try to write the rest of it. She had said good-bye to Max the night before, but as she closed her eyes and felt his kiss on her neck, something told her that he wasn’t far away. He was there, holding her hand, steadying her fingers as she turned the pages. She would start small, she decided. A paragraph—she bit her lip—or perhaps something smaller. Shorter. A list. She rummaged through a drawer for a pen. She pressed its tip to paper. Milk. Bread. The pen shook. She gripped it tighter. Eggs.


LONDON
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The rubbery yellow mess in front of her would have made a less determined person give up on the idea of re-creating Max’s Sunday breakfast staple, but Shelley was made of sterner stuff. She pinched her nose and shoveled in a mouthful of what used to be eggs. Waste not, want not.

Strictly speaking, she would have to waste an inconceivable amount of eggs before she would ever want for anything again, at least money-wise. Max had seen to that. Shelley had gotten the second biggest surprise of her life when she found out how much Max had left her in his will. The biggest surprise was going to come three years later—today, in fact, in exactly three minutes and thirty-two seconds.

00:03:30

Max had willed to Shelley an obscene amount of money and a diverse investment portfolio ranging from office blocks in Stockholm to a private island in the Venetian lagoon. The only explanation Shelley had ever gotten from the solicitor was that Max had inherited his estate years before and that she was one of the two beneficiaries stated in his will. The other was an orphanage in Cambodia.

00:02:15

Shelley struggled to understand why Max would keep such a secret—not that there was anything to complain about in the life they had shared. He had operated a small tour company and spent his weekends at his small free-range chicken farm. When she wasn’t in their 1970s Volkswagen van traveling around Europe with Max or helping him run after chickens, Shelley worked on her mosaic commissions. It was an art Max had introduced her to on their first trip together, and it had instantly become a passion. Working with the chaos of pebbles and broken tile reminded her that almost everything made sense after one took a few steps back.

00:01:24

In spite of her new status as one of the wealthiest women in the U.K., Shelley didn’t scoop up the nearest castle on the market. Nor did it even cross her mind to move back to the States. With Max gone, she wanted to keep everything else in her life as unchanged as possible. She did, however, sell the chicken farm. Chicken chasing just wasn’t the same without Max.

00:00:58

Shelley also continued to make mosaics. Her career as an artist had given her the fulfillment she had craved since she had first channeled Bridget Jones, quit her advertising job, and signed up for Max’s tour five years ago.

00:00:45

She considered what had gone wrong with this batch. Definitely more edible than last week’s, but perhaps it could have done with a bit less cream and a little more tarragon—or perhaps a dash of cayenne?

00:00:37

The doorbell rang.

She swallowed the mouthful she was chewing, belted Max’s plaid blue bathrobe around her, and padded to the foyer in her furry purple slippers.

00:00:24

If Shelley had known what would be standing on her doorstep that Sunday morning, she might not have laughed off Brad’s constant prodding to hire a butler. He had never given up trying to persuade her to live the whole lady-of-the-manor lifestyle he had dreamed up for her. She ignored him, but she promised to rent the same Scottish castle Madonna had used for her last wedding reception when he kissed the right frog someday. Brad had found a couple of promising ones hanging around his watering holes lately.

00:00:05

Shelley was still preoccupied with planning next week’s baked eggs and cheese attempt when she opened the door.

There, waiting patiently behind it, was the surprise—or rather the shock—that would change all that she knew.

00:00:00

Max.

Shelley blinked.

And blinked again. She tried to speak, but the stars swirling around her whisked her away.

“Mrs. Gallus?”

The voice called to Shelley from somewhere far away. She could not place its accent, though she was almost certain that it sounded like hot chocolate, the dense and dark kind you slurped rather than sipped.

“Mrs. Gallus? Are you all right?”

Shelley nodded through the haze in her head. She kept her eyes closed to keep the constellation at bay. She felt the cushions against her back and wondered where she was. She vaguely recalled that she had recently been lying down on something much harder.

“You had me worried there,” the voice said. “I’m really sorry to drop in on you like this.”

Shelley’s thoughts began to take form. Eggs. The doorbell. The door. Max.

She sat up. Her living room spun around her. Her stomach lurched. She squeezed her eyes shut until the sofa came to a halt. She peeked through her lashes. Max’s warm amber eyes gazed back at her. She covered her mouth to stifle a scream. It didn’t work.

