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Chapter One

One, two, three, four. . .


Theodora sighed, and plucked the offending gray hairs from her head. It wouldn’t do to start looking old now, would it? After all, she was nowhere done with life, and wouldn’t abide anyone else deciding that it was time for her to pull up an afghan, some knitting needles, and get to work at old woman things.


Right. Satisfied that her black hair held not the slightest tinge of gray, the small woman bustled over to the kitchen and began brewing herself a large pot of coffee. No decaffe this morning, she had far too much to accomplish and would need every burst of energy she could get.


As the pot began to slowly fill up, Theodora grabbed and sheet of paper and a pen, and sat down at her small oak table to begin writing the Daily List.  She’d learned over the years that the best way to insure that everything that needed to be accomplished was accomplished was to write it all down in the morning. That way, if for some reason she was struck by a wave of memory loss or extreme ennui she would be able to look at her lengthy Daily List and struggle on. Not that she often had to struggle. More often than not she enjoyed the lengthy list that she set out for herself. After all, a busy person is a happy person. Or so went Theodora’s motto.


Alright, chore #1:Clean the bathroom.  Theodora wrinkled up her nose. Definitely her least favorite of all her chores, but also most definitely one of the most required. After all, it wouldn’t do for guests to enter her house and immediately be assailed by the pungent aroma of urine.  She believed she even had some kitchen cleanser lying around, so she wouldn’t have to make a quick stop to the convenience store. Just as well, she never could stand for the self-satisfied smirk of the young cashier. Thinking that he was better than her simply because of a few slight blemishes in her past and a somewhat unsavory reputation. Well at least she’d lived!  Poor pimply young man would probably never escape from Napuli in his life.


Chore #2.  Theodora sat for a moment, chewing on her pen. What else was left to be done today?  The kitchen was clean, she’d done that yesterday, as well as weeding and caring for her small vegetable garden.  She’d lost her pet monkey almost a week ago, so she had no responsibilities toward that small creature.  Perhaps she could go adventuring?  But where to. . .it seemed as though she had already visited most of the world.  Theodora’s frown deepened. Well, then what else could she add to her Daily List? Going calling, is that what people called it in this part of the world? But who could she call on? She had no family, with the exception of Sissy, but Sissy would as soon die as see her. 




The frown deepened on Theodora’s face.  Wrinkles suddenly became visible, showing at least at hint toward the 63 years that the woman could claim. Not that she ever would. Why be over 60 when you could still convince people that you had spent a mere 36 years on the earth?  But at the moment she was feeling all 63 of those damnable years.  


Never an idle woman, when the woman had finished drinking her coffee, she stood up, armed herself with the kitchen cleanser, and strode off to do battle with her toilet.  But as she scrubbed and cursed, her mind was still on Chore #2.  What did it mean, that her Daily List had become a Daily Note?  Had she truly become the one thing she had always dreaded. . .old? That couldn’t be it, it just wasn’t possible.


When the bathroom had been suitably cleaned, so that it looked lived-in, and not a disaster zone, Theodora strode purposefully back into her small, sunlit-kitchen.  She ignored the pathetically short Daily List and headed over to the tower of old papers stacked up against the wall. She had always meant to go through the lists, and find one of the activities which so engaged the people of the small town so that she could become a contributing member, but more exciting things had always popped up. It appeared, however, that there were no exciting adventures on this sad Monday, so it clearly was a good time to rifle through the mostly worthless invitations and sign-up sheets.


It took less than an hour for Theodora to go through all of the papers.  Nothing in there piqued her interest.  Sewing Bee, Farmer’s Market, Church Ladies Group, Senior Picnic, Bridge Club Thursdays. . .they were all activities for the feeble elders. But she had never considered herself old, nor feeble. She was still in the prime of her life, wasn’t she?  She still had a full head of hair, sharp sight, a sound mind. And couldn’t she still attract a man?  Why, the deli clerk at the grocery store had smiled at her just the other day.  She still had life left in her bones!


But as she stared at her Daily List, Theodora recognized a very sad fact. Whether or not she considered herself old, the world definitely did. And it was the world which determined what venues were possible for her to engage in.  


She could feel tears welling in her eyes, but angrily pushed them back down. This, then was what she had been reduced to.  Well, if this was to be her fate, then she was going to have to make the best of it.  It was a quick resolve, and she shut her fists together to cement the deal. If this was her future, then she would deal with it as she had dealt with all other obstacles in her path. Passionately, with her full effort.


With this thought firmly in her mind, Theodora strode to her back closet and grabbed out a large, pink, feathered hat, and stuck it tightly atop her black curls. It was time to prepare for Bridge Club Thursdays.

*     *     *


I always considered myself a fairly strong personality, able to resist even the most forceful of peer pressure. I managed to make it through my undergrad years without excessive partying, lasted until 21 to taste my first beer, and have only slept with one man in my life.  And to be fair, we were engaged at the time. Not that it ended up working out.


Anyway, suffice it to say that I’ve always managed to live my life doing what I wanted to do, when I chose to do it.  But lately I’ve been discovering a very sad fact. Even the strongest fortresses have their weaknesses, and apparently so do I.  Just the tiniest chink in the armor, but occasionally something can slip through.


I knew that I shouldn’t go to Italy with him.  After all, it was just a few months until my thesis was due, and I hadn’t even decided upon a topic.  Add on to that the fact that I had virtually no money, my internship was finally reaching the point where I could be guaranteed a position upon graduation, and I have never especially wanted to see Italy.  But regardless of how many times the litany of reasons not to go ran through my head, I still found myself right here. Packing my clothes. For a long, extended stay in a country I feel no connection to.


It would have been different if he’d asked me to go to Spain, say, or to Ireland. Even a trip to Russia would have had me giddy with excitement. But no, he was on a search for someone or something in Italy, and he wouldn’t even tell me, his traveling companion and best friend, what precisely he was looking for.


I could guess, though. Cy and I have been friends for such a long time that it isn’t difficult for me to follow where his mind leads.  He’s more or less an open book. Don’t get me wrong, he’s incredibly interesting, and very spontaneous, but when you put that up against a 7 year friendship. . .well, there’s no competition.  


I knew that Cy was uncomfortable regarding his family origins. Heck, it would be hard not to be, in his situation. His parents are both as white as snow, and blond to boot. Eighth generation Americans, or something. They can trace the family back to Phillip Morris, who fought in the Revolutionary war.  There isn’t a drop of foreign blood running through either of their veins.


Cy, on the other hand, is. . .well, distinct.  Golden skin, thick dark hair, and amber eyes not only set him apart from most Americans but set a definite barrier between himself and his parents. It’s obvious that he’s from some sort of Middle Eastern descent, but his parents have always refused to address the point with him. I suppose that they’re afraid that he’ll go off in search of his biological parents, and no longer care about them. Which is absolutely ridiculous, as they should know. Cy’s not the kind of guy to do something like that.


But neither is he the sort that is willing to be lied to all his life. Sometime around his junior year in college (my freshman year) he began the long and arduous search for his birthparents. He never did tell me how it was going, and there were times when I honestly believed that he had gotten bored with the whole ordeal and just decided to quit.  But recently he’d been bringing up the topic more and more often.  I should have seen it coming, I suppose. But love blinds us.


Did I say love? My mistake.  Or maybe not. It’s hard to tell with Cy.  I mean, he’s absolutely amazing, and I’ve known him for forever, so I suppose it’s natural to love him. The only question is how much. And that’s a question I’ve never been willing to really try and answer.


But that’s beside the point. The actual point is that I was sitting on my bed, staring at a half-packed suitcase, and praying desperately that Cy had some idea where we were going and wasn’t just taking me on a wild ride through Italy in search of a mother he’d never met.
That would be just like him. To find out some vague location and then set out to discover it with unending enthusiasm. Unfortunately, that wasn’t the way that I operated.


Still, nothing changed the situation. Meaning, that I was sitting there, knowing there was no turning back. The plane tickets had been purchased, hotel reservations made, my suitcases packed (well, mostly) and Cy ready to arrive at any moment. The only thing left to do was call the parentals, something I had been putting off for almost a week.


I looked over at the alarm clock sitting beside my bed. 9:30.  Both my mother and father should be at work, making the situation considerably easier for me.  Unless, of course, my father had a trial, in which case he might very well stay at home working on the case until the court time arrived. Or if one of my younger brothers was sick, and Mom chose to stay home and take care of him.  But the chances of either were fairly slim, so I crossed my fingers, held my breath, and punched in the numbers.


One, two, three rings.  Two more and I would be home free. One left. . .


“Hello?”  My mother answered the phone.  So much for any good luck.


“Hi Mom!” I said, making my voice as falsely cheerful as I could.  No need for me to let her know that I was having second thoughts about the trip myself.  


“Kris!”  My mother’s voice took on a joyful note, and I winced. Had it really been that long since I’d called, that she would get so excited?  I really had to learn to keep better track of time.  “How are you, honey?  You’re eating enough, getting enough sleep? Have you found a new boyfriend, yet?”


“Yes Mom, I’m fine,” I replied, trying not to laugh.  I truly did love my parents. . .I just knew that they wouldn’t approve of my taking a vacation at such an inopportune time. And I didn’t really blame them for that. After all, I wasn’t really sure that I approved, either. “And no, no new boyfriend.”


“Well, that’s good,” my mother said, and then in a confidential whisper, “boys are nothing but trouble, you know.”


“Yes, I know, Mom.” I said, this time not even trying to disguise my laughter. After I had calmed down a little, I took a deep breath, knowing that the moment of truth had arrived. “Listen, Mom, I have to tell you something.”


“You’re pregnant,” she said instantly.  “Honey, I told you not to have premarital sex. It was Bryant, wasn’t it? I always said that he was a good for nothing louse. You can do better, Krissy.”


“Mom, I’m not pregnant!”  Sometimes my mother can jump to the strangest conclusions. “And you know that I broke up with Bryant months ago.  No, it’s good news. . .I think.  Cy and I are going to Italy for a little while.  It’s research for my thesis.” Okay, so I lied a little bit.  Sometimes you have to do that to make your parents feel good.


There was silence for a long moment on the other side of the line.  Then, finally, “how long will it be for?”


“Just a few weeks,” I lied again. “Maybe two, not too long.”


A longer silence. “Kris, honey, not that I doubt your good judgement, but what does Italy have to do with your thesis?”


A lesson for all to learn. Think your lies out very carefully before you say them. Especially when lying to parents. For some reason they always refuse to fall into the traps. I stuttered for a moment or two, when I heard Cy’s truck honking from my driveway.


“Listen, Mom, I’m really sorry, but I have to go.  Cy’s waiting for me in the driveway. I’ll call you when I arrive in Italy. Love you!” And I quickly hung up the phone, not even waiting for a response.  As I grabbed up my suitcase, trying desperately to jam in an extra sweater or two, the phone began to ring again. Even without caller ID, I knew that it would be my mother, and made the wise decision not to answer it.


Cy continued the obnoxious honking out in the driveway.  I muttered a little angrily to myself as I grabbed a bagel and slathered some cream cheese on it. Serve him right to wait a few minutes, I thought. He’d just made me get into a bit of a fight with my mother, and now I would have to leave Mr. Bingsby with the neighbors.  And they probably wouldn’t pay any attention to poor Mr. Bingsby. I knew that by the time I returned home he’d have molted almost all of his feathers away. Just what I needed as a welcome home gift. . .a bald parrot.


I stuck my head out the door a moment. “I’m coming, stop honking your horn before you wake all the neighbors!”


Cy smiled good-naturedly and gave an extra honk, just for good measure. I rolled my eyes, and began attempting to manhandle my suitcase out the door. It got stuck several times, while Cy remained in his truck giving me thumbs up signs and other worthless encouragements. I would have much preferred a little help.


I finally managed to heave my suitcase over into the bed of the truck, noticing that Cy had packed only one bright orange suitcase, and for some reason a small cage.  I shrugged my shoulders, opened the door to his truck, and slid in.


Only to discover that my seat was already occupied by a small, furry somebody.  The little dog yelped and scooted away from me, and began anxiously licking Cy’s face.


“Sorry, Rodya,” I said as I buckled my seatbelt. “I didn’t see you there.”  The little pug gave me an ugly glare, and scooted down to nestle himself beneath the accelerator pedal.


“C’mon, Rodya, move,” Cy cajoled, trying to gently kick his dog away. “We can’t go anywhere if you’re sitting under my feet.  Go sit with Kris, she likes you.”


“More or less,” I agreed amiably, patting my lap. “Come here, Rodya, I said I was sorry.”


The pug gave a dignified little woof before clambering up onto my lap, laying his head down on his paws, and promptly going to sleep.  I stroked his ugly little head and smiled.


“Are you taking him with us?”  I asked my best friend. Cy nodded, as he turned his torso backward to peer down the street.


“Of course!” he responded. “Rodya and I are best buds. I couldn’t just abandon him in a kennel for a month.”


“I left Mr. Bingsby at home,” I informed him.  


“Good,” Cy said shortly. “I always hated that bird.”


Not being one to sulk, I let him get away with that insult. Besides, I always had known that he hated my bird, as did Rodya, for that matter.  Not that I especially cared what a wrinkled little dog thought of my companions.


The ride to the airport wasn’t very long, and didn’t give me any time to contemplate the ridiculous situation that I had gotten myself into. It was probably just as well, since it also meant that I didn’t have the chance to chicken out.  Cy pulled quickly into a long-term parking lot, where he would be shelling out hundreds of dollars to keep his car during our stay in Europe. I had told him just to call a taxi, but the man was never willing to give up the opportunity to drive his own truck.  I couldn’t tell you why that was, I had never thought much of the broken-down, souped-up old contraption.  I mean, the thing had enough rust on it to devour all the iron supports of the Sears Tower!


Now, here’s the point where I have to input that I hate airports. Absolutely despise them.  I hate the bleary brightness, the multitude of windows that look out onto grey concrete, and the incredibly uncomfortable pleather chairs.  The food is always too expensive, the wait for the restrooms is always too long, and the planes are always delayed.


I say this so that it is understood that I went in anticipating a miserable two hours before our flight began.  For once, I was lucky.  Security let us through without a hitch, and even the quarantining of Rodya went fairly smoothly–though Cy nearly shed a few tears when he heard that he wouldn’t be able to pick up his pooch for two or three weeks.  I suggested a kennel again–probably more comfortable than three weeks in quarantine–but Cy adamantly refused.  What can you say, I guess the little pug really was that man’s best friend.  A little insulting to me, but what can you do?


Cy and I sat down in a long row of airport chairs.  Occasionally I would pat him consolingly on the leg, but he seemed not to notice my intentions.  He stared out the windows with a far-away expression in his amber eyes. I would have paid a pretty penny to know what he was thinking at that moment, but no clue came.  Sighing, I turned to stare out toward the food court.


It was virtually deserted at 10 in the morning.  A few men were sitting at round little tables with newspaper spread out, obscuring their faces.  A young couple was idly sipping coffee, and a family of five was eating cinnamon rolls and donuts.  Other than these lone souls, the room was deserted, with all the current patrons sitting in chairs at their terminals, waiting for a plane to take them away, or as the case may be, back home.


I pulled my iPod out of my carry-on bag and quickly stuck the buds in my ears. It might be possible for me to drown out my last minute doubts with music. I doubted it, I doubted it greatly, but that didn’t change that it might just be possible.


Well, let’s just jump ahead an hour and say that it wasn’t possible, and I spent that interminable time in the terminal with doubts weighing heavy on my heart. If it hadn’t been for Cy’s steady presence on my left, I might very well have turned tail and fled back to the comfort of my job, school, and house.  Plus the comfort of Mr. Bingsby, who was always there for me when I was depressed.  


I had only been on one international flight in my life, and that had been to Canada when I was 11, so I was far from prepared for the immense bird which I soon found myself climbing into.  The rows were 12 seats long, and I couldn’t even see to the back.  I was finally beginning to feel a twinge of excitement for the class, instead of the terror I had been suffering from earlier. Perhaps this trip really might be fun.


Cy and I found ourselves directly in the center of the plane, in the middle row.  I didn’t mind much, after all, for most of the flight we would be high above the clouds and unable to see out the windows anyway.  Cy, on the other hand, was devastated. Apparently he’d been hoping to be able to actually see us land in Europe.  We weren’t on a direct flight to Italy, of course.  Apparently some bigwig in the aviation department had decided long ago that direct flights were worthless, and had forced connections upon every passenger in the world. Anyway, we were flying to London, where we would catch a flight to Brindisi.  Then just a few short miles south and we would arrive in Napuli.  That’s what I was mostly worried about. The traveling wasn’t a problem, and I was fairly certain that Cy had even had the foresight to arrange reservations at a local B&B.  The only problem was that once we arrived in Napuli, we had nothing to go on.


Through a long and ridiculous paper trail my friend had traced his birth mother from Iran to Spain to Ireland back to Spain, to Greece, to Russia, to the United States, back to Spain again and then finally to this small city in Italy.  I had to give him credit for determination.  After the first set of plane tickets and the unavoidable birth certificate I would have given up.  But then again, I’m not known for my curiosity, something which Cy has in abundance.  The end result is that we knew the city we were headed to, but we didn’t have an address. Since neither of us knew much of anything about Italy, we weren’t even sure what size city it was.  I tried looking it up on a map once, but couldn’t find it, which makes me assume that it’s smaller.  But then again, it could connect up to the larger city of Brindisi, which would make our search much, much harder.


But back to the current situation of riding the plane. It wasn’t all that uncomfortable, in my mind.  The seats barely reclined, but that was fine by me.  I had never felt right putting my seat back when there was someone behind me. After all, then it would cut into their room, and while I’ve never been an unduly sensitive person, that just felt wrong to me.


The in-flight movie was terrible, that much I know. Then again, what can one expect.  It has to be moderately mild to satisfy all mothers with young children, yet still with enough crudity and violence to keep the men involved. It was all slapstick humor, that’s the only thing I really remember about it. Oh, and the fact that Cy kept roaring outrageously at every other line.  That drew a few angry glares from other passengers, and the flight staff was called over numerous times to ask him to keep down the noise level.  That didn’t bother Cy one bit.  Things like that never did.


We landed at about 2:30, or, ironically enough, 9:30 at the airport time.  We had only half an hour between flights, so it was a bit of a mad dash to Gate G, which was of course exactly on the other side of the airport.  We were soon safely buckled in and headed to Italy.


Here’s a message for anyone ever considering flying international.  Take a foreign flight. For that two hour trip we were fed an entire lunch.  You can’t get that kind of service in America anymore. Usually you just get pretzels. I’m partial to the Schnitzels, myself.


Beside the point.  The second that we departed from the plane I fell in love with Italy.  We were on the coast, right beside the Adriatic Sea, and I could just smell all the scents of the ocean.  I closed my eyes to drink it all in, the warm sun on my face and the slightest tinge of salt to the air. I was shaken out of my reverie by an anxious Cy, who was absolutely convinced that if we didn’t run to baggage claim they would ship all of our luggage back to the United States.


After we had retrieved our bags–no small feat, considering the number of black luggage on the tracks.  My mother had always told me to wrap ribbons around my bags so that I could distinguish them, but in the rush and haste of the quickly planned trip I had forgotten. Not something that is likely to happen ever again.  Anyway, after we had retrieved them, we stood uncomfortably around in the lobby, staring at the signs all around us, none in a language we recognized.


“Well,” I said finally, interrupting the silence. “Where do we go now?”


“Napuli,” Cy said chipperly, breaking out of his confused reverie. 


“I know that,” I replied patiently. “But where precisely in Napuli.”


“That is a very good question,” Cy flashed me one of his brilliant white smiles.  Having been a friend of his for so long, I was immune to such charm. Well, almost immune. Okay, not immune at all, but I had become very good at pretending. “I suppose we’ll just head to wherever the taxi driver suggests.”


That didn’t sound like a very good plan to me, but then again, I wasn’t the one in search of anybody. I was just the tag along, so I shrugged my shoulders, grabbed my duffel bag, slung it across my back, and followed my best friend out into the sunlight.

Chapter Two


Theodora gave out a long sigh of relief as she finally herded the last of the blue haired ladies out of her foyer.  She hadn’t expected the meeting of the Sewing Club to be especially fun, but never in all of her life would she have imagined that it could have been such a horror.  A gaggle–yes, she would have to call them a gaggle, there simply was no other word for them–of almost senile, giggly, gossipy old women knitting in a circle was definitely not her idea of a good time. It wasn’t her idea of any kind of a time, actually, and she was quite certain that she would have been less bored if she had done nothing at all.


Well, at least that had taken care of her Tuesday afternoon. Now she only had to find something to fill up her Wednesday. And then her Thursday. And then her Friday, and Saturday, and Sunday. . .Theodora dropped her face into her hands as she stared at the unending blank pages of her calendar. What was she going to do? Was this truly how her life was going to end?


She wasn’t a woman given in to despair, but this was trying even her sturdy reserves of strength.  For the first time in her varied life she was completely at a loss for what to do.  She had no adventure to go on, no new job to work at, no flame to chase across the world.  She had, quite simply, run out of things to do.


Her coffeepot beeped at her, and in a daze she wandered over to the counter and poured herself a cup. She couldn’t really say why. . .it wasn’t as though she’d need the caffeine to stay awake. At the moment she would probably accomplish just as much asleep as awake.


As the woman sipped idly at her coffee, she noticed that she could hear the clock ticking behind her. Slowly, second by second passed by, and she realized with a start that it was her time passing by her.  She quickly finished off the rest of her cup, scalding her tongue as she did so, and turned to stare at the offending piece of machinery.


“That’s my life. . .” she said in a mesmerized tone.  “You’re stealing my life. I don’t have much time and you’re stealing it. . .”


But that wasn’t quite right, she realized. The clock wasn’t stealing her life. . .she herself was. Well, perhaps there was no new adventure calling to her at the moment, but that didn’t mean that it didn’t exist, simply that she hadn’t handed out her phone number. Well, no more waiting for the reluctant boyfriend, she was going to go out and do some flirting herself!  But when she opened the door, she was more than slightly dismayed to see that it was downpouring outside.  The sky was dark, and puddles were already covering the sidewalk.  Theodora headed inside.


She grabbed her umbrella, decided not to put on the rain coat (after all, your body’s mostly made of water, anyway, was her thought) and headed back to the door.  But just as she was about to push it open again, she heard dual knocks on the outside. She flung the door open, only to find two young people, sopping wet, standing on her porch. She stood in shock for half a second, looked at the two youngsters, looked at her umbrella, looked back at them again, sighed, and put down her black apparatus. 


“Well, come on in, a little wetness won’t ruin my rug.”

*     *     *


The hotel wasn’t half as bad as I had expected.  Cy had warned me numerous times not to expect much, telling me that accommodations in Europe were quite distinct from those of the US, so I found myself pleasantly surprised when I walked into our room.  There were large windows against the far wall, and the wood floors gleamed pleasantly in the late afternoon light.  There was even a vase of flowers placed quaintly on my bedside table.


“Wow, Kris, isn’t this amazing?” Cy swept past me into the room, dropping his bag on one of the beds before prancing off to explore all of the niches throughout the small apartment.  So much for ladies first, I thought with a smile, before following after my ebullient friend.


“Look at the view!” he threw open the windows, and stepped out onto our small balcony, which looked over a small plaza. By the time I had joined him outside, he had all but flown back into the room, and was peering into the bathroom.


“There’s a toilet, and sink. . .funniest looking bathtub I’ve ever seen. . .hey, what’s this?”


I shoved my way into the somewhat tiny bathroom, and looked at what he was pointing at.  “That. . .would be a beday.” I said, putting a hand over my mouth to stifle a giggle. Cy flushed, but unwilling to be seen as less than worldly, he nodded sagely.


“Ah, yes, of course, simply forgot for a moment,” and then he was off again, exclaiming over the green curtains, the mildly shining wooden floor, the fuzzy, low quality glass windows, and, of course, the short, thin beds.  I smiled to myself, and took my own inventory of the room. It would do just fine for a week or so, but I wasn’t precisely sure how much I would want it to be my room permanently.  Then again, as much I loved Italy thus far, I wasn’t quite certain that I would want to make it my permanent home anyway. I was far too patriotic to ever abandon my beloved America.


I quickly set to unpacking my bags, putting my clothes neatly away in drawers and setting out a few picture frames. After all, if this was going to be my home for the next three weeks, I certainly wanted it to be as comfortable as I could make it. Cy, on the other hand, dumped his bag on the bed and amused himself by leaning over the balcony and watching all of the people passing by below him.


Eventually we both grew hungry, and went down to the ground floor of the hotel.  A small restaurant ran constantly, and we helped ourselves to what they clearly considered to be ‘American’ foods.  There was steak with a strange gravy which smelled mildly of grape, milky potatoes, and a huge hunk of bread.  It definitely wasn’t the best meal I’d ever had, and I had been rather hoping for a truly Italian meal, but I supposed that it was considerate of the management of the hotel to cater to his principal clients from across the ocean.


It was a simple night that evening.  Cy and I were both weary from the plane trip, and I utterly refused to give in to his enthusiasm and go on the search for his mother.  I sat in my bed, flipped on the TV, and began idly switching between the five provided channels.  I knew that Cy would be loathe to leave me on our first evening in a strange country, and I was proved correct.  He pushed his bed across the room so that it was adjacent to mine, and we both lay down on the hideous green covers to watch an Italian-dubbed version of “Ocean’s Eleven.”  I fell asleep with my head on Cy’s shoulder, and a blissful smile on my face, no doubt.


I awoke with the warm sunshine across my body and a large, white smile before my eyes. “Wake up, sleepyhead!” Cy pronounced warmly, yanking the covers off of my still prone body. “The day has begun!”


Though the morning had begun clear and sunny, it was apparent that it was not going to end in the same manner. I could already see the dark, menacing form of storm clouds off to the north (or was it south? East? West? I never was any good at directions) and I could smell the faint odor of ozone in the air. We were definitely in for a storm.


My best friend was not put off by the obvious warnings, however, and happily headed down to the front desk and attempted to use his pathetically meager Italian vocabulary to request a map. Eventually the conversation degenerated to the point where the desk clerk rolled his eyes and asked pointedly, in almost unaccented English, what precisely Cy wanted.


Provided with a map, we headed out onto the streets in search of a woman neither of us had ever met.  We ended up losing the map in about an hour, as a large gust of wind came up out of apparently nowhere and pulled it from Cy’s slack grasp.  A few moments of pursuit followed, before it landed in a large pile of mud. Cy and I shared a glance, and then turned on backs on the useless map and continued heading down the street we had been on.


The plan was amazingly simple: we would canvas the area, stopping at every house to ask if anyone knew of a Theodora Leopoldos.  Being as it was a small town, we were initially very hopeful, expecting that everyone would know almost everyone else.  And indeed, everyone seemed to know of Ms. Leopoldos, but nobody seemed to know precisely where she lived, or even precisely who she was.


“Leopoldos?”  The first woman we asked pursed her brightly painted lips and peered up toward the ceiling. “That sounds like a familiar name. . .oh, that’s right, she attends church with my husband and myself. I believe she used to be a lion tamer, but I’m afraid I can’t tell you much more about her.”


“Theodora Leopoldos?” Another man said with a laugh. “Of course I know of her! Every man around here has. Rumor has it she’s slept with just about every man in Europe. Hasn’t quite made it to my door yet, though.”


“Theodora. . .yes, she leaves a sizeable donation here every week. I hear that she’s actually a member of Grecian royalty who has been fleeing the responsibilities all of her life.”


“Of course I know of her. Now, by her name you would think she was Greek, but in reality she is one of Spain’s few female matadors.”


But regardless of the far-fetched descriptors we received, every interview ended the same: “sorry, no, I don’t know where she lives.”


And all the while that we continued our futile search the storm clouds were coming closer and closer, to the point where we could hear thunder in the distance. Now, I’m personally a huge fan of thunderstorms, but I’m not stupid, and I’m definitely not a fan of actually being caught in them, so I grabbed at Cy’s sleeve and tried to pull him back toward our hotel–at least, I think it was back toward our hotel. Like I said, I’m not great at directions.


But Cy was in one of his stubborn moods, and steadfastly refused to return to where there was certain warmth and dryness. “We only have two neighborhoods to go,” he said, refusing to budge an inch. “Then we’ll head back. But first we have to finish.”


I suppose that I could kind of understand what he meant, and how he felt. We definitely were getting closer. There was no doubt that somewhere within the small confines of Napuli lived his mother, and since we couldn’t possibly be getting further away from her, we had to be getting closer.  Unfortunately the weather didn’t seem to care about our near-success, and refused to be cowed by my angry glare.


We were at the bottom of a hill when the storm hit.  There were two more houses left on the street, both at the end of a long driveway.  Two houses, one neighborhood left, and the rain was following down hard around us. Droplets the size of my nails came down at an amazing rate, and I was suddenly glad that I had chosen not to wear my suede jacket.


“Can we go back yet?” I yelled over the thunder and torrential rain. I tried to pull up my jacket collar to cover my head, and succeeded only in creating a dry patch behind my ears. I instantly regretted my words when I saw the defeated look in my friend’s amber eyes. I felt the absurd urge to reach out and push his sopping black hair out of his eyes, and to brush the strained lines across his forehead away. Instead I settled for a chastised smile, and a shrug of my shoulders.  “Why don’t we try these last two houses first, though.”


He nodded, but the depressed look didn’t leave his amber eyes. Inside I ached for him, though the rational side of my brain was yelling angrily that there was still another day for searching, another week, or month even, and that there was no reason for him to be so anguished over such a slight matter.


