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Praise for Marilyn Brant and A Summer in Europe

“How I wish I were on this European tour with Marilyn Brant’s
 winsome, wonderful characters. I loved every minute of
 this delightful novel, from the breathtaking sights to
 the deliciously described food to the thrilling new
 experiences. Brava, Marilyn Brant!”

 


—Melissa Senate, bestselling author of
 The Love Goddess’ Cooking School

 


 


“Reading a Marilyn Brant book is like eating a piece of rich
 chocolate—it gets you excited, it’s deliciously satisfying, and
 it leaves a smile on your face after you’ve finished it!”

 


—Simone Elkeles, New York Times and USA Today
 bestselling author of the Perfect Chemistry series

 


 


“Marilyn Brant has done it again: she has crafted a warm and wise
 novel filled with characters that live on in your imagination. Make
 sure your passport is in order. After reading A Summer in Europe
 you’ll want to book your flight immediately!”

 


—Laura Moore, author of Remember Me
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To My Dad, 
who first enchanted me with tales of world travel ...

 


To My Husband, 
who enthusiastically traveled the world with me ...

 


And To My Son, 
who now travels with me, so I can see the world anew.
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So, my first thank you is to the people of Europe for your kindness and for helping to make every one of my visits a joyous, memorable adventure.

Thanks, as always, to my wonderful writing chapter, Chicago-North RWA, especially to my critique partners Karen Dale Harris, Laura Moore and Lisa Laing, who each brought tremendous insight to this manuscript. Special thanks to Simone Elkeles for sharing her mah-jongg expertise with me, and to Erika Danou, Sara Daniel, Pamala Knight and Susan McBride for their unflagging moral support. The friendship you’ve all given me is a treasured gift.

I’ve also had a team of extraordinary friends—online and off—who make day-to-day life enormously fun. I’m so thankful for Sarah Pressly-James, Joyce Twardock, Karen Karris, Heather Eisenhour, Ann Dingman and Anne Scarano for being my hometown cheerleaders. Love you, ladies—even though you made me sing karaoke once. And hugs of gratitude to my online pals: my 007 Golden Heart Bond Girls, the Girlfriends Book Club, the Austen Authors, my fellow Magical Musings sisters and the generous blogging friends who visit me on Brant Flakes and other sites around the Web. I can’t express how much I appreciate you all.

One of the great delights in writing women’s fiction has been the opportunity to visit so many fantastic book clubs and have discussions about my novels after their release. This year one book club dear to my heart—The Page Turners—read this novel months in advance and shared their thoughts with me. Huge thanks to Brenda Brown, Gayle Jensen, Jeanne Kircher, Kristi Knull, Julie Leach, Dina Pierce, Michelle Ritchie and Evelyn Webber. Your enthusiasm for this story and your thoughtful feedback was truly helpful. Thanks, too, to Nephele Tempest for your suggestions, and to Barbara Dacloush and Ana Dawson for years of encouragement.

Boundless appreciation to my fabulous editor, John Scog-namiglio, and the entire Kensington staff. I feel so fortunate to be working with all of you. Heartfelt thanks to librarians, booksellers and readers everywhere for your interest in my novels and your warm e-mails to me. You’re a big part of why I adore my job.

And, of course, my love and gratitude to all my family—most especially my parents, my brother, my husband and my son—who have understood my wanderlust for as long as they’ve known me and, in many cases, shared it.




If music be the food of love, play on ... (Twelfth Night)
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The web of our life is of a mingled yarn,
 good and ill together. (All’s Well That Ends Well)

 


—William Shakespeare
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“Life ... is a public performance on the violin,
 in which you must learn the instrument as you go along.”
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“Does it seem reasonable that she should play so wonderfully,
 and live so quietly? I suspect that one day she will be wonderful in both ...
 music and life will mingle.”

 


—E. M. Forster (A Room with a View)




1

An Unexpected Turn of Events

Tuesday, June 26

 


The thing no one understood about Gwendolyn Reese was that she was three ages at once: thirty chronologically, forty-five intellectually and fifteen experientially. The people inhabiting her small circle of acquaintances planned to celebrate the first of these maturational milestones with Mylar balloons and devil’s food cake. The second, they revered privately, hoping their appreciation would score them a shot at being her partner during the odd game of Trivial Pursuit. But, with the possible exception of her eccentric Aunt Beatrice, they were patently oblivious to the third.

Aunt Beatrice—who clocked in at sixty-seven chronologically, twenty-four intellectually and a whopping one hundred-ten experientially—knew how to have a good time. Even if Beatrice’s idea of “a good time” didn’t exactly mesh with Gwendolyn’s own.

A point Gwen was painfully reminded of when she was awakened—at five a.m.—by the persistent ringing of the telephone and realized that on this, her thirtieth birthday, and in complete disregard of her intentions for a quiet solo dinner and a warm bath to the emotionally soaring melodies of Andrew Lloyd Webber, she’d be spending the evening instead with Beatrice and all thirteen wack-job members of her aunt’s S&M club.

The day was off to a disturbingly atypical start.

“Gwennie! Happy birthday!” her aunt chirped on the phone.

Gwen yawned, sat up on her extrafirm mattress, swung her legs over the side and slipped her feet into her sensible beige slippers on the floor. “Thanks, Aunt Bea.”

“I know you’re an early riser, so I set my alarm special, just to wake up in time to catch you before you left. You’re going to your, whatchamacallit, spinning class now, right?”

Gwen rubbed her eyes and glanced at the clock—a palindromic 5:05. “Yep. Soon.” She didn’t have the heart to tell her aunt that she only went to the five-thirty class during the school year when she had a full teaching day ahead. She slept late during summer vacation and never, ever got to the gym before six forty-five. Not in June.

“Well, I won’t keep you for long then, honey, but it’s Tuesday so, of course, the club is getting together tonight. And we have a special birthday celebration planned just for you. When can you get here?”

Gwen smothered a sigh. “Um ...” Her aunt’s “club” was something she tried to avoid like mosquitoes at twilight, like filing her taxes any later than March 1, like her eighth-grade math students coughing in her face during flu season. Those club people—however sweet, bighearted and well-meaning—were nothing short of crazy, and her aunt always wanted to drag her into their gatherings. All of them were sixty or older, but they acted like irresponsible teenagers half the time and horny college students the rest. Case in point, even though “S&M” technically stood for sudoku and mah-jongg, some of the members liked to imply that they weren’t opposed to the other meaning.

Retired vet Dr. Louie Strand even had T-shirts made up that said, “I’m into S&M ... wanna play with me?”

And Mrs. Matilda Riesling, at age eighty-three (and a former Presbyterian Church secretary no less!), apparently thought Dr. Louie’s shirts weren’t suggestive enough, so she countered with, “The S&M Club: It’s even more fun when we’re tied.”

These were not people Gwen could relate to with ease.

“Gwennie?”

“I, uh, have to meet Richard for lunch downtown. One o’clock sharp, he said. But I could be at your house in the late afternoon or early evening.” Maybe if she arrived before five, she’d get to leave by seven.

“Oh, good. Come around four-thirty, then. No later than five-fifteen, you hear? We’re seniors. We like to eat early.”

Gwen agreed.

“And, Gwennie, enjoy your lunch date. You’ll tell us all about it tonight, right?”

“Right.”

Aunt Beatrice hung up and Gwen was left holding the phone. She stared out the window of her condo into the rising eastern sun of a bright Iowa summer day, the mighty Mississippi River glinting in the distance. June 26. Her thirtieth birthday. She hoped, with a shiver of pure excitement, that she’d have more to celebrate than a new decade by the day’s end—provided, of course, she survived until bedtime.

She set about skipping through the paces of her scrupulously well-structured morning. She may have been awakened a tad earlier than anticipated but, on a day as significant as this one, a little extra time to prepare wouldn’t be a bad thing, would it?

She performed her series of twelve flexibility stretches, just as she always did, vacation or no. Her one really good friend from the school district, Kathy, her team-teaching partner in the junior-high math department, would always laugh when Gwen would do a few extra stretches during their lunch breaks, and she’d make up goofy animal descriptions of Gwen poses. It made Gwen smile to think about it. Kathy was funny, sweet-tempered ... and away on a summer-long missionary trip to El Salvador. She wouldn’t be calling Gwen up and asking if she were a Squatting Ostrich or a Twisted Ferret today.

She sighed, feeling the twinge of her aloneness spreading like a low, slow ache. She wasn’t the type to make hordes of friends, so she missed having another woman to talk to on weekdays. Someone who’d sincerely listen. There was always her aunt, of course, but, well ... not really. And were it not for Richard, she’d be more than alone this summer. She’d be lonely, too.

She walked into the kitchen and poured one measuring cup of her high-fiber bran flakes into her favorite white ceramic cereal bowl—the one with daisies very cheerfully ringing the circumference. She topped the flakes with two tablespoons of dried California raisins, half of a sliced banana and one level scoop of slivered almonds. She then poured exactly two-thirds of a cup of 1 percent milk over all of it and took her first bite.

Mmm. Wholesomely balanced, delicious and even leisurely. And, because she could indulge in the extra time, she savored her healthy meal to the sounds of Andrew Lloyd Webber’s GOLD: The Definitive Hits Collection.

She chewed her food with diligence while jumping between tracks. Barbra Streisand’s beautiful version of “As If We Never Said Goodbye” stirred her. When she heard the strings, she glanced, as she always did, at the violin hanging on the opposite wall. Her dad’s. She could almost imagine him playing that song. Feel the emotion he surely would have brought to it.

She flipped to Sarah Brightman’s famous rendition of “The Phantom of the Opera,” even humming along since no one else could hear her. But it wasn’t until an especially melodious moment in selection #11’s “Love Changes Everything” from Aspects of Love that she felt the oddest wave of longing rise up and crash into her rib cage. Far more powerful than usual. She didn’t know why.

Quite possibly, it was Michael Ball’s incredible vocals and haunting musical interpretation.

Or, perhaps, she was still caught in that netherworld of sleepiness and was too easily affected by lyrics that mentioned “trembling” at the sound of someone’s name.

Or, maybe, she was just getting old and sentimental.

She inhaled sharply, swiped away an unexpected tear that blurred her vision and gulped the last spoonful of cereal. Maybe, if she had someone to share this music with in the morning, she wouldn’t feel the pang of loss that jabbed at her when she wasn’t expecting it. Richard might claim he wasn’t big into musicals, but that was only because he’d never really gone to any. At least not to any good ones. Hadn’t they just watched Singing in the Rain on TV? She bit her lip and nodded to herself, remembering. He seemed to enjoy that well enough, so she had reason to be hopeful. Once they were living in the same house together, he would surely understand, wouldn’t he?

Then again, Richard prided himself on being very constant in his opinions. Something she generally appreciated about him. She prized this constancy in herself, too.

But, oh, this was the big day!

Gwen snapped off the music, trying to shrug off dancing nerves of indistinct origin. What was with these senseless jitters? This was going to be wonderful! It was the day she’d been waiting for....

She forced herself to take a deep breath and then floated down the hall to get ready. She brushed and flossed, meticulously chose an outfit for her luncheon (white blouse, floral peach and pale pink skirt, brown leather sandals, dangling pearl earrings that had once belonged to her mother—for good luck) and packed her gym bag. She pulled her straight, dark blond hair back into a ponytail and prepared to drive the 8.6 miles to the gym.