The ghost stumbled back from Shelley’s high-pitched shriek and fell on the mosaic on the floor.

Shelley peered over the edge of her couch. She gasped when she realized her mistake. The very much alive man on her floor wasn’t her dead husband after all.

The man was in his early thirties, the same age Max had been when he died three years previously. His face was almost identical to Max’s—Shelley swallowed—but now she could see the subtle differences between them. The stranger’s brown hair was a shade lighter than Max’s. The bow of his lips curved more deeply. His chin bore the hint of a cleft. Still, the man looked similar enough to Max for her to be almost certain that they shared more than a few strands of DNA.

The stranger picked himself up and took a step toward her.

Shelley scrambled to the far end of the couch. She wasn’t a huge fan of strangers showing up at her home not carrying a box of pizza and change. “Who are you?”

“Who am I? Yes, right. Good question.” The man moved closer. “I’m not really sure how to answer it though.”

“Try.”

The man dug into his pocket.

Shelley’s chest tightened. She inched her hand toward the jar on the table beside her, ready to defend herself with her Mexican pottery.

The man pulled out his wallet and took out a photograph. He held it out to her.

Shelley kept her fingers wrapped around the clay jar. “What’s this?”

“Your answer.”

Shelley glanced at the picture. It was yellowed and worn around the edges, but she could see the two figures in it clearly: A grinning man with sideburns and bell-bottom jeans was holding a ruddy-faced toddler in his arms. They were standing in front of St. Peter’s Basilica. Shelley flipped the photo over. A date, written in an all-too-familiar hand, was fading in the bottom left-hand corner. Aprile 1978. She gasped. “What sort of sick joke is this?”

“So you recognize him?”

“Yes. I … mean, no. No, I don’t.”

“Are you sure about that?”

Shelley felt the stranger’s eyes bore into her. “Who are you? Why are you here?”

The man took a deep breath. “I’m Paolo Rossi. I’m the boy in the picture. And I’m here because the man carrying me is my grandfather and …”

Shelley loosened her grip on the jar. His grandfather—of course. She felt foolish for even thinking for a moment that the grinning man in the old photograph was—

“Max,” Paolo said, “your husband.”

Hearing her thoughts spoken out loud made them sound a thousand times more absurd. It gave Shelley the strength to deny them.

“Mr. Rossi, my husband died three years ago, and he wasn’t much older than you. I think you should go now or I will have to call the police.” She reached for the phone.

“Wait. You don’t understand.” Paolo fumbled with the zipper of his leather messenger bag. He pulled out a manila envelope. “There’s something else you need to see.”

Shelley arched a brow.

“Open it,” he said. “Please.”

Curiosity won over caution as it often did with Shelley. She kicked herself for what she was about to do. She took the envelope from Paolo and opened it. “More photographs? What is all this?”

“Proof.”

Shelley flipped through the stack of photos. She darted looks at Paolo to make sure he stayed glued to her couch. The photos were of her husband’s doppelgänger and the same boy taken on various occasions—birthday parties, Christmases, vacations. The boy grew taller and older with each picture, evidence that the pictures were taken over a period of several years. The man beside him aged as well. His hair turned grayer and at some point he started wearing glasses. By the time the boy was in his teens, the man’s hair had gone completely white and he sported an equally white full beard.

Shelley set the last picture down and exhaled. If the photos had proven anything, she decided, it was that Paolo was a very disturbed young man. “Mr. Rossi, thank you for sharing your lovely childhood memories with me, but I’m afraid that I’m going to have to ask you to leave. Now.”

“But the pictures … Didn’t you see …”

“I saw that your grandfather was an old man whom, I will admit, looked very much like my husband when he was younger. But I assure you that unless my husband discovered some damned good face cream and magical Viagra, they were not the same person.”

“No. Look at them again. Look closely at my grandfather’s face.”

“Please go.” Shelley handed the pictures back to Paolo and stood up. “The police will not ask you as kindly, so I suggest you hurry.”

“No. Wait. I’ll go, I promise. Just look at them one more time. Please.”

Shelley rubbed the crease that was digging deeper into her forehead. She now believed that the stranger in her living room was more annoying than dangerous. She snatched the pictures back.

“It might help if you laid them out next to one another,” Paolo said.

