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The minute I heard my first love story 

I started looking for you, 
not knowing how blind that was. 

Lovers don't finally meet somewhere. 

They're in each other all along. 

 
--Rumi 
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 She ran in short spurts through the frigid rain, bare feet numb with cold, eyes peering from 

beneath her cloak just enough to watch her step. Falling and losing her lead would be worse than 

being recognized. In this part of town there were sure to be allies. Discreet, but allies, nonetheless. 

She hoped any others would be asleep or warming themselves beside their fires, not peering out 

their windows at a dark figure slipping through the winding streets of Venice. Nobleman or 

peasant, everyone knew any honorable citizen would be behind closed doors at such a late hour. 

Isabella’s eyes scanned ahead of her, resting on a candle flickering in a window, behind her at the 

monstrous shadows lurching back and forth. She adjusted her hold on the book clutched to her 

chest, squeezing it closer as if it were an innocent child. Don’t worry. I won’t let them find you. But 

where, where will I hide you? Guide me; show me the way. My life depends upon it. 

A gust of wind hurled toward her, ripping the cloak away from her red hair just as she 

entered the piazza. “There she is! Over there! Quickly!”  

Isabella’s heart froze. Her lungs heaved under fire. Suddenly, she knew where to go. Yes, it 

was her only option. She rounded the corner faster than she knew her body capable. Only a few 

more paces. Just the book. That’s all that matters now. Just the book.  

Few knew of its existence. Even fewer were allowed to enter. And certainly no one 

considered a woman capable of appreciating or even comprehending its contents. Only the highest 

circles knew that a courtesan was afforded such privileges. The book would be safe there. Isabella 

leaned into the polished wood door with her one free hand, pushing it open with the divine grace 

she was famous for. Not a sound. Just hurried breathing and a pounding heart . . .  

 I set my pen down with a sigh, my own heart pounding out of my chest. I can’t start there. 

It doesn’t feel right. None of it feels right. I shake my head. What am I thinking? How could 

telling my story this way ever feel right? 
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What if instead, I begin with the white, two-story farmhouse with the porch swing and the 

two big walnut trees, with my attic bedroom stuffed with books and the view across the meadow 

with the sunflowers in the summertime that were so big they seemed to reach the sky? And what 

about my parents or my brother or the horse that stole my heart the first day I rode him to the sea? 

Would telling those bits feel more right? What about the fact that I spent most of my childhood 

barefoot with long knotty hair, with tingling fingers that would tell me what to read and a nose that 

could decipher almost anything? Or is that too much too soon? Maybe it’s easiest to dial it way 

back to the safest beginning, to the tale my mama always told about what happened when my 

daddy drove her to the hospital and suddenly there I was. People do seem to like to hear of times 

and dates and snippets of happenings these days, don’t they—the kinds of things that fit nicely 

under a bow. 

 No, none of that feels right either. I can’t just boil it down to a few times or dates or even a 

fashionable snippet or two; especially when it didn’t even start at the beginning at all but 

somewhere in the middle. Somewhere altogether unexpected. Like a caterpillar, I wasn’t really 

even born until one day in the middle of my life when suddenly I realized I’d grown wings. 

 I turn to gaze outside and catch my reflection in the window. I can’t see my tears but it’s 

not hard to see that I’ve aged these last months, more than I ever have. I look down at my hands. 

They look different now, too. They’re the hands of a widow. Not young or supple. No longer 

hopeful or promised even a single joyful tomorrow. No, these are the hands of a middle-aged 

woman with enough secrets to fuel a lifetime of regret. They’re old, far older than my age and reek 

of a life unlived, of a heart all but silenced. And while they may seem to lie, to tell a story very 

different than what my life appears to be, these hands of mine tell the truth. They’ve never 

betrayed me. No, all they’ve ever done is to reflect my deepest self.  
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 I readjust the pillows on my bedroom chaise and let my eyes wander outside. The sun is 

coming up over the ridge, slipping tawny through the trees. I watch the garden awaken, the life 

return to the slumbering flowers, the dewy grass, the wind-touched leaves, and I wonder if there’s a 

similar golden wisdom somewhere out there for my own life. Why can’t I see it? 

 Most days I don’t recognize myself. I don’t mean my hands; I recognize those. I don’t even 

mean my body, for everyone ages. I mean the life I’ve created for myself that’s still, even after 

Alan’s death, unrecognizable, unattached in any real way, to the Me in me. My tailored clothes, my 

grand Georgian home, the gilded paintings on the walls and the imported rugs across the floor. My 

oversized leather purse. My sleek, black, expensive car. My weekly visits to the hairdresser and the 

nail salon and the masseuse. My cook and cleaning lady, my choice of meals and alcohol. Even my 

relationship with my daughter.  

 It’s not easy knowing that I betrayed myself, knowing I’m not anything like I used to be, 

swallowing the fact that she’s gone. Damn it, I know she was never perfect, but she was authentic. I 

miss that real self. I miss the girl that I was. 

 I look over at the portraits hanging on my bedroom wall, more visual proof of my so-called 

perfect life. Most are of Alan, soaring to new heights until the day he died; each of his photographs 

leaving no doubt that he lived a life he loved. He may not have been a Hollywood star like his 

sister, but he was definitely a celebrity in his own right. With eyes cut from a blue glacier and an 

aura that drew people in as if he were a demigod, Alan transformed lives with his food, elevating 

the gastronomic delights of those around him in a way only a truly self-indulged man ever could. 

There he is in Paris at the Le Cordon Bleu with Julia Child. There he is again with James Beard 

and the president of the Culinary Institute of America flanked on either side, the three of them 

laughing like dear old friends. And there he is with his family, all three of us, living it up in our 
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favorite restaurant in New York, the one he helped found, our wine glasses raised to his success. 

He tried to make me happy back then. I tried to be happy, too. 

 My eyes find the photographs of Chloe, my grown daughter whom I barely know. She’s all 

mine and yet sometimes I wonder how. There she is in her cap and gown from her prestigious 

university, diploma in hand. She follows in her father’s footsteps, wearing his proud smile, and 

even though we both stand beside her, she only has eyes for her father for I let her down long ago. 

I let us all down. I find my favorite picture of her on my bureau. She’s barely three, sitting in the 

bathtub with bubbles covering her body and a smile that used to light up even a pitch-dark sky. I 

must’ve been part of putting out that fire of hers soon thereafter since no other pictures of her glow 

like that one. Even the most recent with her fiancé lacks it. Why must these realizations hurt so 

much? 

I hear a knock on the door. For once, I decide not to pretend. 

 “Come in, I’m awake.” I sit up and smooth my hair to make myself as presentable as 

possible. 

 “Good morning. You sound more chipper than usual, Julia.” It was a question. 

 “Maybe . . .” 

 Lily looks for a place beside the chaise to set my cup of Earl Grey, her hands even older 

than mine but her spirit much younger. “Can I move this notebook?” 

 “Here, I’ll take it.” 

 “You’ve been writing?” 

 “Not really.” 

 “No? Nothing brewing?” 

 I let my eyebrows speak for me. 

 “I just wondered if you were going write something special for Chloe.”  
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 “As a wedding gift?” 

 “Maybe. Or maybe just because it’s time.” 

 “Time?” 

  “For your story.” Lily says it as if she’s hinting at something without any weight at all, 

something so light it could blow away like a dandelion puff.  

 The air catches in my throat making me swallow hard. “What?” 

 Lily nods as she opens the curtains to the French doors. “Your story. The one you once 

wrote and the rest you haven’t yet; the whole thing in one big epic chunk for your daughter to 

finally hear. Maybe it’s time.” 

 I tilt my head from one side to the other hoping the right words will find a way to cut 

through my rush of emotion. “Why do you have to know me so well? You read my mind, don’t 

you?” I look over at my notebook. “And no, I don’t think it’s time. I tried and can’t; I just can’t.” 

 “But why?” 

 “You know as well as I do, Lily. If it ever got out, it would ruin our family name not to 

mention Chloe’s legacy. Everything Alan and I worked for our entire lives, thrown in the trash. I 

know he’s gone, but still, I can’t do that to him, to her, to our family.” 

 “Not even if it gives Chloe the chance at a life more true to who she really is?” 

 “A chance to not live a life like mine?” I hang my head. 

 “I didn’t say that, Julia. But what if she didn’t have to make the same mistakes? What if 

you helped her see things clearly from the beginning, before she’s married, not after?” 

 “You really think she’s in danger of that? Of doing what I did?” 

 “I don’t know. But if you have an elixir, why not use it?” 
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 “It’s no elixir, Lily, it’s just a story.” I look down at my fingers as if they’re racehorses 

anxiously waiting for the bell of the starting gate. “I’ve forgotten too much. I don’t even know 

where to start. I tried and I just can’t. I can’t do it.” 

 Lily stands in the doorway holding a vase of half dead flowers, her eyes soft, her mouth a 

gentle, compassionate line.  

 I look away to stop the tears, back to my golden garden, “Why must you always challenge 

me?” 

 “I’ve missed her.” 

 “Who—” I turn to see her eyes just as they begin to echo mine, “you have? But you barely 

knew her.” 

 “I didn’t need to know her long to love her,” she wipes a tear from her cheek. “She’s still in 

there, Julia. I know she is.” 

 I shake my head, fighting back tears. “How? After all these years?” 

 The intercom from the front entrance suddenly beeps. Someone wants to be let in. Lily 

cocks her head before she closes the door behind her, “She just is. Don’t you think I know you by 

now?”  

 I stare at the back of the door, wrapping my arms around my pathetic self. Lily’s known me 

longer than any person alive, maybe even as far back as the beginning. The mere thought defies 

logic. 

 That’s it. Defies logic. My story has always defied logic. Why then would things be any 

different now?  

My mind races, my fingers pulse . . . what if the caterpillar isn’t the only one who creates a 

cocoon in order to grow wings? What if the butterfly does it too, but instead of wings, it grows 

something far more magnificent than any logical mind could ever imagine? 
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 I sit up, wipe my tears and reach for my pen.  

I look down at my hands only to realize that they look lighter, more capable than they did 

just minutes ago. What if Lily’s right? What if she’s still in there—the butterfly I once was? What if 

she just needs the space to create a new cocoon, to give herself the chance to transform into 

something even she didn’t know she was born to be?  

 A single tear drops like a puddle onto the page smearing the words even before I can get 

them down. 

 Once upon a time, writes my hand as if taking dictation, I was very different than I am now 

. . . 
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Thirty years earlier 

 

 The plane started its slow decent, giving Julia’s stomach an unexpected flutter. She looked 

up to see a flight attendant chatting with dreary-eyed passengers, her hands busy collecting trash in 

a plastic bag. The seat belt sign lit up and an announcement came over the intercom waking up her 

sister-in-law across the aisle with a start. 

 “Have they no decency?” Kit complained to anyone who would listen. “Did someone 

move me into Coach while I was sleeping or is this a nightmare?” 

 “We’re almost there,” said Alan, Julia’s husband, through his own half open eyes. “You 

should be thankful; they’re giving you time to get ready for the Italian paparazzi, sis,” he chuckled 

to himself then he reached over to squeeze Julia’s leg. “Have I told you how beautiful you look 

when you’re sleeping?” 

She leaned into him with a warm smile, “I couldn’t sleep. Too much on my mind.” 

“Anything to do with Kit’s drama tainting our honeymoon?” he sighed. 

  “Nah, I’m just really excited.” And she was. They were about to arrive in a country Julia 

had always dreamt of seeing with her own eyes; her mind completely unable to settle down. 

 “You two love birds ready for this? Not sure I am.” Kit was touching up her makeup, 

snapping things open and closed, “Hope they have some good stores; I swear I forgot way too 

many things.” 

 Alan nudged Julia with a wide-eyed smile mouthing ‘seriously?’ before he turned back 

toward his sister. “I’m sure they have everything that they have back home, just might be a bit 

pricier,” he snickered. “Something you don’t have to worry about anymore, Kit.”  
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 “Thanks for the sarcasm, Alan and no, I don’t. Lucky for you two, you don’t either. At 

least for this week. No holds barred,” she said, with head held high. 

 Julia took a deep breath before she thanked Kit, telling her how excited she was when 

really, she couldn’t believe what she’d gotten herself into. Not just Venice for the first time, but her 

actual honeymoon, and not alone with her husband, but with his sister who was shooting a movie 

there. Alan said it was wise for them to start out practical, that it would set them up on a good life 

trajectory, one that they’d counterbalance with his sister’s wild spending habits. She just hoped he 

was right. The tickets were Kit’s wedding gift to them so when the director of her new movie 

decided to shoot a few scenes in Venice during the same time, it was natural that she’d come along. 

Besides, if she did, Alan said she’d pick up the tab and he loved the idea of no honeymoon debt. 

 “Have you been to Venice before?” Julia asked her. 

 “Nope. Not a once. I really don’t know what to expect in terms of paparazzi, either. I just 

hope it’s not as bad as Paris. I promised your husband that I’d do my best to be more incognito 

than usual, though. I don’t want to turn your honeymoon into too much of a circus. A honeymoon 

still needs to be honeymoon,” she chuckled. 

 “Thanks, Kit.” 

 “No problem, Julia. I was once a plebe, too.” 

 “She’s not a plebe, Kit, she just hasn’t figured out where she wants to put her energy, that’s 

all. Besides, first and foremost she’s now my wife and that makes her anything but a plebe.” 

 Julia smiled timidly then nudged Alan, trying to talk quietly so only he could hear, “Don’t 

forget I want to be a writer, Alan.”  

 “You want to be a writer, Julia? Ah, I hate writing. Thank god someone else does though 

or I’d have no way to put all my talent to use.” 
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 “Just ignore her,” said Alan, shaking his head. “She doesn’t know any better. And you’re 

already a writer, Julia. A damn good one, I might add,” he moved to stand. “I need to use the 

bathroom before we land so I’ll be right back. And by the way, since you cut your hair, you really 

do look more and more like Audrey Hepburn, perfect look for the back cover of your first book. 

Don’t you think, Kit?”  

 “Definitely,” she said, as Alan walked away. “Right out of Roman Holiday.” 

Julia did her best to smile politely when the scent of fresh paint suddenly accosted her. It 

seemed like it was coming from a man wearing a suit and tie in the row behind her. What was that 

about? Didn’t he shower before he got on the plane? 

 And that woman over there across the aisle another row back; somehow, she knew she 

smelled of an old lady’s closet. It was a stagnant scent, musty, almost the opposite of the man’s 

fresh paint scent with an antique elegance. Julia shook her head. Was her synesthesia returning 

again? She thought she’d quieted that years ago. 

 “Not me. I love writing. And especially writing down my dreams,” said a little voice in front 

of her with the scent of raspberry scooting it along. 

 Julia looked through the crack in the seats and saw a little girl smiling back at her. 

 “Mommy says that’s how angels speak to us.” 

 “Through our dreams? Your mommy says that? And what do you think?” 

 “I think she’s right,” she paused. “Sometimes.” 

 “Sometimes?” 

 “Sometimes I think I have silly thoughts that get water poured on them so like a plant they 

grow into even bigger silly thoughts.” 

 “Oh, you do, do you? And do you know what I think?” 

 The little girl shook her head. 
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 “I think you’re one of the smartest little girls I’ve ever met.” 

 “You’re nice. I like you.” 

 “I like you, too.” 

 “Hush now, Amelia. Let the lady be.” 

 “Ok, Nonna. Bye . . .” said the little girl, waving timidly. 

  Julia waved back, “Bye, sweet girl.” Sweet with a kick of spirit just like raspberry; the little 

girl’s scent was clear as a bell.  

 Julia looked out over the wing as they eased closer to the Venetian Sea realizing she was 

feeling things again, things that didn’t originate in her mind but from a place deep inside that she 

had all but silenced years ago. She lay her head back and closed her eyes as the fluttering in her 

stomach began to spread throughout her body . . . 
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Venice, 17th Century 

 

 “Venezia, I love Venezia,” the girl mumbled to herself as she waited on the cold stone steps 

with the beggar woman who offered her help. Even though it was much warmer than the sea air 

that managed to chill her straight through to her stomach just a few months before, her bottom was 

colder than it had ever been aboard the ship. “Venezia, I love Venezia,” she said again, this time 

with her eyes closed. It was easier to feel like she meant it if she could pretend her beloved father 

was speaking the same words beside her, and with eyes closed it was a lot easier to pretend she was 

sitting next to him instead of the filthy old beggar woman with missing teeth and a stomach that 

growled louder than her own. When she pretended her father was near everything became just a 

little bit nicer.  

Isabella raised her head up to the slight breeze, sensing for the salt of the sea. Yes, the 

brine was here in the Venetian lagoon just not as strong as it was out at sea. She started a smile. 

Her father always told her to salute the sun with the lids of her eyes, that it fed a man’s soul and so 

too a woman’s, which soon she would be. She moved her head to find its warmth, bathing in its 

rays. Did she really love Venezia? She wondered. She had come under the most terrible of 

circumstances only to find things get considerably worse.  

First, she lost her mother at their home in New Spain and after sailing across the seas with 

her father to begin anew, he unexpectedly passed away, too. She was alone. And poor. And 

hungry. Tell me again the things we love about Venezia, she wanted to ask her father just as she 

used to aboard the ship. Instead, she did all she could—she repeated the phrase again, over and 
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over just as he had as he looked out to sea, his heart left behind with his wife, his hope looking 

ahead with his daughter. “Venezia, I love Venezia.” 

 “What was that? What did you say?” The noblewoman, the donna known for her 

prominent position in Venetian society had come outside with a small loaf of bread and was about 

to hand it to the begging pair when she heard Isabella’s sweet voice. 

 “I told you,” the beggar woman gurgled to no one in particular, Isabella cringing at the 

horrid smells coming from her blackened mouth. “She’s an orphan, that much is certain by her 

pestering me for help, but blue blood runs through those veins. Voices like that-a-one don’t lie.” 

Isabella grimaced. She didn’t ask for help. She didn’t need to. Older beggars were known 

to use younger more sympathetic faces in their quests for food and Isabella, new to town and pretty 

of face, was the perfect choice. 

 “But the girl, she said something. What was it? Tell me, cara,” said the donna. 

 The beggar woman eyed Isabella a warning but she took no notice. She was too taken by 

the noblewoman’s exquisite dress, remembering the dresses her mother used to wear. She wanted 

to touch the fabric, to feel what looked to be silk and velvet, to press her fingers to the 

embroidered gems floating like stars in a darkened sky. 

“I said I love Venezia. It’s a grand republic filled with beautiful people with hearts the size 

of cities and caring the size of seas.” She didn’t expect to recite the very words her father used to 

say to her, but she had. And with her elegant young voice it emerged like poetry. 

 “What lovely words,” said the donna. 

 “They were my father’s.” 

 “Your father’s. Is that so?” asked the donna, impressed by the girl’s deference to her 

father. “And where is this poetic father of yours?” 

 “In heaven, I presume.” Isabella looked down, avoiding the donna’s eyes. 
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 “Presume?” the donna raised her eyebrows. 

 “Why he has passed, that much I know for certain. I only question if a place called heaven 

is where he chose to go. Often times I feel he’s still with me.” 

 “Do you?” said the donna, confirming her suspicions that Isabella was indeed of heathen 

background. With red hair like hers, the donna knew the girl was different than the rest, an 

interesting conversation topic for her dinner party that evening at the very least. She wasn’t ready to 

let this one get away. Not yet. She needed time to think. She handed Isabella the bread then 

motioned for her to wait as she bustled away in a flurry of fabrics, her gown brushing the floor with 

quick swishes. 

 “’Member now, whatever she gon’ give you is half mine, y’ hear?” The beggar woman was a 

greedy one, eager for Isabella’s unique ways to hurry up and relieve the pangs in her stomach. She 

saw her that very morning shivering in a bundle by herself and knew right away she had stumbled 

upon the perfect bait. Seeing now how easily Isabella was received by a noblewoman, made her 

blood rush even faster. She had chosen wisely. Too bad there weren’t more of her kind. Needs for 

next meal would come all too soon. 

 “Yes, Signora. I understand. I will honor what I agreed. I won’t cheat you. I promise.” And 

Isabella meant it. Anyone who saw her face knew she was trustworthy. Her eyes were darker than 

the canals at midnight, her hair as red as the finest saffron, her features as white and delicate as the 

finest Venetian lace. 

 “Who’d you get those eyes a yers from anyway?” Spittle running down her filthy, wrinkled 

chin. 

 “My mother. She was from New Spain.” 

 “And yer Father?” 
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 ”He came from Britain, Ireland he called it, but went to New Spain on a scientific 

expedition where he met my mother,” Isabella paused, remembering the story of her parent’s first 

encounter, her mother’s favorite request whenever stories were told, “so he was from New Spain as 

well.” 

 “Ahhh . . . so that’s where you get the red mane. Foreign roots. I guessed as much.” 

 “He said we would go to Ireland one day, but we had to save some money in Venezia first. 

He wanted me to know my other homeland up north, said some of his family came all the way 

from . . .” Isabella’s voice wandered off when she saw she was merely talking to herself. 

 The beggar woman tapped her foot and threw her head to the side with a jerk, alerting her 

meal ticket to look in the direction of the donna, her beautiful scent arriving before she herself. 

 “This is for you,” said the donna as she handed Isabella a dark bottle of olive oil, a hefty 

slice of cheese and an apple. “The apple because it reminds me of your unusual hair.” 

 “Grazie, Donna. Your kindness will never be forgotten,” said Isabella bowing her head. 

But her appreciation wasn’t desired, the donna had already moved on. 

 “And this is for you, so you don’t dare take what I have given the poor child,” said the 

donna with disgust. 

 “Oh no, Donna. I wouldn’t consider such an act. She’s a delicate one, this girl, barely a 

young woman with no family to care for her, as you know. I be thinking purely about her, not 

me’self. No, not me’self.”  

The old woman shuffled her feet, her aura more wicked with every emerging thought. The 

donna handed the old woman the same three parcels, purposely forgetting to give her any bread, 

the two more similar than they would ever know. 
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 “Grazie, Donna, grazie mille,” the beggar woman’s hands no longer full but clasped 

together in thanks as she backed down the steps, her bag full to heaping on her back. Poor and old 

but when it came to food or money, her hands were quicker than most. 

 The donna motioned for Isabella to come closer, away from the old woman’s ear. “If you 

ever need anything else, cara, please let me know. I see you are different from the rest.”  

Isabella smiled through her sense that something wasn’t quite right, the donna’s words 

nevertheless infusing her with an odd sense of hope for her future. She nodded. Nodded and 

smiled as she blinked away the bits of hope coagulating in her eyes. She would eat and eat well, 

soon.  

Isabella turned, slowly walking down to the old woman who awaited her share, the donna’s 

eyes all the while scrutinizing Isabella. 

 “What did she say to you?” the beggar woman grumbled, as the mismatched, soot-covered 

pair turned the corner. 

 “Nothing to speak of. Just some noblewoman’s talk.” 

 “A sly one too, ain’t ya?” She reached over to grab Isabella’s arm. “On second thought, I 

am gonna take what’s rightfully mine. I earned it, so why ain’t I takin it? You show me no respect.” 

She ripped Isabella’s parcels from her. 

 “Please no, Signora. I’ll tell you what she said, promise I’ll tell! Just please don’t take my 

apple. Please, Signora!” 

 But it was too late. The hungry old beggar woman had already scurried away with the loot. 

A rat off to devour her booty. 

 Isabella leaned her head against the alley’s brick wall with a disappointed thump. When 

was her luck going to change? She knew it had to soon. It just had to. Father never would have 

brought her here if he thought life would be such a struggle. But then he also didn’t expect to get 
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the nearly eradicated plague or to die so quickly with so little time to prepare a future for his only 

daughter.  

The loaf of bread! Tucked under her arm in a hidden nook the beggar woman 

haphazardly sewed into her jacket, Isabella brought it out like a precious jewel. I won’t be hungry! I 

didn’t lose everything! Things weren’t so bad. Yes, the old woman had stolen some of her food, 

but a noblewoman had called her cara and seemed to wish her well. Isabella shivered, wrapping 

her coat more tightly around her slender frame. At the very least, the donna was more generous 

than most with her food, enough reason to give Isabella hope. Hope that her tomorrows could 

only get better. 

 “To the beginning of a new tomorrow,” she said, looking up at a pot of geraniums covered 

in red blossoms on the balcony above. “To the good life Father always spoke of when Mother was 

alive, the life he said we deserved, the life he believed we would one day have again here.”  

Isabella looked down, memories overwhelming her with emotion. She swallowed hard. 

“And since neither of you experienced that life with me here in Venice then I shall for all three of 

us. You’ll see, Father. I won’t let your dream die.” 

She sat down on the ground and began to eat, a single tear lining her porcelain cheek. 

“Venezia, I love Venezia,” she mumbled between bites. Just like Father used to say, “Venezia, I 

love Venezia.” And from that day forward, she decided she would. 

 

*          *          * 

 

 Isabella’s shoulder hurt. The hard church pew was made for a pious churchgoer not a 

delicate young woman’s sleeping body. She raised her head, curious to see if anyone had arrived, 

rubbing her arm to get the blood flowing through it again. She didn’t like anyone to find her 
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sleeping in God’s house. They might think she had disgraced it when really, she was honoring it. It 

was the only place she felt safe enough to dream anymore. 

Most nights she chose this church, the church of La Maddalena. It was her favorite. Mainly 

because of the stone carving behind the apse. It was comforting for Isabella to see the way the 

mother’s gown draped across her body, the way she held her head, the way she gazed with such a 

deep and knowing love upon her child. It looked like her own mother, reminding her of the kind 

of love they used to share back in New Spain. It was all so real, so lifelike, even down to the slight 

glisten of sweat upon the mother’s forehead. 

She sighed as she slipped outside into the crisp morning air. There weren’t any dreams to 

ponder today. The night was too short. Too short and too worrisome. She knew she had to make 

some changes come morning but hadn’t yet figured out what or how. No amount of thinking had 

brought her any closer to a solution.  

A pair of doves hurried to get out of her way as she walked. She watched them flutter to a 

neighboring building. They were happy, free, flying wherever they wanted with not a worry in the 

sky. I should like to be like those doves one day. But how, she wondered, how might I?  

Her stomach grumbled. The bread wouldn’t appease her innards forever. She knew that. 

But so soon?  

 The market came alive every morning with the fishermen and if she got there early enough, 

she was more likely to find Leonardo. Leonardo had given her fish heads many times before, fish 

heads that she boiled for soup with a cauldron she found floating beneath a nobleman’s kitchen a 

few weeks before. She knew right away it was good for something, so without a moment’s 

hesitation she jumped in to fetch it.  

Isabella found a lot of things that way. Knowing where to look, that is. Senses weren’t just 

for pleasure, as she used to believe. Now they were also about survival, the keener the better, and 
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so far Isabella’s had served her well. Still, she had a long way to go, her stomach grumbling its 

reminder.  

 “Buon giorno, Isabella! You look cold, bella mia. Let Leonardo warm you with a hug.” His 

arms were already outstretched. 

Even though she wasn’t cold she didn’t mind Leonardo’s excuse. She cozied up into his 

warm, fish-stench embrace, happy to be held by one of her only friends. 

“Was it a good morning, Leonardo? Did you catch more than ever before?” 

 He laughed at her playfulness, wishing he could be honest with her but not wanting her to 

worry more than she already did. She was just a petite young woman, for heaven’s sake, not old 

enough to carry the worries of a man whose family was starving for the fish who refused to bite in 

any real numbers.  

“Leonardo caught so many fish! They jumped into his boat as if he were Saint Peter 

himself.” 

Isabella’s smile warmed both of their insides.  

“And I’ve already sold three so take one of these heads here. Go make yerself a soup, little 

dear.” He motioned for her to take the cauldron sitting with the rest of her things beneath the table 

displaying his meager catch. 

 “Grazie, Leonardo.” Isabella reached up for her second hug of the day, this one given with 

an even greater squeeze. 

 “Now, now. No way for a lady to behave now, is it? Go on. Go find yer fire and start 

cookin’. Be off with ye. I have a lot of work left awaitin’ me.” 

Isabella blew him a kiss as she started off through the rest of the market, the fish head 

sitting in the bottom of the cauldron that swung at her side. She breathed in the scent of the sea 

mixed with fresh bread baked over a wood-burning hearth, her nostrils tickling. 
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“One day, one day,” she muttered to herself, the loud banter of the market infusing her 

with momentum even more than it usually did. Soup! She would feast soon! Hurrying her steps, 

she pounced with inspired youth onto any stone that had a crack—a dancing sprite with a stomach 

soon to smile.  

 

 Swift with a slither all its own, Franco’s gondola neared the floating entrance of his brother-

in-law’s proud Venetian home. His eyes, naturally bulbous, peered through the silk curtains of the 

gondola’s encasement, watching, spellbound. His fingers, long and knobby, wrapped themselves 

around one another, cunning even in their welcome anxiety. His graceless figure, all lank and no 

sincerity, while meaning to admire the grandeur of his new home, could do nothing else but gape 

open mouthed at the lovely Isabella who unknowingly taunted him with her innocent, unceasing 

joy.  

“Who is she?” he accidentally muttered out loud. 

 “Grandest home this side of Venice, Sire,” offered the gondolier between strokes. 

 “Fool! Not the home of my sister. That girl, there.”  

 “The peasant girl?’ 

 “Is there anyone else worthy of such an inquiry? Am I not a nobleman? You disrespect 

me.” 

 “No, no, I honor you. As always, Sire.” He paused to lower his head in a quick show of 

deference. “She is but a peasant girl, left alone here.” 

 “Alone? But she smiles.” 

 “I know not her situation only that she must beg for food, that she is without any family. I 

have not spoken to her but believe she is foreign born.” 
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 Franco nodded, his spindly fingers now smoothing his eyebrows. “With locks like those, 

she must have the far north coursing through her veins.” 

 “A scarlet flame with the grace of a butterfly,” remarked the gondolier after a good pause of 

his own gaze.  

 “A scarlet flame with the grace of a butterfly,” repeated Franco absently. 

 The gondolier brought Franco up to dock without so much as a drop spilling over to soil 

his clothes.  

“You are early, Sire. They may not be expecting you for some time.” 

 “Then let them learn a lesson.” Franco stepped out with the conceit of a king, forced to 

lose sight of the girl and to focus on the task at hand. Startled servants came quickly rushing to his 

aid, then more to unload the second gondola carrying his goods and wares.  

 “Donna Santori asked you to wait for her in the salon. She is occupied but will be with you 

shortly.” The stout middle-aged woman with hair pulled back into a tight bun bowed her head ever 

so slightly. 

 “Grazie, but I prefer to wait in the garden. Please let her know of my preference.” 

 “Indeed,” and at once she was off. 

 Franco left the servants to their business, his mind now intent on exploring the garden, the 

likeness of which he had never before seen. He had heard of his sister’s good fortune, read 

testimony of the kindness of her noble husband but nothing could have prepared him for the 

beauty of their home, and not least their magnificent garden. 

 The iron scrolled gate came up to his waist. He looked down and saw it wasn’t latched. He 

pushed, the hinges sounding a high-pitched wail, warning of his arrival.  

“Am I alone?” He called out. But all was silent. He groaned with relief. He preferred to be 

alone. Always. 
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 He looked up at the vine-covered walls with bits of crumbling stone peeking out from 

behind the leaves. He listened to the gentle bubbling of the fountain, water tumbling from the 

goddess’s pitcher into a round pool below. White water lilies floated. Papyrus swayed. Geraniums 

perched themselves along the edge like songbirds, their red petals seeming to long for thirst. 

Franco breathed out again. A second, greater relief. He hadn’t expected to enjoy himself 

here. In fact, he expected to hate it. But here he was, not frowning quite as violently as he was 

when he arrived. That could only be an improvement. He turned to wander some more. 

 There were roses surrounded by boxwood, their scented heads meeting his nose even 

before he leaned into them. Jasmine and wisteria stretched over arches and up obelisks, each one 

meticulously shaped, their leaves a glorious, vibrant green. Large pots sat at every turn, lemon 

trees, bay laurel, yew, even a few tall, narrow cypress, Franco’s favorite. Violets and lavender 

gathered in small tufts, patches of wildflowers trimmed the far edges, and near the back was a small 

vegetable garden with a stone bench, waiting, expecting.  

Franco crunched the gravel underfoot, making his way to the bench, hopeful he might even 

find a carrot or two. He was beginning to feel a bit peckish after his long journey. Where was that 

damn sister of his? 

 “Pardon me,” said a near whisper. 

 Franco was startled but hid it as best he could. “How dare you sneak up on me like that,” 

his head cocked like a hungry, interrupted vulture. 

 The girl held a small-wheeled cart filled high with garden clippings. Her hair was pulled 

back and hidden under a modest rag, her hands covered in dirt. “Pardon me,” she said again, this 

time even quieter than the last, her head still bowed. 
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 “Where is the head gardener? I wish to speak to him. Right away. Have you not been 

taught the value of silence for those who require it? I wish to inform him of your negligence at 

once.” 

 She set the cart down, smoothed out her soiled smock and raised her head. “At your 

service.” 

 Franco laughed. “You? You did all this? A woman? Where did you learn to lie like a 

Roman?” He laughed again. 

 “I do not lie. It is the truth,” her voice modest but clear. 

 Franco stopped his laughing to clear his throat. “Is that so?” 

 She nodded. Once. 

 “Then fetch me a carrot. The best of the bunch.”  

 “I cannot. I have already taken the best inside. The donna is expecting—oh. Are you . . .?” 

 “My carrots await me inside, you say?” 

 She nodded again. “Forgive me,” she said, as she leaned down to raise the cart once again. 

“I must hurry if I am to mind all the requests of the day.” 

 Franco moved to the side, his arms sweeping the air, inviting her to proceed. “But of 

course—?” 

 “Luisa.” 

 But of course, Luisa.” he said to her back with a smirk. “Mustn’t keep the donna waiting.” 

 

 The grand Venetian home overlooking the garden where Franco stood was a sight to 

behold in itself. Tall, leaded glass windows reflected the rising sun, each one on the second and 

third floors bordered with smooth, white columns and small balconies. The stone façade was rose 

colored, warm and golden, probably from a quarry near the sea.  
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Fitting, thought Franco to himself.  

A few of the windows were open, inviting in the fresh morning air and giving the draperies 

a good whirl. The house was indeed grand, but it wasn’t garish or excessive. Whoever designed it 

had a taste for the visual, an eye for beauty.  

Franco found his pipe in his lapel pocket and brought it out for a good gnawing as he 

stared. He was feeling more and more regal with every passing moment and the pipe was just the 

thing to complete the picture he had of himself. 

 

 On the other side of the house stood the young noblewoman Alcina brushing her hair and 

gazing out across the canal, her eyes transfixed on a girl leaping gracefully from stone to stone. The 

girl’s hair was unusually red and even from a distance Alcina could see she was happy, more 

spirited than anyone she had ever known. 

“Who is she?” said Alcina to her mother who came to stand beside her, pulling the drapes 

back to see where her daughter’s eyes had been drawn. 

 “Just a beggar girl. Nothing more. Look at the filth she wears,” she paused in her judgment, 

unable to stop herself from staring. “She may seem different but she’s still far beneath us, 

something no amount of food or money can change. I gave her some food yesterday. God can 

only hope the horrible woman she was with didn’t steal it from her.” 

 “You gave her food? Was she thankful, kind, what did she say?” Alcina’s eyes turned 

dreamy, “I wish she could be my friend.”  

 “What? Your friend?” The donna moved to close the drapes, shuffling her daughter to the 

side. “You’re the daughter of one of the wealthiest families in Venice. You have the pick of all the 

young women of your stature, and you choose a filthy beggar girl as your friend? What ails you, 

Alcina?” 
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 “Nothing Mama. I just see something special in her, that’s all. I want her to teach me that 

joy, the joy she obviously feels. Just look at her!” She tried to peer around the drapes, but her 

mother prevented it. “She may reek of poverty, but you saw it too, she also reeks of spirit, the spirit 

I so desire and cannot find. And nor can you, so you must understand.” 

 “Hush. How dare you say such things to me? You know not what is true for me. And as for 

you, you will find such things, Alcina. Just give yourself time. You are still young.” 

 “But Mother!” she protested, until she saw her mother’s disapproving eyes. “Yes, Mother,” 

she revised, dropping her head in disappointment. 

“That’s better. She is not to be your friend. I will hear nothing more of it. Shall I call 

Bettina for coffee? Are you in need of conversation? Ah yes, and you know I have my brother 

Franco waiting so I will be engaged for most of the day. In fact, I’m late in getting Cook to market. 

I am sure Franco is famished from his long journey.” 

She started for the door, her gown sweeping the floor. 

 “No Mother, no need to call Bettina. I prefer to sew. I will take my coffee in my quarters as 

I always do.”  

As her mother moved further and further away, Alcina felt her urges return. She had to 

meet her, the beggar girl, and now might be her only chance.  

“On second thought, I think I should like to visit the market with Cook. May I? Oh, please 

may I?” 

 Donna Santori stopped, contemplated, and because her mind had already moved 

elsewhere, she surrendered. “I see no reason to object. I will alert Cook to wait for you unless she 

has already gone.” 

 “Thank you, Mother,” Alcina said with a curtsy. “Thank you, kindly,” she added for good 

measure, hiding her naughty smile as best she could. 
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 Isabella stood on the edge of the market’s chaos, still not wanting to leave. Even the 

tantalizing thought of warm soup hadn’t yet lured her away. She loved to feel the buzz of people all 

vying for different commodities, their voices and energies piling up like stone upon stone making 

invisible structures in the air.  

She watched as the fishermen heaved their overflowing nets onto the tables, the fishes’ 

slippery skins shining in the morning sun, reflecting the mysteries of their sea. Isabella’s stomach 

grumbled yet again. She smelled the stews brewing beyond where she could see, their scents riding 

the breeze, mixing with voices, with the tinkling of coins into hands and purses, with the yelling of 

merchants over the eager hum of buyers, and all the while the gentle lapping of the sea. 

 But then there was another scent. Unfamiliar transformed to curious then to familiar. 

Isabella scrunched up her nose to try to get a better whiff. It was coming from that direction— 

 “Hello,” said the young noblewoman, her dress one of the most feminine Isabella had ever 

seen. An older woman stood next to her, someone of much less stature. She wore a servant’s 

dress, her hair pulled back tight, hiding in a bonnet. She was smiling too, but much more 

discreetly, like a secret. 

 “Hello,” said Isabella in return, speaking in her most polite voice, happy to have found the 

origin of the lovely scent. 

 “What is your name?” 

 “Isabella. What’s yours?” 

 “Alcina. My father chose it for me.” 

 “Really? My father chose my name, too.” 

 “He did?” 

 Isabella nodded, perhaps a little too ardently. 
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“Would you like to join us through the market? I can only imagine you know where to find 

the most delectable treats. And anyway, it would please us a great deal. Isn’t that right, Cook? 

Wouldn’t we like to have Signorina Isabella accompany us through the market?” 

 “Why most certainly Signorina Isabella, we would indeed,” Cook’s voice stiff but pleasant, 

nonetheless. 

 Isabella didn’t understand what was happening but wasn’t about to inquire. “Si,” she said 

with a cautious smile, her cheeks tiny pink apples.  

 Signorina Alcina offered her hand and a second later Isabella’s unwashed fingers wrapped 

around Signorian Alcina’s gloved ones. 

 “Do you like French macarons?” said Alcina as they entered the market still hand in hand, 

her voice barely audible over the market’s din. 

 “French moons? Well, I haven’t ever been to France so I wouldn’t know. I should think I 

would, though. I haven’t ever met a moon I didn’t like. Not yet, anyway.” 

 Alicina giggled. “French macarons,” she said, accentuating it properly the second time. 

“They’re a sweet my father brought us once and now Cook makes them whenever we ask her to. 

Do you like sweets? These taste of almonds and sugar. They’re lovely.” 

 “Ooo! I adore almonds!” said Isabella, her eyes now sparkling more than they had in 

weeks. “Tell me how lovely they are, won’t you?” 

 “Well, when you first bite into one . . .” 

 “No, no! What happens when you first meet a macaron? How do you know it’s a 

macaron? Does it say something to your nose, or does it speak first to your eyes? How does it feel 

when you find one on your plate? What does your tongue say before it tastes? Tell, tell, tell me 

everything from even before the beginning, dear Alcina!” 
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 Alcina lit up when she heard Isabella call her ‘dear’, and what a delight Isabella’s questions 

were. To think that eating a macaron could ever be so much fun! Was she already becoming 

friends with the red-haired beggar girl, something her mother explicitly forbade? Alcina felt 

intoxicated by it all. 

Isabella wasn’t far behind. Her very own girlfriend? And of noble origins, too? How was it 

that she felt such an easy bond with a young woman so different than herself?  

 As Cook filled her basket with wares, the girls babbled on and on about sweets and gowns 

and sunsets and clouds, the things both girls dared to love in private but never shared with anyone 

else. 

 “And have you seen the way the laguna looks just as the sun is about to set?”  

 “Oh yes! That’s my favorite time to swim!” 

 “To swim? You know how to swim, Isabella?” 

 “But, of course! Doesn’t everybody?” 

 “Why of course not. Not even I do. But I would love to learn. Could you teach me?” 

 Isabella clasped her hands together. “What joy! Yes! Yes, I will teach you to swim, Alcina! 

Yes, indeed! Shall we begin tomorrow? When the sun is setting—” 

A wind of fury hurled toward Alcina as she bathed in the company of her new and 

animated friend. Her mother, suspecting her daughter’s folly as soon as she left with Cook for the 

market, came as soon as she could make herself presentable. She would not be duped and 

certainly not by her daughter. But as she came closer, watching Alcina’s dancing hands, her 

glowing eyes and face, the joy with which she had suddenly found, Donna Santori stopped dead in 

her tracks.  

She wasn’t alone. Others stopped their flurries to watch the two young women from 

different worlds, too. Was it their joy or was it their beauty? Or was it the way they broke all rules, 
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speaking so freely to each other when they came from such different backgrounds, knowing their 

behavior was generally not accepted? What was it that made the two young women seem as if they 

were carved from a shard of desire itself?  

 “Alcina! What in heavens name do you think you’re doing?” Donna Santori’s voice 

boomed throughout the market stalls with more heft than the burly fisherman’s beside her who 

prided himself on his baritone. 

 Alcina was stunned into silence, wide-eyed with bottomless fear. Her mother was the 

picture of perfection for most of Venice—her wardrobe, her artistically coiffed hair, her jewels, her 

noble roots, her grand home and gardens (more rumored than seen), even her debonair husband. 