The rest of the morning progressed in perfect thirty- to sixty-minute intervals, precisely as planned. She took her class, cleaned herself up, did a few household tasks and even spoke briefly to each of her brothers.

George, six years her junior, called to say, “Happy birthday, Sis,” from his computer-programming internship in Atlanta.

And Geoffrey, eight years younger than Gwen, phoned in from his accountancy work-study site in Seattle with the jovial greeting, “So, whoa, three decades! You’re an old lady.”

“Very funny,” she’d said to Geoff, laughing, but she only pretended amusement. As excited as she was about her date with Richard, she’d been dreading this particular birthday for months. Years, if she were to be completely honest.

Of course, just hearing her brothers’ voices again, while delightful, underscored how alone she’d felt since she’d moved to Dubuque to take this math teaching position. The big city on the Mississippi may have been less than two hours away from her tiny hometown of Waverly, Iowa, but all of her memories of her parents and her life growing up were back there. Her brothers had moved away now, too, and much farther than she had after their dad died two years ago. They’d expanded their view of the world, and a part of her wished she could shake off her origins just as easily and be more like them.

She shoved away her combination of homesickness and irritation and, finally, when noon came around, she changed into her preselected clothing, put on a touch of makeup and found herself uncharacteristically giddy with anticipation.

This was it!

She sang a few bars of “Love Changes Everything” to herself—aloud!—before she realized it and stopped herself in embarrassment. She was that happy. Richard had hinted more than once in the past few weeks that he thought she’d “be pleased” with his gift. Knowing him, she more than suspected she’d love it.

By three this afternoon, four at the latest, she’d no longer be the unattached newish teacher Gwendolyn Anne Reese, the subject of some speculation and slight pity amongst the too-inquisitive junior-high teaching staff at Midland Park School District #76. She’d be the future Mrs. Richard Sidney Banks. And she knew exactly what that would be like: warm, caring and secure. Richard was smart, kind, steady, responsible. A man she could understand. She liked knowing what to expect out of people, and liked it even more when they consistently delivered.

“You and Richard seem, um, well matched,” her aunt had admitted once, after having polished off half a pitcher of piña co-ladas. This was as close as Gwen had ever gotten to an enthusiastic endorsement from Beatrice. But, although Gwen had dated casually in college and afterward, Richard was the most serious boyfriend she’d ever had.

“Yes, he’s just wonderful, isn’t he?” she’d told her aunt, and she meant it earnestly. Gwen had met him after only a few weeks in Dubuque and easily felt more affection toward him than any other guy she’d ever known, aside from family. He was so easy to be with, and so naturally right for her. They seemed to innately understand each other.

And today would be the start of the next stage. A new beginning. Something good. Something that might even make turning thirty worth it.

In her eagerness to get a jump on the afternoon, she headed to The Surfing Cow Supper Club a bit earlier than necessary. It was Richard’s restaurant of choice—a high-quality seafood-and-steak place along the river. As she sat in her parked car waiting for him, she breathed deeply and fiddled with her late mother’s pearl earrings until she spotted Richard’s steel-blue sedan pull into a space by the door, promptly at one p.m. Her heart swelled. Her future husband was fabulously punctual!

She stepped out of her car and waved to try to get his attention. But he didn’t see her. He was carrying a small silver gift bag and was focused on getting in the restaurant via the revolving door. This sent a momentary sizzle of delight through her. He looked as excitedly impatient as she felt. And that package was the perfect size for a ring box.

She tried to relax. Don’t rush the moment, her friend Kathy always said. Savor it.

Gwen inhaled again, exhaled and then called out Richard’s name. He turned, spotted her and grinned.

She crisscrossed the lot and slid up to him. “Hello, Richard,” she murmured, her voice oddly breathy. Was this what it was like to tremble at somebody’s name? She thought of the Michael Ball song from that morning. Well, she wasn’t shaking, but she did feel rather unsettled.

His grin broadened, brightening further his already attractive face. “Happy birthday, Gwendolyn.”

“Thank you,” she said, pressing her lips to his, feeling the coolness of them despite the scorching summer heat.

He placed a hand on her lower back, a reassuring gesture, as he guided her into the restaurant. “I took the afternoon off, but I’ll have to make an appearance at work again later today. We’ve got a bunch of claims that need to be filed before the weekend.”

She nodded, a bit disappointed, of course, that he didn’t suggest spending the evening with her, too. Perhaps he’d finish early and surprise her at her aunt’s house. Well, no. That was unlikely. Or, maybe, he’d visit her at her condo later in the night. She was, however, used to Richard’s industriousness at work. As he did with all tasks, he took his responsibility as an up-and-coming insurance agent at Iowa Insurance Corporation very seriously. Hardworking and ambitious, he even had their company’s slogan (“Providing first-rate insurance services to every first-rate Iowan—and, yes! That means YOU!”) printed on a rather large, Day-Glo yellow bumper sticker and pasted across the back of his car. His company devotion was unmissable.

“So, how are you?” she asked when they were seated and had each ordered the Tuesday Surf-n-Turf Special—not Richard’s usual meal of baked chicken and mashed potatoes, but a real splurge. Further proof that today was a special day. Gwen smiled, her excitement rising.

“Doing well. Getting things done. But glad to get a little time off to celebrate your big day with you.” He raised a glass of the white wine he’d selected to accompany their lunch. She raised her glass in return and they clinked.

She took a sip, appreciating the light, slightly fruity flavor. He’d gotten this brand for her before. A number of times. “Mmm,” she murmured. Richard’s taste in such things was so competent and experienced, she rarely bothered to wrestle with meal and drink selections anymore. She’d grown accustomed to just ordering whatever he did. And, while her friend Kathy would likely declare she wasn’t being adventurous enough, Gwen hadn’t been disappointed yet.

Richard smiled affably at her as he chatted about the particulars of his workday. A morning meeting. The latest big claims. Some funny memos from his coworkers. An upcoming conference. After twenty-three months of serious dating, she knew almost as much about the minutiae of his office job as she did about her own school district. It wasn’t uninteresting, though. Just kind of ... unchanging. “And, oh. There’s going to be a company Fourth of July picnic next week, so mark your calendar,” he told her.

There was an unmistakable sparkle in his eyes as he spoke about this event. Was he thinking of introducing her as his fiancée at the picnic? “Of course,” she said, elated.

He beamed at her and chitchatted some more. He remained very much his usual self throughout the meal—indomitably polite to the waitstaff, expressing delight when their platters arrived, enthusiastic about events coming up in the near future—nothing seemed remotely out of the ordinary. This was comforting.

Gwen fidgeted with her fork and studied her plate, heaped with rich foods: a solid cut of Angus steak smothered in a mushroom sauce, shrimp and scallops with melted butter, a few superbly prepared sides. Richard dug in enthusiastically. He looked to be enjoying every bite and fully expected her to do the same. Under normal circumstances, she would have considered it too heavy a meal, perhaps, but she would have appreciated it much more than she did just then. Her stomach was churning strangely, however, and she could barely manage to eat a third of the platter.

“Don’t you like it?” he whispered, sounding worried when she told him she was going to ask their waiter for a carryout box. “If it’s not cooked well, or if you’d rather have the baked chicken like we usually get, I can order that for you instead.”

“No. This is great. Really. I’m just full already, and I know I have to save room for some dinner and birthday cake tonight at Aunt Bea’s.”

“Ah,” he said, not unpleasantly, but Gwen couldn’t help but detect the shadow that darkened his face upon hearing her aunt’s name. There was a perpetual unease between the two of them and, even though they’d spent several occasions together during the time she and Richard had been a steady couple, an awkwardness that almost approached dislike lingered between them.

It was an odd thing, really. Particularly given both of their compassionate natures. Her aunt, while certainly quirky, was a source of everlasting kindness and strength in Gwen’s life—the lone mother figure she’d had when her mom (Aunt Beatrice’s younger sister) died when Gwen was twelve, and her only living relative in the area. She owed her aunt so much.

And Richard ...

He’d been there for her when she’d first moved to Dubuque and had felt so alone. He was so calm and gentle with everyone, especially his clients. A remarkably empathetic insurance agent. She’d seen him in action on a few occasions when there had been a car accident or a house fire. He seemed unfazed by disaster. Placid in the face of grief. A guy who could be counted on to be cool under pressure and help out the victims in crisis. How comforting it was to be around a man so reliable and proficient in emergencies!

And, yet, he didn’t seem to like her aunt very much, who’d been nothing but—well, her naturally sweet but sort of nutty self with him. Gwen found their silent antagonism endlessly mystifying. But, of course, it would be impolite to mention this to either.

“So, nothing for you from the dessert menu then, Birthday Girl?” Richard asked, clasping her hand on the tabletop and squeezing gently. “Maybe a cup of vanilla ice cream?”

She shook her head. “No, thanks. But this was delicious.” She pointed to her entrée, ready to be boxed up, and poked around a little just to make sure nothing special was hidden underneath a fat scallop or a buttery shrimp. Nope. “I’ll enjoy the rest later,” she told him, a little disappointed that he hadn’t thought to be sort of creative with his proposal. Then again, a ring could get really sticky in mushroom sauce.

“Okay. Perhaps just a little more wine instead?”

Once more she saw the sparkle in his clear gray eyes, and she found herself agreeing to another half glass, even though she wasn’t sure she could drink it. Her stomach continued to host some kind of gymnastic tournament inside her abdomen. She pressed her palm against the flat of her belly to try to calm the happiness masquerading as anxiety within her. This was a good day! She was just moments away from the joy she’d been waiting for—for months.

Plus, she knew she’d have something fun to tell Aunt Bea and those insatiable gossips in the S&M club that night. They were always trolling for details on her love life as if it might be some juicy plotline from The Bold and the Beautiful, her aunt’s favorite soap opera. Just to appease them in their adoration of the melodramatic, she often spoon-fed them whatever romantic tidbits she could without revealing anything too personal. She knew from her aunt’s tone and comment on the phone that they were expecting a fair bit of news tonight, though. It would be a relief to finally get to feed their curiosity by sharing something huge like wedding plans.

Oh, and Aunt Bea! Even if the future groom was Richard, Gwen knew this announcement would be a thrill for her aunt. Bea was in love with the idea of people being in love.

Richard reached down to pull up the silver gift bag he’d carefully set on the floor next to his chair. “I’ve got a little something for you, Gwen,” he told her as he placed the package in her hands. “I hope you’ll like it.”

“Thank you.” With unsteady fingers, she lifted out the loose white tissue paper at the top and laid it on the empty seat next to her. She tapped at the item at the bottom of the bag, wrapped in more tissue still. Hard. Small. Square-shaped. With her heart pounding, she pulled it out and let the paper drop away.

A ring-sized jewelry box. Navy blue. Oh, here it is!

She took a very deep breath and lifted the lid of the box. Slowly. Really trying to savor the moment. But her pulse was racing, and she just couldn’t wait. She flipped it open and ... blinked.

Inside, rather than the engagement ring she was expecting, a pair of earrings sat on the velvety cushion. Very nice pearl earrings. But still ... earrings.