We began trekking up the hill. Numerous times my foot got stuck in the mud, and I cursed whatever fool was living at the top of the small mountain who hadn’t bothered to pave the driveway.  Obviously it was someone anti-social, since they were unlikely to get any visitors with the unwelcoming path.


Eventually I gave up, and fell behind Cy, following in his footsteps and allowing him to fight the brute force of the wind.  I felt a little guilty, but then again, Cy was bigger, stronger, and older. Plus, this was his quest, not mine.


But when we reached the first house, my heart fell. There were no lights on, and it looked completely deserted.  Perhaps that’s the wrong phrase, implying a lack of habitation, when in all reality the house was quite well cared for.  A small garden peeked around from the side, and merry little geraniums peeked out of window boxes.  It was just that I couldn’t imagine anybody living in such darkness, and assumed that the owner was out buying groceries. Although, a person would have to be insane to be out anywhere in that kind of weather. Which made me wonder a little at what that made Cy and myself, not only out, but without even the dubious benefit of an umbrella.


Shrugging my shoulders, I decided that it still couldn’t hurt anything to knock, raised my hand, and pounded against the door. To my left, Cy did the same thing. Our eyes met, and my mouth quirked up into a smile. Damn the boy for being able to make my heart melt with a mere smile. The world just wasn’t fair.


The door was opened almost immediately, and we found ourselves face to face with a clearly Greek woman who appeared to be in her mid to late 30s.  Which immediately eliminated any chance of her being Cy’s mother, but definitely did not eliminate the possibility of her inviting us in to warm up.  She stared at us for a moment, and inscrutable look in her brown eyes, before dropping her eyes. With a sinking heart I realized that she clutched an umbrella in her left hand, clearly preparing to go out. Which made me question her sanity just the tiniest bit.


She looked back up at us, a frown on her face.  Then she shrugged, pushed the umbrella to the side, and opened the door wider.


“Well, come on in, a little wetness won’t ruin my rug.”


Thank the Lord!  I nearly danced my way in, Cy following close on my heels. As the woman shut the door behind us, I felt myself enveloped in a pleasant warmth, with the slightest scent of spices.  I sighed and closed my eyes.


“Poor dear,” the woman said, her voice a mellow contralto with just the slightest hint of an accent from her homeland. “Here, sit by the fire. You should really dump any man who forces you to wander about in the rain.  Now, if you were the one initiating the adventure, it would be something altogether different, but I can tell by the way you drag your feet that it was most definitely not your idea.”


I nodded my head, having no idea what she was talking about. Cy followed us, somewhat like a lost dog, into a living room, complete with a blazing fire. It was the first light that I had seen in the house, but as I sat shivering before the fire the woman disappeared, and a moment later the entire house was flooded in light.


“Sorry about the darkness,” she said, setting a thermos before me.  I soon discovered that it was filled with delightfully hot coffee. Black, not usually my first choice, but at the moment I was grateful for any warmth I could find. I hadn’t realized how very cold I had been until I was finally warming up.  I shot a glare at Cy, but it encountered only his broad back. He was standing with his arms crossed, staring at a set of pictures set against the far wall.


“. . .and I always make sure that I turn off all of the lights before I go out. Wouldn’t want to give the electric company any more money than absolutely necessary.” I dragged my gaze away from the way Cy’s wet clothing clung to his body, and forced myself to hone back in to what the Greek woman was saying.


I smiled, nodded my head, and returned to the thermos of coffee.  The conversation halted for a moment.  Cy continued to study the somewhat unartistic watercolors, the Greek woman continued to watch me, and I continued to sip the coffee out of the borrowed thermos. Though now that I was feeling more comfortable physically, I was becoming distinctly less comfortable having the woman watch me. There was far too much experience in her eyes for me to pass her off as just another, nearly middle-aged Grecian woman living in an Italian town without a husband.  Not that I knew many of those, either.


It was Cy who finally broke the silence.  He turned around, pushed a tendril of still damp hair out of his eyes, and looked curiously at the Greek woman. “We’re looking for someone. . .” he said slowly. “Perhaps you know of her.  Her name is Theodora Leopoldos.”


Something flickered in the woman’s eyes, before a slight smile formed on her face. “Yes, I know her quite well, actually,” she replied, picking up my thermos and walking away with it. She left the room, and Cy and I exchanged quizzical stares. In the back of the house we could hear the sound of running water. 


A few moments later she returned, and sat down on the floor beside me, curling her legs gracefully up beneath her.  Cy stood a moment longer before plopping himself beside me, propping one hand upon his knee. I smiled at him, but his gaze was focused intently upon the woman before us.  How typical, I thought huffily, and returned my own attention.


“Theodora Leopoldos is a good friend of mine,” the woman said. “But I’m afraid I’m going to need to know why two youths such as yourselves are looking for her before I give you any more information.”


“She’s my mother,” Cy said lowly.  The woman’s eyes widened in surprise.


“Oh. . .” she said.  “That does change matters, doesn’t it.”


“Not really,” I interjected, getting somewhat annoyed with all the melodramatics occurring in the room.  It wasn’t as though it were such a big deal, really.  The woman, wherever she was, was Cy’s mother, whether he knew her or she knew him. It was an irrevocable fact, and we might as well just prove it and head on home.  “It doesn’t change a thing. She was pregnant, he was born, and that’s how things have always stood.”


Both of them turned to stare at me, hers speculative and Cy’s somewhat annoyed.  Honestly.  You’d think that people would be grateful for a little help, a little perspective. But no, nobody alive these days wants to hear the truth, they’d rather delude themselves with a thousand little lies and lunacies.  


Not that I can really complain all that much. I have my own lies that I keep to myself, things I dare not admit.  But that’s neither here nor there, and it most certainly was not there at that moment, with Cy sitting beside me and a nameless Greek woman in front.


“I suppose so,” the woman agreed. Then she smiled brilliantly, and a thousand fine lines showed up around her eyes.  “Yes, that’s very true. Well then, what can I tell you about Theo.  She was born in Greece, 63 years ago.  Her father was a congressman, her mother a housewife. She had one sister, Celosia, younger of course.  Theo wasn’t one to sit around and do nothing, so she set off on an adventure. I knew that she’d had a number of children, of course, but I can’t say that I ever knew about you.”


“Who are you?” I asked, at precisely the same moment that Cy asked “What is your relationship to my mother?”  The woman paused a moment, seemingly at a loss for words.  As her mouth gaped open and closed, apparently searching for some phrase which was currently nonexistant, the door flew open, and rain a puddle began forming on the almost-dry rug.  A young, sodden man stood grinning inanely, a cap set on his head at a jaunty angle, and his coat wide open.  He held a closed umbrella in one hand, and the other propped him against the door.


“Hello!” He greeted us all in a vaguely British accent.  “Visitors, I see?”


“Felix!”  The woman nearly leapt from her seat and dashed to the door, whereupon she promptly embraced the youth.  When they disengaged, she leaned back slightly, so she could tilt her head and see his face.  She promptly slapped him, punched him in the gut, and hugged him again. “It’s been far too long, my lad! Come in, come in.”


“Thank you.”  The young man smiled, and gasped for breath. He followed behind the Greek woman meekly, dropping his umbrella to one side and throwing his coat over the back of a chair.  “I’ve missed you, Granny.”


Granny?
Chapter Three


Theodora was thoroughly confused.  Somehow the day had changed drastically from its abysmal beginning.  She had begun with only three notes in her Daily List, and none of them had included a visit from two strangers, one claiming to be her son, nor the return of her prodigal grandson. And certainly none had included the wretched storm which was still raging outside of her small home.


A grin worked its way across her face.  Well, at least things were getting a bit more fun, now.  True, nothing to compete against her younger, wilder days, but at least they were mildly interesting.  And while true, she would have a good bit of explaining to do, and true, there might be a few tears shed by the end, it was a goodly bit better than Bridge Club with a nosy old group of women would be.  So all in all, she was quite satisfied with the way things were shaping up.


It wouldn’t be hard to house them all, despite the lack of space in her house.  Felix would sleep on the couch, of course, as he always did on his sporadic visits. She would claim her room. . .nobody was ever going to take that sanctuary from her, even if he did claim to be her long-lost son.  She always had the study, with the typewriter she had bought when the urge had hit her to write some memoirs. Not that those had gotten very far. Not past the first page, anyway.  There was a couch in there, and she could always scrounge up some extra blankets, and the boy could sleep on the floor. If he was that polite, of course.


Humming, she headed to the back closet to collect the necessary things for uninvited guests. The youngsters were all still in her gathering room, introducing one another and trying to figure out the situation.  She had utter faith in Felix. . .he was a wily one, and would be sure to keep the two Americans guessing. 


Finally finding the sheets. . .one navy blue and one a curious shade of green, she headed to the study. Shoving aside reams of paper and the old typewriter (now dangerously dusty) she made up the couch and created a makeshift bed on the floor. She pitied whoever ended up on the floor. . .it was hardwood, and someone would end up with a sore back. Not that it was her problem. In her opinion, if someone wants deluxe accommodations, he should call first.


Now then, what to make for dinner. She’d love to make them all one of her homemade Grecian dishes, except that she had no ingredients, and wasn’t precisely certain of any of the recipes anyway.  An Italian dish would be suitable, she supposed, based on the location, but once again she was barely capable of boiling noodles. And then there was always the option of American food. . .even she was capable of grilling up a hamburger. 


But in the end she settled on what she knew best, and began dashing around her kitchen looking for rice, vegetables, shrimp, and of course saffron.  Within moments the enticing smell of cooking paella was already permeating the house, and she could feel her own stomach growling for a taste.


She considered putting out the good china, but then decided against it.  After all, they were family, and she certainly didn’t have to show off for her own children, if the boy was indeed what he claimed. She rather hoped he was. . .she’d like to think at least one of her children had turned out handsome. As, in all fairness, Felix’s father had.


But Theodora preferred not to think of that mistake. It was one of the few decisions she had ever made that she lamented, and she knew full well that she regretted it for all the wrong reasons, which made her even more infuriated.  Better not to think of those things, and she managed to calm her jangled nerves enough to pour everyone a glass of sangria.


It wasn’t the greatest show of hospitality, she’d admit that much.  There was no tablecloth, mere paper napkins, and cracked plates and bowls.  But the food would be good, and if nothing else, she always provided good company, so the woman managed to convince herself that she had done a superb job.  With this thought firmly entrenched in her mind, she called the family to dinner.

*     *     *


I didn’t think it was all that difficult to figure out, call it women’s intuition, if you will, but clearly Cy hadn’t caught on.  And I certainly didn’t want to be the one to break the news to him. . .besides, it wasn’t really my place.  But there was no denying the clear relationship between Felix and my Cy.  There was something about their smiles, the way their hair flipped over the same way.  The color of their eyes.


There the similarities ended, luckily.  Felix’s entire demeanor made him appear differently.  He was flippant, carefree, debonair. He didn’t have Cy’s easy demeanor, but a more infectious charm of his own.  Upon meeting me he dropped to one knee and kissed my hand, never breaking eye contact.  He immediately hugged Cy, clapping the other man on the back.  He then plopped on the floor and began rubbing his hands in front of the fire.


As it turned out, Felix was originally from London, as implied by the accent. But at the age of 12 the family had moved to New York, his current home.  Personally I’ve never been a huge fan of New York.  Too busy and smelly, and besides, the busses are always late and the taxi drivers are rude.  But to each their own, I suppose.  


It sounded as though the man was quite the world traveler. He’d been to Greece, Ireland, Russia, and of course Italy.  He was amazed at how “provincial” Cy and myself were.  I had never really considered myself “provincial.” After all, I read books, I attended school, I knew at least to some degree how the world worked. It wasn’t like I lived in a house made of mud, or anything. 


Not that I was really upset by his rather degrading view of our circumstances. I found him fascinating, and quite attractive, in his own uncaring way.  And since it had become quite apparent–alright, had always been quite apparent–that Cy would never return my feelings, I might as well try to branch out.


Well, at least that was what my brain said.


There was no awkward silence with Felix in the room. He was constantly engaging the two of us, asking about our pasts, our present existence, and what we hoped for in the future.  But all the while we were amiably chatting away, we could hear Theodora in the kitchen, setting plates and generally just clambering around. We could scent something delicious, but I couldn’t precisely figure out what it was. 


Luckily, we didn’t have long to wait, as the small Greek woman popped her head into our room and announced cheerily “dinner’s on me tonight, friends!”


We all stood up, a bit stiffly, I might add, and made our ways into the dining room, Felix still making some rather soggy sounds.  A cracked and blemished wooden table was set before us, with chipped bowls, warped spoons, and paper napkins. A large pitcher of milk was placed in the middle. I had never seen a more cheerful setting.


We all sat down, with the exception of the Greek woman, who continued to stand, smiling down proudly at all of us. Ever used to my parents, who demanded nearly perfect manners when dining at someone else’s house, I immediately took the napkin and laid it neatly across my lap.  Felix, on the other hand, took his and promptly tucked it into his shirt, while Cy merely sat there looking confused. The Greek woman didn’t seem the least bit perturbed by all of our different reactions, and continued smiling.


We sat like that for almost a minute, nobody saying anything. What were we supposed to do? She had just called us in for dinner, and yet there was no food to be seen. . .only that scent wafting in from the kitchen. It was Felix who finally broke the silence, feeling more comfortable than either Cy or myself.


“So, Grams, what’s cooking tonight?” He asked, and I could see where his New York upbringing came in. The Greek woman’s smile broadened.


“I made you all a very special treat tonight,” she informed us. “I don’t make this for just anyone, but since we seem to have a family reunion going on, I thought that I would make an exception.” She winked slyly at us, and then promptly disappeared.


“Is she always like that?” Cy asked in bewilderment. Felix’s face lit up into a bright grin.


“Usually she’s much worse,” he replied fondly, his eyes going toward the open door. “She’s an amazing woman, Grams is.  You wouldn’t believe some of the things she’s done, all of the stuff that she’s gone through.”


It didn’t seem possible to me that a woman who appeared so young and happy could have gone through many hardships.  She certainly didn’t look any older than my own mother, who I knew for a fact had never done anything more difficult than taking a driver’s test. Maybe in Europe things were different. . .after all, she did have a grandson, which implied that something had gone on in her youth.


My thought process was abruptly halted, though, when she reappeared in the doorway, holding a large platter of some unidentifiable food. I could tell that there was rice, and vegetables in it, and it was clearly adorned with any number of spices. The thing which confused me was that there appeared to be whole shrimp mixed in with it.  Heads, tails and all.


“Voila!” she exclaimed proudly, plopping the platter down in the direct center of the table and nearly sending my water glass flying. “Paella!”


Felix clapped his hands and immediately began shoveling some onto his plate. Cy and I exchanged confused glances before following suit. How on earth was one supposed to eat this stuff?


Apparently however one chose. Felix seemed to enjoy sticking the shrimp in his mouth whole and then spitting out the shell, Cy neatly dissected his meat before eating it, and the Greek woman, as far as I could tell, really did eat the entire crustacean. As it turned out I shouldn’t have worried so much about eating it. . .it was absolutely delicious. Or so I thought until about my third bite, when I realized that my throat was on fire, and no amount of water could quench my thirst.  Luckily we had ice cream for dessert. 


Now, I’ve always been a huge fan of ice cream, so when the Greek woman brought out three different tubs I was in seventh heaven. And admittedly I was a bit of a pig, and ate perhaps more than my own share. Could I help it? Not really. Ice cream to me is like bread to a hungry man. . .I simply devour it. My father used to joke that I couldn’t possibly even know what it tasted like. He was wrong, of course. I know very well what ice cream tastes like.


Suffice it to say that I was feeling very full by the end of the meal.  Everyone else seemed to share my sentiments, and we all leaned back in our chairs. Felix even untightened his belt, and the Greek woman just sat there sighing for a few minutes.  But then she made eye contact with Cy, and what had been a comfortable silence immediately changed to an awkward one. After all, distractions were past now, and it was finally time to figure out what was going on between those two.


I stood up to leave, figuring that this was probably going to get somewhat personal, but then Cy turned to me, a plea in his eyes.  I’m a sucker for puppy dog eyes, I confess.  I’m the type of person who feeds chocolate to dogs just because they look at me, even though I know it’s not good for them. And if I’m a wimp when it comes to dogs begging, I’m even worse when it comes to my friends.  So, despite any misgivings I was having myself, I sat myself back down in my chair.


“So. . .” the Greek woman finally said, and her voice seemed to have dropped about five tones. “You want to know about Theodora.”


Felix’s head shot up at that comment, and he stared intensely at his grandmother. Any confusion I might have been having (which wasn’t much, let me remind you) vanished instantly with that glance.


“I want to know about my mother,” Cy reiterated.


“Alright,” Theodora said.  “I’ll tell you everything you want to know about her. But first, please, tell me a little about yourself, first. Please.”


Cy seemed about to argue at first, but in the end he was too polite to deny such a simple request.  I leaned back in my chair, and listened to him give a narrative of his life. It was strange. . .for all that we had been friends for seven years, there was so much about him I had never known. I had never known that his first dog was named Scuffy, or that he hadn’t learned to ride a bike until he was ten. I had never heard about the family vacation to Colorado, nor about the death of his adopted grandfather. I never knew that he’d had tonsilitis, never known that he had broken his leg sliding into first in a Little League game.


Suddenly, in the space of one hour, a person that I had thought I’d known through and through was fleshed out, and became complete. Now I knew him, inside and out. I’d always known his present, but now I was informed as to his past. And, if I had my way, I would be there for the future.


When he finally concluded with our arrival in Brindisi and subsequent drive now to Napulis the rain outside had lessened, and a few weary stars were beginning to peek out from behind the clouds. It had been early morning when we’d left the hotel. . .had it really been that long of a day? I found myself yawning, and concluded that, indeed, it had been a very long day.


There were tears in the Greek woman’s eyes at the end, though I think I may have been the only one to see them. She hastily wiped them away with the back of one hand while pretending to scratch at her temple.  But there had been a definite sheen to her dark eyes before the gesture, which was clearly gone in the end.


“It sounds like the parents you had were wonderful people,” she said finally. Cy nodded his head, a somber expression still on his handsome face.


“They were wonderful, and I love them very much,” he replied. “And they will never stop being my parents, even when I do find my biological mother. It’s just that. . .I have to know. I have to know where I came from, who I am.”


So everyone has doubts, I thought somewhat wearily. Even my ever-confident Cy.  I had never imagined him as the kind of person to doubt himself, to wonder about what would or could be. He had always seemed to live in the moment, with confidence in respect to the future. I had always felt safe around him, because he always seemed to know where he was headed.  It should have disconcerted me to find out that he wondered about his past. It should have. . .but somehow it didn’t. Go figure. Women really are strange creatures.


“You have to tell him, Grams,” Felix said softly.  He’d been playing with a napkin throughout the whole story, twisting it around, and pulling off small strands.  The area in front of him was covered with tiny little shreds of paper napkin. He looked up from his mess, his face as serious as Cy’s own. “You can’t keep him wondering.”


“I know,” the Greek woman responded briskly, some of her earlier spirit returning to her voice. “You think I’ve lived all these years just to be dumb? I know.”  She turned back to Cy, and extended one perfectly manicured hand out to him.


“Cyrus, you’re a wonderful boy, and I want you to know that I am very proud of you, though I have little right to my pride. My name is Theodora Leopoldos. I am your mother.”

Part II

Chapter I


“You’re not going to wear that out tonight, are you?” Cissy’s voice was loud and piercing.  She had worked for many years to get it like that. It was just about the only instrument in the world capable of waking Theodora up from a sound sleep.  Cissy enjoyed having this power, and utilized it just about every chance that she had. So now it functioned not only as a wake-up call, but also as a way to get the young woman’s attention. It was infallible, and incredibly annoying at well.


“Yes, Cissy, I am going to wear this out tonight. There’s absolutely nothing wrong with it,” Theodora responded as patiently as she could.  She really didn’t see what the problem was. Her brown slacks were very nice, and her beige turtleneck was comfortable and warm enough for the breezy nights.  Of course it wasn’t nearly as showy as her little sister’s form-fitting black dress, but it was quite a bit more practical. Theodora enjoyed being practical.


“You’re never going to find yourself a husband if you dress like that!” Cissy protested, pushing her lower lip out into a petulant pout. Theodora just sighed.


“Listen, Cissy, there’s quite a bit more to life than finding a husband.”  She didn’t know why she even tried to convince her sister of this small fact anymore.  They’d had this conversation a thousand times, and neither one ever managed to convince the other of anything. It was useless bickering as far as Theodora could tell. But, then again, Cissy was known for enjoying useless bickering. 


“Career, job, success, fame, fortune,” Cissy counted the points off on her fingers as she said them.  “Sure, that’s all well and good, but what about family? That’s a woman’s responsibility, Theo!  To have children, and raise them, and feed them, and then marry them off. Why, if it weren’t for women and their husbands, there wouldn’t be anyone to know that you’re famous!”


“You forgot about seeing the world,” Theodora interjected calmly.  She looked at herself critically in the mirror. She really didn’t see what Cissy was so upset about.  It wasn’t as though she were unattractive! Admittedly, the slacks and sweater might be a little too practical for seducing a nice Greek boy, but other than that there wasn’t anything even remotely wrong with her appearance. She had pretty features, good skin, a nice rack. . .she had her hair cut in the newest style, and she even consented to wear make-up. No, in her mind she was doing plenty to attract a guy. It was hardly her fault that the only ones ever interested weren’t worth her time.


“What about Niko?” Cissy asked as she stuck a pin behind one ear and then peered around Theodora’s shoulder to see the result in the mirror. She stuck her tongue out in disgust at the result, moved around two tendrils, and then smiled in satisfaction. Theodora didn’t see the difference.


“What about Niko?” She asked, more for the sake of keeping up the conversation than out of any desire to hear the response.


“He seems nice enough. He’s handsome, he’s athletic, and he’s actually interested in you. Come on, Theo, why won’t you give any of these guys a chance?”


“Because people like Niko are also rather dumb, and interested in only one thing,” Theodora replied shortly.  “Listen, that’s enough of this silly girl talk.  Come on, we’re late. Everybody will be waiting for us.”


“It’s good to be late,” Cissy said as she smeared some color onto her lips. “It heightens the anticipation.”


Theodora rolled her eyes, but wisely didn’t reply.  That was just what her sister was like.  It hurt Theodora to realize how much her younger sibling was missing out on with her narrow perception of the world. She barely studied in school, despite the fact that she was quite smart. It was more important for her to flirt with the boys in the back of the room.


Not so for Theo.  Boys were all right, she supposed. They were good for a fun time, and some of them were actually worth talking to. In fact, most of her friends were boys. It was just that. . .well. . .that’s precisely what they were. Boys. And somehow she couldn’t see herself tied down to some small town Greek who had never seen the rest of the world. Besides, most of them were barely old enough to shave.


Sure, she wished for a knight in shining armor, a gorgeous, smart, perfect man who would absolutely sweep her off her feet. But she was pragmatic.  They just didn’t grow knights in these days.  You had to take what was offered, and at the moment she didn’t see anything ripe. It was okay, though, she could wait. And if that perfect somebody never showed up. . .well, it wasn’t the end of the world.  She had countries to visit, books to read, mountains to climb, symphonies to hear. . .she was quite certain that she would never be able to fit all of her dreams into one lifetime. She certainly wouldn’t be able to if she did what Cissy and her mother suggested: namely meet a nice boy, get married, and have a baby within the year.


At least this night should be fun.  Some of Cissy’s silly little friends were coming with, but they could be ignored.  Arkeipos and Phelliope would be there. And besides, they were just going for a stroll along the coast.  That was fun no matter who the company was.


Theodora had always loved the sea. There was something about it that just resounded in her soul. She felt at home beside the wide waters, with nothing but blue all around her.  Perhaps in a past life she had been a fish. . .not that she believed in that sort of thing.  But sometimes it felt like she belonged somewhere else, or in some other time. . .


She could feel herslf being lifted off into one of her daydreams, and forced herself back to earth.  There was nothing wrong with daydreams, while one was riding on a bus or sitting through a particularly tedious class (Grecian History through the Eyes of the Philosophers, for instance) but it didn’t do to daydream while one was free, with options wide before them. Tonight would be fun. She had to keep reminding herself of that fact. It was too easy to get drawn into the joys of the future. Sometimes you had to just learn to sit back and enjoy the present.


And the night was, indeed, fun.  Cissy and her band lagged behind, giggling and flirting shamelessly with one another. Theodora and her friends walked ahead, jumping bolding from one rock to another, occasionally slipping and falling into the salty sea, only to rebound with laughter.  They spoke of tomorrow.  Arkeipos was leaving for university in the fall, but Phelliope and Theodora, by virtue of being women in orthodox families were being kept at home.  Phelliope accepted it. . .it was just the way that life was.


Theodora, meanwhile, was seriously considering the feasibility of dressing as a man and tricking the university personnel into believing that she was a man. But then there was the problem of tuition, and while it was relatively cheap for Greek citizens, it was still more money than she herself had.


“I don’t know what I was thinking!” Cissy exclaimed joyously when it was just the two sisters again, returning home.  “You and Niko. . .I am so brainless sometimes!”


“What are you talking about now?” Theodora asked.  Sometimes she couldn’t keep up with the flighty mind of her sister.


“Isn’t it obvious? You should marry Arkeipos!”Cissy practically crowed in triumph. “It’s obvious that he has deep feelings for you. No wonder you won’t even consider another man. You’re already in love with your childhood friend! How romantic!”


Theodora rolled her eyes. “Cissy, sometimes I really don’t understand you.”


But for the rest of the year, whenever Arkeipos looked at her with that faraway look in his eyes, she had to wonder. Cissy had a way of doing that to a person.

*     *     *


I wasn’t surprised at all.  Felix wasn’t surprised at all. Cy, on the other hand, dropped his fork, his napkin, and his jaw all at once.  I didn’t blame him for not realizing it, not really. He had never been particularly observant when it came to social situations (as demonstrated by his utter inability to comprehend that women were literally throwing themselves at him almost everywhere we went).  And besides that, he was blinded by the proximity of the situation to his own heart. Still, it was funny to see him turn completely white, and to watch his mouth open and close without words coming out.  I was rather proud of myself. I managed to stifle any giggles which threatened to escape.


“But you’re so young!” Cy protested in a strangled voice. 


“Hey,” Felix protested mildly. “If she’s old enough to be my granny, she’s certainly old enough to be your mother.”


“But she can’t be your grandmother!” Cy said. “Look at her!”


“I’m actually 63 years old,” Theodora said mildly. “But thank you for the compliments.”


Mass pandemonium broke out. That was something even I hadn’t seen coming. 63? She didn’t look a day older than my own mother! I resolved to ask her about all of her secrets later. After Cy had recovered. And left the room. 


Speaking of Cy, the poor boy just continued to sit there, shaking his head back and forth in disbelief.  I suppose I would have reacted much the same, if I had just found not only my mother, but my nephew as well. Though I don’t think that Cy had quite put those two together yet.


Felix, on the other hand, certainly did.


“Well, Uncle Cy, what do you have to say now?” he asked gleefully, finally untying the ridiculous napkin from around his neck and setting it down on the table.


Cy ignored him. I took a few more bites of the melting ice cream.  It was going to be an interesting night.

Chapter II


Packing up all of her bags and heading out to the train station might not have been the most intelligent thing that Theodora had ever done in her life. Impulsive things usually weren’t.  But still, it somehow felt right, as though it were something she was meant to do.  Which was ridiculous, of course.  Nobody was meant to run away from home and family, nobody was meant to walk along a highway in the middle of the night. Still. . .she couldn’t quite shake the feeling that she had done something she was meant to do.


She would feel quite a bit more comfortable when the train arrived. Sitting in a dark train depot with only a night manager and a few smoking hobos was not her idea of a good time. Even if it was intrinsically tied to her destiny, there was something very scary about train stations after midnight.


Besides, she was still feeling badly about her departure. She had left a note for her parents, of course. Not that they would understand. Her mother was worse than Cissy when it came to marriage and the “correct” way to lead her life.  And her father. . .well, her father couldn’t care less what happened to her. He had his little princess, Cissy, and then there was the new baby, finally a boy to carry on the family name.  She was just a mistake, in her Papa’s eyes. 


So she really couldn’t care less about running away from her parents. They wouldn’t miss her, not anymore than everyone missed Dog, who had died just last summer. It was Cissy that she was worried about.


After all, she had so much potential, so many opportunities awaiting her in her young life.  Theodora knew that her younger sister was smarter than her. There was no denying that fact. She was also prettier, friendlier, and generally more well-liked. She played the piano beautifully.  And yet where Theodora was determined to do something with her life, to make some kind of positive contribution to the world as a whole, Cissy seemed content to just sit back and drift with the tide.


At least while she had been there Cissy had been guilted into doing some things, Theodora thought bitterly. Like actually completing the reading assignments and doing homework. But she was leaving, and without her there, Cissy would have no incentive.  That was one of Theodora’s greatest fears, that she would return home one day and find her baby sister married (unhappily, of course) to a man who didn’t respect her. And, Cissy being Cissy, she would probably believe it to be a completely normal turn of events.  She would probably have seventeen children, eight under the age of three, and spend her days slaving over a stove. And she’d think everything was just fine.


Well, there was nothing she could do about Cissy now, Theodora reminded herself. She had to get away. If she didn’t, the future she had envisioned for her sister would be her own. And while Cissy might be able to make a go of it, she knew that she herself would not.  She simply couldn’t live that kind of life. . .she would rather die. But since she had no intentions of suicide at the present moment, only one option was open to her. . .that of running away.