But Alcina knew her mother better than the rest. She knew her wrath was never far below the 

surface, that her kindness was just an act as long as it suited her status in society. And this, being 

publicly humiliated by her only daughter, was exactly the thing she hated the most. Words would 

only make it worse. 

 Alcina dropped her head, hoping to avoid a public slapping. 

 “Donna? Is it really you? Aren’t you the generous noblewoman who gave me bread, 

cheese and a shiny apple just yesterday? The one who told me I was different than the rest, to 

come and see you if I ever needed anything?” Isabella’s gentle, foreign-born voice almost 

immediately wooed every listener. 

 Donna Santori looked around at the goggling eyes all waiting for her response.  

 Isabella couldn’t stop. “It seems your daughter learned her kind and thoughtful ways from 

you. Indeed, who else would be able to teach her the gentleness of heart in befriending a mere 

beggar girl, someone so beneath her in every way?” 

 Alcina raised her head in shock. Isabella was stunningly different, her eloquent wit 

stupendous, leaving even the donna speechless.  
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A bird screeched in the distance leaving the eerie silence pregnant with possibility. 

 Isabella didn’t know where her words came from, but she didn’t care. All she cared about 

was Alcina, her newest and already dearest, friend. Anything she could do to protect her, she 

would. She leaned over to touch Alcina’s arm in comfort.  

The donna scanned the crowd, preparing herself to speak. 

 “Indeed, it was I who gave you food when you were hungry and who told you to come 

again if you should ever need my assistance. It was also I who taught my daughter the same 

generosity of spirit. Who else could teach her such noble traits? You speak the truth. You are 

different than the rest, cara, something we have all witnessed today.” She was smiling now, faces 

piling in around her like dominoes back to back. Her image would not be tarnished but polished. 

She could see that now. Clearing her throat, she began again. “That is why I am inviting you to my 

home this evening to sleep under our roof, the roof of the Santori family. We are a family rooted 

in the oldest traditions of Venetian nobility, a family that cannot let a brilliant young woman like 

yourself sleep another night alone without food or shelter.”  

 The people surrounding the trio began to applaud, Leonardo perhaps the loudest. Mouths 

opened in smiles showing black gaping holes where teeth should have been.  

Donna Santori tried not to be shocked at the poverty surrounding her, making every effort 

to focus on the successful polishing of her public image. Her husband would be proud. It was just 

the thing he needed to boost respect among his peers. Surely the Doge himself would hear of it, as 

well. 

 “Come along now, girls,” she said with a quiver in her voice, “Alcina, I will see you in the 

study upon our return, and Isabella,” she said in hurried whisper, “report to the kitchen. Cook will 

bathe you before you set foot in the main house. God knows you’d soil the whole house if allowed 
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in. And just because I was forced to offer you shelter this evening doesn’t mean it will last forever. 

We will take this day by day.” 

 “Yes, Donna. I thank you for your generosity,” said Isabella with a curtsy, her own voice 

quivering now. The thought of sleeping in a bed with real linens, of having a warm bath and a 

home cooked meal, and all in a Venetian nobleman’s home, the home of Isabella’s first and only 

girlfriend, was almost too much for one day. Isabella’s heart pounded, but this time, for all the best 

reasons. 
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“Venezia, I love Venezia,” she mumbled. 

 “Julia?” Alan lovingly touched her hand. “We’re about to land. Do you want some water? I 

tried to find some food for you, but they didn’t have anything worth eating.” 

 Julia rubbed her eyes, shocked that she’d actually fallen asleep. “Thanks,” she said, gulping 

it down. “I must’ve been more tired than I thought.” 

 “You finally fell asleep. I didn’t think you’d be able to. You look a little pale. You okay?” 

 “I do?” she touched her clammy face. “I don’t know what just happened. I think I may’ve 

lost myself in my imagination for a bit there.” Her heart raced. 

 “You probably just need some food. Some good food,” he said, patting his belly. “Hey 

look . . .!” 

 Just then the plane touched down with a bump as if to counter Julia’s racing mind, 

reminding her she was in Venice . . . Venice . . . wait, Venice? The movie that was just playing in 

her head was set in Venice. And it played like it was the most natural thing in the world. In fact, it 

might’ve kept playing had Alan not woken her up. She scratched her head where it had been 

pressed against the wall of the plane. 

 The scent of baked bread, the distinct scent of yeast wafting up like steam from a shower, 

like bubbles from the bottom of champagne, suddenly accosted her again. Was she dreaming? But 

she was awake. Was there such a thing as lucid dreaming? She was sure she’d read about it once. 

But what was it exactly? Did it happen like that—without effort, all on its own? 

 “I heard Venice is called the city of masks. Maybe that means it’s the perfect place for 

acting. I guess I’ll find out soon enough,” Kit chuckled at her cunning. 

 “Hmm,” said Julia, tweaking her head as if to be sure she heard her right. “I’ve always 

thought it was the city of bridges.” 
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 “Ha! You just proved me right. You see Venice one way; I see it another. Sounds like the 

city of masks has already put its spell on you, wouldn’t you say, Alan?” 

 “Hey, I’m not getting in the middle of that one. If I get my wish, it’ll be the city of 

gastronomic delicacies.” 

 “Maybe you’re right, Kit,” said Julia. “Maybe Venice will be whatever each of us needs it to 

be.” 

 Kit gazed outside, nodding slowly, “I like that idea. Maybe you should write it down, it’s 

good.” 

 Julia felt herself plump up with Kit’s measly compliment before she reached for her pen to 

do as Kit said. She wanted to write a few notes about what she’d just dreamt before she forgot, too. 

There wasn’t time to write everything, but maybe she could get some highlights down before they 

disappeared like every other dream she’d ever had. 

 Instead, thoughts of herself as a child came to her almost as clearly as Isabella just had. 

Back then she was a free spirit, letting her imagination and her feelings guide her way. Her 

freedom to be who she was mattered to her more than anything else. It wasn’t until she met Alan 

that things began to change. Her mother said it was maturity. Alan said it was sexy. What was it 

though, really, and why was her childhood self returning all of sudden now, on the first day of her 

honeymoon? 

 Julia looked over at Alan who reached for her hand, squeezing it the way he so often did, 

reminding her that she mattered. He was her husband now. She was his wife, a new role that 

grounded her. They’d been married a mere two days and beyond their love for each other, neither 

of them had any idea what lay ahead. What Julia did know was that she was sensing things again, 

starting with the scents. Perhaps most unsettling though, was Isabella and her life in what seemed 

like Renaissance Italy. 
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*          *          * 

 

The airport was hectic, overcrowded, chaotic, the same as most any airport world over. But 

once they got outside and onto the water taxi, things slowly began to shift. It was late afternoon, the 

sun nearing its decent beyond the horizon, the lagoon sensing the change and calming itself as it 

did almost every evening.  

Julia noticed that even after the long flight, Alan looked amazingly well-rested. The sea air, 

or maybe the mere promise of real Italian pizza, was already having a positive effect on him, his 

cheeks a healthy pink, his eyes sparkling awake. She leaned her bag against her seat and looked 

out over the water. Alan moved beside her and began rubbing her arms up and down until a warm 

contentedness rose up and throughout her body. She looked up at him with a grateful smile.  

 Kit was angry about having to ride the public water taxi, so she was barely speaking. When 

the private one didn’t show up, there was no other choice if they wanted to get there before dark. 

Besides, Alan reminded her, she agreed to join them without a lot of fanfare, so a public water taxi 

was perfect. He forgot that movie stars, even his own sister, oozed ego, something hard to ever turn 

off. 

 Kit fiddled and fussed with her hair as if it were an unruly child while almost every man 

and woman anywhere near her fought the urge to stare. She was a scene, no matter what she did. 

Alan said she’d always been like that so Hollywood couldn’t take all the blame. Being famous 

certainly didn’t tame her, though, that was for sure. If anything, it fanned her brightest embers. 

Julia guessed that was why she took to it so well and why someone like herself wouldn’t have. Her 

embers burned for entirely different reasons. Even so, she was family, so she needed to learn to 

love her. 
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 Julia’s thoughts brought her back to the plane and to Kit saying Venice was the city of 

masks. She chuckled. Kit was right. But so was she. It was already bridging gaps—gaps between Kit 

and herself, gaps between herself as a child and as a married woman, even gaps between new and 

old Venice.  

There was Isabella again. 

The whole experience was like a movie and yet she wasn’t watching it from afar but actually 

in it. She was involved, part of each of the characters emotions and desires and thoughts. And she 

obviously wasn’t reading or memorizing. There wasn’t a script. She wasn’t an actor. She was just 

being, living. But not her life—another life, other lives. Lives that unfolded as naturally as her own, 

moment by moment shifting, growing, swelling with momentum. She had no idea her imagination 

could take her on such a ride. It was beyond anything she ever experienced as a child. What was it 

all about, and why now? Other than getting married, what else had changed? Was getting married 

enough for something unusual like that to happen to someone? She had no idea and wished there 

was someone to talk to about it all. 

The water taxi purred its way across the lagoon, a hungry feline eager to be going home. 

Julia felt the same way. There was something about Venice that she’d always longed for, and no 

less the closer she got. More. Still more. Was she trembling? Or was it the hum of the taxi taking 

over her body?  

 “You all right, Julia? You must be starving. I sure am.” 

“I’m okay, just confused about the dream or the daydream or whatever it was that 

happened to me on the plane. It was clear as day, Alan. I felt like I was watching a movie. It was set 

in Venice and there was a girl who was hungry and two older women, one wealthy, the other a 

beggar who tried to help her. The girl was an orphan. I actually felt a real sadness for her,” she 



 38 

touched her chest. “I wanted to pick her up and carry her home to a warm bed and all the food 

she could possibly eat.” 

 “Sounds like the makings of a great novel. What if you really are going to be an author 

some day? I’ve heard how some writers just hold the pen, that the story pretty much writes itself. 

Wouldn’t that be amazing if that happened to you?” 

 Julia nodded quickly, trying not to be rude but wanting to continue, “It just felt odd that my 

imagination would take me back in time to Venice, to a place I’ve never been before, but if you 

saw what I saw, you’d think I had been there. And now we’re about to actually be there; it just feels 

like it’s all meant to be, like I’m supposed to be in Venice right now for reasons I don’t 

understand. Do you know what I mean, Alan?” 

 “Maybe. You don’t think you might be getting a little woo-woo about it, though? I don’t 

know.” He scratched behind his ear, his focus on a boy whose face was covered in sugar, stuffing 

his mouth with a pastry. “Honestly? Maybe it’s weird that you haven’t had a dream like that 

before.” 

 “Maybe you’re right. Maybe I am being ridiculous.” But Alan didn’t hear her. He’d 

suddenly thrust himself into chasing after Kit’s hat as it was blown down the middle of the water 

taxi bouncing off unsuspecting passengers while Kit looked on without even raising an eyebrow. 

“Then again, maybe,” she whispered, looking out across the lagoon, “maybe the woo-woo 

is just sensing. Deeply. Like I used to. When books made my fingers tingle and Alan had the most 

deliciously intoxicating scent.” 

 She leaned over to make sure her bag was still there. She’d be in Venice soon. On her 

honeymoon. It was hard to believe. 

 “I’ve got it!” yelled one of the passengers, as more than one eager man lunged for the flying 

hat at the same time. 
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“Venice, I love Venice. Maybe I will start treating it like a novel.” Julia could feel her eyes 

brighten as she pondered the idea. She bit her lip. A novel? Why was her heart beating so fiercely 

again? 

 

*          *          * 

 

She’s a young girl again, morning sunshine trickles into her bedroom; her body is warm. 

She opens her eyes to see a room littered with books. They crawl up the walls and tumble across 

the floor. They sprawl out in piles along the windowsill and across her dresser. One stack makes a 

stand for a plant, another a table for some trinkets, and over there, if she holds her head just right, 

she sees a mound that looks like a chair.  

She braves the cool air and lets her feet touch the wooden floor. There are so many 

choices. Fat ones, skinny ones, tall ones and short ones, red ones and black ones and green ones 

and lots of aged brown ones. Some names are easy to read, other are rubbed invisible. There are 

dear friends and new acquaintances, kindred spirits and captivating strangers, and each one sings a 

different tune, each one whispers secrets that she only slightly hears. She looks up and around 

waiting for her fingers to tingle, waiting to be shown which one she’s meant to read today.  

The sun wakes her on weekends, its warm rays seeping through the gossamer curtains. Just 

as books make her fingers tingle when they want to be read, sunshine rustles her heart when it 

wants her to awaken, when it knows where she needs to be. 

As her fingers caress the spines, she follows a gentle vibration until it grows so strong there 

can be no denying; she plucks it from the shelf. 

“So, it’s you today, is it?” she says, welcoming an old friend. 
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Within minutes she’s outside in her sundress, her arms wrapped in a thin cotton sweater, 

her feet already licked wet with dew, one hand holding her book, the other something she picked 

up in the kitchen. 

“Pip?” she whispers.  

His head pops up.  

“You ready?” 

She doesn’t saddle him but tossed a wide leather strap with pockets over his back, buckling 

it under his belly. He doesn’t fuss because he knows the routine. This time, though, he doesn’t 

know where they’re going. It’s a surprise. 

She drop the book in the deepest pocket and a handkerchief filled with her homemade 

biscotti in the other, then leads him out of the barn and beyond the gate; and just before they find 

their freedom in the wide open field, she grabs his mane and hoists herself up. 

They race across the knee-high grass before anyone sees them, their spirits unleashed into 

the sweet gifts of the fresh new day. Wind tangles her hair and licks her skin; she shivers with 

excitement, with a feeling that’s surely close to heaven.  

 They ride farther than usual. Pip’s eyes wander, unsure of where he’s going. Maybe he’s 

intrigued by new scents; maybe he’s captivated by new sounds. It all grows stronger and louder as 

they approach. And there beyond the ridge, he sees it as if it were a mirage, for the very first time.  

She slides off, reached for his bridle and with the click of her tongue, leads him closer, her 

bare feet moving from scrubby grass to soft sand. He resists. His fear of the unknown is strong. 

She stops to reassure him, her voice calm and soothing, her hands gentle upon his mane. And 

soon, as she sees the fear soften in his eyes, she lets go of the reins and moves toward the water by 

herself. 
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 He sniffs the air. As her feet touch the water, his ears twitch. He pads the sand with his 

hooves, moving his head up and down. She turns to him, smiling, her fingers splashing in the water 

to entice him. 

 “Come, Pip. It’s lovely.” 

 He snorts, his skin quivering with ripples of emotion as he hesitatingly agrees. 

 “You’re going to love it. I just know you’re going to love it,” her reassurance tinged with 

excitement. 

 As his hooves touch the water, she moves to pull herself up.  

He starts to prance, his head bobbing up and down faster, the water splashing at our feet. 

She knots her fingers into his mane. And with a flick of his tail, they set off in a run, their trapped 

anticipation finally set free. 

 

 It was her sea before Pip came into her life. After that day, it became theirs. They rode 

there as often as possible. Any day she could, she’d slip away. And every time she did, they’d race 

to their sea. In those days, she rode Pip into the vast freedom she longed for, closer to the 

connection with the bigger picture that she so desperately needed. With her horse, her books, and 

her sea she began to connect the invisible dots, sensing what she knew was there but couldn’t yet 

see. 

 

 After they exhausted themselves in the water, they found a nice patch of grass in the sun to 

dry off and read, eating biscotti between paragraphs. Julia read a few sentences, then daydreamed, 

her imagination inevitably filled with more questions than answers. Pip listened and nibbled, his 

ears as intent as his tongue. In the midst of it all, they couldn’t help but poke and play with each 
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other like the giggly best friends that they were, their laughter like musical notes enlivening the air, 

tickling the sea. 

 Julia looked up at the sun. Thankfully, it was still rising to its peak. There was time for one 

more forbidden stop. 

They walked back up the ridge to an untrodden trail that took them deep into the 

evergreens where the scents grew richer and water dripped from the leaves as if it had just rained. 

She wanted to stop to listen to the creek as it stumbled over rocks and pebbles, to marvel at the 

mushrooms that seemed to pop up with the most unusual colors but she knew they couldn’t or 

they’d risk the chance of running out of time; they ambled on. Over logs, under branches, beside 

brambles and boulders until soon the trees began to thin and the sun grew brighter. 

“Ready?” she asked both herself and Pip, before taking an odd breath that caught in her 

chest. She looked around, wondering if she’d missed something. Pip shifted uncomfortably as if 

he, too, sensed something similar. “What is it? What am I missing?”  

Pip didn’t move. The air was strangely still. 

She took another breath, feeling it catch inside again. “It’s where we’re going, isn’t it? It’s 

what we’re about to do.” She clutched her chest. What was she feeling? Was it warning? An 

invitation? Or a mere knowing to make peace with, ahead of time? Could a simple visit to a 

country store really be that powerful? She wasn’t sure, but there was no way she could deny what 

she felt. Somehow, she knew something was about to change. She reached down to make sure her 

book and leftover biscotti were safely tucked away. “Okay, then, time to find out. Here we go, Pip . 

. .” And with the click of her tongue they set off into the wide-open field, their hair flying behind 

them like ribbons of untamed sunlight, the knowing in her chest becoming more and more a part 

of her with every gallop. 
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 In the distance lay a cluster of low-lying buildings, between them the faint daytime glow of a 

single stoplight. She was thankful they only had to skirt the edge of town since she was already 

beginning to tune-in to the stray emotions of a few unsettled people wandering about. Things like 

greed, stress and insecurity each had their own scents—obviously not what most people breathed 

in, scents unique to her nose, her perceptions, herself. 

 They rode toward the closest building, a blue, flat-roofed store with wide windows trimmed 

in white. It sat next to the baseball field and it was Saturday, game day, so people were already 

starting to filter in, to buy their sundries, to find their favorite seats. She was glad they came when 

they did; it would only get busier with each passing hour. Game day scents could quickly and easily 

overwhelm her. She slid off Pip, tied him to a post and walked toward the door. 

 Just as it did every time she came with my parents, a bell jingled, but this time, all heads 

turned. Was she dirtier than she realized? She tucked her hair behind her ears and tried to 

straighten the front of her dress, then made her way toward the back of the store where the books 

were when her eyes caught someone’s movement near the animal feed. It looked like a boy. It 

wasn’t someone she’d ever seen before. She didn’t recognize his scent. The color of his hair was 

unusual, too, so blond it was almost white.  

 “Are you finding what you’re looking for, darlin’?” called Mrs. Pinkering from the front. 

 “Hello Mrs. Pinkering!” she answered in her usual cheerful tune. “Mr. Pinkering said he’d 

order me some new Italian books. Do you think they came in yet?” 

 “Italian? Books about your favorite country, of course. Maybe a cookbook? Or a 

guidebook? Check the bottom shelf.” 

“I asked him for some different non-fiction, something I couldn’t find anywhere else, more 

like philosophy.” 

 “Something like that should be near the top.” 
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 She scanned the top shelf when suddenly, just like at home, her fingers began to tingle. 

This time, though, they were warm, almost hot. 

She reached for the stepladder in the corner and in a mere second was paging through 

something that felt good, so good it felt like a cozy new home. The author was a woman and it read 

more like poetry than philosophy. Best of all, one side was in Italian, the other, in English.  

 “I found it. Just the one I didn’t know I needed today.” She slid the book across the 

counter. 

 “Estratti dell'Estuario del Divino,” Mrs. Pinkering stumbled over the words. “It’s in Italian. 

You don’t speak Italian, do you? Mr. Pinkering must’ve made a mistake.” 

 She smiled. “I don’t need to. It says, ‘Excerpts of the Estuary of the Divine’. See here, it’s 

in English too, so I know what I’m learning. Besides, I’m good at languages.” 

 “I didn’t know you were good at languages, darlin’. Which ones do you speak?” 

 “None. But I will.” 

 Mrs. Pinkering nodded, taking her money with a quiet smile. “Why of course you will, and 

one day Mr. Pinkering and I will tell the newspapers that you started learning all those fancy things 

right here at the Hay and Feed beginning with, what was it called again now?” 

 “’The Estuary of the Divine.’ You’ve heard of it before, haven’t you? I read about it once 

in the newspaper—the whole thing hasn’t ever been found but even its excerpts are pretty famous.” 

 “The Eh-what? Sounds way over my head, child. I’m sure we could all do with more divine 

whatever it is, though,” she chuckled. 

 “Especially if it’s from Italy,” her eyes smiling. 

 “What about startin’ with finding yer shoes and brushing that hair before you get home to 

anger that daddy a’ yours?” 

 “Oh, I will, I will. Pip will help me.” 
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 “Pip?” 

 “You know my horse!” She motioned to the window.  

 “Yes, yes, of course! What a beauty. Oh, and before I forget, Mr. Pinkering was telling me 

yesterday about synesthesia, a condition in the brain where the wiring of the senses gets crossed 

and sometimes you hear colors or see sounds, you know, those sorts of things. I was thinking 

maybe that’s what you have, darlin’,” she cleared her throat. “So, what’s my scent today? You 

forgot to tell me.” 

  “Synesthesia? I’ll look it up in my encyclopedia when I get home. Thanks, Mrs. 

Pinkering.” She leaned in, “But please don’t tell many people about it, will you? They already 

think I’m odd enough.”  

 Mrs. Pinkering shook her head, “No, no. Of course not.” 

She looked around to see if anyone else was listening. “And your scent?” she paused. “I 

know it sounds funny but today you smell like an airport. Is there somewhere else you’d rather 

be?” 

 “Well isn’t that somethin’. My heavens, I’d say you’re right. I’ve been so worried about a 

friend of mine all day. She just isn’t answering her phone. As soon as Mr. Pinkering gets back, I 

was planning on driving right over there.” She shook her head. “My, isn’t that somethin’. What a 

gift! Alrighty Miss Julia, see you next time then, darlin’.” 

 “Arrivederci, Mrs. Pinkering!” her grubby dress fluttering with the breeze from the open 

door. 

 Mrs. Pinkering was still scratching her head when the boy came up to the counter. 

 “I wonder what I smell like. Is she a local?” 

 “Miss Julia? Her daddy owns the biggest mill in town so I guess you could say that.” 

 “You’re not sure?” 
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 “Oh no, I’m sure. She’s just cut from a different bolt of fabric, I ‘spose.” 

“Hmm,” he said, sucking on a piece of hard candy. “Girls back home with money aren’t 

usually that nice.” 

“She’s a bit different than the rest, but she really is a good girl. Not sure why she never 

brushes that long hair a’ hers or forgets her shoes. At least she wears pretty dresses. And she loves 

that horse of hers. Now what about you? You’re not a local.” 

 “Nope,” he said, shifting his candy to the other side of his mouth. “Just moved here.” 

 “Oh, you did? Welcome then! You have family here?” 

 “Nope,” he said, picking up a tool he had obviously never seen before. “Cool. We don’t 

have these in California.’ 

“Well I’ll be! Honest to goodness fancy Californian right here in the Hay and Feed! Lots of 

surprises today,” she chuckled again. “So, what can I help you with?” 

“I need to feed some baby chicks.” 

“Baby chicks, eh? Alrighty. Here, let me show you. This here is perfect for ‘em.” 

 “Will they like it, I mean, will it taste good to them?” 

 Mrs. Pinkering turned to face him with a smile. “You’re attached to ‘em, aren’t ya, wantin’ 

to make ‘em happy?” 

 The boy shifted his feet, not able to look her in the eye. “I like good food is all. Maybe 

they’ll be happier if I give them good food, too.” 

 She patted him on the shoulder. “They’ll be happy no matter what, but you’re right, good 

food can’t help but make sure of it. What’s your name, son?” 

 “Alan. Alan Phillips.” 

 “Nice to meet you, Alan. I’m Mrs. Pinkering.” 

 “The pleasure’s mine,” he said with a slight bow of his blond head.  
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 Mrs. Pinkering started to scoop out the special corn, dumping it into a paper bag. “You 

know? You and Miss Julia might be a right good fit for each other. Both a little different. In a good 

way, of course.” 

 Alan shrugged his shoulders, looking like he might say something but not uttering a word.  

 “Is that all you’re needin’, Alan?” 

“Um, are those doughnuts up at the counter good?” 

“You bet they are. Best they come.” 

Alan smiled. 

“One or two?” 

“Three,” he said, with his first smile. “Nah, make it four.” 

“You fixin’ to make someone else happy? Julia can’t be far . . ..” her eyebrows high. 

 Julia turned away from the open store window just before she saw Alan raise his eyebrows, 

making her heart beat all the way into her ears. Was he why she came today? She clutched the 

book closer to her chest. Or was it the book? Both seemed to affect her more than anything else 

had in a long time. She looked down at her bare feet covered in dust and grime then back into the 

store at one of the loveliest boys she’d ever seen. Even from a distance, she could tell he smelled 

like chocolate cake. Behind her, Pip hoofed the ground with a gentle snort. 

 “Oh Pip,” she said, burying her face in his mane. “Chocolate cake always looks and tastes 

so good, doesn’t it? But too much makes me sick. Why couldn’t his scent be something easier to 

decipher like a spring rain or an ocean breeze or even warm sunshine on a winter day? Then I’d 

know for sure he was good for me. This way, I can’t really tell. Not without knowing him for a little 

while. It’s all too much to understand right now, though, isn’t it? Let’s just get home.” 

She dropped her new book in beside the one she brought from home and hoisted herself 

up.  
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 Pip’s nostrils were open with anticipation even before she clicked her tongue or tapped his 

belly with her heels.  

“And if we have enough time,” she said, using the reins to remind him of the way, “we can 

share another biscotti and some Italian by the sea.” She swallowed hard. Maybe that’ll be enough 

to distract me from these new happenings today. 

She shivered with a chill that raced all the way up her spine.  

Some part of her already knew back then that whatever she did, she’d never be able to 

distract herself from the exciting, slightly threatening and oddly familiar energy that seemed to have 

lodged itself into her very soul. 

 

*          *          * 

 

 Like a mirage becoming more and more real with each passing moment, Venice began to 

emerge. Surreal, suspended between air and sea, its melancholy grandeur slowly came into focus. 

Muted colors, gently lapping water, tall black lamp posts, church bells and cooing pigeons, café 

bistro chairs waiting for customers, the Piazza and St. Marks Basilica with gondola after gondola 

rising up and down with the sea—Venice at its core. No one spoke as the purring slowed, all eyes 

just stared, mesmerized, unable to utter a sound. 

 “Hotel? Which hotel, Signora?” said the driver of the water taxi from behind the wheel in 

his elegant rendition of English. He was talking to Kit as if she was the only one there.  

Kit fumbled through her oversized purse trying to find the hotel reservations, her lack of 

organization painfully obvious. “I usually have other people do all this for me. Alan . . .? Can you 

just tell him to take us to the best hotel in town? I’m sure that’s where we’re staying. Antoine 

wouldn’t let me step foot in anything less.” 
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“First stop, Doge’s Palace. Is that ok with you, Signora? The finest hotels are never far 

from there.” 

 “Yes, yes. Thank you. We would like to see the Doada’s Palace anyway and why not now?” 

Kit clamped her purse closed with a relief. Her ear for Italian was awful.  

 Alan grimaced. His sensitivity was a relief as Julia tried to focus on their imminent arrival—

the nearing dock, Saint Mark’s Square, a gondolier watching us pull up, the tip of his skinny black 

boat reaching high into the sky with every wave. Each scene begged for her full attention. 

 Alan slipped his arm around her. “How does it feel, beautiful? Is it as exciting as you 

thought it’d be, even with—?” he motioned to Kit. 

 The awe was tremendous. And yet the familiarity was stunning. Julia wanted to race down 

every alley on Pip, her lungs on fire with joyful exertion. She wanted to stand at the edge of the 

Grand Canal, to listen for the violins, to gulp in the scent of freshly baked pizza, to catch sound 

after sound as they echoed off the water, her eyes and ears and nose drowning in the beauty of it 

all. The Doge’s Palace, Saint Mark’s Basilica, La Fenice Theatre, Galleria dell Accademia, the 

Palazzo Grassi —her list could go on for days. There was nothing she wouldn’t have done right 

then to be able to bear hug Venice whole. She was in love. “It feels amazing, Alan, even more 

amazing than I ever dreamed.”  

 Alan basked in her joy. 

 “Buena sera!” said a gondolier, his eyes aglow with genuine Italian admiration as the taxi 

pulled in to dock. 

 “Do you know him?”  

 “Oh no, he’s just being friendly, like most Italians, you’ll see. He’s scented like a geranium, 

though, how funny.” 
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 “A geranium? I don’t think he’s just being friendly though, Julia. I think he’s actually hitting 

on you.” 

 “I doubt it. Italian men are just like that. Just watch how they treat your sister. I’m sure you 

haven’t seen anything yet.” 

 “I don’t know, Julia. She’s a movie star, but you, you have no idea, do you?” 

 Julia cocked her head and let her slim smile and soft eyes thank him as humbly as she 

could, not daring to argue. Alan just wanted to make her feel good, so she’d learned not to fight his 

ways. 

As soon as she looked away, she scrunched up her nose and started fiercely rubbing it to 

get the smell out of it. Geranium—a scent that repelled even the smallest of insects. She hoped he 

was the only one. It was definitely not a scent she enjoyed and especially not in Venice 

 The boat came in as smoothly as it could, humming a deeper octave. The deckhand 

jumped onto the dock, tied them up, opened the taxi’s small gate, and was ready with a welcoming 

hand in a mere second or two. “Grazie,” he said, to each of the passengers as they disembarked, 

sure to look each one in the eye. His smart black pants and white shirt were very similar to that of 

the traditional gondolier’s. His name could’ve been Gerardo or Luigi, something traditional, 

provincial. Julia was one of the last to disembark and one of the few to thank him back. She also, 

without thinking, wished him a good evening. “Buena sera,” she said, with a beaming smile. 

“Ciao!” 

 Alan looked at her suspiciously. “Another geranium?” 

 “New one,” she said, with a bit of a chuckle, “an over-chlorinated pool.” 

 “What?” Alan shook his head. 

 “Now where did I put that reservation,” said Kit, as the three of them stood surrounding 

their luggage, one each for Alan and Julia, and an explosion of animal prints and hot pink for Kit 
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who was once again rummaging through her gargantuan purse taking great care to not ruin her 

fingernails. 

 “Do you remember the name?” said Julia, trying to help. “You never know, I might 

remember where it is. Most of the old hotels have been here for decades; one of the reasons I 

studied maps of Venice for so many years. I wanted a head start.” 

 Kit tilted her head to the side and tapped her chin. She blinked a few times, “You studied 

maps? Like hotel and business maps? Wow. That’s kinda weird, Julia.  But hey, if you can find it, 

I’d be impressed. Hotel Diamante. Does that ring a bell?” 

 “Hotel Diamante. Let me think. Honestly, I might actually know where it is. Want me to 

try to find it?” 

 “You sure? Maybe we should just wait for Kit to find the directions.” 

 She was still rummaging. 

 “It can’t be far. He said all the best hotels are near here, so I won’t be longer than a minute 

or two.” Julia heaved her bag onto her shoulders, thankful that it converted into a backpack since 

there was no sense in trying to roll it across the bumpy Venetian stone. “Want to come find it with 

me, Alan? I won’t be a minute and if my hunch is wrong, we’ll just ask.” 

 Alan looked down at all of Kit’s bags. “Okay. How about we get Kit set up at that café over 

there first? What do you think, Kit?” 

 “I can’t believe no one’s here! They told me they’d meet me at the airport and now this? 

So frustrating! Someone’s gonna lose a head over this one, mark my words.” She started for the 

closest café leaving all her bags behind except one. Alan scrambled to pick up as many as he could. 

 “You wait here with the bags, Julia. No way can you carry the rest on your own. I’ll be back 

in a second.” 
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 Julia stood there in a puddle of luggage trying to visualize the maps that wallpapered the 

hallway and the ceiling in her childhood bedroom when she heard Kit calling for a waiter, “Excuse 

me, Sir, Signore I’d like a . . .” 

 

“Do you have any idea where you’re going?” said Alan, after he got Kit settled. 

 “Maybe. I thought it’d be fun to see if I could find it, anyway. I won’t make us wander for 

long. Just give me a couple minutes then we can ask. I love this kind of thing, Alan. You don’t 

mind, do you?” 

 “No, no, I’m impressed and will be even more if it works. You’re like nothing I’ve ever 

known before, Mrs. Julia Hepburn Phillips.” His eyes glimmered for a minute just like they used 

to when they first met. 

 “I love you, husband.”  

 “And I love you, wife,” he said, with what looked like a fresh glisten to his eyes. 

 The alleys of Venice meandered like an ancient labyrinth. Narrow corridors flanked on 

either side with buildings obviously hundreds of years old crumbling with age, their stone faces 

rising high, dotted with balconies bedecked with flowers, with drying laundry, with Italian mamas 

yelling at their boys three, four, five stories up. Julia ran her fingers along the exposed brick 

façades, feeling the edges whittled down with age, still not believing she was actually in Venice. 

 “Is it always like this,” wondered Alan. 

 “What do you mean?” 

 “Overpowering every sense.” 

 “It’s that strong to you too, not just me?” 

 “Are you kidding? My nostrils haven’t been this overwhelmed since high school gym class. 

This time in a good way, of course. I can hardly wait to eat! It’s even more painfully obvious that 
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I’ve never tasted real pizza yet and we’re so close to ending that pain. Not to mention how 

beautiful this place is. I had no idea. No idea.” 

 Julia smiled.  

“Okay now, Hotel Diamante. I want to say it’s this way . . .” she shifted into her determined 

mode, Alan paying more attention to his nose than where they were going.  

 The hotel was like most hotels in Venice except it had a lusher, even more extravagant 

flair. Buttressed on either side by crumbling buildings, held hostage by the sea at the rear, the 

narrow alley in the front, and kept in check by lavish gold-filigreed ceilings, it hummed with luxury. 

The brass sign in the window had a glittering red diamond next to its name. 

“Hotel Diamante!” said Alan, excitedly, “We’re here! Nice job, Julia! Impressive!”  

The entry sparkled. It smelled like expensive perfume. Fresh flowers sat in large glass vases 

under gilded mirrors and the red carpet still had its vacuum lines. Julia gazed up the marble 

staircase with brass accents and noticed how the mirrors gave the chandeliers a visual echo, giving 

the entire downstairs a feel of grandeur. Alan was already off looking at some garish renaissance 

replicas. 

“Buongiorno! How may I help you, Signora? Do you have a reservation?” said the clerk in 

his elegant accent, his suit as perfectly pressed as his demeanor.  

 “Yes, Phillips. I think it’s under Kit. But she’s waiting for us in the square. Can we wait to 

check in until she arrives?” 

 “Si, si, Signora. Absolutely. And yes, I see the reservation here. Everything will be ready for 

you when you return. Please set your bags here if you like. They will be safe with me.” 

 “Grazie mille. We’ll see you shortly.” 

 “Indeed.” 
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 They stowed their bags where he directed—in a corner near the front desk—and set off to 

reconnect with Kit. 

 

“Glad you’re in charge,” said Alan, as they retraced their steps back to the square. “My 

sense of direction is awful, and the sensory overload makes me feel like I’m steering with no 

hands.” 

“It was fun for me! I love pretending that I’ve just forgotten where things are, as if I’m not 

really on vacation but coming home, you know? In a way it really is like coming home since I’ve 

read so much about this city for so many years, you know?” 

“I bet. Lucky me! I didn’t know I’d have my own little sexy tour guide! You didn’t list that 

in your bonus features before we got married. So, what other tricks do you have hiding from me 

then, Missus? I can hardly wait!” He tried to tickle her, but she slipped from his fingers.  

A few seconds later, on the edge of the square, she abruptly turned to block his way, her 

feet firmly planted in front of him. “Welcome to Venice, my dear husband, and to our 

honeymoon. Our new life has officially begun!” she stood on tiptoe to kiss him, feeling her dress 

flutter at her knees in the gentle evening breeze. 

 “Does this mean you’re happy, Mrs. Phillips? Really, really happy?” he said, as he started 

to put his hands around her waist.  

But she couldn’t answer. She would’ve liked to say more, but there wasn’t time.  

Kit had spotted them from across the square and was yelling. “Alan!” 

 “Yes, Kit, coming!” he yelled back. “Sorry, Julia . . .” and off he rushed, leaving Julia 

standing by herself. 
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 Her shoulders dropped. They’d find their routine soon enough, wouldn’t they? Kit would 

be busy with her movie and they’d have a honeymoon, a real honeymoon, right? Julia did her best 

to soothe herself, to let her lingering uncomfortable thoughts go.  

As soon as she did, thoughts of the scents and Isabella rose up within her like an 

unstoppable wave. She clutched her chest. There had to be someone in Venice she could talk to 

about it all. A therapist? An English bookstore owner who knew a bit about Venetian history? 

Who? Names of businesses on her maps back home raced through her mind like ticker tape.  

She looked out across the square to see Alan sitting down with Kit ordering something, so 

she waved, motioning that she’d be back in a few. He gave her the thumbs up. She wouldn’t go far. 

Besides, it was getting late and she knew how Kit got when she didn’t get her way. 

As she turned the corner and walked on, things gradually started to shift. The touristy 

trinket shops slowly dissolved, the noise from the lagoon and the cafés quieted, and the Venice she 

had read about began to emerge. Echoes of Italian voices danced along the canal, but gentler, 

muted, the water absorbing what a street never could. A gondola passed beside her, its pointed 

black bow sliding through the canal as if riding on silk while the gondolier’s oar gently tickled the 

surface with each easy stroke. 

“Buena sera, Bella!” he sang out, turning Julia’s face the color of a warm, innocent rose. 

“Buena sera,” she sang back to him.  

This was real Venice, local Venice, timeless Venice. She breathed in and Venice was all 

she smelled. Oregano, jasmine, lemon blossoms. And . . . almond pastries? She closed her eyes to 

focus. Yes, a bakery was nearby and there had to be a white flowering beauty somewhere close, 

too. And there, there it was again. She breathed in as deeply as she could. The briny scent of the 

Venetian sea. Was there anything more tantalizing? She had never known a scent to not just 
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awaken her, but to sink her like a rock into a feather bed. It was a stimulant and a return to 

softening, and both at the same time. Oh, how she loved it.  

 Julia walked some time before she realized she had no idea where she was. In front of her 

was a leather shop with belts and purses hanging outside. The store clerk was bringing things in for 

the night. A few doors down looked to be an old stationary store but she wasn’t sure. Beyond that, 

she saw a sign hanging from a post that had an interesting glass jar painted on it with some sort of 

colorful liquid inside and a butterfly above it. A pharmacist? An herbalist? It piqued her curiosity. 

 The door was beautifully carved wood, heavy with ancient looking hinges and a keyhole 

that was so big she could almost peep through. Even though it had a sign, it didn’t look open and 

the more she gaped, she wasn’t even sure if it was a store at all.  

Alan was probably wondering where she was. She was wondering where she was. For some 

reason it didn’t cross her mind, though, that she might’ve be intruding if she peeked in the window, 

so she rubbed away a bit of condensation, just enough to quell her burning curiosity. As she leaned 

in to take a better look, the hinges of the door creaked open as if they were arthritic bones. 

 A slight, middle-aged woman stepped outside. She wore a headscarf and her lips were 

sealed in a thin line. She turned to look at Julia, her eyes as like lasers. 

 “Did the hotel clerk send you?” she said, in perfect English. 

 “What? Oh no. I was just wandering while the rest of my family sat in the square and I saw 

your sign with the butterfly, so I . . .” 

 “Sorry. Appointment only,” she said, turning to go back inside. 

 “I’m sorry to bother you but I’m looking for someone to help me. What do you do here?” 

 She stopped, unsure if she wanted to answer or to shut the door behind her. 

 It was then her scent jumped out at Julia, hitting her so strongly that she started to cough. 

Violently. The woman ran inside and quickly returned with a small glass. 
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 “Drink this,” she said, after she hit Julia on the back a few times. “It’ll help break things 

up.” 

 Julia tried to nod, her face red, her eyes watering. The woman’s scent wasn’t abating but 

she seemed to be getting used to it. Rotten apricots? She had no idea what it was, but it was awful. 

Her nose hurt and her throat seemed tighter than normal. “I’m so sorry. Thank you. I just got off 

the plane so maybe I caught something there. Forgive me for bothering you.” She returned the 

glass to the woman. “My family’s waiting for me in the square so I better be going. Again, I’m so 

sorry. And thank you for the drink. Wow,” she touched her throat. “That really did help. What 

was in it?” 

 “La Mariposa.” 

 “I’ve never heard of it.” 

 “La Mariposa?” she said again, her eyes transfixed. 

 “The Butterfly? What do you mean?” 

 She didn’t answer.  

Julia looked away but the woman was still staring at her when she looked back. “You have a 

butterfly on your sign. Is that what you mean? Sure, it drew me in. Good marketing! I still have no 

idea what you do here, but the butterfly certainly intrigued me, yes,” she moved to leave. 

Then all at once the woman leaned in, her arms trembling, her scent stronger than ever, 

her embrace as intense as any Julia had ever known.  

 

 “Julia?” It was Alan with Kit beside him, the two of them looking on with perplexed 

eyebrows staring at Julia in full embrace with a stranger. 

 The woman quickly let go, kissed her on the cheek and before Julia knew what was 

happening, disappeared into her store. 
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 “What was that? Who was that?” Alan was completely confused. 

 “I don’t know. I was just wandering, and she came outside saying something about . . . a 

butterfly? All I could think of was that maybe it had something to do with that?” Julia pointed to 

the sign. 

 “Language barriers make everything more complicated. I’m already so over it. If I don’t 

find people to help me with things like this when we finally get to the hotel, there’s gonna be hell to 

pay.” 

 “Yes, yes, I know Kit,” said Alan. “But why was she hugging you? Did you give her 

something or say something that would make her want to do that?” 

 “No. Not at all,” Julia shook her head, trying to blink away the confusion. “I guess she was 

just being super friendly. Her smell was so incredibly strong, though. Did you smell it? It was 

awful.” 

 “Me? No, did you?” he said, turning to Kit. 

 Kit shook her head. 

 “Maybe we weren’t close enough?” 

 “Oh no, you were.” 

 “Well whatever, we missed it.” 

 “Okay, Alan, the hotel?” 

 “Yah, Kit was cold, so we came to find you. It was this way, right?” But he was faced in the 

entirely wrong direction. 