Shelley glared at him but then decided that the fastest way to get the stranger out of her house was to play along. She spread the photos on the coffee table, not expecting to see anything different. Looking past the graying hair, the beard, and her own perceptions of how the world worked, she now saw that unlike the boy in the picture, whose face subtly aged over time, the face of the man did not.

A thousand questions careened into one another on their way to Shelley’s lips. She did not know which stunned her more—the fact that this man was frozen in time or that, defying all logic, he was indeed Max.

Paolo reached for one of the photographs. “This was taken ten years ago when I was attending university in the States. My grandfather flew in from Italy for my graduation. He died a week later.”

Shelley glanced at the top of Paolo’s head. She thought that it was funny that she had just now noticed that his hair was twinkling.

Shelley woke up with the pain of the morning’s events lodged behind her tonsils. She coughed and swore to have her blood sugar checked. She did not like fainting.

“Would you like me to get you some water?” Paolo asked.

She nodded. The pain in her throat prevented her from doing anything else—like continue screaming.

“I’ll be right back.”

Shelley watched Paolo as he walked toward the kitchen. His stride was identical to Max’s. He was a fraction shorter than Max’s six-foot-three frame, but he had the same lean build. Max was this man’s dead grandfather, she thought.

Paolo returned with a glass of water. She gulped it down, wishing that it were a much stronger drink.

“Feeling better?”

Shelley stared at him blankly. In the time it had taken her to empty her glass, she had decided that she had gone mad and that Paolo and the morning’s events were part of some delusional episode. It was all those eggs that did it, she thought. “Salmonella.”

“I’m sorry, did you say something?” Paolo asked.

She couldn’t help but smile. So this is what it felt like to fall off your rocker. Not too bad, really. She could have done much worse, hallucinating a circus of pink elephants and creepy clowns. Paolo at least looked like Max. She was now in fact quite proud that her subconscious had whipped up such an entertaining storyline. It would make a good plot for a book she could write someday. This was assuming, of course, that this was only a temporary bout of insanity. If the madness was more permanent in nature, well, Shelley didn’t want to think about that right now. She distracted herself by studying the imaginary fellow in her living room. Nice smile and a good behind. He was Max’s grandson, though. Slightly perverted, but three years of celibacy could do that to you.

“All of this must be quite disturbing,” Paolo said. “Believe me, I know. But I’m afraid there’s more. Do you have a computer I could borrow?”

“A computer? Certainly. Follow me.” Shelley let her hallucination run its course, not really knowing what else she could do. She led Paolo upstairs to Max’s old office.

Paolo walked over to the laptop. “May I?”

Shelley grinned.

Paolo sat down at the antique mahogany desk and tapped away on the keyboard: T-h-e-B-a-c-k-p-a-c-k-i-n-g-G-o-u-r-m-e-t. Reggae music played as the website loaded.

“Mrs. Gallus …”

Shelley put her hand on Paolo’s shoulder and smiled. “Please, call me Shelley.”

“Uh, okay. Shelley. I have to warn you that what I’m about to show you will be a … well, a bit of a shock.”

She doubted him. Sanity was overrated. Going mad was surprisingly refreshing. In fact, she should have done this earlier.

Paolo clicked on an archived entry. “I also have to tell you now that I can give you no explanation for what you are about to see.”

Shelley liked what she had seen so far and grinned even wider. She wandered through the familiar sun-kissed landscape of Paolo’s face, pausing to admire the flawed perfection of his slightly hooked nose. She sighed, wondering why she couldn’t be hallucinating about her husband and not just his facsimile.

“Shelley? Did you hear what I said?”

“What? A shock? Oh, yes.” She turned to the computer screen. A picture of baked eggs and cheese appeared in front of her. There was a caption beneath the familiar dish:

“Sundays with Shell,” an unforgettable masterpiece I found on my recent trip to Boracay Island.

Shelley frowned, trying to comprehend what she was seeing.

“Go on. Read the rest of it.” Paolo let Shelley take the seat in front of the desk. She was going to need it soon enough.

She skimmed over the article that praised the dish as the surprising find on the anonymous blogger’s backpacking trip to Boracay, a resort island in the Philippines. The dish was served at The Shell, a rustic café perched on a limestone cove overlooking the sea.


I was lucky enough to find an old friend in Boracay, which brought back all of the memories of my very first backpacking adventure. And then there were the eggs. Be warned: The Shell is only open on Sunday mornings and only serves eggs, so don’t make the mistake of dropping in at any other time, because my friend has made it clear that he will not throw the rope ladder down even if you are drowning or being feasted on by sharks. Check out the gallery to see the pictures from my trip.