Hmm.

“Do you like them?” he asked, his tone anxious.

She exhaled. “Well—yes, of course. They ... they’re lovely, Richard. Thank you.”

“You’re welcome,” he gushed. “I’m so glad you think they’re pretty. I saw this pair and immediately thought of you. I think they’ll look great on you.”

She instinctively reached up to touch the pearl earrings she already had on. Richard saw her do this, and he smiled.

“I know how you like wearing those old ones,” he said brightly. “But I figured they were kind of worn-out now, you know. You needed something newer.”

She stared at him for a long moment but had no way of responding to this astonishing comment. She’d told him of her sentimental connection to her mother’s earrings. She’d even told him that these were the earrings her father had given her mother when Gwen was born. That her mom had always said one day they’d be hers. That she’d give them to Gwen on her sixteenth birthday ... a birthday her mom hadn’t lived to share with her. Could Richard have forgotten this?

She tried hard to see the good intentions behind his gift, but knew it would be impossible to explain all of the ways in which he’d missed the mark. Not without bruising his feelings. But, seriously. Was it possible he really believed such a thing? No other pair of earrings could ever hope to replace the ones that had belonged to Mom. These were not “old” or “worn-out,” they were treasured and loved. Richard’s pair, while quite pretty and very new, lacked the soft luster from wear, the uniqueness of design and the intense sentiment of her originals. How did he not understand that?

Furthermore, while it may have come in a jewelry box, his present wasn’t remotely like a proposal, and Gwen was stunned by how much the absence of this pained her. She’d been so sure. Everything about her relationship with him had been so seamless, so predictable.

Until now.

In one last-ditch effort to make certain she hadn’t missed an additional gift anywhere, she slid her fingertips along the bottom of the sparkly silver bag as she wrapped up the earrings in the tissue paper again. Nothing else was in there. And nothing else seemed to be in her boyfriend’s jacket, either, tucked away from view. Nothing.

She’d thought two years was a very sensible time frame for an engagement. Ideal, in fact. Yet, she must have thought wrong.

She bowed her head and shut her eyes tight. Warring with her hurt and confusion, however, was the acute discomfort that she’d somehow miscalculated something so significant. And her misjudgment was only accentuated by Richard’s behavior. He paid for the meal, helped her collect her things and walked her to her car without a single mention of marriage.

Although she wanted to be understanding, a frustrated part of her also wanted to shake him and cry, “What happened, Richard? You were supposed to propose to me today. Everyone expected it—especially me!”

But she did not shake him. A new ache constricted her heart, but she kept very quiet, allowing only a few—admittedly incensed—mental comebacks in the privacy of her mind. For several moments, she merely stood there, struggling to gulp away her disappointment, but it lingered in her mouth like the aftertaste of a fruity wine that had soured.

“So, I’ll see you in a few days?” he said. “Maybe we can catch a movie this weekend or just ... hang out.” He grinned at her. “Hang out” was his code phrase for making love. An activity that had been very pleasant between them. And always very uncomplicated.

She nodded mutely. Then, only when she was positive she could speak without her voice quivering, she said, “Yes, and, well, thanks so much for lunch, Richard. And for the earrings. Both were very ... nice.”

She turned to unlock her car door, but he put his hand on her shoulder. “Um, Gwen—” He cleared his throat. “I, uh, want you to know that I’ve been looking at other things, too. Other kinds of jewelry for you. Okay?”

She met his eye and saw the warmth and kindness she’d come to associate with him staring back at her. But there was something else, too. Something she was having a difficult time pinpointing. The flip side of a good quality, perhaps. Not consistency, but rigidity.

“Okay,” she murmured.

He inhaled deeply, like this was a speech he’d rehearsed at length, and threaded his fingers through his very dark, very straight hair. “We’ve been dating for almost two years and, well, I can imagine you might be expecting something more for your birthday than earrings. I was at the jewelry store, you know. I was ... looking. But a commitment, like marriage, for instance, is a very serious thing. It requires planning and deliberation and lots of consideration. I think an engagement is better suited to a more reflective time of year. Like fall. Or even winter.”

She felt her brow furrow as she tried to make sense of this statement. Yes, she’d agree marriage was a very serious matter and it was worthy of much thought and discussion. Why that discussion would have to wait until it was colder, however, was beyond her comprehension.

“Okay,” she murmured again, but she couldn’t help but be tempted to say: Did you think Halloween would be a more serious time for a proposal? Were you going to ask me to be your very own Bride of Frankenstein? Dress up like a ghoul or some kind of vampire?

Something inside her chest snapped loose at the thought. She tried, unsuccessfully, to stifle a snicker at the image of straitlaced Richard wearing fake blood and a cape and getting down on one knee, reciting words of love from the more passionate passages of Bram Stoker’s Dracula or, alternately, a few lines from Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein, but she was rewarded only with him staring at her as if she were the strange one. Maybe she was—or maybe not at all. Truth was, at this point, she no longer knew.

She wished she had someone in her life she could ask to gauge the strangeness level for her. But both of her parents were dead. Her brothers were living thousands of miles away and, besides, they were guys. Aside from Kathy, her teaching colleagues weren’t people she considered close enough to share such intimacies with, particularly outside of the school year. And her aunt was, well, not the most conventional person.

So, she just pecked Richard on the cheek and swiftly slid into her car. She needed time to reflect on all of this.

“I’ll call you tomorrow,” she told him, and with a half wave, he let her go.

What just happened?!

She asked herself this repeatedly. All she’d ever wanted was for the world to make sense. To progress in a way that was rational. With Richard, it should have. But ... it didn’t.

At home again, she reasoned through the events of the afternoon, in minute-by-minute increments, trying to balance Richard’s motivations with his behavior, while mechanically cutting up fruit for a healthy appetizer to bring to her aunt’s house. But, like two sides of an algebraic equation, there was a variable on one end that remained a mystery:

A (He didn’t formally propose to her, but he also didn’t NOT propose.) + B (He expressed his intention to become engaged as soon as the seasons changed and the air had sufficiently chilled—an ingredient for “good reflection” she would never have predicted prior to the day’s luncheon—but he did not say he desperately wanted to be her husband, or articulate his passion with the assistance of a famed poet’s verses, or even profess on his own how much he ardently loved and admired her.) + C (He did not solidify their romantic connection in any way that she’d expected.) = X (Unknown.)

As a result, she felt herself in the odd limbo of being attached to the man by an invisible string. There was a bond, yes. Just not a readily apparent or wholly logical one. And she couldn’t help but wonder, in that enclosed cerebral circuit of private introspection that was half mathematical, half literary and entirely academic: How strong was their attachment?

 



Steadying a tray of fruit kabobs on her hip, Gwen used her key to enter her aunt’s house at precisely a quarter to four and stepped into the ruckus that was an S&M club meeting.

“Swear to the sweet Lord child, I’m gonna wrap your head up in an Akan kente cloth, Davis, and twist until your neck snaps!” Zenia hollered, raising her voice with practiced theatrics and standing up to add that extra element of menace.

Zenia Bronson, age sixty-two, was no stranger to emoting. She’d been a local stage actress back in the seventies and was now “A Fiber Artist of the Highest Caliber,” or so said the business cards for her shop—Loominous. The current focus of her wrath was white-haired Davis Whitney because he had the misfortune of being their mah-jongg dealer or leader or something (they called him “East” for a reason Gwen didn’t understand) in a fierce game against the formidable Youngs.

Alex and Connie Sue Young were a married couple, ages seventy-two and sixty-nine, respectively, who’d both honed their math and gaming skills—and padded their retirement funds—by playing the riverboat casino circuit. One might say that no one won easily against either Alex or Connie Sue. One might also say that Zenia did not accept defeat in any arena without finger-pointing, mild profanity and an onslaught of creative threats.

“You may have won a measly $126,000 on Wheel of Fortune once, but until you learn how to pick and discard the damn tiles, you’re as worthless as a pair of circular needles on a jack loom,” Zenia spouted, tugging on a couple of her long braids—dyed strands of jet-black and burgundy, entwined—in a show of agitation and disgust.

Gwen was barely conversant in the rules of mah-jongg, but she was pretty sure Zenia wasn’t happy with her thirteen-tile hand and wanted to “pick ahead.” Davis, a retired calculus teacher, had apparently thwarted Zenia by citing some rule specific to the version they were playing and dared to call her on cheating for “wanting to look at her future”—whatever that meant. So, the tall, imposing woman huffed, puffed and stabbed her silver-and-purple-glittered index fingernail in the general direction of Davis’s heart, but he just yawned, refusing to budge on the issue. The Youngs ignored her rant and waved Gwen deeper inside the den.

“Your auntie is in the kitchen,” Connie Sue said helpfully. “You go put that tray down and come back and talk to me, you hear?”

“Sure,” Gwen said.

Alex patted his wife’s arm affectionately and said to Gwen, “And we wouldn’t be opposed to you bringin’ us a coupla Hester’s lemon squares since you’re headed that-a way.” He shot Zenia a devilish look. “ ’Course, the game’ll probably be over soon, and we’ll be able to get up and grab ’em ourselves.”

Zenia crossed her arms, sat herself back down and glared at Alex. “You got a winning hand already?”

He examined his rack of tiles and the current year’s mah-jongg card that listed every possible winning combination. “Nope,” he said with a smirk.

“Then you shut your fool mouth and play.”

Connie Sue and Alex laughed, and even Davis broke into a grin. Gwen slid away from the foursome and escaped into the kitchen.

“Gwennie!” her aunt cried when she spotted her. “You got here just in time.” Aunt Beatrice, who’d been chatting with Miss Hester Greenwald over vodka-spiked glasses of Fresca (her aunt’s favorite drink), broke off her conversation and wrapped her slender but wiry arms around her niece. Despite being a head shorter than Gwen and about forty pounds lighter, Beatrice still managed to crush her with the embrace. It was all Gwen could do to keep breathing and to not drop the fruit kabobs.

“Hi, Aunt Bea,” Gwen rasped, sucking in a lungful of air when her aunt let go. “Where would you like me to put these?”

“Oooh, I’ll take ’em for you,” Hester said, yanking the tray out of Gwen’s hands. “What’cha got in here?” Hester, the oldest member of the group at age ninety, a “lifelong bachelorette,” as she’d say, and a former schoolteacher “from back in the days of woolly mammoths and real liberals,” never hesitated to take charge if she felt leadership was needed.

She ripped the foil off the platter and studied the kabobs. “Very ... colorful, Gwendolyn,” Hester pronounced. “And I like the way you worked in all that spatial geometry, too.” She gingerly held up a kabob, studying the watermelon spheres and the cantaloupe cubes.

“Ovals, cylinders and trapezoids, oh, my!” Aunt Bea contributed, making note of the green grapes, banana chunks and pineapple wedges as well. “Very thoughtful of you to go to all this trouble, dear, but it’s your birthday. We’re here to treat you.”

Gwen was about to protest that she didn’t need any special treatment when Hester broke in. “How was your big birthday lunch with that boyfriend of yours?” The old woman leaned forward. “He get’cha anything good?”

Gwen noticed that, even though her aunt was making a show of arranging the kabobs, she was listening. Attentively.