 Julia led them to the hotel on autopilot. She was elsewhere, tied up like a ball of string, 

consumed with a maze of thoughts, each idea leading her to a new, unfamiliar space and none of it 

made any sense. She was on her honeymoon with her mind struggling to rein in feelings that had 

nothing to do with how she thought things would be after becoming Alan’s wife. As a married 
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woman with a clear place in the world she thought things would finally be simpler, make sense. 

Nothing could’ve been further from the truth. In fact, she had a strange sense that she didn’t even 

know who she was anymore. She loved being in Venice, but after breathing in the scents and 

experiencing Isabella’s world, she knew something was really off kilter. And the woman she had 

just hugged magnified everything. 

While they checked in, Julia sat quietly on the plush velvet settee staring at her feet, at the 

golden mirrors, at the way her fingernails looked in the warm Venetian twilight. When Alan asked 

her if she wanted a balcony on the alley or a view of the water, she didn’t hear him. When he 

called to her to say they were going to their rooms, she didn’t hear him again. When he finally 

walked over to her, touching her lightly on the arm, she leapt up.  

“What?” Her whole body as tense as a lioness ready to pounce on prey. 

 “Easy. I was just saying that we’re headed to our rooms. The bellboy’s already taken our 

bags. Did you want to come?” 

 “Sure, sure, of course. What number are we? I’ll be right behind you. I need to find some 

water.” 

As soon as Alan was out of sight, Julia stood up, asking the first hotel clerk she saw where 

she could find some water. In perfect English, the man pointed her in the direction of the bar.  

Perfect English.  

Just like the woman who hugged her.  

She spoke perfect English, too.  

Then why didn’t she answer her when Julia questioned her? There wasn’t a language 

barrier. So why did she stay silent? 

It was too much to figure out.  
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Just when she had a bit of time to process a few new things, more popped up, and none of 

it, she understood. Once again, there wasn’t enough time to think about any of it, either. Alan was 

waiting. She needed to freshen up and to get herself back to level-headed thinking before she was 

bombarded with more. Besides, it was their first night in Venice with a Hollywood star and even 

though she had no idea what to expect, she did know it wouldn’t be quiet.  

She grabbed a few complimentary bottles of water, looked at the elevator and started up 

the marble staircase to their honeymoon suite. I hope it has a view, she thought to herself with a 

sigh. I could do with a long stare out at the laguna. 

 

*          *          * 

 

 “Can I talk to you about something?” It was Kit speaking to Julia later that night, her 

perfectly made up face painted warm by the dinner table’s candlelight. They had just sat down. 

Alan had left for the restaurant’s wine cellar hosted by the owner and Kit’s staff was firmly planted 

in hover-mode, outside. 

 “Of course,” said Julia, unfolding her white napkin and putting it on her lap. “But before 

you do, can I just say that I wasn’t sure how this was all going to work out, but now that we’re here, 

I’m excited and hopeful, and that says everything to me, as in, I’m sure it’s all going to work out. 

So, thanks, Kit. It really is generous of you to care about us as much as you do in the midst of 

everything else going on in your life.” It was the right thing to say even if it wasn’t exactly the truth. 

 “Thanks, Julia. It really is my pleasure,” she paused, fluttering her eyelashes. “I hate to 

follow that up with this, so please don’t take it the wrong way but, you know how much I love my 

brother, right?” 

 “Sure, sure.” 
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“Are you hiding something? I mean, I’ve certainly been around the block myself so not 

that whatever you’re doing or have done is beneath me but . . . he’s my brother and . . .” 

 “What do you mean?” 

 Kit kept her eyebrows up. 

“You’re serious, aren’t you? You really think I’m hiding something, something big and 

ugly, is that what you’re saying?” 

Still, she didn’t budge a muscle. 

“Here, let me tell you the truth, Kit. Unless we’re talking about my dreams or my writing, 

and I’m sure you don’t ever want to hear about either of those, I don’t have anything like that in 

my life. Never have. Not even remotely.” 

 She took a sip of wine and put it on the table with a slight to her head, “Well, I guess it 

doesn’t really matter, does it? Even if you are hiding something, we’ll all soon find out. That’s the 

paparazzi for you. They somehow manage to dig it all up. If you’re lucky it’ll just be in one of those 

crappy half mags but if you’re not, you and me both will be splattered across them all.” She looked 

up at Julia with complete calm, her eyes hard as marbles, “I won’t have it, Julia. I won’t allow Alan 

to be cheated on and I’m not about to be dragged through the press because of some idiot-

gallivanting on your part.” 

 “Kit! What are you talking about? Do you actually think I’m someone other than who I say 

I am? No, I’m not one of your cheap Hollywood friends if that’s what your worried about. I told 

you, I love Alan. I’d never cheat on him. I married him for life because I love him for life. That’s 

how I was raised and that’s how I’ll always be.” 

 “I saw how that woman hugged you Julia, you can’t deny it. She knows you. You know her. 

Intimately. And I saw how the men were to you when we arrived. They weren’t like that to me, and 

who’s the star? I don’t know how, but it seems like you might have a reputation here. So, what is it, 
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Julia? Alan’s not here so why don’t you come clean? Why don’t you tell me what’s really going 

on?” 

 Julia swallowed, hard, fumbling for words. “I don’t even know that woman’s name, Kit. 

Never saw her before in my life. I don’t have a clue as to why she wanted to hug me, or what any of 

that was about. I’m as perplexed as you are. I hugged her back to be polite. And as far as the 

Italian men, they’re like that to everyone. It isn’t me. It’s them. You probably scared them with 

your inapproachable ways for all I know but me, as you say, I’m just a plebe, so easier to flirt with. 

You haven’t even been here a whole day, Kit. Why don’t you experience Italy a bit more before 

you start throwing around accusations with no basis on any facts?” She picked up her napkin and 

threw it on the table just as Alan was returning with the wine. 

 “What’s going on, Julia?” 

 “I’ve lost my appetite Alan, and I’m really tired. I’ll meet you back at the hotel when you’re 

done.” 

 “What happened? Anything I can do?” 

 “Sorry, I have to go. Ask your sister.” She turned to leave.  

Across the sea of white tablecloths, Julia saw their waiter emerge from the kitchen holding a 

steaming platter with a big grin. Even on her first night in Italy, a night she’d dreamt of her whole 

life, she just couldn’t bear another second. She reached for her purse, wrapped her sweater more 

snuggly around her slender frame and slipped outside into the cool Venetian air. 

 “Mi scusi, you wouldn’t happen to have a light, would you?” said a man’s voice that 

seemed to appear out of nowhere. 

 Julia shook her head. “A light? Do I look like I smoke? I’ve had a bad night. Could you 

just leave me alone, please? Per favore?” 

 “Forgive me for asking and may God bless you.”  
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 “God would bless me if he would just . . .” She turned and simultaneously caught her 

breath, “Forgive me. I didn’t know you were a priest.” 

 He waved his hand and shook his head as if it were nothing. “Not to worry, child. Not to 

worry. Bad night?” 

 “I . . . well sort of, maybe . . . yes, I guess I did just say that.” She rubbed her hands up and 

down her arms, trying warm up. His scent was almost as intense as the scent of the woman she met 

earlier but because it was incense, she wondered if he’d just left church. 

 “I can see the real you in there.”  

 Julia eyed him, blinking, not knowing how to respond. “The real me?” She gave him a 

hard stare. “I’m sorry, Father. I’m not sure I understand and honestly, I’m very tired so I must be 

going.” 

 “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to confuse you. I meant your soul, you know, the real you. I only 

mention it because I’m sure I’ve met you before, haven’t I?” 

 She turned. Slowly. “I’m sure you’re a very nice person but no, I’ve never met you so 

there’s no way you could know anything about my soul. I may look like someone you once knew, 

but I’m definitely not that person. Trust me, I know who I am.” 

 “Do you, though? Do you know your job?” He grabbed her arm. Hard. 

 She quickly ripped her arm away, her heart racing. “Excuse me? I’m leaving now. 

Goodbye, Father.” 

 “You’ve forgotten, haven’t you? Does the name Izzy ring a bell?” 

 A pain suddenly pierced her side. Regrettably, she clutched it. And he saw her do it. She 

couldn’t help it. Her hand moved before her mind could stop it.  

“Are you threatening me? Why don’t you leave me alone? I told you, I’m not who you 

think I am. What it is with everybody today?” 
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 “Can I at least tell you where to find me if something changes? In fact, I might be able to 

help you.” 

 “To help me? When right now you’re actually hurting me? I seriously doubt that.” She 

shook her head and walked away. 

 “The church of la Maddalena,” he called after her. 

 She turned around; her mouth open in shock. He was nodding as he smiled and his face 

seemed caring, even oddly concerned.  

Before either of them could say another thing, Julia turned and ran. Maybe she wasn’t so in 

love with Venice after all. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Isabella 

 

 Isabella sat upright with a bolt of fear, not knowing where she was. Sniff, sniff—not filth but 

sunshine? But it wasn’t morning. It was still as dark as night. With great caution she leaned over, 

following her nose into her line-dried sheets. “Ah,” she said, as it all came back to her. Still groggy 

with brief but deep sleep, fear replaced with calm, she lay back on her pillow with relief, 

remembering now the events that led her to be where she was.  
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 She pulled her sheets up taut around her chin. The thin nightgown the maid had given her 

wasn’t keeping her as warm as her clothes. She should’ve asked for a blanket but didn’t want to 

trouble anyone. A shiver shook her to her core. She hoped she would find a way to warm up. The 

night had really just begun. 

 “Isabella?” said a tiny voice outside her door. 

 “Yes?” she whispered back, propping herself up to speak. 

 The door handle creaked and Alcina slipped in holding a silver candlestick, her white 

cotton gown gently sweeping the floor as she moved. “Did I wake you?” she said, plopping herself 

onto the edge of Isabella’s bed. Her hair was down, flowing in long brown waves. She looked like a 

princess. 

 Isabella shook her head, still mesmerized by her new friend, her surroundings, the way her 

life had so quickly changed. She peered around at the room, the candle illuminating most 

everything. The bureau on the far wall was dark wood, glowing with the sheen of freshly rubbed 

wax. Above it was a large oval painting of a woman, her face and shoulders framed in gilded gold. 

She looked to be peering out the window, emotionless. Isabella followed her gaze. In front of the 

red damask curtains covering the window sat a stuffed chair, the likes of which Isabella had only 

heard about, never seen. She looked closer, squinting her eyes to see more clearly. Was there 

something on it? It looked like a brown bundle wrapped with twine. 

 Alcina turned to see what Isabella was looking at. “Didn’t you see it before? I brought you 

something. It’s a welcome gift of sorts.” 

 Isabella forgot she was cold and leapt out of bed to see what awaited her. She carefully 

unwrapped the package, her eyes, even in the dim light, sparkling with excitement. 
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 They were shoes, beautiful leather mules with purple satin ribbons. “What a lovely gift, but 

I can’t accept these, Alcina. I’m . . . I’m . . . I’ve only just met you. I couldn’t. Besides, they must 

have cost you a small fortune.” Her face bled with glee as she held them to her chest. 

 “Stop. I told the clerk they were for me and Mother allows me to buy shoes as often as I 

like. She’ll never suspect. And anyway, it can be our little secret. Try them on, won’t you? I want to 

see if I guessed your size correctly.” 

 Isabella slipped her feet in. If they didn’t fit, she’d make them. But they did. Perfectly. 

“They are simply divine, dear Alcina. Ooo. . . !”  

 “Do you like them? Really?” 

 “I adore them! But what will your mother say when she sees them? I’m afraid I’ve never 

been very good at lying.” 

 “She won’t see them. Haven’t you looked in your armoire? I left you a few of my old 

gowns, those I’ve grown too large for. They’ll hide your feet better than any lie.” 

 The two girls giggled naughtily, burying their faces into the pillows to muffle their sounds.  

It was Alcina that broke their laughter first. “Oh, Isabella, I almost forgot why I came! I 

couldn’t wait until morning to tell you the news. A messenger was just here to speak with Mother.” 

“Yes? At this hour? It must have been important.” Isabella hoped it had nothing to do with 

her arrival. 

“Something’s happened to bring Father home earlier than expected. Maybe as soon as 

tomorrow, midday.” 

 “Your father?” Isabella didn’t know if it was good or bad news. 

 “Yes! He’s wonderful, Isabella. I know he will be so pleased to meet you and you he. He 

changes everything in the house when he is home, you’ll see.” 

 “But is he all right? Has something happened to him?” 
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 “I don’t know but I don’t think so. I think it may have something to do with Uncle Franco, 

but I’m not sure. Or maybe it has something to do with the fleet. There’s always new fighting 

happening some place so maybe he is just passing through, I don’t know. All I care about is that he 

is coming home.” Now it was Alcina’s turn to glow with excitement. 

 “Oh, Alcina. I am so happy for you!” The two girls hugged as if they had been friends for 

years. “Are you really my friend?” whispered Isabella. 

 “Yes, Isabella, I’m really your friend. And you? Are you really mine?” 

 “Of course, I am. Don’t you feel the truth?” Isabella hugged Alcina even tighter. 

 

The bell for breakfast sounded before the sun had risen. But then so did the sounds from 

Isabella’s stomach. She was glad she slept alone so no one else would hear them. And now, 

standing in front of her new gowns from Alcina, her stomach did an extra flip. “Which one shall I 

wear?” she said out loud, speaking as her mother used to when she stood before her gowns, 

Isabella’s fingers, just as her mother’s, rubbing each of the beautiful fabrics, reveling in their fine 

weaves. “Hmm . . . now, let me see.” 

There was a knock at the door. 

“Come in,” said Isabella politely. She could tell it wasn’t Alcina. The knock was far too 

formal. 

A white-capped woman walked in with a ceramic pitcher and a cloth draped over her arm. 

She nodded to Isabella as if to say good morning, accidentally letting a thin smile escape. 

 “What’s your name? Mine’s Isabella but you probably already know that.” 

 The woman stopped, stunned. No one in the house spoke to servants so informally with 

no airs. Her eyebrows perked up, the only part of her telling Isabella she wanted her to keep 

talking. 
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 “I’m sure you think I’m quite odd speaking to you the way I do but I don’t mean any harm. 

I can’t help it. I love to talk.” She was still fingering the fabrics of her new dresses as she spoke. 

“And not to worry, I won’t speak to the donna about anything you say to me. I promise you.” 

 The servant chuckled, covering her mouth as soon as it emerged. 

 “You didn’t tell me your name,” said Isabella, turning away from the armoire and toward 

the bed, her chosen gown in hand. 

 “Luisa,” said the maid, her eyes blinking in disbelief, smiling now full on. 

 “Luisa,” said Isabella slowly, tasting it like candy on the tip of her tongue. 

 “What is it like, Luisa, living in this grand home? Do you like it?” Isabella pretended to 

busy herself with priming her gown. 

 Luisa hesitated, obviously not sure how she should respond to the young woman with the 

bright speech, a woman nearly the same age as herself. She was enamored with Isabella’s brilliant 

hair just as everyone was, but up close she was even more intrigued by Isabella’s eyes, the way they 

seemed to be lit from within. Then there were her hands with fingers so long and elegant, Luisa 

wondered if Isabella broke them easily. She was sure they were meant to play the clavichord, but 

Luisa imagined they might also make music from the very air she breathed. 

Luisa’s own hands, stained and rough with years of gardening, busied themselves with 

preparing the washbasin. “Well,” she cleared her throat. “Cook feeds us well, that much is certain. 

And signorina Alcina is kind-hearted. She never yells or lashes out when we make mistakes.” 

 “Is that common here? Are people angry with their servants often?” Isabella was 

unbuttoning the bodice of the gown, preparing it to wear, or so she thought. 

 “Oh yes, most all, I should think. It’s commonplace. The donna herself . . .” She stopped 

short, realizing all too late what she had begun. “I mean . . . well . . . I don’t really know because I 

am usually in the garden. That is . . . I was a house maid before and inside a great deal, but, well, 



 69 

ahh . . . it’s been at least three years since that time so I’ve really no place to say . . . but yes, well . . 

. yesterday when the donna’s brother arrived and found me in the garden, the donna was very 

upset, and then . . . well . . . later he expressed that he didn’t like the fact that I was a—, ahh, never 

mind. I have already spoken too much.” She lowered her head. 

“No, no. You couldn’t speak too much. It’s perfectly fine. But are you all right? They 

didn’t hurt you, did they?” Isabella’s voice was soothing and kind and much more mature than her 

age. 

“No, no, it wasn’t anything. Really.” Luisa paused. “If I didn’t have a place to bury my 

hands, though, then maybe things would be different.” 

“You’re a gardener?” 

 Luisa lifted her head, “Yes, m’lady. It’s what I love most in this world.” 

 “Then why are you here with me now? Isn’t the early morning the best time to tend to 

one’s garden?” 

 Luisa tried to smile. “I have been replaced.” 

 “Because of the donna’s brother?” 

 Luisa shrugged. 

 “And because of me?” 

 “Oh no, no . . . please don’t think that, m’lady Isabella. I am honored to be of service to 

you. It’s obvious your heart is gentle and good and someone like me could easily wait a lifetime to 

care for someone as pure as yourself. Please . . . please, don’t think that.” 

 “But your place in the garden, Luisa. We must do something about that.” 

 “Nothing to be done. I’ve been replaced. I can still visit from time to time, though, and 

besides, a servant’s plea is as good as a permanent invitation to the back door.” 
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 Isabella giggled. “Ah, yes, as I am sure my plea would be, too. Don’t forget I was beneath 

you just yesterday, dear Luisa.” 

 Luisa bit her lip. “You’re special, m’lady. More than they prepared me for, so much more. 

That much I already know for certain.” 

 Isabella cocked her head to the side as a modest thank you. “I have something of my own 

to confess to you, Luisa.” 

 “Yes, what is it?” Her curiosity peaked. 

“I’m afraid I don’t know how I am ever going to put myself into this mass of fabric. And I 

mustn’t be late for breakfast. You see, I shouldn’t like to be thrown out before living even at least 

one full day in luxury. But it seems I’m quite hopeless, Luisa. Oh dear, I’m not sure I can do any 

of this with any grace at all.” 

 Luisa laughed. “Why of course you can, m’lady and I will make sure of it. Not to worry, 

not to worry at all, we still have lots of time before breakfast. No one arrives just after the bell rings. 

It’s a warning more for the servants than for anyone else. Here, yes— let me help you. Everything is 

going to be just fine. I promise you that. I’ll make it so. You’ll see.” 

 “Oh Luisa, I do hope you’re right. Thank you. Thank you so very much.” 

 

 Isabella stood at the top of the stair, her hand holding the polished wood banister to steady 

herself. She wasn’t yet accustomed to her new shoes, so it was necessary. Luisa had helped her 

chose a light green dupioni silk gown with gently puffed sleeves and a fitted bodice. She said it was 

understated and elegant, perfect for Isabella’s first day as a lady. Luisa wanted to be sure that no 

one had any doubt about Isabella’s rightful place among the upper class. She said such a gown 

could only help with that. Its neckline was low enough to show off her creamy white décolleté but 

not low enough to make too much of a spectacle of her breasts. Her red hair was pulled up to her 
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crown with tendrils cascading down her back, and on her wrist, she had tied a single satin ribbon. 

Luisa thought it unusual but when Isabella showed her how lovely it looked woven on her arm, she 

couldn’t object. It set off Isabella’s graceful hands like the finest gilded frame and no one, not even 

the donna herself, ever objected to those now, did they. 

 Isabella took a deep breath, the whalebone corset squeezing her ribs, setting off her slim 

waist and accentuating her breasts. She rubbed the satin on her wrist. “It’s all going to be fine,” she 

said to herself. “Just try to breathe deeply, slowly, like Luisa said.” 

She glanced back down the hall from whence she came—the cool stone walls, the flickering 

sconces, the shadows dancing on the tapestries. A beggar one day, a breathtaking upper-class 

beauty the next. Isabella didn’t have time to digress, she had breakfast waiting, and disappoint, she 

would not. 

 

 Breakfast at the Santori family home was an elegant affair. Everything was white—the 

tablecloth, the candles, the fine china, even the flowers in the silver vase. Donna Santori sat at the 

head of the table sipping her coffee, her dark purple gown in sharp contrast to her surroundings. 

“Buon giorno, Isabella. You have arrived ahead of Alcina but that doesn’t mean you can 

take her seat. She sits here and you will always sit . . . there.” 

 Isabella curtsied. “Buon giorno, Donna. Thank you. I hope you slept as well as I did. 

Linens scented with sunshine makes everything beautiful, don’t you think? Goodness, how blessed 

I am.” Her enthusiasm was obvious. 

 “Indeed, you are. Now what would you like? If I’m not mistaken, chattering like a music 

box has never satisfied a single stomach.” 

 Isabella gulped. “Forgive me. Father always did say I was more excitement than a music 

box.” 



 72 

 The donna nodded knowingly. “Seems that father of yours was a smart man. Bettina . . .? 

Coffee for Miss Isabella. Do you take cream or sugar?” 

 Isabella sat down in the chair beside the donna in the slow and easy way Luisa taught her. 

She was a fast learner, even with a whalebone poking into her ribs. Goodness, she forgot to ask 

about the utensils.  

“Nothing, thank you. I like my coffee naked.” 

 The donna coughed violently, covering her mouth with her napkin. 

 “Forgive me. I seem to have forgotten my manners on the stairwell. Let me rephrase, I like 

my coffee plain. Black, as they say.” 

 By the look on the donna’s face, Isabella could see her words were only a mild 

improvement. Her host’s eyebrows had at least lowered themselves a bit. Now, which knife to use 

for buttering her bread . . . 

 “Isabella! So happy to see you at our usually grim and boring breakfast table! Doesn’t she 

look lovely, Mother? Just look at how perfectly that gown suits her red hair. Oh, Isabella, you are 

quite beautiful.” Alcina stood back to gaze at her new friend, her hands clasped in adoration. 

 “Sit and stop fussing, Alcina. We were wondering if you would keep us waiting until the 

candles went out. Coffee for you, too?” 

 “Yes, Mother.” Alcina sat down just as Isabella questioned with her eyes for a clue as to 

which knife to use. Alcina motioned for Isabella to follow her lead. 

 “Did you sleep well, Isabella? I didn’t. I had a frightful headache.” 

 “Oh yes, I—" 

 “Well of course you had a headache. Too much activity and fretting about. Just as I 

expected. You should remain in your quarters today. And let Isabella alone. You need time to 

rest.” 
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 “But Mother, I wanted to show Isabella the house, to introduce her to the servants. I 

thought—" 

 “Hush! I will hear of no such thing. Your uncle Franco is due downstairs any minute and 

you remember he doesn’t like any form of fuss about him. And besides, your father will be arriving 

this afternoon, so I have ordered the servants to polish every bit of the house until it shines. You 

are not to be anywhere but your room. Is that clear? You know the distaste I have for betraying my 

word. Do I make myself clear, Alcina?” 

 “Yes, Mother.” She bowed her head. Alcina had obviously been through the routine many 

times before. 

 “Bravo, bravo!” clapped Franco from the doorway. “Glad to know my sister hasn’t lost all 

her panazz since moving up in the world.” His head was cocked with chin up, his mouth tight, and 

his perfectly pressed suit making it obvious he was inflating his chest.  

 Why, wondered Isabella. What’s he hiding? She didn’t dare stare to try to find out, though. 

Eye contact with Franco was something she intuitively knew to avoid at all costs.  

 “And who is this lovely lady I’ve not yet had the pleasure of meeting?” he said, as he 

sauntered over toward Isabella, her head, as well as Alcina’s, still bowed. “Does no one greet me in 

this home? Am I invisible?” 

 “Buon giorno, Uncle Franco,” piped Alcina meekly. 

 “Yes, thank you, niece,” he said, trying to hide his disinterest. 

 The donna took her time, her irritation almost visible. “She is a friend of Alcina’s who is 

staying with us for some time. Isabella. Isabella, this is Alcina’s Uncle Franco and my brother.” 

 Isabella looked up out of reverence and as soon as she did, she wished she hadn’t. Franco’s 

boney hand was outstretched, inviting her to stand. 

 “Let me see the beauty in all her finery.” 
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 Isabella’s eyes went down as fast as they went up but still, she placed her hand in his. 

 “Franco, please. Have you learned nothing?” 

 Franco ignored his sister, preferring his attention to be entirely focused on Isabella who was 

moving to stand. “A swan. A dove. No, a butterfly of the rarest breed. Yes, that’s it. A scarlet flame 

with the grace of a butterfly.” He leaned down to kiss her hand. 

 “I won’t have it!” said the donna as she slammed her hand down on the table, the coffee 

cups rattling in their saucers. “Not again, Franco. If you wish to stay in this house, in this city dare I 

say, then you better remember who you are and what you represent.” 

 “But of course,” Franco’s eyes tightened even smaller, “how could a brother of yours ever 

dream of anything less?” 

“Forgive me,” he whispered to Isabella as he let go of her hand and moved for his seat. 

“Or not,” he said, even quieter to himself, not knowing that Isabella heard that, too. 

 “Bettina!” yelled the donna toward the kitchen, “more coffee, at once!” 

 

 The master of the house wouldn’t arrive until the late afternoon, and with strict orders 

from the donna to stay in her room, Isabella knew she’d have to wait some time to introduce 

herself.  

 “I don’t want to bother him with matters of the household when he first arrives,” Isabella 

overheard the donna telling the servants after breakfast, “so please keep Miss Isabella in her room 

until further notice. I do not want anyone to breathe a word of her presence until I have time to 

tell him myself.” 

 Isabella was tempted to ask the donna if she was to be a secret for long but thought better 

of it. She knew her presence in the home was a precarious one and after what happened at 

breakfast didn’t want to do anything to further tip the scale in the wrong direction. Instead, she 
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didn’t utter a word to anyone but entertained herself in her room, getting to know each of the 

nooks and crannies, twirling in her dresses, drawing with pencils she found in the bottom drawer of 

her bureau, day dreaming, and of course gazing out her very own second story window. 

 It was different than her world before in New Spain. In so many ways. Not least, it smelled 

differently. Somehow it seemed more intense, saturated with scents she was only beginning to 

recognize. Spices called oregano and basil and rosemary; the things Luisa may have once tended to 

in the garden. And from the window of her new Venetian home these scents were only slightly 

muted, gently stirred with the powders and perfumes and fineries of her polished bedroom.  

Isabella breathed in deeply, letting her body feel infused with Venezia, her shoulders 

finding yet again, a more relaxed resting place. In spite of the harshness she had witnessed of late, 

and with Luisa’s and Alcina’s help, she could learn to like it here, yes, maybe even love it. 

 Before that could happen though, one thing was certain. Isabella had a lot more to learn. 

And not just what to wear, but how to act, what to say, even where to place her eyes in this new 

noble Venetian society. There were rules in her new home, many more than she was raised with 

back in New Spain, rules that were for the most part foreign, that neither her mother nor her father 

ever had a chance to teach her. Somehow though, she hoped she would manage well enough. She 

would let her senses lead the way. Short of following Alcina’s or even Luisa’s lead, Isabella’s senses 

were her best ally. 

 Already, she knew vaguely when to speak and when it was time for her to stop just by 

watching how people held their bodies. She knew whom to approach. Whom to avoid. And while 

she may not have always known why, she trusted, for the most part, what she sensed to be true. 

That was something her father taught her, faith in her senses. He used to say that there was never a 

situation, a place, a person without energy, energy waiting to be noticed by one’s senses, and that 

energy often times spoke louder than words. But could it speak louder than rules? Isabella didn’t 
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know. She just knew that her senses were there to help guide her and that the more she used them, 

and honored what they told her, the wiser she would become. 

 A whole day passed with thoughts interspersed with meals and coffee in her room, and 

only occasional visits from Luisa, not a one from Alcina, and a handful of visits from 

neighborhood flies. Of course, Isabella did her best to discourage the latter. She was certain that 

she had her windows open far more than anyone else in the household and flies only brought 

attention to that fact, a difference she would rather deny.  

“Out with you! Shoo! Shoo!” Isabella’s arms desperately tried to funnel the unruly pests 

back outside when a sudden unfamiliar knock on the door broke her concentration. The door 

swung open before she had a chance to offer a reply. 

 “Buona sera.” The man in the doorway stood proud and tall, his face covered by 

fashionable stubble, his voice resonating warm and kind. 

 Isabella’s face was flushed, her red hair a tangled mess. Before shooing flies, she had been 

twirling, not expecting visitors and especially not someone she had never met. “Buona sera,” she 

said, innocently. She swallowed awkwardly. “Forgive me, I was—” she pointed to a hovering fly and 

the open window and offered a half smile. 

 “So, you are the sprite my lovely daughter has told me so much about. Isabella, I am told?” 

 Isabella curtsied. “Yes. Pleased to meet you, Don Santori.” She began to tidy her hair. 

 “And I, you, Signorina,” he bowed. 

 Isabella covered her mouth. She had never had anyone bow to her before and certainly not 

an Italian Don. 

 “Is something wrong?” 

 “Oh no, no.” And then she remembered, “But you aren’t unwell, are you?” 
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 The don tucked in his chin, his eyes growing instantly a size larger. “Whatever do you 

mean? Do I not look well?” He gazed down at his body. 

 “Yes, yes. Forgive me. I did not mean to insult. It’s just that I didn’t expect you to bow to 

me, and then since Alcina told me just yesterday that you were coming home because something 

had happened, I was just hoping you weren’t unwell, that’s all.” Isabella smiled, still cautiously, an 

unusual softness beginning to overwhelm her. 

 The man laughed replacing any last hint of airs with pure unadulterated warmth. “I’m fine, 

cara. Very well, in fact. Just a change in plans, that’s all. I suppose I also needed my own bed. 

Riding on a ship for days on end can get tiresome after a while. Mind if I sit?” 

 Isabella nodded, mesmerized by his gentile speech and mannerisms. This was Alcina’s 

father? Don Santori? But he was so young. The unfamiliar softness had engulfed her entire being. 

 “Your dress looks familiar, may I?” he motioned for her to move closer. “The fabric. Yes, 

I remember that fabric. I bought it years ago in France for Alcina when she was just a small child. 

Thinking ahead, of course.” 

As she moved toward him, Isabella could feel his warmth, smell the sweetness of his 

breath, the luxury of his foreign cologne. She stood transfixed not uttering a word. 

He looked up at her, “Isabella? Is everything all right? Are you yourself, unwell?” He 

reached for his handkerchief and wiped his own brow, not yet realizing why he too, had begun to 

perspire. 

 Isabella could barely breathe. Her heart felt as if it had moved into her throat, her entire 

supply of blood now residing in her head. “Me?” she managed to squeak. 

 He nodded, wiping his brow a second time, not even realizing he hadn’t thought to offer 

her his handkerchief. 

And then, was it by accident? He touched her skin. 
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She knew she was young. Young in age. But her heart had visited places that not many, no 

matter their age, had ever known. The death of her mother, the death of her father, traveling half-

way around the earth to begin an entirely new life, and virtually on her own—all of it had 

consequences. Deep and far reaching consequences. She trusted eyes before words and spirit 

before mind. Her outer innocence belied her inner wisdom. Her beauty disguised her intelligence. 

And her heart, at that very moment, grew more alive than it had ever been before. 

As his fingers graced her forearm, she recoiled. But not before an entire ream of emotions 

had already graced her heart. 

 Who are you? How do you know the path so well? Who gave you the keys? Did I wear 

them around my waist, with twine too weak to bear their weight? Or did you find them at my feet, 

laid out for you as an offering, an offering I left for you in my sleep? How can you tread so easily 

in this place I’ve only ever walked alone? Not my beloved mother. Not my dear and beloved 

father. No one, just me. And now you. Who are you to know this sacred path of mine so well? 

You carry secrets much like my own. Of a broken heart, once and over again. You mask 

your inner self. You wear an invisible shield. You present yourself as a warrior. In war, but also at 

home, in peace. And not because you want to. But because you must. For this world is tougher at 

its best than you will ever be. Just as it has also shown me. 

 I both fear and trust these feelings within myself. I both fear and trust your eyes. And your 

touch . . . your fingers . . . send waves even after they are gone. How can I not both fear and trust 

that? I must close my eyes. I must breathe. And I must try to remember that as much as I trust 

these things, I am but a woman young in age, tempted by the comfort of rules. Rules that have 

already changed my life. For the better. For the much, much better.  

 Who, perdonemi, are you? 
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But instead of sharing the deluge of emotions that engulfed her being, she kept quiet, not 

uttering a single word.  

Then she listened, eyes closed, as he slipped out the door, her entire body awash with the 

other side of fear. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 80 

 

 

 

Julia 

 

“Scusi,” an old man pushing a cart needed Julia to move to the side so he could pass. 

 “Mi dispaice,” she managed to say with a startled jump, not immediately sure if she was in 

the Venice of her honeymoon or with Isabella hundreds of years earlier. She stepped aside only to 

see a cell phone in his back pocket.  

How long had she been there— dreaming? Her heart raced, her body a raw bundle of 

nerves. She looked down and saw that her feet were soaked. The water must’ve splashed up over 

the edge of the canal but how did she not notice? And why was her heart still beating out of her 

chest? She looked around, not even sure where she was, other than somewhere along the Grand 

Canal. The moon was high. She must’ve stood there for a while. And her head, my, did her head 

ever ache. She rubbed her temples to try to find some relief. 

Thoughts of Isabella came rushing back. That man— the master of the house. The father of 

her friend and the wife of the donna. His scent. His eyes. His touch. Julia covered her mouth in 

disbelief. It was all so real she could feel it, really sense it, as if she was there herself. She pushed 

her sleeves up to look at her arms. In the moonlight she saw goose bumps. She wasn’t just 

imagining the feelings in her mind, her body imagined it, too. It was reacting. He must have 

touched Isabella on her arm. Right there, next to her wrist where her own skin tingled the most.  

She peered around again, oddly uncomfortable, feeling as if she’d somehow broken a rule, 

invaded someone’s privacy, overheard a secret. 
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 Footsteps came toward her, echoing in the darkness. Whoever it was, was walking with 

determined masculine purpose. It wouldn’t be the priest again, would it? She saw a doorway and as 

fast as she could, slipped inside its protective arch.  

The moonlight fell around her like a halo, unable to reach in to where she stood. All was 

silent except his gait, his leather shoes clipping the ancient stone. She held her breath. It was him. 

It had to be him. His coat grazed my leg as he passed, making her bite her lip. She watched as he 

turned the corner, hearing his footsteps slowly disappear, absorbed into the blackness of the night. 

 “You’re right to be cautious. He really is a mean and despicable creature.” 

 Julia jumped at the voice. She had no idea anyone else was there. 

 “I didn’t mean to scare you. I was on my way home when I saw you standing there, alone.” 

It was the woman from the shop, her face barely visible in the dappled moonlight but as soon as 

she spoke, her scent was as clear and strong as ever. 

 “I thought you spoke English and wait, are you talking about a priest being mean and 

despicable? But he didn’t seem mean. Or despicable. Or did he? What am I saying? He grabbed 

me!” Julia rubbed her temples again. “I was on my way back to the hotel but apparently I never 

made it,” her eyes alternating between the disappearing man, her wet feet, and the woman she 

thought she’d never see again. “And who are you? What’s going on? Why’s everyone acting so 

strange around me?” 

 The woman peered into Julia’s eyes as she did before, although this time Julia peered back 

with just as much intensity. The night’s happenings had vanquished all of her timidity. 

 “Come with me,” she said, “and quickly. You need to see something.” 

 

 They slipped through the winding streets of Venice as silently as the night itself. Occasional 

shafts of moonlight escaped the curtains of buildings, briefly illuminating the silhouette leading 
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Julia’s way. They wove like ribbons, the woman catching her heel on the edge of a street stone or 

looking up to assign a visual to an odd sound but not once slowing her momentum. Julia followed, 

her feet making spilt second decisions of their own, some learned from her lead’s missteps, others 

deliberately her own, all the while her eyes scanning for any sign of the priest.  

 Near a dim streetlamp, the woman slowed. Julia recognized the tannery across the street 

from earlier that day. Inside her handbag, the woman found a single key, long and filigreed. With 

operatic precision she fit the key into the lock, turning thrice until the bolt rolled back into its cave. 

She pushed the heavy door open then stepped aside, inviting Julia to pass through first. 

 “Please,” her hand motioning the way. 

Julia stepped up the single step and through the door, noticing at once a different scent in 

the air. She sniffed, hoping to identify it without inquiry. 

 “It’s an herbal tincture I’ve been working on for days. I’ve almost got it. It just needs a few 

more things. Did you know the potency of herbs collected by moonlight is much higher than 

normal?” 

Julia wondered if the woman heard her sniff when she crossed the threshold. 

“That’s where I was when I found you actually, harvesting along the Grand Canal. Did you 

know herbs sometimes grow along the canals? In the cracks? I must have called out to you a dozen 

times, but you never seemed to hear me. And in case you’re wondering, you weren’t far from the 

hotel. Maybe you did make it back, but your imagination beckoned you out again. Mine does that 

all the time, too. It makes life infinitely more interesting. At least that how I see it.”  

She lit a match and stood on a small stepladder to light a candle chandelier hanging from 

the ceiling. “I prefer candlelight to electric bulbs. Much more pleasing for outer and inner eyes, 

bodies, energies, spirits, pfftt—everything. Oh, and gentler on my concoctions, too. Can’t forget 

that.” 
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 Julia didn’t utter a word. She couldn’t. She was too busy staring at the surroundings. The 

walls were covered floor to ceiling with shelves. Jars of herbs, spices, curious things floating in 

liquids, powders, creams, seeds and nuts, drying leaves and fruits—she recognized some, others her 

eyes skimmed over with rapid succession, registering only some of the most interesting colors and 

intricate textures. There were skeletons of small animals, a few large knotty branches resting like 

sleeping giants, a gargoyle with half his face crumbling off. She had no idea what she’d walked into, 

but it fascinated her. She’d never seen anything like it. In the back, near the window stood a 

fireplace, a fire crackling in its belly. A big iron pot, surely the origin of the pungent odor, bubbled 

and spat as it hung over the flames, reminding her of the witch’s brews she read about as a child in 

her favorite fairy tales. She laughed to herself. Was this some sort of joke? She turned again, this 

time to another wall of shelves covered in books with a spiral staircase spinning up its center. 

Nothing was tidy or carefully placed, everything seemed just recently used or eager to be 

summoned, lending an air of anticipated urgency to the setting, as if something unexpected was 

always welcome, maybe even required. 

 “Who are you and what do you do here,” she finally asked again, this time in a bit of a 

whisper. “And why did you bring me here?” 

 Hilda pulled out a chair at the small round table near the center of the room and beckoned 

for Julia to sit. She pulled out another chair for herself, took off her head scarf and hung it on the 

chair’s back, tucked a few grey strands behind her ear and sat down, blinking slowly, waiting for 

Julia to sit. “I won’t bite. Promise.” 

 Julia sat. As soon as she did, the woman began. 

 “My name is Hilda Mickelwait. I’m British, as you may guess by my name, but as soon I 

was of age, I left England and moved here, to Venice. As a small child, I was told I had the gift, a 

gift my mother said went back for many, many generations. She encouraged me, but privately, 
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telling me that such a gift was to be shared with caution and never for personal gain. I didn’t think 

much of it, treating it the same way you treat anything else you inherit from your parents. I had the 

gift and that was that. When my parents took me on vacation to Venice for the first time I was 

smitten. I could barely sleep. Almost every night I snuck out to wander the streets after dark, even 

peeking into lamp-lit windows, anything to get a better glimpse of Venetian life. One night on one 

of my forbidden escapades, I met an old woman. She invited me into her home, much like I’ve 

invited you, tonight. She gave me biscotti and coffee and within a few hours we felt as if we were 

long lost relatives. In fact, I felt closer to her in that one evening than I did with my parents who I 

had lived with and loved my entire life.” She paused, rubbing the skin on the back of her hands as 

if remembering something or someone dear.  

 Julia shifted in her seat. She was still no closer to understanding why she was sitting in the 

middle of an ancient apothecary of sorts with an odd smelling British woman who happened to 

find her on the side of the canal that night after hugging her in the middle of the street just hours 

earlier. She had no idea what time it was, either—the whole thing was entirely unorthodox and 

borderline ridiculous. She hoped Alan was still enjoying his meal and not worrying about her 

whereabouts. 

“So that got me thinking about my so-called gift. I read, I researched and took notes, 

anything I could to get a better understanding of the mystical side of life. You see, I knew my 

connection with the old Venetian woman wasn’t just in my head, it was something mystical, 

something related to my soul, so the more I learned, the greater my thirst, and the stronger my gift 

became. Within months, my insights became so clear I began to share them. Months after that, not 

even eighteen years of age, I was already on my way to becoming a well-known mystic. 

 “Oh, you’re a psychic.” Julia chastised herself for not realizing it sooner. A judgmental wall 

went up. As soon as it went up, though, and against her better judgment, it already began to soften. 
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She couldn’t help but like Hilda. Psychic or not, Julia was interested in what she had to say. There 

was something comforting about her, her wild and otherworldly presence was unique; it gave her a 

feeling of expansion, of possibilities, of a whole new world she’d rarely given any thought to before. 

 “I don’t know if I’m a psychic in the typical sense of the word, but that’s one of the words 

people use to describe someone who’s honed their particular gift more than others. I read tarot, I 

see and listen to spirits, I make special concoctions and tonics to heal various ailments of the heart 

and spirit, anything I can to make life a little bit better, more illuminated, for my clients.” 

 “I understand all that, but what does any of this have to do with me? Forgive me, but what 

was that spiel about la mariposa or a butterfly and why didn’t you answer my questions before? 

And then I met a priest who calls me Izzy, whatever that’s supposed to mean, both of you acting 

like you know me when I’ve never met either one of you before today. Honestly, I don’t even 

know why I’m here with you!” Julia moved her chair back as if to leave. “God knows what I’ve 

gotten myself into and how I’ll ever explain even more weirdness to my new family. They’re 

already sure I’m hiding something and even though I know I’m not, I’m starting to wonder if 

maybe, somehow, I am!” She put her head in her hands, rubbing her temples again. It was her 

only relief, the only thing that seemed to soften not just her racing mind, but the intensity of 

Hilda’s scent, too. 

 “Please. Don’t leave. Not yet. I’m getting there.” The woman put her hands together as if 

in prayer. “Patience, please? Just a few more minutes of your time?”  

Julia sighed, “All right, but this better start making sense very soon or I’m done. With all of 

it.” 