She had it all planned out, of course.  Though she was apt to act sponatenously, Theodora was never one to act stupidly.  So in the course of three days she had set out everything. The plane tickets to America. The handy little dictionary of American phrases.  The enrollment letter from Grand Rapids Community College.  It was all ready.  She hadn’t quite figured out where she was going to live, but she was certain that a family in the states wouldn’t mind hosting an exchange student.  After all, Americans were supposed to be exceedingly friendly. 


There was no difficulty getting on the train. The man at the ticket office looked at her slightly askance, a woman traveling alone so late at night, but the ticket was good, so he let her on. She made her way to her lonely compartment in the pack, and settled herself in. If she was lucky, she would have the small car all to herself.  But she knew that was probably asking for too much.


As indeed it was.  Just minutes before departure, the door to her compartment swung open, and a young man wandered in. He appeared to be around Theodora’s age, perhaps a year or two older, no more.  But that wasn’t the interesting part.  What intrigued Theodora were his classic, Aryan features. Blue eyes, blond hair, and a nose that belonged on an old Roman statue.


“Hello lady,” he said slowly, in heavily accented Greek. He smiled abashedly, as if asking her forgiveness for his inability to speak the language. Because he was so handsome, she decided to grant it. And because she was charmed by the slight chip in one of his front teeth.


“Do you speak English?” She asked, searching for a common ground. She wasn’t a linguist, or anything, but she would guess off-hand that the man was German. She didn’t speak a word of that language, but perhaps they could meet in the middle.


The German’s face lit up. “Ja, ja,” he said, laughing a little. “English. . .that I do know.  My name is Geoff Schweitzer.”


“Theodora Leopoldos,” she replied calmly, shaking his hand.  “It is a great pleasure to meet you.”


“All mine, all mine,” Geoff responded.  “So, tell me, where are you off to at such an hour, and all on your own?”


Theodora wasn’t stupid. She knew that he didn’t really want to hear the whole story of her imminent departure. However, she also believed in teaching people lessons, and since he had asked, she was more than happy to oblige. So for an hour she informed him of her troubles at home, her frustration, her escape abroad, and her dreams for the future. Geoff listened in open-mouthed astonishment, drinking in every word.


“That is amazing,” he said sixty minutes later, when the stream of words finally ended. “I cannot imagine. My parents have always supported me in everything that I do.”


“Well, you’re a man, that’s what happens,” Theodora replied.  “I wish I were a man.”


“Don’t wish that!” Geoff said hotly, leaning in toward her. “Never say that. It would deprive the world of too much beauty.”


Theodora hesitated for a moment.  Never in her life had anyone ever called her beautiful. She was the smart one, the logical one. It was always Cissy who received the compliments, the flippant comments about her hair being raven dark, her eyes sparkling, her skin cream.  Theodora had always considered herself to be attractive, but nobody else had ever told her so.


She leaned forward a little, matching her posture to the German’s.  And she looked at him. Really and truly looked at him, running her eyes over every small feature that he possessed. His chipped front tooth, the cowlick in his blonde hair, the noble nose. . .


“Thank you,” she said finally.  They sat so for a moment, trapped in a silent tableau neither in their innocence knew how to break.  Mouths separated by a mere inch of space.  But then nature took over, and within moments that mere inch had disappeared.


The rest of the trip passed remarkably quickly for Theodora and Geoff.  But end it did, finally, with Theodora departing at the ____________ airport, minus one pair of underwear, two buttons from her blouse, and her virginity.  She bade a reluctant farewell to the German, and the two exchanged a curiously chaste kiss before she began dragging her bags toward the terminal.


She couldn’t wait to arrive in America.

*     *     *


Thankfully Theodora invited Cy and me (as well as Felix, obviously) to stay the night in one of her guest rooms.  The storm was beginning to wind down outside, but I had no particular desire to venture out in search of our hotel, and I doubt very much that the still befuddled Cy was any more eager.  We didn’t have pajamas, of course, but Theodora told us not to worry. The warm Italian evenings would have us stripping off any clothing anyway, she informed us.  


Felix was ordered to take Cy to the bedroom he regularly occupied, while I was gifted with the futon in the living room.  For all of her seemingly scandalous past, Theodora still held on to somewhat antiquated morals, and insisted that we sleep in separate rooms.  Cy and I both tried to convince her that we would be comfortable sharing a room, but she refused.


“If you were lovers, that would be one thing,” she told us staunchly. “If you were married, that would be another. But you’re not, you’re just friends, and I absolutely will not allow you to ruin that while you live under my roof.”  


Whatever that meant.


So I came to find myself being led through curious little white-washed corridors with an undeniably bossy little Greek woman.  It amused me to no end to think that only a few hours earlier I had been calmly eating breakfast at our hotel, and only a few hours before that had been comfortably entrenched on my couch with a bag of potato chips watching the latest season of “The Bachelor.”


Which made me wonder if they had cable in Italy, and even more importantly if they had Fox. Not that I’m a TV addict, or anything, but I do have three shows that I adher to religiously.  It seemed that with the adventure I had suddenly found myself in the midst of there wouldn’t be much time devoted to television watching, though.  Oh well, all would work out. I could always just call my mother and ask her to record them for me. She was as obsessed as myself.


Toothpaste, by the way, tastes different in Italy. Or maybe it was just the water. Either way, by the time I had finished brushing my teeth, my mouth felt grittier than it had before. But at least the somewhat fiery taste of the paella had disappeared.  But water is water the world over, and I had no such issues washing my face. I considered taking a shower, but Theodora had finished with her hygiene moments earlier, and I would have felt more than a little strange just starting up a shower without her consent. Besides which, I didn’t see a shower in the small, cramped bathroom.  It wouldn’t have been so cramped if it weren’t for the large bathtub situated firmly in the center, but of course that was there, and if there was a normal shower, it was very well hidden.


The tub fascinated me, though. It was one of those old ones seen in old movies, or historical settings.  Bronze claws seemed to grip the floor, and I would almost have sworn that the actual tub was made of porcelein.  I ran my hand idly along its smooth surface. I had always been a huge fan of antiques, and I would have paid a bundle for a tub like that one.  I could just imagine it, filled with bubbles, relaxing, dropping my head beneath the aromatic froth. . .


Of course, the naughty part of my mind interjected, there were other things that could be done in a tub that large.  Like fitting in a second person, for one. And suddenly my innocent daydream was destroyed by the picture of long, lean legs, dark hair, and smiling amber eyes.  Blood rushed to my face, and I stood staring at the tub for an unknown amount of time.


However long I was there, apparently it was long enough for the men to finish their tour of the house, because it was Felix who broke into my reverie.


“Hey Cy,” I heard from behind me, in the door. “What’s with your girlfriend and the bathtub? Is she afraid of it or something?”


I nearly jumped out of my skin, the sound was so sudden and unexpected.  I tried desperately to compose my face, but I’m sure that remnants of red remained even when I turned around. That’s something I hate about my pale complexion. When I blush, I turn beet red, the color of tomatoes, quite literally. And, of course, I blush all the time. Everyone’s heard the expression “wearing your heart on your sleeve”. Yes, well, I’m one of those people who wears my heart on my face.


Cy, thankfully, didn’t seem to notice. “Nah,”he said, shoving his way into the room. “Kris isn’t afraid of anything. She’s just a total dork, completely into old shit like that.”


That was precisely the phrase that I needed to bring me completely and totally back to myself.  I gave Cy a firm punch in the arm. It undoubtedly hurt me more than it hurt him (quite literally. . .my hand was actually bruised) but it made the point.


“That is not shit!” I exclaimed, waving one fist threateningly under my friend’s nose. “That is a vintage tub! Look at it, you can tell it’s authentic! It’s beautiful!”


“It’s a bathtub,” Cy shrugged, and began slathering toothpaste across Felix’s brush.  That’s one thing about Cy.  He’s absolutely obsessed with his teeth. And granted, he has very nice teeth, regularly set and a lovely shade of white. But he goes through about half a tube of toothpaste every time he brushes those beloved pearly whites.  I mean, seriously, who needs that much toothpaste? I swear it doesn’t work any better when there’s more of it.


Felix seemed to share my amazement at the vast amounts of toothpaste that Cy managed to waste. We exchanged one horrified glance, saw the look on the other’s face, and began to laugh. Cy studiously ignored us, no doubt realizing what we found so funny. He was quite used to me mocking him, so he undoubtedly was able to figure out what had inspired such laughter.


Not that he appreciated it.


Not that he was going to let us get away with it.


He continued to calmly brush his teeth for a full moment, rinsed, spat, and set his toothbrush down. He then turned quite slowly to Felix. I saw a look in my friends eyes that I wasn’t exactly sure I liked, but at the same time I couldn’t identify it.  Cy took two deliberate steps toward his newfound uncle. Then, without saying a word, he lifted the toothpaste, and proceeded to squirt it across the other man’s face.


This set me off into a riot of giggles, and I stood, breathlessly pointing at Felix, laughter spewing from my mouth. At least until Cy turned and with a wide grin on his face, did the same thing to me.


That meant war.


The next half hour was spent in merry fun, the three of us running throughout the house, laughing loudly, and overall making a mess of everything. Looking back on it, I’m amazed at how uninhibited I was. Normally I was uncomfortable in a stranger’s house, and act as prim and proper as is possible.  Not so in this situation. Obviously.


Theodora never came out to stop us, so the running and chasing went on for quite some time, followed by all three of us jamming into the bathroom and attempting to clean ourselves up somewhat.  I couldn’t help but look at the bathtub, and the memory of what I had thought turned my face red again. Felix slyly winked, but Cy, as ever, was oblivious.


It was almost dawn when I finally returned to my sofa. At some time during the night Theodora had gone to the trouble of dropping sheets and blankets atop it, and I made a mental note to thank her when I awoke.  She hadn’t actually made the futon, though, so I spent a merry twenty minutes trying to figure that out.


And then finally it was time for sleep. I hadn’t imagined that I would be able to fall asleep, feeling not even the slightest bit drowsy.  I was still much too excited by all of the happenings, and expected to be an insomniac for at least this one day.  But the minutes my head hit the pillows, my eyes closed and consciousness fled.


It was replaced by some very naughty dreams involving two amber-eyed men and a bathtub.

Chapter III


Well, it had taken a few tries, but she finally had everything that she had ever wanted. Fame, fortune, international acclaim. . .they were all there.  Things had really taken off after she had escaped from that silly little town in the middle of Michigan. Theodora should have known that she wasn’t meant for the cold, Northern winters.  She was an ocean girl at heart, and upon her arrival on the Pacific coast things had gone much better.


Not that college had been so bad, not really. It had just been expensive, and rather pointless.  After all, though Theodora had never been a particularly spoiled girl, she had been very well provided for when living with her family.  To be suddenly cast adrift without any financial support had been quite a shock, and she had quickly run out of money. Which resulted in an embarrassing job as a telemarketer.


Besides all of that, the courses had been rather boring.  Although, Theodora thought, boring wasn’t really the right word. Not precisely. They just didn’t seem to lead anywhere. True, that could have been due to the fact that she herself wasn’t sure what she wanted to do, but still. Overall, she had decided that college was a waste of her time, and a huge drain on her capital. So she’d set out to find something else to do.


The only question had been what.


It was all thanks to that little boy from Cascada, she was perfectly capable of giving credit where credit was due.  He had been the sweetest thing, one of her first friends after arriving in the new country.  Of course, things had quickly progressed beyond mere friendship.  


Funny, now she could barely recall his name.  Dirk? Dill? Don? No, none of those were quite right. . .she would remember it eventually, she was sure. Right now, though she had to dash out of the way before the damned make-up ladies found her.  She still had an hour until her call, and she was not going to waste it being powdered up.


Dan, that was it! Cute little Dan, with the wide blue eyes and the tousled brown hair.  He’d been an idealist, and Theodora had always been drawn to that kind of man. He was determined to change the world, to make it a better place. She wished him all the luck in the world, even as she knew that it was impossible.  Still, she had spent many a pleasant night with him, warm beneath the covers as she could hear the howling winter wind outside the window, listening to him and his grand dreams.  He always got so excited when he talked about politics. 


He had been the one to introduce her to theater, strangely enough.  He was in a show downtown, a musical.  She couldn’t remember much of it, only that there was a hideous plant that tried to eat everyone. And that Dan’s character had been named Seymour. She had thought that the funniest name she had ever heard.


The entire concept of theater fascinated her.  It had been a large part of her life in Greece, but there the idea was so different. There it was chorus and ensemble work, the presentation of philosophy.  In America it was like a game, a huge lie in which the actors tried to convince the audience of something that didn’t really exist. She rather liked the idea of the extended lie.


She had gone with Dan later to another audition, and had charmed the director with her slight accent and foreign looks. She had gotten a part she really didn’t deserve.  But, on closing night, as she looked out at the audience, she recognized something.


If she was truly going to do what she had always dreamed of, to be someone and do something, she was going to have to adjust her thinking in America. After all, in Greece one had to be well-educated to do anything. But in this backwards superpower of a country, all one had to do was have money, connections, and beauty. And she knew that she didn’t have either of the first two, but it was becoming clear to her that she possessed some of the third.


The power in the States seemed to reside in two places, to Theodora’s rather elementary thinking. Washington DC or Hollywood. Either way, life was a lie, an attempt to make believe believe things that weren’t true.  Dan was set for Washington DC, of course, so Theodora decided to make her trajectory toward Hollywood.


After all, Dan was a sweet boy, but he was just rather boring. He was predictable. And no matter how hard he tried, or how much he dreamed, he was never going to have the power to single-handedly change the world like his dreams.  So she took her leave of him, without any small amount of tears on either of their behalves.  He was convinced that she was his soulmate. She felt like she was abandoning her beloved baby brother.


But it had all worked out in the end.  Now here she was in Hollywood, the famous Dora Leopold, A-list star and regular red-carpet gossip creator.  She had done what she had always dreamed of.


But now she was bored.


She loved her job, there were no complaints about that.  She loved every minute of creating the lie, loved watching herself projected on a screen.  But life itself was boring, Hollywood was boring, the people who lived there were boring.


And they had put her in a box, in much the same way as her family back in Greece.


Well, no more of that. After all, she had left Greece behind, had escaped from the horrendous Michigan winters.  She had learned what fame felt like. . .perhaps it was time to sample anonymity again.  She was getting a little tired of America, anyway. The people were friendly, there was no denying that. They were proud, and a bit too stubborn for their own good.  She found them charming, but a bit provincial, so easily starstruck and so idealistic.  It was time to head back to real civilization. Not to Greece, of course.  She knew that she wasn’t quite ready to return there.  But perhaps to England. Her English was nearly perfect now, she had barely an accent at all. Yes, she rather thought that she would enjoy England. . .


But first, of course, there was that issue of how to escape from the makeup artists.  And the director, for that matter.  She had signed a contract, of course, but it only bound her for sixty days. She had worked 59 of those days, so one more and she could escape from the project. It wasn’t her problem that they had only finished filming about half of the movie. She would feel a little guilty, of course. . .it would be hard not to, with the knowledge that she was costing everyone involved millions of dollars. But there was simply no way that she could continue with the farce.


So then, that was the plan.  A slight jaunt to England. And what she would do there. . .well, surely it couldn’t be all that difficult to find a job.  After all, wasn’t everyone saying that the population in Europe was declining? But that didn’t mean that the available jobs were declining as well. 


Theodora smiled, as a plan finally came to her as to how she could avoid the ever-present make-up artists. She snuck her head around the corner to her left.  Nobody was there. . .yet. But that didn’t mean that she could dawdle, most certainly not.  So, holding her breath and saying a short prayer, she dashed down the hallway, skidded around a corner, and finally slipped into one of the many costuming rooms that the studio had always filled with old props.


A wig would be just the thing, she was certain.  A blond wig, with long bangs which could partially cover her eyes. Nobody would recognize that. But as she was scrounging around for the perfect blond hairpiece, she found something even more promising.  A large, eighties-style red wig, with crazy curls sticking out every way and a tousled, just woken up look. In any other city in the world it would look insane, unnatural, and forced. But she wasn’t in just any city.. .she was in Hollywood, and that would blend in just perfectly.  


And, of course, she had to grab the molting mink stole.  She knew that it would be a bit of a giveaway, since even in Hollywood nobody would clothe him or herself in something quite that hideous.  But she had always loved the stole, and had insisted that it find its way into every picture that she had done. Admittedly, that was only three, but even so, it had become a trademark. And she couldn’t very well continue on with the rest of her life without her trademark. That would just be downright silly.


So she wrapped it around her shoulders, gave her wig one last, slight adjustment, and strode out of the room, doing her best not to look suspicious.  But there, around the corner, it was them, and they were coming. Three make-up artists, all with decidedly annoyed looks on their faces, looking for her no doubt.  Theodora forced a slight smile, and after one slightly hesitant step, continued to saunter on confidently.  


The makeup artists didn’t even give her a second glance.


Theodora’s grin grew even wider. England had better watch out.

*     *     *


When I awoke, the sun was already playing with long, golden beams across the floor. I blinked my eyes groggily for a moment, uncertain where I was.  Wherever it was, it wasn’t very comfortable.  The object I was lying on was somewhat lumpy, and hard, and poked into my back at strange intervals. And I was hot.


Irritably I pushed covers off of my buddy, only to realize that I was in my clothing. Had I gotten completely drunk last night? I didn’t think so, but then I couldn’t really remember much of anything.  God, but I hated mornings.


But then the door opened, and in walked in a small grey cat. And for some reason with the appearance of this little cat that I had certainly never seen in my life, all of my memories came back. Strange how life works, isn’t it? I probably just woke up when the cat arrived, but because it happened to come in at exactly that moment, I attributed my newly cognizant state to the small feline.


Although I suppose a large portion of life is like that.  Giving credit where none is really due, that is.  Coincidence is such a large part of daily life, and yet we never question it. Certainly, some people call it faith, and perhaps that is what we all believe, in some unknown recess of the heart. As for me, I’ve always called it coincidence. It always seemed to me that God had better things to do than connect memories to a cat.  But then again, I’m no theologist.


Not as though any of that has anything to do with, well, anything.  But I suppose that’s part of life, too. Nothing really matters, not really. And nothing really connects to anything. It’s all just one vast, unending circle of life and death, and ten years after you’re gone, how many people will remember you? Not many. But still, while we’re alive and healthy, we think that everything is so important, that everything simply must be accomplished, that if we’re not on time something really terrible will happen.


Take, for example, my freshman year at college. I was convinced that I couldn’t miss a class, or even be late, since all of my teachers counted participation and attendence.  But then one day the alarm didn’t go off, and I simply wasn’t awake for my 8 o’clock class. I just plain old missed it. And it turned out that was one of the days of our quizzes, so of course I ended up with a zero.  Not in the class, overall I received a B, which I always blamed on that one missed class. But in the end, not even the B really mattered. Sure, my overall GPA helped me get into my grad program, but that one course, and that one class. . .not so important in the grand scheme of things.


Which I suppose meant that what Cy and I were doing at the moment wasn’t really important. After all, he’d been born, he’d been raised, and now he was leading his own individual life. Did it really matter who his birth mother had been?  I suppose not. Not in terms of the world. But it mattered to Cy, which meant that it mattered to me.


All of which brings me back to that moment, lying on Theodora’s incredibly uncomfortable futon, with covers bundled up around my feet, and a rather scraggly gray cat piteously meowing at me. Now I’ve always been more of a dog person, so normally I wouldn’t be able to tell one sound that a cat was making from another. But somehow I knew, I just knew, that this cat wanted to be picked up and held. Or maybe I just wanted to pick up something and hug it. Either way, that’s what I did, and we both seemed content.


I looked at my watch, and was both unsurprised and somewhat dismayed to see that it was already almost noon. For all that I hate mornings, I do like to get up fairly early, and actually start the day. I prefer a good four hours before my breakfast and my lunch, but obviously such was not to be the case today.  


But the biggest reason that I always woke up early was because I hated to miss something. And especially in a situation like the one I currently found myself in, I would really hate to miss anything.  So, while the cat continued to follow me docilely around the room, I proceeded to hastily try to brush my hair back into some semblance of order, rearrange my clothes to show the least wrinkles possible, and prepare myself for the day.


Luckily my memory of the layout of the house hadn’t disappeared from my mind, and I was easily able to find my way to the bathroom. A quick splash of water on the face, scrub against the teeth, and the morning ritual was complete.  Now, time to find out where everyone else was.


But when I reached the kitchen, the only person I saw was Cy.  And he didn’t look particularly happy, sitting there at the table, drumming his fingers idly on its surface.  It was then that I realized how long it had been since I had seen Cy really happy. Back home it had been rare to see him in a bad mood, without a broad smile on his face. But lately, ever since heading off to the airport, he had been stuck in a long series of serious, rather morose moods.  It worried me a little, since it was so unlike the normal Cy. But at the same time, it rather annoyed me. After all, you can’t let outside circumstances completely determine your life, can’t allow them to change or alter who you are.  


So I decided not to alter myself to fit his room, and wandered over to the table in my normal, rather absent-minded matter. And sat down heavily in a chair. And leaned forward to peer into his face.


“Hey Cy!” I said chipperly (especially for me, in the morning). “How’s it going? Sleep well?”


“Well enough for a wood floor,” he replied, managing a smile that I was sure was only for my benefit.  “But I’ll tell you this much. My. . .my mother may be great at cooking authentic Spanish dinners, but other than that she’s a crappy hostess.”


“What do you mean?” I asked, but I had some idea, since my stomach was growling and I didn’t see anything edible anywhere around.


“She’s been off at the store ever since I woke up,” Cy said.


“Well, maybe she had a lot of shopping to do,” I offered, still looking around. Where did that woman keep her food?


“I’ve been up since 7,” Cy said wryly. At which I turned to stare at him. We hadn’t gotten to sleep until 4 or so. . .what on earth had he been doing up so early? Absolutely, utterly insane.  I finally decided just to throw courtesy to the winds, got up, and began searching through the cupboards for food.


“She said we could eat anything we found,” Cy offered from the table.  “A normal person would make pancakes, or waffles, or quiche. She has plenty of different ingredients.”  I turned to snarl at my friend. He knew that I was among the laziest cooks on earth, and while I was fully capable of creating culinary artwork, I would much rather eat something that somebody else had prepared for me.  Cy smiled back.  “Or, if you would rather, there is cereal in the second lowest cupboard.”


Cereal? I practically dove toward the floor.  Cereal and pizza have long been staples of my diet.  Why, that was practically what got me through my many years of college.  I couldn’t imagine some of those late night study sessions with my comfort food.


When I finally found the cupboard, I nearly swooned with delight, and privately blessed Theodora. The woman had Cocoa Puffs! And not some cheap, European imitation, the real thing.  Good old, Battle Creek Michigan, Kellogg’s Cocoa Puffs.  I made a mental note to thank the Grecian.


Cy was clearly amused by my enthusiasm over the Cocoa Puffs, but I just ignored him. He did not know what heaven tasted like, clearly.  After I had finished my breakfast, he helped me do the dishes (which took an entire two minutes) and then we went exploring the house. Which only wasted another seven minutes, since Theodora didn’t exactly live in a mansion. We went for a slight walk around the area, but Theodora was still absent when we returned. Even I was finding it difficult to account for where she might be.


We played a long and arduous game of War using the battered old pack of cards that Cy always carries with him in his back pockets.  26 cards in one pocket, 26 in the other.  I still think that’s kind of weird, but I have to admit that it does help pass the time in weird situations.


Felix didn’t wake up until about 2:30, and came out wearily rubbing at his eyes and wearing baggy green pajama pants with yellow lightning bolts running up the side.  He had a large red mark on one cheek from his pillow, and wore no shirt.  But when he saw Cy and I sitting there, his eyes instantly lit up and a smile crossed his face.


“Well guys,” he said mischieviously. “Ready to have some fun?”

Chapter IV


Now this was more like it, Theodora thought smugly as she stepped out of the airport.  Bright sun shining, warmth on her arms, not a cloud in the sky.  This was the way that life was supposed to be.


After spending a year and a half in London, she had almost forgotten how good one’s body could feel. It wasn’t that she had anything against England. She just didn’t like the people, the land, the cities, the smell, or especially the overcast skies. Other than that, it was a fine country.


But compared to this. . .well, this was pure beauty. Maybe this would finally be a new home. Theodora couldn’t help but grin at that idea. Most likely not, though. She’d have to learn the language much better.


She had taken a few classes at a college down in London, and could speak at least a basic Spanish.  But compared to her fluency in Greek and English, it was really more a farce than anything else. But it had been required for the stewardess job, so there she went.


It was a shame that she would only be in Spain for two days, she thought, as she slid into a taxi and slipped the driver a card for the hotel where she would be staying.  She had been glad on the flight to Greece that it had only been a two hour stay before she was off again. Too much chance of meeting someone she might know. But Spain. . .Spain could be an adventure. There was a heartbeat to it, she could feel that already, sitting in the cab and listening to her driver sing along to Thalia on the radio.  


It was only a ten minute drive from the airport to her hotel in the heart of Madrid.  She was thankful to see that people drove on the correct side of the road, not uncivilized like the British.  And rather than all that obnoxious horn honking, there was the courteous waving of hands outside the window.


She dropped a few Euros into the hand of the driver, and then began lugging her suitcase up the stairs of the Excelsior.  It was a hotel designed especially for the tourists, and to honest Theodora would have preferred staying in someplace more . . .well, local and authentic. But the airline wouldn’t be footing the bill for anywhere else, so this was what she was stuck with.  Still. Better than London.


The job was better, too.  In London Theodora had been fascinated by the underworld, the curious backwater people who somehow managed to live in the center of a thriving, cosmopolitan city and still held onto their old ways. She had apprenticed herself to a midwife, a throwback to the Middle Ages.  It had been an interesting job at first, delivering babies in the most natural way possible. But it was also noisy, messy, and frankly much more work than she was accustomed to. And since she didn’t like the country anyway, she was all too happy to escape aboard the La Aguila line.


Not that she regretted her decision to abandon Hollywood. It was definitely the best decision that she had made in her life. And curiously enough, her mysterious disappearance had made her all the more famous, certainly more than the half-finished movie ever would have. She had even seen her story aired on VH1 the other day!  Hard to imagine.


Well.  Theodora stood in the center of her room, hands on her hips. What to do now.  She didn’t really want to unpack. . .it certainly wasn’t worth it for two nights.  Too much to do and see, and not enough time.  She grabbed her money pouch, cinched it on tight, and headed for the door. Time to get in some classic sightseeing.


But where to, first?  She didn’t have a map, and she couldn’t say that she had even the slightest idea of what was what in Spain.  Perhaps if she just followed the flow of people, she would get the layout of the city. . .


But that proved not to work, as people seemed to walk sporadically and lazily everywhere they went.  She followed one man for half a block as he strode forward purposefully and quickly. But then he spotted a fountain, and went to run his hand through it.  A woman very slowly wove back and forth through the flow of people before finally heading down the stairs to the Metro.  One older man walked staring straight up at the sky, before abruptly disappearing down an alley.


After an hour, Theodora had to admit that not only had she not actually seen anything of any import, but she also had no idea where she was. She had somehow found herself in a commercial district, with small winding streets and tarps hung between buildings.  There were throngs of people down every street, most of which were no larger than the largest of alleys in America. Finally she chose to head down one at random, clutched her purse to her side, and began shoving her way through.


After several minutes, as suddenly as she had found herself encompassed by people, they all disappeared. Although disappeared wasn’t precisely the right word. The alley simply opened up into a large plaza, and the compressed crowd spread out to amble around the outside, sit on the chairs scattered every which way, and to feed the pigeons.  Theodora stood with her mouth wide open.  What treasure had she stumbled onto here?


“I take it you’ve never been to the Plaza Mayor, linda,” came a voice from just above her left ear.  Theodora spun around, her dark hair becoming caught in the face of the man addressing her.  


“What’s the Plaza Mayor?” She asked blankly.  The man smiled, and as he spoke, began to slowly disentangle himself from her hair.


“This, all of this, the heart of Madrid,” he replied, and finally managed to free himself.  He smiled, and Theodora froze.


She knew this man. She had always known him. How and why she couldn’t answer, but somehow she was certain that she knew him.  She saw a question in his eyes, and knew that he was thinking the same thing, trying to answer the same impossible question.


“Do I know you?” they both asked at the same instant, and then laughed, a little nervously.


“I don’t think we have met,” the man replied. “I would have remembered such a cara bonita. But perhaps you have seen me. I am somewhat well-known through Espana.  I am Eduardo Juan Sanchez Minaya, the matador.”


Theodora stared at him blankly, and he shrugged his shoulders unabashedly. “I’m afraid I didn’t know any of that,” she replied. “But you may know of me.  I am Dora Leopoldos, the actress from America.”


Eduardo shook his head. “I am very sorry, linda, but I am afraid that I do not go to the cinemas much. There is too much to do in life than to waste it on the pictures.”  Theodora couldn’t have agreed more, despite her own involvement in the industry.


All around them people continued to walk, pointing, hugging, kissing, smiling, and talking in loud voices.  And suddenly, for the first time in her life, Theodora felt truly home. She didn’t understand what most people were saying, she couldn’t read the graffiti on the walls of buildings, and she still had no idea why there was a large, open, paved area in the center of a city, but she still felt as though she belonged. 