“I don’t understand. Why did you show me this?” Shelley asked. True, the baked eggs looked uncannily similar to what Max used to make. True, it was an odd coincidence that the dish shared her name—then again, shells weren’t exactly unheard-of on tropical beaches. But what did a café halfway around the world have to do with Paolo’s preposterous claims about Max? It began to dawn on her that perhaps she was not experiencing a mad delusion after all, and that she had just let a very strange man into her home.

“Go to the gallery and take a look at photo number three,” Paolo said.

“All right. But after that you’ll have to go. I mean it.”

Shelley clicked on the gallery button. A dozen thumbnail pictures appeared on the page. She double-clicked on the third picture in the series.

An uncropped photo of the baked eggs and cheese dish filled the screen. In the background was a shirtless man sipping a mug of coffee. His face was turned sideways to the camera, the profile of his slightly hooked nose distinct against the sunlight. Catching the sun on his tan chest was the chain and Scrabble pendant she had given Max. The date printed at the bottom of the picture showed that it had been taken less than two months ago.

It was an hour before Shelley spoke again. There was a bitterness in her voice that hadn’t been there before. “How is this possible? Max is dead. He’s been dead for three years.”

“That’s why I came looking for you, Shelley,” Paolo said. “To find answers.”

“Answers? You came to me for answers? Jesus, I don’t even know what damned questions to ask. How? What? Why?”

“Actually, ‘who’ might be a good place to start.”

Shelley looked out the window. The row of brick town houses across the street looked exactly as it always did. And so did the parked cars and the people walking past them. This was odd, she thought, considering how her world had just turned upside down. She had half expected to see at least one goldfish fly by.

“You do know that this is mad, right?” Shelley said. “I can’t believe we’re even letting ourselves think for one second that what you’re suggesting could be true. There must be some logical explanation. A relative, perhaps? A look-alike? A … er … clone?”

“A clone? This isn’t science fiction, Shelley.”

“Oh, and your theory that I was married to a remarkably resilient and well-preserved old man is more plausible?”

Paolo walked over to her and held her by the shoulders. “Shelley, when you saw that photograph on the computer, you knew in the same way I did that that was the person we loved and lost. I know it’s him. And so do you.”

Paolo was right. If there had been any doubt in Shelley’s mind of the identity of the man on her computer screen, the pendant around his neck had torn it into a million pieces.

But knowledge and acceptance are two very different things. Shelley rejected the truth not because it challenged reason but because admitting that Max was alive was more painful than believing he was dead. That he was alive only meant one thing—that he had chosen to leave her—and that she could never accept. She buried her face in Paolo’s chest and wept.

Shelley shoved the remnants of her breakfast down the drain. She had half a mind to jump in after them. She couldn’t be shredded more than she already was. “Tell me everything,” she said, “from the very beginning.”

Paolo stared at her from the kitchen island. “Are you sure?”

“Yes.”

“Very well.” He inhaled deeply. “The short version begins with the eggs and cheese your garbage disposal is grinding away. The long version begins with a car crash along a blind curve in Naples. Which one would you like to hear?”

Shelley looked at the mush disappearing in her sink. “Car crash.”

“Car crash it is,” Paolo said. “My parents were in a car accident when my mother was pregnant with me. My father died instantly while my mother survived long enough to deliver me through an emergency C-section.”

“Oh, I’m sorry. Um, maybe we should have started with the eggs instead.”

“It’s okay. Chickens saved the day.”

“Pardon me?”

“French chicks, to be exact,” Paolo said. “Luckily for tiny premature me, as my grandfather often liked to remind me, the French chicks and their ingenious incubators at the Paris zoo inspired a doctor in the late 1800s to develop a similar incubating apparatus for humans. And so here I am today, fully indoctrinated with my nonno’s fervent belief that you can get through life’s tightest jams if you are fortunate enough to have a chicken on hand.”

Shelley smiled despite herself, remembering the way Max had doted on his hens. “Well, Max did love his chickens.”

“And eggs.” Paolo grinned. “Nonno made absolutely the best baked eggs and cheese. It was sort of a tradition with us. The last time he made the dish for me was when he attended my college graduation,” he said. “A week after he returned to Italy, his fishing boat was found capsized on the lake. They never found his body.”