“Yes,” Gwen told Hester. “A very nice pair of pearl earrings.” She smiled warmly at her and tried to sound very upbeat about it.

Nevertheless, Hester blinked her paper-thin eyelids and took a step back. “What?” The elderly lady snorted. “After all this time together, just some li’l pearl earrings? Not even diamonds? Humph.”

Aunt Bea frowned. “No, uh, other jewelry?”

Gwen shook her head and saw her aunt and Hester exchange a pointed glance. Quickly, Gwen added, “But the earrings are really lovely,” hoping to diffuse her aunt’s silent condemnation and defend an absent Richard from Hester’s obvious disapproval, too. She’d made the mistake of bringing him to an S&M gathering once, and Richard had hated every second of it. Although he was unfailingly courteous while in her aunt’s home, once he was out of it, he let it be known to her that “the chaos, disorder and unnatural degree of impulsivity” of the club members made him uncomfortable. While Gwen often felt the same way about them herself, her discomfort was frequently, although far from entirely, tempered by her understanding that they were well-intentioned. Even when they were being intrusive and embarrassingly immature.

For example, at that very moment, Hester, who’d crossed her arms like a petulant teen, pursed her lips into a credible sneer, hitched her hip to one side and huffed, “Well, we’ll show him. Don’t you worry, dearie. We got you a good gift.”

Before Gwen could so much as open her mouth to reply, Dr. Louie, wearing one of his S&M T-shirts and an absurdly festooned sombrero, strode into the room with a massive pan in his hands and announced, “Who wants some smoked-barbeque spare ribs?”

Matilda Riesling, trailing him as usual, carrying a ginormous platter and wearing her rival S&M T-shirt and several bright strands of Mardi Gras beads around her neck, said, “Smashed potato pie, people!”

At that, the mah-jongg players in the other room immediately abandoned their tiles and pushed their way into the kitchen to claim sturdy paper plates for sampling the vast array of rich and tasty dishes decorating her aunt’s table and countertops. Only Connie Sue and Davis were adventurous enough to try “one of them healthy fruit kabobs” and, in Davis’s case, it was only because he wanted to show Alex how to construct a model of a water molecule. The melon balls and grapes proved rather helpful.

Zenia, Hester and Aunt Bea were huddled in a corner gossiping about something. Gwen caught them sneaking furtive glances at her a few times while the rest of the S&M crowd grilled Gwen about her summer vacation plans, her luncheon with Richard and, alternately, her favorite sauces or glazes. She didn’t have many opinions on the latter. She’d never been one of those foodie types like her aunt. She’d halfheartedly put a few items on her plate, but Connie Sue forced a leg of fried chicken on her—“Why, it’s my Texan mama’s special recipe”—and Matilda was a potato-pie pusher, so Gwen nibbled on those while, at the same time, trying to keep at bay the growing tension headache hovering at her temples.

The group was abuzz with excitement that night since many of them would be leaving on a big trip in just a few days and this was the last time they’d all be together for a number of weeks. Gwen was relieved she’d only have to deal with her aunt and a couple of random club members while the rest were away. Aunt Bea would probably make Gwen watch The Bold and the Beautiful with her once or twice a week to make up for Zenia’s absence, as the two of them shared a fanatical attachment to the soap, but that was a small price to pay for not being pummeled with personal questions by a flock of nosy seniors.

She looked around and made note of the connections between these old pals. Couples like Connie Sue and Alex, who’d been married for almost five decades, stood out for her. Would that be her and Richard someday?

She chatted with the others, too, some of whom had been friends for almost as long. Davis slipped away to put on some old music—Frank Sinatra and stuff that’d been popular back in the forties, fifties and sixties—reminding Gwen of her parents.

The S&M club had been together for nearly twenty years, through marriages, divorces, deaths, the birth of grandchildren and even great-grandchildren. Zenia was a relatively new member. Hester was a founding member, who’d met Aunt Bea at some community center social a decade before and reeled her in. Even Gwen’s dad, before he’d died two years ago, had been involved periodically with the group, making the trek from Waverly to Dubuque for an occasional gathering or tournament.

“I’m more on the sudoku side,” he’d confided in Gwen once. “Don’t know how anybody keeps those mah-jongg rules straight.”

Gwen smiled at the memory and glanced around her aunt’s house, a disconcerting study in a non-updated 1970s decorating style. The colors—a clash of dark greens, old-fashioned creams and burnt oranges—simulated the visual effect of Zenia’s green-bean casserole. Gwen had difficulty stomaching both.

However, on the wall was a photograph of Aunt Bea with her kid sister, Madeline, who was Gwen’s mother. Gwen couldn’t help but stare at the picture of the two young women. It was one she paused to examine every time she visited her aunt. Her mom had been about her age when the photo was snapped.

It was odd to think of that. She’d only lived to forty. Only ten years more than me. Gwen tried to turn down the fear this thought created in her, the familiar what-am-I-gonna-do-with-my-life refrain that haunted her whenever she realized that she, too, could just die any day without warning. A brain aneurysm could unexpectedly cut short her time on Earth, just as it did with her mom. This depressed Gwen and made her want to grasp hold of life a tiny bit more. But she’d also vowed when she was young to be more careful about her every choice. She’d play it safe wherever and whenever she possibly could.

She gazed longer at the picture, imagining her mom swaying to the oldies song that was playing and her aunt singing beside her. Remembering her dad, too, and Bea’s husband, Uncle Freddy, who was no longer with them either. Missing them.

She blinked those thoughts away when Connie Sue stepped near her and asked yet another question about Gwen’s summer schedule. Nonteachers were always so interested in what teachers did over those long vacations. She answered politely but couldn’t help but wonder why, after a day that didn’t feel remotely celebratory to her, she was still here, amidst these kindly but rather prying elderly puzzle solvers and game players, eating heavy foods and missing her parents, when all she wanted to do was go home, take a bath and play her CDs.

A chorus of “Happy Birthday” roused her into greater awareness of the rest of the group. Her aunt, who’d managed to light candles on a big, chocolate, sprinkle-covered birthday cake sometime during Gwen’s conversation with Connie Sue, came forward in song and, with a couple of balloons in hand, demanded Gwen’s attention.

“Thanks, Aunt Bea. Thanks, everyone,” Gwen said, when the singing ceased, appreciating their thoughtfulness, although it made her headache reach a painful crescendo.

“Well, make a wish and blow out your candles!” Zenia demanded, her dark eyes twinkling so much Gwen was sure these must be trick lights.

Still, she thought about her wish: to be happy, secure, loved by someone and not so very afraid her life would end before she got to experience this. She took a breath and blew.

Every candle went out. All except one.

“Oooh!” Aunt Bea said. “That’s good.”

Gwen was about to extinguish this last one but stopped mid-breath. “Why? Why’s that good? I didn’t get them all.”

Her aunt laughed and a few of the older women chuckled. “Because, Gwennie, that means there’s room for surprises.”

Gwen bit her lip and forced a small smile at Bea. She’d had plenty of surprises in her life. She didn’t like them or desire more. Of course, she didn’t say that aloud. She blew out the last glowing candle.

Soon the cake was cut and everyone had gathered around the table to collect their piece and offer their good wishes.

“Take the first bite, honey,” Connie Sue urged, and Gwen obliged.

“Mmm. Delicious,” Gwen said, not untruthfully, although, like everything her aunt made, there was more butter and sugar in the batter than absolutely necessary. “Thanks.”

“Give her the card,” Hester said, elbowing Aunt Bea.

Bea looked around. “Who’s got it?”

Dr. Louie pulled it out of his back pocket and waved it in the air. “Everybody sign it?”

“Yep,” “Yes,” “Ah-ha” and “Of course, you numbskull!” followed.

He handed the peach-colored envelope to Gwen and she pulled out the card within. The scripty lettering on the front read “Hippo Birdie Two Ewes” and featured a gray hippopotamus, a cardinal and two fluffy white sheep all in a row. In spite of herself, Gwen laughed.

Then she opened the card.

Inside, there were signatures from everyone in the S&M club and, also, there was a photograph. This photograph wasn’t one she felt in any way sentimental about, but it did serve to confuse her. Why give her this? It was a picture of a geographical map of Europe with what looked like red string connecting the major cities in a crooked line from London to Rome. Some new form of “art,” perhaps, that Zenia was into?

“Um, thanks,” Gwen said. The club members around her were giggling—even the more solemn men, like Davis—which made her a tad apprehensive. She glanced at her aunt, who was positively beaming.

“Gwennie,” Aunt Bea began, “we’ve got a little surprise for you.”

Her aunt shot a look at Connie Sue, who raised her eyebrows at Hester and who, in turn, nudged Zenia, who blurted, “Angie’s havin’ a hip replacement.”

“I—I’m sorry to hear that,” Gwen replied, slightly taken aback by the non sequitur. Angie had been hobbling around rather a lot in the past several months and her husband, Thomas, at age seventy-five, had insisted on pushing her in a wheelchair, which she hated. The surgery was unfortunate, of course, but hardly surprising. “I hope she’ll recover quickly.”

“That woman would do anything to get out of a bet!” Zenia ranted, swiping a few beads of sweat off her deep brown forehead with the sleeve of her dazzling green-and-gold tunic and pacing across the room and back. “Said she’d climb to the top of the Eiffel Tower with me.” She huffed. “Wimped her way out of it.”

Gwen squinted at her and nodded slowly. Perhaps the combination of all of the carbs in the potatoes, the cake and the lemon bars were getting to the older lady. Zenia had to watch her blood sugar. “That’s too bad,” Gwen said, wondering if she should offer the woman a glass of water or, maybe, a comfortable chair in which to sit down.

“What Zenia means, dear,” her aunt interrupted, “is that Angie and Thomas aren’t going to be taking the trip with the group.”

The trip. The trip. Some madcap bus tour through Europe, complete with a stop at a sudoku festival in Brussels. Gwen pursed her lips to keep from sighing. She’d heard rather enough about “The Trip” in the months prior and altogether too much that night. She’d been so relieved when her aunt claimed lack of interest in the month-long jaunt.... She didn’t want to have to worry about Bea frolicking around like an adolescent through the streets of Paris or getting lost in the Alps or hooking up with some Italian octogenarian or anything.

Then it hit her.

The careful explanation. The photograph of that map. The freaky focus on how surprises were “a good thing.”

The first wave of alarm started like a slow tsunami and rose to dangerous heights before the realization drenched her in dread. She stared at Aunt Beatrice, praying she’d somehow completely misunderstood.

“So, I bought their tickets and transferred them to our names,” her aunt said brightly. “We’re going on the trip instead.”

“Surprise!” the S&M club members cried in gleeful harmony.

Gwen’s heart paused, as if not sure whether it should keep beating. The anxiety at the prospect of undertaking such a journey with this nearly insane crew tangoed with the allure of her first foreign adventure. I could see a world I’ve only read about....

“Oh, my God,” she murmured to herself, but no one, not even her aunt, heard her.