“So, have you never been to Espana before?” Eduardo asked, casually slipping one arm around her waste and steering her away from the entrance into the Plaza.  Theodora shook her head, her eyes still glancing back and forth around the area. 


“Never. I have seen something of the world, of America, and England, and Greece, but I have never seen this country.”


“Then you have seen nada,” Eduardo replied arrogantly, ignoring all of the other things she had seen. “Espana is life, mi’ija, Espana is heat and fire and passion.  Espana is Cervantes, and toros, and soul and heart.  Come, I will show you.”


And Theodora allowed herself to be led aside.  She allowed the stranger to take her on a whirlwind tour of all that was Madrid, from el Prado to the Costa del Sol to the leaning towers and the bullring. She gawked at el Palacio Real, and appreciated the talent of Cervantes.  She ate chorizo, and homemade ice cream, and listened to the guitaristas.  Finally, at night, they returned once again to the Plaza.  A dance group had gathered in the center, a flamenco show.  Eduardo and Theodora headed to the edges of the mass of viewers.  He held her close against his body, covering her somewhat cold arms with his tanned ones.


Glasses of sangria were passed around, and Theodora drank more than her fair share.  She was drunk on it all, on the dancing, the music, the wonder of the city.  The stars above shone brighter than ever before, and the night was darker.  Before her the flamenco went on in a frenzied state or swirling dresses, gasping breaths, and flashing ankles. There was something erotic in the combination of rapid steps and elegant hands, something sensual in the spinning of the men and the swaying of the women.  The guitars ran up, down, and around the scale, seeping from her ears into her very soul.


Eduardo’s hold on her tightened, and she could feel his breath against the top of her head.  She wanted this, she wanted all of it, for all time.  She didn’t want to leave the following evening, couldn’t conceive of it. This day, this night, would last forever.


When the performance concluded the guitars continued, and those who had been watching became the performers.  Men grabbed women, from wizened old grandmothers to seven year-old girls and began promenading around the Plaza.  Laughter bounced against the walls, and people leaned out of their balcony windows to witness the celebration below them.


Eduardo took Theodora by the hand and began spinning her around. She laughed, a pure sound, echoing within her own head.  She had had too much to drink, she couldn’t doubt it. She would never be this spirited, never be this free on her own.  But somehow she knew that it wasn’t just the alcohol. She was suddenly herself in a way that she never had been before.


Her feet burned, blisters were born on her white toes, her ankles twisted. But she didn’t want to stop dancing.  Finally it was Eduardo who stopped her, entrapping her around the waist and dragging her away from the party. They started down a dark alley, and it took Theodora a long moment before she realized that they were headed in the opposite direction of her hotel.


“No, Eduardo, that is not the way,” she began to protest, but he put his large hand over her mouth, stopping the flow of words.


“Trust me, mi hermosa,” he told her.  “You cannot stay your one night in Espana in a hotel.”


He stepped out into the street, and hailed a taxi. He shoved Theodora in, and settled beside her.  He spoke a rapid dialect to the driver, and soon they were speeding off through the night. Theodora sighed, and settled back into the seat.  She turned to study Eduardo, and finally, for the first time all day, really and truly looked at him.


In the dim lighting of the taxi he looked different, more powerful.  His nose was stronger, his eyebrows thicker, his eyes darker.  His hair was long and curling, and she felt an insane urge to run her fingers through it. As though he had heard her thoughts, he turned to look at her, his gaze an angry thing, eating into her heart.  She was terrified of his intensity, and turned to look out the window.


They drove by three fountains, Poseidons and Athenas, ancient Roman Gods in a Catholic city.  It was a strange juxtaposition, the old against the new.  It reminded her of herself, the strong Greek influences from her church and family waging war against her own conscience, her own self. The city managed to maintained both. Surely she could as well.


The taxi ride ended too quickly.  But Eduardo didn’t give her time to think. When she didn’t walk quickly enough for him, he picked her up in her arms, and took her up the stairs of the strange apartment with him.


Twelve floors, and Theodora counted every one of them, her legs dangling and her arms clenched tightly around Eduardo’s neck. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath.  She had done this a thousand times, with a dozen different men. But somehow, she knew this night would be different. Before she had always been in control. But as she lay in Eduardo’s arms, she could tell that he was the one in charge, that he was the stronger man. And she could still feel the intensity of his eyes.


Finally they reached his apartment, and entered. Theodora was surprised at how well-furnished it was. This was not the room of a bachelor, but clearly had a woman’s touch. She had no time to wonder at this, though, as Eduardo continued to walk purposefully and intently forward, showing no strain at carrying her weight. Theodora pushed her face into the crook of his neck. She could smell him, and she lost herself in the scent. He wore no clear cologne. . .it was simply an unidentifiable scent that was pure Eduardo, violence and masculinity and sex.


“Here, mi hermosa, here we are, it is time now,” and she could hear the barely contained desire in his voice. She felt herself lowered to the bed and opened her eyes.  


“I want you,” she said, surprised at how low and throaty her voice sounded.


“That is good,” Eduardo replied.  “Because I want you as well, and I always get what I want.”


And then his mouth devoured her own, and the rest of the night disappeared in a haze of red, of passion, and anger, and fire.

*     *     *


“What exactly do you mean by fun?” I couldn’t help but ask.  There was something about Felix’s demeanor that had me a little on edge.  Remember, this is the girl who was afraid to miss out on a class.  Somehow I had the sudden, sneaky suspicion that Felix had missed a very good many of his classes.


“Nothing mean or unlawful!” Felix protested, throwing his hands in the air in a show of surrender. “Purely legal.”


“Oh, where’s the fun in that?” Cy protested. I elbowed him in the gut and he put me in a headlock goodnaturedly.


“Trust me,” Felix said with a tight smile. “There’s plenty of fun to be gotten into while remaining in the confines of the law.  But I’m afraid that this isn’t anything all that exciting. . .and more interesting than fun, really.”


Cy finally released me, and I stood up, fully aware of how unattractively red my face no doubt looked. It was a good thing I’d never been a very vain girl.  But then again, I don’t think Cy would ever have made friends with me if I’d been vain.  But, even as unvain as I am, I was still a little mad that my face looked like a tomato.


“Interesting?” I asked curiously.  Interesting to me meant a large tome of ancient literature, or a new manuscript by a promising author.  So I found it somewhat doubtful that Felix could think up something that I would find interesting.


“You came here to find out about your mother, right?” Felix asked, directing the question at Cy, who nodded his head. “Well, Uncle Cy, as our beloved relative is currently AWOL, I’ve come up with another way for you to learn all about dear Granny.”


So saying, he abruptly turned on his heel and began marching into the living room. Apparently he’d forgotten that he had just woken up, and hadn’t had any breakfast.  But I knew from personal experience how ravenous a person quickly gets from not eating breakfast, so I quickly fixed him a bowl of my specialty (Cocoa Puffs in cold milk) before following the boys into the carpeted room. When I arrived they were both seated on the ground, with several large crates in front of them. I handed the bowl to Felix who grinned widely.


“All right!” he exclaimed with all of the excitement of a four year-old boy. “I love Cocoa Puffs!” and he began shoveling large spoonfuls into his mouth.


“So, what do we have here?” I asked, seating myself next to Cy. He turned to me with a bemused expression.


“I’d love to tell you, but I’m afraid that Felix is the only one who knows, and you’ve completely distracted him.”


I rolled my eyes, and reached out a crate to pull it towards me. It wasn’t as though it would be particularly difficult to discover precisely what was there without Felix’s help. Besides, he was nodding his head encouragingly as I began to pull off the top, so that must have meant encouragement.  Then again, as my Granny would say, “you see what you want to see and hear what you want to hear.”


Which, generally speaking, was very true indeed.  Most people called it selective hearing, but not Granny. To her it was “ignorant listening” which was among the worst things that a person could do. Personally, I’d always believed that there were many worse things: murder, rape, and theft among them.


I remember that one time I told Granny this, and she turned to look at me with her sad blue eyes, which have seen far more in their years than she will ever share with me.  And she said “But that’s what ignorant listening is, my darling Kristina, it is murder and rape and theft. It is destroying what a person truly is, stealing their identity, and imposing yourself upon them.  You can do nothing worst in your life, darling, than to take somebody’s sense of self away. And that is what you do when you don’t listen, when you don’t truly see.”


And then matters had turned to happier things, to my newest boyfriend, and what shade of blue I should buy my next dress in, and whether I was yet old enough to be told the family recipe for blueberry pancakes (I wasn’t). But somehow that small speech had always stuck with me, and at the strangest times would creep, wraith-like, into my mind.  Like that precise moment, with Cy sitting beside me, and a Cocoa Puff-filled Felix in front, and three large crates containing who knew what in front of me.


Shrugging off the memory of Granny, I placed the top to the crate almost reverently to one side, and reached into the box.  To my left Cy did the same, as did Felix, though he still paused occasionally to dip his spoon into the cereal and take another huge bite.


It was an eclectic collection that I found myself delving into, and I truly didn’t understand the significance of most of the objects I pulled out.  A wooden cross, a small rag doll, a mirror, a piece of ribbon.  The stubs from a train ride, and a pair of panties (this object I quickly hid from Cy and Felix).  There were plane tickets, and receipts for what looked to be college textbooks.  A stub from a theater ticket, a series of old video tapes.  A small instruction manual on how to mix drinks, and a bottle of dramamine.


Beside me, Cy was having more luck.  His crate had been filled to overflowing with pictures, and some of them wafted to the ground as he tried futilely to put them into some kind of order. I left half of my box unexplored, and shifted over to look through his growing pile.  There were pictures of a happily smiling family, undoubtedly Theodora’s.  Two girls, a mother and a father.  Pictures of an entire life were kept in that box, hidden away from the world.  Normally I would add that they were treasured, but it was hard to believe that a series of pictures stuffed in an old crate could be particularly treasured. It was more as if they were hidden away, kept out of sight and thus out of mind, a desperate attempt at forgetting.


Cy apparently felt the same way, as he gingerly fingered through the stacks of old prints.  “What’s the fun in this?” He asked Felix, his voice ironstrong.


“What do you mean?” Felix asked innocently, looking up from his now nearly empty bowl.  “You wanted to learn more about Grams, didn’t you? And besides, doesn’t she have some interesting stuff in there?  Have you gotten to her crate on Spain yet? That one’s a hoot. She’s got real bull horns in there, believe it or not. Got handed them by some matador.”


Cy and I exchanged a look, and then began putting the pictures back in the box, most of them unlooked at. By an unspoken consensus, we moved over to my crate, and while Cy began rifling through the items I had already taken out, I returned to removing still more seemingly trivial items.


A playbill, a Sky Mall magazine. And then my fingers grazed something, something that sent charges of electricity up my arm. I paused for a moment, afraid to venture further, afraid of what I might fight. I have no idea where the fear came from, I simply knew that it existed.  And then I had to laugh at myself. What was there to be afraid of in this little box? Spiders, creepy-crawly things that went bump in the night? Nothing in that box could possibly hurt me. So I grabbed hold of the object, and quickly brought it out.


And for a moment I lost myself, in dancing and music and drink, and laughter all around me.  In the scent of a man, and the terror of losing control. In a red haze, all around me. . .


And as quickly as it had happened, the vision, or whatever one chose to call it, was gone, and I was back in the living room with my best friend and a scattered pile of photographs.  And nobody knew that anything had happened.


Except for one person, who had been standing at the entrance to the living room for some time.  She had watched us go through her personal belongings without a word, had watched Felix drip milk all over her Persian rug, and not a word had left her mouth.  But when I took out that red handkerchief, she kept silent no longer.


“Put that back,” Theodora whispered, but soft though her words were, there was implicit command in them.


And of course, I obeyed.

Part III

Chapter I


Her flight schedule had her landing in Spain again, and Theodora couldn’t help but feel a small surge of excitement in her stomach. It was silly, of course, and she would have to quell those feelings of hope, but for the moment it was a pleasant sensation.  She would just have to insure that the feelings of her traitorous heart never interfered with those of her brain.


After all, it wasn’t as though he was going to remember her.  A one night stand from, what, three years ago? Her own fault, really, and Theodora wasn’t too proud to admit that.  She had avoided any trips to Spain, trading shifts with other flight attendents.  Today she wasn’t sure why she had done that. After all, she wanted to go back, wanted to see if she had really felt what she thought she had.  Wanted to know if it had just been the sangria and the atmosphere, or if maybe, just maybe, there had been something more.


Perhaps that was why she had cringed at the idea of returning to that elusive country. Afraid that maybe there had been something, and knowing that she wasn’t ready if there was.  So did that mean that now she was ready, finally prepared to put her wandering days behind her? She didn’t think so. But she still felt that draw.


But then again, now she had seen the world, really and truly.  She had been on flights all across the Earth, several back to the United States, some to Russia, the Middle East, all throughout Europe, and even one or two that headed far south, to the very tip of Africa.  Now it was time to come home.


So she had packed all of her bags, taking everything that she held dear to her.  She hadn’t told anyone, not any of her friends, nor her coworkers, but she didn’t plan on coming back. Whether or not she found him, and whether or not he remembered her, she was staying in her home.  That much was final, that much she could be certain of. 


The plane flight was rather uneventful for one of hers.  Only two men puked, and only one couple attempted to have sex in the bathroom for the entire flight.  Thus, Theodora was smiling broadly when she finally exited the plane. Her requisite small, carryon size bag of luggage was quickly collected, and the young Greek woman soon found herself out on the sidewalk, breathing in once again all the freshness of Madrid air.


She lost no time in heading toward the Plaza Major. Somehow her feet remembered the way, and she managed to avoid the catacomb-like alleys dissecting the city.  The rush of fountains, the press of people, the smell of life in the air. . .everything was just how she remembered it, and just as it appeared to her every night in her dreams. And finally, rounding the corner, she came to the final scene in her dreams (or rather, the second to final, since her dreams always ended in the same spot, with a slow transition between the bed of the dream and the warmth of another body to her own, cold sheets and rocky mattress).  La Plaza Major.


It was a little different, the years had changed it slightly. Or perhaps it was just that the day had changed.  There were still the small cafes along the sides, the circular tables with the wide, orange umbrellas. But the stage was gone, and with it the thousands of blue, stackable chairs.  Pigeons still littered the ground, following in the wake of the people, snatching at even the slightest of breadcrumbs. Not as though they needed any more food, Theodora thought with a sardonic twist to her mouth. They were already as fat as cats!


But she realized, as she stood in the center of the crowded Plaza, that now she was at an utter loss. She didn’t know where to go, or what to do. She didn’t speak the language of the city, nor of the country.  She knew but one person out of the millions inhabiting the place, and even that one she had no way of contacting, no way of knowing if he even remembered who she was.


Except that there, that poster, just out of the corner of her eye.  The dusty grey background with the blinding black letters, and the caricature of an all-too familiar profile on it.  “Eduardo Sanchez en La Plaza del Toro” screamed the poster.  Theodora wasn’t certain what any of it meant, but the name she knew, and the face of the matador she recognized.  And the date. She could read the date.  June 10.  Today.


It took an hour to hail a cab and finally communicate to the driver where it was that she wanted to go.  Which was ridiculous, really, Theodora thought furiously from where she hunched in the backseat.  After all, she’d been able to say the name of the place with little or no accent.  He was just trying to ride up her bill. Under any other circumstance, she would have been livid, but as things stood the excitement building in the pit of her stomach kept her from any true rage. She watched out her window as the buildings and cars flew by, feeling once again that thrill of adrenaline she hadn’t felt in years.


It was hot in the bullring, glaringly, blindingly, unbearably hot. The sun beat down in waves of heat, and the sweat fairly poured off of Theodora’s body.  She had shoved her way down to the front of the sun seats (why oh why hadn’t she paid the extra 20 to have a seat in the shade) and now she wondered why she had made such an effort.  True, she was near enough to make out the features on the clowns and matadors faces, but that hardly mattered since it was clear that Eduardo wasn’t among them. And as things were, she was stuck between an elderly woman who looked as though she could fall prey to a heart attack at any moment, and a loud family with more children than she had fingers on her hands.


“Mira, mama, mira!”  One of the little girls kept screaming, jumping up and down and pointing excitedly. “El ha matado el mal toro! Que bueno, que bueno!”


“Eres una chica,” one of the boys responded. “No puedes le gusta la sangre!”And so an argument would ensue, and the mother would roll her eyes and look away, without any intent of stopping the brawl. Within minutes all of the children would be involved, until finally the father would snap, slap a few of the boys across the faces, and they would all grow silent. But soon enough the pointing would begin again, and the shouting and the fighting. Theodora had taken more than a few elbows to the gut within two hours.


Just as she was deciding that enough was enough, and was gathering up her purse to prepare to leave, the crowd grew silent.  The clowns, matadors, and the smaller bleeding bulls all walked off to the side, and into the pens beneath the viewing seats.  Women forgot to fan themselves, and leaned forward eagerly, and even the men shifted in anticipation.  Theodora paused for a moment halfway standing, her purse clutched in her left hand, turned to leave.  From one end of the bullring entered the largest black steer she had ever seen in her life. And from the other he entered.


Theodora clutched one hand to her throat, and dropped back into her seat. He looked exactly how she remembered him.  The straight, proud nose, the thick sweep of dark hair, and the piercing eyes. Even from the stands above she could feel their intensity, and shivered in the afternoon heat.  He looked different, though, in his matador uniform. He looked unworldly, somehow, like something more than human.  She was afraid of him. She wanted him.


He strode into the center of the ring while the bull pranced angrily around the edges.  The wind was louder than the people in the ring, though there wasn’t enough of it to sway even the smallest sapling.  Eduardo inclined his head slightly to the north, the south, and the east. When he turned to the west, Theodora caught her breath. She would swear that those eyes look right through her. But there was no recognition, he merely performed the same perfunctory bow before pulling his cape from about his shoulders, and drawing a slight rapier form his hip.


He teased the bull, angering it with throws of the cape, hurting it with small thrusts from his sword. He was a dancer, weaving in and out of the thrusts of the bulls horns.  In, out, in out, all amid the twirling of the cape.  He never seemed to tire, though the bull did.  It seemed as though the more fatigued the bull became, the more enlivened Eduardo was. In and out, in and out.  Obscurely, Theodora found herself wishing she was the bull. Was it wrong that she felt such heat in her midsection watching him?


And then finally, it was over. One death-defying leap, one final plunge of the rapier, and the bull fell to the ground. The crowd erupted in cheers, men, women, and children leaping to their feet. All except for Theodora, who couldn’t take her eyes off that bull.  Clearly, it was wrong that she had wanted to exchange places with the sad creature.


Eduardo bowed before everyone, a full bow this time, no mere arrogant tilt of the head. He strode over to the bull, pulled out his rapier, and deftly cut the horns from its head. The crowd cheered once again.


“Quien sera mi mujer de la victoria?” Eduardo asked the crowd, and then once more in English, for the benefit of all his fans who did not speak the native tongue. “Who will be my woman of victory?”



The women continued screaming, while the men rolled their eyes. Theodora remained sitting, silent. She was certain that he had seen her, but she had her pride. If he chose to recognize her, to admit to knowing her, she would gladly leap from the balcony into his arms, bloody though they might be. If he chose not to. . .well, then she would walk out of the bullring and find herself a home in Madrid.


“Tantas mujeres bonitas. . .” Eduardo mused. “Cual debo regalar. . .so many pretty women. . .”  He sauntered across the arena, heading at an oblique to where Theodora was sitting. He stared up at the pretty faces above him. “Tantas lindas. . .pero solo una hermosa.” He stopped his flirting with the girls, and began walking deliberately to his left, until he stood directly beneath Theodora. He looked up at her with his solemn, burning eyes, and held out the bloody horns to her.  “Solo una hermosa aqui. . .mi hermosa.”  


Theodora couldn’t help it. She jumped down, into his waiting arms.


The dress ended up being unsalvageable. Between the blood from the horns and that which had been plastered across Eduardo’s chest, she exited the bullring with her own lovely red smear.  Not that she cared overly. She had no intention of ever donning that dreadful flight attendent dress again.  Still, since that damned taxi driver had taken off with all her luggage, she had nothing else to wear.


“Where have you been, mi hermosa?” Eduardo asked in the back of his car, his lips dangerously close to her ears.  Theodora took a deep breath to steady her jangling nerves.  “Tres anos.  Tres anos and you didn’t return. Had you forgotten your Spanish amor?”


“Not likely,” Theodora said under her breath. She thought that she detected a slight smile on Eduardo’s lips, but would have sworn that she had spoken too softly for him to hear.  “I had to think.”


“Why think?” Eduardo asked, his breath still stirring her hair.  “When you can feel?”


The driver shifted uncomfortably in front of them. Theodora tried to sit straight and rearrange herself, but Eduardo’s proximity was making even the slightest actions ridiculously difficult.


“Things were going quickly,” she replied primly.


“Is that un problema?”


“Y-” she turned her head to face him, but when she encountered his eyes found that she couldn’t complete the sentence.


Drivers in Spain are not particularly discrete.  This one was an exception, and when he began to hear the soft noises in the back, he rearranged his mirror, turned up the radio, and continued to drive.


A week passed.  Or perhaps a month. Theodora couldn’t be sure.  But even after the week, or the month, she woke up every morning surprised, amazed, excited to see what the day would hold.  For the days were hers. During the days she explored the city.  She found a small cave in which tapas were served at all times of the day. She took flamenco lessons. She began to pick up on the nuances of Spanish life, began to learn the language. She purchased tickets for the metro, and left them in her pocket, preferring to walk and drink it all in.


But her favorite discovery was a national park, located in the heart of the city.  She liked to walk in it, in the morning, as the sun was just rising.  The pink tint gave a new life to everything.  She would sit by the fountains, and dangle her feet in the cool water.


And every day before she would leave the park for her new adventures, she would head to a statue in its back corner.  There were only two statues of its kind in existence, and she would stare at it with a kind of sadness, and a kind of fear.  The angel was perfectly shaped, a beautiful man.  His wings stretched up. But the snakes clutched his legs, pulling him down, his own evil damning him. The fallen angel.  She thought his face looked like Eduardo.


The days were hers, and she filled them with excitement and tried unendingly to stop the sense of mystery.  She finally visited el Museo del Jamon, and bought more meat than necessary to disguise her embarrassment at mistaking it for a real museum.  She bought blackmarket DVDs and played with citizens dogs.


But the nights. . .the nights belonged to the devil, and he came to her with flashing eyes and an arrogant visage.  And the night would disappear into a red haze.


A month passed or perhaps a year. There was no way to be sure.  But one day Theodora woke up, clutched tightly in Eduardos’ embrace. She shrugged his arms aside, feeling there was something wrong, and walked to the mirror. She looked in, and she knew.


She was pregnant.

*     *     *


“Didn’t anyone ever teach you that it is rude to go through somebody else’s belongings?” Theodora demanded to know, striding forward angrily and grabbing the handkerchief from out of my hands.


“He made us do it!” Felix exclaimed and pointed at Cy. Theodora rolled her eyes, stomped over to her grandson, and grabbing him by his ear, yanked him to his feet. The young man cried out in a mixture of pain and surprise.


“And what have I told you about lying?”  Theodora chided him.  It was a funny picture, the diminuitive Greek woman pinching the ear of the much taller American. I couldn’t help but laugh. It’s not my fault, really, I laugh at most anything!


“He’s kind of right, though, Mother” Cy said, still using the honorific a bit stiffly. “I did want to go through all of this. I wanted to know more about you, and clearly you had no desire to share anything, so. . .”


“And why should I share anything?” Theodora asked bluntly.  “It’s my life, I’ve done with it what I please, and now I will keep it as secret as I please.”


“But I told you everything!” Cy protested.  I could hear the hurt in his voice, even if Theodora couldn’t, and it made me angry.  This woman didn’t know what she was doing to the man, didn’t know how she had changed him by her reluctance.  Cy never asked anyone for anything, and yet when he asked his own mother for the truth, she denied it.  I couldn’t remember a time in my life I had been angrier.  (Now I can, of course.  When I was six years old, my little brother broke my piggy bank. I had painted it during school, and kept all of my money in it. I had saved up almost two dollars, and couldn’t wait to break it open with a hammer to buy the Barbie I wanted so much. But my stupid toddler of a brother had been playing with it, dropped it, and it had smashed.  I had been blind with rage then. Wrath knows no fury like a six year olds scorn).  


I stood up, and began shaking a finger in Theodora’s face. (Now that must have really been a ridiculous picture.  Theodora grasping Felix’s now-red ear while I stuff a finger up her nose. Lovely. Andy Warhol, almost).


“Listen to me, lady!” I said, in my normally eloquent way.  “Cy’s gone to all this effort to look you up, to find you, to talk to you, to tell you all about himself. All he’s asking for is to know who you are! I think you owe him that much!”


Theodora finally let go of Felix’s ear.  He promptly sat back on the ground and continued to munch on his Cocoa Puffs. Cy, meanwhile, was staring widemouthed at me, his eyes nearly popping out of his head.


But the Greek woman seemed to take my outburst in stride, and merely stared at me quizzically for a moment before nodding her head. “All right,” she said finally. “All right, I’ll tell you everything, my boy, right after dinner. But first, I want a word with your girlfriend,”


“I’m not his girlfriend,” I said at the same moment that Cy was saying “she’s not my girlfriend.”


“Well, whatever she is, then,” Theodora said briskly.  “Come with me, dear.”


Very few things have ever seemed stranger to me than having this woman who looks to be only in her mid-thirties calling me dear.  It was hard, sometimes, to remember how old Theodora really was. It still is hard. She somehow exudes, not youth really, but vitality, and life.  Something you don’t often find in the elderly. Not that sixty is exactly elderly, but that’s beside the point.


Theodora took me on a long, meandering walk through the halls, before we finally returned to the room directly next to the one in which we had begun. She winked at me. “Had to give the boys a chance to clear out,” she said with a laugh.  I just shrugged my shoulders. I mean really, what do you say to that?


“Now then,” Theodora said, seating herself in one of the two loveseats in the room, and gesturing me toward the second.  “Would you like anything to drink? Tea? Coffee? No? Good, because I don’t have either.”


I was glad that she hadn’t really given me the chance to respond, because I had been about to request a cup of coffee.  It had already been a long day, and I had the distinct impression that it was going to be yet another late night, and I could have used the extra boost of caffeine. Still, can’t be searching for water where there is none, so I contented myself with settling into the loveseat, which was really quite comfortable.


“All right,” Theodora said, and stared at me. I stared back. She continued to stare. I continued to stare. She continued to stare. My eyes began to fuzz out, and shapes began to blur together. She continued to stare. I blinked. The spell was broken.


“How long have you loved him?” she asked suddenly, out of the blue. I was so surprised that I answered truthfully.


“I don’t really know. . .since the day I met him, I suppose.”


“And he has no idea, of course,” Theodora surmised, still drilling me with those eyes. I nodded my head.  “Pity.  He’s missing out.”  I shrugged my shoulders. The woman had the uncanny ability to say precisely the thing which merited no response.


“You are going to tell him at least a little about yourself, though, right?” I decided to press on with what was my mission in life.  But the infernal woman pretended not to hear me.


“I knew there was a connection between us, from the moment I laid eyes on you,” she said proudly. “At first I thought you might be my daughter, and he accompanying you, but that was soon proved wrong. And then I couldn’t be sure what it was, precisely, this relationship. But then I saw you with my kerchief, and I knew, I just knew.”


“Knew what?” I blurted out in exasperation. The woman was beginning to sound as though she really were senile.


“I knew that you had been cursed as well.”


That was the point at which I wanted to stand up and walk out.  True, I had read plenty of fantasy in my days, and have always been a huge fan of fairy tales. For a while I even wanted to write stories for a living, possibly about witches and wizards and ghouls.  But a curse? In real life? Nobody really believes in those anymore, certainly not me. And when it’s brought up in broad daylight, in a lovely room with white loveseats and a small upright piano?  Well, curses just sound ridiculous in that kind of atmosphere.


And I did indeed prepare myself to stand.  One more half a second and I would have left, and who knows where the story would have gone from there. But I didn’t. For one thing, it would have been rude, and for another, I really had nowhere to go. It was Theodora’s house, after all.  And I had nothing to do, except go and pester Cy and Felix some more. Which, while always fun, was anything but productive. So I stayed sitting, and in the end was glad I did so.


“It’s not a real curse, of course,” Theodora said, shaking her hand in the wind. “Nobody really believe in those anymore. But a curse all the same.  The doom of loving men who will never think to love us back.


“Oh, it’s not that they’re incapable of it. Just that such a thought will never cross their minds. In fact, it’s highly likely that they do love us, just don’t realize it consciously. And that’s really the most irritating thing of all.


“Because that’s the second part of the curse, my dear. Our own pride. We don’t want to put ourselves on the line, because we feel we’ve already shown our love in our actions and loyalty. So we don’t dare tell them how we feel. And they’re just too stupid to realize it on their own.  And so we are cursed.”


I nodded my head. Right. Whatever.


And then I thought about it. And realized that she was right. And realized suddenly that there was more to this woman that I would ever have guessed. Suddenly I wanted to know her past, not just for Cy’s sake, but for her sake, because I was curious and because I wanted to know what experiences could have shaped her to be who she was.  Perhaps I already admired her, I don’t really know.


So I asked her the question weighing most heavily on my mind.


“Tell me about the red handkerchief.”


And she did.

Chapter II


She should have told him immediately, of course. That would have been the right and fair thing to do. But somehow, she wanted it as her own little secret. At least long enough to decide how she felt about the situation on her own. Was she happy? Upset?  She really wasn’t sure. On the one hand, she had no use for a child at the present time.  She was perfectly happy on her own. But then again. . .to have something that was just hers and Eduardo’s. . .