Shelley thought about the empty casket she had buried at Max’s funeral.

“Soon after that, I learned about the will Nonno had left and its conditions,” Paolo said. “ ‘A trade,’ as he liked to call it. Next to his philosophy on chickens, you see, the importance of learning that nothing came without a price was something that Nonno took pains to teach me since I was a toddler crying for juice. Before I learned how to speak, I mastered how to hoard stuffed toys to exchange for the things I wanted.”

“I assume his will did not require you to produce a teddy bear,” Shelley said.

“No, but Nonno did ask for two things. The first condition was that I hold down a stable job for at least three years. The second was that I care for Alessandra in the lifestyle she had grown accustomed to.”

“Alessandra?”

“His pet chicken.”

“Of course.”

“Nonno’s conditions weren’t surprising. What really shocked me was my inheritance. I couldn’t—and still can’t—grasp the amount of money he left me. I remember thinking then that he had apparently known a whole lot more about trading than just dabbling in the stuffed-toy market.”

Shelley nodded. She did not feel like volunteering information about her own inheritance or about her life with Max. She did not trust herself to stay as calm as Paolo if she did.

“I tried to comply with his wishes as best I could,” Paolo said, “not because I wanted the money, but because I wanted to make him proud. After graduating, I decided to remain in the States. I found a job at a publishing company in New York and read Alessandra a story every night. She and I lived happily enough together, and I put her eggs to use in my attempts at re-creating Nonno’s baked eggs and cheese.

“I didn’t have much luck in my cooking though,” he continued. “It became an obsessive hobby of mine to hunt down the perfect baked eggs and cheese recipe. That’s how I discovered the Backpacking Gourmet. I literally fell off my chair when I saw the picture of Nonno posted on the website. Since I knew that my last name was definitely not ‘Christ,’ I convinced myself that it was insane to think that my grandfather had somehow been resurrected from the dead. I did my best to just push the whole thing out of my head.”

“Let me guess,” Shelley said. “It pushed back.”

“Hard. I kept seeing that man’s face as if it were scorched into my eyes. I went through a thousand rational explanations for what I saw but wound up rejecting every single one of them. I finally decided to prove to myself how silly I was being. I looked through our old photo albums, hoping to get a good laugh at my own expense. But as I scrutinized each picture, seeing the same, unchanging face, I realized that it was far from funny.”

Shelley looked at him with a question she was not sure she should ask.

“Why didn’t I see it before, right?” Paolo said. “How could I grow up with a man and not notice that he wasn’t getting any older? I asked myself the same thing. But I suppose if you see someone every day, you don’t really notice him getting older or, in this case, staying the same.”

She was surprised that Paolo could read her so well. His similarity to her husband did not end with his looks.

“Nonno was always just Nonno. He was certainly fit for his age, but I didn’t really think much of it,” he said. “The disproportionate number of female customers in his secondhand bookstore didn’t seem to mind, either. They were always quite pleased to learn that he was a widower.”

Shelley’s face fell. She had been so caught up in the morning’s whirlwind that she had not even given a thought to what should have been very obvious from the beginning: Grandmothers were a prerequisite for grandsons. Max had been married to someone other than herself. Her stomach churned.

“My grandmother died long before I was born,” Paolo said. “Nonno didn’t talk about her much.”

Shelley rushed to the sink to throw up.

“Uh … are you okay?” Paolo asked.

Shelley watched the water wash away her last meal as Max’s widow. Max’s widow. It sounded like a bad joke. She wondered now if she had ever even truly been his wife. She cupped her hands under the tap and filled them with as much clarity as they would hold. She dove in.

When she emerged, she knew what she had to do. She opened the drawer next to her and groped through it. Inside was the only option she had left. Her fingers found what she was searching for. Her fist tightened around its familiar shape. She drew out her last recourse: her emergency stash of obscenely expensive organic tea. After Madrid, she had made a point of always having a tin of loose jasmine leaves close by. She put the kettle on.

Shelley poured out two cups of steeped calm and offered one to Paolo. Then she took a long sip and braced herself for the rest of his story. “Please continue.”

Paolo stared into his tea. “Seeing the truth was like losing Nonno all over again, but I still couldn’t accept what was now in front of me. That is, until Bradford Jensen’s book found its way to the publishing company I work for. The concept of his book seemed promising. I looked through the photographs and was instantly drawn into his story.” He glanced up at her. “And then I saw you …”

“And Max.” Shelley clutched her chipped floral teacup.