“And we leave in two days,” Hester said with a hearty cackle. “So you’d better start packing!”
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Normal people, Gwen thought, would have had nothing exceptional to say about a typical transatlantic flight and would have spent their hours in the air discussing just about anything other than the actual plane ride. Yet, between Dr. Louie, Matilda and Davis—her seatmates in economy class, row 22, center—no mathematical point of interest was either too small for analysis or too insignificant for general commentary.

“Oooh! Did you hear that?” Matilda pronounced, in the midst of an energetic game of canasta with Dr. Louie. “The captain says we’ve dipped to 30,000 feet. A little more than four-fifths of our cruising altitude during his last announcement.”

“And can you feel the deceleration?” Dr. Louie remarked, discarding a three and drawing a more favorable ten and queen.

“A reduction of at least twenty-five percent from our previous speed of approximately 500 miles per hour,” Davis replied, glancing up at them from the puzzle he was working on in a level-six Sudoku Master Challenge workbook. As one of only a few S&M members who qualified for the competition in Belgium, he had to be ready.

Gwen, accustomed to far more quiet time than she was getting that day, was starting to feel as though she may have made a terrible mistake in coming—European adventure or no. She gazed across the compact seats to look out of the windows. The point of their numerical scrutiny was that they’d be landing in Rome in less than an hour. For the past two hours, she’d been forced to overhear the three of them debating the Boeing 747’s position, location, elevation and speed with stunning absorption.

Aunt Bea, who was sitting just across the aisle from her, was snoring softly in the seat next to Connie Sue. Alex was next to his wife, wide-awake and staring out the window.

Gwen took a deep breath, closed her eyes and pretended to listen to her iPod, which needed recharging because it had run out of juice somewhere over the Atlantic. While the music had been playing, she’d been all right—she’d felt much as she had at home, in her kitchen, listening to her soundtracks and preparing for her day. Without the songs, though, she felt immediately just how far away from Iowa she really was. And from Richard.

Richard, who, when she’d called him to tell him about her aunt’s gift, had said, “Four weeks in Europe? What on Earth are you going to do there for that long?”

“It’s technically five weeks,” she’d replied, having had a chance to study the itinerary at some length. “And we’re going to visit famous sites. Bunches of them.” She’d been reading up. A lot. She already knew a fair bit of European history and welcomed the chance to learn more, but she couldn’t help but fear this book knowledge wouldn’t be enough to fully understand the experience. She’d only left her home state a handful of times in her life. The S&M members were world travelers compared to her. What would the people she encountered in Europe think of her when they realized just how very noncosmopolitan she was? She probably shouldn’t venture an opinion aloud—on anything—for the first week at least.

There was a pause on the line. “But what about the Fourth of July? You won’t be able to come to the picnic.”

“I’m afraid not, Richard.” She didn’t say, although it was implied, that they wouldn’t get to “hang out” that weekend, either. Perhaps, if they’d actually been engaged, she would’ve had the nerve to turn down her aunt’s offer, but Gwen didn’t have the ready excuse of needing to spend the summer making wedding plans. (And that was Richard’s own fault.) She couldn’t bear to see Aunt Bea’s joyful expression turn to disappointment without some really good reason. “You’ll be so busy over the next month, you’ll hardly have a chance to miss me,” she told him, hoping this wasn’t true, but suspecting it might be.

He cleared his throat. “Of course I’ll miss you, Gwendolyn.”

“Well, I’m glad we got those passports now,” she said, thinking he’d be pleased to hear this. He’d had a conference scheduled last summer in Ottawa, and he’d asked her to drive up there with him. She’d been really excited to go, and they’d both gotten passports. But when the conference dates were changed, he’d canceled the trip, and they’d ended up not going anywhere together. Not even to Canada.

“Yeah. Yours will come in handy now,” he replied, his voice almost tart.

Was he envious? Perhaps he was really sad to see her leave.

“Hey,” she’d said. “I have an idea! Don’t you have a few days of vacation left this summer? Why don’t you join us for a little while?” Buoyed by this rare burst of spontaneity, Gwen held her breath, awaiting his reply.

Richard kept her waiting for at least twelve seconds. She’d counted. “I’ll think about it,” he said finally. “But it would have to be somewhere English-speaking.”

And, so, they’d left it that, maybe, he’d join the group for their final days in London, since that was where the tour concluded. The possibility of this reunion with him, and the romantic closeness it might inspire, was what had kept her going for the past forty-eight hours. She mentally gripped her daydream of that moment, clung to it like a lifeline.

A sudden jolt caused by an air pocket—“Clear-air turbulence,” Matilda informed them, evidently figuring they ought to know the technical term—jerked Aunt Beatrice awake.

“Good morning, Gwennie,” her aunt said with a yawn.

“More like ‘Good afternoon,’ ” Davis inserted, after a peek at his wristwatch. “We’re on Italian time now.”

Aunt Bea chuckled. “So we are.” She yawned again, stretching her bony arms far enough to knock both Connie Sue and Alex in the head, had they not shifted away just in time. “I’m looking forward to finally seeing the others.”

Gwen squinted at her. “The others?” she asked, already worried that being on a plane with such an offbeat cast of characters might be resemblance enough to a plotline from Lost. She didn’t need there to be “Others,” too.

“Oh, yes,” her aunt answered breezily. “Our friends from our English sister city are flying down from the U.K. today. We’ve only met online so far. Tournaments. Facebook. You know.”

Gwen didn’t know. Or, more accurately, she only vaguely remembered. “Dubuque, Iowa, has a sister city?” she asked slowly. “In England?”

“It does for our club!” her aunt exclaimed.

“They’re really into S&M there,” Dr. Louie said with his booming baritone. The flight attendant walking up the aisle swiveled around and shot him an odd look. Most of the passengers in rows 23, 24 and 25 abruptly stopped talking. Half of row 21 craned their necks to glance back at him. Gwen slunk down in her seat.

“Hey, where do these people live?” some random guy, sitting two rows behind them, asked with a laugh.

“Surrey, dear,” Aunt Bea called to him.

“Like the carriage,” Connie Sue piped up.

“Or the show tune,” Matilda supplied helpfully.

Dr. Louie, who was seated between Matilda and Gwen, tossed down his playing cards and all but leaped up to wave at the guy who’d asked the question. With a frighteningly delighted look on his face, he burst into song, much like some teen in Glee or High School Musical, only not. “Hens and mice and sheep better scurry-yy, when I take my friends in my surrey-yy—”

Aunt Bea laughed, but Matilda interrupted him. “Oh, stop it, Louie! There were no sheep in that song. There were chicks and ducks and geese, I think, and maybe a cow somewhere, but I know—”

“Then join me!” Dr. Louie enthused, half lifting a startled Matilda out of her seat and getting her to lead the midsection of the plane in the first verse and chorus of “The Surrey with the Fringe on Top.”

It was like a Twilight Zone version of a musical come to life. Gwen was sure the ghosts of both Rodgers and Hammerstein were spinning in their graves and, quite possibly, planning for Flight 435’s crash landing and consequent fiery destruction just off the coast of Corsica. Good thing Richard wasn’t along. He’d be horrified by the spectacle.

But was the flight attendant doing anything to curtail this display? No. She was laughing. And when Louie and Matilda went on to butcher the song “Oklahoma!” next, the woman in uniform actually joined in the singing, as did at least sixty percent of the passengers in the economy-class section. Dr. Louie had snatched Davis’s pen away from him and was using it as a conductor’s wand. On top of that, instead of the wind sweepin’ down the plain the wind was sweepin’ cross the plane, with Dr. Louie pretending to blow a gust of air across the aisles from the windows on one side to the windows on the other.

Gwen’s self-consciousness rose to unparalleled heights. Although she knew every verse of every song they sang, she didn’t have the nerve to exhibit herself that way. Didn’t this prove they were nuts?! She’d never be someone who’d get coerced into impromptu karaoke-like singing in public, no matter how much these wacky seniors tried to cajole her into joining them.

And, furthermore, this trip that she’d expected to be a semiseri-ous learning experience was turning out to be far less like a European documentary than a continuously looping sitcom. Their flight, already an eternity, seemed to drag on even longer.

Aunt Bea paused long enough in her warbling to say to Gwen, “Isn’t this fun? And we’re not even in Rome yet!”
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After disembarking, they were greeted at the international arrivals terminal of Rome’s Leonardo da Vinci Airport by a short, older gentleman wearing a plaid cap and chunky glasses. The portly, bespectacled man spoke in brief sentences with a thick Italian accent and introduced himself to the group as “Guido.”

“He’s the hot tour guide Cynthia was going on and on about?” Zenia hissed at Connie Sue.

Connie Sue shook her frosted blond head. “Can’t be.”

Gwen’s aunt, standing near her friends at the back fringes of the crowd, shrugged and said, “Anything’s possible, but he doesn’t look at all like Cynthia described him.”

“Or like his Twitter profile photo,” added Zenia, unable to disguise her resentment.

In Gwen’s opinion, Guido did not look like the kind of person who would embrace social networking of any kind. He looked like the beefy security guard at her bank—one whose conversational exchanges were limited to intense nonverbal glances that said, “Step away from the vault” and “I’ll use this Taser if I have to.” She cleared her throat. “Um, who’s Cynthia?”

“She’s one of the Brits, dear,” Aunt Bea explained. “Cynthia Adams. She’s in her early forties but still single. She likes to travel. Hopes to find ‘The One’ someday.”

Zenia rolled her eyes. “Stupid goal.” But then, Zenia, Gwen knew, had been happily divorced for thirty-one out of her sixty-two years. She didn’t have much use or patience for the male segment of the species. Not that she was above a one- or two-night stand every now and again.

“She took a tour through Spain and Portugal with this company before, honey,” Connie Sue told Gwen. “She was the one who recommended it to us.”

“What a mistake.” Zenia dropped her carry-on bag on the noisy tile floor, sighed heavily and crossed her arms. “She’s a dolt if she thinks that man is in any way fling-worthy.”

Gwen was imagining Cynthia as a forty-something Bridget Jones, flaky and a little chubby, perhaps, until her aunt said, “She’s not a dolt. She’s a tenured mathematics professor at the University of London.”

Huh, Gwen thought. Not so Bridget-Jones-like, then.

Hester strode up to them, indignant and as fast as her spindly ninety-year-old legs could carry her. “Cynthia promised us our guide would be a really foxy dude.” She shot Guido an accusatory glance. “He’s not tall or Austrian!”

Gwen studied Guido from a distance of a few yards. He was speaking in short but commanding bursts of Italian to a couple of members of the airport staff. Something about baggage claims, Gwen gathered.

“Seems there’s been a little-bitty change,” Connie Sue murmured.

“I’ll text Sally and Peter,” Zenia informed them, pulling out her special, just for Europe, pay-as-you-go cell phone and punching a few buttons with rapid-fire thumb action. “Maybe they’ll know what’s going on here.”

Gwen was almost afraid to ask, but she said, “Who are Sally and Peter? More Brits?” She had no idea how she’d be able to keep all of these new people straight without an attendance list and a seating chart. Invaluable tools in a classroom of eighth graders but, perhaps, even more necessary here.

“Yep,” Aunt Bea said. “The Bentleys. They finally saved up enough for their honeymoon trip.”