But Theodora still wasn’t sure. She wasn’t even sure how she felt about Eduardo.  She lusted after him, that much she knew beyond the shadow of a doubt. He was a beautiful man, after all. What sane woman wouldn’t want someone like that? But at the same time. . .no, she was fairly certain she didn’t love him.  And what child deserved to be brought up by parents that didn’t care about it?


So she didn’t tell her lover.  Someday she would have to, eventually it would become obvious, even to the usually dense male.  But for now it would be her secret.


Although Eduardo did seem to sense something.  He was more tender in their lovemaking, not as intense and violent.  Theodora didn’t know which version she liked better, but it was nice to have the change of pace.


She found herself going to the park more and more often, and staying for longer periods of time.  She would sit on a bench, and stare up at La Angel Caida.  She felt sorry for him.  Which was ridiculous, of course. Who ever feels sorry for the devil himself? But there was something in his face. . .some abstract longing. And with his hand he reached up toward the sky, as though begging, imploring, pleading. Asking for forgiveness, even?  It went against everything that she had ever been taught. And yet. . .


But no, it was just a silly statue.  And it was just her imagination that sometimes the eyes burned, that sometimes the hair was black and thick, that sometimes the features were much less Roman and much more Spanish.  And it was certainly her imagination when the small demons at the bottom began to look more and more like human babies.


It disturbed her, and yet she felt as though it were her responsibility, her duty to stare at the statue. So she did


It was a Thursday. Thursday, August 2.  The heat was overwhelming, and a sticky sweat clung to Theodora at all hours of the day.  August 2, that much she knew.  The days might have passed with eerie quickness, a strange blurring of hours and weeks, but that date she took note of, and remembered.


She woke up late, well after sunrise.  Eduardo was propped up in bed beside her, his head resting on one hand.  He was gloriously naked, not even covered by the sticky sheets.  He stared at her with his usual intensity.  Theodora blinked, surprised to see him in bed still.


“Mmmm,” she murmured, pushing her thick cloud of hair away from her face.  “What are you still doing here?”


“You’re beautiful in the morning, mi hermosa” Eduardo replied, not responding in the least to her question.  She couldn’t help but blush, even knowing that was what he wanted to do.  So she didn’t say anything, just continued to look at him.  He would explaini himself eventually, she was sure. And he did.


“I know you only as mi mujer de la noche,” he said, and Theodora was proud to realize that she understood his words. Woman of the night.  “And that is good, bueno, good.  But it means that you do not know me, that I am only your man of the night. And this I can not allow.”


Theodora raised her eyebrows quizzically. She liked where this conversation was headed.  She took Eduardo’s hand in her own, and began drawing lines across her palm.


“Come with me, today,” Eduardo said.  “Let us know ourselves as more than man and woman.  Let me know you as everything.”


“All right,” Theodora agreed.  “Just let me put on some clothes.”  Eduardo’s lip twisted up in a smile, and he motioned toward his own naked body.  Theodora shrugged. “Maybe you should as well.”


It was only moments before they were dressed, and then Eduardo took her to a small café, where they indulged in a long, leisurely breakfast.  Theodora longed for a cup of coffee, but dared not have any.  After all, it was already hot enough outside. She would likely burn up if she added heat from within as well.


After breakfast, Eduardo turned to Theodora, a question in his eyes. “Well, mi hermosa,” he said slowly. “What is it that you do next?”


She stared at him for a moment, surprised that he would even ask the question. Eduardo was not the type of man who ever asked for someone else’s opinions. He charged through life like the bulls he fought, headstrong, determined, and unswerving from his path.  The fact that he had not only asked for a suggestion, but asked a woman no less, was more than just a little surprising. Theodora took her time answering.  Should she tell him the truth, take him on her daily rounds? Or should she say something that she knew he wanted to hear, go somewhere that he would also undoubtedly enjoy?


“There is this park. . .” she said slowly. Eduardo all but left from his seat.


“Perfecto. Take me to your park.”


It didn’t take long to walk there, nothing ever seemed to be very far from La Plaza.  Along the way they said nothing, simply walked side by side, Eduardo occassionally taking her by the hand, arm, or waist.  But more or less they just walked, content in each others company.


And then, from out between the small twisting alleys, the park spread out before them.  El Parque de Buen Retiro, the Park of Rest.  Eduardo’s eyes widened somewhat in surprise sas he finally realized their destination, but headed in without complaint.


“This is a lovely park,” he said after a few moments of strolling. “But what do you do here? Walk? Sit?”


“I wander,” Theodora replied.  “Sometimes I sit, put my feet in one of the fountains. Look at the statues.”


Eduardo nodded his head. “I am not much for art,” he said slowly. “But there is one statue here that I have seen that I have never forgotten.”


“La Angel Caida?” Theodora asked excitedly.  Eduardo shrugged his shoulders.


“Perhaps. It does not matter. Let us go somewhere more exciting, yes?”


Theodora was a little disappointed that they had to leave her park so quickly, but at the same time she was glad.  Somehow, sharing it with Eduardo made it less. . .beautiful, somehow. He had a way of doing that, of simply arriving in a room and changing it, conforming it to his own strong personality.  The bullring was transformed from a nice sport into a dangerous challenge when he walked into the room, the bedroom from a simple room in a house became a sensuous escape. And her park had become. . .more wild, with his footsteps into it.  Not necessarily worse, but at the same time definitely no better. Just. . .different, and she wasn’t sure at all that she liked the transformation.


Eduardo took her to the metro, and from there to the very edges of the city. “Sometimes,” he explained to her as they took off down a random road, headed toward an unknown destination. “It is better to just walk.  Men, you see, are always looking at their destination but las mujeres. . .”


“Are interested in the journey,” Theodora said. Eduardo flashed her a quick smile.


“Si.  But sometimes, even the men like to just walk, to see where we will end up.  It makes life into an adventure, no?”


Theodora just nodded her head.  It seemed like the perfect day.  Perhaps it was. She realized that she had never felt more content in her life than she did at that moment, walking with Eduardo’s arm about her waist, along a sticky black road as the intense August heat frizzed her hair and dampened her clothes with sweat.  She had a pounding headache, her face was burning, and her feet were undoubtedly growing blisters.  But it still felt right.


But as it turned out, Eduardo had lied a bit when he said that they were just going to walk and see where the road took them.  For, perhaps three miles into their walk, he took Theodora’s hand and abruptly dragged her with him off the road. They walked a short distance, no more than a few city blocks, before a long, muddy pond spread out before them.  There was nothing the least bit pretty about the pond. It looked more like a sewage dump than anything else, a spot where the rain had fallen and forgotten to evaporate.  But it was still water, sure to be cooler than the air around.


Theodora and Eduardo quickly stripped off their clothing. Neither felt any embarrassment at being naked in broad daylight. After all, there was no one around, and even if there were, it was hot enough to justify any nudity.  They ran into the water, and when Theodora hesitated for the barest second, Eduardo grabbed her and drew her in with him.


The water was, indeed, as muddy as it had looked.  She could feel the dirt cling to her body, felt the particles infiltrate her hair. But it was cool, so cool and so nice.  She splashed about, feeling as carefree as a child. Perhaps more so, since with her family there had always been the infernal rules and conduct and manners.  Here she could do whatever she wished. Including. . .


She jumped on Eduardo, submerging his head.  But as she stood laughing, he dragged her under the water without her.  One last, bubbling laugh escaped her, as Eduardo crushed his lips against her own. 


They got out of the water quickly after that fiery kiss, finding more energetic pursuits.  Later, they lay together on the harsh, dry grass, beside the muddy pond.  Theodora cushioned her head into Eduardo’s shoulder, and turned slightly to stare at him.  His eyes were closed, and the wind played lazily with his hair.  Theodora realized with a guilty start that she truly did love him.


She loved him.  She loved his arrogance, his assuredness, his confidence and conceit.  She loved his angry eyes, his intense kisses, his wild lovemaking.  She loved the way he walked, and spoke, and ordered the world to conform to his wishes.


She loved him and was terrified of him. And she felt that she needed to escape. If there was one thing she couldn’t afford in life, it was to be tied down. She sat up abruptly, causing Eduardo to open his eyes and turn to face her.


“Is something wrong, mi hermosa?” He asked her lazily, raising his hand to play idly with her dark curls. Theodora stared straight ahead as she began to slip into her pants.


“I’m pregnant,” she said flatly.  The fingers instantly stopped toying with her mass of curls.


The silence scared Theodora.  She wasn’t sure what she had been expecting, precisely, but it definitely wasn’t silence. Perhaps a congratulations, or a “we’ll name him Eduardo after me,” or maybe even a “I will have to buy you a house.”  She hadn’t expected a marriage proposal, she knew his machismo enough to know that he had absolutely no desire to be tied down. What she had expected was a response. Eduardo always responded to things, everything, in life.  Why didn’t he say anything?


“Mine?” He said finally. Theodora nodded her head jerkily.


“Yes,” she said.  More silence. More damned silence! Theodora stood and slipped her shirt over her head.


“What do you want to do?” Eduardo asked slowly, still remaining in his languid position on the ground.


“I don’t know,” Theodora said.  “I think that I want to see Italy. I’ve never been there.”


“What is there for you in Italy?” Eduardo asked, still without any discernible emotion in his voice.  “A man?”


“No,” Theodora said, still refusing to look at him. “I don’t know what’s there. I suppose I would like to find out.”


“I can’t come with you,” he said.  “My work is here, my life is here. I cannot leave Espana.”


“And I can’t stay,” Theodora replied, and finally worked up the courage to turn and face him.  “We’re not ready for this, neither of us are.”


That got his attention, as none of the earlier conversation had. He stood abruptly, grabbed her arms painfully and stared intensely into her eyes. “You will not kill our child,” he said, his voice as flat and cold as ice.


“Of course not!” Theodora shrugged herself free of him. He stood there still, glaring, hands clenched angrily at her sides. She knew what an effort it was for him not to grab her again, and was proud of his strength.  But she still had to leave him. It would hurt too much to stay, to have his child, and never to wear his ring on her finger.


“Then what will you do?” He asked again. His eyes bored holes into her.  


“I don’t know!” She could feel hereself nearing tears, and hated herself for it. She had to be strong, she had to remain resolute. It would be so easy to stay, to have his child and remain his mistress. But she knew it wasn’t right for her, and it certainly wasn’t right for their baby.


“You will stay, here with me, and you will have our baby,” he said finally, and began to climb into his own clothes.  His tone left no room left to argue.


She said nothing, allowed him to clothe himself, and began to obediently follow him back to the road, and from there back to Madrid. But after half an hour she could remain silent no longer.


She began to choke on the tears that she could no longer hold back. When Eduardo turned to look at her, she pretended that it was the wind and the dust.  Silently, he handed her his handkerchief, an unashamed red.  She angrily brushed aside the tears, faked another sneeze, and attempted to hand it back to him.


“No,” he said sharply.  Nothing more. So she tucked it into a pocket. It was the last gift he ever gave her.


It was a subdued dinner, but when Eduardo realized that Theodora was no longer going to argue with him, he seemed to decide that the case was closed.  He declared that the baby would be a boy, and they would name it, surprisingly not Eduardo, but Miguel Torero.  He then took her hand, and led her to the dance floor.


The night was long, and Theodora found that she enjoyed herself immensely.  Finally having reached a firm decision regarding her plan of action, she found it easy to enjoy the night.  Everything tasted sweet, looked more lovely, sounded more harmonious than ever before, if only because she knew that it was the last.


That night they didn’t even make it to the bed.  Eduardo was nearly ripping her clothing off by the time they reached the door, and they collapsed inside it, just barely managing to close it before plunging into each other.  The night did not end until the sun came up.


When Theodora woke in them morning, Eduardo was gone. Life had returned to normal, then.  She chose not to have dinner, as her stomach was feeling somewhat queasy, and simply walked to the closet, quickly stuffed all of her clothing into that same carry-on that she had taken to arrive in Madrid, and headed toward the train station.  It was time to see if Rome was truly all that it was cracked up to be.

*     *     *    


I couldn’t even imagine what that would be like.  SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1I just stared at the woman in amazement.  Who turns away everything to step into a void? It certainly wasn’t the kind of thing that I would ever even dream of doing.  Not to say that I’m not adventurous, or anything. I’m just not stupid.


But looking at Theodora, I knew that wasn’t true for her, either.  And at the same time that I wanted to pass her off as just some silly old woman, I knew that I couldn’t. 


So I didn’t say anything. I just stood up, walked over to her, and did something that is very rare for me. I gave her a hug.  Theodora, for her part, just nodded her head and gave me a brief smile. But it was empty. It was neither a happy smile, nor thankful, nor bitter, nor even with a touch of sadness. It was empty, a perfunctory gesture performed solely for my sake.


I walked away without saying a word, somewhat disturbed, and very thoughtful.  Theodora’s story had so much in common with my own, that I found that I had the desire to go off in a corner and just think about everything.  Was Theodora stronger than myself, that she was able to leave the man she loved, or was I stronger for staying? Or did strength really have nothing to do with it. . .


For the first time in years I found myself thinking about what I wanted. Not what my parents wanted (my father wanted nothing more than for me to go to school, major in law, and become a lawyer in his firm. Mom, on the other hand, only wanted me to get married and have children. She’s always been convinced that having a family is the only way to ever find happiness and fulfillment), not what my teachers and professors wanted (that was always confusing, let me tell you, trying to do what professors wanted. One would tell me to go out and write my story down, and another would tell me to work silently behind the scenes), not what my friends, or neighbors, or grandparents wanted. Not what Cy wanted. What did I want?


And then I had to wonder who I was. I mean, really.  I’ve always had a fairly good grasp of myself, but at that moment, I suddenly realized that, though I knew exactly what I was, I had never understood how I came to be that way.  Who I am is a tough, resilient, stubborn, intellectual elitist who has spent her life trying to please other people. I’ve always been happy with myself and my lot in life, so it always seemed more important to make others happy. And I guess that I had never realized that before.


So. Back to the original question. What did I want. What was best for me? What precisely did Kristina Theresa Shaak want from her future? And I came up with a big, fat blank.


Which made me decide that I’d had enough introspection for one day.  After all, no person knows what the future holds, and thus, in my opinion anyway, nobody should bother spend all that much time pondering it. Besides, it made me feel somewhat depressed, and I’ve never enjoyed that feeling.  So instead I put on a jacket, and stepped outside.


I could still scent the sea.  I closed my eyes for a moment and breathed it in. Salt, sand, water, and musk. . .


Musk? Well, perhaps beaches in Italy were different than in the United States.  I opened my eyes, and found that I was wrong.  Well, I think. I suppose that beaches in Italy really might be different, but I found that the musk, at least, did not belong to the sea.


“What on earth on you doing, Kris?” Cy asked, looking at me with one eyebrow cocked. “You’re not pretending to be blind again, are you?”


I would just like to say for the record that I’ve only done that three times. That Cy was aware of, anyway. And can you blame me? I’ve always been somewhat obsessed with experiencing the world as others do, and it seemed like it was easiest to fake blindness than a mental disorder.  Anyway. It doesn’t matter.  I just had to point out that his mocking tone wasn’t particularly funny.


“Just enjoying being here,” I replied truthfully.


“Well, I know something that you would enjoy even more,” Cy said. Then, before I had the chance to say anything, he grabbed me around my waist, threw me over his shoulder, and proceeded to run off toward the small copse of trees standing on the hill.  I pounded against his back, but it was to no avail.


“Put me down!” I yelled, trying to squirm out of his grasp.  Cy just laughed. “I’ll scream!” I threatened. He laughed again. I didn’t scream, though. That would have just been embarrassing. I just twisted around some more. I did manage to grab a chunk of his hair, though.


He yelped at that, I am proud to say.  He then promptly shifted his hold on me, so that I dropped further down his back. It was a somewhat scary experience to have my head at the height of his running knees, but I had a chunk of his thick black hair in my hand, so that made it all worth it.


Cy set me down somewhat unceremoniously when we’d reached the trees.  He was considerate enough not to drop me on my head, but that’s really all that I can say for the experience. So. There I was, sitting on the ground, looking around. And I had absolutely no idea what it was that I was supposed to be enjoying.


As I continued to scan the area, I noticed a rather disturbing fact. Cy had disappeared. He’d been there one moment, gone the next, and I honestly had no idea where he went. I didn’t panic, though. Well, not exactly. I just yelled his name, perhaps a trifle louder than was strictly necessary.


“Calm down!” Cy’s laughing voice came from above me. Craning my neck back, I was rewarded to see him sitting on the first branch of one of the trees.  “Come on up, Kris, you’ll love this.”


When I was six years old I had fallen out of an old oak tree when one of the rotting branches practically disintegrated under my weight. I had broken an arm.  This experience had almost no effect on me, however, and I never stopped climbing trees. Throughout elementary school, whenever we played army, or cowboy and indians, I was always the scout (or, in our later, more strategic games, the sharpshooter) because I could climb the highest in the trees. In my undergrad years I was continually called “Monkey” by my friends, due to my insatiable love for climbing things.  So, upon Cy’s invitation, I promptly grabbed the lowest branch of the tree and swung myself up.


In no time at all I had outdistanced Cy, and was scrambling up the branches of the tree. It wasn’t until the branches had thinned out that I paused at all.  I glanced down, and laughingly encouraged Cy to climb faster. He shrugged his shoulders and continued along at his own pace. I took this opportunity to look out at the surrounding landscape.


And caught my breath.  Theodora’s house was situated on a hill to begin with, so we had always enjoyed a rather lovely view.  But these trees were higher even than that, and now I had the view of the entire area.  I could see the houses of the main area of Brindisi down below us. And there on the other side, sparkling blue that disappeared into the sheer enormity of the sky.


“Oh my goodness. . .”I breathed slowly.  “Is that. . .”


“The ocean,” Cy confirmed, his head now even with my foot. “Could you move that for a moment?” I obliged, and he hauled himself up until he sat nearly even with me.  “Beautiful, eh?”


“I thought Lake Michigan was huge. . .” I said.  I couldn’t even see where the horizon was. It simply. . .disappeared.  I could almost feel Cy’s warm smile.


“Like it?” he asked.  


“I think if I could live in a tree, I would never leave,” I said, laughing a little.  


“Told you it was better than just standing around.”


I nodded.  But secretly, I was thinking that, as wonderful as the view was, it was even better to be this close to Cy, to have him this happy. His face was just inches from my own.  If I moved just a little bit, I could close the distance.  Finally do something I’d dreamed of for almost seven years. I could imagine the taste of my lips.


Instead, I looked back at the ocean. I might have the courage to climb a tree, or to travel across the world, but there were some things I would never, ever have the courage to do.

Chapter III


Rome, Theodora decided, wasn’t all that it was cracked up to be.  It was pretty enough, she supposed, but there was just something lacking.  Maybe it was the stiff formality of everything. After Spain, the city seemed stuffy. The starch white buildings lacked personality, and the ancient statues looked positively boring without the unique juxtaposition between ancient and modern that Madrid had offered.


Then, too, there was the religion.  Catholicism could be awfully stodgy when it chose to be, and Theodora couldn’t help but be annoyed with it.  It would have been strange enough to be near the Vatican as a Greek Orthodox, but it was doubly strange as a single, pregnant woman. True, she’d been able to disguise this fact fairly easily when she’d first arrived, but now it was somewhat more difficult.


Impossible, really, she had to admit.  Even Lauro had noticed, and she had always been fairly certain that he was among the most clueless men to ever be placed on the planet.  He was thirty-one years old, a talented architect, one of the most-longed for bachelors throughout all of Italy, if not Europe. . .and he still lived with his mother.


Sabina Aureliano was a wonderful person, though.  She had taken in a poor, vagabond Greek woman, and had made her part of a family.  Theodora had never felt as welcome anywhere as she felt with the Italian woman and her arrogant son. The two had ignored the stigma she had come with, unmarried and pregnant. Lauro had even offered to marry her if she wished.  Not that  SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1she had any intention of accepting, and not that he had offered out of any passionate emotion, but it was a nice gesture nonetheless, and Theodora was glad to know that even with the added bulk she still retained some traces of sexuality and held some allure for the male part of the species.


There was only one major problem with her life (well, outside of the very existence of Rome, which was almost a problem in and off itself–Theodora had never been able to abide ugliness, after all) and that was her boredom. She had nothing to do. Not a thing.  She had no job, she had no intention of ever returning to school, and she had no man to satisfy. She had considered applying for work, but Sabina had pointed out (as gently as possible) that due to her situation, she wasn’t exactly the most appealing prospect. After all, who in his right mind would want to hire a woman who would be going on maternity leave in a matter of months?


And as the woman sat around in her boredom, the matter of months turned to weeks, and then to days.  Sabina offered to remain in the house constantly, but Theodora absolutely refused. There was nothing that she craved more than solitude at the moment.  Sabina, as a woman, accepted this, understanding at least to some small degree how that was necessary. Lauro, however, refused.


“You are being ridiculous!” He exclaimed one day immediately after dinner.  “Sitting around all day in the house, growing fat!”


“It’s called having a baby, nino,” Sabina said mildly, removing the dishes from the table. “All women become like that.”


Lauro rolled his eyes. “This I know, mama, but still, it is not healthy. Alone, all the time. Why, the number of times mama has offered to spend a day with you. . .the number of times I myself have volunteered to take you out! Yet you refuse them all!”


“I don’t mind being alone,” Theodora replied, gratefully handing her own dish to her new, surrogate mother. 


“Of course you do!” Lauro said. “You are a woman. A woman needs a man.”


“I had a man once,” Theodora said, almost introspectively. “It didn’t work out very well.”


“Well, even if you do not need a man, your baby needs a father,” Lauro said. And to this comment, Theodora had no response.


She knew that the baby needed a male role model in his life (she was quite certain it would be a boy. With Eduardo as a father, how could it be anything but?), she had just never considered where she could find such a man. She had always assumed that in nine months something would happen. But that time was almost up, and nothing had.


She had not even met any men, not really, outside of Lauro.  And Lauro. . .well. . .she paused for a moment, and looked over at him. He would not make such a bad father, really.  True, he was an arrogant, masochistic prick, but he was also reliable, steady, loyal, and, heaven knew it, handsome. He would be a good father, and if he wasn’t always ready with a hug, at least he would never abuse a child.


Perhaps she should just accept his proposal.  She could do worse. She had done worse. Perhaps she just wasn’t meant for love. Or, rather, love wasn’t meant for her, since she had clearly had it, and chosen on her own to abandon it. But that was long over, and she refused to shed any more tears over the matter.  


“All right, Lauro, perhaps you are right. Perhaps it would be better for me to get out some. But where do you suggest that I go, in my condition?”


Both Sabina and Lauro froze, staring at her in open-mouthed astonishment. If the situation weren’t so serious (to her own mind, at least) Theodora would have burst out laughing, so funny was the picture they presented. 


“Well. . .” The Italian man began, then stopped, as though uncertain how to provide. He snuck a glance at his mother, who returned with a shrug. Lauro sighed for a moment, and closed his dark eyes. When he opened them, they latched unwaveringly on Theodora’s face. “I am going to my friend’s house tonight.  We will be going over the plans I have drawn up for his new house. He has a younger sister, Blanche, probably around your age. Perhaps you could visit while Antony and I work, and after we could share a repast together.”


Theodora couldn’t think of anything that sounded more boring, but she nodded her head anyway.  If nothing else, it would keep her new family from worrying about her.  And perhaps it would help keep her mind off Eduardo.


When she had first left Spain, he had been all she could think about. But as time went on, it had dulled the pain somewhat, so that she had been able to pick up the pieces and find a place for herself in Rome. But now, as the baby’s time came ever closer, she found her mind drifting back to him again and again. Had she done the right thing? Perhaps it would have been possible to stay in Spain, perhaps he would have eventually given up his ways and resigned himself to marriage. She could think of no prettier picture than them as a family, Eduardo a proud papa, herself a mother, and a beautiful little baby boy.  


No, it was definitely for the best that she get out this night. She had the distinct feeling that she wouldn’t be doing such for a long time now, and though the doctors assured her that the baby would not come for another week, she could sense that it was more like any day. The baby was impatient. Just like his father. Or his mother.


So, rather than crawling into bed with her journal and a good book, she put on her long coat and accompanied Lauro to his friend’s house.


When Antony opened the door, Theodora was somewhat surprised. She had expected that any friend of Lauro’s would have to be somewhat like him. Cocky, arrogant, and devilishly handsome. Antony, however, was the precise opposite. Scrawny, balding, and myopic, he nonetheless wore a broad smile of welcome on his plain face.


“Lauro! Glad to see you, my friend. And I see that you have brought with you a lovely woman, as well. Some relation?”


“Something like that,” Lauro responded, and in his usual way brushed in without introductions.  A young woman appeared out of nowhere to take his coat, and then disappeared back into the shaodws.


“Excuse my friend, he is terribly callow sometimes,” Antony said, still wearing his broad smile.  “I am Antony Senagore. Please, feel welcome here.”


“Thank you, I do already,” she responded. “I am Theodora Leopoldos.  Lauro and his mother have been kind enough to let me stay with them while I am in Rome.”


Antony, surprisingly, did not push the statement, and allowed the rather cryptic remark to stand.  “Blanche!” He called out. “I can’t imagine where she’s gotten off to.”


But within moments, the woman who had taken Lauro’s coat reappeared. She smiled shyly at Theodora, and reached out to take the woman’s coat.


“No thank you, if you’ll show me the way to the closet, I can handle it myself,” Theodora said. She had taken Antony for a gentleman, but clearly he was no better than Lauro, believing that it was the woman’s duty to serve the man.


“Please, signora,” Blanche protested, and Theodora was surprised to hear a bit of steel in the slight woman’s voice.  “It would please me greatly.”


She handed over her coat, and Blanche disappeared once again. Antony chuckled a bit at the look on his guest’s face. “Yes, she surprised us all, sometimes. She’s a domestic little thing, but she’s never as meek as she looks. Here, come in, sit down. Lauro and I have a bit of work to get done, I’m afraid, but Blanche will entertain you.”


Theodora sat down in a large chair.  Antony bowed slightly, before adjourning to the room in which Lauro had already made himself at home, laying out blueprints across every available surface. Within moments Blanche had reappeared, and took a seat across from Theodora.


“Hello, my name is Blanche, I’m Antony’s sister,” she introduced herself quietly, as though the entire situation over the coat had never happened. Theodora opened her own mouth, but before she had the chance to say anything Blanche interrupted. “And you are Theodora Leopoldos, yes, I know.  Now tell me how to came to live in Rome, a pregnant single woman.”


And, surprising even herself, Theodora told her.  She told her everything, from the young German man in the train, to the statute in el Parque de Buen Retiro, to Eduardo and the red handkerchief. She left out no detail. Well, perhaps some of the more intimate details, but she hardly thought that Blanche would be interested in the pornographic details.


She was wrong.


“So clearly you loved the man. . .” Blanche mused when the tale was finally complete. “There must have been something more than simply not having a ring on your finger, since you don’t have any even today. Was the sex any good?”


Theodora just stared at her, unblinking.


“Fine, don’t tell me the details,” Blanche put on a small pout.  Then she leaned in conspiratorially, and with a slight smile on her lips said “it was good, though, wasn’t it?”


Theodora burst into laughs. “Yes,” she managed out between giggles.  In the other room, Antony and Lauro turned to stare at the laughing women. Antony grinned, and even Lauro’s lip twitched, before his face assumed his normal rigid expression and he returned to his work.  This sent Theodora off into gales of laughter again, but this time she laughed alone.


After hastily wiping the tears off her face and containing the last few chortles threatening to escape, the Greek woman decided to ask some intrusive questions of her own.


“How long have you loved him?”


“Forever!” Blanche exclaimed, pretending to be affronted. “He’s my brother!”


Theodora stared.


Blanche stared back.


“I don’t know,” she said finally, sinking back into her chair.  “Since grade school, I suppose. He was five years above me.  But it was love at first sight.”


“I don’t believe in love at first sight,” Theodora said bluntly.


“Fine then, lust at first sight.” Blanche replied without missing a beat.  


“He’s arrogant.”


“I know.”


“Never affectionate.”


“I know.”


“Basically a huge prick.”


“Well, I certainly hope so,” Blanche finished with a smile, sending the two of them off into a fit of giggles once again.  Theodora was suddenly very glad she came.


And then, just as suddenly, certain that she had better leave. Immediately.


“Lauro!” she called.


“A moment, I’m busy,” came the muttered reply.  Theodora paused for a moment, deciding whether to continue.  But another pain seized her abdomen.  Damn the man, he would just have to wait until later to conclude his business.


“Lauro, I have to go to the hospital. Right now.”


“Take some aspirin.”


Antony leaned over the table and smacked his friend’s head.  “Puto!” he exclaimed. “Look at the woman, she has to go.”


Lauro finally took his eyes off his blueprints.  Theodora did her best to look as pathetic as possible. She must have achieved the required visage, because Lauro immediately leapt from the table, scattering papers everywhere.  He practically flew to her side, pulled her up in his arms, and began striding toward the car.


“The baby?” He asked. Theodora grunted. Another contraction.


“Wait, we’ll come with!” Blanche shouted, as she was grabbing her coat, but Lauro allowed the door to slam in her face. Gently, he deposited Theodora in the back of his car, so that she could lie down.  He quickly turned the key, and began the short drive to the hospital. Theodora was amused to see that his knuckles were white upon the wheel. If she didn’t know better, she would think that he was more anxious than she.