“There was no denying what I saw this time,” Paolo said. “I called your friend and asked him about the pictures.”

“You decided to find me …”

“Yes.”

Shelley drained her tea. She began to accept what she needed to do, defying the million reasons why she shouldn’t. She and Paolo needed answers and they were not going to find them in her kitchen.


A FLIGHT TO THE PHILIPPINES
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Fish!”

Shelley and Paolo’s chorus jostled the flight attendant’s practiced smile. It wobbled momentarily, teetering between annoyance and disdain. Then the woman blinked and plastered it back. She handed them their choice of steamed sea bass fillet, leaving the offensive roasted chicken breast and potatoes on her dinner cart.

Shelley inhaled the entire contents of her tray. The last of the adrenaline that had fueled her had been spent in the sprint to the airport. It was only now, as she was licking the remnants of tapioca pudding from her spoon, that she was beginning to comprehend how she had come to be strapped into a coach seat on a flight to the other side of the world.

She had made the decision to fly to Boracay that evening with the same blind haste she had on her first and last attempt at a do-it-yourself Brazilian bikini wax. If there was anything the home kit had taught her, it was that there were certain things in life that did not allow for even a half-breath’s hesitation. But unlike her inadvertent foray into masochism, no amount of anti-inflammatory cream could take away the realization stinging her now.

Frantic scenes of herself mindlessly packing, jumping into twice-worn jeans, and stumbling out the door with Paolo replayed in Shelley’s head. It dawned on her that she was on the most important journey of her life with a backpack containing only her passport, Max’s plaid bathrobe, a pair of gym socks, and a container of dental floss. The last item was arguably packed more out of habit than haste, the legacy of her reminding Max to floss every single night for two years. She chewed on her plastic spoon. This was the last time, she swore, that she would pack without a list.

“This is going to be a long flight,” Paolo said. “It’s a good thing that we have a lot to do to pass the time.”

Shelley set the mangled utensil down and scanned through the in-flight movie selection. She had already seen most of the films. “Cards?”

“That’s not what I meant. I’ve told you my story,” he said, “now it’s your turn.”

“Well, you’ve pretty much got the gist of it already, right?” Shelley said. “Girl meets boy. Girl marries boy. Boy dies, but not really. Boy opens café on a tropical island. Girl searches for boy with boy’s grandson. Your standard love story, I would think.”

“I’m serious, Shelley,” Paolo said. “We might be able to find some clues to this mystery if you could fill me in on a few more details of what you knew about Nonno.”

The flight attendant drifted by with pots of coffee and tea. Shelley leaped at her chance for a reprieve. “Tea, please.”

She stirred a packet of sugar into the steaming amber liquid. She took a sip and burned her tongue. Paolo was right. Finding Max without preparing herself would be scalding and beyond horrific. On the other hand, she had once read that you could boil a frog alive without any struggle if you raised the temperature in slight increments. Boil now or burn later.

“It all started five years ago with a bar of soap.” Shelley heard the fire crackle under her seat. “I had moved to London from the States and was working as a copywriter. My team was on our eighth revision for a new soy-milk soap ad campaign. Our lovely client, you see, had the notion that their sales were somehow directly proportionate to the number of times their brand name was mentioned in the copy. This left me with two choices. The first was to write a commercial that began with ‘new’ and fill up the rest of the thirty seconds with ‘Smilky.’ The second, and my personal preference, was to tell Mr. Appleby exactly where he could shove his moisturizing bar. Fortunately, Sister Margaret talked me out of it.”

“Sister Margaret?” Paolo asked.

“My old Catholic-school teacher. The real Sister Margaret is in retirement in a nuns’ community in Florida, but for better or worse, hers is still the voice of my inconvenient conscience.”

“I take it that the two of you don’t get along?”

“Let’s just say we’ve learned how to compromise. That’s how I wound up churning out the requisite number of Smilkys—twenty-four to be exact—and stapling it to a resignation letter that was, to be honest, tons more creatively fulfilling. I left my masterpiece on my boss’s desk, grabbed the plastic potted plant from mine, and hurried to catch my train before the euphoric cloud of freedom I was floating on could drop my unemployed butt on the pavement. I needed my hoard of dark chocolate to cushion the fall.”
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