“That’s so nice,” Gwen said, relieved there would be at least a couple of people closer to her age on the tour. Her aunt’s elderly friends, while certainly lively, weren’t exactly the kind of company she was looking for—even when they weren’t crooning their way through musical numbers in public places. “How long have they been married?”

“Forty years,” her aunt said.

“Oh.”

Aunt Bea looked at her with an expression that could only be described as compassionate. She reached out her thin fingers to grasp Gwen’s arm. “Don’t worry, Gwennie. I’m sure there will be someone you’ll find interesting on the trip. If not on the tour, then in the cities we visit. Grand European vacations are made for adventure. Romantic and otherwise.”

“Romantic?” Gwen blurted. “But I’m with Richard.”

Her aunt shrugged. “Of course you are, dear, but you never know. Life’s full of surprises, possibilities and changes—both pleasant and unpleasant—but that’s better than the alternative, right? Got to stay flexible, keep yourself open to experience.”

“Yep,” Zenia said, pulling her gaze away from the rotund Guido for a moment. “Plus, if someone’s really good, they’ll hold their own against the competition. Just like Ridge beating out his half brother Thorne for Brooke’s affection in The Bold and the Beautiful a few seasons ago.”

“And if they don’t,” added Connie Sue, “it’s a surefire better thing to know about it sooner rather than later.”

“Here, here,” chimed Hester.

Gwen forced a smile at them, despite their usual—and mostly benign—meddling. She wasn’t oblivious to their game, even though she was becoming increasingly annoyed by it. She understood they were trying to broaden her experiences and give her a chance to see men besides Richard and view the world beyond the borders of Iowa. She could appreciate that. Really. But it was scary to be so far away. Exciting, yes, but also overwhelming. She’d watched The Wizard of Oz with her mom when she was a little girl. She knew there was no place like home.

Eventually, they emerged from the entropic chaos of the airport and found themselves deposited, along with their luggage, in the heart of the city of Rome. The Hotel Adriatica was located on the famous and expensive Via Veneto, not far from the Spanish Steps and the Piazza Barberini. As Guido wrestled their bags off the bus, they were met in the hotel lobby by a lean-muscled, six-foot-something, very well-dressed blond gentleman who went by the name “Hans-Josef.”

“Oooh,” Hester hooted. Leaning in toward Aunt Beatrice and Gwen, she whispered, “Finally, the Austrian.”

Zenia, who’d been unable to reach the Brits via text, grinned in relief. “So, I won’t strangle Cynthia after all.”

Hans-Josef informed them that he’d worked for the tour company for eleven years, spoke “five languages fluently and three adequately” (English was, ostensibly, one of the fluent ones), was a native of Salzburg and would be their guide through Italy, Switzerland, Austria, Hungary, Germany, France, Belgium and England. He assured them they’d “take a big bite out of Europe” and do everything from visiting famous museums like the Louvre to climbing the Swiss Alps to going for a dip in the balmy Mediterranean Sea.

“I think I’ll just have to take a big bite outta him,” Zenia said, smacking her lips as their guide spoke.

Connie Sue whistled softly behind Gwen, Aunt Bea and Zenia. “I can’t wait to see that darlin’ man in swim trunks. Or out of them.” She sighed. “How many days until we get to the French Riviera?”

Her husband gave a faux offended huff. “I’m standing right here, sweetheart.”

Connie Sue snorted. “Oh, relax, Alex, he’s half your age.” She turned away from him and tapped Zenia on the shoulder. “Is sixty-nine too old to be a MILF?”

Zenia smirked. “Lordy, I’d say sixty-nine is great for a lot of things.”

Aunt Bea erupted with laughter, loud enough that Hans-Josef stopped talking and blinked his blue eyes at them. “Everything here is good, ja?”

“Ja,” Aunt Bea said, barely unable to contain her chuckles.

“Oh, ja,” Connie Sue and Zenia chorused.

Gwen couldn’t help but feel awkward around them. These women, decades older than she was, were so comfortable with themselves and their sexuality. Even though she had a hard time imagining her widowed aunt in bed with anyone—nor did she want to!—she knew Beatrice and Uncle Freddy had a healthy sex life before he died. It seemed her aunt had always been blunt, though. Never speaking in hushed euphemisms like she and Richard did. Would Gwen eventually outgrow her embarrassment, too? Once she hit forty? Sixty?

As she considered this, Hans-Josef continued making his introductory speech in precise Germanic-toned English. Guido, who, it turned out, was their bus driver for the duration of the tour up until the ferry crossing to England, dragged in the last few suitcases and turned them over to the hotel bellhops.

“I am pleased to say that most of our group has arrived.” Hans-Josef consulted his clipboard and made a few tick marks on one side. “There will be a few late arrivals this weekend, but we are in great shape.” He said “vill” instead of “will” and “ve” instead of “we,” but Gwen was pretty impressed by his command of the language. She’d taken a couple of semesters of German in high school and succeeded only in being able to ask, “Where is the post office?” and “How long is the train ride from Munich to Vienna?” and, topping the charts on usefulness, “May I have the Wienerschnitzel, please?”

“So, you will change your clothing, ja? Freshen up and relax for”—he checked his watch—“one hour and twelve minutes. Dinner will be at seven-thirty.”

Dr. Louie prodded Davis about something, and Matilda began to ask about room keys, but Hans-Josef snapped his fingers. Everyone in the group stopped moving and talking. “Don’t be late!” He paused, then broke into a smile that infused his well-chiseled face with light. Even Gwen had to admit that he was quite attractive. “I will get the keys now. Oh, also. For anyone not”—he paused as if searching for just the right phrase—“suffer-ing from jet lag, you are most cordially invited for a first view of Rome at night. We go after dinner.”

By the time Gwen and Aunt Bea had collected their keys, trudged up to their room, unpacked and changed out of their travel clothes, it was time for that meal. A few members of their group were already seated when they walked into the hotel restaurant but, before Gwen could sit next to someone familiar, her aunt cried, “Sally!” and rushed up to a woman Gwen had never seen.

“Is it really Beatrice?” the sixty-something woman said in a soft British accent. She embraced Aunt Bea. “Your photo on Facebook is an excellent likeness.”

“Yours, too.” Her aunt radiated delight at Sally. “And where is Peter?”

“He’ll be along shortly. It’s shameful the way he preens before any formal dining experience.” She shook her head in mock exasperation. “Worse than any sixteen-year-old girl, I’m afraid.”

Aunt Bea introduced Gwen to Sally Bentley and, eventually, to Sally’s husband, Peter, as well. “The honeymooners,” her aunt called them, and Bea insisted on dining at the same table with the two of them. Thus, Gwen was subjected to the usual getting-to-know-you questions, which she always disliked because, in explaining her life to others, she could never escape how ordinary and boring she sounded:

Yes, she was thirty, and a schoolteacher.

Yes, she liked kids.

No, she wasn’t married, however, she did have a serious boyfriend.

No, she’d never been to Europe before. (Or, really, anywhere at all.)

And, yes, her first impressions of Italy were definitely positive, but, no, she hadn’t seen more of Rome yet than what they’d passed on the drive from the airport to the hotel, etc.

How very dull they must think her, even though she smiled at them and tried to be friendly.

“Well, that will surely change soon,” Sally said with a kindly grin. “You shall get to start exploring Rome tonight. With us.”

And Peter, upon learning that Gwen taught eighth-grade math, began regaling them with “jokes” related to her subject area. The man had an astonishingly comprehensive memory of juvenile math teasers and puns. And he didn’t hesitate to divulge each and every one of them—before they’d even made it through their appetizers to get to their entrées.

“... but this one is my absolute favorite,” he said, after enough previous one-liners to exhaust even a grade-schooler.

It was all she could do not to plead, Oh, please stop talking. Silence is preferable to inane chatter....

But Aunt Bea said gamely, “Tell us.”

“Right then.” He rubbed his mostly bald head and chortled in anticipation. “Who was the roundest knight at the table and why?”

Gwen managed a faint “I don’t know.”

Aunt Bea squinted and appeared to give the question some serious thought before twisting her lips and saying, “Lancelot, maybe? But I can’t figure out why.”

“Stumped, are you?” Peter asked. “It’s Sir Cumference, of course. Because he ate a lot of pi!”

Aunt Bea laughed in delight. “Oh, that’s funny!”

“Peter’s always been a fan of King Arthur,” Sally explained, grinning back at Aunt Bea and patting her husband’s arm with obvious pride.

Gwen bobbed her head politely at them, but she could tell it was going to be a long night.

During their main course, she glanced around at the other tables and noticed a number of new faces—Brits who had filtered in and found S&M pals from “across the puddle” to chat with over dinner. Aunt Bea helpfully pointed out Cynthia Adams, the woman the ladies had mentioned earlier. She most assuredly did not look like a math professor, at least not Gwen’s idea of one. Maybe, Gwen thought, her first impression of the woman as a forty-something, slightly svelter Bridget Jones was closer to the truth, at least in appearances. She was dressed to entice and seemed decidedly intent on using this to her advantage. As was another English woman sitting by her—Louisa Garrity—who Sally informed her was “a young fifty-four” and married to a rather inattentive husband. Louisa and Cynthia were reportedly “the very best of friends.”

“How nice for them,” Gwen murmured, striving for a tone of perfect neutrality, but she didn’t like the chilly vibe they gave off. Not at all. They were like British Popsicles. The “Britsicles,” she dubbed them privately.

Finally, there was a father-son duo. The dad, Kamesh Balaraj, had been an immigrant to England from his native India a quarter of a century ago, and his son Ani, age fifteen, had been born in Guildford, Surrey. Sudoku masters, both of them, they’d qualified for Brussels along with a few others in the British group. According to Peter, they were on some Englishmen’s version of a guy bonding trip.

Gwen nodded. They seemed okay, although it concerned her that the person in the room closest to her age was a teenage boy. Well, no. There was also Hans-Josef, she admitted, whom she spotted being pulled into the orbit of the Britsicles. Their tour guide stood next to Louisa and Cynthia’s table and listened to them with well-bred Austrian courtesy and stellar levels of refined respectfulness. Even from a distance, Gwen could tell the ladies were batting their eyelashes at him flirtatiously and pretending to hang on his every word. Or maybe that last part wasn’t pretense. They seemed determined to get him to sit down but had not, thus far, succeeded.

Before they’d even managed to get to their piece of tiramisu for dessert, Gwen felt the heaviness of the meal affecting her stomach and the claustrophobic conversation affecting her brain. She excused herself without fanfare or explanation and slipped outside to the balcony overlooking Via Veneto to get some air.

The bustling street was much like the meal, a bit too rich for her tastes, but the activity below at least injected her with a much-needed bolt of energy. Although exhaustion had her eyelids drooping and the new sensation of jet lag made her stance feel slightly imbalanced, she appreciated the reviving effects of the charged atmosphere.

She gazed at the passersby, squinting slightly at the sinking summer sun and then back at the people. She caught sight of a young couple zipping by on a Vespa. They were laughing as the motor scooter zoomed down the street. Not wearing helmets, however, she noticed. And the contrast between the stride of a businessman in an expensive suit, leather briefcase in hand, and an old, old woman in a thin print dress, dragging a wheeled shopping cart behind her—the eggplant, zucchini and leeks bouncing inside the little metal cage—was profound. Both extremes existed in kinship on these Roman streets.