Other than the occassional wracking pain, Theodora felt pretty good. There were long periods in between contractions in which she felt quite like her normal self. She didn’t really see why women complained so much about childbirth. So, to keep from being bored (and, in all honesty, to prevent her mind from returning to Eduardo at this crucial moment) she tried to engage her driver in some idle conversation.


“Antony seemed nice.”


Silence.


“Blanche certainly was.”


“Uh-huh.”


Theodora sighed, and paused for a moment as another contraction hit. They seemed to be getting closer together now. She assumed that was a good thing.  In the meantime, she tried a different tact with Lauro. “When are the two of you getting married?”


“Me and Antony??” Well, at least her question had elicited a response. Not precisely the one she’d been hoping for, though.


Then all conversation was cut off as they arrived at the hospital.


When her son was born, she named him Miguel Torero Leopoldos Minaya.

*     *     *


I’ve never been a cook. I’ll never be a cook. Sure, I can come up with the basic, no problem. Mashed potatoes and baked chicken for six, I’d learned well from my mom.  But compared to Theodora, I knew absolutely nothing.


Which was ridiculous, really. I mean, where had the woman learned to cook anyway? She never cooked anything Greek, so it couldn’t have been from her mother, and certainly not from her years in America.  She’d been rather close-lipped about the rest of her life, thought.  I knew of the end with Eduardo, but not about the beginning. And I knew absolutely nothing about the gap between her departure from Spain and her current life in Italy.  I assumed that something had happened, although of course it was possible that she had spent the intertwining years in a coma from which she had only recently awakened. Although that didn’t explain Cy. . .


Anyway, the point of that extrapolation is that I didn’t know where Theodora had learned how to cook, but wherever she had, she’d learned very well. And so I was more than content to just sit back and peel the potatoes. I’m quite good at peeling potatoes, if I do say so myself. It must come from my father. He’s Irish, so that would explain the whole potato peeling thing. Of course, my mother is Italian, and I can’t cook, so that just goes to show you how far heredity will take you.


 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Anyway, I was peeling potatoes, for a Thanksgiving dinner. Yes, I am perfectly aware that it was March, and not even remotely close to Thanksgiving. Theodora, however, had decided that a typical American, thanksgiving dinner complete with turkey, mashed potatoes and tacos (I didn’t want to ask).  I could only assume that it was to celebrate the return of the prodigal son. Although, I suppose that Cy wasn’t really a prodigal son. . .it was more like celebrating the reunion between the good son and the prodigal mother. 


I was a little afraid of the tacos, though.


All the while I was peeling potatoes, I couldn’t help but remember the woman’s story of the red handkerchief. I was quite looking forward to “after dinner” when she had promised to tell us everything. If one slight recollection could be so exciting, what precisely would come from the story of her entire life? I was practically giddy with excitement. 


Waiting always makes things longer. Anticipation makes time stretch out longer than anything.  So after leaving the tree with Cy I had been bouncing around, on the balls of my feet, waiting anxiously to hear the story.  I had eventually given up the useless efforts I was making, and headed down to the kitchen, where I had found the Greek woman preparing a massive repast.  I had volunteered to help.  Peeling the potatoes made the time go faster. Well. . .a little faster anyway.


It seemed like hours later when we finally finished–and I suppose that’s a fair statement to make, because it did take a little over two hours to finish peeling those infernal potatoes, to boil them, to mash them, and to put a thousand other ingredients into their whipped innards, then to shred the already-peeled skins and to mash those in as well. . .anyway, we did finish, or I would not be able to recount the episode today.  And as the turkey came out of the oven with a delicious aroma of fresh food, Cy and Felix miraculously appeared, too late to help with anything. Surprise, surprise.


So Theodora sent them to the dining room, laden down with tableware and the express instructions to set the table and do absolutely nothing else. For once the two men actually obeyed. . .probably because of the delicious smells coming from the kitchen.


The meal was rather like Thanksgiving.  Well, except for the tacos.  Which Theodora ate all of, so even if Cy, Felix or I had the desire to break the Thanksgiving theme and add some Mexican, we didn’t have the opportunity. I suppose that I can’t complain, though. Most of those mashed potatoes ended up in my stomach. Which is only fair, after all. I made them!


But it was after dinner that the excitement began. After Felix and Cy had cleared the table (which took almost an hour, what with Felix trying to shrug off his duties and Cy virtually imploding the dishwasher) Theodora went off for a moment or two. When she returned, she held a small crate in her arms.  Instead were yellowed, aged papers.  She glared at Felix for a long moment, before he finally seemed to get the hint, and retrieved the boxes of photos and memorabilia that we had been looking through earlier.


“Prepare yourselves for a bit of a ride,” theodora said with a twisted smile on her face. “If you want to hear all of my life, you’ll be here for a while.”


We were all prepared to wait.

Part IV

Dear Theo,


Mother and Father are furious that you won’t return any of their letters. They think you’re being positively beastly, and personally, I’m inclined to agree with them.  Running off like that. Honestly, did you believe that would solve any of your problems? Men are the same the world over, you’re not going to find anyone better.


Other than their tremendous anxiety over your absence, Mother and Father are doing well. I am excellent, of course. Father just bought me a new dress for the upcoming school dance. You know, the one held at the end of every year. I haven’t decided who I’ll be going with. . .so many boys have asked me!


Mother has gotten a terrible haircut. I can’t even imagine what made her think to do such a thing. Shorter than any woman’s hair should ever be. And her curls are all gone! It’s really quite disgraceful. Father fears that she may be following in your footsteps. Though I doubt that she would ever be so crazy as to move to America. And Michigan, none the less!!! Isn’t it supposed to be terribly cold there? Well, we always secretly thought that you might be a little off. But now we really know it!


I think that’s quite enough of an update for the likes of you. You should really resume correspondence with Mother and Father.  They really are worried, and not just about the family name. I think your disappearance has worried them more than they would like any of us to know.


Keep well, big sister, and write back to me. I yearn to hear more of your exploits!










Eternally,










Cissy

*     *     *

Dearest Theodora,


I haven’t heard from you in some while, now. Ever since we graduated together, in all honesty.  How are things going? I heard from Ben. . .you remember him, he was in our polisci class. . .anyway, I heard from him that you’re in Hollywood now, doing some kind of acting. That’s great, it really is!  I still wish you’d come to DC with me. . .we would have made some team, wouldn’t we?


Hey, maybe you could ditch Hollywood and try out Broadway.  Then I could come see all of your shows. It would be great to see you again. We had some good times together, didn’t we?


I’m sorry that I said what I said. . .I didn’t mean to scare you away. I didn’t scare you, though, did I? I never thought anyone could scare you. Anyway, it’s okay if you don’t feel that way about me. But we could still be friends, couldn’t we? Still keep in touch? I think about you all the time. . .


You were right about DC, by the way. It really does smell like a swamp. Funny that you would know that, since you’re from out of the country and all, and I, the true US citizen, had no idea that the capital had such an odor. You should come visit, though, I think you’d like it. So much history. . .not the “cultural wasteland” that so many seem to think that America is.


Well. . .anyway. . .let me know when your first movie comes out, I’ll make sure to see it the first day it opens. And keep your eyes open for me. . .I’m working in the press secretary’s office, so who knows, I just might be on TV someday! Wouldn’t that be something?


Well. . .keep yourself well.  Write back, tell me how you’re doing. I’d hate to think we’re becoming “Christmas Card” friends.










Love,










Dan

*     *     *

Theo,


They’re airing your movie in Greece!! Three whole screens!! Can you believe it?!? They’re calling you a national treasure!


Mother and Father refuse to go see it, though. If you don’t respond to some of their letters, they just might disown you!


And make sure that you write me when you relocate. It was so much trouble getting through all of the red tape to find out your forwarding address.










Eternally,












Cissy

*     *    *

Dear Ms. Theodora Leopoldos,


Your abrupt departure from our efforts has left us perturbed and at a loss. Without you, we cannot finish the film, and this will cost our company millions of dollars. We are extremely put out, but would still be willing to reconsider our current position on you if you were to rescind your dismissal and return to the project.


You know how to contact us.










Five Stars Productions

*     *     *

Theo,


Now you’re an airline stewardess? How am I supposed to write you letters if you’re up in the air all the time? Some big sister you are!!!










Cissy

*     *     *

You are Cordially Invited

to the wedding of

Mr. Arkeipos Katsemberikis

and 

Ms. Celosia Leopoldos

on this, the 9th of March






and you’d better come, Theo!






I know Arkeipos wants to see you again!






And besides, your little sister only gets married once!
*     *     *

Hermosa. Stop.What are you doing in Rome? Stop. Come back. Stop. We will talk. Stop. Eduardo.

*     *     *
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Miguel just took his first steps today. I thought you might want to know.  He’s a handsome little one.  Awful temper, though.  The other day Lauro tried to play blocks with him, and the little terror refused to share.  Can you imagine, Lauro on his hands and knees, trying to wrest a green little block away from a baby?


Our own is due in six months. I hope you’ll be able to come back then.  I know that Miguel wants to see you again, and Lauro and I certainly do as well. With whom do I share all of my naughty little secrets when you’re away? I’m quite beside myself, and rather put out, I must say.


You have to stop running away from everything, Theo. I know that you’re afraid, and lonely, but none of that is going to be solved by all of this flying from one place to another, one scandal after another. We just saw an article in the paper about you and that Russian skater, Alexei Zastokovitch or whatever his name was.  I suppose if this is all really making you happy, it’s for the best, but tell me. . .are you happy?


Miguel needs his mother. And as much as Lauro and I love him, and as much as we adore having him, the simple fact is that we’re not his parents. We’ll care for him for as long as you need. . .God knows we owe you that much. But he deserves more.  We’re not going to lie to him. We’re going to tell him who his mother is. He deserves to know who his father is, as well. Come and get him, Theo. Take him to Spain, introduce him to whoever it is that you always think of. It doesn’t have to be now. You still have time. But someday, Theo. He has to know.












Bianca

*     *     *

Dear Mommy,


Aunt Bianca and Uncle Lauro says that I should write you a letter and tell you to come see me. I love you, Mommy. I miss you, Mommy. Benny threw up on my shoe yesterday, but I couldn’t hit him cuz he’s a baby. That’s what Aunt Bianca says. I hope you are happy. I love you,











Miguelito

*     *     *

Theo,


Oh, Theo, I don’t know what to do. Something so horrible has happened. . .I don’t know how to put it into words. I can’t. . .I just don’t know what to do. Please. I need you. Please, Theo. Please.











Cissy

*     *     *


Theodora read the letter three times.  At first she’d been tempted to think it was just another of Cissy’s ploys, another attempt to reel her in home.  But it wasn’t like Cissy to be so weak. Even to pretend to be so weak. Not to her.


No, something was truly wrong, and as severed as she felt from her family, she knew that she wasn’t so far off that she couldn’t respond.  She hadn’t seen her sister in. . .how many years? Fifteen now? But still, the call for help struck a deep chord in her.


She turned on her side, and gazed calmly at Padric. He was steady.  She’d almost decided to settle down with him. She could have a life, a family.  He absolutely adored her.  The only thing she’d have to put up with was his drinking on weekends and ridiculous work ethic. And religion. 


And boredom.


She sighed. It was time to be getting out of this hole, anyway, time to try something new. Maybe it was finally time to start owning up to her own life, her own mistakes. She hadn’t seen Miguel in two years. How old was he now? Nine? Ten? Maybe it was finally time that she let him know who he was, filled him in on his roots.  And Lauro and Bianca deserved more than just the allowance she sent them in the mail every month.  Yes, it was time to move on.


So she gathered up her clothing, threw it quickly in a suitcase and headed to the door. She paused for a moment to look back at Padric. He was truly a wonderful man.  He just wasn’t the right man for her, and that through no fault of his own.


The plane trip didn’t take too long. The layover in France was a bit of a set-back, but after her years working for the airline, Theodora barely even noticed. Her mind was set quite a bit more on the difficult path she had in front of her. First to resolve whatever mess Cissy had gotten herself into, and then to clean up the bit of a mess she had made for herself. Really, procrastination didn’t get a person anywhere in these days and times. Time to grow up.


Nobody met her when she landed in Greece. She supposed that should be expected. After all, she hadn’t told anyone that she would be coming home. And it wasn’t as though she had ever in her entire life been met by waves and hugs at a terminal. Still. This was her first homecoming. It felt wrong to come into an empty hall. As though finally, after years of running, she returned, only to find that she no longer had a home. Not anywhere.


It should have hurt. Theodora recognized that this feeling of solitude and separation from humanity should have hurt her and made her lonely. But it didn’t. She felt liberated. She was her own, she was free, and nothing and nobody tied her down anywhere. Still. It would have been nice to have had one person to greet her.


She called a taxi and then remembered that she no longer knew where Cissy lived. Not with their parents, of course. That would be ridiculous.  She rummaged around in her bag, searching for her most recent letter. And there it was, with the return address written in the upper left hand corner.  Just like Cissy, not to leave any part of the letter unfinished. She hanged the slip of paper to the driver.


Levadia hadn’t changed, not that she could notice, anyway. The same whitewashed buildings and orange roofs, with the same old trees growing around it and the sheltering hills to the east. The same plump, greying Greek women bustling about, and the same moustached Greek men yelling and gesturing wildly with their hands.


Cissy lived near the edge of the town, and Theodora could feel her heart begin to beat a little faster as they pulled up before it. Sixteen years it had been.  Sixteen years since that fateful night she had left town, hopped on a train, and eventually headed for America. And now that she had returned, what would she find? Her little sister, married to her old best friend.  It tugged at her heart. How many times had she denied that this was what she wanted? She wanted freedom. Somehow it was harder to remind herself of this fact, sitting before the pleasant little scene of domesticity.


Still. She leaned forward, paid the driver, recollected her letter, shouldered her bags, and started up the short walk. No use crying over spilt milk, and no use crying over lost boyfriends for that matter, either.  She was happy for the both of them, really, and if she hadn’t made it to the wedding, it hadn’t been because of jealousy.


She knocked on the door, five crisp knocks. And waited. There wasn’t a sound coming from inside, not the slightest footstep.


She picked a rose growing near the stoop.  Lifted it to her nose, smelled it.  Knocked again.


This time she thought that she could hear somebody stir from within the building, so she took a step back and plastered a smile across her face. She wouldn’t want to make a bad impression after all these years.


Finally, slowly, the door opened. A weary looking old woman peered out from it, her eyes squinted even with only the gentle morning light to blind her.


“Can I help you?” She asked, her voice tremulous and wheezing.


“Yes, hello,” Theodora refused to let her grin slacken, even though she had absolutely no idea who the woman was. “I’m Theodora Leopoldos, Cissy’s sister. Does she live her?”


“Cissy?” The woman blinked for a moment. “Oh, you must mean Celosia. Yes, she does. Come on into the drawing room, I’ll go see if she’s accepting visitors.”


The house didn’t seem like a stuffy enough place to have an old maid serving it. At least not to Theodora’s critical eyes.  There was dust lying over a number of the old knickknacks, and the carpet was a bit tatty. Not to say that it was a poor hovel, far from it. Simply not the kind of gold and diamonds place that tended to attract straightlaced butlers and high nosed maids.


She sat down on the couch, and finally thought back to the letter that had finally dragged her out here. It wasn’t like Cissy to let dust settle anywhere.  And, although it was like her to be overly dramatic, the letter wasn’t particularly in her usual theatrical style. For the first time, Theodora began to feel a little worried about her baby sister. What if something truly was wrong?


Her newfound fear was justified when Cissy finally reappeared, coming down the stairs. She was dressed immaculately, of course (after all, how could Cissy be anything but?) and her hair was perfect, her makeup applied. But she didn’t look as though she had aged 16 years. It looked more like 30. Her eyes were those of an elderly grandmother who has lost everything, and she walked uncertainly, grasping for a handrail. Before she had time to think, Theodora found herself at her sister’s side, helping her down the last few steps.


“I can walk fine, Theo, stop fussing over me,” Cissy berated, the same words as a decade and a half ago. But her heart wasn’t in it, her spirit wasn’t in it. 


Theodora decided not to dance around the issue. “Cissy, what’s wrong? You look terrible.”


Cissy laughed, a dry, bitter sound.  “You haven’t changed a bit, have you sister? As blunt and rude as ever. Come on, now, you owe me a bit of small talk after being gone for sixteen years?”


So they sat down in the living room, and talked about Theodora’s movies, and her stewarding, and the book she had just gotten published.  They talked about little Miguelito and Lauro and Bianca, and a bit about Padric.  But when Cissy asked about Miguel’s father, the issue was skirted, and when Theodora mentioned Arkeipos the topic was changed.


It was all a waste of time, and Theodora knew it.  She was biding time, but she didn’t know what for, and she didn’t like that idea one bit.  SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Three hours were spent this way, the two sisters carefully avoiding any topics with emotional significance.  Theodora was just reaching the end of her chain, when two things happened simultaneously.  The clock struck six, and the front door slammed open.


Arkeipos had aged well. Theodora couldn’t help the thought from running through her head. While Cissy looked haggard and tired, Arkeipos had never looked better. He had bulked up significantly since their teenage years together, and a thick black beard covered what had always been a weak chin. His clothes fit him well now, not like the rags he had been accustomed to, and Theodora couldn’t help but notice that the body they fit was very nice as well.


“Theo?”  He asked incredulously, not even noticing the way that his wife had risen to take his coat. “But what?”


“I asked her to come,” Cissy replied lowly, hanging up his coat in the foyer closet.  


“Well–that’s gre–I mean–wow!” Arkeipos stuttered, and then finally gave up on words. In three long strides he had crossed the room, and grabbed Theodora up in a full bear hug. “My God, I haven’t seen you in ages! You look great!”


“You don’t look half bad yourself,” she managed when he had finally put her down and given her the chance to draw some breath. Cissy remained in the background, almost fading into the walls.


“Well, God, where have you been? Sit down, sit down. Tell me about yourself!” Arkeipos plopped down on a coach, and Theodora promptly took a seat beside him. The next hour was spent filling him in on every minute (and interesting, in her opinion) detail of her life, until finally Cissy interrupted the reunion to announce that dinner was ready.


Dinner was awkward. Despite her minimal normal social experience, even Theodora could sense the tension. Arkeipos and Cissy both spoke freely, but only to her. They almost ignored the others’ presence. Now, she had never herself been married, but Theodora was willing to stake her life on the fact that happy married couples would not be so distant.


After dinner she volunteered to help washing up the dishes, which no doubt surprised everyone. Never in her life had Theodora ever wanted to help with domestic chores. Luckily she was able to attribute it to the years spent living on her own, and her sister and brother-in-law bought the excuse. In reality, she wanted a closer look at her sister. She was getting more worried with every awkward second that passed.


“He still loves you, you know,” Cissy said softly, almost too low to be heard under the running water. “Not passionately or anything, I mean, he never sees you, but still. You were the first girl he ever loved. You’ll always have that.”


“What?” Theodora dropped a plate. A loud crack was heard, but she didn’t bother to stoop and pick up the shattered pieces. That was most likely the last thing she’d expected to hear.


“He settled for me, Theo.  He loves me, I think. But still, he settled. And then. . .after what happened. . .I’m losing him.”


“Well, what happened?” Theodora asked, this time determined to get a straight answer.


“Our baby. . .” Cissy paused for a moment, rinsed off a glass, and took a deep breath before continuing. “I killed our baby.”

*     *     *


I don’t really know at what time we stopped talking that night. I don’t really remember why, either, for that matter. Which I suppose is a fact which should kind of worry me, but doesn’t. I think we just all realized it was over for the night.  That there just wasn’t any more that could possibly be said.  Which was true enough.


It was strange, though. Through my schooling, we’ve always been forced to read biographies of people.  Especially during Black History month, which I always thought was rather curious.  Women’s History month tended to lend itself to biographies as well.  Either way, I had found myself in the nice little 92 section of the library more times than I can possibly count.  But those biographies. . .they weren’t about real people. Not to me, anyway. They were tall tales, no more true or realistic than a story by Tolstoy or Twain.  They were stories, and when we read about them, whether in English or history courses, they never hit me.


This was real, though. This woman was honestly trying to tell us her life, trying to communicate in words all that she had gone through. And it didn’t work.


How could it? Words fail, all the time. They aren’t real, they aren’t true, they aren’t accurate. Words are symbols, and how can you tell a story with symbols. It works well enough to direct traffic, or tell you what restroom to use, but to actually tell a person’s life?


So now I knew what had happened. I knew in my head, but did I really believe it? That I don’t know. On the one hand, how could I not? I had the living proof in front of me, and indirectly to either sides of me.  I could see Theodora, I could see her children.  It had to have happened. But at the same time, how could it?


I mean, that’s not what life is. People grow up, go to school, get a job, settle down. White picket fences and dogs. That’s what life had always been to me. It wasn’t a thousand different jobs and lovers. It wasn’t never having a home, always being on the move.  Life is a straight trajectory, not a branching tree. And yet Theodora was disputing all of that.


And worse yet, she was saying that it was right. That settling down, kids, puppies, etc. etc. was staid and dull and boring. 


I knew that eventually the night washed away doubts, as it has a habit of doing. Have you ever noticed that? No matter how worried or sick you are when you head to bed, no matter how long it takes for you to fall asleep and no matter how frustrated you are, when you wake up in the morning it is all better, it’s all right again.  That’s a magic in itself, I suppose. And if I was able to believe in that strange magic, surely I could find it within myself to believe Theodora’s real story.


But that was enough musing for the night. It was late, and I was tired, and realized that if I didn’t drag myself off to the bathroom to brush my teeth and wash the grime of the day off my face, I would never get around to actually lying down on the couch and going to bed. 


That’s always been my favorite time of the day–getting ready for bed, I mean, and that hour of insubstantial time spent lying amid the covers, not quite asleep, but definitely not awake.  It’s a fine line to walk, the one drawn between the real world and that of dreams.  I mean, I know that the things I see and feel while I’m asleep aren’t real. How can they be? But at the same time. . .at the same time, sometimes I wish so fervently that they were.


I noticed that my tube of toothpaste was half empty. Yes, that’s right, I’m the observant one. I can see that I don’t have as much toothpaste as I should, and completely miss out on the fact that there is someone else in the bathroom with me. I blame it on my distraction at the time.


“Can you believe her?” Cy asked me, returning from the towel rack, drying off his face.  “What kind of a woman is she?”


I shrugged, my mouth full of suds.  Well, and full of a toothbrush. Cy just shook his head, now holding the towel limply in his hands.


“I never in a million years would have guessed any of that. . .” Cy sighed, his face a black cloud. But as abruptly as the dark expression had taken over, he wiped it clear, and smiled brilliantly at me. I tried not to feel anything. I tried very hard. But, as happened whenever he smiled, my heart did a little dance. I tried to kill it.


“You know what?” Cy asked as he returned the towel to its proper location.  “We should do something tomorrow. Just the two of us. Theodora has to do shopping, and who knows where Felix will be. . .and besides, I dragged you halfway around the world and you haven’t even gotten to do any sightseeing.  What do you say?”


I spit my mouth out and rinsed once before answering.  “Sounds like a plan,” I said, before returning to my room.


And it did. Sound like a plan, that is. I only wished that it could have sounded like a date.

Chapter II


Miguel was thirteen by the time Theodora finally made her way back to Italy, and looking more like her than ever before. She was extremely grateful that he had taken after her Greek heritage instead of her father. . .she couldn’t even imagine how difficult it would have been to have had to see Eduardo again the instant she walked through the door.


“Theo!” Bianca fairly flew out the door the minute she knocked, barrelling both women to the ground in the frenzy of her hug.  “We haven’t seen you in years!” Then, as quickly as her joy had bubbled up, her face closed off and she slapped Theodora full in the face. “Where have you been? Miguel kept asking for you.”


Theodora dragged herself to her feet, gingerly feeling a face that still felt red. “I see that you haven’t changed much,” she said, only the slightest trace of laughter in her voice.


“That’s not true,” Bianca said primly, dusting the dirt of the street of her dress. “I gained about fifteen pounds with Enzo.”


“Well, I couldn’t tell,” Theodora said, breezing her way into the house. She could hear the sound of little feet running toward her.


“That’s because I lost it again with Sabina.”


Three children skidded to a stop in front of Theodora.  The youngest, a little girl of about four, she assumed was Sabina. Which would make the wide eyed six year old with the grubby hands Enzo. And then, of course, there was Miguel.


“Mother,” he greeted her, and she realized that he was taller than she was.


“Hello Miguelito,” She said in a quiet voice.


So many years traveling the globe, trying to escape any attachment, any ties binding her down, and she was looking at the one person who had a chance of ending her travels for good.  She could feel her resolve shaking, and decided that it would have to be a shorter visit than originally planned. She could see Eduardo peering out of her son’s eyes, and was torn between running from the room, and pasting kisses all over the boys face.


She opted for a handshake, instead.  The simple gesture seemed to work for Miguel as well, for some of the tension went out of his young shoulders, and his face relaxed. Sabina and Enzo, meanwhile, had clearly gotten bored with the introductions, and were shifting restlessly from one foot to another.  Bianca smiled at them before turning to Theodora.


“I’m going to get the kids some lunch, then we can talk, okay?”


Theodora nodded, still too disturbed by the sight of her son. Thank God he looked more like her than his father, she couldn’t help thinking. And even so, how painful it was.


The children were soon settled down, contentedly munching away on grilled cheese sandwiches. And if Miguel constantly craned around in his seat in an attempt to see the two women, well, at least they knew he couldn’t hear them.  They, meanwhile, retired to the sitting room, where Theodora collapsed onto the couch.


“He’s gotten so big,” she all but whispered.


“He looks like you.”  Bianca sat herself down at least slightly more gently.  “He needs you, you know.”


Theodora shook her head wryly. “He hardly needs me. I’m a messed up woman. Besides, he has you and Lauro. How is Lauro, by the way?”


At the mention of her husband, Bianca’s face relaxed, took on an almost dreamy cast. “He’s wonderful,” she replied.  “Just promoted in his company, too. And Antony is doing well also.” 


It took Theodora a moment to remember who Antony was. And that it came back, the one night in the house, the architecture plans, and then the birth. She still hadn’t decided whether that was a happy memory, or a painful one, so as she did whenever she was confused, she simply pushed it to the back of her mind, resolved to ignore it until an answer could be found.


“Theo, when are you going to settle down? You can’t be happy, all of this travelling that you’re doing, all of these different men. . .and you know that we love Miguel, but he needs his real mother, a real father. We do our best, but. . .”


Theodora shook her head. “I’m perfectly content,” she said.  “And as for Miguel. . .well, he hardly needs me when he has two wonderful parents in you and Lauro. You’re doing a much better job with him than I ever would.”


And there that discussion ended, and turned instead to catching up on the lives they had each missed. Bianca told about Sabina’s birth, Lauro’s promotion, the family vacation to Rome.  And Theodora filled her in on her teaching position in Ireland, and of Padric, who, come to think of it, was probably still looking for her, knowing the man. And about poor Cissy and Arkeipos, and their poor little boy who had drowned in the backyard.


“So that’s where I’ve been for the past few years,” Theodora said wryly. “With my sister, trying to help the two of them keep their marriage together, and keep the silly little thing from killing herself. It wasn’t her fault that the boy died, of course not.  He was playing in the backyard, like he would any day, and she was making dinner. He knew not to go near the lake. It’s a tragedy, but still. . .but you know Cissy, she blamed herself.”


And unfortunately, Theodora thought, Arkeipos had blamed her as well.  She knew that it had made Cissy a little uncomfortable to have her stay with them.  She’d gotten a notion into her head that Theodora was trying to seduce her husband.  But she and Arkeipos were old friends, and she knew that if someone didn’t say something, he’d never forgive his wife.  


So she had stayed, and forced them into counseling sessions, and helped Cissy with her second pregnancy, and only left after the child was born and the family was happily settled back in their home.  She’d taken some pride in how far they’d come and how she’d helped, and apparently they had as well. They named their baby boy Theodore, after all.


But now she was at loose ends again. She couldn’t really go back to Ireland. . .well, she could, of course, but really, why bother? It’s not as though the job had been that exciting, and the man certainly hadn’t been.  Perhaps she would move to Germany for a while. She’d never lived there before, and it seemed like a stable place. Germany indeed. . .


But first she would have to do something that she’d been repeatedly telling herself was necessary.  It was true that she didn’t want to take Miguel away from a stable home life. But it was also true that she loved her son, and wanted to get to know him. And besides that, he deserved to know where he came from.  He deserved to see the streets that had conceived him, to breathe in the life that had made his own birth possible. And, as much as it pained her to admit it, he deserved to meet his father. And the father, for that matter, had the right to know he had a son.


She waited until Lauro had returned to proposition Bianca.  So after the happy reunion (well. . .the reunion, anyway. Lauro was just as reserved as she remembered, except for when he looked at Bianca) and after a delicious dinner in true Italian form, she broke the news, not quite knowing what to expect.


“You can’t take Miguel to Spain!” Lauro exploded.  “Do you know what that country is like? It’s filled with prostitutes!  No morals, and sex every night!”


“I think it’s a great idea,” Bianca said, glaring at her husband.  “And it will be a good chance for you two to get to know one another.”


Lauro sat gaping at her, his mouth opening and closing in almost comical dimensions.  Theodora stifled a giggle.  Bianca calmly stood up from the table. “I’ll start packing Miguel’s bags. You can leave at the end of the month.”