Hilda nodded and with a slight smile stood up and headed toward one of the few shelves 

packed with books. She rummaged around, slipping something from a small wooden box into her 

dress pocket. 
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 “A few years ago, a priest came into my shop here in Venice wanting a tarot reading. Even 

though he was a man of the church, I started as I always do, by shuffling the cards, then asking the 

client to cut the deck. When he gave me the cards back, they were so hot I couldn’t hold them. I 

dropped them to the ground, my hands seared and steaming. He had no idea what had happened, 

nor did I, but both of us were greatly disturbed. When I’d soothed my palms with ice and the 

cards had cooled, I gathered them back up and set up my usual spread. As I started the reading, I 

remembered I’d forgotten to ask him what he came to inquire about, something I usually ask 

before the cards are read, not after. But when I saw the immensity of darkness throughout his 

cards, I lost my composure, my breath catching in my throat with an audible hitch. I couldn’t ask 

the question. He must’ve noticed something because when I looked at him, his eyes had turned 

small and fiery, like little angry beads. 

 “‘I want to know if I’ll ever find her diary,’ he said to me. He must have known I was afraid 

to ask. 

 “‘You mean the courtesan’s diary?’ I said to him. I was already getting things, faster the 

more he spoke. 

 “‘Yes, yes! What do you see? Tell me!’ he demanded with a terrified, threatening voice, 

‘tell me now.’ I remember his hands so well. They were arthritic, gnarled, much older than his 

years. 

 “I told him that I saw a woman who was alive now, a woman who looked much like the 

courtesan he sought, but that she lived in the United States with a very different lifestyle. I said that 

the woman I was seeing, this young American woman, would one day come to Venice and that it 

was she who would help him find the diary he sought. 

 “‘But how will I recognize her? Will she have any identifying marks?’ he begged of me. 

‘And when? When will she come? 
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 “I couldn’t see any specific times, just that she was visually similar to the woman he sought, 

the courtesan of centuries past, but I had no idea when she’d return. This made him angry. He was 

sure I was hiding something from him. And maybe I was. But I had good reason to. Considering 

the fact that he’d already burned my hands and shown me the darkest spread I’d ever seen in all 

my years of doing readings, I was ready to show him the door.  

 “‘Do you think I’m stupid? I’m not coming back a second time to give you more money 

for information that’s already mine. Do you not know the risk I take in coming here, a man of the 

church visiting a charlatan like yourself? Why then, do you hide the rest of what you see? Do you 

not know that it is my information and mine alone? Do you not understand that La Mariposa’s 

diary has been meant for me for generations?’ 

 “And with that, I escorted him to the door, no money ever exchanging hands. He never 

returned but the profundity of his story never left me.” Hilda stopped and took a deep breath.  

 “So, his visit was all about someone named La Mariposa? That’s what you called me, isn’t 

it? You think I’m the American girl that has come to Venice to help him find some dead 

courtesan’s diary from what did you say, centuries ago? And don’t tell me—the priest I just met is 

the same one you speak of.” Julia was suddenly very tired and very hungry, and Hilda’s horribly 

obnoxious smell was beginning to burn her eyes. 

 “I’ve gotta hand it to you. Even in my wildest imagination I wouldn’t have been able to tell 

a story like this. I mean, a story like this could . . .” her voice tapered off. She wasn’t about to 

mention the story she’d been dreaming. Isabella’s story. A story of a woman living centuries ago. In 

Venice. Izzy. Julia’s heart caught in her throat. 

 Hilda wasn’t listening or pretended not to notice. She reached into her dress pocket. 

“When he finally did leave and I was cleaning up the energetic mess he left behind, I noticed 

something on the floor beside his chair. I reached down to pick it up and found a pencil etched 
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drawing of a beautiful woman—her hair, her face, her demeanor, exquisite.” Hilda put the picture 

on the table. 

 “Is this some kind of cruel joke? Where did you get this?” Julia couldn’t believe what she 

was looking at. “I don’t care what your psychic mind tells you, it’s not me. I don’t own a dress like 

that, and I’ve never done my hair like that.” 

 “You don’t deny the resemblance though, do you? Look at the face, just the face—the 

eyes.” 

 The likeness was uncanny. Julia stared at it with as much dumbfounded belief as Hilda had 

earlier that day when she saw Julia for the first time. “Where did you get this?” she said again, 

Hilda’s scent now so strong that she was forced to rub her eyes. 

 “I told you. It fell from the priest’s pocket that day. He called her La Mariposa, a nickname 

every Venetian knows as given to one of the most famous courtesans in Venetian history.” 

 “But I know that’s not me!” 

 “You’re right. She isn’t you.” 

 “Then why show it to me?” 

 “What I didn’t tell the priest is something his faith prevents him from seeing. She isn’t you, 

on the outside. But on the inside, I believe you’re one and the same.” 

 “So, you’re saying exactly what my sister-in-law did, that I’m a hooker. Wait, wait, let me 

get this right, not just a hooker but a dead hooker, come back to life.” Julia stood up, ready to 

leave, her eyes red with irritation. 

 “Please, that’s not what I said! I never called you a prostitute.” 

 “Let me rephrase— you think I’m La Mariposa, not the hooker but the prostitute the priest 

spoke of that day years ago and not only that, that in my new American form I know the 
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whereabouts of a diary of hers with something so important in it, that it’s been promised to him for 

generations?” 

 “La Mariposa was never thought of as a prostitute. She was a courtesan with profound gifts 

of healing. She’s remembered as one of the most spiritually minded women in Venetian history 

and wise well beyond her time. And the diary you speak of isn’t just an average diary. It’s 

practically a national treasure with the potential to deepen all of our spiritual beliefs. Until now, just 

excerpts have surfaced and that’s been enough to inspire underground cults across the world.” 

 “A diary. That you think I have. No wait, wait, that you think I actually wrote. Hundreds of 

years ago.” 

 Hilda nodded. Then she shook her head no. 

 “Which is it? Yes or no?” 

 “I don’t think you are La Mariposa, I know you are. Not come back from the dead, but 

reincarnated. And I know you wrote the diary. I just don’t know if this is the time in your life when 

you’ll remember where it is or what happened to it.” 

 Julia knew the Venetian theater was excellent, but she never expected it to infiltrate the 

public sphere quite so well.  

“Thank you for trying to enlighten me, Hilda,” she said sarcastically, “I really appreciate it, 

but now that I know what you and the priest are thinking, I’m pretty sure I can handle it from here. 

You know, it’s late, I barely know you and my husband’s probably worried sick about where I am. 

Not to mention the fact that my eyes are killing me.” She moved again to leave. 

 “Yes, yes, your eyes. I’ve noticed. I know this isn’t easy for you. It must’ve seemed to 

happen so fast. But that’s how the soul works. Okay, okay, I’ll stop. But first let me help you with 

something for your eyes and then I’ll show you the way back. I insist.” Hilda moved to put on her 

headscarf. 
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 “Thank you, Hilda, but no help is necessary. I can find my way on my own.” 

 “Certainly, of course. Maybe you even remember the route from before?” 

 “Before, as in earlier today, or before when I was La Mariposa? No. Please stop. As much 

as I’d like to be a part of your brilliant fantasy, I’m afraid I can’t. I like you, really, I do, but it’s 

simply not true. I was never La Mariposa and I was never a courtesan. Not now, not hundreds of 

years ago. This reincarnation business is just way too far-fetched for me.” Julia reached out to 

shake Hilda’s hand but before she could reciprocate, Julia was already out the door, shutting it 

behind her with a loud bang. 

For the second time that night, she felt the cool Venetian air on her face. This time, 

though, her eyes burned like fire and the lump in her throat made it almost impossible to swallow. 

 

 Alan was snoring lightly, so she thought it best not to wake him. She brushed her teeth as 

silently as she could and while she was deciding whether or not to wash her face, she accidentally 

banged her wedding ring on the towel rack with a loud clang.  

 Alan jumped, “I’m so glad you’re back! Where’ve you been? I’ve been so worried about 

you!” He’d fallen asleep with the light on. 

 “I have so much to tell you, Alan,” she started to say, “I was—” but he wasn’t listening. He 

was preparing to speak. Her enthusiasm fizzled like a deflating balloon until she realized it was 

probably better not to tell him anything. She shook her head. 

 “I’m sorry to interrupt you, Julia, I really do want to hear what you have to say but I have to 

tell you what happened after you left. I guess you can imagine that Kit broke down, making quite a 

scene, but by the end of dinner she made me promise that the first thing I’d do when I saw you 

would be to tell you that she was sorry. Honestly, I think she actually realized that she was letting 

her life in Hollywood taint her ability to see you for who you really are. She listened to you, Julia, 
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and she’s trying. She said she’s really sorry. She even had them wrap up dinner for you. You’ve got 

to be starving!” 

 All Julia could do was stare. Alan was right, she should’ve been hungry. She hadn’t eaten 

since the plane. But she wasn’t. Not in the least. And after everything Kit said earlier, was it really 

possible that she so quickly saw the error in her thinking? Julia fished for something to say in 

response, but her head was empty, the slate wiped clean. It wasn’t at all what she expected to 

return to. She clasped her hands together as if giving thanks, her eyes glazed over in their now 

deep, dark sockets.  

 “Isn’t that good news? Why are your eyes so red, Julia? Are you ok?” 

 “Yes, yes, of course it is. Thanks. I’m sorry. I guess I’m just surprised. I don’t know why 

my eyes are so red, though.” She rubbed them as she spoke. “Mostly I think I’m just really tired,” 

She started to yawn. 

 “Sure, sure. I’m just glad you’re back safely. Oh Julia, it doesn’t matter what she thinks 

anyway, does it? She is my sister but she’s on a train of her own, you know? We’re on it with her 

for a little bit here just because she’s here, too, but it won’t always be this way. She’ll go back to 

Hollywood and we’ll go back to our home and that’ll be that, you know?” 

 Julia nodded, “I guess you’re right. I just hoped it’d be better, better for all of us. I wanted 

the three of us be closer.” 

 “Speaking of that, Kit said one of her assistants got held up in customs so she’s short a 

hand on deck. I was wondering, I mean, you seemed like you were on a role with your writing so I 

figured maybe you wouldn’t mind if I helped her out a bit? I wouldn’t normally even suggest it and 

especially not on our honeymoon but it seems like a once in a lifetime chance to get to know what 

Kit does first hand, something I doubt I’ll ever have the chance to do like this again and if you’re 

going to be busy anyway . . .” 
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 Julia tried to hide her disappointment but then thought better of it, “You know, maybe we 

don’t have to have a traditional honeymoon. I mean if we’re really honest, with your sister here it 

couldn’t be even if we tried. What if we think of this time as more of a transition period, like a 

passage into our new life or something like that, and maybe set another time for a more traditional 

honeymoon?” Her mind was an expert at saying what she thought was appropriate, in this case, 

though, she could barely believe what she was saying. She’d been looking forward to time alone 

with her new husband for months. 

 Alan’s thoughts raced behind his eyes, “But I still want it to be our honeymoon, Julia. I just 

meant that I’d work with Kit when you’re writing.” 

 “Sure, sure. I understand.” 

“Really, you do? Then maybe it’s okay. Maybe it’s bending with life however it unfolds. 

You with your writing, me with Kit’s offer. Might be a nice way to start us out.” 

 “Sure. Kit needs you and I get it, so let’s just go with that, shall we?” 

 “But I want it to be good for you too, honey, you know? I don’t want you to feel shafted,” 

he smiled, inquisitively. 

 “No, I’ll be fine. You’re right, I have this story brewing and it hasn’t slowed so I’ll have tons 

to do. Besides, it’s set here in Venice so who knows, maybe there’ll even be some research for me 

to do while I’m here.” 

 “And writing a novel is something you’re never done but always wanted to do,” he 

deliberately cleared his throat, “maybe this is your once in a lifetime chance.” 

 Julia nodded, “Maybe so. Let’s listen to that then, and be okay with what is even if it 

doesn’t look like a traditional honeymoon, shall we?” 
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 “Julia, I love you so much,” he reached out across the bed to pull her into his arms, kissing 

her anywhere he could. “You know,” he said, between kisses, “if you rip off the rest of these 

clothes, I think I could make this first night for us in Venice a night we’ll never forget.” 

 Julia laughed affectionately as she kissed him. “Be right back,” she said, as she slipped away 

and into the bathroom to change into her new nightgown, the one she brought for especially that 

moment. But by the time she returned, Alan was breathing so low and deep, she just couldn’t bear 

to wake him again.  

Minutes later, after she nestled into their warm flaxen sheets, Julia looked out into the dark 

Venetian night and before she knew it, had fallen deeply asleep herself.  

 

*          *          * 

 

He always hoped he’d know when the time was near. After all, he’d heard stories of her his 

entire life, his prayers asking for nothing less than to put her appeal to rest. While most boys 

dreamt of girls they would one day marry, Jozef dreamt of a woman’s reputation he would one day 

destroy. Not for his sake, of course, or even for his father’s, but for God’s. 

While he knew that Jesus himself took in a prostitute, Jozef had not reached that level of 

forgiveness. He thought of his reluctance to forgive as God’s way of keeping him on task, of 

making sure he continued to expose her threats to the church in a way that only the son of a fallen 

priest, could. If Jozef forgave her, his mission would undoubtedly be over. God needed him to 

postpone his forgiveness for the good of the entire church. It was a task not many would accept, a 

test of faith that until now, everyone else had failed. It was his life’s mission. And he would 

succeed. 
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That was why he trusted God’s guidance when He led him to the psychic some years ago, a 

place and a profession he would normally altogether avoid. And he was right to trust, for God 

spoke to him in mysterious ways, this time with vital information. When she shared that that he 

would recognize the woman who would lead him to the writings, to the prostitute’s very diary, he 

felt his heart burst with renewed faith. Charlatan or not, he knew God had orchestrated their 

meeting so his faith in his mission would again, be renewed. 

That was why he wasn’t as surprised as one might think when he first laid eyes on the 

woman who appeared to be her twin, their likeness almost unfathomable. Had God not had 

already told him he would recognize her, he might have died of the shock. But He did, so he felt 

no anger when he saw her, just elation. In fact, he was so elated that the painful chapter might 

finally come to an end that he could barely contain the thrill of it all.  

 He had studied the prostitute’s work for years. Years. He knew as much about her as any 

man could, considering the complicated nature of studying someone living four hundred years 

prior and whose diary, in its entirety, anyway, had yet to be found. In fact, he knew her better than 

she quite possibly ever knew herself. His colleagues called him certifiably obsessed. And maybe he 

was. After all, he was the only one who knew her diaries would resurface into his God-fearing 

hands. When the time was right.  

 Sooner, had he not forgotten all self-control. Like a heathen who refused to heed the word 

of God, he pushed the American girl too hard. 

 That was why he was ready when he saw her the second time, ready like an Olympic 

athlete, to complete whatever challenge lay ahead. He could even feel the muscles in his heart 

wind tighter than they’d ever been. But once he saw her, she made it easy. She appeared from 

around the corner just as he was having a late evening cigarette, just as he was snuffing it out with 
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his foot. He looked up, and there she was, lost in thought, walking by without even seeing him, a 

gift of promise amidst the weight of life’s dark. 

 He followed her. Closely. She knew her way. She walked swiftly but with grace, her calves 

toned, her arms swinging naturally at her side. He was mesmerized. Maybe even more than he 

cared to admit. He was touched, moved, his emotions engaged. But not enough to forget his self-

control. No, not again. He was a man of the church and would do a better job of acting like it this 

time. 

After a few minutes, she walked inside a hotel. Had she entered the bar, he might’ve 

thought she was merely visiting a friend. But she didn’t. She walked up the marble staircase as if 

she were going home. Yes, he could finally take a deep breath when he saw that. He may not have 

spoken with her this time, he may not have asked her a single question, but he knew where she 

would lay her head that night. At the Hotel Diamante. 

 Jozef found a seat in the hotel bar and ordered a glass of wine, sigh after sigh releasing from 

his body. 

 “I know what you mean. It’s been a long day for me, too,” said the blond, sipping her own 

drink not far from him. “I must say, though, I’ve never seen a priest look as human as you do right 

now.” 

 He nodded; his eyes averted. “Ahh, well then, honored to remind you that even priests are 

human,” he said, in his rough Italian accent. 

 “Did you see that woman who just walked in? I know you did. I saw you watch her. Do you 

know her?”  

Her voice was accusatory. It reminded him of the way he often spoke to himself. “Me? Oh, 

no,” his eyes still avoiding hers. He had more important things to think about. 
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 “Darn it, I was hoping you did. I just can’t seem to wrap my head around her and as soon 

as I think I do she surprises me yet again.” 

 “What do you mean?” he said, turning toward her. 

 “I can’t stop thinking she isn’t who she says she is. I try to, for my brother’s sake, but then 

the darn nagging feeling comes back again. I might not have been born with a silver spoon in my 

mouth, but I’ve got one now and it tells me something just isn’t right,” she tapped her temple. 

“Besides, I know women.” 

 “I’m sure you’re right then. About her hiding something. Don’t we all have something to 

hide?” 

 “You think so?” 

 He nodded, his chin caving into a deep frown.  

She didn’t see the truth in his eyes, though. She couldn’t. Once he finally dared to look at 

her, she was too busy behind her own. 

“So, why’d you do it? Why a priest? You don’t seem gay and you’re nice looking so it had 

to be required,” she said, setting down her drink, the ice cubes tinkling in the glass. 

A typical heathen assumption. He was used to those. And he knew he had to respond. 

Honestly. “Not quite. It was my choice. I’ve always felt devoted to God and His word so why not 

make it official?” 

“Oh, a truly godly one. Perfect. Just what I need.” She took another sip.  

“Maybe you do. But with a more human-godly perspective.” 

She laughed. 

He smiled. 

“So do human priests have any hobbies or is your time spent exclusively on duties of the 

church?” 
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“Like I said, I’m human and most humans have interests and hobbies.” He was beginning 

to enjoy their banter.  

“And what, may I ask, are your interests and hobbies? Might I be familiar any of them?” 

She had an edge. A familiar edge. He leaned back in his chair. 

“Probably not. You’re American, aren’t you? Ever heard of the seventeenth century?” 

She rolled her eyes. “When they wore animal skins and carried clubs? Of course that’s 

your specialty.” 

“Are you saying I’m a bit of an ogre?” 

“Forgive me, Father. It must be the drink talking. Oh dear, I should probably be getting to 

bed,” she said, motioning to the bartender. 

“Actually, most of my free time has been spent studying one single person. A courtesan in 

the seventeenth century. Isabella Maria Mariposa Sivarani. A celebrity then, a celebrity still now.” 

 “Seriously? What a name. And still a celebrity, now, after she’s been dead for centuries? 

You people sure hold on to your history here.” 

 He nodded his head, his smile half arched. 

 “So, what’s the big deal? How can a dead person take up most of your free time?” 

 “Actually, she’s been and will continue to be, until I find a way to change things, a threat to 

my faith, some might even say a threat to the Catholic Church.” 

 “Why in the world would anyone think someone from four hundred years ago was still a 

threat today? Sounds nutty to me.” 

 He wagged his finger in the air. “She wasn’t just anyone. I know because I have some of the 

things she wrote.” 

 “And?” 
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Jozef’s eyes were suddenly lost, transported far away, his lips tightening into a thin, pursed 

line. 

“Wow. You really are obsessed with it all, aren’t you?” Even Kit could see that. 

He took another sip. “She wrote of things that few had ever thought of during that time, 

things that few rarely even think about now—divine things, soulful things, perspectives that 

challenged the way practically everything had been set up and built upon for centuries—” he 

would’ve continued. 

“—things like how to handle your brand new dishonest sister-in-law? Ha!” 

 He tried to laugh. Did she say sister-in-law? “Is that why you’re here drinking and not 

asleep? Because of your sister-in-law?” 

 “Maybe.” 

 “So, let me ask you something. Why do you think she’s someone other than who she says 

she is? What was your first clue?” 

 “I thought you were a priest not a detective.” 

 “Why not let them overlap? Come on; humor me. Maybe I can help. A priest in Venice, 

someone you’ll never see again—what’ve you got to lose?” 

Kit grimaced as she shook her head. “Ok, fine. But I don’t really know why she rubs me 

the wrong way or why I think she might be someone other than whom she says she is. Maybe I’m 

not being very fair to her, at least that’s what my brother thinks.” 

 “Come now. You must have a reason.” 

 She let out an irritated huff, “Maybe it’s more of a general distrust of her constant 

sweetness,” she scrunched up her face. “I mean, most people aren’t that way, or at least not unless 

they’re acting, so I can’t help but think she’s doing a really good job of hiding the rest, you know? 

We all have a dark side; I just haven’t seen hers, and I honestly don’t want my brother to get 
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broadsided when it finally decides to emerge. I’ve already gone through all that myself and it’s no 

fun! No fun at all! Oh, and there’s this—once we got here, to Venice, it was as if everyone was 

waiting for her. I mean, how is that even possible if she says she’s never been here before? Men 

practically throw themselves at her and she’s not even a celebrity, she’s just a plebe! A woman she 

swears she hasn’t ever met breaks out and hugs her in the middle of the street! It’s as if she runs 

some sort of underground escort service and forgot to tell us!” 

 “Or forgot to remember.” He needed another cigarette. 

 “Exactly! Hey, maybe she just needs to go to confession!” She laughed. 

 Jozef swallowed a gulp of wine. “You know, I could actually try to help if you wanted me 

to, to see if she felt safe sharing anything with me, a man of the church.” 

 Kit sipped the last of her drink before the bartender took it away. “That’s what you do as a 

priest, right? You help people with their sins, am I wrong?” 

 “You’re right, I do. But with her I might want to approach it in a different way, in a way that 

might be, you know, less threatening.”  

 “How so?” 

 “Well, what if you introduced us for another reason, a reason not having anything to do 

with me being someone to confide in or to confess sins to.” 

 “Hmm,” She thought for a minute. “She’s a writer. Do you write?” 

 “She is? Wow,” His mind raced. “I mean, sure. Doesn’t everyone write at least a little bit?” 

 “What if you talked to her about something related to that then, to writing?”  

 Jozef fingers fondled his chin. “Si, si, something like that just might work. I could tell her 

that you spoke very highly of her and that since I also write, I was interested in her American 

process.” 

 “Yes! You could offer your Italian perspective.” She pronounced Italian, Eye-talian. 
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 He nodded his head as she laughed. 

 “You’re serious, aren’t you? Wow. Well, why not? Ok, so let me see, tomorrow morning I 

have to be on set at six, but we always get a break for lunch. How about right before lunch, about 

11:30? Here? Or later, after dinner, say 9:00? You choose. And you could even wait here in the 

bar. I’ll look for you, I’ll introduce you as my friend, and . . . I guess you could take it from there.” 

 “Sounds like a plan. Si. Tomorrow it is then,” he reached his hand out to shake hers. “Our 

secret. One stranger helping another.” 

 “Wait a second. When you put it like that, why? Why are you helping me?” 

 “What do you mean? You haven’t ever met a priest that wanted to help, asking for nothing 

in return?” 

 “You mean you’re not going to make me go to church? No, I get it. You’re just being a 

good Catholic. Forgive me for questioning you. I do appreciate it, Father—?” 

 “Ah yes, it’s Father Jozef,” he bowed his head ever so slightly. “And yours?” 

 “Kit. Kit Phillips.” 

 “Ah, I thought I recognized you. You’ve been in the movies, haven’t you?” 

 Kit tucked her hair behind her ears, trying to feign modesty as her face beamed, “I have.” 

 “Nice to meet you, Kit Phillips, it’s been a pleasure. And for the record, you’re even more 

gorgeous in person.” 

She moved to stand, “Ah, how very kind of you. And nice to meet you, too, Father Jozef. 

Until tomorrow,” she said, reaching for her purse. 

 “Until tomorrow,” he said with his hand on his heart as if her were a proper seventeenth 

century gentleman. 
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 “And about that obsession of yours, Father? Probably best not to mention it to her 

tomorrow. Honestly, you looked a little scary when you talked about it, a little over the top, if you 

know what I mean, and you don’t want to scare her off.” 

 Jozef’s jaw tightened. “I’ll do my best, Kit. I’ll do my best.” But he knew he’d do much 

more than his best. How could he talk to her a second time and do anything less? With his God-

given words and his impeccable self-control, this time he’d connect with her and get her to show 

him what he’d been searching for his entire life. And if she didn’t cooperate? Well, surely she 

wouldn’t have the contrarian spirit of her look-alike twin in the seventeenth century. Unlike 

Isabella she’d surely know the proper respect for a man of the church in this day and age. She 

would cooperate. Besides, God himself told Jozef she would.  

 

 Upstairs, Julia was already dreaming, her present life pushed to the side so Isabella’s life 

could once again take center stage. 

 

Isabella 

 

 “You coming, Isabella? We can’t be late! The Grimani’s will be insulted if we don’t get 

there with enough time to properly socialize. You know how these events are.” Alcina was singing 

out to Isabella, her gloved hand resting on the banister at the base of the stairs, her other hand 

fussing with her hair. 

 “Yes yes, coming! This dress was giving us a headache with all its buttons,” said Isabella, as 

she made her way toward the stair. “I’m so sorry, Alcina. No, we cannot be late.” She turned back 

to Luisa who was following closely behind, perfecting every fold of Isabella’s gown. “Thank you, 

Luisa,” she said, her eyes tender. 
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 Luisa bowed. Then winked. The two had become close but were careful to keep the depth 

of their connection a secret from the donna. 

 Alcina smiled from ear to ear as she watched her dear friend descend the stairs. No one 

would’ve guessed that Isabella had been a homeless waif just a few months before. She wore her 

new life with as much grace as an Italian countess and yet she was still Isabella—accessible, genuine, 

her beauty illuminating spirit as if it were her life’s purpose. Isabella had found her position in the 

Santori family and it showed. From the day she arrived her freshness, her verve, her innocent 

sensuality intoxicated everyone around her. And now, as a high-class young woman, her spell had 

only intensified. Nobility opened their arms and homes to her as if she had belonged to their elite 

core all along. Invitations flooded in, at least two or three every day and all specifically requesting 

the honor of the newest Santori. Operas, theatre, dinner parties and balls, small musical 

entourages in ornamented soggiornos, in ballrooms, on terraces overlooking the laguna—for the 

social climbing donna, things could not be better. Isabella was the daughter she never had, the 

daughter that elevated her status to new heights, naturally. And for Alcina, she had the friend and 

sister she always dreamed of, someone she loved and admired more than she thought even 

appropriate at times.  

 “Darling, you look beautiful. Let’s hope it’s cool in the opera house. If not, you might 

overheat the entire theatre.” 

 “Hush now, Alcina. It’s you cara, who has already stolen the show. Why ever have you not 

shown me that regal gown before? And your eyes, you’re excited, aren’t you? For they shine like 

stars.” 

 “Come now.” Alcina fanned herself. “Don’t let me blush before we even arrive.” How did 

Isabella always know her so well? “Besides,” she said, diffusing Isabella’s compliment, “it’s only the 

belladonna drops. Didn’t Luisa give you some? Here, let me.”  
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 “Drops?” 

 “For your eyes. It makes them bigger and brighter.” Alcina showed Isabella how to hold 

her head then tapped a few tiny drops into her eyes. “How does that feel? Here, let me see.” 

 Isabella turned her head, her eyes even more striking than before, her pupils pushed to the 

edge, leaving only a thin rim of white around her big dark eyes. 

 “Beautiful. As wide-eyed as a doe. Oh Isabella . . .” 

 Isabella clutched her chest. “Grazie, Alcina,” she paused, “my sister.” Love written all over 

her face. 

 “My pleasure, dear sister Isabella.” Her hands clutched to her chest, too. 

“Goodness, I am boiling!” said Isabella rather abruptly, nodding to Alcina’s fan. “Why are 

all the windows closed? It’s sweltering in here. Come let’s go outside before we both dissolve.” 

 “You mean like last time? At the baptism? Heavens! No, no, please not again!” 

 “Don’t make me laugh, I might split a button!” But it was no use. They couldn’t stop 

themselves. The servants shook their heads with adoring smiles as the two young women left for 

their event, their laughter funneling back into the closed-window house even after the front door 

latched closed. 

 

 “We better get busy,” said one servant to another. “With the girls gone, it’s only a matter of 

time before the donna finds her hands empty.” 

 “Seems as if everything changed overnight,” lamented Luisa. “Things were so much easier 

when they didn’t have any social engagements, when they weren’t in such high demand.” She 

started up the stairs, her feet moving in slow measured steps. 

 “One can only pray that the donna keeps seeing Isabella’s social worth,” said another 

servant to Luisa’s back, “for without it, her position is far from secure.” 
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 “Indeed. Especially with the eyes of the don on her every move,” said still another. 

 “And every other pair of eyes in Venice for that matter, men and women alike,” said Luisa, 

turning to face the other servants now clustered at the base of the stairs, their nods confirming what 

few others were capable of admitting, even the don himself who sat silently sipping his aperitif in 

the darkness of his study, his face pained at the revelation.  

Every other pair of eyes in Venice? Men and women alike? He sipped again, this time 

closing his eyes in order to shut it all out. It was all too much. Much, too much. 

 

 “Isabella’s fan!” A servant found it sitting on the hall table. “Surely they’ve already arrived 

by now. And she can’t endure an entire opera without it.” 

 “Oh dear!” said another. “She most certainly cannot. Not in that gown. And none of us 

dare set foot inside the theatre at this hour. We better disturb the don. He’ll know what to do.” 

But their worries were in vain for the don had overheard the commotion and was already 

readying himself to leave. 

 “Scusi?” said the servant, knocking on the door to his study in her most timid voice, “So 

sorry to disturb, but it seems—” 

 “Not to worry. Yes, Isabella’s fan. No doubt she needs it. Please tell Cook to hold dinner. I 

shan’t be long.” 

 The servant nodded, surprised at his eagerness, watching in amazement as he reached for 

the fan and slipped out without even a second thought.  

 “Not just the don’s eyes,” she said out loud to no one in particular. “But also, his heart.” 

She smiled as she went back to her dusting. Maybe her patron was even more human than she 

thought. 
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 The hum of the crowd reached every corner in the new theater, infusing the walls with a 

muted invitation for what lay ahead. The anticipation was almost more than Isabella could bear, 

reminding her once again how happy she was that Alcina didn’t let her leave without her fan. Wait, 

her fan. How could she? Not to worry. She would simply find Alcina and borrow hers. Now where 

was Alcina?  

Isabella looked out over the Teatro San Giovanni Grisostomo opera house, its glass 

chandeliers and velvet seats, its painted walls and high-corniced ceilings. Then there were the 

people, the Venetian elite. Gowns both garish and magnificent, gaudy and uptight, personalities 

revealed by choice of colors and shape, not a one the same as another. There were hair styles she 

had never before even imagined possible: piles of curls, reams of rolls, bubbles of golden and 

black and brown all shining beneath feathers and gems and ribbons of silk. It was the first opera in 

the new theater; everyone had arrived in their finest. Isabella immersed herself in the luxury of it 

all. It was unlike any other event she had ever attended, and she didn’t want to miss a thing, with or 

without her fan. 

 Alcina and Don Grimani observed Isabella from behind. 

 “This is all new to her, the grandeur surely beyond her expectations. Grateful is an 

understatement.” Alcina lowered her gaze and smiled. 

 “She has been to the opera before, has she not?” His eyes would have to be peeled away 

soon for they were practically burning a hole in Isabella’s gown. 

 “Of course, of course, but never one as fine as this, Don Grimani.” Alcina shook her head 

with unwavering certainty. 

 “You are kind, Signorina Alcina, too kind. I am honored to have the pleasure of both your 

and Signorina Isabella’s company tonight.” 
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 A bow was drawn across a single string of a violin, the resulting hush traveling like a cool 

breeze throughout the theatre.  

Alcina assured him it was they who were honored, then hurried herself over to Isabella, the 

two hand in hand in seconds, Alcina guiding Isabella to their seats beside their host. 

 “Where were you, Alcina?” whispered Isabella. 

 “Speaking with Don Grimani, our host. But not to worry, as long as you fill me in on all the 

latest fashion indiscretions, I won’t expect compensation,” her gloved hand disguising her giggles as 

a ladylike cough. Isabella laughed as infectiously as she always did, as light and airy as her 

enchanting demeanor. 

 “Shh, Isabella, please,” she hissed, squeezing her hand. 

 Isabella gulped. Silence ensued. Partly because of Alcina, but mostly because of what was 

already happening on stage.  

 

 About a quarter of the way through the first half Isabella thought she saw something move 

out of the corner of her eye in the opposite direction of the stage and sure enough, turned to see 

her fan peeking out from behind the curtain that separated them from the theatre’s corridors. She 

feigned a looming fainting spell and silently excused herself.  

 “I thought I might just find you here,” he said, in a slow whisper. 

 Isabella beamed, her hands reaching up for her fan. “And you did.” 

 “Oh, yes. What gentleman would let the darling of the evening endure an entire opera 

without her fan?” The don cleared his throat. “Not this one.” 

 Isabella opened the fan and brought a flutter of air to her already flushed face. “You flatter 

me. I am forever indebted to your kindness.” 
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 “Indebted? No please, not to me. Not ever.” His body started to quiver under his layers of 

fine clothing. He scratched the dark hair of his sideburns with nervous fingers. 

 Isabella shuddered, not sure what she was experiencing herself. 

He lowered his voice yet again, “Your wings. They must always fly as free as they were 

meant to.” 

 “Wings?” she whispered back in disbelief. 

 He nodded. As surprised as she at the daring of his words. “Wings.” 

 They stared, their eyes softening into one another, melding into something neither one had 

ever known before. A creation, all their own. He reached for her hand and led her around the 

corner, his body now aching, pulsing at the mere idea of her hand in his. 

 “We mustn’t,” she said, “Someone might suspect—” But it was too late. His lips had 

already found hers. 

 They didn’t dare let the depth of their emotions find voice that evening in the opera house, 

but their hands and their lips more than compensated. Her neck, his lips, his hunger, her 

exquisite, ceaseless sensuality. Their hands exploring with urgency, with tender, impassioned thirst, 

with a love that seemed to dissolve every bit of waking reality. An entire new world, a creation, 

divine. A realm of their own, but vaster than they had ever known. Their breathing. Their 

heartbeats. Their endless eyes and raw skin. Isabella was possessed by something she could not 

fathom. The don had lost himself in ravished desire with emotions not meant for any man. Only a 

god. Only a goddess. Only Isabella and only he. 

 “Darling . . . darling . . .” His arms forcing their bodies apart, for their hands and lips 

refused to cooperate. “Again . . . later . . . again, bellissimo angelo. . . we will find a way . . . you 

must return before Grimani suspects . . .” 
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 Isabella came back to herself with a sudden jolt, her eyes on fire, her chest engulfed with 

gusts of air unable to find their release. She nodded, let out a deep breath and raised her hands to 

feel her hair properly in its place. 

 The don touched her lips with his warm and trembling finger. “You are exquisite.” 

 Isabella touched her lips herself, her fingers grazing his, their eyes wet with longing, and 

before another word, she disappeared. 

 

 “Are you feeling any better?” whispered Alcina into Isabella’s ear. “You still look a little 

pale.” 

 Isabella nodded too quickly, her hands diffusing the thought to nothing. 

 Alcina half smiled and reached for Isabella’s hand. “You’re trembling.” 

 Isabella nodded again, managing a smile of slight reassurance. “It’s just so lovely,” her eyes 

guiding Alcina’s back to the stage. 

 “It is, isn’t it? Yes, makes me tremble, too,” she paused. “But not just the singing. That 

man. There, with the mask. Do you see him? He keeps staring. He seemed disturbed when you 

took your leave.” 

 Isabella didn’t respond. 

 “Did you hear me, Isabella? That man. Below. He’s staring. At you. Obsessive-like.” 

 “He’s wonderful, isn’t he? A voice from heaven.” But Isabella spoke in absence. Her eyes 

somewhere else, her essence still lingering with the don, in his eyes, in his touch, swimming in a 

sea of emotions. 

 “Not the castrato, the masked man in the crowd below us,” whispered Alcina a little louder. 

 Isabella scanned the crowd with some irritation, wanting to delay reality, “Yes, I see him,” 

her eyes already back on stage, aching now for the solace of song. 
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 “Who is he?” 

 “I don’t know. An oddity, to be sure. Who wears such things after the opera has begun, 

anyway? The mask maybe, but the hat, too?” 

 “I’m sure he’s staring at you.” Alcina watched him on the sly. 

 “I have better things to think about.” 

 Alcina shrugged but a few seconds later was back to trying to figure out the man’s 

intentions. What did he want? Who was he? And why the mask and the hat after the lights were 

dimmed? His anonymity had to be paramount. 

 

 At the close of the curtains, and to the delight of their host, Isabella couldn’t stop clapping. 

Don Grimani’s pleasure was blatantly apparent. “You were pleased with the production, Signorina 

Isabella?” His hands rested on his happy belly, his fingers wrapped more regally than a lion’s. 

 “Pleased? Far more. I must admit I am forever changed by tonight’s most brilliant 

rendition of Troy. The Venetian State, its heroic ideals and noble genealogy is something a 

nobleman like yourself is surely very aware of. A humble woman like myself however,” Isabella 

blinked her eyes and raised her hand to her bosom, “well, I will just say I was educated tonight in 

many ways, and I have you to thank.” She began to bow her head before he stopped her. 

 “Please, please. The honor and pleasure is all mine. I am just glad you regained your 

health and were able to enjoy the second half in its entirety.” His strong hand lifted her up by her 

elbow so that her eyes could meet his. “I do hope we will be seeing much more of you both in the 

near future. Do not consider yourselves anything but welcome at any venue I am affiliated with. 

And that includes any and all productions at this opera house now and in the future.” He turned to 

his man servant. “Piero? See to it that Signorina’s Isabella and Alcina have their names on the 

white list. I want them to feel free to attend even when I am not available.” 
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 “We are most grateful, Don Grimani. Your generosity will not be forgotten. Until we meet 

again . . .” Isabella had thoroughly and effortlessly charmed even Alcina who stood speechless at 

her side. 

 “Indeed. Until we meet again,” the portly Grimani whispered to Isabella’s back as she 

elegantly sauntered beside Alcina into the dispersing crowd, her presence turning face after face to 

gape at her unparalleled beauty. 

 

 “There he is,” said Alcina suddenly, “the masked man staring at you during the 

performance. He’s following us.” 

 “Are you sure?” 

 Alcina peered back as surreptitiously as she could. “Yes. I’m sure.” 

 “Come this way, then.” Isabella guided Alcina quickly through the crowd, out the side door 

and into the darkness of the night. Their shoes tapped the stone ground as they fled, echoing like 

rain on a tin roof. As soon as Isabella was sure no one was following them, she stopped to catch 

her breath. Alcina did the same. 

 “I think we lost him. Feistiness from noble daughters? Who ever heard of such a thing? 

Hopefully never Donna Angelica Santori!” she said, in her most uppity voice. 

 Already, the two girls were back to laughing uncontrollably. Both had their fans out and 

moving. 

 “I’m going to swim home,” said Isabella, between gasps of air. 

 “What? Are you joking?” Alcina’s laughter stopped. 

 “Would you take my gown home? I really want to swim.” Isabella was serious. 

 Alcina blinked. She didn’t know what to say. 
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 “Oh please, Alcina. Don’t look at me that way. You already knew I was different than the 

rest. This is nothing new. It’s just something I love to do, something no one knows of but Luisa, 

and now you.” 

 “You’ve done this before? Here? In the canals? But it’s filthy! I won’t let you do it again!” 

Alcina couldn’t hide her shock. 

 “I’m not going to die!” 

 “You might! What if you accidently get some of that . . . that . . . muck, in your mouth? 

You could get so ill you might even beg for death! No, Isabella, no! Some say the plague still lives 

in our waters. I won’t let you! Please don’t scare me!” 

 “I’m not trying to scare you, Alcina. And I wouldn’t dare do it if I thought I might die. It’s 

really not as filthy as you might think. Not at all! And especially not here. See how close it is to the 

laguna?” she pleaded with her eyes. 

 “Imagine what people would think if they knew. Mother? She’d put you back out on the 

street!” 

 “I know, I know. That’s why they mustn’t ever know and why I haven’t ever told you 

before now. It just makes me so happy, Alcina. It makes me feel so free and alive.” 

 Alcina was silent. 

  Isabella pleaded again, “Whenever I hear anyone, even though it’s almost impossible to 

see anything after dark, I always hide. I know how risky it is and that I can never be too careful . . . 

and I never swim when there’s a full moon. It’s just that I—” 

 Alcina opened her mouth only to cover it with her hand. “I don’t even know what to say,” 

she paused. “You really do love it, don’t you? It makes you feel, what did you say, free?” 

 Isabella reached for Alcina’s hands, “I don’t want to upset you, but didn’t you once tell me 

that I helped you find joy in the most unusual of places?” 
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 She nodded. “I did.” 

 “What if this is one of those places?” 

 “Ak . . . Isabella! Not here!” 

 “Please?” And in a whisper again, “please?” 

Alcina wavered her head from side to side, “I can’t say it’s ok, but . . .” her face hinting at 

defeat. 

 “But you’ll look the other way and hold my gown?” said Isabella, almost inaudibly. 

 Alcina reluctantly nodded. “Only because I love you, not because I agree with you.” 

 Isabella leaned in to embrace Alcina then kissed her on the cheek. “How I love you, my 

dear Alcina. You’ll see. You have nothing to worry about. Maybe next time you will even come 

with me. You did say you wanted me to teach you how to swim, did you not?” 

 Alcina shushed her with her hands, “Go on then. I don’t want you to be gone longer than 

you need to be.” 

 Under the bridge and in total darkness, save the glow from the girls’ eyes, Isabella stripped 

down to her white cotton shift with Alcina looking on. “Don’t worry. No one will see me. I’m 

always careful,” she said, just before she dove in, her body piercing the black water like an arrow. 

 Alcina ran to the side of the canal, Isabella’s gown draped across her arm. “Isabella . . .?” 

 “I’m here,” her porcelain white hand fluttering above the blackness of the water. “And it’s 

lovely! See you at home!” 

 Alcina waved with a racing heart, thanking God for her level-headed mind, then turned for 

home. 

 

 About an hour later, longer than usual, Isabella arrived home herself. She waited for a 

while, submersed, to be sure no one was about, then hoisted herself up and out with her now 
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exhausted arms. She wrung out her long hair and shift, giving back as much of the laguna as she 

could, then still dripping, made her way to the back steps. Quietly and with great care she slipped 

inside. 