Gwen couldn’t help but twist the information she’d gleaned from textbooks, guidebooks and the Internet on the history of Europe and try to imagine the past in play here. Only, in her mind’s eye, the power of that mental image (gladiators roaming the street, men and women clad in togas and sandals) was heightened by her other senses: the sound of feet clicking briskly or clomping stodgily along the Via Veneto. The warmth of the summer evening air. The faint scent of pasta sauce wafting up from the hotel kitchen. The smooth feel of the black, wrought-iron railing, cool to the touch beneath her fingertips.

She felt a curious rush of exhilaration, but it was tempered with a tremor of her usual anxiety. History was about life that had come and gone. Any gladiator she might’ve enjoyed imagining was, of course, dead. And Rome had so much history. All of Europe did. It was, in a way, like a parallel universe, where the thread of this history connected the past and present with stunning vividness. So many humans had once trodden this sun-kissed land, and even this balcony where she was standing. Most were long ago buried and, in many cases, forgotten. How many years would pass before she, too, would be a wispy, unremembered woman in the shifting winds of time?

She swiveled around, away from the balcony’s ledge, and almost plowed into her aunt.

“Gwennie, are you all right?”

She tried to nod but wasn’t able to manage it. “I—I’m not feeling well,” she blurted, not at all exaggerating.

“Do you need to lie down?” her aunt asked, worry etching lines of concern into her already creased forehead.

“Yes,” Gwen said without hesitation. “I want to go to bed.”

Aunt Bea’s eyebrows pulled even closer together. “I’ll walk you up to the room and stay with you.”

But as they took a few steps in the direction of the exit, Gwen remembered. “Isn’t everyone going into Rome now?”

“Yes, but I can visit the piazzas tomorrow, dear. Let’s get you upstairs.”

Gwen forced herself to stop hyperventilating. I’m okay, I’m okay, she repeated like a mantra until she almost believed it. When they reached their room, she splashed some cold water on her face and urged her aunt to go out. “Please, Aunt Bea,” she said. “It’s just the jet lag. I’ve never flown out of the country before, so I’m not used to it. You go have fun on the town with your friends.”

Her aunt gazed longingly at the window, but said, “I shouldn’t go anywhere if you’re—”

“I’m fine,” Gwen said. I’m okay, I’m okay! And, though it took a full ten minutes of insisting, she finally got Beatrice out the door. Then she collapsed into bed, too exhausted even for fear to trespass on her dreams.

 



The next morning, Gwen awoke with a resolute, refreshed air and a dogged determination to put yesterday’s lengthy travel day behind her. She fully intended to get up, get dressed and get a jump on the Friday sightseeing. Rome must be explored, and today was the day to do it.

She slipped out of bed and, being mindful of not wanting to wake Aunt Beatrice, she did her flexibility stretches in careful silence. She then tiptoed to the small desk in the corner and pulled out one of the stationery pages provided, running her fingertip across the lettering at the top that said Hotel Adriatica in flowing gold script. Uncapping a nearby pen, she studiously compared the names of the most famous places in the city with the planned sites on the tour for that day. Breakfast was scheduled to begin in an hour, but then Hans-Josef and Guido were going to drive them on an orientation bus tour to take snapshots of:



The Colosseum 
Circus Maximus 
Roman Forum 
Pantheon 
St. Peter’s Basilica



This would be followed by a guided expedition through the Vatican and the Sistine Chapel around noon.

Gwen wrote these down on the paper and further consulted the itinerary. There was a break at this point for a late lunch and, if desired, a return to the hotel. For those hardier souls, the bus would drop them off at Piazza Navona and they could wander around independently from there until dinnertime. Gwen referred to her Viva, Roma! guidebook and made note of any other classical Roman landmarks or well-known sites. She then added:



Trevi Fountain 
Spanish Steps 
Piazza Barberini 
Tiber River 
Borghese Gallery



There was more she could include, of course, but this looked fairly comprehensive. She studied the paper, regarding the places written on it much like she did the tasks on her classroom checklist at the start and end of every school year. These sites were objectives to attack and then cross off with a sense of satisfaction. She would see each one, get through it in a timely manner and then move on to the next. By the day’s end, she would have tackled Rome thoroughly and efficiently. She’d finally know something of Europe!

She was in the process of drawing empty boxes next to each site, so she’d have the perfect place to put her check marks, when she heard a rustling sound behind her. She turned and saw her aunt. “Good morning, Aunt B—”

“Oh, my dear. What in the name of the Holy Roman Empire are you doing?” Beatrice asked her, staring at Gwen’s sheet with an expression of astonishment.

Gwen smiled and held up her carefully printed list. “Just writing down the sites I know we’ll want to see.” She pointed to the tour itinerary. “Tomorrow there’s that big excursion to Pompeii and the optional trip to the isle of Capri. We need to get this Rome stuff taken care of today.”

Her aunt, still very much in sleep mode, rubbed her forehead and shot Gwen a perplexed look. “Taken care of, huh?” She sighed. “Today is just an introduction to Rome, so you’ll know a little of what the city holds in store. It’s just the beginning... .” Her eyes focused on Gwen’s sheet of paper again. “Reading your list has exhausted me, Gwennie. I may have to go back to bed.”

Gwen laughed, thinking this was a joke. Aunt Bea, however, wasn’t kidding. She shuffled to her bed, climbed in and promptly fell asleep for another forty minutes, making it to breakfast with only enough time to grab a Nutella-slathered bread roll and an espresso en route to the tour bus. Gwen didn’t consider this a particularly healthful morning meal (rather unlike her own muesli with milk) but, as her aunt sat beside her in the bus’s big cushy seat and sent her several concerned glances in between sips of strong coffee, Gwen had sense enough not to say so aloud.

With her list folded and tucked into her front pocket, Gwen faced off with Rome for the duration of the morning. She dutifully trailed after Hans-Josef as he pointed out the architectural highlights of the Colosseum, helped them to visualize the area that was once the Circus Maximus (it was pretty much just a lot of empty space now), talked them through the remains of the Forum and Pantheon as Guido slowed the bus so they could take pictures. Finally, they arrived at St. Peter’s and headed toward the Vatican Museums and the Sistine Chapel, where they’d had a special group reservation, thank goodness, and were able to avoid the hideous tourist lines.

Much of the time, though, Gwen felt unequal to appreciating these sites. While she knew a fair number of academic facts about each and could recite a few more, if pressed, thanks to her guidebook (“Construction of the present St. Peter’s Basilica, over the site of the old Constantinian basilica, began on April 18, 1506 and was completed on November 18, 1626 ...”), and while she certainly had no trouble imagining the ancient Romans marching around in the crumbling ruins, she still found herself a bit disappointed in her own lack of connection with Rome. Blamed herself, of course—not the city—for not being more blown away by it.

She stood in the jet stream of tourists flowing through the Sistine Chapel, all of them oohing and ahhing, praising it in about fifty different languages. She stared up at the famous painted ceiling where Michelangelo’s Adam—who was noticeably naked—was touching index fingers with God and, apparently, being given “Life.” She exhaled, trying to hide her mystification. What on Earth were people feeling (that she was missing) when they saw this? She wanted to like it and, certainly, it was a highly decorated ceiling with many pretty and even evocative scenes, yet they didn’t strike her as any more inspiring than a well-painted mural by a group of art students. What was it about classical art that spoke to people?

As for the building itself, it was kind of dark, even a bit dank. Gwen swiveled around in disorientation when she heard some guy with a heavy Texan accent say, “Don’t’cha think his place coulda used some larger windows, Marge?” A few nearby tourists gasped but, though she never would’ve admitted a thought like that aloud for fear of sounding uncultured, she had to agree with the Texan.

She sighed. Well, anyway, now she’d seen it and, if ever Richard or one of her colleagues brought up the subject in conversation, she could speak somewhat knowledgeably about it. She pulled out her list and checked “Sistine Chapel” off of it just as soon as she got enough light to see the paper clearly.

Aunt Bea, who’d been one of the oohers and ahhers, caught her in the act. Her aunt crossed her arms and gave Gwen a displeased groan. “Put that silly thing away, Gwennie. You’re missing everything good.”

Gwen tried to disagree with her. She’d seen every site so far. She’d paid attention to every single stone arch or broken pillar their guide had pointed out to them, even when she didn’t understand his avid enthusiasm for it. Intellectually, she accepted the importance of these sites as being historical treasures. Emotionally, though, she felt a bit cool toward them still. They left her with a feeling similar to that of caressing cold marble. A beautiful statue—like the Pietà in St. Peter’s—was something one appreciated from a distance, but visitors didn’t touch it, and it would chill their hands if they did.

Guido dropped them off at the Piazza Navona, where Hans-Josef instructed those of them staying downtown on good luncheon spots. The rest of the people returned with Hans-Josef, via Guido-driven bus, to the hotel.

The honeymooners—Sally and Peter—who’d been trailing Gwen and Bea all morning, were, thankfully, tired and went back. So did Hester, Connie Sue and Alex. The Britsicles—Louisa and Cynthia—disappeared into a boutique. Dr. Louie and Davis went shopping as well. Zenia, Matilda and the British-Indian father-and-son team trooped off as a foursome to see an art gallery.

“The Borghese has the best collection of Bernini sculptures anywhere,” Zenia had insisted to Bea and Gwen when the group was about to disperse. “A few great paintings, too. They’ve got a Titian, a Raphael, a Rubens. Come with us, you two! You shouldn’t miss it.”

Gwen would’ve done it. She could’ve crossed the Borghese Gallery off her list right then and there. But her aunt said no. She said there was somewhere else she wanted to take Gwen next.

So, after a late and very quick pasta lunch at a little café, Aunt Bea hired a taxi to take them to a place that wasn’t a major site at all—at least not one Gwen had heard about—Santa Maria in Cosmedin.

“Uh, what’s the historical background of this ... church?” Gwen asked, stepping out of the taxi and feverishly flipping through her Viva, Roma! guidebook for more information. But her aunt didn’t need reference material to answer. Bea had this site committed to memory.

“La Bocca della Verità is here,” her aunt told her. “The Mouth of Truth. It’s well-known in certain circles. Some think of it as a marble representation of the god of the Tiber River. Others consider it more of a lie-detecting oracle. Your uncle and I came to Rome many years ago and visited it then.” She laughed as if recalling some inside joke. “There’s a famous scene in the film Roman Holiday where Gregory Peck and Audrey Hepburn stop here, too.”

Gwen followed her aunt into a very small enclosure and, to their left, was a large, round, facelike orb with a thick crack running from the upper-right side to the right eye and lots of lines around the facial features, giving off the impression that it was a very old man. The oraclelike thing was attached to the wall, and a handful of Asian tourists were taking pictures of it. A few of them posed by it, sticking their fingers into its open mouth and giggling.

Odd. Gwen turned to her aunt. “Why are they doing that?”

Aunt Bea whispered, “Legend has it that if you place your fingers into the Mouth of Truth but have been untruthful, it will bite off your hand.”