And as easily as that it was decided. The tickets were quickly booked, the hotel reservations made, and the bags packed. Theodora sent a wire to Eduardo, but they left before receiving a response. Not that it really mattered, she supposed.  It wasn’t as though it would be hard to locate the man. She knew where he lived, and even if he had moved, she had no doubt that if she asked any random woman on the street she could get an address, and probably an apartment number as well.


As they boarded the plane, she had to swallow back bile.  She was more frightened of this trip than of anything she had done in her entire life.  She didn’t know what she was afraid of. Not really.  She could care less if Eduardo didn’t want to see her. It would make him more of a bastard than he already was, refusing to see his son, but if that was the case, so be it. And it wasn’t as though she were still in love with him. . .why, she hadn’t even thought of the man in almost five years! Well, maybe once or twice. . .but not in a loving way at all.  So she didn’t know what about the trip frightened her so much.


Except that she did, if she would only allow herself to admit it. She was afraid that she would find herself in Eduardo’s arms, and return to where she’d been before. And she was also afraid that she wouldn’t.

*     *     *


The day dawned bright and clear, perfect for sightseeing.  I bounded out of bed (or rather, out of the couch, but that sounds somewhat less poetic) and quickly got dressed.  Downstairs for my daily bowl of Cocoa Puffs and. . .disaster! The box was empty. Uttering a quick curse upon Felix and his entire family (with an omission made for Theodora) I had to content myself with Fruit Loops.  There was no comparison, honestly.


I was a little curious as to the whereabouts of Cy. He was almost always awake ahead of me, but I still hadn’t seen him.  Oh well, it wasn’t as though I had to worry about having lost him. He didn’t have a car and we were living at the top of a hill in the middle of a small town where nobody spoke English. It wasn’t as though it would be hard to find him.


And sure enough, it wasn’t. Just as I was slurping down the remaining, sugary milk (a disgusting habit, I know, but my mother had always taught me to finish everything on my plate, or in this case, bowl) he rushed into the room, a broad smile plastered across his face.  He was fully dressed, his hair still wet from the shower, and he clutched a backpack in one hand.  When he saw me, sitting their in my rumpled pajamas, my hair a wild cloud around my faces and the last vestiges of sleep still plain upon my face, he rolled his eyes and chuckled.


“Krissy, Krissy, Krissy,” he muttered, strolling over to me. “What am I going to do with you? You sleep half of your life away, you know that?”


Okay, I admit, I was a little insulted. It was only nine in the morning! If he wanted to talk about someone sleeping his life away, he should mention Felix. I don’t think the man had gotten up before noon since we’d arrived!


Even so, he playfully pulled my hair, and in response I playfully shoved my bowl and spoon into his hands and marched off to get dressed.  I yanked on some jeans and a T-shirt, took a quick glance in the mirror at my hopeless hair, and decided it would be a ponytail day.  It probably only took me fifteen minutes to get dressed. I was quite proud.


When I returned to the kitchen, I was greeted with a pathetic sight. There was Cy, sprawled out in a chair, his feet on the table, idly studying the ceiling. And there, placed beside him, was my dirty bowl.


Men. Honestly.


Cy wrote a note to Theodora as I cleaned up from breakfast, and then the two of us headed outside. Where we were met with a brisk wind, which meant we went back inside, grabbed a pair of coats, and tried again.


This time worked a bit better.


It was hard to believe that it had only been three days since we’d found Theodora. Four since we’d arrived in Brindisi.  Craziness. Even crazier was that during that time, we had completely forgotten to retrieve our bags from the hotel and check out. It wasn’t a problem, really. We had the room for a full week, with an option to renew. But it was wasting a good deal of money that it wasn’t necessary to waste. And besides, all of our clothes were there. And I, for once, was getting a little bit sick and tired of wearing the same shirt every day.


So our sightseeing in the morning consisted of walking to a hotel we’d already seen, grabbing our clearly American looking bags, and returning to the house we’d been living in. Probably one of the least touristy jaunts I’ve ever been on. We refreshed ourselves with a lunch of macaroni and cheese (not Kraft, no, not in Theodora’s house–she had a large plate of it in the fridge) before returning on our planned expedition.

 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1The afternoon passed quickly, almost too quickly in my opinion.  We were free, with nothing to worry about. Somehow Cy had managed to leave all of his anxiety over his birth parents back at Theodora’s house.  It was almost like being back home.  We window shopped, and fed the pigeons, and spent almost an hour sitting on a bench, watching the people walk by. It’s an old game we’ve always played when there’s nothing else to do. One of us would point at a passerby, and the other would have to invent their life story.  It was silly, of course, and we were never even close to the truth. Still. . .


There was something about that afternoon. The whole time I was never hurting, which is unusual when I’m with Cy. I usually spend the time ridiculously exhilarated, and at the same time, a little wistful. Because I know that he treats me differently than he does his girlfriends. It’s only fair, after all. . .I’m just one of the guys.  But that entire afternoon I just felt so content, so comfortable. It was as though there had been a subtle shift in our relationship, and whichever way it had shifted, I was glad, whether it was Cy seeing me in a new light, or me finally getting over my ridiculous, years-long crush.


As we were sitting on the bench, a distinguished looking gentleman walked by. Silver hair, sundarkened skin, and the most intense eyes I have ever seen. A predatory cat, stalking the innocent streets of the little Italian town, and I felt a shiver of sympathy go through me for whatever or whoever he was hunting.


“Colonel Antony Bombardia,” Cy whispered in my ear.  “He joined the army once, and still thinks that he’s in it.  He lives all alone in a huge mansion with fourteen big, fat grey cats.”


I smiled, and leaned in closer to him.  “He’s only had one love his entire life–war, and he refuses to believe she’s left him. So he’s turned himself into a vigilante, and goes strolling the streets, looking for rights to wrong, and battles to overcome.”


The man turned to look at us, just as I finished my sentence. His eyes didn’t even see us, they scanned over as though we were just a part of the scenery. But still, the full effect of his eyes silenced me for a moment.  There was an aura of suppressed violence and passion about the man, as though he would be just as likely to kill a woman as to love her all night long.  I don’t think I shivered again. . .I hope I didn’t, but I couldn’t help being drawn to him, despite his advanced years. If this was the kind of man that Eduardo was, I couldn’t blame Theodora for being obsessed with him.


But then the man kept on walking, leaving us alone on the bench together. I stuck the memory of him in the back of my mind, determined to remove it and consider it at greater length later. I felt as though I had been given a huge clue to Theodora through his random stranger, and that was one puzzle that I was determined to open. 


We spent a little more time on our bench, but then the sun disappeared, and the sky began to darken, and we reluctantly stood and prepared to go home.


“Should we call a cab?” Cy asked, the tone of his voice saying clearly what he preferred.


“I don’t care,” I responded. “I love to walk, remember. You, on the other hand. . .”


A slight smile tugged at Cy’s mouth. “Shut up.  It will be a long walk, but I don’t feel like being shut up in a little car with some psychotic Italian man chauffering me around. All right then, let’s go.”


It took us almost two hours to finally get home.  I loved every moment of it, wet grass, cold wind, brilliant stars, mud and all. Cy, on the other hand, has always been more of a city boy, and I know that by the time we finally made it back to Theodora’s house he was wishing that we had taken the cab, psychotic Italian man or not.


When we finally arrived home, (funny, how in a matter of mere days Theodora’s house had come to mean “home” for me) we found the mistress of the house waiting up for us. Not that it was so very late, not really, just ten or so, but Theodora had a habit for disappearing when there was no one around to pester her.  Still, she was definitely waiting for us, her form silhouetted in the front bay window.  She and Felix were playing a pleasant game of cards (pleasant only because she was letting him win. He tended to be a sore loser, running off and pouting if he lost too much, so we all had to let him win. It was no easy task, either, because the poor man was absolutely terrible at every card game ever invented. Still, it was better than having to draw him out of one of his sulks) when we entered the door. She pretended disinterest as we divested ourselves of our coats and hats. Felix most likely really was disinterested.  He almost had four sixes. I peered over Theodora’s shoulder. She had four tens.


“I’m going to heat up some water for hot chocolate,” Cy announced, before disappearing into the kitchen, leaving me with the task of putting away our coats and scarves.  A few minutes later, Theodora had discarded one ten, and Felix had decided to get a run of spades instead of waiting for the fourth six.  Theodora rolled her eyes at me, and I suppressed a giggle.


By the time the card game finally ended, Cy and I had finished (and cleaned up) our hot chocolate. And in the end, after all of the hard work Theodora had put into losing, she had simply gotten too annoyed with the man’s incapacity for cards, and whipped out a five card run of hearts.  Felix sighed, and laid down his own cards; two threes and a three card run of diamonds.


“Good game,” he congratulated Theodora. “You only just barely won, though. That was really anyone’s game.”


Theodora quickly agreed with him, before turning to us. “How was your day?”


And we told her about the shops, and the walk home (Cy seemed obsessed with the walk, especially the fact that it had taken nearly two hours) and the quest for our suitcases.  When we had finished speaking, we all by unspoken consent moved into the warmth of the living room. It was time for story hour with Auntie Theo, and I could almost feel the anticipation welling up inside me. We were reaching the end, I could almost sense it, despite the thirty years of unknown time stretching out from what she had currently told us.  Still, I could sense that we had nearly reached the end. It was in every move that Theodora made, in the way that she held herself, and the way that she looked around to make sure we were all listening before she began to speak. 


I know that Cy was glad we were reaching the end–it would mean that he finally knew the beginning to his past.  For myself, I just wanted that last key, to unlock the door to the woman’s being. I admired her more than anyone I had met in my entire life, but now I needed to know why.

Chapter III


It wasn’t hard to find Eduardo, even in a city the size of Madrid.  The moment they entered the city she was met with his eyes staring out from a large placard.  A bullfight that very next day, and he was, of course, the star attraction.


She didn’t tell Miguel any of this, of course. She didn’t want his first impression of his father to be a pair of angry eyes and a bloody, dripping bull.  So she didn’t say anything as they passed by the poster and checked into a hotel.


Miguel wanted to go exploring that very night. He wanted to see all of the sights, wanted to discover the heart of the city. But Theodora pleaded a headache, and he amused himself by searching through every nook and cranny of their hotel, instead. Theodora couldn’t have been more pleased by this; it gave her the chance to think, and decide what to do.


The idea of taking Miguel to see Eduardo had made so much sense. After all, he was the boy’s father, and everyone deserved to know where he or she had come from.  But now that the opportunity had presented herself, she realized how awkward it would be, how fraught with danger. She didn’t think that Eduardo would disown the boy, or hurt him in any way. The matador, for all his violent ways, had always loved children. She was more worried that he wouldn’t recognize that this was his son. She was worried that he wouldn’t recognize her.


She knew that he had many women in his life. He’d had three girlfriends when she’d first met him, and while he had stopped seeing them all while she lived in his apartment, she had no doubt that he’d had probably seven times that number in the years between.  It was very likely that he wouldn’t remember her. That thought stabbed deep into her heart.


Still, she had to find him. She had to make him remember her, if not for her own sake (and it certainly was, a least a little, for her. She’d never been that altruistic of a woman, and there was some selfish desire that had prompted this little trip) then for Miguel’s.  She knew that he would be proud of his father–what little boy wouldn’t be, with a famous matador for a dad?–and she felt that he deserved to feel that emotion. He certainly couldn’t feel it for her.


So by the time a tired but happy Miguel had returned to the room, she had made up her mind. It had worked once, long years ago, and perhaps it would work again. She would take Miguel to the bullfight the following day.  Perhaps, hopefully, Eduardo would recognize her. But if not, she would at least have given Miguel that one new exciting experience. Maybe he would be caught up in all the thrill of the bullfight, and wouldn’t even notice that she was trying to get the attention of the matador. She couldn’t decide if that was the best case, or worst case scenario.


The next day dawned bright, sunny, and hot. Miguel all but skipped around their room, singing at the top of his young voice. She’d told him the evening before that they would go to see a bullfight, and he was up and dressed by the time she even opened her eyes.  She sighed. She’d never had to take care of children before. Here it was, only the second day, and she was already exhausted.  Clearly she wasn’t cut out to be a mother. It was a good thing she had found Lauro and Bianca.
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So they sat down, Miguel nearly bouncing on his seat, doing his best to look sage and worldly. Theodora almost laughed at his innocence.  Soon enough it was the parade of toros, when all of the clowns came out and led the bulls into the ring. 


Miguel loved the clowns, and couldn’t stop laughing at their antics. Theodora, on the other hand, just wanted this part of the show over with. She could feel anxiety building up in the pit of her stomach, and her eyes continually strained the pits, looking for any sign of Eduardo. For the first time in her life, she was terrified of a man, and terrified or a confrontation.  


Finally the clowns cleared out of hte center, and a solitary man walked out into the middle of the ring, proudly announcing the man attraction.  Man started clapping, and women began fanning themselves. Theodora looked at the melting women contemptuously.  She’d forgotten that Eduardo had wooed the nation, and had every woman there in the bullring at his beck and call. She was insanely jealous.


And then he walked out, and her attention was captivated. She forgot the crowds, forgot the heat, even forgot Miguel, sitting next to her.  He didn’t look much different, in the fourteen years that had passed. His body was as fit as ever, his hair as thick and black.  He had undoubtedly gained some more scars on his brown body, but from her seat he looked the same. Vital, dangerous, passionate.


The bull came loudly into the ring, a dozen little spears thrust into his hide. He was angry now, and hurt, and wanted to hurt something else as well. Theodora felt that familiar sense of panic grab her. She’d forgotten how she hated the bullfights.


But though she hated the danger and the killing, she couldn’t help feeling a little attracted as well. Eduardo was an artist out there. He danced about, flipping his cape back and forth, darting in behind the bull for a quick thurst of the sword.  She found herself clapping and panting along with the mindless other women in the crowd. 


And then it was over, the bull lying on the ground. Eduardo strode over to it, professionally cutting off its horns.  He held it up high for all the crowd to see, before entering into his typical spiel.


“Quien sera mi mujer de la victoria?” He asked. His eyes scanned the crowd, searching for the most beautiful woman in the place. Theodora tensed up as his gaze came her way.  He paused for a moment, his head tilted vaguely in her direction.  He was too far away, though, and she could not tell whether or not he had recognized her.  He walked over to her side.  He stared up at her for a long moment.  Theodora held herself still, staring back at him, willing her face to remain expressionless.  His was also blank.


“You,” He said shortly, pointing to the woman sitting directly on Theodora’s left. He handed the screaming young woman, the horns, but his eyes never left Theodora’s face. 


Miguel was bouncing around happily as they left the bullring. He could barely contain his excitement, and kept exclaiming over various things.  Theodora found a tree outside the bullring, and went over to sit down beneath her. Miguel followed, still bubbling over.


“Did you see that one clown, did you? The bull almost got him, it was insane! And then that last guy. He was really good, wasn’t he good? He killed that bull all by himself!”


Theodora noticed that her son never addressed her.  Lauro and Bianca had always referred to her as his mother, but Miguel himself had never called her that. Bianca was his mother, and she couldn’t keep a small pang of sorrow away. Still, she smiled up at the boy, and patted the ground beside her.


“Sit down, Miguel, there’s someone that I want you to meet.”


Miguel sat down agreeably enough, although he didn’t stop the flood of words from leaving his mouth.


It took a while for Eduardo to exit the building. The stream of people had slowed down to a trickle of meandering visitors, and Miguel had begun to complain of hunger.  Theodora shook her head, and promised him that it would be worth the wait. Finally, he left the building. He stood for a moment, scanning the thinning crowd, before finally noticing her beneath a tree. He walked over, his back stiff.


He stared down at her for a moment, not saying anything. Even Miguel could sense the tension, and sat there silently, though his eyes glowed with adoration as he stared up at his new hero.  Theodora tried to speak, but somehow the words couldn’t get past the large lump in her throat.


Abruptly, Eduardo reached down and grabbed her by the shoulders. He yanked her to her feet, and promptly slapped her across the face. It hurt, but Theodora knew that she deserved that.


“Where did you go?” He hissed at her furiously.  She turned her head back, cheek still smarting from the slap. She stared at him in disbelief. In his words there was only anger, but deep in his eyes she saw hurt. She had never considered that. She’d left because she’d had to, and she’d never really considered that it might have hurt him. . .


But she couldn’t tell him all that. She couldn’t be weak, not right now, not when she didn’t know what he would do. So she reached down, grabbed Miguel’s hand, and drew him up to stand face to face with the man.


“Eduardo,” She said softly, clutching onto Miguel’s hand with all her might. “I want you to meet your son.”

*     *     *


Theodora suddenly stood up and left the room. Cy and I stared at each other, stunned.


“Did you know all of that?” I asked Felix. He shrugged his shoulders. “Sort of,” he responded. “Dad told me how he met Grandfather, but I never knew. . .I never knew what it was like for Grams.  He never really told us any of that. Just the blanket facts, and that we should never mention any of that to Granny.”


We nodded our heads, and looked down at the table. Somehow, Cy’s hand found mine, and squeezed it tightly. I turned to look at him, surprised, but his eyes were gazing out the window.


Soon enough, Theodora returned, no sign of her lost composure.

*     *     *


It wasn’t easy. It wasn’t even close to being easy.  Eduardo accepted Miguel without any sign of doubt, for which Theodora was extremely grateful. True, he had known that he’d sired a son, but he had never seen the boy. And it wasn’t as though Miguel resembled him much.  He looked like a copy of Theodora, only miniature and in the male version.  


His acceptance of Theodora herself, on the other hand, was not so easily won.  Eduardo invited the two of them to stay in his apartment, though she was sure that was due solely to Miguel. At night he would bring in a steady stream of girlfriends, and when she lectured him about being so promiscuous in front of his son, he merely glared at her, and she was silent.


During the days Eduardo would either be working, or would take Miguel out to see the city and surrounding countryside. Theodora dreaded those days. She would be left alone in the achingly familiar apartment, now painted over with the perfume of a thousand other girls.  She had to get out of the place, and soon she found herself returning to the same area which had always been a haven to her in the past.


But somehow, now the statue was different.  The expression on the angel’s face was just as aching as before, but this time she understood the ache.  It didn’t look like Eduardo anymore. It looked like someone she knew even better.


She couldn’t get a job, even. In desperation, one day Theodora had taken to the streets, looking for any locale that would hire her, just to get her out of the apartment.  But her Spanish, weak to begin with, had slowly disintegrated over the years she had spent in other countries. She could barely even ask for an application, let alone pass an interview. 


As bad as the days were, the nights were even worse. She would lie awake, unblinking in her bed, ears unconsciously straining for any sounds coming from Eduardo’s room.  If she heard anything, she felt a sickening in her stomach. And if she didn’t, she felt gross and nosy, and was unable to fall asleep due to a plague of guilt.


One Tuesday morning, before the sun had completely risen, before, in fact, Theodora had even dared to open her eyes, her door creaked open.  She sat bolt upright, staring at the door, prepared to defend herself to the death.  Eduardo walked in, wearing only a pair of loosely tied linen pants. He walked over, and stood at the foot of her bed, arms crossed, expression unreadable.


“Why did you leave?” he finally asked.


She couldn’t tell him. She opened her mouth to answer, but no words came out. And she realized, that after all the years, and after the recent month of humiliation, she was still too proud to tell him what she’d needed from him, still too proud to admit that she was weak and scared.


So her mouth gaped open and closed, and her eyes pleaded.  Eduardo continued to stare down at her, still no chance in his face. When it was clear she wasn’t going to respond, he turned on his heel and began to stride out the door. As his hand reached toward the doorknob, however, he looked over his shoulder once more to face her.


“Did you love me?” He asked her.


“Yes,” the word came out a frighteningly breathy whisper. Theodora couldn’t believe the hopeless sound escaping her throat had come from her, tried to draw it back, to replace it with a strong, firm answer.  But it was too late, as Eduardo nodded his head.


“That’s not enough, hermosa,” he told her, and then shut the door so she could get dressed.


Things got better after that.  The women stopped coming, and the three of them had the apartment to themselves. She could almost believe they were one happy family, except that Miguel kept asking about his mom and dad, and Eduardo was as distant as the moon.  Still, it was miles better than where she had been.


After two months, a letter came from Italy. Bianca was informing them, in her usual, blunt way, that Miguel needed to come home for some schooling.  Theodora stared at the note for a long time. She slept with it under her pillow, and carried it about in a pocket, undecided exactly what to do about it.  She had to bring him home, she knew that in the logical part of his brain. As much as she and Eduardo might play the charade of being parents, they weren’t. Not really.  Not to a thirteen year-old boy who had already grown up with a mother and a father, and siblings to boot. In another country, with another language. She couldn’t do that, couldn’t decide to tap into her parental responsibility at such a late date.


So she woke up early one morning, headed to the kitchen, and turned on the coffee machine. As the water boiled and saturated, she took out a piece of paper and sat down at the table to write. It didn’t take long, a few scribbled sentences, handwriting barely legible, but Bianca would know what she meant. As she stuck the letter in its envelope she felt a heavy hand on her shoulder.


“Running away again, hermosa?”


She shook her head. “No, it’s Miguel.  He needs to go back to Lauro and Bianca. It wouldn’t be fair to make him stay with me. Not really fair to you, either, since you’re providing for us at the moment.”


Eduardo nodded his head. “And after you deliver him, you’ll be off again.”


“I wouldn’t want to impose on you any more.”


Wrong words. She was abruptly grabbed hard around the shoulders, yanked off her chair to a position dangling inches above the floor. She stared, amazed, into Eduardo’s dark eyes. She couldn’t read them. She’d thought she could, many years ago, but she’d been wrong. They were the eyes of an animal, the eyes of the elements, the eyes of primal force and passion.


“You left me once, almost twenty years ago. You remember that? You just left. But you came back. Within a year you came back to me. But then you left again. Now here you are again. But I tell you, hermosa, you leave me one more time and you can not come back. Not ever.”


She stared at him, amazed. A second chance.  The crazy bastard was offering her a second chance.  She leaned her head forward and kissed him. “I have to take him home,” she explained. “But I’ll be back. Within a week, I’ll be back.


He stared at her, and she bit her tongue, hoping it would be enough. His eyes sparked, and a smile tugged at his lips. He dropped a shoulder, grabbed her beneath the legs, and carried her off to the bedroom where they consummated her promise.

*     *     *


I called my mom that night, the first time I’d called her since before getting on the plane, despite my promise.  I told her the truth, finally, not the lie about doing work for my thesis.  She listened, not speaking to the whole thing.  When I asked her if she was okay with all of that, she said only that it was my life, and I could do what I wanted with it. She didn’t sound angry, or upset, merely truthful.  Then she told me she loved me, and hung up.


I slowly placed the phone back in its cradle, and stared at the wall for a long, long moment. It was my life. It was up to me to determine what course I would take. Was this really where I wanted to be? In Italy, with a friend, a flake, and an old woman? Far away from my own country, from my job and my graduate credits?


My head knew one answer, and my heart knew another. Fortunately, the bed knew a third, which apparently superseded the other two, and I was soon fast asleep.


When I awoke in the morning there was the warm smell of pancakes wafting up from the kitchen. I nearly jumped out of bed in my eagerness to snatch some up. Don’t get me wrong, I’ve always loved cereal, and probably always will, but there is a point where a person wants something more than Cocoa Puffs in the morning. Besides, we were down to just the Trix cereal, and even I think that one is gross.


Theodora was at the stove, calmly pouring a bowl of pancake batter onto a long pan.  Cy was dutifully pouring orange juice and milk into glasses. Felix, I assumed, was still lying comatose in bed somewhere. We settled down to eat, one plate empty.  Cy had rather stupidly poured Felix a drink, so I had to get up and put the glasses in the fridge.  Nobody should be expected to drink warm milk. Not even the laziest man in the world.


“So what happened next with Eduardo?” I asked eagerly between bites of pancakes. I had to admit it to myself. I was hooked on the bizarre love story.  I wanted a happily ever after, was hoping for a happily ever after. At the same time, I could look around the little house, and I was pretty certain that no matter how long or hard I looked, I would never find a menacing Spaniard. Not even in the attic.


Theodora just shrugged her shoulders. “We had some good times,” she replied.  “I stayed with him another five years, and things just didn’t quite work out, so I left.”


“Is that when you met my father?” Cy asked eagerly. A small drip of amber syrup rolled down his chin.  I wanted to lick it off. Then I decided not only would that be weird, it would also be fairly gross. Besides, I didn’t like syrup.  Well, not much anyway. A little drop will enhance the flavor of something, but usually it just soaks through and destroys whatever taste the food had originally. It’s just far too sweet. This coming from the girl who loves Cocoa Puffs.


“I smell food!!” Felix’s voice sounded like that of a five year-old.  As did his scampering feet, and the way that he flung himself into a chair and began to eagerly devour the food on his plate. Theodora smiled over at me, as though to say she told me so. I sighed, and went to retrieve his drinks. Felix nodded at me, a silent thanks before returning to his apparently all-engrossing plate.


I could tell that Cy was getting a bit frustrated with his unanswered question, so I opened my mouth to repeat it for him, but then a cat burst in from some unknown crevice, and jumped on the table.  The phone rang, the stove started smoking, and someone began hammering on the door. Obviously, the story would have to wait until a little later.

Chapter IV


Things didn’t go right back to the way they had been, and Theodora supposed that she was thankful for that. Eduardo gave her more space now, a little more respect.  He was more restrained toward her, held himself a bit aloof. She couldn’t really blame him. He probably didn’t trust her, worried that at any moment she would just run off again.  And as much as she wanted him to trust her again, she had to admit that he would be a fool to do so. As the days, weeks, and months passed, he grew less restrained. He took her on trips again, down to Majorca for a holiday weekend, to the quaint Sevilla, cosmopolitan Barcelona, and to Toldedo.  


She went to every single one of his bullfights, from those held in Madrid, to the few in Granada and Valencia, and even to the great corriendo de toros in Pompalona.  Every victory he gave the horns to her, and soon the apartment began looking like some bizarre form of a hunting lodge.  


Her Spanish improved, though she seemed incapable of gaining true fluency.  She found a small theater downtown, that put on English musicals throughout the year, and easily secured a job. So while Eduardo was out dealing with business, training and bulls, she would become Eliza Little, Cinderella, or Christine Daae.  Eduardo didn’t come to every performance.  Sitting still so long bored him, and he didn’t have the imagination to become immersed in the shows. He did, however, make an effort to be at opening night of every run.


As unimaginative as he was in his everyday life, Eduardo seemed to have no end of surprises for her in the bedroom. . .or out of it. Their lovemaking every night, or morning, or early afternoon, was always something new.  That was the only time when Theodora felt completely full. It frightened her, a little, to realize that she need Eduardo all around her, beside her, in her to feel complete. But she wasn’t going to run away. Not this time.


There was never any talk of marriage, but she was reconciled to it.  It was one of the things she just had to accept about Eduardo, and about their situation. Her parents would never approve, that much was true, but she was happy. Or at least, as happy as she could be. Besides, she wasn’t really sure whether she wanted a marriage, either. As committed to Eduardo as she was, she didn’t like the idea of being committed by law, and before the eyes of God.  


“I love you,” she told him one night, after a particularly passionate session of lovemaking. “It’s okay if you don’t love me back. Trust me, I’ve been in enough relationships where a guy loved me and I felt nothing to know that they work out pretty well. I just thought it was only fair to let you know.”


Eduardo looked at her. His eyes scared her, sometimes.  When he was angry or when they were making love, his eyes were full of vitality, almost too strong for her to look in. But for the most part, they were unreadable. They were dark, deep, unfathomable. She realized with a shudder that she really didn’t know the man at all. Or rather, she knew him, knew him inside and out, back and forward, but didn’t understand him.  Either was, she was in love with an enigma, and that was more than a little disconcerting.


He didn’t say anything. Just looked at her with those obscure eyes. But then he reached over, took her in his arms, and drew her close to him. A simple gesture, but it told her what she wanted to know.


 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1It worked for them. Cissy continued sending her irate letters, warning her of eternal sin and her place reserved in the fiery bowels of hell, but Theodora just ignored them.  If her sins from the past weren’t enough to condemn her, then living and loving Eduardo certainly weren’t enough. Although she was happy to read the letters, to see that her sister was recovering her spirit. Theodora liked to take some credit for that.


Theodora came to love her little acting company, and rose to the position where she was a manager, and produced several of the shows. She loved Madrid, and would have been more than happy to live there for the rest of her life.  It certainly wasn’t the life she’d envisioned when she’d left Greece all those years ago, though, she had to admit that.


She’d had fame, and fortune, but neither were hers now. And she was tied down to a guy. She smiled wryly at that thought, and drew her coat closer around her.  Madrid, for the most part, was always comfortable, but in the middle of January even that city of life grew cold.  This was usually one of her favorite parts of the day, walking down Costa del Sol on her way back home. The people were all around, buying, singing, shouting, and just strolling around. She enjoyed staring at the tourists, the Americans in their shorts, cameras, and thick wallets, the Japanese who always seemed to meld into the scenery, becoming one with the city. The Germans, who all seemed to be either good-looking or old.  The Latin Americans were her favorite, though. They always stared around in wonder, and seemed as out of place as any other tourist. But at night, when the fiestas started, and the discos  opened, they were right there, in the center, and if it weren’t for their accents nobody would guess that they weren’t Spanish themselves.


Then, too, there were the gypsies, who would dart out of little corners with flowers, or handicrafts.  Sometimes the old women, the tias would hop out of a shadow, grab a passerbys wrist, and proceed to divulge that person’s fortune. Theodora had only gotten trapped in that once.