 Draped on the back of a kitchen chair was a towel. Alcina must have told Luisa. Isabella 

wrapped up her shivering self, drying the ends of her long unruly red hair then her legs and her 

feet. Finally, she was beginning to warm up. She hung the towel on the back of the servant’s door, 

the safest place for it, then peered into the hall and foyer to be sure no one was still up. It looked 

clear. She started up the stairs. 

 Someone cleared their throat. It was a man. 

Isabella froze. 

 His eyes devoured her body, seeing it as no other man ever had, her cotton shift all but 

invisible—clinging, shaping—her form lit by the faint golden hue of the moon that had just then 

peeked through the clouds. He too, was frozen, unable to utter another sound, his mouth dry and 

dumb, a drip of drool sagging from his lip, the weight of gravity pulling it down. The air was raw, 

ready, pulsating with suspense.  

Isabella swallowed heavily. She didn’t dare turn around. She breathed in his scent. 

Someone unsafe. Was he invited or an intruder? She couldn’t be sure. Just knew it wasn’t the 

Don. With no words coming from his mouth, no noise coming from his direction, she followed 

her urgings and ran for her room. Her heart beat wildly in her chest, its pounding reaching up into 

her ears. Still, no noise from him, just the pitter-patter of her bare feet.  

Finally, she reached her door. She closed and locked it, putting the key beside her bed 

before she peered around into the darkness of her room to be sure she was alone. Then, unable to 

do anything else, she curled up into the chair next to the window. 
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 “What in heaven’s name?” It was Luisa, scolding Isabella who still slept, contorted like a 

rag doll in her bedroom chair. “It’s a good thing I had my key.” 

 Isabella sat up with a start, shaking her head in disbelief. “It was such a shock, Luisa. A 

man. He was downstairs when I got home after my swim. I must’ve fallen asleep so quickly, 

overwhelmed by the shock of it all.” 

 “Why didn’t you wake me when you got home? I could have helped you. You can catch 

your death if you aren’t careful. And look at you, you’re filthy. God only knows if we will be able to 

rescue your undergarments, say nothing of the chair.” 

 Isabella put her face in her hands, forlorn, disturbed. 

 Luisa suddenly realized what Isabella had said. “Did you say a man? He saw you? After 

your swim? Dressed like that? Did you see who he was? What did he say? Was he angry?” 

 Isabella shook her head. 

 “No? Tell. Is it grim or do I worry for naught?” Luisa was borderline frantic. 

 “I don’t know who he was, all I heard was a cough of sorts as I started up the stair. After 

that, he was silent, not saying a word.” 

 “Inside the house? God forbid! Didn’t you look to see who it was?” but as she asked, it 

dawned on her. “Franco. It had to be him. No one else could have gotten in. I locked the front 

door last night after Alcina came home.” 

 “Si?” Isabella looked up, not sure how to react. “But why didn’t he say anything to me?” 

 “When he saw you like that? He probably didn’t have a choice. He isn’t a good man, 

Isabella. Nothing like his brother-in-law. Didn’t you hear that he left years ago to escape 

sentencing?” 

 “Escape sentencing? For what? What did he do, Luisa?” 
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“They say he raped a young woman. Nothing was ever proved but Venetians never forget. 

He took a great risk in returning.” 

 “Why has he come back then?” 

 “I don’t know. I haven’t heard. Maybe he had nowhere else to go.” 

 “And you’re sure nothing was proved?” 

 “There wasn’t time. He fled before a trial could take place. I remember it clearly. We all 

do. Like I said, we Venetians never forget.” 

 Isabella gazed out the window lost in thought. The don. Where was he now? Was he 

thinking of her as often as she was of him? 

Luisa was almost done preparing Isabella’s long-awaited bath when the breakfast bell rang. 

 “Come along then. Don’t want to be late. And especially the day after a swim. Don’t want 

Franco spreading things without you present to defend yourself now, do we?” 

“Oh, no. Hadn’t thought of that,” said Isabella, as she lowered herself into the basin. “Yes, 

my dear Luisa, you’re absolutely right. I must prepare myself for the worst. Oh, whatever will I 

say—?” 

 “And Luisa? Later, when all this passes? There’s something else I need to tell you.” 

 “Of course, Signorina Isabella. You know I’m always here for you. Always and no matter 

what.” 

 “No matter what? Yes, my dear Luisa, you are. I know you are. I feel that from you. Thank 

you, darling. Thank you so ever much.” And with that, Isabella sunk her entire head beneath the 

waterline. 

 

 Morning in the Santori home was the same as always except for the unsettling smoky scent 

lingering everywhere like a bad omen. Isabella smelled it first when she stepped foot into the 
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dappled sunlit foyer, the same place she encountered Franco the night before. She looked around, 

uneasy, unsure of what to expect. The furniture gleamed in the morning light, and as always, not a 

speck of dust to be found. Cold air seeped in from underneath the front door sneaking up her 

gown, carried along by the unforgiving polished stone tiles. The vast ceilings and stone walls didn’t 

warm her either. In fact, nothing in the entire home felt warm or comforting to Isabella, nothing 

but a few pairs of eyes and the down feathers of her bed. 

Isabella stopped short when she noticed an unfamiliar black cloak hanging messily across 

one of the finely carved chairs near the front door. Curious, she moved to pick it up. A mask fell 

from within its folds. Isabella gasped. 

 “Can I help you with something?” It was Franco puffing on a long white smoking 

contraption. 

 “What’s that in your mouth?” she asked without thinking. 

 “A Dutch pipe. Lovely. Would you like a taste?” He held it out for her. 

 Isabella shook her head. “Have you been to Dutch land?” 

 “You mean, The Dutch Republic? But, of course. How else do you think I should come 

across something so foreign looking?” He laughed, proud of his cunning. 

 Isabella shrugged. The less she spoke, the safer she felt. 

 “I saw you swimming last night.” He winked. 

 She cringed. 

“And I saw you spying,” she retorted without thinking again, turning to acknowledge the 

mask on the floor. 

 Franco laughed a second time, this time more sinister. “So what. This is Venice. Masks are 

commonplace. I did nothing wrong. You, on the other hand, posing as a gentile woman and then—

” 
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 “I did nothing wrong. I do not pretend to be anyone I am not. Who do you think you are 

to suggest such things?” Isabella began to feel cornered. He was slowly walking toward her. 

 “I am much more than you, my dear. I hear you are but a beggar girl living off my brother-

in-law’s charity. You better watch how you speak to me. I could have you back on the street faster 

than you realize. And if you don’t believe me, try me.” He was so close Isabella could smell the 

smoke mixed with the acid of his breath. She wanted to gag but shuddered silently instead. He was 

even more cruel than she imagined. 

 “What do you want from me?” 

 Franco looked away, pretending to admire a painting of a long deceased relative. “I will 

keep your little secret if that’s what you’re worried about.”  

Isabella’s heart stopped. There was no way he knew of her and the don. He had to be 

speaking of her swimming, nothing more. 

 “Unless what? What must I do to deserve such liberal generosity from a man such as 

yourself?” Isabella was learning the rules, and fast. 

Franco laughed. “Nothing. Yet. I will tell you one day but for now, nothing.” He took a 

slow, steady puff rolling his eyes back into his head. 

 Isabella turned to leave, her appetite and interest in speaking another word, suddenly gone. 

 “Watch yourself, bella Signorina,” he called to her as she moved away. “You are not a 

queen, we all know that, so you better stop acting like it and fast,” his laugh echoing through the 

entire foyer, the smoke from his pipe fraying like curling horns around his face.  

 He’s back and more dangerous than ever, thought Isabella as she made her way up the 

stairs and to her room. She couldn’t eat. Not now. She needed to be alone, to collect herself after 

such an unsettling conversation. Maybe I am Venetian after all, she thought. After last night and 
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this morning, I doubt I myself am capable of forgetting any of what I just heard. Not now. Maybe 

not ever. 

“Luisa?” she called out after closing her door, “are you still here?” Where are you when I 

really need you . . . Luisa . . .? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Julia 

 

“I think it’s this way, over here.” Julia was leading Alan by the hand, the hazy Venetian 

sunrise slowly burning off the tufts of early morning mist. She had almost filled an entire notebook 

before sunrise but once Alan was awake, she decided it was time to take a break. A break to test 

the skill of her imagination, she said, to Alan’s otherwise sleepy face. And to escape the rest, but 

that part, she didn’t say. There hadn’t yet been a good time to tell him what happened the night 

before so it wouldn’t make sense to him anyway. Besides, she was still trying to process it all and 

telling him would only bring out his naturally protective side. He’d be upset. Very upset. And how 

could she console him when she didn’t even know what it all meant herself? At this point, it 

sounded over-the-top, ridiculous even to her—Hilda, the priest, the odd connection between Hilda 
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and the priest, and both of them believing her to be some highly sought after long dead prostitute 

who’s writing was still a very real threat today! It was completely crazy making!  

That said, writing Isabella’s story, not to mention the intensity of scents and the onslaught 

of things that had happened to her since she left home, made it impossible to dismiss. How did 

she know for sure there wasn’t some shred of truth in what Hilda had said? She needed time. To 

let it all percolate.  

 “And this is all based on something you imagined? Wild.” Alan was a good sport. He said 

he wanted to sleep in on his honeymoon, even telling Kit he couldn’t help her until noon, so 

getting up early to help me follow my imagination was a big deal.  

 “I know it sounds ridiculous but it’s happening isn’t it? I can’t fake knowing where things 

are when I haven’t ever been there before.” 

 Alan smiled through his sleepy eyes, “Hey, what’s that there?” 

Julia turned, “That’s it! The Teatro San Giovanni Grisostomo. This is so weird, Alan. It’s 

just like what I saw in my dream. I knew it existed. I could feel it.” Julia covered her mouth in 

excited disbelief. 

“The guidebook says here it used to be called that but now it’s known as the Teatro 

Malibran.” 

“Teatro Malibran, hmm. Doesn’t ring a bell. I wonder when it was still called the Teatro 

San Giovanni Grisostomo. I might be able to confirm the century I’m dreaming in.” 

 “Yeah. Sounds like a good plan. Hey, Hun? I hate to put a stick in your wheel but aren’t 

you starving?” 

As much as she would’ve loved to spend the entire day retracing the steps of Isabella’s 

story, Julia realized she hadn’t eaten anything since lunch the day before. “Sure, sure, you’re right; 
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I’m hungry. Let’s go. I can come back another time,” her nose scrunching up at another scent she 

didn’t have time to decipher. 

 “Great! You know, they say that the way to a man’s heart is through his stomach.” 

 “Am I hearing that Italy’s made your love of food even stronger?” 

 Amused, he reached for her hand, “I love it here, Julia. I might even love it more than you 

thought I would. And yes, already because of the food.” 

 “I had a feeling this might happen,” she chuckled. 

 As they walked hand in hand through the ancient streets, Julia’s mind couldn’t help but 

return to the events of the night before. Would she run into Hilda or the priest again? Venice 

wasn’t like most cities; with no cars, there was a greater likelihood that their paths would in fact 

cross again. The thought made her shiver. She had to admit though, it was also strangely exciting. 

She just wished it all made better sense. There had to be a logical explanation for everything; there 

just had to be. And the answers had to be with Isabella. Even with all-consuming confusion, a visit 

to Isabella’s realm always brought relief. She couldn’t ignore that. 

 She reached into her bag to be sure she remembered to bring her notebook. Maybe she 

could write a bit after breakfast. She had a lot more to transcribe. It was an active morning with lots 

of interesting developments to add to her story. She didn’t want to forget a thing. 

 

 The scent of freshly baked bread teased Alan, “I say mission accomplished. Do you smell 

that? What am I thinking, of course you do! Looks like we found our destination.” He heaved in 

an exaggerated breath then let out a delighted, hands-on-belly exhale. 

 “I agree.” Julia chose a table with a single wildflower in a small glass vase, its scent tickling 

her nose. “Want to get tiramisu after we’re done? You still haven’t had any.” She sneezed. Twice. 

Then a third time. 
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 “Bless you,” said Alan, before burying himself in his menu. 

 She sneezed again. 

 Alan looked up from his menu, “Bless you. Again. You okay?” 

 She swiped the air as if to say it was nothing. 

“How about this transition thing? If you’re not on board with it anymore we can totally go 

back to the plan of a traditional honeymoon.” 

 “Are you still ok with it all?” she asked, distractedly. 

“I guess so. I was just trusting that you thought it was a good idea, so I’d hop on board, you 

know? But you look kind of sad, Julia. Doesn’t it feel right to you anymore?” 

 “No, no, I’m pretty sure it’s right,” her nose still struggling with the scent coming from the 

wildflower. “Sometimes I just miss the thought of us together all the time though, here in Venice, 

as husband and wife.” 

 Alan reached across the table for her hand, “Me, too. But it’s not like we won’t spend any 

time together. Look at us now! Maybe we can just think of it as more like an investment. Me 

figuring out if I want to do something like this in the future and you diving into your writing. I 

mean, you might have a best seller on your hands, Julia. Sure sounds like it, anyway. And who 

knows if that inspiration will continue outside of Venice. Maybe we both need to seize the 

moment.” 

 Julia nodded, “I guess you’re right.” She shrugged a shoulder. “It’s just still hard to wrap 

my head around sometimes.”  

“I understand. We can change things at any minute though, just let me know and I’ll tell 

Kit the deals off and she’ll have to find a replacement, okay?” Alan’s stomach growled as he 

looked over the menu, “Oh, I almost forgot, she wanted to take us to lunch before we both go 

back on set this afternoon. I told her I’d ask you.” 
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 “Sure,” Julia looked down at her menu, the words Trattoria Giulietta jumping out at her. G 

was replaced with J in most English names. Juliet.  

 “Do you think they might have eggs benedict? I’m dying for eggs benedict. You know,” he 

said, setting his menu down, “you had a big night last night and with all your writing this morning, 

I’m sure you didn’t sleep enough. Everything’s different when you don’t have a good sleep. You 

just never feel as good, you know? So why don’t I take you back to the hotel after breakfast and we 

skip lunch with Kit so you can take a nap?” 

“Thanks, Alan. That’s really thoughtful of you. It might be a good idea.” Julia tried to relax 

into her chair a bit more, her nose scrunching up again. “What’s going on with this flower? Why’s 

its scent so strong?” 

“Seriously? More scents? Is that what’s making you sneeze? I don’t smell a thing. Here,” 

he raised his glass. “Cheers. To the new and best chapter of our lives yet,” he downed a swig of his 

drink then watched Julia take a sip of hers. “So, what are you going to order?” 

“Would you just smell this,” she said, putting the flower under his nose. “You really don’t 

smell a thing?” 

“Nope. Just like that woman you were hugging. Nothing. Again.” 

Julia’s eyes widened, “That’s it! It’s her scent! The woman at the shop! What flower is this, 

Alan? I don’t know its name.” 

“No idea. Wait a second.” he tried to pluck its tiny leaves. “It’s fake, Julia! Plastic!” 

 “What? It can’t be. It has a scent.” 

“Hey, I say we order eggs benedict. Italian style. And we let all this crazy scent stuff go for a 

minute. Let’s just enjoy these few minutes alone with no Kit and no wild imagination talk, shall 

we?” 



 123 

 “I love it, but Alan, I have to figure this out. It’s really the same awful scent and it’s driving 

me nuts.” 

“Seriously? Okay, okay. Well, what if it was just the same perfume? I’ve got it, perfume for 

a women’s nose only.” He said it like an advertisement. 

 “All right, all right. Like a perfume the waiter sprayed on it?” Julia sighed. “Maybe so. But 

talk about craziness . . . eggs benedict? This is Italy, Alan, not the US.” 

 “Yah, yah, I know, but everyone likes eggs benedict. Hey, and I bet there was a Pope 

named Benedict once. Hundred bucks says he was Italian.” 

 Julia tittered. If I was going to try to distract myself with anyone, Alan was the perfect 

choice. He always made sure life was something to indulge in. 

 

*          *          * 

 

 “There you are!” It was Kit, surrounded by a pile of shopping bags and an entourage of 

staff, one on a walkie-talkie carrying a clipboard, another with what looked like a make-up bag and 

another handing her a glass of something with too much ice. She scanned the lobby, peering into 

the bar as if she was expecting someone. “I got out early for lunch and couldn’t find you, so I went 

shopping. And I guess Alan’s still on set. Oh bugger.” She sat down beside Julia on the velvet 

settee in the lobby then let out a sigh as long as a helium-filled balloon. 

 “Alan and I had an early breakfast and then I took a nap. I must not have heard you 

knock. Looks like you had a great time, though. Did you find some neat shops?” 

 “Just a few things,” she laughed. “Okay, maybe a bit more than a few.” 
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 “You know Kit, I know you’re worried about your brother, but I want you to know that I 

love him.” Julia looked at her straight on. “And I would never do anything to deliberately hurt 

him.” 

 “Thanks, Julia. Maybe I came on a bit too strong, I just couldn’t understand—”  

 “—wait, wait. Even I don’t understand some of the things that’ve been happening here. But 

I’ll try to do a better job of talking to you all about it as soon as I can get a handle on it myself.” 

 “Anything you can share now?” She fiddled with one of her glittering earrings. 

 “I don’t think so, not really. Just that I’ve been consumed by this new story that plays like a 

movie in my imagination. It seems like it’s always there waiting for me so I can write more of it 

down.” 

 “Funny, just last night I was talking to this guy in the bar who happens to be a priest and a 

writer. When I told him you were a writer too, he seemed really interested in your process, at least 

I think that’s what he said; you know, maybe your foreign perspective would be exotic to him or 

something, I don’t know. Anyway, maybe he could help you decipher things? I’d love to introduce 

you.” 

 Julia tried to swallow her lump of fear without Kit noticing. It couldn’t be the same priest, 

could it? Were there any scents to guide her? She breathed in. 

 “I’m just trying to figure out the scent of your new perfume.” 

 “Oh, do you like it? It’s a new one by Chanel. I got it in the airport.” 

 “Yes, it’s definitely unique.” 

 “I thought so, too. So how about I introduce you to that priest? That is, if I happen to see 

him again,” she looked up and around. “You never know,” her voice flippant. 
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 “To be honest I’d really rather spend the time with you and Alan. Speaking of that, Alan 

said something about showing me the set. Do I have time for a quick shower before you head 

back? Maybe we can even grab a piece of pizza on the way.” 

 “Sure, sure,” said Kit, motioning to someone on her staff. “They won’t start filming until I 

get there so shower away. I’ll meet you here in the lobby in about a half hour then?” 

 “Great. Can I help you with your bags?” 

 “Oh, Julia, really? Mark my words—after the fiasco of our arrival, neither one of us will be 

lifting a finger from here on out. Keep your eyes peeled for that priest, though. I think his name is 

Jozef. Oh, but he’s already seen you, so he’ll probably reach out to you first.” 

 “He’s already seen me? Where?” 

 But Kit didn’t answer because she was already halfway stuffed into the elevator, her staff 

piling in around her like Pigpen’s cloud of dust. 

 

 “Alan?”  

“Hey! I just got here! Where were you?” He was already lounging on the bed, munching 

on some chips while he tried to find something on the Italian television. 

 “I wonder how I missed you. I was downstairs talking to Kit. Things seem a bit better 

between us now.” 

 “Great. What a relief.” 

 “Hey, I was going to take a shower before you guys have to be back on set. I’d like to see it. 

Kit said to meet her in the lobby in thirty. Was that about when you’re going back, too? I was 

thinking maybe we could even grab a piece of pizza on the way,” she turned for the bathroom. 

 “Sure, sounds good. Maybe before we go though, you can tell me what happened after you 

left us last night?” 
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 “Yes. Okay, I’ll try to hurry.” Julia shut the bathroom door, her mind already racing with 

ideas on how to handle things.  

 As soon as she got the temperature right and stepped in, the edges of her thoughts started 

to soften. Instead of Hilda or the priest though, or even Isabella, they morphed into a conversation 

she had years earlier with her childhood nanny and lifelong friend, Lily . . .  

 “You’re different Julia. No one has to know you very long to realize that. You don’t do 

things the way everyone else does, you don’t see things the way everyone else does, you just don’t 

naturally live life the way everyone else does. Nothing about you is mainstream. I mean, who 

listens to opera at your age, at any age around here, and the same with reading. Have you ever met 

anyone who has as many books or reads as much as you . . . ever? And what about your obsession 

with Italy, with all things Italian? Do any of your friends even know where Italy is on the map? I’m 

sure Alan doesn’t. Speaking of him, the way I see it, you’ve got two choices. You can either fan that 

fire of yours, feed the bright and free flame that you already are, or you can try to fit in, to tame it, 

to go from the wild fire that you’ve always been, into a hot cooking barbeque.”  

 Julia wasn’t sure if she laughed or if she was more stunned by what Lily said, but she did 

remember asking more about the hot cooking barbeque, about how it might’ve looked in real life. 

She thought she knew what Lily meant, but she needed her to spell it out. 

 “A barbeque is a tamed fire with a specific purpose. It doesn’t just blaze wherever it wants, 

it’s focused and directed, more controlled. Both fires run hot because that’s their nature, as in, the 

kind of life you were obviously born to live, but they’re still very different with different results. 

One’s safer but sometimes more powerful in a precise, targeted way. The other’s more 

unpredictable but maybe more impressive and even more raw and authentic in some ways. You 

have to decide which way you want to burn, Julia.” 
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 Julia nodded slowly, as if she were having the conversation all over again right there in the 

shower. She really did make a choice back then to live the life she was now living. She chose to 

control her fire, to focus on a life she could have with Alan. On a life Alan was giving her. Why 

then, was she suddenly feeling so challenged by it? It was as if she was trying to tame something 

inside herself just as she did back then, but this time, it wasn’t working. This time, that fire within 

fought her every step of the way, resisting taming almost entirely. 

 Was it because she was newly married, Alan’s love for her finally secured? Was it 

something buried in Isabella’s story or connected to Hilda and the priest? Or was it just the fact 

that she was in Venice for the first time, a city that seemed to transform everything it touched? 

What was it exactly that was shifting things so dramatically? And why did it make her so 

uncomfortable? 

 Whatever it was, she needed help deciphering it all and finally, she knew there was 

someone who would truly understand—Lily. 

 “Julia? You okay in there,” Alan’s voice boomed. “I don’t want to run out of time to talk 

before we have to leave.” 

 “Just getting out!” she sang back. 

 Julia madly dried off with a plush white towel and slipped into the bathrobe hanging on the 

back of the door, her wet hair a tangled mess. 

 “You okay?” he was obviously concerned. 

 Julia shook her head, unable to contain her feelings, her eyes filling with tears, “I don’t 

know anymore.” 

 “Tell me.” 

 “Oh, Alan, the longer we’re married, the more confused I seem to be about so many 

things.” 
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 “What do you mean? Are you serious? Come here.” 

 She collapsed into his arms, “There’s so much. And not just feelings, either.” 

 “The scents, I know. I’ve seen how they practically attack you.”  

 “And as crazy as it sounds, I think a priest is looking for me.” 

 “What, a priest? Why?” 

“Your sister just said she wanted to introduce me to a priest, and I have this funny feeling 

that he’s the same one I met after I left you last night at the restaurant. He grabbed me, Alan. 

Hard. On my arm. Look, I have a bruise.” 

 “What? Why? A priest did this to you last night? Are you sure he was a priest?” 

 “Yes, I’m sure. We just haven’t had a chance to talk about it. Maybe because part of me 

wants to ignore everything that’s been happening, I don’t know. Besides, there’ve been other more 

important things to talk about, like being on the set and shifting the idea of our honeymoon 

around,” her head hung heavy. 

“Julia! We should’ve talked before now.” 

She looked up and cocked her head to the side.  

 Alan looked down at his watch. “And now I’m late. I never should’ve agreed to help Kit. 

Talking with you is way more important but I promised her.” 

 “No, I understand; you can’t back out now. It didn’t help that I took so long in the shower, 

either. We can talk more when you get home tonight; I’ll be fine. If its okay with you though, I’ll 

stay here and write and maybe even call Lily. I miss her.” 

 “Yes, call Lily; she’ll make you feel better. And I’ll talk to Kit. Maybe they can find 

someone to take my place. You can’t be alone anymore if someone’s out looking for you, 

someone who did that to you. I’m just glad you’re fine staying at the hotel for now, at least until I’m 

with you.” 
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 “Kit actually acted like the priest might’ve been in the hotel at some point. She was even 

looking around as if she expected to see him.” 

 “Here, in our hotel? And how the hell did she meet a priest, anyway? You sure he wasn’t 

an actor” he started putting on his shoes.  

 “No way. He’s a real priest. At least the one I met.” 

 “Oh man, what a day.” 

“Honestly, maybe that’s why I didn’t want to say anything before now. I know you’ve 

already been thinking I’m back to my old weird self so why confirm it?” 

 “Aw, Julia, don’t. I never . . .” 

 “Please, Alan. I know what a free spirit I was before we got together and what everyone, 

including you, probably thought of me. And we both know it’s been rough the past few days. Ever 

since we got married, oh, I don’t know. I’m just saying maybe that’s why I didn’t try harder to tell 

you the rest.” 

 “The rest, the rest of what? You mean more than what you’re imagining for this book of 

yours?” 

 Julia took a deep breath. “There’s no time now. Please just make sure that priest isn’t 

downstairs before you leave, will you?” 

 “Of course, I will. And if I see him, I’m going to give him a piece of my mind, too. You’re 

sure he’s a priest, a real priest?” 

 “Oh Alan—” 

 “Okay, okay. I believe you. I just hope I can control myself enough to not punch the piece 

of shit before I tell him you’re pressing charges,” he started out the door. “He grabbed you. Gave 

you a bruise. Unbelievable! Just promise me you’ll stay at the hotel?” 
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 “Yes, I promise. And I know, Alan, I know,” she said to the now closing door. “It’s 

unbelievable to me, too,” the door slammed shut. “Almost. And what do they say about ‘almost’?” 

She laid her head back on the bed. “Yep, only good in horseshoes.” 

 

 About an hour later, Julia sat in the bar of the hotel writing voraciously, her head buried in 

her notebook. With Alan and his sister on set without her, she had uninterrupted time to write as 

much as she could. So much had gone on in Isabella’s life that she was relieved to have the time to 

focus on getting it all down. She sipped her orange juice and jokingly wondered if it was too early 

to add some Campari. By the sound of things, the priest wouldn’t be bothering her again. At least 

that’s how Alan portrayed it when he described their encounter before he left for the set. Kit 

herself was a mess of apologies, too. Weren’t the two, combined, enough to warrant some 

Campari before noon? Julia looked up with a smile. 

 His eyes surprised her. They were right there looking back at her at the very same instant 

she looked up at him. They both looked away at the same moment too, as if choreographed. She 

chuckled to herself and got back to work. 

 He, on the other hand, kept stealing glances as he nursed his drink. He was waiting on 

someone, or was he? He had a book, but he didn’t seem to ever read it. And an unusual tie. Julia 

caught a glance of it; it looked familiar. She needed to stop looking, to use her time wisely. She had 

so much to write! 

 “Are you waiting—?” 

 “Are you staying—?” 

 They spoke at the same time, so they inevitably laughed at the same time too.  

 “I’m sorry, I—” 

 “I’m sorry, I—” 
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 And again; at the same time.  

Julia put her hand to her forehead in embarrassment. He put his hand on his chest. 

 “Forgive me,” he said. “I can be quite a klutz at times. I’m just sorry it was you who had to 

endure it this time. Please, I’m at your service, ask me whatever you like,” he bowed his head ever 

so slightly. 

 “It was nothing, really. I was just going to ask if you were waiting for someone. Truthfully 

though, I also wanted to ask you about your tie. It looks familiar and I can’t figure out why.” 

 He looked down at his tie with a smile. “This old thing? You must have an eye for 

recognizing antiques.” 

 Julia smiled. 

 “What is it exactly that seems familiar to you? Color, design, food stains?” 

 “Are those flowers? Or just a design? I can’t see it very well from here.” 

 “Ah yes, flowers. You may remember Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet?” 

 “I do.” 

 “Well then, you know that Juliet ingested a poison when she thought Romeo had died, no? 

They say this flower was the poison that killed Shakespeare’s Juliet. It’s called belladonna. Maybe 

you read about it in some of your research?” he pointed to her notebook. 

 “Research? Oh, I’m not writing anything scholarly, I’m just,” she cut herself short. “Oh, 

never mind . . . what an interesting story! Belladonna, a little purple poisonous flower. How 

surprisingly ominous! Do you know if it has a scent?” 

 “A scent? Now that’s an answer I’m afraid I do not have. Were I to cross paths with such a 

flower, I must say, I would not dare breathe in her scent, though. No, no matter how bella that 

donna was, I’d stay clear.” 
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 “Of course, of course,” Julia nodded with a chuckle, bookmarking thoughts in my head to 

return to later. “But what about you?” she asked. “Didn’t you also have a question for me? I’m 

monopolizing things.” 

 “Not at all! And yes, I ‘spose I did. Hmm, I can’t seem to think of it now.” He pondered 

openly. I watched his face began to blush. 

 “Please; don’t let me pry. I’ll get back to work and let you get on with your reading. Forgive 

me for disturbing you.” But she couldn’t let go of the depth in his eyes— his eyes. 

 “Oh, I remember now,” he blurted. “I was just going to ask if you were staying here,” his 

eyes now locked into hers. 

 “You were?” It didn’t sound right. He had to be stalling. 

 He nodded. Silently. Their eyes still locked. 

 “Was that all?” She tried her best to be distant and appropriate, the way any trustworthy 

married woman would act. 

 He nodded. Then slowly shifted his nod to a no, his words coming out in slow measure, “I 

was actually wondering how you managed to fit so much wisdom into those bright, sad eyes.” 

 “My eyes are sad?” 

 He nodded. “Very. They speak of secrets, of ships lost at sea—” his voice trailed off, 

“Forgive me,” he shook his head. “I have no place to speak to you in such a way.” 

 Julia was beginning to wonder if he was just like the rest of them, wanting something from 

her, but as soon as he asked her to forgive him, the thought vanished. She knew his words were 

authentic, his intentions pure. “It’s all right. I’ve just never had anyone tell me my eyes were sad 

before,” she swallowed hard. 

 “But they’re also bright, and maybe they haven’t always been sad. Maybe sometimes 

they’re happy too, no?” 
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 She nodded. 

 “I can just tell you what I see now, in this very moment, a small slice of time, that’s all.” 

 She nodded again. “But it matters to me.” 

 “And to me, too, for some reason, and I don’t even know your name.” 

 Her breath caught in her throat. When she managed to lodge it free, she thanked him, 

graciously.  

“So back to what I asked you earlier, are you waiting for someone?” she asked. 

 “Si, yes, I am. She tends to take a lot more time than she thinks she will, so I typically wait 

for her in the bar.” 

 “She?” 

 “My partner, my wife. We’re visiting from Spain on a honeymoon of sorts. We’ve been 

together for ten years now and thought it was finally time to celebrate by taking a real vacation. So 

here we are,” he outstretched his arms in appreciation of everything around him, “in magnificent 

Venezia!” 

 “How wonderful! Congratulations! Would you believe that we’re on our honeymoon, too? 

My husband and I were married just this week! Ha, and here we are the two of us, alone. Ah, the 

irony.” 

 “But we aren’t alone!” 

 Julia laughed. He was right.  

 “So, tell me, if you have the time, what’re you writing?” 

 So, she did. She told him all about Isabella and the story she was working on, how it 

emerged like a dream playing as clearly as a movie in her head making it a breeze to transcribe. 

She also told him she was having some strange experiences in Venice and that she was beginning to 

wonder if her life and that of Isabella’s might somehow be linked, an idea she hadn’t shared with 
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anyone else. And when she was done, she let out a big sigh, holding back the laughter that 

threatened to follow. 

 “Wow,” he said, “what a ride. And look at that—your eyes! They aren’t quite as sad!” 

 “They aren’t?” 

 “You must’ve needed that.” 

 Julia looked down at her writing, then back up to his all-seeing eyes. “Maybe so,” she said, 

with what felt like peace but also a strange new sadness. 

 “Ah, there she is! It was nice talking with you, um—” 

 “Julia. My name’s Julia.”  

 “Julia, eh? Like Romeo’s Juliet! How beautiful!” he looked down at his tie as he shook my 

hand. “I’m Antonio. Mucho gusto, bella donna. Hasta luego, ah perdon, arrivederci, until we meet 

again . . .” and off he went to meet his wife. 

 Antonio? Julia smiled. How did she know that would be his name? Maybe it was the fact 

that he could’ve been a double for a young, scruffy Antonio Banderas. Or maybe it was his accent. 

It definitely wasn’t his scent though, for strangely, he had none. Julia rubbed the tingles from her 

hand as if they were routine. She knew his touch would affect her that way. Isabella had taught her 

that. She was getting things faster now, and curiously, after meeting Antonio, a new peace had 

washed over her. The two seemed to walk in tandem. 
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Isabella 

 

Isabella lay on her back, her head propped up by pillows, her bare feet wiggling beneath 

the sheets. Luisa was tidying up the bedroom, picking up clothes, pulling back the window sashes 

to let in the morning light, and babbling on and on. 

 “Have you ever been in love, Signorina Isabella? Have you ever felt electricity run through 

your veins like a potion, tempting you, teasing you, reducing all your worries to the tiniest dust in 

the pail?” 

 Isabella smiled and kept staring at the ceiling. 
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 “And when you’re around him, have you found yourself nearly wilting, longing to have him 

speak—just one more word—aching to have him step still closer so you can breathe in just a single 

whiff of his hallowed scent?” Luisa stood with her arms full of clothes, her eyes closed, breathing in 

the imaginary scent, her head beginning to sway. 

 “And when you sleep at night do you find yourself unable to dream about anything else but 

him, him, him, the man who has grown wings and flown into your heart, taking up more space 

than your own heartbeat?” 

Isabella couldn’t stop herself. She jumped up, grabbed everything from Luisa’s arms and 

threw it on the ground. “Wings, you say? Yes, let’s stretch our wings! Dance with me!” 

“Whatever are you doing?” 

“Come, dance! Like this . . .” She twirled herself while holding Luisa’s hands, trying to get 

Luisa to do it too. “Butterflies stretching their wings, can’t you see? You just told me you feel it so 

here, fly with me, let’s dance the feeling!” 

 

 The don was readying himself for his day, when he heard laughter. He put his comb down 

on the bureau, straightened his shirt, and opened the door to see what direction it was coming 

from. Of course he knew, perhaps he just wanted to be certain. A smile burrowed under his skin, 

escaping from his mouth faster than he knew possible. Was Angelica still asleep? He didn’t want 

to arouse any suspicions. His feelings were so intense that he knew he had to be careful, to think 

before he acted. He blinked his eyes, deliberately, trying to get his brain to work. What was 

happening to him? Why couldn’t he think? Was this what the poets meant when they spoke of 

being enchanted? His smile peaked. He cleared his throat, raised his head, and started down the 

hall. 
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 Their laughter reminded him of ocean waves rising, cresting, then crashing down into a 

wild heap. One after another the waves of laughter came and fell, their cadence music to his heart. 

If Isabella hadn’t moved in, he might have forgotten the joy life could be, but then, maybe he never 

knew. Her enthusiasm all but eliminated any darkness he carried, her radiant spirit taking him 

back to a time when things were more simple and bright. It wasn’t her youth or even her beauty—

no—it was something else he could not name, ethereal, intangible, and yet more real than anything 

else he had ever known. He wanted to protect her, to shield her from the brutish side of life, to be 

her masculine counterpart allowing her femininity to shine unyieldingly, shamelessly, as free as her 

spirit desired. Thoughts raced and rummaged through his usually occupied mind, each one 

challenging, revealing things he never before knew about himself. It was as if he was connecting 

with a part of himself he long ago buried deep within the caverns of his soul. 

 Knock, knock. His knuckles hit slowly, deliberately. The laughter stopped.  “Yes . . .?” 

said a voice both timid and inquisitive. 

 He decided to open the door. He was the man of the house, after all.  

Isabella and Luisa, her lady’s maid, sat on the edge of the bed breathing heavily, their hair as wild 

as the women cooped up in the Venetian sanatorium. Isabella noticed his eyes on her hair and 

reached up to tidy it as best she could. The don opened his mouth to speak but the only thing that 

came out was uncontrollable laughter, the kind children catch, and even then, only rarely. Isabella 

ran over to him, her laughter now echoing his, grabbing his hands to drag him into the center of 

the room. 

 “It’s like this, you see,” her feet doing something complicated, to music only she could 

hear, her hands not letting go of his. “Come now, try, it’s not so hard. Here Luisa, you show him,” 

she said, attempting to pass his hands over to hers. 
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 “Oh, I couldn’t Signorina Isabella,” her hands flat against her side, her eyes wide with 

disbelief. 

 “But why ever not? Ahhh . . . come now, he’s just a man, isn’t he? And he doesn’t bite. 

Not that I know of, anyway.” Her easy laughter erasing all doubts, even those etched into societal 

norms. The don nodded in approval; his arms outstretched to Luisa.  

 “Weeeee,” sang Isabella, her hands now clapping a tune, “our own little jig right here 

before the day’s even begun.” 

 As they danced Isabella tried not to draw attention to her hands, but they were on fire, 

tingling as if they’d been asleep for hours. She wondered what would have happened had she kept 

holding on. Would she have fainted with the sensation of him? She rubbed her fingers and palms, 

trying to diffuse the electricity pulsing through them. 

 The pair stopped, the don now staring at his own hands, gathering his fingers into a ball 

then stretching them out, over and over again, perplexed.  

Luisa looked on at both of them, confused herself. “What’s happened?” asked Luisa. 

 “Nothing dear,” said Isabella, entirely unconvincingly. “Something that happens to me 

often and without fail whenever I have too much fun. The don here must have the same ailment, 

do you not?” Her eyes gave the lie away, but Luisa kept mum. 

 “Zuan Marco is my name. And yes, you are most certainly correct. Never met anyone but 

myself with the same condition, not ever. Delightful really, to know I am not as odd as the signora 

of the house says I am.” He chuckled as all good noblemen do, his eyes searching Isabella’s for 

some sign, any sign, of what he did not know. “Just on my way out when I heard your laughter 

and— will you excuse us, Luisa, is it?” 

 “Yes, Don Santori. Certainly. Forgive me, I seem to have lost my head.” She gathered up 

her skirt and gladly shuffled out the door, latching it behind her. 
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For a minute neither said a word, their breathing the only sound in the room. It was Isabella who 

broke the silence. “I, ah . . .” 

 Zuan Marco stepped closer. He reached up to put his finger across her lips, his eyes diving 

into hers, losing them both. “You, ah? Yes, I know,” he nodded, his smile mirrored by the racing 

in her heart. “How are your hands?” his hands running down the length of her arms to touch them 

once again, “recovered, at least in part?” 

 “Never. Not possible.” Her body was shaking, not with fear but with knowing. 

 “Neither are mine.” 

 “What’s happening? Is this real or am I dreaming?” 

 “It’s real. Very real,” a smile beginning, cautious, emotion-filled. “I haven’t been able to 

think of anything else since last night. The opera. You.” 

 Isabella nodded. She hadn’t either. “What do we do . . . we cannot . . . I cannot . . .” 

 “Hush, hush . . . no words. Do not worry. Let me do that.” His words were gentle but 

strong, grounded in a way Isabella could never be. “We will find our way. Somehow, someday.” 

Tears welled up in his eyes. “I see you, Isabella. I see you. And I’ve waited for you my entire life.” 

 Isabella stood transfixed. She wanted to reply but couldn’t. 

 Beyond the door and down the hall, the donna’s voice yelled at a servant. The two turned 

instinctively, their bodies suddenly stiff. 

 “Go quickly. She mustn’t know, no one must ever suspect.” 

 “No, never. We will be careful, very.” His lips met hers, their eyes unable to stay open, and 

for a moment, time went still. 
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 “Isabella?” there was knocking on the door again, this time urgent, feminine. “Isabella? 

Are you there? Almost ready for pranzo, yes? It’s sure to be a midday meal like none you have 

ever known.” 

The door opened for Alcina to find Isabella in bed, cuddled in a ball on her side.  

“Are you ill? What’s happened?” But when she came around to the other side of the bed 

to see Isabella’s face, she saw illness wasn’t affecting her health at all. 

 “I’m fine, even well. Just daydreaming.” Her eyes were even more lit from within than 

usual, the moon at midnight. 

 Alcina didn’t have time to ask questions, she was rushed to get to the extravagant brunch 

they said they would attend, bothered that Isabella wasn’t ready. “I’m hoping you just have your 

hair to tend to, that your dress is already on beneath the sheets but I’m afraid I’m to be gravely 

disappointed.” 

 Isabella nodded with a half-smile. “I’m sorry, Alcina. I forgot. Can’t you just say I was ill? I 

promise to stay in bed so not to tarnish your trustworthy reputation even to the servants.” 

 “Aw, Isabella. How very disappointing. Really?” she moaned. “Sometimes I feel entirely 

dull around you, other times I want to shake you into the boring rule-laden life that I abide by. But 

I guess there’s no changing things now, is there? Time’s run out.” She took another long look at 

Isabella. “Why don’t we have a late lunch? That way I can hear all about this man who’s stolen 

your heart. Whoever he is, he better be someone I adore. We are sisters, after all, which means we 

come packaged together.” She leaned down to kiss Isabella on the forehead.  

 Isabella took a deep breath as Alcina walked out the door. What had she gotten herself 

into? 
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 The door opened once again; this time Luisa popped her head around to see if Isabella 

was asleep. “Forgive me. Didn’t want to knock if you were resting.” 

 “No, no, not resting. Oh, Luisa! What have I done?” She turned over to her back, her 

hands clasped in front of her bosom. 

 “Shhhh . . . quietly. No one must hear. Let me be sure no one is near.” Luisa peered up 

and down the hall to be sure they were alone. When she was sure, she closed the door, locking it 

from the inside, speaking even before she was by Isabella’s side. “I felt it from him, too. You didn’t 

make it happen. It was there. I promise you, no matter what you did, it was there.” 

 “Really? You did? You promise I didn’t seduce him? I mean, I didn’t mean to if I did, it 

just happened.” 

 “No, no. You were just being how you always are, yourself. There’s nothing you need to be 

ashamed of or even anything you need to feel responsible for. I can promise you that.” 

 “But something happened, Luisa. Something that was out of my control.” 

 Luisa was smiling now, beaming from ear to ear. “Remember what I was telling you before 

we started to dance? Remember what brought all this on?” 

 “Oh Luisa . . . and here I haven’t even asked you about the man that’s found his way into 

your heart.” Isabella held her head in her hands, shaking it from side to side. “I’m so sorry. I can’t 

seem to think anymore. My mind is all mess.”  