Gwen squinted at the marble orb. Bizarre belief. Then again, ancient people thought the world was flat and there were dragons lying in wait at the edges of the ocean, too. Aunt Bea would, of course, like some strange sculpture like this. Gwen shrugged and pulled out her camera. “Okay, Aunt Bea. I know you’re truthful. Why don’t I take your picture by the Mouth thingy?”

Her aunt shot her a wicked grin. “Of course, my dear. After you.”

Gwen swallowed and walked up to it, patting the face with the tips of her fingers. The marble was shaded and cool, and the whole piece was larger than she’d thought. She slipped about half of her hand into the mouth but, for some reason, didn’t want to put it in any farther. She knew her hesitation was completely irrational. There was no magic or anything here. She could see how solid the wall was behind the Bocca. Nothing was there to bite off her hand.

Aunt Bea was fiddling with her camera and making more comments about Uncle Freddy. “He just thought the whole idea of it was so funny. He mugged for pictures, just like Gregory Peck did, and made everyone around us laugh.” She sighed. “Well, maybe you’ll come here with your husband someday and he’ll do the same thing.”

“With Richard?” she blurted before she could stop herself. It was hard to imagine Richard even visiting Rome, let alone putting his fingers into the mouth of some pagan oracle. There had to be a ton of germs in that mouth, what with all the hands touching it. Richard wasn’t big on germs.

“Do you think he’ll be your future husband?” Aunt Bea asked, holding up the camera finally. “Do you love him?”

Gwen froze, thinking about it. She respected Richard very much, appreciated his levelheadedness and his constancy and his security. Those were traits that she knew inspired love, so she must, indeed, love him. It was just ... well, a little hard to be absolutely positive about it since she hadn’t experienced the sensation with anybody else. But she felt so close to Richard, closer than to any other man she’d ever met. She wanted to marry him. She’d expected them to marry. They shared so many values and goals that she knew they’d be good partners in life. To Gwen, this qualified as a very mature kind of love—not some lustful adolescent thing or a soap-opera-like relationship drama.

“I think so,” she said, but she pulled her fingers a little farther away from the back of the marble mouth.

“I know he didn’t give you a ring, but did he propose? Informally?” her aunt asked, clicking a few pictures while Gwen pursed her lips into a half smile for the benefit of the camera. “You’d tell me if he did, right?”

Gwen pulled her hand out of the mouth altogether and stepped away from the orb. “Of course I’d tell you, Aunt Bea. And ... no. No, he hasn’t proposed. Not really.”

Her aunt eyed her curiously and posed for a couple of pictures herself by the Bocca. “What do you mean by ‘Not really,’ dear?”

“Well, fall is a more serious and reflective time to talk about marriage than summer is,” she heard herself say aloud. A part of her couldn’t believe she was parroting Richard’s words, but she had to say something. She had to give her aunt an immediate explanation, and that was the only one she could come up with at present.

Her aunt laughed. “That’s nonsensical!” She laughed some more, stroked the side of the Bocca lovingly and then kissed its cheek. “For a smart girl, Gwennie, you say the silliest things sometimes.”

Gwen refrained from commenting on anything for a while after that.

Finally, they strolled slowly through the most ancient part of Rome until they reached the Trevi Fountain. When they got there, Aunt Bea dug into her small handbag and pulled out three different coins—a ten euro cent, a twenty euro cent and a fifty euro cent—all golden in color. She pressed these into Gwen’s hand. They looked and felt peculiar to her. Very foreign. While inspecting them up close, she was overcome by a wave of homesickness. It was the littlest of things that made her realize just how far away from the familiar she really was.

“You need to make three wishes,” her aunt commanded. “Face away from the fountain, use your right hand and toss each coin over your left shoulder. Two of the wishes can be whatever you want. The third wish should be to return to Rome.”

“But why?” Gwen asked, genuinely surprised. “I’ll have seen every major site in the city after today.”

Beatrice responded by rolling her eyes in exasperation. “Just do it.”

“Okay, okay. I will... .”

She held the three euros in her palm and, as her aunt commanded, faced away from the fountain. Pedestrians were milling about the piazza, everywhere, it seemed. Many were doing the very same thing, and the swarm of people—the noise of their laughter and chattering—kept Gwen from being able to concentrate on thinking up her wishes.

She spotted a few people from their tour group, hanging at the periphery of the piazza. Those two inseparable British women babbling at a couple of men, probably Italians. One of them—a tall, sort of sandy-haired guy—wore an amused expression as he scanned the touristy crowd. Just as Gwen was preparing to make her first wish, his gaze met hers, and he held it.

She blinked him away, or tried to. He had an unusually intense stare, which both intrigued and puzzled her. But she blindly tossed the first coin, the one worth the most, into the Trevi Fountain with this silent wish: I want to know for sure if I’m in love. Then, with the middle coin, she made her second wish: I want to stop being afraid of life. And, finally, with the coin of the lowest denomination, and only because she didn’t want to break the rules, she sent into the water her last wish: I want to return to Rome someday.

“All right. I did it,” she told her aunt, who’d tossed a set of coins into the fountain herself and was waiting for Gwen to finish.

“Good,” Bea replied. “I hope every one of them comes true. Now, let’s celebrate! There’s a dessert you just have to try.”

“All right,” she murmured, noticing the gaze of the tall, sandy-haired man still trained on her as she followed her aunt’s footsteps in a beeline toward a gelato stand.

The only thing Gwen knew for sure was that the distinctly uncomfortable sensation she suddenly felt low in her abdomen was not caused by hunger and certainly not by some great desire for Italian ice cream, no matter how flavorful Bea professed it to be. She suspected she could eat a whole tub of the creamy stuff and not extinguish this troubling feeling. But, like the stirrings of any new awareness that might signal change, she wasn’t yet prepared to dig deep enough to identify its origins.

 



That night at dinner, they got to sit next to Connie Sue and Alex, who were discussing their tour guide. It was hardly sparkling conversation but, after her long day of sightseeing, she appreciated a low-key meal with people she didn’t have to explain herself to all evening long. From across the room she could see the honeymooning Bentleys having a pleasant chat with Zenia, Davis and the father-son pair. She was pretty sure sudoku was one of the topics of discussion. Davis had his workbook on hand, and the boy had an electronic version of sudoku he was demonstrating to the adults at the table.

Alex said to Gwen, Aunt Bea and his wife, “I really like our guide, but his name is funny. Even if he is Austrian, imagine getting stuck with some old emperor’s name.”

Connie Sue shook her head. “No, honey. You’re thinking of Franz Joseph, not Hans-Josef. I don’t think our tour guide is a Hapsburg.”

Alex shrugged. “Anything’s possible.”

“Well, maybe you can ask him tonight,” Connie Sue proposed. “At that tarantella show we’re going to.”

“Oh,” Aunt Bea said. “I think Guido is leading that excursion. Hester told me it’s Hans-Josef’s night off. She said she wasn’t going anywhere if he wasn’t leading. Said she’d dance the tarantella only in her dreams.”

Connie Sue looked disappointed. “Aw.”

“Still can’t wait to go out anyway, though,” her aunt continued. “Maybe we’ll run into the Pope. Not at the show, of course, but somewhere else.”

“Eating gelato, maybe?” Connie Sue suggested.

“He has to go out for ice cream sometime, right?” Bea said hopefully. “Everybody—even the Pope—loves ice cream.” No one dared to disagree with her.

Gwen found her aunt’s sudden interest in the Pope odd, given that neither of them was Catholic. But, then again, they were in Rome, and she wanted Aunt Bea to have fun looking at (and for) whatever pleased her. She, however, was going to pluck a card from Hester’s deck and spend tonight going to bed early again. She’d expected her aunt to be relieved to get a little break from her, but Aunt Bea just looked deflated by the news when Gwen told them she’d be staying in.

“Are you sure?” Aunt Bea asked.

She nodded. She’d originally planned to go to see it—where there was dancing, there would be music—but she’d gotten so much sun that day and was just too tired to keep her eyes open for much longer. “We saw lots and lots of great stuff today,” Gwen said, refraining from mentioning that she’d secretly checked off every single item on her list. In her estimation, Rome had been completed. “But, much as I’d love to see this show also, I just don’t have the energy for another activity tonight.”

“Of course, maybe you just want to stay in with Hans-Josef, too,” Connie Sue suggested, grinning. “He’d be quite a catch, that boy.”

Alex laughed. “And he’s been watchin’ you, Gwen.”

“What?” Gwen said. This was news.

Aunt Bea swiveled around in her chair, nearly knocking over the bottle of sparkling water and sending the bowl of olives teetering. She looked jubilant to the point of elation. “Really?” She didn’t stop scanning the dining room until her gaze landed on Hans-Josef, who was, indeed, looking at their table. Specifically at Gwen. Of course, with four sets of eyes staring at him, he abruptly glanced away.

Her aunt beamed waves of delirious joy at her. “Yes, dear. You should stay in. Get some rest.” She turned to Connie Sue. “What’s his room number?”

Gwen endured their teasing and pointless speculation about her possible “evening with the emperor” until they finally left on their special night excursion. Hans-Josef was on hand in the lobby, helping the tour members onto the bus with Guido at the helm and fielding any last-minute questions.

After the final person going on the tour had been ushered to the bus, Hans-Josef surveyed the lobby and caught her eye. “Are you not going to the tarantella?” he asked politely.

“I don’t think I could handle an evening out right now,” she admitted. She couldn’t help but notice he looked fatigued, too. It was obvious he needed a quiet night off—perhaps even more than she did. She smiled warmly at him, deciding to chat for a few moments just to appease her aunt, who’d be pleased to know tomorrow morning that her niece at least talked to the handsome tour guide, even if she didn’t end up going to his room. Ha! Imagine.

“I cannot handle an evening out either,” Hans-Josef agreed. He took several deep breaths and seemed to be studying her, perhaps trying to decide whether or not she’d welcome further conversation.

She returned the light scrutiny. He was, after all, rather nice to look at. Mid-thirties. Very toned and trim physique. Impeccably groomed and dressed. Empirically speaking, he was a considerably attractive man.

She felt a sudden pang of guilt on Richard’s behalf for thinking these thoughts. Then again, Hans-Josef reminded her of Richard in a number of ways. As with Richard, she was comforted by Hans-Josef’s precision and the sense of security he seemed to effortlessly emit. Richard, too, was a reasonably attractive, well-dressed man. But, above all, it was the air of competence that united these two men in Gwen’s opinion. Her tour guide, she realized with a start, was a German-speaking version of her almost-fiancé.

Gwen was about to excuse herself to go up to her room when the Britsicles appeared, all decked out in fancy eveningwear—clothing not suitable for a mere tarantella show. Clearly, they were headed somewhere ritzier. They were met at the door by the men they’d been talking to at the Trevi Fountain earlier that day. One of the two men—that taller, sandy-haired one—sent her another of his uncomfortably inquisitive glances before winking at her and striding away with the other three. It disrupted her train of thought and messed with her senses to such a degree that she completely missed Hans-Josef’s question.

“Pardon?” she asked him.

“Well, I said I am going into the bar for a drink. You will join me, ja?”

And Gwen, in sudden need of a distraction, and justifying her decision by knowing she’d be able to tell her aunt that she actually had a drink with the hot tour guide, heard herself say, “Ja. I mean, yes, Hans-Josef. Yes, I will.”
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