“You have a strong lifeline, a vigor for life,” the gypsy had told her quickly, clutching Theodora’s wrist in an iron tight grip.  But it stops, right here.  When you hit sixty or so, it just stops.  But here it starts again, perhaps weeks later, perhaps years.  Taken up, stronger than ever.  Your love life runs a parallel to it, until this point when they combine.  You will have three daughters, no sons.  Beware of greed, my child.”


Theodora laughed, but humored the old woman, handing over a few Euros.  The old gypsy was wrong, of course, she already knew that.  After all, she had one son already, and knew that someday Eduardo would like another. And, obliging mistress that she was, she would probably provide him with one.


She smiled at that memory, and bought a daisy from a small urchin looking up at her with wide eyes.  She stuck it into her hopeless head of hair. Almost home, now.  She couldn’t wait to get inside, to try out another Spanish recipe one of her actors had given her. She was quite a cook, if she did say so herself, and she knew that Eduardo would enjoy eating something that wasn’t Greek for a change.


But the atmosphere was different in the apartment. She could sense it the moment that she opened the door. An emptiness.


When she entered the bedroom, she couldn’t even find the bed. The entire room was covered with cardboard boxes, and as she gasped in the doorway, Eduardo rose up from the middle of them.


“Hermosa!” he greeted her, sounding enthusiastic.  “Como fue el dia?”


Theodora shook her head, could feel red rising to her cheeks. “What is going on here?” She asked.


A broad grin erupted on his dark face. “Wonderful news, hermosa. We’re moving to Mexico.”


“What?” The words exploded out of her mouth. “No we’re not. Why would we move?”


He proceeded to explain it all to her.  They were having an inauguration of the bulls along hte streets of Mexico City, and they wanted all the best matadors of the world to be there. It would only be for a year or two, long enough to set up the event, and then to participate.  Theodora just shook her head.


“Didn’t it occur to you to ask me my opinion about this?” She asked.  She couldn’t believe it. She’d known the man was arrogant and self-centered, but this went against anything she could ever have believed. “This is my life, too.”


“Of course it is,” Eduardo said, sneaking an arm around her waist. He stuck his nose in her hair, inhaled deeply. One hand began playing with the flower in her hair. “Because I am tu vida.”


She could feel the familiar warmth in her abdomen, feel herself melting. Damn it, she struggled to maintain control of herself. Just because the man was drop dead gorgeous and was more seductive than Cleopatra could ever have been, she was not giving in.


His hand rose to her breasts and a fog descended on her vision.


“No!” She had to physically break away, and turned glaring him down. “I’m not leaving, Eduardo. I have a stake in the theater, I’m not going to just take off.”


He stared at her, his eyes unreadable once again. Then she recognized the familiar anger spitting out of them. He took one menacing step toward her. She was terrified. 


“So you’re going to leave me otra vez,” He said.  His voice had a gravelly tone to it now, an edge that scared her. Even so, she wasn’t going to let fear control her life. Not at this point in time.


“No, Eduardo,” she responded, never taking her eyes off his face. “This time you’re leaving me.”


He took another two steps, and was standing in front of her, so that her face was nearly buried in his chest. For once she wished that she were taller, so that she could look in his eyes without craning her neck.  She tried to control her trembling, but it was impossible. 


He raised his hand, and she winced back. She’d known this would happen at some point. Eduardo was too volatile, too fully male a person to never hurt her.  But he didn’t strike her, he just grabbed her head and roughly pulled her mouth to his. One quick kiss and then he was back over in his boxes, returning to packing.


Their lovemaking that night was fierce and passionate, a violent burst, as strong as both their personalities.


When Theodora woke in the morning Eduardo was gone, along with all his boxes.


She went to work, as normal, but couldn’t concentrate, couldn’t handle the theater. The romantic scenes didn’t make sense anymore. On the other hand, she was finally able to master the last scene of “West Side Story.”


She went home early, pleading a headache.  But when she entered her apartment, she didn’t even recognize it. Everything was there like normal, but it wasn’t her apartment. She couldn’t even enter it, she just closed the door and walked downstairs.


How ironic was it, she wondered as she fingered the cash in her pocket, more than enough for a plane ticket. She hadn’t gone with Eduardo because she didn’t want to leave her job, and here she was leaving the country anyway. Though she knew, somewhere inside her, that wasn’t the reason she hadn’t gone with the man.


She ordered a ticket on the first plane departing, in twenty minutes. It turned out to be bound for Iran, but she couldn’t have cared less at that point. Anywhere that was new, different, and didn’t remind her of matadors and bulls.
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Still, it wouldn’t be the first time she was in a place where she couldn’t communicate, and if nothing else, it would provide the distraction she would need to get her life back on track.  She wasn’t going back to Spain again, she knew that much. Never again. Because she loved the country, and the people–better not to think of loving people–but it hurt too much to be there, was far too dangerous.  A brief stint in Tehran would fix her up in no time, and then. . .well, maybe back to Italy. Then she could be near Miguel, at least, though now he was nearly grown himself. Hadn’t Bianca said that he was off at school in Oxford, of all places, and studying the History of Life of all things?  He’d met a girl, too, at least she thought so. That was nice.  Hopefully he would have better luck in the love department than either of his parents.


She wandered over to the baggage claim, following the other passengers.  She couldn’t read the words on the signs, but at least the arrow still signified the same basic message, and that was helpful.  She had packed too much, she realized, as she pulled on the straps with all her might, finally managing to tumble the bag off the conveyer belt and onto the ground.  She must have been full of adrenaline to have gotten it all the way to the airport.  But now how was she going to get it to the taxi?


Theodora squared her shoulders.  Well. How embarassing was that. She’d made it through a good portion of her life, and here was she worrying about a stupid suitcase.  That was just ridiculous, and rather pathetic.


Several pairs of lean, brown hands reached out of nowhere, and grabbed her bag, lifting it effortlessly. She turned around to protest, to fight back, to do something anyway, to ensure that her bag wasn’t stolen by a gang of Iranian ruffians.  But the faces stared back at her, smiling in a friendly manner, and nodding eagerly, as if to say they would help.


So she went with them.  She stayed with them. And they helped her forget about Eduardo.

*     *     *


Cy stared at Theodora, his eyes unbelieving.  I reached out to touch his arm, trying to comfort him, to tell him I was here, I don’t even really know. I’m not sure that he even saw her. His eyes were glazed, far away. Theodora was meeting him, stare for stare, unashamed. Felix, meanwhile, was trying very hard to be inconspicuous.  It wasn’t working for him, unfortunately (I think it was mostly the pairing of the pink shirt and plaid pants).


Theodora didn’t say anything more after that revelation.  She merely stood up, and began clearing away the dishes.  Felix began playing with a fork, and Cy just continued to stare at her vacant seat.


“It doesn’t change anything,” I finally said.  Apparently my choice of words were completely wrong, although they did manage to break Cy out of whatever world he had traveled off to.


“What the hell is that supposed to mean?” he hissed, turning to stare at me. I shrank back in my seat. I had never heard Cy so angry.  His eyes were squinted in anger or hurt, and I realized that for the first time in my life I couldn’t read him at all. I didn’t know what he was feeling, or what he was going through.


“It doesn’t change anything?” he shook his head and stoo dup abruptly.  “My mother was a whore. My father was one of three Iranians, and she probably doesn’t even know which one.  She didn’t even love him, do you realize that? She didn’t care. And she probably didn’t care that she was pregnant again, and she probably didn’t care when I was born, and my father probably doesn’t even care that I exist. And there’s no way I can ever find him.  There was no reason for my being born.”


I tried to protest. He was being ridiculous, of course. The origins of his birth didn’t matter, he was still the same person, he was still Cy. I didn’t know how to say that to him, though.
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Felix was the first to leave the table, but I wasn’t far behind.  I followed him out onto the porch, leaving my best friend alone in the kitchen with his pain.


“That’s rough,” Felix told me as I sat down on the lone rocking chair. 


“I guess,” I said. “It’s just. . .it doesn’t change anything. Now he knows, but it was always there, whether he knew it or not. So what does this matter?”


No answer from my right, and I knew that my question didn’t deserve one. We just sat there a few moments (or rather, I sat and Felix leaned out on the railing) before Felix stretched, and announced “that’s enough outdoors for me for one day. I think I’m going to go get some ice cream.”


I nodded absently at him for a moment, not really knowing or caring what he was talking about. 


In all of my life, prior and past that moment, I have never felt as lonely. I missed my mom and dad, who I usually go months without seeing. I missed my friends, my professors, my familiar textbooks. I missed my house. I missed Mr. Bingsley.  I missed Cy being always happy and spontaneous, and I missed the old me, who never worried or stressed about who she was.


I sighed and stood up. No point mourning a past that can never return, especially when the future always holds such promise. I repeated the familiar mantra in my head, but somehow it didn’t ring true. And it wasn’t that the present was even so terrible, really. I was living in Italy, more or less for free, and getting some excellent stories about of it, too. The only sore spot was one person was unhappy.


Even so, I knew that I was slowly losing aspects of my youth (because I was soo old. . 24, gasp!) and I kind of wanted them back.


When I returned inside, I was surprised to see Felix and Cy sitting across a table, chatting quietly.  Felix had the promised bowl of ice cream, but I could see the melted sugar puddled around the bottom of the bowl, and had to question his true motives for returning inside.


As I continued through the house I saw Theodora, face down in the study, shoulders heaving. Once again, a scene that I didn’t want to interrupt.


I wasn’t needed anywhere. Wasn’t even wanted, to be fair.  That was all right, though. It would be nice to have some time to myself, somewhere without Theodora’s tall tales and Cy’s drama and Felix’s. . .well, whatever it was that Felix had.  So I took myself off to my room, and began reading some Allende. I was fully immersed in a tale thick with both love and the indomitable spirit of a woman when I heard the knocking on the door. 


I was torn between curiosity and my book.  I certainly didn’t want to leave poor Eliza all by herself, but at the same time I had spent several days in hte old Italian villa, and not a single person had come calling.  So I decided to settle for a happy medium.  I walked to the window, and peered outside.


There, standing at the door with all the arrogance of a used car salesman was the elderly man we had seen earlier.  Back ramrod straight, chin lifted, and glorious mane of silver hair glinting in the sunlight.  As I stood staring out the door was opened, and Theodora filled the entrance to the house. They stared at each other for a long moment. And when I say long, I mean very long. Two or more minutes they stood like that, neither moving, not even breathing as far as I could tell. And then, very slowly and cordially, Theodora nodded her head to the man. She then shut the door.

Chapter V


Eduardo enjoyed life, and he had no problem telling that to all of his various amores. With the exception of one.


He had grown up in central Madrid, the only child of a moderately wealthy familiar. They sent him to school, to lessons, forced him to learn to play an instrument, to serve as an altar boy.  By the time he was 11 he was the darling of everyone in their apartment complex. When he was 14 he was perfect. All the boys at school either hated him or wanted to be him, and all of the girls were madly in love.


He lost his virginity just a few days after his 15th birthday, to a 23 year-old woman with an overbite and enormous breasts. He killed his first bull when he was 16.


All in all, he decided those were the two most fun things to do–screw and kill, and determined to make his living in such a way. His parents didn’t approve. . .far from it, they tried to convince him to be a doctor, or a priest. Imagine that, Eduardo Juan Sanchez Minaya being a priest? Vows of poverty, humility, and worst of all. . .celibacy? Not likely.


With all of his parents expectations, it was no surprise to Eduardo that they disowned him when he left for Pompalona to learn to become a matador.  There, amid the orange groves and the manure of the northern city, Eduardo found himself having to work hard for the first time in his life. He had to work his way up, from clown to banderillo, until finally he was taken under the tutelage of Arcelo Garcia Segovia, who taught him the ways of the matador.


Arcelo was an average matador. His name made it on the posters, but not as the main attraction. In no time at all Eduardo had outstripped his master, not because of any special skill, but merely because he was young and good-looking, and the women liked him.


Eduardo found that he loved the ring, and he refused to be known only as the average (if extremely handsome) torero, so he practiced and he worked until he was the best. And every night he had a different lady. All in all, it was a quite enjoyable life.


Until, that is, the one night that he was strolling along the Plaza Mayor and saw the confused tourist. He wasn’t sure where she was from. Possibly from another Meditteranean country, but more likely an American judging from the expensive camera hanging around her neck.  She was breathtakingly beautiful, with a wealth of black hair that his fingers itched to run through.  In her eyes he read a desire as strong as his own, and he decided that he had to have her.


So he did.  And unfortunately, when she left in the morning to catch her plane, he remembered her. He remembered her the day after, as well, and the day after that.  He forgot her name quickly enough, but not her curls, or eyes, or the way she bit his shoulder while making love.  Still, he could fog over the memory with a thousand other women, and he did so.  Still, life was not quite the same.


Three years later he met her again, and decided to throw caution to the winds.  That night of sex had been the most passionate he had ever experienced, and he longed for a repeat, even if it meant possible enslavement. So he took her again. And again. And again.


A year passed without him noticing. Life resumed it’s normal pace, and he was consumed at all times, by the rage of the bulls during the day, and the passion of a woman at night. And though she was the same, night after night, he never tired of her. Perhaps because he could never conquer her.


Then she left again, in the middle of the night, this time with his child. That he could never forgive, and had himself three other woman.  They couldn’t erase the memory of her, though, and his frustration grew. He took it out on the bulls in the ring, and soon his fame grew to the point where he was the most sought-after matador in all of Spain.  He drank to excess, philandered, and started bar brawls.  He was enjoying life, more or less, with the small exception of a damned Greek woman wandering around somewhere with his bastard.


He was offered a job inaugurating and creating the largest running of the bulls ever to be seen in Mexico. He had to consider it. He was getting on in years, now, he was in his mid-40s, and he knew he was slowing down. He couldn’t retire, though he had the money.  Perhaps he could become an investor. He took the job.


And then she showed up again, with his son in tow. He couldn’t help feeling a little disappointed when he saw his son. . .he looked so much like her. Still, he was a bright boy, clearly well-cared for, and brave besides. The kind of boy to make any father proud.


When the boy had to leave, he expected her to as well, and had steeled himself. She had left him twice before, clearly she was not meant to be trusted.  And she did leave. . .but she came back.  He began ignoring the notices from the men in Mexico, began enjoying the life they were creating. He even considered marriage, once or twice, but quickly discarded it. He would grow tired of her, soon enough. He’d have to.  After all, he still had probably half a million women to go in Spain, and another million in France.  She was getting him behind in his schedule, and the women he hadn’t fucked yet must be getting anxious.


Finally the Mexicans gave him the ultimatum, to either fly down within the week or lose the job. So he began packing, and told her to come with him.  She refused, and left him again.


Except, he realized a few months later, watching the execution of his celebration. She hadn’t left him, that time. She’d remained in the apartment, in the heart of Spain. For the first time he had left.  Trying to rid himself of a sudden onslaught of guilt, he had five women that night, a personal best.


He went back to enjoying himself. He invested in several bull rings, helped with promotions, and travelled the world. He had a taste of the best flesh from all around Europe, and his personal favorite was the Portugese.  Still, something wasn’t quite right.


He was 69 years old. 69 years old and he had finally discovered that he had no future.  His blood was carried on, but through a son and family he didn’t even know.  He was famous, rich, revered in Spain, but beyond that he had nothing. His parents were long dead, he had never reconciled with them, and he had no other family. He was completely alone, except at night, when he could still get the young ladies in his bed.


He was feeling a bit angry at his lot in life when he found himself in Italy, just wandering the streets, keeping his eyes open for anything worth trying. Problem being that he had tried almost everything (and everyone) during his life, and there simply wasn’t anything exciting left to do.


He saw the two Americans on the bench, and passed them by without a second glance. The girl was very nice-looking, he was able to admit to himself, but she was clearly taken with the boy, probably to the point where she wouldn’t enjoy a night with him (as unthinkable as that was.) The boy, meanwhile, was Arab looking, nothing special.



But an hour later, he was still thinking about the boy. There was something about him, about the set of his chin, and the full head of black hair. . .


It wasn’t possible, after all these years, so he tried to ignore the feeling gnawing at his innards. She couldn’t. . .but it wouldn’t leave him alone, and he couldn’t enjoy Patricia that night. So he went, and asked a storekeeper at 11 at night, and was pointed to a small villa on top of a hill. It had a ridiculously long drive way, and he almost turned back twice. But exercise was good for him, it would improve his virility, so he kept at it anyway.


The house looked empty. Either that or asleep.  Not that he cared. If he had the right house, she would be overjoyed to see him, and he would have a welcome bed. If it was the wrong one, well, it wouldn’t bother him to have woken up complete strangers.


The door opened, and he caught his breath. It was her, and she didn’t look any different from twenty years ago.  He wanted to catch her up in his arms, to have her right there on the porch. He wanted to punch her, give her a black eye. He wanted to hurt and pleasure her, all in one move.


Unfortunately, he found himself paralyzed.


There was a world in her eyes, of resignation, hope, betrayal, loss, and a thousand other emotions he couldn’t identify. He could feel his body tensing for the one fateful step into her house.


Then she shut the door in his face.


This simple motion woke him up again, gave him back all of the life he had momentarily been robbed of. He raised a fist, and pounded on the door.


“Hermosa, you better open the door!” He yelled at her. Predictably, there was no response. Well, there was only one thing left to do. He didn’t feel badly about it. . .after all, he had warned her.


He was almost 70 years old, but still in prime condition. He would be willing to wager that he didn’t look at day over 40, and he didn’t feel it, either. His shoulders were still broad, his body still honed (and he still had a great head of hair).  So he lowered one shoulder, took a step back, and plowed into the door.

*    *     *


The entire house shook, and Allende was forgotten in a moment as I ran downstairs.  Theodora was still standing in the pantry, staring at the door, and Felix and Cy peered out from the kitchen.  We exchanged frightened, excited glances as Theodora continued to stare down the door.


I looked on in fascination as the man hit again, this time sending splinters in from the door as it slowly creaked and cracked in its frame.  SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1
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Theodora didn’t flinch as the wood imploded, small splinters scattering across the floor and the tiniest bit of daylight allowed in.  The light was quickly blocked out by a large, unreadable brown eye.


Felix left the security of the dining room to take a protective position at his grandmother’s right shoulder. I quickly joined him, flanking her on the left.  Cy hesitated a moment longer, the recent revelation clearly coloring his opinion and readiness to act, but then he, too, came to stand around the small Greek woman.


It took less than a minute for the entire door to be demolished, and for the man to enter the room. I raised my fists before my face. Foolish, I know. After all, if the man was capable of breaking down a solid wood door, my kickboxing lessons hardly stood a chance.  I saw Felix dropping a shoulder.  He wouldn’t fair much better, I knew.  After the number of times I’d seen him in his boxers, I had no doubt that he would not have been able to break down the door.


Luckily, the man didn’t seem to have any evil intentions. He merely stepped over the destruction, and stared down at Theodora.  He didn’t say anything, he just stared.  That’s not to say that he wasn’t threatening, however. I can guarantee that if I had been on the receiving end of those eyes I would have cowered. Probably would have wet my pants, and I’m not ashamed to admit it. Well, okay, a little ashamed, but still, there’s really no way to get around it.  


The last time I wet my pants was in high school.  My softball team was coming home from a huge tournament that was two hours away.  Six straight hours of playing ball followed by two more on a bus. . .well, let’s just say it was a team effort.


Okay, big digression. The fact is simply that my bladder control has not always been the best, so while I’m ashamed to say that I probably would have made a little yellow river, I really can’t deny the possibility of it.


But Theodora didn’t step back, didn’t cower, nothing.  For the first time I began to really believe that her stories might have happened. Not that I thought she had been lying before. . .well, not exactly. Just that she might have embellished. After all, nobody is as tough and dynamic as she appeared in her stories. But at that moment, standing before the silver-haired man, I began to have some sense of the strength within the woman.


“Now what are you going to do?” She asked. Her voice trembled.  My eyes abruptly left the contemplation of the stranger, and swung around to look at Theodora.  She didn’t look afraid. . .and her voice hadn’t sounded afraid, not exactly. Fear was part of it, but also. . .


I didn’t know then. Now, perhaps I understand a little better. A lot better.  I’ve found myself sounding like that a lot recently. But that’s neither here or there. And especially it’s not then.


“I’m going to kiss you,” he said simply, and his voice was a deep rumble of thunder. Before any of us had the chance to react, he had grabbed the slight woman, and pulled her to him.  Astonished, we stared at each other. Felix’s upper lip kept twitching into a half smile, and Cy’s mouth merely hung open.


The funny thing was, she started kissing him back. And that was when I first began to get a glimmer of just who the man was.


His accent had been Spanish. He was ridiculously handsome. His entire being vibrated with suppressed aggression and vitality.  He had the reflexes of an athlete.  I had to hit myself on the head to overcome my feeling of stupidity.


When Eduardo finally released Theodora, she sagged against his chest. Even in her defeat, she wasn’t weak. Just. . .resigned.  I could feel tears welling up in my eyes, and I had no idea why. Furiously I raised my sleeve, trying to wipe them away before anybody noticed. Felix, at least, was too engaged in the events transpiring to pay any attention to me.  But out of the corner of my eye, I thought I saw Cy studying me.


“Do we have to go through this again?” she asked hopelessly.  “I’ve left you three times. I can’t do that again. You left me once. I can’t endure that again.”


One large, dark hand rose to stroke her hair.  They looked beautiful together, a vintage painting in blacks, browns and ambers.  The man shook his head slowly.


Felix, Cy and I quietly snuck out of the scene, letting them have a moment to themselves. We retreated to the family room, and began playing a game of cards.  Felix cheated outrageously, of course, and Cy was distracted.  Thus, I really should have won, as the only one who paid any attention.  Except that Felix had that fifth ace taped up his sleeve, and. . .well, I’m not bitter, anyway.


We finally dared to return to the front hall around midnight (this is after fours hours of torture–I hoped that Theodora appreciated my sacrifice).  Luckily they were gone, and we went to quietly brush our teeth, and then take ourselves off to bed.  I slept like a baby, and awoke to sun shining on my face. I looked at the clock lying beside my bed.  8:30. Not bad, for me at least.  I rolled (literally) out of bed and sleepily made my way downstairs.  Cy was making omelets, and I breathed in the fresh aroma with a sigh of contentment.


“Mm, smells good,” I told him with a grateful smile. He returned it, and I felt a surge of hope that he was over his ridiculous depression of the night before. I went to the cabinet to retrieve cups and plates to set the table. As I brought them over, I noticed with shock a sick-looking Felix crouched over the surface of the wood.


“My God,” he said as I put a mug of coffee in front of him. “Those two never went to sleep.”


“What do you mean?” Cy asked from his station at the stove, piling eggs atop a plate.


“You know what I mean,” Felix said.  


I’m not sure that Cy did know, but I certainly understood, and experience a pang of sympathy for the poor man.  It was his grandmother for crying out loud!!!


The lovers came down around noon.  Eduardo looked ridiculously pleased with himself, and Theodora looked even younger than before, if that was possible. She gave everyone a hug, and told us to gather in the living room. We did, where she made introductions.


“Cy, Kris, this is Eduardo Sanchez Minaya. Eduardo, this is my son Cy, and his girl Kris.”


I felt a warmth in the pit of my stomach when she introduced me as such. The feeling only grew as he said nothing to refute it.


“What about me?” Felix complained from his twitchy position (when I say twitchy, I mean that literally. His lack of sleep was causing his body to go into curious spasms).  “What am I, chopped liver?”


Theodora looked at him for a moment, then smiled slightly. “Felix, meet your grandfather.”



The two whipped around to look at each other, eyes wide with astonishment. Cy and I burst out laughing at their identically bewildered expressions.


“Is that what I looked like?” Cy asked, leaning over the arm of the chair. I smiled at him, but didn’t reply. He chuckled slightly, and rearranged himself in the chair.


“Miguel’s hijo?” Eduardo asked, sounding slightly choked.  Felix just kept opening and closing his mouth. I decided that if he were a fish, he would be a carp.


“Felix Dominic Minaya,” Theodora said softly.  Eduardo nodded his head, clapping his mouth shut and looking stern once more.


“You look like a good boy,” he said. “Why are you hanging around your grandmother’s house? Why do you not have a job and a woman?”


If Cy and I had laughed before, now we practically exploded.  Felix just continued to look confused, and Eduardo serious, but even Theodora couldn’t help but crack a smile.


When the hilarity had subsided, Theodora turned serious once more. “I have been very happy to meet all of you,” she said. “But tomorrow Eduardo and I are returning to Spain, so you will not be able to stay in this house. If you would like, you can come with, and can sleep on the kitchen floor.”


I made a face at Cy, and he seemed to agree. We had accomplished what we had meant to do in coming, and more.  Besides, I still had a thesis waiting at home (I allowed myself only a second to feel regret at having neglected it) and he had a poor mutt in quarantine.


So we declined (politely, of course) and told them we would be returning home.


“Good,” Eduardo said. “I think all the sex would have made you uncomfortable.”


At which point Felix abruptly informed us all that he should really be getting back to New York, his parents must really be missing him, and he should really start applying himself to his studies.  (“and to getting a novia” Eduardo added).  


The one downside to leaving the next day (well, other than not getting to visit Spain) was having to go to an airport again. I know that I’ve said it before, but it’s a fact that can bear repeating. Airports are really just terrible places. Especially this one, where Cy had to say good-bye, probably for forever, to his mother, and Felix to his grandparents, one of whom he’d just met.  I had to say good-bye to the strongest woman I’d met in my life.  


And there were no tears, which I think may have been the worst thing. There was no feeling of finality, of finally having reached the end. I knew in my head that I would probably never see the three of them again. But somehow I didn’t feel that way at all.  I couldn’t believe it was over.


Mercifully I slept through most of the plane ride (a well-used nine hours). My mother was waiting for us at the airport.  She hugged Cy, and planted a kiss on his cheek. When she put her arms around me, she kept them that way for a long moment, before standing back and staring me in the eyes.


“I will always love you, no matter what your decisions are,” she said simply. It was enough for me.


Home was a bit of a mess. Dust everywere (I will never understand how things can gather such a thick layer of dust in just a week) and one very lonely, nervous, and bald Mr. Bingsley.  Clothes had to be unfolded and unpacked, and the heating turned on.  When I finally had time to relax, I wished I hadn;t.


My apartment was about the same size as Theodora’s villa. Only in my house there was just me.  There was no crazy old Greek woman, no ridiculous Brit, and no Cy.  Where before it had been comfortable and right, now it just felt empty and too big. I sat down on the couch, turned on the TV, and attempted to forget about the thesis for one more night.


The doorbell rang a little before 11.  I sighed, and pulled myself over to the door. First I had to calm down Mr. Bingsley, who was hopping around and singing out in alarm.  I wondered once more what exactly the neighbors did with him that he was always so weird when I returned, then put it out of my mind.  I opened the door.


“Listen, I was thinking. We’ve been friends a long time, but there are still a lot of things we’ve never done. I know we’ve never talked about that, but how about we do one of those things tonight?” Cy threw me a smile, and I was reminded once again (as if I, of all people, needed reminding) of why he needs to chase girls off with a stick.  I opened my mouth to answer, but that seemed to be enough for him, and he leaned forward and kissed me.


I always considered myself a fairly strong personality, able to resist even the most forceful of peer pressure. That’s not to say that I would have wanted to resist Cy, but normally I would have resisted kissing someone in the middle of the hall. No PDA, that’s what I say.


Well, that’s what I used to say.


I’ve never believed in happy endings, and I still don’t. I may love fairy tales, may be obsessed even, but I’ve never confused them with reality. So I’m not going to say that we lived happily ever after. But I certainly hope that we do.

Epilogue


Theodora looked around at the other people at her table, eying them warily, trying to read their expressions. She had no idea what they held in their hands, though.  The Spanish had an uncanny way of hiding every expression save passion and anger.  So all she really knew that none of them were in love with their kings, or angry with their queens. Not much of a hint.


She sighed, and dropped down a two of clubs. Something certainly had to beat that. Three hearts were laid down.  So much for that plan of action.


“What’s the count?” Liseta asked, staring intently at her clubs. Rafael counted the sheet hurriedly, tabulating the results in his head.  Theodora envied him his ability to do that. She couldn’t do much math beyond basic algebra. Certainly not adding all the dashes scrawled upon the paper in abstract patterns.


“We have two points. They have twenty.”


Eduardo groaned, and kicked back against the table. “That’s enough for me,” he proclaimed grandly.  “I am not a man who enjoys losing.”


Theodora laughed and took his arm. They said good-bye to their hosts, and walked out into the warm Madrid night.  She held his arm, and stared up at the two stars she could see despite the brilliant light of the city.


They walked through the Parque de Buen Retiro on the way home.  She passed by the statue of the Angel Caido.  She stared up at the tormented face, and felt a moment of pity. But Eduardo was clearly unimpressed and unmoved, so they moved on, the sight of the lost expression on the angel’s face quickly left her.


The apartment was only a few blocks away, and they soon arrived and headed up the elevator.  They dressed and went to bed. Eduardo was snoring in minutes. Theodora lay awake a moment later, staring up at the ceiling.


She was 76  years old, her head was covered in grey hairs. She had nothing left to do with her life, and her to-do list had disappeared.  There was no more wild sex in staircases and beneath bushes, and no more adventures along the highway. No more swimming naked in dirty pools, and no more people recognizing her face.  She wasn’t going anywhere, and the only event on her calender was Bridge Club Thursdays.


For the first time in her life she was content.