 “Except for thoughts of him?” Her eyes were wide open, eager. 

 “Am I that obvious?” She stopped shaking her head, her hands dropped down, limp upon 

the bed. 

 “It’s love, Isabella. Love.” 

 “But I cannot love the don. It’s wrong. He is the donna’s husband and my best friend’s 

father!” 
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 “L'amore non conosce confini,” Luisa’s face was all conviction. 

 “Scusi Luisa?” 

“Love knows no boundaries. There’s nothing you can do about it. You cannot change it. It 

already is. There, there. Here, beautiful butterfly, let me sit with you . . .” 

 

Days, weeks, months went by with Isabella and the don living under the same roof. A 

touch here, a scented breeze there, leftover food that touched her lips, forgotten papers that 

touched his fingertips—barely enough to subdue their hunger.  

And then, one day, as in dreams so too in life, everything changed. 

 

 “Zuan Marco! Where are you? I demand your presence at once—immediately!” The 

donna yelled out her bedroom door, louder than usual, her voice hurled like bricks. 

 The don swallowed the last of his breakfast without fully chewing it, then choked down 

some juice, leaving his belly bothered with an unwelcome bubble of air. He looked up at the 

servant standing near the doorway, nodded sadly, then pushed his chair back with a screech. There 

was no telling what she wanted. And no chance he would emerge unscathed. When the donna’s 

voice reached those levels, everyone scattered like mice to the farthest corners of the house. 

Everyone except the don. There wasn’t a corner far enough for him. 

 On the way up the stairs he heard Isabella practicing her violin in the study, a recent 

present from Alcina. She had an ear; that much was certain. Isabella was all sense. His face 

softened, eased by knowing that she was near. He took a deeper breath inviting new strength to 

inflate his frame. 

 Isabella felt the music course through her body, her blood replaced by notes. She didn’t 

notice anything else. Not the yelling, not the don passing nearby on his way up the stairs, not the 



 143 

servant that cried above her in the empty room, the one that no one frequented. None of it even 

neared her consciousness.  

Until her bow broke.  

She stared down at the pieces on the carpet the don brought back from Turkey, its exotic 

colors camouflaging the shards. It was then she heard the yelling. And this time, unbeknownst to 

Isabella, it was directed right into the don’s face. 

 “How dare she! What nerve! I am the lady of this house and no one shall ever dishonor 

me as she has, no one unless they desire their due punishment.” The donna’s anger was fierce, not 

the type to just be voiced, the type to be expressed in actions, her venomous words a mere 

preamble. Isabella shuddered at the possibilities. And to think she could hear everything through 

the closed door of the study! 

 “I have done what any woman in my position would do and you, you, YOU, need to follow 

up on all this as any man in your position should do.” She yelled so loud and with such hate that 

Isabella could almost see the white paste collecting in the corners of her mouth.  

 A door slammed. 

 By now Isabella had left the study and stood gazing up the stairs with a troubled look on 

her face. It was then she heard the crying. Muffled but undoubtedly, crying. She picked up the 

folds of her dress and started up the stairs, her ears perked. It was coming from the last door on 

the right at the end of the first floor hall not far from the top of the stairs. Isabella stood outside the 

door with head bowed trying to decide how to proceed. It was hard to concentrate when the yelling 

at the other end of the hall was so loud.  

 She tried the handle, opening the door just enough to peer around it. On the floor beside 

the hearth was Luisa. She was kneeling, her head bent down into her hands, her back to Isabella. 
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Isabella couldn’t see much more. The curtains were drawn and except for a thin line of morning 

sun running the length of the room, the rest was dark.  

 “Luisa, what’s happened? Are you all right?”  

 Luisa turned, surprised. Even in the dim light Isabella could see the fire in her friend’s 

eyes, the strength in her shoulders. “I never wanted to be a lady’s maid, Isabella. And I certainly 

didn’t want to work for her.” Her arm flung anger toward the door and down the hall. “She treats 

all of us like mules. Feeds us like rats, pays us like pigeons, and respects us only slightly, and even 

then, only when outsiders are present.” 

 Isabella nodded. She couldn’t disagree. 

 “I loathe her. I wish she would die.” 

 “Come, Luisa. If she did, then you’d feel responsible and no good soul can carry that 

weight with ease, especially not you with that big heart of yours. You’re better than that, above her 

childish games.” 

 “Not anymore, I’m afraid,” she said, shaking her head in guilt. 

 “What’s happened?” Isabella needed to know what she would undoubtedly soon try to 

mend. 

 “I only meant to borrow them. They were so beautiful and she never used them. I didn’t 

think she would ever notice. And then, when I was trying to put them back, she saw me. She 

thought I was trying to steal them, but I was putting them back.” Her head went back into her 

hands, her sobs now much louder. 

 “What Luisa? What were they?” 

 “Her ivory hair combs.” 
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 “I see.” Isabella held her chin in her hand, her eyes pensive, occupied. “Wait here. But 

you mustn’t weep anymore. I heard you all the way down the stairs and no one must know you’re 

here,” her smile radiating warmth. 

 Luisa nodded, hopeful. Isabella had a special way of dismantling ugliness. 

 “I will see what I can do to soften your punishment, to see if there might even be a way to 

erase all this from her memory. But promise me you will honor my wishes. Promise me you will 

stay here, silently, until I come for you.” 

 “I promise,” said Luisa. “I promise, Signorina Isabella,” her hands clasped in thanks. 

 Just as Isabella closed the door, another door latched shut as well. And just as the don 

started to walk toward the stair, so too, did Isabella, from the opposite direction. 

 “Can we speak in the study?” she whispered. 

 The don motioned for her to precede him, his eyes smiling but the rest of his body as 

heavy as a dark cloud, “After you.” 

 

 As soon as the door closed, Isabella began to speak, her words tumbling out as fast as she 

could release them. Zuan Marco nodded and shook his head and reacted at just the right moments 

without ever saying a word. That was why he knew exactly when to motion for her to sit, the exact 

moment to reach for her hand, and the exact moment to speak, himself. 

 “I understand. I know this isn’t just about Luisa, as you yourself say, but about the 

overwhelming fear that Angelica has created in this home. Do you know I wouldn’t have been able 

to see that before you came into my life, Isabella, that I did not see it before you arrived, bellissimo 

angelo?” 

 Isabella softened into his empathetic words, her second hand reaching up to overlap his. 
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 “We both know she isn’t safe here anymore. I must find her another position,” he said. 

“And preferably as a gardener,” he added with a smile. 

 Isabella nodded with a heavy head. “Thank you, Zuan Marco, thank you, dearly. You are a 

good man, a caring man, an observant man,” she paused. “A man like none other.” 

 “You, Isabella,” he looked out across the room and then back to her. “You have forever 

changed my life.” 

 And in the silence their eyes spoke.  

 “I think I love you, Zuan Marco,” she whispered. 

 “And I know— that I love you,” he whispered back. 

 “Now it us who are not safe,” she said, as he leaned in to kiss her forehead sending tingles 

down both of their spines. “We must think of Luisa, not ourselves,” her eyes closed, betraying her 

words. 

 They heard footsteps but it was too late. 

 The door flung open, a wave of wrath gushing in. In one hand the donna gripped Luisa by 

the hair and in the other something metal lay hidden in the folds of her gown. 

 “Ahh, and what do we have here? A lover’s embrace? A weak man unable to control his 

taste for, hmm, what are you? A street urchin in disguise? Ahh yes, filth at its finest? Maybe, 

maybe not. Maybe you are just filth. Born and bred to the core. A perfect antidote for a pathetic 

man.”  

 “Angelica, stop this nonsense right now! No lovers embrace!” he said loudly. “We were 

talking about how to handle this difficult, and now I see painful, situation. Why must you make 

everything so much worse, for everyone? Now let her go!” 

 “I always knew it would come to this,” she hissed. “Two worthless creatures, scum dug up 

from the bottom of the laguna. I never should have allowed you into my home to ride my 



 147 

elegance, to pretend it was your own.” Her head shook slowly from side to side, vengeance 

collapsing any last threads of kindness. “Not a trace of your own, whore, not a trace of your own.” 

 “Angelica, I said to stop it!” The don was losing patience. “Let her go. Now!” 

 The donna dragged Luisa toward the center of the room. “I shall cut it off, all of it!” she 

yelled, waving the scissors in the air. “To make sure she never has the need to steal my combs 

again.” 

 “Donna Angelica, no!” pleaded Isabella. 

But her hands were too swift. Luisa cowered as clumps of her hair landed on the floor. 

“Out! Get out! Enough!” he yelled, pushing his wife aside with great force.  

The donna fell to the floor, the scissors flew across the room, out of her reach.  

Isabella ran to fetch them.  

The don walked toward his wife with an anger he had never before known, shocking even 

the donna who desperately tried to get out of his way. “I said, get out,” his eyes wide and 

threatening. 

 “I’ll go, but you have an hour to get this filth permanently out of my sight before I call the 

authorities. And you know who I mean, Zuan Marco.” She spat in the direction of the two women 

who held one another, Luisa shivering like a newly shorn sheep. 

The door slammed behind her. 

 Luisa whimpered. Isabella soothed her with quiet whispers and kisses. 

“She’s right,” said the don, taking a deep, sad breath. “You cannot stay here any longer. 

Neither of you are safe. None of us are now.” The don covered his face with his hands and let out 

a deep, guttural moan. Isabella and Luisa stood up, knowing they had to find their strength, that 

the don too, had more than his heart could carry.  
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 “It’s all right, Zuan Marco,” said Isabella, coming to his side. “We will be all right, all three 

of us—somehow. We won’t be alone, that much is certain.” Isabella looked back at Luisa who 

nodded. “And you will visit us if and when you can, will you not?” 

 “My darling, darling Isabella,” the don held her as tightly as he could, kissing the top of her 

head with deep affection, his eyes closed. Luisa could see their love as clearly as Isabella could feel 

it. 

 “Quickly,” he said, moving Isabella an arms-length away. “Get your things and meet me in 

the entrance hall as soon as possible. I think I know where you will be safe for at least a few nights. 

Go now, angel.” And he kissed her once more on her hand. 

 

 Minutes later Isabella and Luisa stood with their things in the entrance hall, both clad in 

cloaks to hide their identities. The don’s leather shoes tapped the stone floor as he walked toward 

them with a fresh shirt on, a piece of paper in hand. He held it out to Isabella. 

 “Go to Grimani. He will help you. Besides, he owes me a favor. And don’t worry. You 

aren’t alone. I won’t be far. As soon as things settle, when I know I am no longer putting you at 

risk, I will come. I promise.” The don leaned forward to embrace her, Isabella now weeping.  

 “Isabella, it’s all right. We’re going to be fine.” Luisa rubbed her back, desperately trying to 

give Isabella some hope with the little strength she had left.  

 Isabella took a deep breath and raised her head, wiping her tears with her gloved fingers. “I 

love you, Zuan Marco. I love you more than I ever knew possible. I will never forget.” 

 “Neither will I. But it’s not over, bellissimo angelo,” his knowing smile transforming her 

fear into strength. “Go now. Be wary but trust when circumstances present. Be wise but honor 

inner senses when wisdom falls short. And remember, you know love.” He swallowed hard then 
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handed her a Saint Christopher medallion and a small bag of coins. “Saint Christopher will protect 

you and these, there will be many more to come. This is just a start.” 

 Isabella lost herself for a moment in his eyes, blinking just once, slow and utterly present. 

 She put the medallion around her neck and the coins in her pocket. “Grazie,” she 

mouthed to the Don then reached for Luisa’s hand. The two turned to the street. 

 As the don watched them go, every bit of him ached to join them. One day, amore mio. 

One day soon. 

Such sentiments weren’t his alone. Upstairs, curtains pulled back, unseen through the 

morning glare, stood Franco, smiling quietly to himself. Maybe not today but soon, his eyes 

seemed to say, soon, yes soon. His long knobby fingers gingerly touched the window as if 

imagining that time into being.  

Things may not have been working out for everyone in the family, but for Franco, things 

were working out even better than he dreamed—the click of Isabella’s feet on the pavement 

echoing inside his cavernous self like stars on a pitch-dark night. 

 

 

 

 

 

Julia 

 

“Miss Julia . . . are you Miss Julia Foster-Phillips?” said a man’s voice. 

 Julia’s fingers twitched but she didn’t let go of her pen. 

 “She’s been writing all afternoon so it must be her. I hate to wake her, but—” 
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 Julia’s head shot up, her eyes fogged over with sleep. “What’s wrong? It’s going to be okay. 

What happened?” 

 “Are you Julia? Foster-Phillips? Someone on the telephone has rung for you from 

America. Maybe the person you tried to reach an hour or so ago has called back? I have her 

holding in the room over there.” 

 “Oh yes, yes. Forgive me.” 

 Julia heard a whisper. 

 “You just fell asleep writing, that’s all. Not to worry. Let me show you the way, Signora.” 

 “Of course, of course.” Julia shook her head and tucked her hair behind her ears as she 

moved to stand. “I’m so sorry I fell asleep in public like that. I must’ve been more tired than I 

realized. How embarrassing.” 

 “Not at all, Signora, not at all.” 

 Julia followed the uniformed hotel clerk to a little room on the side of the lobby, walked in, 

and closed the windowed door behind her. 

 “Hello?” 

 “Julia? Is that you?” 

 “Lily . . . I . . .”  

 “Are you crying? Oh, Julia. Oh no. I wish I would’ve known. I would’ve called you earlier. 

I just didn’t want to bother you on your honeymoon. Thank goodness you called me. I’m just so 

sorry I couldn’t answer when you called. Never mind, though, we’re talking now. Tell me, tell me 

everything.” 

 Julia sniffled away her initial softness in hearing Lily’s voice, then stalled with filler, hoping 

her strength would eventually return. “Oh Lily, there’s so much to tell you, to ask, to try to 

understand; I barely know where to begin.” 
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 “It’s all okay, just take a deep breath.” 

 “I’m sure this is costing you a fortune.” 

 “It’s not much, really. I got a great deal, so we have loads of time.” 

 Julia took another deep breath. 

 “Go on, tell me everything.” 

 She pushed aside the fresh bruise of Isabella’s shocking change of circumstance and began 

with where she was in the here and now—meeting Hilda and the priest and how they both seemed 

to know her. She told her that their interest in her seemed to be about finding a book, a book they 

believed she was connected to. When Lily wasn’t shocked or judgmental but oddly understanding, 

Julia continued. She explained how Venice seemed to open a portal, to ignite something in her 

that drove her to want to write, to save with written word what her imagination played like a movie. 

When Lily asked more questions not out of disbelief but to gain greater clarity, Julia kept going. 

She shared how her experiences in Venice seemed to connect to her writing, to Isabella’s story, 

that the two seemed interwoven or somehow overlapping. Lily kept saying yes, her voice wanting 

more, encouraging Julia on. 

 “And when did all this begin? Once you got to Venice?” 

 “Yes, once we got here. No, wait,” Julia hesitated. Her mind raced. She was wrong. “No, 

the movie about Isabella started for me on the plane, just before we got here.” 

 “Okay.” 

 “And there’s more,” said Julia, in a near whisper. 

 “You know you can tell me anything and I’ll understand, right?” 

 “Oh Lily, but how? How can I tell you when I’m so ashamed of myself? How can I be 

honest with you when I’m not even sure I’m being honest with myself?” 

 “You can try. And you can trust that I’ll understand no matter what.” 
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“I’ll try,” yet another deep breath. “All right, here goes. You know from the very start that 

Alan was everything I ever wanted, don’t you? And still, he’s perfect in every way. He’s handsome, 

smart, kind, charismatic, he’s connected to Hollywood for goodness sake, and he’s even been 

understanding when it comes to my weird new obsession with writing this movie playing in my 

head, and even on our honeymoon. Alan’s the perfect husband, Lily, offering me the perfect life 

and I love him.” 

 “Yes, and?” 

 “I guess I just . . . “ 

 Lily’s silence begged for more. 

 “. . . something feels different than it did before. Something’s—” 

 “Wrong?” 

 “Maybe? Or at least off,” Julia struggled to find her truth. 

 “And was there something else that happened to make that off-feeling grow in strength?” 

 “Maybe,” Julia said again, her voice inching toward my truth. 

 “Might it have been something that touched your heart?” 

 “Maybe. But I didn’t do anything about it. I wasn’t unfaithful or even considering being so. 

I just . . .” 

 “Felt it? Deep inside?” 

 “He saw me, Lily. And I saw him. Like you said, deep inside,” Julia’s eyes welled up with 

tears. 

 “In a way you haven’t felt before? Not even with Alan?” 

 “Not even with Alan.” 

 “Julia?” 

 “Yes?” 
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 “You can only control a fire like yours for so long. Sooner or later it has to be what it was 

born to be.” 

 “I’m not sure I know what that means, Lily, but I do know I’m burning. And it hurts.” 

 “Do you remember all those years ago when I told you the analogy of the two kinds of 

fires?” 

 “Of course I do.” 

 “And you chose to direct your fire, to focus yourself instead of letting yourself burn freely 

like a wildfire?” 

 “I did.” 

 “Well, what if the wildfire in you is just too big to tame this time, Julia?” 

 “What do you mean, Lily,” whispered Julia, “that I can’t outrun this train wreck?” 

 “You’re not a train wreck, Julia. Far from it. My guess is that your heart just wants to be 

heard, to break free of your mind’s control.” 

 “Then what do I do?” 

 “You listen. Deeply. You honor your heart like you used to when you were a child, when I 

first met you. When you used to ride Pip to the sea and get lost in your books. It’s who you really 

are.” 

“But I can’t hurt Alan. I won’t hurt Alan.” 

 “If the real you hurts Alan, then does he really love you? Sooner or later we have to be 

who we were born to be and the truth of who we really are, lives in our hearts. Not our minds.” 

 “Oh Lily, this is not at all what I wanted to hear. It’s not at all what I had planned for my 

life.” 

 “Richly lived lives never unfold in a straight line. A heart can’t fathom a straight line. Only a 

mind can.” 
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 “My mind wants to scream!” 

 “Of course it does. Let’s try right now then, to listen deeply so you don’t feel that way 

anymore. You said that Hilda and whatever that priest’s name is, that they were both reaching out 

to you because they were looking for a book?” 

 “Yes, a diary of some sort; I’m not sure exactly what it is, but yes.” 

 “So they need your help, they want something from you?” 

 “Yes, they do.” 

 “And how does that make you feel?” 

 “Scared but curious. Unsettled but strangely excited. And that’s mostly because of how it 

seems to connect to the story of Isabella that I’m dreaming and writing down.” 

 “So, your imagination concocted something that’s compelling to your heart but challenging 

to your mind. That sounds like soul-speak, Julia, one of the secrets of a well-lived life.” 

 “A well-lived life?” Julia was shaking her head again. “I already had a good life before all of 

this, Lily, a great one. This is just messing everything up and I can’t seem to stop it.” 

 “If you honor what you feel, Julia, on a deep level, and use your mind to interpret those 

things, you’ll live a soulful life. You will succeed on the deepest levels.” 

 “Succeed in ruining my marriage.” 

 “Succeed in living a rich life. A beautiful life. A deeply satisfying life that cannot exist by 

virtue of the mind alone.” 

 “How do you know all this, Lily? Where’s all this coming from when you’re barely older 

than me?” 

 Lily cleared her throat, “Most of it I learned many years ago from a very wise, soulful 

woman.” 
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 Julia put the phone to the side and sang out to Alan, waving. “Alan just got back to the 

hotel, so I better run. But thank you, Lily. I’ll try to do as you say. I’ll try to honor what I feel but I 

just don’t know if it’ll help things at this point. Logic, even if it is dwindling, seems to be my only 

saving grace. Anyway, I’ll be home before we know it.” 

 “And I’ll be here for you, as always. One last thing Julia, that wise soulful woman—” 

 Static suddenly scrambled the line making it impossible to hear anything else she said. 

Seconds later, the phone was dead. 

 

 Julia went to dinner that night with Alan and Kit and her entourage of staff. They told 

stories and laughed, they marveled over the food and ordered bottle after bottle of wine, and all 

the while, Julia tried to hide the fact that a fire, a new momentum, brewed within her. 

 Just as Kit was leaving for the bathroom, Alan told a joke and Julia didn’t laugh. It was 

painfully obvious to everyone that she wasn’t listening.  

 “How’re you doing?” Alan whispered. 

 “Fine, fine,” she said, a bit startled. 

 “Imagination taking you places again?” 

 “Yes, no . . . I mean, I’m right here. You’re a great joke teller, Alan. You make everything 

come to life like no one else I’ve ever known.” 

 He leaned into her with an endearing smile, “You really think so, Hun. Thanks. Hey, do 

you need to go write?” 

 “Now? Oh no, I’m fine. I can wait until we get back or tomorrow sometime.” 

“You sure, because I don’t mind. I want you to make you happy Julia, and if encouraging 

you to write does that, then go. Write. Besides, that priest won’t be bothering you again. I think I 

scared the living daylights out of him,” he laughed. 
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 “You did?” 

 “You better believe it. Just being a hero for my wife.” 

 “You sure are.” 

 “I’m so glad,” he said, wrapping his arm around her. “That’s all that matters. Now go, Julia. 

I’ll tell Kit you weren’t feeling well. Slip out while she’s gone.” 

 “Thanks, Alan. I may write by the Grand Canal for a bit, but I won’t be long. Thank you, 

so much.” She leaned in to kiss his wine-stained lips then slipped out as discreetly as she could. 

 

 Julia walked with her notebook toward the Grand Canal. After a few steps, logic went silent 

and her feelings became the only thing she could hear. As soon as she laid eyes on the Grand 

Canal, she knew exactly what she had to do. 

 It was much colder than she expected. She was glad she didn’t think about it before she 

dove, or the beautifully intoxicating moment might’ve never happened. As the water caressed her 

skin, the gifts of honoring what she felt came rushing back. How had she so easily forgotten? A 

single bubble broke the surface, the only sign that someone swam where they could not see, where 

they would never dare go themselves, where Julia would’ve never gone herself, just days before. 

She shivered with joyful emotion. 

 

Minutes later, a very wet Julia knocked on Hilda’s door. 

 “Hilda? Hilda . . .? Are you there?” she paused. “It’s me, Julia . . . Mariposa.” 

 The door opened. Hilda stood staring, not a word coming from her mouth. 

 “Can I come in? I haven’t much time.” 

 Hilda moved to the side, her hand motioning Julia inside. 
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 The light was dim and the scent of the room was different but still, it felt the same. It was 

mystical, otherworldly, and this time she knew she was safe. Julia walked toward the same round 

table she sat at before.  

Hilda invited her to sit. Julia didn’t realize she had yet to breathe in Hilda’s scent. 

 “I can’t deny what I feel any longer,” she blurted, “I can’t ignore the things that keep 

pounding away at me even if they don’t fit into my idea of what I thought my life was going to be. I 

can’t figure it all out and I know I need help.”  

 Hilda reached across the table to sooth Julia’s hand, her eyes soft and filled with emotion. 

 “Jozef, the priest, was here just minutes ago. It seems we’re all feeling things at greater 

intensities and trying to come to terms with what those feelings mean.” 

 “Jozef? The same priest we talked about before, the one who grabbed me? Was he looking 

for me or was he here for other reasons?” 

 “Take a deep breath, my dear. All is well. Yes, a deep breath . . . and another.  Here . . . 

I’ll take a few with you.” Hilda’s breathing was loud and deep, helping Julia sink into her own.  

 “Am I wrong to share what I feel with you when I really don’t know you?” she finally asked 

when her energy was calmer. “Am I being disloyal?” 

 “Disloyal to whom? If you’re living a life based on what you think is right here, in your 

head,” Hilda tapped her temple, “you’re bound to think it’s wrong to suddenly begin listening 

elsewhere, as in, listening to your heart. Sharing what you feel often takes that cerebral experience 

of wrong to an entirely new level. The mind fights to keep us safely ensconced in its logical 

hideaway, following external rules at any cost. Perhaps listening here,” she tapped her heart, “and 

sharing what you feel, is finally being loyal to yourself.” 

 Julia blinked her eyes faster than normal as she tried to process it all. “You sound like Lily, 

my childhood nanny. Deep breaths, listening to heart and not head.” 
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 Hilda smiled, “Did you feel that or think that? 

 Julia grimaced, “I don’t know.” 

 “It’ll get easier to tell which is which in time, and then you’ll even learn to balance the two, 

to take the wisdom of each in creating your smoothest, most soulful path forward.” 

 “Lily called that soul-speak earlier today. How’d you learn all this?” 

 Hilda’s eyes fluttered. “By doing what you did today,” her eyes sizing up Julia’s sopping wet 

clothes. Listening to what I felt and honoring those feelings. And then studying the words of wise 

people who went before me.” 

 “I used to read a lot.” 

 “You did? What about now? Might I suggest a few things?” 

 “Yes, please! I’d love that.” 

 Hilda got up and went to the shelves by the spiral staircase. She pulled down a few leather 

sleeves wrapped with leather twine, unwound them and took her time choosing a few pages from 

each, stacking them in a neat, orderly pile.  

She didn’t notice that Julia was shifting uncomfortably, knotting her fingers as she tried to 

find the nerve to say something. 

 “I’m afraid, Hilda,” she finally said. “I’m afraid you’re right. I’m afraid everything you said 

when we last spoke is true. I’m afraid I am Isabella and yet I can’t understand how that could ever 

be true. I’m afraid my life is crumbling before my eyes and I can’t do anything about it, my 

marriage, my idea of what my life was supposed to be, everything. I’m afraid I won’t know how to 

be honest with myself and I’ll make mistakes that I can’t undo or that I’ll hurt the people I love 

when I never want to do that. I’m afraid I’m not the person I thought I was, that the person I am 

now isn’t as good as I had hoped, that I’m really just a weird, untamable, free spirit.” She dropped 

her shoulders. 
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 “A soulful life is a lot messier than a cerebral one, isn’t it? A cerebral life moves forward in 

a line. The soul works in spirals.” Hilda reached out to touch Julia’s arm. “They’re both beautiful, 

though. When viewed through the soul, life always, ultimately, works out for the best even when it 

doesn’t seem like it at the time. Just keep taking those deep breaths. They’ll help.” 

 Julia did then, deeply. “Lily told me some of the same things earlier today, so they must be 

true. I know it’s all connected—everything that’s been happening to me, everything I’m feeling, 

everything you’ve told me before, but I can’t seem to tie it all together. I can’t grasp why’s it’s all 

happening to me right now. It’s as if my mind can’t catch up.” 

 “The why’s are never very clear until we walk the path all the way through and choose to 

look back.” 

 “So, for now I just keep walking?” 

 Hilda nodded. “And listening to what you feel on a deep level and honoring those feelings 

to the best of your ability, causing the least amount of harm to those around you.” 

 “Right now, I’m walking forward Hilda, and my brain knows now that I found you for a 

reason.” 

 “Not just any reason, my dear. A good reason. I don’t know how much longer you’re 

expected to be in Venice but read these as quickly as you can and as soon as you’re finished, come 

back; I’ll be waiting. We have much to talk about and I fear not enough time.” 

 Julia took the papers from Hilda, noticing they were very old and fine. She clutched them 

close to her chest. “I’ll read them as quickly as I can, and I’ll be very careful with them. I’m 

honored that you’re sharing them with me. That’s my honest, heartfelt truth.” 

Hilda clasped her hands together and lowered her head, “Oh Mariposa, but the honor is 

all mine.” 



 160 

Julia didn’t hear her though, because her heart was already pulling her hundreds of years 

away . . .  
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Isabella 

 

The droplet collected itself on the far edge of the ceiling’s wood beam, bulging, elongating, 

until gravity pulled it from its temporary home. Isabella held her breath, wishing another away. She 

ruffled the straw beneath her feet at the end of her bed, hoping to diffuse the water, her socks 
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already damp with the wet cold. She turned over with a silent moan to face Luisa’s cloaked back, 

the straw ruffling beneath her as if she were a waterfowl. She was cold. Thank heavens they had 

their cloaks. Without them, the day upon day of Venetian rain while living in Grimani’s stables 

would have been all the more miserable. Today though, even with the rain, when Luisa awoke and 

made their coffee, things would be different. Isabella was determined to make it so. She was the 

one who had to change things for them—she knew that. 

 When they left the Santori household over two long weeks ago, Grimani took them in at 

once. He knew Angelica’s ways and was entirely sympathetic to their situation, just as Zuan Marco 

hoped he would be. But as soon as his wife heard word of their disgrace, she demanded them out 

at once. Grimani, kind heart that he was, offered to hide them in the stables and with Zuan Marco 

promising to find them more suitable living quarters as soon as he could, Isabella knew it was only 

a matter of time before their difficult living situation would improve. Thankfully, the cook brought 

them food whenever she could, so together with the coins Zuan Marco continued to send, hunger 

never set in too terribly. It was their spirits that lagged. 

The small dingy room, dimly lit by a sliver of rising sun, peered back at Isabella like a 

nightmare. If it weren’t for the three dresses hanging like a cathedrals’ most revered art, there 

would be nowhere beautiful to rest her eyes. Even the windows, sacred portholes to the beauty of 

Venice, were caked with soot. Luisa’s religious washings couldn’t keep them clean for more than a 

few hours at time—a far cry from the world they had left behind. 

Isabella’s eyes wandered to the lone chair in the corner, its fabric threadbare, to the 

cracked water basin beside it. She squinted her eyes, pretending to see carpeting, wall carvings and 

colors, the folds of velvet curtains puddling on the floor, a golden lantern warming the room. But it 

was no use. She could only see what was. A bare stone floor. Brick walls saturated with moisture. A 

thin white curtain covering just one of their small graying windows. A dented metal coffee pot 
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beside the door. A single shelf with a small block of sugar, a tin filled with their last bit of coffee 

and two cups, and a crust of bread left over from the night before. And, for those with good 

eyesight, a single bottle of perfume placed discreetly behind the coffee. 

 Luisa stirred. The hay between them crumpled. “Say it, Isabella. Per favore? I’m awake.” 

By the sound of her voice she was only nearing awake. 

 Isabella cleared her throat, speaking gently, “It’s going to be a beautiful day, Luisa. I can 

feel it right down to my toes.” Isabella didn’t say those same toes felt half frozen.  

 “You think so, Signorina Isabella? I mean, this day more than the others?” 

 “I don’t think so, my dear, I know so.” 

 Isabella felt her toes begin to warm at the dream of such a day. She rose to wash her face. 

 A timid knock came upon the door. Isabella froze while Luisa scurried to the window, 

peeking through the thin curtain as carefully as she could. The knock came again. Neither one 

went to the door. All respectable visitors always announced themselves. 

 “Isabella? Luisa? It’s Alcina.” 

 “Alcina!” Isabella rushed to the door, opening it as quickly as she could. “I wanted to 

believe I would see you again, but I didn’t dare hope for such a gift.” 

 “May I come in?” 

 “Please,” Isabella motioned for her to come in, her hand guiding her to the single chair. 

 Alcina flattened the wrinkles in her dress as she sat, her fingers still gloved. Isabella sat on 

the bed across from her while Luisa excused herself to heat water for coffee. 

 “Isabella, I—” 

 “No, no, forgive me for interrupting but it is I who needed to come to you first, to 

apologize, to try to explain myself when I know that any explanation cannot ever possibly be 

enough.” 
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 “But you couldn’t come to me, I know that Isabella.” 

 Isabella looked down, trying to contain her tears, her hands clasped together as if in 

grateful prayer. “I’m sorry, Alcina. I am so very sorry. I feel as if I have lost a sister, as if my heart 

has been broken by my own hand. I can only imagine how angry you must be, how betrayed you 

must feel, how,” she paused, “very much I have hurt you. And I know such apologies cannot take 

any of that pain away.” 

 “No, I’m afraid they cannot,” Alcina shook her head, her face lined with tears. “Why, 

Isabella, why?” 

 “I didn’t mean it to happen, if that’s what you’re asking. It just happened by its own accord. 

That doesn’t mean I’m not responsible. For I am. There is no one else to blame, only me. Not 

even your father. Just me. In the beginning, I was disturbed by it all but it seemed to grow out of 

my control. I didn’t put myself in his way. I didn’t ever try to seduce him. It just happened.” 

 “What do you mean? You must have seduced him! Father would never act on such 

feelings without provocation.” 

 “I know. You are right to say that for I would say the same if I were you. He is a good man, 

an honorable man, a man who always does the right and good thing. But Alcina, what happened 

between us wasn’t what you think.” 

 “I don’t understand. How could it be anything else?” 

 Isabella shook her head with eyes closed, trying to find the words, the strength, the wisdom. 

“We see with our eyes but forget that true sight comes from the heart and the soul, the seat of 

wisdom and the real reason for being. What happened between your father and I was a 

connection. It was not based on carnal desire but something far deeper that neither one of us had 

ever known before. We did not consummate our affections. We did not tarnish you or your 

mother’s reputation as gossip says we did. We merely honored our connection with our presence.” 
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 “What are you saying, Isabella?” 

 “That I never wished to hurt you or your mother, but if I denied the depth of what I felt, I 

would have forsaken all that I am.” Isabella fell to her knees in front of Alcina, her face covered in 

tears, “I am so very sorry, sweet sister.” 

 “Izzy, my dear, dear Izzy,” Alcina moved to the floor to sit beside her. “Is what you say, 

true? You didn’t seduce him? You didn’t lay with my father like that?” 

 “No, Alcina, never. It is the truth, I swear to you, the truth! Please know I would never give 

you anything less.” 

 Alicina reached for Isabella’s hand. “How grateful I am that I disobeyed mother. I knew I 

wasn’t hearing the truth. I told her you would never do the things they said you did. I knew there 

had to be an explanation for everything, something beyond what everyone else said. And Father, 

he still hasn’t spoken a word. He will neither defend nor deny. He just sits, silently, like a mad man 

in his own private asylum. Oh Izzy, I’m sorry I didn’t come sooner. I hungered for the truth and I 

know you have just given it to me. I know what you say is true. I know it because I know your heart 

and it makes sense to me, here, in my own heart.” 

 “Alcina,” whispered Isabella, kissing her sister’s hand, “thank you.” 

 “Thank you, Isabella, for the relief you have given me and for the hope you have given me 

that maybe sometimes I do know more than my mind tells me I do.” 

 “It is like that, isn’t it? The heart and the mind dance a curious tune sometimes, don’t 

they? But Alcina, wait, still, after all the pain I have caused your family I would understand if you 

never wanted to speak to me again. Just know I never meant this to happen. I never meant to hurt 

anyone, and least of all you, my sister.” 

 “Somehow I know you didn’t. I feel that as truth, Isabella. That is all I need to try to fully 

forgive you, to start fresh. Again. With all this one day behind us.” 
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 “Do you really mean that?” Isabella looked up as if asking the heavens, “Can it really be 

true? Who is this angel? Am I worthy of such a precious gift?” 

 “You are indeed worthy, my dear sister. You are. It won’t be easy, but I will try. I need you. 

 Isabella pressed her hands to her heart and let the tears fall freely. “As I need you.” 

 Alcina smiled, “Thank you, my dear sister, for helping me to see with clearer eyes.” 

Just then Luisa walked in with the pot of hot water, her head bowed in reverence. 

 “I was wrong to assume I knew the truth until I had spoken with Isabella.” She looked at 

her adopted sister with a love close to that which she used to show her. “And as for you, Luisa, you 

deserve far more than I can ever give you, but I hope this small gesture can begin to heal the 

wounds my family has brought upon you,” she handed Luisa a small package. 

“For me? But Alcina, you don’t need to give me anything. Nothing was your fault in any of 

this. You have no reason to give me anything.” 

“Oh, but I do. I am so sorry about my mother and how cruel she was to you. To both of 

you,” she turned back to Isabella, too. “Please, just open it and I will explain.” 

Luisa carefully unwrapped the package in her hands to reveal a silver brush. “I know it isn’t 

the same now that your hair is shorn, but I want you to have it, nonetheless, so that every day you 

will be reminded of your beauty. It’s the least I can do to remind you that what you did was not the 

crime mother purported it to be. We all need to feel pretty, and such yearnings should never be a 

crime,” she smiled, her eyes still wet with tears. 

 “But I had no right, Alcina. You know that.” 

 “Maybe so. But nor did Mother have a right to treat you as a criminal or to disgrace you by 

cutting off your hair. A simple talking to would’ve sufficed.” Alcina motioned Luisa for an 

embrace. Luisa accepted, the three young women a puddle of tears on the floor. 
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“Now,” said Alcina, wiping her tears to the side, “we must get down to details for as you can 

imagine, I haven’t much time.” 

 “Why yes, yes. Details. What details do you mean?” said Isabella. 

 “Well first, where you will stay, for you cannot stay here another day, that much is certain,” 

she said, looking around. “And then how you shall have enough money to live in the manner you 

both deserve, in a way that honors your needs.” 

 “Needs? Alcina! That simply cannot be your responsibility. You haven’t the means or the 

ability nor can you afford to take such risks when it comes to your reputation. Such actions would 

be a direct affront to your mother and seen as a full betrayal by all who know your family.” 

Isabella’s tears began again. “I won’t let you. I refuse to be the reason behind any more suffering in 

your family.” 

 “Then Izzy, why do you weep? Is it not because you know you need my help?” 

 Isabella took a deep breath to find the right words. “I weep because I have brought so 

much suffering to you, to your home and family, and yet still, you offer to help me, to be a sister to 

me. I weep because I am humbled by your love and kindness.” Isabella bowed her head. 

 “Then you will accept my offer?” 

 Isabella shook her head slowly, deliberately, “As grateful as I am to you and your most 

generous offer, my dear Alcina, I cannot. For your sake, I will not. I must find another way,” she 

looked over to Luisa, “to meet our needs.” 

 Luisa covered her mouth, as if to hide her disbelief, taking more than a moment to find 

her own strength. “Yes, Isabella is right. We must find another way,” she said, reaching for 

Isabella’s hand.  
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 “Now you humble me,” said Alcina, new tears in her eyes. “At the very least then, let me 

give you what I have,” she reached in her purse to give Isabella all her coins. “I hate to say 

goodbye, but I am afraid I must.” She moved to stand. 

 “Yes, yes, of course. You mustn’t tarry. Suspicions will certainly run high if you are gone 

too long.” Isabella moved to the door. 

 “You do know Mother all too well, don’t you?”  

 “Please be careful, Alcina. Please take care to stay far away from the ugly in this world and 

to harness, for your own, all that is good and kind, promise me this Sister, for you deserve no less. 

Not a single drop less.” 

 Alcina nodded. “I promise. And will you do the same? And will you remember that 

however far apart, I am always by your side?” their eyes locking. 

 Isabella nodded. “I will. As am I. By your side.” 

 “Oh, and Izzy, speaking of that, one last thing before I leave,” she paused, “I do so hate to 

add to your troubles, but it seems I must.”  

 “What is it?” 

 “Franco. He keeps asking about you, trying to find out where you’ve gone. I don’t know 

why he wishes to speak to you but knowing his character, it cannot be honorable.” 

“Not to worry, Alcina. I am well aware of his ways but will be even more cautious now that 

I know he hasn’t left hold of me.” 

“Left hold of you? Who could ever leave hold of you, Isabella?” Alcina shook her head as 

she opened the door to cross the threshold. “Maybe one day you will realize your true worth.” 

“Buon Giorno, Luisa. Thank you for taking care of my dear sister. I know she will also 

take good care of you.” 
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“Buon Giorno, Signorina Alcina. Thank you for visiting. We are most honored.” Luisa 

bowed in reverence. 

Alcina turned to embrace Isabella one last time. 

“Maybe one day you will realize your own true worth, Alcina,” said Isabella. “Until then, I 

will carry that truth within me like a torch. It will warm me on my darkest days.” 

Alcina smiled, her hands clasped together in comfort, then turned to go. Isabella watched 

her walk away, the two waving discreetly before Alcina moved around the corner and out of sight. 

“We’ve been visited by an angel and granted a fresh start, haven’t we now, my dear Luisa?” 

said Isabella, wiping away the last remnants of tears. 

“Indeed, we have, m’lady. But I—” 

“You hesitate.” 

“I wonder simply, out loud.” 

“What is it then?” 

“Well, if it truly is a fresh start, why then did you not tell Signorina Alcina that her father 

sends you money and that he is already doing what he can to secure a future for us? Would that 

not feel more like a fresh start, to begin again with Alcina with pure honesty on your side?” She 

suddenly covered her mouth. “Forgive me, m’lady. I have no right to speak to you in such a way.” 

“But of course you do, Luisa,” she smiled, “I always want to hear your thoughts. 

“The way I see it, I cannot share secrets that are not my own. To keep another’s secrets to 

myself is, to me, more honest than sharing them. Zuan Marco is the only one who has the right to 

share his own secrets. When he does, if he does, I am sure he will share the same sentiments with 

Alcina and it will all feel right and honest to her as well,” Isabella looked off dreamy-eyed, “We do 

so need one another to help each other understand one another and even ourselves, don’t we, 

Luisa? Maybe more than I realized.” 
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Luisa reached for Isabella’s hand, “We do. You are right. And I think you were wise to let 

Zuan Marco’s secrets remain his own. Wise.” 

Isabella smiled, gratefully. “We have been granted a gift from the heavens, my dear Luisa. I 

can hardly wait to see what new joys lie ahead.” 

 “Nor can I, my friend, nor can I.” 

 

 Patches of sun broke through the morning mist as Isabella navigated through the narrow 

streets. When she neared the market, she pulled off her hood, lifted her chin and let the light 

drizzle of rain sprinkle upon her face. While the pain of the past few weeks had undoubtedly taken 

its toll on her spirit, Alcina’s visit and subsequent promise of forgiveness had already moved things 

in the opposite direction. Isabella felt her old self returning. It was a new day and she was going to 

make the best of it. 

 She gazed out across the market, familiar scents and sounds finding her nose and ears. She 

rarely visited while living in the Santori household so returning to the market felt like a visit to a 

time before.  

There were the vats of cabbage boiling in large iron pots, lasagna pies oozing cheese and 

fresh herbs, and maccaroni siciliani simmering in its capon sauce just as it always had, its maker 

wrapping strips of dough onto a thin rod for drying in the sun, a sun that was still only showing 

itself in intermittent patches. Isabella smiled at the woman’s determination. Such a different world 

from what she had become accustomed to but already filled with so many smiles.  

Isabella looked out across the market to the vegetables and the fruit, letting her eyes settle 

on a pile of fresh figs.  

“Isabella . . .? Signorina . . .? Is that you, bella mia?” 

Isabella turned to see her old friend Leonardo, the fishmonger. “Leonardo?” 
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He nodded, his eyes pure gleam. “It is ye! Dios mio what’s happened to ye? Ye’ve become 

someone I almost didn’t recognize! Just look at that fancy gown beneath yer cloak! And yet there 

are those eyes, that flame of crimson hair, and even that fiery spirit. Si, I see it! Ah Isabella, ye may 

have grown into the beautiful swan ye were born to be but ye haven’t lost yer childhood gifts. 

That’s good, bella mia, molto bene.”  

 Isabella blushed at his words, her décolleté also turning pink but unnoticeable under her 

cloak. She reached up as if to hide what no one else could see. He was right. She had grown up. It 

seemed only he could see the little girl that she still was. “Leonardo, my friend. It is so good to see 

you. I cannot tell you how much my heart smiles for it’s too much for words.” 

 “Ye forget Leonardo sees with his heart.” 

 Isabella smiled and moved to hug him over the pile of fish beneath them.  

 Leonardo muttered as he hugged her, slipping two fish into her basket before she could 

object. She thanked him and told him she would return soon as other customers demanded his 

immediate attention. 

 Her eyes wandered back over to the figs. Now that she had fish, maybe just one wouldn’t 

be too much of an extravagance. She could share it with Luisa when she returned home, such a 

rare delight for the both of them. Yes, just one. 

 “Lovely delicacies, aren’t they? And even the name, figura, the same word to describe a 

woman’s body. No accident, I’m sure,” the woman winked. 

 Isabella smiled, her eyes a bit averted just as she had been taught to do when approached 

by strangers. 

 “Have we met before? You look familiar.” 

 Isabella hesitated, “I don’t think so but I’m afraid my mind isn’t in its sharpest space right 

now. The figs, you see, they—” 
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 “Yes, yes, I know. They have the same effect on me. Here, look at this one. Isn’t she 

lovely?” 

 “Oh yes! She most certainly is.” 

 “Take her then. She must be yours.” 

 Isabella smiled again, this time their eyes meeting. 

 “Yes, I think I’ve met you. Or I know of you. Tell me your name, Signorina, per favore?” 

 “Si, Isabella Sivarani,” she curtsied, “piacere conoscerti.” 

 “Ah, but the pleasure is all mine,” she bowed her head ever so slightly. “My name is 

Cipolla. Signora Cipolla. Forgive me, but have you any relation to Edvard? Edvard Sivarani?” 

 Isabella caught her breath. She hadn’t heard her father’s name in years. “Yes,” she nodded. 

“He was my father.” 

 Now it was Signora Cipolla’s turn to clutch her chest. “He was? Indeed, he was. I see him 

in your eyes. We must speak, child, in private. There is much I have to ask you, to tell you, to 

share.” 

 Isabella nodded. “I would like that. Very much.” 

 “When?” said the signora, as she paid for her figs, “could you come now? Are you done 

with what you came for?” 

 Isabella’s eyes twinkled, “Perhaps you are what I came for, Signora Cipolla.” 

 “Indeed. We see the world with a similar spirit, cara. Come then; follow me.” 

 The two weaved through the serpentine Venetian streets, their cloaks and dresses billowing 

with every breeze off the laguna. Isabella followed, breathing in the scent of Signora Cipolla’s 

perfume with its exquisite notes of gardenia and jasmine, the most exotic of far eastern flowers. She 

watched the woman ahead of her turn heads as she passed, her presence having a definite effect on 

everyone around her, not least Isabella. Even from behind, Isabella marveled at her warmth and 
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kindness, at her beauty and grace, and at the way in which she seemed to engage with everything 

around her. 

 Soon they came to a neighborhood Isabella had never frequented before and soon 

thereafter, appeared the most beautiful door Isabella had ever seen. It was painted red with elegant 

golden tracery interwoven with what seemed to be ivory. The signora opened the door with a long 

key and invited Isabella inside. 

 “Would you like a glass of wine? Or how about a nice lick of rum? Have you ever tasted 

rum, cara?” 

Isabella shook her head. 

“Surely, you haven’t. And this calls for a celebration, so rum it is! I never, in a million 

Venetian years, ever expected this. Edvard’s daughter! Here, in my home! What a special occasion 

this is.” 

 Isabella unfastened her cloak and put it on the hook in the foyer. “Signora Cipolla, you 

really knew my father? I think I feel a bit of disbelief. You see, I’ve been here, in Venice, for some 

time now and not once has anyone ever mentioned his name, let alone revered it. Pray tell, how 

did you know him?” 

 “Please, now that we are behind closed doors call me Tia. Signora Cipolla is much too 

formal. And if you’re anything like your father, you’ll decidedly agree.” She chuckled. “Of course I 

knew him. But how? Hmm, yes, let me tell you.” She unlocked a wood cabinet and brought out a 

velvet wrapped bottle with the utmost care.  

“Your father was my best friend. Truth be told, I was madly in love with him and if he 

would have asked me to marry him, I would have done so without a second thought.” She poured 

two glasses full of the elixir. “But his heart was already taken. I saw it in his eyes and heard it from 
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his lips every time I was with him. As far as I know, your mother was the only woman your father 

ever loved.” She rose her glass to toast Isabella’s. “To the love child; to you, Isabella.” 

 Isabella smiled as their glasses touched, then took her first sip, half of it coming back up 

with a fit of coughing. She didn’t know what to expect and it was obvious. “It has a lovely flavor,” 

she managed to squeak. 

 “As innocent as your father. And when you blunder, you blunder with grace.” Tia sipped 

again, letting the glass linger on her lip before she put it back on the table. “But are you as wise? 

Tell me, Isabella, tell me why I have an elixir you have never before tasted when by the looks of 

you, you have certainly tasted Venice’s finest.” 

 Isabella’s breath stuck in her throat. Was Tia suggesting Isabella had engaged in . . . no . . . 

she couldn’t be. She had to be speaking of something else. Then again, Tia seemed to be sizing 

her up, looking at her guest with eyes that were, well, the way Isabella might look at a dessert. 

Longingly? Or lovingly? 

Isabella shivered. 

She looked around the lavish room, its colors and textures and fabrics surely from the Far 

East for Isabella had never seen such extravagance in Venice, a place known far and wide for its 

luxury. And yet Tia lived in a lesser-known neighborhood with no servants and— suddenly it 

dawned on her. She took in a deep breath, through her nose. The room smelled as exquisite as it 

looked, a spiced scent that laced through Isabella’s body, warming her, welcoming her, inviting her 

to reveal herself. A delicate bell tinkled as the wind from the sea snuck in through an open 

window. 

“You love many men,” Isabella began, “and many men, I see, love you. A few even wish to 

keep you for themselves. Those, they try to win you with lavish gifts from exotic lands.” Isabella 

took another sip, this time the potion going down much easier. 



 175 

 Tia cleared her throat. “You are wise, cara, perhaps even one day as wise as your father. 

Do you know then, that your father also called me wise? He said I was wise to honor the oldest 

profession with a rare and sacred wisdom, something heretofore unknown in Venice. He honored 

me with his words, his sentiments and his very presence.” 

 “And if he honored you with his presence, you also honor me with yours.” 

 “You do not chastise me? Nor find my profession disgraceful?” 

 Isabella paused, holding her head high. “I see you as a beautiful woman with a spirit that 

turns heads and minds. You have been kind to me when you didn’t need to be. You have shared 

your heart with a stranger. How ugly I would be to bite such a hand. I am grateful to you . . . Tia.” 

 Tia lowered her head then raised it to show her appreciation. “You surprise me, again. 

Thank you. And you, cara, tell me now then, about you. Why do you wear such finery and still go 

to the market unaccompanied? Tell me this story of yours that is surely so intriguing.” She took 

another sip. 

 Isabella shared how she had lived as a beggar child after her father’s death and how, 

fortuitously, she had come to live with the Santori family. She shared of her connection with Alcina 

and Luisa and the struggles with the donna, and when she came to the don, her voice faltered. 

 “I see,” said Tia with kindness in her voice. “There’s turmoil living in your heart. Does that 

mean you no longer live in the Santori household?” 

 Isabella shook her head. She explained what happened and how she and Luisa had fled. 

 “So he sends you money so you do not starve but for all intents and purposes you live in 

near wretched conditions?” 

 Again, Isabella nodded her head. “Is it that obvious?” 

 “Do you remember at the market when we met and you said that perhaps you came today 

not to just to buy your wares, but to meet me?” 
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 “I do.” 

 “Well, you were right.” 

 Isabella shifted her head to the side with intrigue. 

 “I can help you, Isabella Sivarani. Together, we can transform these unfortunate 

circumstances of yours into something beautiful, into a life you couldn’t have possibly dreamed for 

yourself.” 

 “What are you saying, Tia?” 

 “I am saying that I will take you on as a sacred courtesan. I will train you to be the best in 

Venice, nay, perhaps the finest in all of Italy. Among other things, you will learn the art of the soul, 

of bringing your clients back to their soulful origins in the age-old tradition of love. And, you will 

be able to help your don, Don Santori.” 

 Isabella clutched her heart. 

 “Honorably, I might add.” 

 Isabella shook her head with disbelief. 

 Tia opened up a small, filigreed box on the table. Inside were coins. She ran her fingers 

through them then took a few, letting them jingle in her hand. “If you dare trust me with your 

future, we can begin your lessons tomorrow.” She placed the coins on the table in front of Isabella. 

“But you should know, if you train with me, your life will never be the same. And as for these,” she 

said, tapping her long fingernails on the table next to the coins, “there will be many, many more.” 

She leaned in closer to whisper, “All earned by you and you alone.” 

 Isabella swallowed hard as something inside pulled at her with a force she could not name. 

 

*          *          * 
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“The first rule of the courtesan is knowing that your client lives a life behind prison bars 

and you, my dear, hold the keys to his freedom. 

“The second rule, and equally important, is understanding that the soul speaks through the body.” 

 Isabella turned to look at Tia as they walked, a few strands of her red hair catching the 

breeze and blowing across her face. She tucked them back into her bun at the nape of her neck. 

 “Perhaps you already know this to be true,” Tia paused. “Indeed, I’m certain you do. But 

what you may not know is that while every soul speaks, only those who know how to listen, can 

hear. You see,” said Tia, slowing down her pace, “every man you meet has hidden his soul deep 

within his body. He must. To be a man in this world of ours, they all must. And you, as a woman, 

as a sacred courtesan, you must be able to temporarily love those protective layers away, to relieve 

him of the burden of living with a soul in hiding. You, Isabella, must hear the voice of his soul so 

clearly that he can do nothing less than remember how to hear it himself.” 

 Tia stopped and turned to face Isabella, reaching for her hands. 

 “It’s a beautiful, necessary gift, my dear. Something you will give with ease and grace. In 

many ways, you already do.” 

 Isabella looked unsure. 

 “There’s nothing to worry about,” said Tia with a bit of laughter, moving her hand up to 

trace the edge of Isabella’s jaw. “You already hold the keys. You just have to remember how to use 

them.” 

 “Remember?” 

 Tia’s smile softened into warmth. “By doing it first for yourself, of course. Here, come with 

me.” 
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 As they walked, Isabella had no idea what to expect. Tia hadn’t told her where they were 

going or what they were seeking. But as they neared, she guessed. She hoped. She smiled. And 

then, she stared. 

 To the casual observer nothing seemed different or out of the ordinary. It was just a typical 

entry of a typical Venetian home. But to Isabella, nothing seemed typical. The flickering lantern 

glowed a warmer hue, the polished wood door was so shiny she could almost see her reflection, 

and the turquoise curtains in the window flashed as if they themselves were of the sea. Whoever 

lived there appreciated beauty and took the necessary time to ensure its continued presence. 

Whoever lived there, loved color, welcomed light, and drew beauty into their arms. Whoever lived 

there, Isabella could hardly wait to meet. 

 The candle-lit entry way was carpeted with what Isabella guessed to be Anatolian kilims, 

their rich colors and patterns reflecting off the warmly painted walls. She had heard of such carpets 

before but had never seen them, their intricate medallions immediately etched into her memory. 

She breathed in, saturating herself with her new surroundings when Tia beckoned her to follow. 

 “This way, Isabella. We’ve only just begun.” 

 Just begun, thought Isabella with a slight rise to her lips. The way I always wish my life to 

feel. As if something lovely always awaits me around the corner.  

 And of course, Tia was right. 

 Isabella knew that such places existed, she knew not because she had heard anyone speak 

of them but because she was a woman with heightened senses and an innate knowing that such 

things had to be. Somewhere. Somehow. And yet still, she covered her mouth. When the shock 

slowed to a quieter unease, she moved her hands to her arms, rubbing them up and down as 

mother might reassure her child. 
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 The woman dancing was concealed by veils, her shapely feminine outline only dimly seen 

in the flickering candlelight. Isabella stood mesmerized, watching her every move. The woman’s 

bare feet stepped with a sensuality Isabella secretly recognized in herself, an emotion she 

heretofore kept hidden. And there it was, here in plain sight, held in almost sacred honor by every 

set of eyes. Isabella’s heart raced. The woman wore silver on her ankles and her arms, and as she 

moved, they caught the light, tinkling as if they were a chorus of delicate angelic bells. Her head 

swayed, revealing her midnight dark locks from beneath her veils, as if to tempt, as if to captivate, 

as if to soften still more. Everything. 

 “She begets who she is,” said Tia. “As we watch, we are transformed.” 

 “She is passion. Forbidden passion,” said Isabella to Tia. “She is love. She is not 

encumbered by her mind, by false modesty or outside restrictions. She is free.” 

 “And thus, frees all others around her,” added Tia, her eyes as enchanted as Isabella’s. 

 Isabella nodded, slowly. “She gives herself to us, to the stranger. With love.” 

 “Without restraint or requirement.” 

 “Such is love.” 

 “Such is love,” agreed Tia. “Such is you, my dear. You do this in your own way, already. 

She is merely showing you a heightened sense of who you already are. You feel it, do you not?” 

 Isabella clasped both hands and slowly brought them up to her chest. “I do. Oh Tia, it 

terrifies me, but I do so feel it. Yes, I do.” 

 “And you learn faster than even I expected you would. Come, let us try some of the food.” 

 There were nuts and fruit and bread dipped in honey and everything set as a feast not only 

for the tongue but for the eyes as well. Mirrors caught the candlelight, music softened the air still 

more, and the bells, oh the bells, they kept tinkling as the woman danced.  

 “See that man over there?” whispered Tia. 
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 “The one with the beard?” 

 Tia nodded, then sipped her wine. “See his eyes? See how they protrude? See how his 

eyes set him apart from the other men around him?” 

 Isabella cocked her head ever so slightly, taking it all in. “Why is that?” 

 “He feels unsafe most of the time. He must watch carefully to protect himself, to protect 

his feelings and his spirit . . . more so than his body. If he felt he needed to protect his body, his 

soul would reflect that in different ways. He would stand tighter with his shoulders higher or his 

hands clasped in fists. But he doesn’t. Do you see that? His body is loose.” 

 “So why does he feel unsafe? Did something happen to him or was he born that way?” 

 “As a courtesan, you can take the time to uncover the why’s or you can just gently, lovingly, 

meet him where he is. Either way, you free him if you speak to him in the language of his soul.” 

 Isabella took a sip of her wine, trying her best to digest all the complexities. “I don’t know if 

I can do this, Tia. There’s so much to see, to learn, to understand. First in myself, then in 

everyone else around me.” Her face flushed red. 

 “Breathe. Take a deep breath, Isabella. It’s all in you, already. Not outside. But inside. We 

are just remembering. Together. Now have some more wine. And trust me. Then trust yourself.” 

 “Yes,” said Isabella, breathlessly. She took a sip of her wine. “Then what about that man 

over there?” 

 “The one with the leather boots on? Yes. I see him. But what do you see?” Tia brushed a 

few dark curls from her eyes, her fingers laden with rings. “Inside yourself, Isabella, inside.” 

 “I see his soul speaking through his neck.” 

 “His neck?” Tia’s voice peaked. 

 “His truth gets stuck. Not because he doesn’t know what his truth is but because he 

struggles to voice it.” 
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 “So, he is not heard?” 

 “The lines on his neck, the creases that cross his skin like rivers, they tell me he longs to be 

heard but does not speak. Not enough.” 

 “So, when you meet him?” 

 “I will invite him to tell me his story. I will beg to listen to the melody of his voice, and I 

will show him how beautiful that voice is.” 

 “And you will free him.” Tia smiled. Knowingly. “Because you know how to see. You 

know how to listen to the voice of the soul. And that ability will only grow with time, Isabella. Like 

a fine wine, your gift will continue to develop in quality and depth.” 

 Isabella smiled softly, beginning to feel as if a new wisdom had infused her being. “And 

me?” 

 “What of you, my dear?” 

 “What do you see when you see me?” 

 “Why not try seeing yourself? What does your soul say to those of us who see you, lovely 

Isabella? Pray tell, my dear.” 

 Isabella set her wine glass on the table and closed her eyes. She let the music seduce her, 

she let it seep into her skin, soaking her to her core, moving her, rhythmically, to its entrancing 

sounds. Eyes still closed, she slipped off her shoes. She raised her arms to her waist, let her fingers 

play the air, and without another thought, began to bring her body alive. It was a gentle sway at first, 

beginning with her hips and emanating from her elbows to her wrists, to her fingertips. Then it 

moved up to her stomach, to her breasts, to her shoulders, neck and head, and down through her 

legs, to her ankles and her tiny boned feet. She let her body speak. Because it felt invited to, 

because it felt safe to, and because she knew it must. Her soul decided to be heard. 
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 Tia watched in admiration. Isabella was even more graceful, elegant, beautiful than she 

realized. She was unlike any other woman Tia had ever met. A truly sacred courtesan. In every 

way. And it appeared the rest of the room thought so too, with all eyes taken by her beguiling 

freedom, her exotic sensuality. Whispers began to spread like virus and soon the house went hush. 

Ears tickled, bodies awakened, and Tia’s breath caught in her chest as she watched Isabella sway 

with the spirit of an enchanted butterfly. 

 “Who is she?” whispered one to another, not knowing he had spoken loud enough for 

everyone to hear. 

 “La Mariposa,” said Tia without thinking, matching the mesmerized tone of his inquiry. 

“The butterfly of Venice.” 
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Julia 

 

“Alan . . .? Are you awake?” whispered Julia. 

 Alan rustled the covers and mumbled, “Yah, I’m awake. Are you still writing?” 

 “Alan . . .?” 

 “Yah, Julia?” 

 “What do you see when you see me?” 

 “What do I see . . . when I see, you?” 

 “Uh huh. Because when I see you, I see a man who’s been valued by others for the surface 

of who he is his whole life, a man who’s been encouraged to dwell on that surface because of how 

beautiful he is, how bright he is, and for what he does for others. Externally. But when I see your 

glow, and especially when I look into your eyes, those lovely blue eyes, I know you have the 

capacity for more, another rhythm, to be valued for a deeper part of yourself. Your eyes make me 

certain of it.” 

 “My eyes?” He was starting to wake up a bit more. 

 “They remind me of the unexplored parts of the sea, reflecting the sky but hiding so much 

more beneath. You have that depth in you Alan, if you ever want to go there.” 
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 “Never been much of a diver,” he chuckled, “but seriously, that’s some pretty interesting 

thoughts there, Julia. Inspired by your writing?” 

 “I guess so, yes. Inspired by the main character, Isabella. And Alan . . .? What about me?” 

 “You? You mean, what do I see when I see you?” He looked over at her through his 

sleepy eyes, trying his best to focus, “I see a beautiful woman discovering new things,” he reached 

under the sheets to find her thigh, his fingers climbing higher, “a woman who grows even more 

radiant the more she writes, the more she imagines, a woman who loves her man because he 

protects her and makes her happy. Oh god, do I ever love you, Julia . . .” 

 “I’m awake,” she whispered, “even if you aren’t, my love, I am for both of us.” 
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Isabella 

 

Isabella looked down at her hands before she walked up the stone-carved steps. Would 

she be able to perform the miracles that Tia believed she could? She just wished she didn’t have to 

see her first client in his home. Would his wife be there? What would their servants think? And 

what if she knew him from her previous life as part of the Santori household? Would he be 

shocked and reject her? Or might he enjoy her company all the more? She glanced across the 

narrow street catching a glimpse of herself in a window. Her gown sparkled in the evening sun. She 

turned a bit more, wondering if she might be able to see the back of her hair. 

“Like this,” Tia had said, as she worked her magic on Isabella’s richly hued red hair, “I see 

you, all of your gifts, so you needn’t open my eyes to your beauty with any external fanfare. But for 

those who can only see the outside of a human being, yes, your average client, you must alert them 

of your hidden gifts, your mysterious inner beauty, with irrefutable delicacies for their eyes. What 

do you think?” 

 Isabella turned her head just as she had that first time, once again unable to contain her 

glowing smile. It was lovely, a true work of art. Tia was much more than she seemed. At the very 

least, an expert on transforming the human form into a tantalizing masterpiece. Isabella recognized 

those who had been touched by Tia’s discerning eyes, her artistic fingers, her infinite wisdom of 
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the human body and most of all, the human spirit. There were just a few but they stood out among 

the rest, had more clients than hours in the day, and seemed to effortlessly emanate a never-ending 

radiance. Tia wasn’t just an aging courtesan sharing her knowledge, but a wise woman educating a 

select few in one of the most ancient of arts. 

 “Men especially, those who fight our wars and bear the weight of society in its most 

primitive of forms, their spirits suffer unimaginable damage, hardening them to the simple beauties 

of life. Know them through their eyes, see what they see, then make their truths your own. Dare to 

walk with them into their darkened depths. Then dare to point out the glimpses of light. The soul, 

Isabella, not the body, is the root of the sacred courtesan’s gift. Without it, your client is merely 

flesh. With it, he grows wings, wings of his own, wings that in turn, will keep growing your own. 

And those my dear, will soar you higher than you’ve ever known.” 

Isabella was fascinated with Tia’s perspectives. Tia taught all of her courtesans that life was 

only half-lived if everything remained on the surface, that the essence of an apple had a greater 

chance of bringing true happiness than the purse of a king. 

“But do not all courtesans do what they do for the money? Show me a courtesan who lives 

a good life with only the essence of an apple to thank. They need money, not just a valued and 

meaningful role, do they not?” Isabella challenged Tia like a man, her wit and fervor unparalleled, 

and Tia responded to each of her questions with answers meant to expand Isabella’s mind. 

 “In the world of a courtesan, an apple is no longer just a tart delectable fruit. Ah yes, it was 

Eve’s temptation, but it was also the door to her freedom and that of Adam’s too. The apple is the 

root of all passion, Isabella. From it comes the seed of awareness and the birth of sensuality.” 

 Isabella listened, intrigued yet again. 

 “In the world of a courtesan, sensuality, including sex, is never something to be ashamed of 

but something to celebrate. A courtesan of your level does not sell her body. She does not degrade 
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it or betray it in any way. She honors it. She lets its wisdom guide her. And as she listens to the 

secrets of her client’s bodies, spirits, souls, she also shares the secrets of her own, giving them as 

gifts. Freely. With the mystery and beauty of connection fueling her forward. She is then given gifts 

in return, usually in the form of resources she herself lacks. You Isabella, will heal broken spirits 

and nourish hungry souls and will grow rich because of it. The essence of the apple is not only 

valued and meaningful, it is love. And love begets immeasurable resources, resources with far 

greater weight than money alone.” 

 “And the sex? How will I ever—?” 

 “Ever what? Pleasure a man’s body? Find rhythm and ease and pleasure within your own?” 

 “All of it, Tia. I don’t know what I’m doing.” 

 “Ah, but you do, Isabella. You do. Here, give me your hand.” 

 Isabella placed her hand in Tia’s. Tia squeezed. Tightly. 

 “What did I say to you?” 

 “Say to me?” 

 “Yes, what did my hand just say to yours?” 

 Isabella paused. “Let me see. It feels as if it said to me, wake up. I’m here. Pay attention to 

me. Now.” 

 “Good. And what about this?” Tia turned Isabella’s hand over, opened her palm, and 

began to caress it. Isabella watched as Tia’s fingers danced, spoke, loved—the creases, the lines, the 

spaces and the flesh in between. “What am I saying now?” 

 “That you see me. That you enjoy me. That you find me . . . beautiful?” 

 Tia smiled. “And I didn’t even have to move past your wrist to tell you that, did I? Never 

underestimate the power of touch, Isabella. Now try the same with me. Speak to me, through your 

fingers.” 
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 So Isabella did, and as she did she found it easy, pleasing, even delightful to let her fingers 

discover things the rest of her could not. And while she was surprised at how much fun it was, she 

was even more intrigued by the fact that it all felt so natural. She never knew how easy it could be 

to speak with her fingers. Was this how pianists felt when they played the clavichord? Did the keys 

speak back to them, too? Or was it the music that spoke the clearest? Isabella wondered as she 

caressed, and listened, as her fingers spoke. She was her own kind of pianist, making her own kind 

of music. 

 Tia didn’t let her learning stop there. Isabella was far too open and all too ready to learn. 

She would give her as much as she could. With a man, a real man, not just the imagination of one 

anymore. 

 

 He sat naked in the plush velvet chair in Isabella’s new, almost finished bedroom, a thin 

silk blanket across his lap, his soft curls framing his gentle, long eye lashed face. 

“Why not begin with his hands? Don’t worry about the rest just yet, that will come. Just let 

your fingers speak with not a word from your mouth and see where they take you. Yes, that’s it. 

Watch his face. Feel his skin and the secrets beneath his skin. Are you getting through to him? Is 

what you are saying being heard?” 

 The man smiled as he stood. He couldn’t help it. 

 Isabella started to laugh. “Come now. You make it easy for me.” 

 “Maybe he isn’t. Maybe you just speak very clearly, my dear.” 

 Isabella looked deep into the man’s eyes, a man she had never met before. His lashes 

fluttered as she did. Was he shy? Or was he just unfamiliar with someone like Isabella, someone 

so vulnerable, someone so present and real? His eyes were soft, dark, heavy. Isabella felt herself 

sink into his depth, into the longing of his eyes. Her fingers moved up to his face. She drew a line 



 189 

around his eyes, and down his nose, across his lips, along his chin, and down to the indentation at 

the base of his neck. He breathed in, then shut his eyes, letting his head fall to the side.  

 “What does he say, Isabella. What does he need?” 

 “He needs me to show him that he is safe. Safe to take his guard down, safe to loosen into 

the softness at his core where the river of his soul runs free. He needs me to show him the way and 

to cradle that softness for a while.” 

 “And will you, Isabella? Will you dare give him what he needs?” 

 Isabella took the man’s hand in her own, guiding him, tenderly, toward the bed. Her voice 

was slow and steady. Tia thought it sounded like a melody. “I can do no less. I cannot deny what 

his soul needs and what my soul begs of me in return.” 

 

 Later that night, as the two women warmed themselves with wine beside the fire, Tia 

shared still more. Her wisdom seemed limitless and yet Isabella felt increasingly at ease with it all. 

The more she heard, the more she began to know that everything Tia taught her was already living 

within her. Tia wasn’t teaching Isabella a foreign language, she was holding a candle to her insides, 

inviting her to see. Herself. 

 “And just as I see you, and you now begin to see yourself, so too will you show those willing 

to look, that which is unable to be seen with eyes alone, that which can only be seen with the eyes 

of the soul. You, my dear Isabella, are a messenger. You see for those who are blind. 

 “But how are you and I able to see so clearly when so many others cannot?” 

 “Because we take orders from our hearts, from our souls. The others are ruled by fear.” 

 “Fear?” 

 “Of damnation to a hell constructed by men. Banishment. Exclusion. Pain and suffering of 

every type. You know the emptiness of vacant eyes. They belong to those who have succumbed to 
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their fears. Those who have denied and even betrayed the path of their souls in favor of a mind 

that speaks fear the loudest.” 

 Isabella nodded as she remembered days past, as she remembered all the eyes that had lost 

their sparkle. 

 “But you mustn’t burden yourself with such things, my dear Isabella, for your attention is 

desperately needed elsewhere. And, as that attention guides your clients back into their hearts, you 

will also guide yourself to deeper, richer realms within, where strength to handle life’s toils, will 

never cease to spring. One feeds the other. The other feeds the one. There is no other way.” 

 

Tia was right. The soulful heart was the only way and Isabella wasn’t ruled by fear. She felt 

afraid many times, but her fears never won, she had never yet succumbed. Not even when she had 

lost everything. 

Not today, her first day as a Venetian courtesan. 

Isabella quickly put the belladonna drops into her eyes, memories of Alcina giving them to 

her years before renewing her faith in herself still further. She was worthy. She may not have had 

her own place for entertaining yet, but she would soon. Tia would make sure of that. Tia also 

reassured her that many of her clients would welcome the opportunity to see her in their own 

home. Everything about Isabella was rare; why not highlight the fact? 

She rapped on the door with renewed confidence. 

 After a few minutes, a maidservant dressed in black opened the door. “Si, Signorina?” 

 “I am here to see Signor Lamberoni.” 

 “Entre, por favore.” The servant guided Isabella into a grand home. The hall was long, lit 

only by torches on the high sides of the walls, their flames casting shadows that danced beside 

Isabella’s gown. Paintings were framed in wide golden wood, their colors bellowing out even in the 
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darkness. Was that a Caravaggio? A Botticelli? A portrait of Sofonisba, the first well-known female 

painter of the ages? How is this possible? Whose home do I visit? Only a man of the church could 

have such fine works of art. Isabella swallowed hard, the scent of incense filling her nose. 

 “This way, please. Follow me.” 

Isabella picked up her dress to make climbing the stairs easier. She was still getting used to her 

shoes, the heels of those she wore now much higher than she had ever seen. Even on Alcina. 

 “Is your patron good to you?” 

 “Mi scusi?” The servant was obviously shocked to be spoken to in the casual tone that 

Isabella chose. 

 She repeated herself, touching the servant’s shoulder. 

 “You mean Cardinal Lamberoni? Yes, yes. But of course he is. He is a man of God.” But 

with her head held high and her voice as taught and unemotional as a slab of Roman marble, 

Isabella knew something wasn’t right. She was glad she asked. 

 The two turned the corner and stopped in front of an intricately woven tapestry. The 

servant found a small bell in a niche in the wall and as soon as she rang it, a door at the end of the 

hall opened. A large man clad in his red cardinal gown peered out. He summoned Isabella without 

a word, his back already turned, disappearing into the room from whence he came. 

 “Grazie,” whispered Isabella to the servant. 

 She nodded, avoiding Isabella’s eyes. “Hurry. You mustn’t anger him.” 

 “Yes, yes,” and she hurried forward as elegantly as she could. 

 The room was warm, heated by the blazing fire in the hearth. Isabella latched the door 

behind her, not seeing the Cardinal, secretly thankful she had time to observe her surroundings. 

 “Everything is a clue. His clothes, his facial features and body, the finest details of his 

home, even how he handles people. You must think of your client as a mystery—one to solve with 
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the utmost discretion and finesse. What is his mask and why has he constructed it? Is it like the 

many-faceted diamond or is it of the simpler sort? What is he hiding, what does he wish you to 

help him forget, who does he wish he were? Do not question your role, just see him fully, as he is, 

and your position will become clear. See him, my dear Isabella, as I do you, completely and 

entirely, then recognize his inner self, his soul, speaking though his outer expressions.” 

 She looked up to see another painting of a woman, her eyes large, her hands hidden, 

framed just as the others in the hall, with grandiosity. He longs to express his emotions but can find 

no appropriate or sufficient means. A longhaired cat warmed itself by the fire. Ah yes, he has 

found one way, but how often does he give the company of his precious feline over to the servants 

when it interferes with his image? High backed chairs, a tightly upholstered couch, a long table with 

papers neatly organized, and only one chair with pillows, its arms wide and voluptuous, its hewn 

worn, even rough, with use. He likes to appear controlled, making an effort to hide his true self. 

This may be a man secretly comfortable in his own skin but only when he is alone. Curtains are 

closed, drapes of red velvet, same color as his gown. Swashes of red, yes, in every direction. He is 

obsessed with power, painting his world with reminders of his high status. John Milton, Richard 

Lovelace, William Shakespeare. He reads English. And not just religious lore but literary, 

metaphysical, and cavalier. A man of God, perhaps. A man in search of the Divine, more likely. 

 He clears his throat with a loud rumble. 

 She isn’t startled but turns slowly away from the bookshelf with an intoxicatingly serene 

face. She’s forgotten to be flustered after peeking in to taste a few parcels of his mystery. Instead, 

she is deeply intrigued. “How do you cope with small minds when yours obviously towers?” 

 His belly jiggles. He tries to contain himself but cannot. His hands coddle his enormous 

body. 

 Isabella notices her own body loosen. She might even have a good time today. 
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 “Buon pomeriggio,” he says now with greater composure. 

 Now it’s Isabella’s turn to laugh. “You don’t have to pretend with me. I see right through 

you. And I like what I see.” She curls one of her loose tendrils with her longest finger. With her 

other hand she caresses the leather spines of his library, the titles bumpy under her fingers. 

 “Do you read?” he asks. 

 “Read? No. I devour. Both my mother and father thought it necessary, so I learned at a 

very early age.” She paused, not sure of his reaction. “And what do you say to all those in your 

esteemed life who do not see things the way you do? Do you hide? Or do you tell?” 

 The Cardinal cleared his throat again. 

“Oh, could you view the melody 

Of every grace 

And music of her face, 

You’d drop a tear; 
Seeing more harmony 

In her bright eye 

Than now you hear.” 

 

 “Lovelace. Orpheus to the beasts,” she said. 

He raised his eyes to meet hers, straight on.  

She curtsied and then replied:  

Stone walls do not a prison make, 
Nor iron bars a cage; 

Minds innocent and quiet take 

That for a hermitage; 

If I have freedom in my love, 
And in my soul am free, 

Angels alone that soar above 

Enjoy such liberty. 

 

She looked through him, into him, as she spoke, her eyes simmering with senses, exhaling 

desire. 
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 “Lovelace. To Athea from prison,” he said, with astonishment. “You’re good. Very good. 

Where did Tia find you?” He picked up a stray paper strewn where it didn’t belong, looked at it, 

then crumpled it up, tossing it into the fire. The cat stared, mesmerized by the dancing flames. “No 

matter. She found you. Indeed, we both have,” he exhaled, deeply. “A literary courtesan with 

unparalleled wit and fervor. Imagine that. Sounds like Satan’s favorite dessert.” 

 “One that God could benefit from too, no doubt.” She took a risk speaking so 

blasphemously to a Cardinal. Calculated but a risk, nonetheless. 

 His laughter filled the room. Finally, when he had once again caught his breath, he walked 

over to a side table, filled two wine glasses from an elaborate cristallo pitcher and handed one to 

Isabella. “To great minds and worthy work. It seems we are more alike than different, Signorina.” 

 Their glasses clinked. 

“Is that so?” She said with a suspicious smile, their eyes connecting like hungry teenagers. 

And so it began, an evening of stimulating, intellectual banter between a Cardinal and his 

newest Venetian courtesan, a night neither one would likely ever forget. 

 

“Well, how did it go? I’ve been waiting all night!” Tia threw open her door just as the light 

of day began to peek out over the horizon. “You don’t even look tired. And I sent you to one of 

my most exacting clients.” 

Isabella looked a little concerned as she sat down at Tia’s kitchen table.  

“What’s the matter, cara? Was he mean to you? Did you not have a good time?” 

“Does it mean he won’t invite me back if we just talked? He barely touched me, Tia. He 

just kissed my cheek when I left.” 

“What? Unbelievable.” 
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“Yes, I know. A courtesan with an undesirable body.” She slumped over the table, her 

head dropping into her folded arms. 

Tia began to pace as she rubbed her temples, feeling more energized than she had in 

weeks. “Didn’t touch you? Not once? Darling, you’re your Papi’s daughter. No, you’re even better 

than I hoped you’d be.” 

“What? But he didn’t touch me! How can that be good?” Isabella’s eyes were wide and 

sad, confused to see Tia elated with her news. 

“No man who pays hundreds of lire for a top courtesan is going to deprive himself of his 

needs. You, cara my dear, have just satisfied one of the most demanding men in all of Venice and 

with nothing less than your wit.” 

Isabella’s eyes perked. 

“I haven’t heard of one woman in all the years I have lived here, not once, ever leaving the 

Cardinal’s den happy. He is known to be a cruel man who likes his games played hard and with 

little to no kindness.” 

“And you gave him to me as my first client?” 

Tia tightened the bow on her nightgown then picked at her fingernails. “I knew you’d do 

well.” 

 “Just didn’t know how well?” 

 She shook her head in agreement. “And now, with the Cardinal’s obvious endorsement, 

your price already rises beyond every other lady in my charge. I think this calls for a tremendous 

breakfast, don’t you?” 

“Luisa?” Tia sang out, “Please ready a hot bath? Signorina needs to soothe her bones. And 

when I get back,” she said, now looking at Isabella again, “your belly will be good and ready for all 

the delicacies that your purse can now easily afford.” 
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 “And Tia?” 

 “Yes, cara?” said Tia, before mounting up the stairs to change into more presentable attire. 

 “Grazie.” 

 “Oh no, my dear. Don’t thank me. I only helped you to become more of who you always 

were. I should be thanking you. After all, it is you putting food on my table today.” 

 “Does that mean I have no more worries?” 

 “Almost, but not quite. All that is left is the most dismal of human qualities—jealousy. But if 

you’re anything like I think you are, nothing is too big for you to handle with grace. You will find a 

way Isabella, that much I am sure of.” Her laughter echoing as she disappeared up the stairs. 

And without missing a beat, a peculiar sensation much like an unreachable itch lodged 

itself into the deepest crevices of Isabella’s heart. 

 

 A frantic knock pounded on Tia’s door. Isabella slithered down into her hot bath, hoping 

the assailant would go away. Luisa was already out back planting flowers in their new garden and 

Tia was out buying pastries so there was no one to answer the door but her. 

The knocking came again, this time with greater force. “Tia? Where is she? Isabella? Are 

you in there?” 

Isabella shuddered. “Zuan Marco? Is that you?” But she wasn’t sure, so she said it quietly, 

too quietly for anyone to hear. 

He pounded again. 

Isabella knew then it was he. She leapt up, splashing water in every direction, slipping but 

catching herself just before she fell. “Coming,” she yelled. She tried to wrap herself in her towel 

but kept getting it tangled, never able to cover her whole body. She let out a little scream in 

frustration. 
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“Isabella? Is that you?” His voice was softer, hopeful. 

Isabella held back sobs. She hadn’t seen him since she and Luisa had moved in with Tia 

and had missed him more than she was able to admit to herself. Finally, she got her towel on 

properly and with sopping feet, raced on tiptoe to the door. 

 As soon as he saw it was her, his eyes turned wide with relief. “Amore mio!” Their mouths 

found one another’s, their bodies pure sensory with not a thought of the open door, the people 

passing by, their overtly scandalous behavior. 

Tia stopped and stared with the rest of them, her arms filled with breakfast fare from the 

market. Even she hadn’t seen a woman’s body move like that before. Isabella was partially covered 

by Zuan Marco, but it didn’t matter. They all knew they were watching history, goggling at a 

goddess in the flesh. 

 “Isabella!” Tia had to stop it. With the success of her first client and now this, Isabella had 

already made a name for herself. Much more could only spell disaster. 

 Isabella screamed and once the door slammed, it didn’t stop. “Oh no! Did you see the 

people watching us? What will they do to us? Zuan Marco! Oh, my lord in heaven! Your 

reputation is ruined!” Zuan Marco held her, desperately trying to calm her down. 

 “Now, now, stop it.” It was Tia, dropping her things on the table with sloppy, exaggerated 

relief, the door slamming a second time behind her. “Darling, there isn’t a reputable Venetian 

without a courtesan on his arm at least once every week. Everyone outside knows the color of my 

door. No other profession uses red. That means they know what they were watching. You are a 

professional, Isabella. You just happened to step into your new role a lot faster than most.” 

 “So, it’s true?” Zuan Marco looked at her pleadingly, as if to beg her for an alternate truth. 

 Isabella hung her head, suddenly ashamed of herself and what she had become. Zuan 

Marco looked at Tia who gave him a pleading smile of her own, then to Luisa who had just 
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returned to see what all the commotion was about, her own face protective and proud. Tia 

motioned for him to look at Isabella, shivering, vulnerable in her thin towel. 

 “What did you expect of her? And with the gifts she has, such an angel could never be 

locked away. You couldn’t give her the life she deserved. How else would she expect to ever see 

you again, let alone eat? This way you two can continue your affair without you being ostracized. 

Without Isabella being thrown in prison. I’d say the girl is brilliant. Remarkably so. Not many 

could pull off the things she’s already done. And with so little support. Have you such strength to 

show? I think not. Come, Isabella. Let’s get you warmed up. You don’t need this.” 

 “No, wait.” Zuan Marco stood in the midst of the three women, facing Isabella. “Is that 

true? You didn’t do it to get back at me, but to survive?” 

 Isabella looked stunned. “Get back at you? Do you not know me? This way I hoped I 

could see more of you.” 

 “Damn that brother-in-law of mine. I didn’t want to believe it. I felt it in my heart but he 

was so convincing.” 

 “You chose to believe him over who you knew me to be . . . here?” she tapped her heart. 

“Isabella! It wasn’t that easy. My heart broke once you left. Wide open, crushed into 

pieces. At times I didn’t know if I would even survive the night. The thought of you . . . in such 

circumstances for reasons I couldn’t blame you for . . . it fit with everything else. It’s all been utterly 

heart breaking.” 

“But that’s not why I did it,” she said in a whisper. “I’d never deliberately hurt you. How 

did you forget that truth?” 

He looked up with deeply sad eyes, “You’re right. I should’ve never let myself. I’m sorry, 

my darling. So sorry.” Now it was Zuan Marco’s head that hung low. 
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 “So it was Franco. Franco saw your heart in pieces on the ground and moved in for the 

kill.” 

 “It’s no matter. He is as he has always been, jealous of what he does not have himself. I’m 

just glad I know the truth. That’s most important. And as Tia says, now we have a right to be 

together. There can be no greater bliss for my heart,” his voice getting quieter and quieter. 

 Tia slipped a trio of croissants and a slab of butter onto the table, reaching for Luisa’s hand 

and leaving the room so the two lovers could be alone, warmed by the fire. 

 “I’m so glad I found you,” he whispered. 

 “How did you?” 

 “It wasn’t easy. The neighbors beside Grimani’s stables said you left in a boat and had 

moved far away, back to where you came from.” 

 Isabella shook her head, bewildered. “But I was so friendly with them. Why did they 

deliberately mislead you? They knew where I would be. I told them before I left. They betrayed 

me.”  

 “It’s part of being a courtesan, I’m afraid. Loved and hated with very little in between.” 

 “It’s really true, isn’t it?” 

 “It is.” 

 She looked down at her bare feet and wiggled her toes. “And you?” 

 Zuan Marco tried to hide his smile. “Hmm, that’s a tough one.” 

 Isabella’s head popped up, “It is? You jest.” 

“No, no. Indeed. A difficult dilemma it is,” he said, trying to keep a straight 

 face. 

 “Difficult?” 

 “Yes, very difficult.” He paused. “To know whether I love you with all of my  
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heart or even more, you beautiful scoundrel, you,” and the two fell into each  

other’s arms. 

 

 The setting couldn’t have been more perfect for their first lovemaking. The fire had 

dwindled down to a low flame, the heat just enough to warm, not enough to swelter. Rays of light 

snuck in between the sheer green curtains giving Isabella’s half-exposed body a beautiful, 

otherworldly hue. And Zuan Marco, his eyes could do nothing but stare in awe. 

“You are breathtaking.” His hands lifted her face up to his, his eyes diving into hers. “I’ve 

missed you, amore mio. My heart hasn’t stopped hurting since the day you left.” 

 “Nor mine. Not for a moment.” She reached for her Saint Christopher medallion, holding 

it as tightly as she always did when she missed her Don. This time, though, he was beside her, 

holding her. “I wear it on my heart every day.” 

 “Then I do know how to choose gifts for you. It’s a good thing because I brought you 

something else.” He reached into his coat pocket. “For the days when you feel alone and need 

someone to talk to. For the moments that feel confusing. For the writer, poet, dreamer in you.” He 

handed her the brown paper wrapped parcel tied with twine in a bow on its front. “I’ve been 

carrying it with me for weeks,” he said, as he watched her carefully unwrap it. 

 Her hands felt the leather cover as if it were fabric fit for a queen. She gasped as she 

opened it up—her first book. And blank, to be filled with no one’s words but her own. She turned 

the pages, one by one, savoring their texture, imagining the possibilities. “I adore it. You couldn’t 

have given me anything I would have loved more.” 

 “And this, too,” he said, pulling out a quill and a small pot of ink from another pocket. “It 

will be a lot easier to transfer your dreams with these.” 
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 Isabella smiled, bringing the feather on the end of the quill to her cheek. It’s lovely. Just 

lovely. She placed her gifts on the table, drawing Zuan Marco into her arms, covering him with 

kisses. “I’ve missed you. Oh, how I have missed you.” 

 “What darling? Tell me again, tell me again and again and again.” 

 “I’ve missed you,” she murmured over and over, the two slinking like felines onto the rug 

in front of the hearth, their fingers, mouths, and eyes exploring, diving, falling heavily, further and 

further into one another. 

 “Oh my, I’ve wanted this for so long,” his hand on the small of her back, pressing her 

closer. 

 But Isabella couldn’t speak. Her heart had lodged itself so deeply into her soul that she 

couldn’t speak or hear another word. Her body pulsed, her spirit soared and something deep 

inside finally broke free. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Julia 

 

Julia ran her fingers over the words on the page. The thrill of knowing they were penned by 

Isabella’s hand was beyond anything she could imagine. While Hilda didn’t tell her they were 
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written by Isabella, she knew. What she herself had transcribed the past few hours made her even 

more sure of it. The similarities were far too close to deny. 

 “Are you still reading or are you able to come to lunch with us? Kit says she heard about 

the best place in Venice for pizza. Want to come?” 

 “Oh shoot, I borrowed these and promised I’d return them today. This afternoon.” 

 “From a library? How’d you manage to borrow something like that? It looks antique.” 

 “It is. I borrowed it from that lady in the shop I found the first day we got here. She has all 

sorts of interesting things in there.” 

 “She didn’t insist on selling it to you first?” His head tweaked to the side. 

 Julia set her reading down. “Do you not believe me? On second thought, what if I finish 

this up in the next few minutes and meet you there, then just return all this after lunch?” 

 “Okay.” 

 “You know, Alan, after our talk last night I think I feel closer to you. You said you liked it 

when I write, that I grow more beautiful when I do. Before I wondered if you thought it was just 

weird whenever my imagination took over. I wouldn’t blame you. I mean, who else has movies 

playing in their head?” She scoffed at herself.  

 “I want to make you happy, Julia. I meant what I said last night. You’re radiant when you 

write. I want to give you that happiness always.” 

 “But Alan, you can’t give me happiness. I have to find that within.” 

 He shook his head. “What are you saying? That you don’t need me?” 

 “Yes, I need you. But I don’t love you just for what you do for me.” 

 “Really, Julia? After this trip, I’m gonna make a mean pizza,” he laughed. 

 Julia searched his eyes, “I just want you to be happy, Alan. No matter what.” Alan was a 

people pleaser. His love of cooking was no different than his love of being a husband. He chose 
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both because the returns were far greater than anything he could ever give himself. He didn’t cook 

to give. He didn’t love altruistically. He cooked for praise. He loved for love in return. 

“No matter what,” he paused, waiting for something else, maybe something he thought she 

left unsaid. “And I am. But let’s not get all gushy again today? Let’s just have fun. Do you think 

you’ll come soon? I don’t think we’ll be there long since Kit has to get back to filming a big scene. 

It’s pretty cool, Julia. If you have time, you might want to come watch. I can get you front row 

seats.” He was already putting on his shoes. 

“Nice. Thanks.” 

“See, you do need me,” he said, grinning. 

“Has it been nice to be there for her, to see what she’s doing up close, to let her know you 

care?” 

“It has.” 

“Good. And I’ll try to get there as soon as I can. Can you walk slowly and order a Campari 

and orange before pizza?” 

“I’ll do my best, sweet wife of mine, I’ll do my best.” And with a kiss to her forehead, he 

was out the door. 

 Julia opened the leather binder and turned to the last few pages: 

I tempt souls out of hiding with the irresistible magnetism that I feel whenever I open 

myself up to the Divine spark. When I let it stream through me, unhindered, when I 

channel a current so strong that it threatens to expand me beyond all boundaries of myself, 

I grow ethereal; I become more soul than body. And yet body is the necessary vessel, body 
is the fundamental instrument, body, in its most pleasured states, returns me to that sacred 

power of my soul. Body is the conduit of soul. 

 

She put the pages down and looked out across the water. Did she know what Isabella was 

talking about? Had she felt such feelings herself? She wasn’t a sacred courtesan, but she couldn’t 
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deny the fact that what Isabella spoke of did resonate. She knew she was reading truth. She knew 

because she felt it. 

The secret radiance beneath our flesh seeks expression in many ways. The artist’s 

paintbrush, the musician’s fingers, the playfulness of a new friendship, the giddy from a 
flower’s intoxicating scent, the magnanimous awe of an ocean sunset, the act of giving and 

receiving voluptuous, sensual pleasure, all originate with soul’s shimmering presence, the 

Divine within. This is an experience of life I now know well, a knowledge I am compelled 

to share. 

 

 Isabella must’ve been persecuted for speaking in such terms. Or was Julia reading her 

private writings, musings possibly left unread until after her death? How many of Isabella’s time 

dared to suggest that the divine lived within? How many dared to suggest it even now? Would Julia 

have the nerve to share such thinking herself, here, in the twenty first century? Or would her 

conditioning, her mind, speak with a louder voice? What did she feel deep within and could she 

honor, as both Lily and Hilda said, what those feelings were?  

 She needed to read more. Alan was waiting. Hilda was waiting. 

My work is to guide my clients along a path of spiritual unfolding. They too, need to know 

the Divine within. To this end, and unlike many of this time, I do not espouse principles of 

suffering but honor instead, principles of pleasure. Sexuality, sensuality, delight and joy all 

have the innate potential to unfold us into the divine beings that we are. With love at the 
helm we return home to our whole, healed, Holy selves. Sexual union transforms into 

sacred communion, and earthly delights blossom into heavenly joy—the Estuary of the 

Divine. 

 

 The Estuary of the Divine. Julia’s mind raced, trying to find the connection, for it was 

definitely there. She looked down at her hands. They were hot and trembling. She began to sweat, 

the heat rising up from the base of her spine all the way to the top of her head.  

 Her thoughts suddenly took her to Pinkering’s store, then to the man she met in the bar, 

Antonio. Shaking her head, she pushed him away, replacing him with Alan and their recent 

conversation. Why was she feeling so warm, so overwhelmed, so moved? Was it the mere mention 
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of a title of a book or was it because of a man she barely even knew? Why couldn’t she tell the 

difference? 

 

 The lunch didn’t last long. Even though Julia left for the restaurant soon after Alan did, 

when she arrived, they’d already finished eating. 

 “How was it,” she asked cheerfully. “As good as you expected?” 

 “So glad you’re here! Man, it was fantastic. Too bad you didn’t get a taste. Can I order you 

another one?” offered Alan. 

 “No, no. For some reason I’m not very hungry. Maybe we can come back? I’d love to try it 

before we fly home.” 

 “Sure! Let’s come back,” said Alan, kissing me on the cheek before he stood to leave. 

 “Wait, you’re leaving already?” 

 “We’re finished. We waited, but you took too long.” Kit slung her purse over her 

shoulder. 

 “Kit, now that’s not fair. She has her own work to do and we were supposed to eat slowly.” 

 “The Phillips kids eating slowly and in the middle of a shoot, no less? Now that’d be a real 

miracle.” 

 Alan shook his head and grimaced with an apologetic face toward Julia. 

 “It’s all right. Totally my fault. No hard feelings. Besides, I need to return all this so I may 

as well do that now. Can I see the set another time?” 

 “Sure, sure. I’ll finish up the last scene and we can meet back at the room in a few hours?” 

Alan’s eyes were eager with a tinge of naughty.  

 Julia knew exactly what he meant and couldn’t contain her smile, “I’ll probably be there 

way before you.” 
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 “Don’t forget, it’s our night to ride the gondolas, you two,” reminded Kit. “They’ve 

reserved a handful of gondolas for the A-listers and they’re taking us by some sites most people 

don’t get to see. I might even have to buy a new dress for the occasion if there’s time. I’m sure 

there’ll be paparazzi. What do you think, Alan? Shall we find a new dress for Julia, too?” She 

looked back at Julia with a grin as she walked out the door and into the warm afternoon sunshine. 

 “I don’t know of a better reason to buy you a new dress, do you Julia?” said Alan, his arms 

sweeping wide to exclaim over the beautiful setting of the Grand Canal.” 

 “I don’t think I do,” said Julia, smiling. “Venice begs for beauty, doesn’t it?” 

 “It sure does, dear wife of mine,” said Alan, smiling, “it sure does.” 

 

 Julia knocked hesitatingly at first but when no one answered, she tried it again with more 

gusto. “Hilda . . .?” 

 The door opened, her face warm and welcoming, her scent as strong as ever, “La 

Mariposa! Come, dear. So nice to see you and such perfect timing! Isn’t it always, though? Indeed, 

it is always.” 

 Julia stepped in. Hilda closed the heavy door behind her. 

“Hello. What did she call you— Mariposa? What a lovely last name,” said an eerily familiar 

voice, “we meet again.” 

 Julia’s eyes came into focus to see a man sitting at the table in the center of the room. 

“Antonio? The man I met at the hotel bar?” 

 He laughed with a softness that sounded like honey. Honey. He smelled like honey. 

 Julia turned to Hilda. “You two know each other?” 

 “Sit down, dear, sit down. The three of us have an awful lot to talk about.” 
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 “The three of us?” whispered Julia, setting the leather sleeve on the table, her fingers 

lingering on the leather twine that bound it together as if not wanting to let it go. 

 “Yes, the three of us. You liked what you read?” 

 Julia nodded, “Very much.” Her shy eyes looked over at Antonio. “You knew exactly what 

I needed to hear. Did she do the same for you?” 

 “And what was it that you so needed to hear?” asked Hilda. “What did Isabella remind 

you of?” 

 Julia hesitated, her heart suddenly beating much faster at the mention of Isabella. Hilda sat 

down. A feeling of extreme vulnerability passed through Julia when she realized Hilda wouldn’t be 

the only one listening. “I . . . I . . .” she had a hard time finding her breath. 

 “Breathe, child, take a breath. Such a lot to take in.” 

 “Wait, I just realized I must be interrupting,” Julia moved to stand, her nerves taking hold. 

 “No, no,” said Antonio with utter calm. He looked over at Hilda.  

 “I just gave your friend Antonio a reading and we were discussing other things, nothing that 

demands privacy.” 

 Julia noticed their teacups were half full. 

 “Perhaps it is I, though, interrupting your time together.” 

 “No, no,” said Julia. 

At the same time Hilda answered, “I wasn’t ready for you to leave, Antonio. I didn’t 

question why,” she chuckled, “now I know why, of course.” 

 He seemed surprised, his eyes turning to Hilda with question. 

 Hilda laughed again. “You two both look surprised. But why? Have you forgotten 

everything? Everything? I don’t believe it! No, I won’t believe it!” She got up to fetch the teapot. 

 “Forgotten what? What are you talking about, Hilda?” 
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 “Yes, please enlighten us, won’t you?” 

 Hilda brought a fresh teacup with the teapot and filled all three of their cups without a 

word then sat down. “You Antonio, you came to me today, why?” 

 “To have a reading, of course. I often like to have my cards read when I visit a foreign 

land.” 

 “But why choose me to do that, a very British woman in a very Italian city?” 

 “Why not?” his arms expressing the sentiment of his words, “Maybe your name stood out 

to me.” 

 Hilda nodded with a smile. “You felt compelled to meet me?” 

 Antonio sat up a little straighter in his chair. “Maybe, I don’t know. I guess you could say 

that.” He looked at Julia as if needing a life preserver. 

 “Don’t worry, she’s next so you aren’t alone.” Hilda smiled. “Did anything in your reading 

make an impression upon you? That is, more than the rest?” 

 “Hmm, If you mean the part about my return to Venice and that the greatest love of all of 

my lives was here at the same time, well then, I guess you could say yes, that part stood out to me,” 

he chuckled, uncomfortably. 

 “And have you met anyone yet who might possibly fall into that category?” Hilda pursed 

her mouth into a thin straight line. 

 “With all due respect, Signora, I am a married man.” 

 “And married men have lost all ability to feel?” 

 “I didn’t mean that. I just meant that, well, you know what I meant.” 

 Hilda nodded.  

Julia kept her eyes on her lap. 

“So then?” 
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“All right, then. You win. Si. I met a woman who moved my insides like no other ever has. 

I met her and even though I really don’t know the first thing about her, I haven’t stopped thinking 

about her since. That’s why I came to you. There. That’s the truth. Now can I leave so you can do 

your special reading for the most patient Julia Mariposa?” 

 “Now wait a minute here. Not yet, Antonio.” Hilda’s hand reached for his on the table. 

“I’m not quite finished. Please bear with me?” 

 Antonio swallowed and gave a half nod. 

 “And you, Julia Mariposa?” 

 Julia looked over at Antonio now seeking her own life preserver. 

 They both laughed uncomfortably. 

 “Why are you here today?” 

 “Well, I promised you I would return these readings,” she let her fingers trace the leather 

straps again. “And this just happened to be the perfect time.” 

 “The perfect time?” 

 “Yes. My husband and his sister had other things to do so I was free to come on my own.” 

 “And why did you need to come on you own? Remember, both of you, what is said here, 

stays here.” 

 “Ok,” Julia searched for words. “Well, I had some things to discuss with you that I 

preferred to discuss alone.” 

 “Yes, yes,” said Antonio, standing. “I understand. Completely. Forgive me.” He moved to 

leave. 

 “Wait!”  

 Antonio turned. 

 “It’s Mariposa, isn’t it?” said Hilda, her hands held close to her heart. 
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 Antonio looked at me then looked away.  

 “I knew it! I saw it in your eyes and now I know for sure! Mariposa, do you not feel it, too? 

Tell me you don’t!” 

 “What are you talking about, Hilda? He didn’t answer you! And besides, I came to talk to 

you about Isabella’s writings! What are you suggesting? That . . . that . . . that I don’t love my 

husband or that I have eyes for another man, a complete stranger, no less? No, I’m just not that 

kind of girl.” 

 “It’s okay, Julia,” said Antonio, in his accented voice, “I love my wife. Very much. Nothing 

can change that. And nothing will change your love for your husband. No fear. No fear at all, 

okay?” 

 Julia looked up at Antonio as he put his hand on her shoulder and gently squeezed. 

“Thank you,” she whispered. 

 “Now,” said Hilda, “now that we got over that hurdle, can we move on to the next? Please 

sit down, Antonio.” 

 “Yes, yes. I obey,” he said with a smile directed at me, his lightness relaxing me even more. 

 “You two haven’t changed, have you?” said Hilda, her eyes blinking with wonder. 

 “What, since yesterday?” Julia eyed Antonio; he eyed her back. 

 “You don’t get it, do you?” Hilda said to Julia. “I thought you said you were going to listen 

to your feelings and honor what you felt . . .” 

 “. . . causing the least amount of harm to those around me. Yes, I did. But what does that 

have to do with this, with him,” she motioned to Antonio. 

 Hilda took a deep breath. “You tell me.” 

 Julia looked at Hilda, dumbfounded. “Me, tell you?” 

 Hilda nodded. “As if you’re Isabella.” 
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 “As if I’m Isabella?” Julia looked down at her hands, turning them over as if searching for a 

clue.  

 “What’s Isabella doing now? What’s happening in her life? Tell me. Tell Antonio.” 

 Julia looked up at Antonio. “Do you mind hearing a bit more of my story, of Isabella’s 

story?” 

 “I’d love to. Vamos a ver. Si, show me those happy eyes again.” 

 Julia took a deep breath. “Okay, Isabella is now a courtesan, do you know what that is?” 

 “I do.” 

 “Well, she’s a courtesan but not an average courtesan. She connects her clients with their 

deeper selves, she reminds them of the divine they are within. She . . .” Julia hesitated, “. . . leads 

her clients along their paths of spiritual unfolding.” 

 “Nice. How modern for hundreds of years ago; that is when Isabella lived, no?” 

 “Yes, you remembered!” 

 “And why does she do this, Julia Mariposa?” asked Hilda. 

 Julia hesitated again, looking at Hilda then looking at Antonio and back again. “She did it 

because she had to. Because it was right and good for her to give of herself so deeply and . . .” 

 “Yes, child?” 

 “And . . . it gave her Zuan Marco again.” 

 “Zuan Marco?” said Antonio, in a curious, quiet voice. He said it again. 

 Julia nodded, her eyes studying him, “Zuan Marco, her lover. The love of her lives.” She 

quickly covered my mouth, but it was too late. 

 “You remember now, don’t you Mariposa?” 

 Julia couldn’t take her eyes off Antonio, her hand still covering her mouth. 
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 “Julia, bella donna, are you all right?” Antonio didn’t understand. “Did I say something? 

Do I remind you of someone? This Zuan Marco?” 

 “Zuan Marco . . .?” She whispered from behind her hand. “Is that you in there?” 

 Hilda clutched her heart. 

 Antonio blinked. Something was brewing. “Maybe. I don’t know what it is that I’m feeling 

but maybe someone named Zuan Marco lives inside of me. Maybe. Tal vez. Può essere.” 

 Hilda quickly wiped away a tear thinking neither of them saw it and was up rummaging 

around in her shelves before another word was said. “I have something I want to read to you two, 

something that may help. Both of you.” 

 “Gracias, I think I may need some help.” Antonio shifted in his seat, his eyes blinking his 

own feelings away. 

 Hilda took a tattered old book down from the shelf and began to thumb through it, 

searching for something tucked between its pages. “Here it is.” She held out what looked to be an 

article ripped from a journal or a magazine. “Yes, I even underlined it. Will you read it for me, 

please?” 

 Julia began, “‘Reincarnation Therapy. The concept of reincarnation therapy is based on 

the idea that your client does not have to actually believe in reincarnation in order to benefit from 

it. The therapy’s only requirement is for clients to have an active imagination; for with an 

imagination, the gift of new perspective is secured.’” 

 “Yes, keep going.” 

 “‘Research has shown that the simple act of imagining an event in a past life to explain a 

particular feeling, fear, or actual occurrence in the present life, can liberate a person from that 

present-day psychological strife, sometimes even completely.’” 
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 Julia looked up at Hilda, “Does that mean, for example, if a sister-in-law has the 

unreasonable fear that her brother’s wife is cheating on him, that she just needs to imagine an event 

in a past life that would explain why she carries that fear, and then it will go away?” 

 “Something like that, yes.”  

 “So what if that sister-in-law was a courtesan in a past life,” Julia offered, “then sensing that 

other women regularly cheat or sleep around wouldn’t be an unreasonable fear with that lens on at 

all, but in fact, a reasonable expectation since that was exactly what she used to do herself.” 

 “Exactly. And once she understands that and grows beyond it with compassion for herself 

by recognizing how that past life taints her current way of seeing—” chimed Hilda. 

 “—the fear will naturally go away,” finished Julia. 

 “Yes! Because love, especially love for one’s self, is always stronger than fear.” 

 “Either that or she’s just a jealous rat.” Antonio couldn’t help himself. 

 Julia looked at Antonio not knowing if she wanted to laugh or cry. 

 “Very true, Antonio. Very true,” answered Hilda. “But maybe you are, too. The difference 

is, maybe your reason for being jealous is rooted in a much deeper place.” 

“A deeper love,” he said in a whisper. 

 Hilda ever so gently nodded her head, “A deeper love—rooted, unfinished—in the past.” 

 The air was still. 

 “I think that’s enough for now. You two have a lot to process and surely much to return 

to.” Hilda looked exhausted.  

 “That’s it? You open this Pandora’s box and then shove us off?” 

 Julia chuckled. “I think I need the break.” 

 “What if we meet again tonight? Can you both slip away? Say nine o’clock?” 
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 Antonio looked at Julia and she looked back at him, their eyes instantly swimming in the 

magnitude of such a decision. Recognizing his fears as her own, a gentle calm washed over her, a 

sensation she swore she saw reflected in his eyes, too. Careful smiles rose up from both of them, 

simultaneously. 

 “I’ll take that as a yes.” Hilda was the first to stand. “Now if a priest happens to recognize 

you as he recognized our mariposa, please avoid him at all costs. Don’t even speak to him if you 

can help it.” 

 “A priest that I should avoid? Now that’s a new one,” he laughed, the honey in his voice 

giving Julia reason to melt. 

 “It’s true; be careful,” Julia managed to say. 

 “Okay, bella donna. I don’t understand the half of it, but I hear you. I will. And you too, 

no? Cuidate. Stai attento.” 

 Julia nodded; her heart filled with a million fluttering butterflies. 

 

 

 

 

 

Isabella 

 

There she sat demurely, sipping her coffee, watching the rain dribble down the leaded 

glass. Faces passed, distorted by the thick panes, odd swashes of color on unconventional canvas. 

Isabella dipped her quill into the pot of ink again, eager to get as much of her thoughts on paper 

before Tia arrived. Any minute now, she was sure. 
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Six months now and still I discover there are as many portals to connection as there are 

people. And yet, beneath that thin veil of difference, it is familiar, a home I do not desire to 
ever leave again. The ease with which I find myself in this new and vastly decorated space 

grows greater with each new client, more saturated with divine juices, dripping with the 

elixir of love’s seeds. Indeed, it dares to call out my God-given name, begging for my 

constant presence. Why then, do we all not dwell here more? Why do we long to seek the 
Divine from without when the same all-encompassing energy awaits us here, within and 

between? Perhaps it is nothing more than ignorance. Or have we forgotten . . .  

 

 The door blew open with a gust of wet wind.  

“Sorry, I’m late. But I haven’t made you late, have I? Tia took off her hood and shook out 

her hair, her long and full curls tumbling down her back. 

 “No. I’m ready. So, who’s the lucky Signor today?” Isabella said, tucking her writing away. 

 Tia pretended not to hear, tightening her jaw almost defiantly. Isabella was getting very 

good at seeing clues. Perhaps Tia only knew the half of it. 

 “Tia, what is it? What are you hiding from me?” 

 “I had no choice, my dear.”  

 “We always have a choice.” Isabella spoke with concern not fear. 

 “Yes, but not when priorities are clear. And presently yours, ours, is making a name for 

you, is it not?” She cleared her throat as if to highlight a fact. “Other sentiments then need to be set 

aside.” 

 “Tell me what you can no longer hide.” 

 “Franco.” 

 “Of the Santori household? No. No, I cannot. Not him. Never.” 

 “He is a man, nothing more, nothing less. And you are a courtesan still making a name for 

yourself.” 

 “He’s a criminal.” Isabella slammed her hand down on the table. 

 “A sacred courtesan sees the deeper person.” Tia wasn’t afraid to spar with Isabella. 
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 “Exactly, without putting her own well-being at risk.” 

 “At risk? Nor would I. Like you, he’s making a name for himself. He can’t afford to sully 

that. Especially with you, someone he knows his brother-in-law loves.” 

 “That’s exactly why you should find someone else. His actions are spiteful. Wrong. I 

cannot, will not, condone them. And if that’s not the way of the sacred courtesan, then let me 

begin a new definition.” 

 “Can you not let the ground beneath your feet calm to solid, first?” 

 “I may be a courtesan, Tia, but I too, have honor.” Isabella sipped her coffee with feigned 

calm.  

 Tia looked at her with eyes raw, fiery, the hint of a smile emerging but not out of joy, out of 

frustrated respect. “Then have enough honor to tell him yourself.” 

 Isabella cocked her head in contemplation, her thoughts lost again in the rain-stained 

leaded glass. “Fine. I’ll show him. I’ll show him I’m not afraid and I’ll keep my honor, too.” 

 A face stopped in front of the window to peer in through cupped hands. Tia noticed and 

abruptly opened the door. “This isn’t a brothel. Nor is it a stable. Noblemen knock on doors 

typically leaving the window creeping to the lowlier kind. And you are?” 

 The man was embarrassed, trying to allude to his higher stature by smoothing his vest and 

coat. “Here to confirm this is the residence of La Mariposa.” 

 Tia waited for his bow of respect, her arms folded across her front, her mouth a thin 

irritated line. He stood oblivious until he saw Isabella motion to him. 

 Ah, yes, his face said, and he lowered his head in respect, oozing irritation right back at 

Tia. 

Isabella pretended to tidy her hair in the mirror at the base of the stair, hiding her smile 

from both of them.  
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 “And? Who wishes to know?” Tia spoke firmly, still eyeing the man. 

 “Franco di Mannoni of the Santori household.” 

 “Yes, then. But you better hurry. La Mariposa’s schedule is very full, and she does not like 

to wait.” 

 “Indeed, indeed,” he bowed his head ever so slightly, “thank you, Signora. He will be here 

shortly.” 

 “Well then,” said Tia, closing the door, “off I go before he arrives. I won’t be far so not to 

worry if something goes awry. But then, nothing will. Has Luisa readied everything you need? Is 

your room fit for the goddess Mariposa?” 

 “She has. And it is. But this shan’t be long. He will be on his way not long after he arrives.” 

 “Don’t forget, Isabella, some of the cruelest have the greatest needs.” 

 “Indeed. But even starving dogs won’t eat overly rotten food.” 

 Tia laughed as she walked up the stairs, reminded yet again that no wit was quicker than la 

Mariposa’s. 

 Isabella was glad to have a few minutes to herself. Normally, Luisa would answer the door 

and bring the men upstairs, but Isabella told her to take the rest of the day off. Luisa worked very 

hard recently spending multiple extra hours setting up their new cutting garden so she was well 

deserving of time to do what she pleased as often as Isabella could spare her, especially since she 

knew Luisa would only ever spend her free time with Giovanni. Had Isabella known though, that it 

was Franco who was coming, she might have asked Luisa to stay. Then again, she would only be 

with him for a few minutes, with hours after that to write, alone, so maybe it was still a wise 

decision. Luisa’s eyes did so light up whenever she could spend time with her Giovanni, maybe the 

same way Isabella’s did whenever she spent time with her Zuan Marco. 

 The urge to daydream about him pulled at her like a kite string. 
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She needed a few minutes to find a deeper calm before Franco arrived. While it had been 

many more than a few months, the memories of her last day in her old home were as fresh as ever. 

They began to surge through her in intense spurts, her scalp prickling under the weight of it all. 

Did the donna know he was coming? And what about Zuan Marco? Obviously, Franco wasn’t the 

only one in the Santori household who knew he was coming. Perhaps the news was only kept 

among the servants, though. This was a rare case when Isabella tried to block her imagination from 

getting ahead of reality. She picked up her pen to help calm her nerves. 

I am afraid. I am solid in my deepest self, but I am afraid. I invite my clients to honor all 

that they feel by expressing that which courses through their veins, so why would I not give 

the same gift to myself? If emotions are honored with healthy expression repeatedly 

enough, so too, will Divine energy feel honored enough to express her most profound and 
soulful wisdom. May such guidance find me now for the fear is strong and filling me with 

unpleasant flavor.  

 

It is indeed my position to draw all creatures toward the space where Spirit flows freely, 

where Divine is no more separate from human than hand is from arm. And yet I, as vessel 
myself, am not wholly Divine. I am human. As it is, my fear will not quiet . . . my fear will 

not quiet . . . my fear will not quiet . . . 

 

 There was a knock on the door. Isabella placed her plume back in the pot, her feet in her 

chopines and her emotions back in her heart. In the silence she brought her hands together in 

prayer.  

 Until he knocked once more. 

 She stood, tucked her hair behind her ear, and went to unlock the door. The handle was 

cool. Did she really want to do this? Did she have any choice? She collected her emotions as best 

she could and opened the door. 

 “Buon pomeriggio, Franco.” 

 “May I come in . . . Isabella,” he said, with cautious air. 

 She turned to let him follow. He closed the door closed behind him. 
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 “I didn’t know if you would accept me into your new, lavish home,” he looked around, 

admiring what he saw. 

 “But I did, didn’t I?” Isabella was tight, especially her neck. 

 He nodded, distracted by his surroundings. “You have many fine things. That is, for a 

woman of your stature,” he found some nuts in a silver bowl and threw a handful in his mouth. 

 “Even without prompting, you show me that you have not changed.” 

 “Changed?” he laughed. “Why would I ever want to change? It was only you who needed 

to change.” 

 “Me?” 

  “Si, Signorina, for things to work out between us,” he paused, “Don’t look so surprised! 

You know as well as I that no couple is better suited than you and I. I have robbed men of their 

wives and enjoyed it; you rob women of their husbands and enjoy it, too, just look at you!” 

 Isabella stood in shock, her eyes trying to blink his words away and yet there they still were, 

echoing in the air again and again. She cleared her throat, “You robbed on purpose, and if I ever 

robbed, it was never my intention,” she shook her head, “I never set out to rob anyone of anything. 

Nor will I ever.”  

 “A liar just like me. See what I mean? We’re perfect for one another,” he moved toward 

her. 

 Isabella picked up a book from the side table, pretending to find interest in it. “You are 

right. I did lie. I do try to rob my clients of their anger, of their fear, of their unhappiness. Then 

again, I just light a candle. It is they who find their own way to rob themselves of what hurts.” 

 Franco laughed. “Once again, like me, you are an expert at convincing others of your own 

merits when you and I both know the truth.” 
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 “Do we, Franco?” she set down the book and stared at him, her voice strong and 

confident. “The truth? Tell me, then, what is that truth?” 

 “Just as I’ve been saying all along, that you and I are two of a kind, made for one another,” 

he moved a few steps closer; she moved a few steps further away. 

 “Franco, its time for you to leave. We never saw eye to eye. Not then, not now and 

probably not ever. I do not share your truth. Now please, it’s time for you to leave,” Isabella 

motioned for the door. 

 “Come now, Isabella. What if we were to put aside the little differences and move forward 

to a new and better chapter, together?” He moved still closer to her, slithering like a hungry boa, 

slow and deliberate. “Besides, you owe me.” 

 Isabella felt as if a vice had tightened around her middle, her corset suddenly too tight, her 

lungs unable to take in the air she needed. Her nostrils grew, the back of her throat constricting to 

stop herself from vomiting. She willed herself to breathe without choking. 

“No.” An intense burst pushed the word out of her. 

 He stopped, stunned. “But surely you know why I’m here.” 

 “I do. But do you?” Her words were coming smoother now. 

 “Do I? Do I know why I am here?” His voice suddenly growing louder, his face beginning 

to take on a red hue. “I requested you, did I not? I know what you are; I knew it before you even 

left our house all those months ago. You have always been a whore, Isabella,” he said, almost 

spitting her name with venom. “And now it’s finally time for me to get my due.” He moved toward 

her, his eyes glazed over, his hands ripping at the neck of his shirt. 

 A scream caught in Isabella’s mouth. 

 “Ah, yes! Scream as loud as you want. The louder the better. It’s how I dreamt it, with no 

one here to help.” He laughed with a crazed grin. 
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 Isabella ran to the opposite side of the room, escaping his hands as they tore at her gown, 

ripping it, exposing part of her breast. With her back to a glass cabinet, she breathed in quick 

breaths, trembling, terrified of what was to come. She was strong but not enough to fight off his 

wild hunger. As he neared, she asked for help, her lips mumbling words to Divine energy, to her 

mother, to her father, to anyone who might hear. 

 “What? I can’t hear you! You want me? Say it. Say it like you have meant to say it for as 

long as you’ve known me!” He was balling his fists, open-taught, open-taught, readying to touch her 

in the way he had always dreamt. 

Isabella turned just enough to see a knife in the cabinet. Behind the glass. A knife Tia or 

Luisa must have put there. Silver with a bone handle. She thrust her hand through the glass and 

onto the knife, shards splattering blood in all directions.  

“Get away from me,” she spat, the saliva seeping from her mouth like a rabid dog. “One 

more step and I’ll hurt you. I swear I’ll kill you if I have to, Franco. Get away from me!” 

 Franco started to laugh. Hysterically. Isabella’s heart raced, her face flush with fear. She 

tried to hold her hand steady in case he decided to lunge for her, or worse, for the knife.  

 “You fool!” he yelled as he leapt on her, grabbing the arm that held the knife, trying to 

keep it as far away from his body as he could while still trying to get it from her hand.  

They fell to the ground, Isabella using every last bit of strength she had to keep the knife in 

her hand. She kicked. He spat. They wrestled on the floor. Their bodies crashed into the couch 

then knocked over a table; precious porcelain crashed into pieces on the floor.  

“NO!” she yelled as she jumped up and out of his reach. 

“Give me the knife, you whore!” he yelled back, lunging toward her again. 

“Never!” And without knowing the opportunity had come, she thrust the metal blade into 

his abdomen not stopping until her hand could go no further. 
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His mouth opened in shock, his eyes as wide as hers. Isabella’s fingers stayed locked in 

place as she pulled it out, the blade covered in gushing red. 

And for a moment, time stood still. 

“Did you? Am I?” Franco gasped, looking down at the red pouring from his belly, his 

fingers dripping. 

Isabella screamed out in terror. 

The front door burst open. Zuan Marco flew into the room to find Isabella standing above 

Franco, her hand dropping the bloody knife into the pool of red on the floor. Zuan Marco gasped, 

Isabella’s terror as palpable as his own. He had to act fast. He picked up the knife, holding it tight, 

as if it belonged with him, then knelt in Franco’s blood on the floor, his face peering into Franco’s 

dying eyes. 

“You hurt her. You hurt me. You hurt one too many. And you got what you deserved.” As 

he spoke, he held the knife up to his brother-in-law’s face, controlling his anger just enough to not 

hurt him again. 

The front door burst open again. It was Donna Santori. “Isabella? What in God’s name?” 

She looked to her brother, dead on the floor and then to her husband. “Zuan Marco! 

What have you done?” her screams echoing out the open door, into the street, and into every 

open window. 

“You killed my brother!” 
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Julia 

 

With an aching hand Julia traced the words she had just written in her notebook. Her heart 

raced. She wasn’t ready to let go of her pen and paper. Not yet. 

Isabella killed Franco. My God. What would happen to her now? She needed to talk to 

Hilda.  

 “Julia? Can you throw me my towel? I left it on the bed,” yelled Alan from the shower. 

 “Sure!” she yelled back, reluctantly pulling herself away from her work. 

 “Thanks, sorry to interrupt your writing.” 
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 “No problem. Just finished a big part in my story so I’m a little distracted,” she mumbled. 

“I’m so glad you like the dress!” his face covered in shaving cream. 

 “I love the dress, thank you. It’s gorgeous.” 

 “Will you wear it tonight?” 

 “Tonight?” 

 “Yah, tonight! Need a better reason than an A-lister’s gondola ride?” 

 “No, no, of course not! Yes, I’m wearing it tonight!” 

 “Good! Can’t wait to see it on! I’m sure it will help distract me from these damn stomach 

cramps.” 

 Stomach cramps? And my hand hurt? Julia caught her breath. Was there a connection?  

 “You have stomach cramps?” 

 “Yah, no biggie, though. I’m sure I just ate too much pizza. Ha! And when we go back for 

round two, I’ll probably do the same thing again,” he laughed at himself. 

 Julia looked over at the red dress draped across the bed. When she got home from seeing 

Hilda and Antonio, Alan had it waiting for her. Was there anything that could possibly make her 

feel any more guilty? While she was with Hilda imagining Antonio as Zuan Marco, her husband 

was out buying her a dress.  

 “Oh Alan, I hope not. You and I both need to do a better job at taking care of you! Next 

time we go, I’ll be sure to remind you, so you don’t overdo it again.” 

 He popped his head out of the shower, “So sweet of you! Taking care of your husband, are 

you?” 

 “Trying to, at least.” It was something even if it was a mere drop in the bucket to erase all 

the guilt she was feeling. Everywhere she looked seemed like another reason to feel guilty. How 

could a honeymoon to Venice and the act of writing a story be so life changing?  



 225 

She sat on the radiator and turned to look out the window. She rubbed her hand. It was 

starting to feel better. She had to be paranoid to try to connect Alan’s stomach cramps with 

Franco’s death and her own hand hurting, with Isabella and the knife she used. Obviously, her 

hand was hurting from all her writing and Alan told her why his stomach ached. Being around him 

always righted her back to that place where things made better logical sense. Oh, why did she agree 

to meet Hilda and Antonio again? Only more confusion could ever grow from it. Confusion and 

more guilt. They would have to understand if she didn’t show up. Who could blame her for 

putting her marriage first? She certainly wouldn’t blame Antonio if he did. 

 Julia watched as a few motorboats sped across the laguna. The sun was about halfway to the 

horizon, the water already transforming into its nighttime blue. Closer to the hotel she saw a 

gondolier paddling a passenger, a man. He looked like a priest, no. . . . it couldn’t be. She looked 

back to see if Alan was still in the shower. He was. And the man, the priest, was his gondola 

coming closer? Was he really gazing up toward their window? Could he see her? The sun was 

hanging low, so maybe he could. She dropped to the floor, her heart beating into her ears. Why 

did she care? He couldn’t hurt her. A few deep breaths and her pulse slowed back to normal. 

 “Mariposa! I saw you! Mariposa . . .! I just want to talk to you! Please! Please let me just 

have a few words. Publicly!”  

 Julia stayed on the floor. 

 “Julia?” Alan stood in his towel, looking at her wide-eyed. 

 “Mariposa! Per favore! Deny a priest a small favor? Dios mio!” 

 Alan looked out and down, recognizing the priest right away. “He has to be kidding, right? 

Unbelievable!” He threw on a shirt and a pair of pants and returned to the window.  

“Who the hell do you think you are? Priest or not, you’re stalking my wife! Wake up to 

your sickness before I call the god damn police!” 
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 Julia stood up. 

 “Mariposa! Please!” 

 She looked at Alan, pleadingly. 

“Julia, no. Don’t talk to the bastard. It’ll only encourage him.” 

“He can’t hurt me Alan, not with you around, so maybe it’s all right. Just to find out what 

he wants?” 

Alan crossed his arms and tightened his jaw. 

 “What do you want from me?” she yelled back at the priest. 

 “The diary, Mariposa! Where did you hide the diary?” 

 “Why does he keep calling you Mariposa? That’s not your name! And what the hell does 

that mean, anyway?” 

 “Mariposa is butterfly in Spanish. He thinks I’m the butterfly. It’s the same thing that lady 

Hilda said, that I’m a reincarnated courtesan from the seventeenth century. Her name was la 

Mariposa, her nickname, anyway. Her real name was Isabella.” 

 “Are you kidding me? Sounds a lot like the book you’re writing. How the hell does he 

know about the book you’re writing?” Alan threw up his hands. “I can’t keep up!” 

 “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Julia yelled outside, “I’m not who you think I 

am!” 

 “Yes, you are! I know you are! And I have proof!” He held up what looked like a picture. 

 “I’ve had it. Tell him to bring his proof to the lobby. Right now. I want to see it. We need 

to get to the bottom of this once and for all.” 

 Julia turned to Alan. “Are you serious?” 

 “Yes. I want to end this charade. If he’s trying to con you out of something, I want to be 

there to protect you, and if he actually has something worth listening to, I want to be there for that, 
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too. Either way, we need to get to the bottom of it. It’s driving a wedge between us, Julia. Don’t you 

see that by now? It seems like you’re even forgetting that you need me. Maybe this will remind you 

that you do.” 

 She swallowed her lump of guilt. “You’re right, Alan, I do; and it is driving a wedge 

between us. I’m sorry. All right, I’m going to tell him to meet us in the lobby, then. Right now. Do 

we have enough time for this before the gondola ride?” 

 “This is more important than anything else right now so yes, tell him.” 

 “Bring your proof to the lobby. We’ll meet you there in ten minutes,” Julia yelled down to 

him. 

 “Dios mio,” said the priest, clutching the picture to his heart, “Grazie, grazie,” he yelled, 

while motioning frantically for the gondolier to turn around. “See you in ten minutes in the lobby. 

Si, dieci minuti,” he barked at the gondolier. 

 Julia turned to Alan. “I didn’t mean for any of this to happen, Alan. I promise, I had no 

idea any of this was waiting for me, for us, here.” 

 Alan’s head was down. He was rubbing his head. “Then why does it hurt so much, Julia?” 

 “Because it’s unexpected? Because it’s unknown? Because it’s crazy-making?” 

 Alan nodded. 

 “If it’s any consolation, it’s all those things for me, too.” 

 Alan looked up, “If I didn’t love you so much, none of it would matter. But I do. So, it 

does.” He got up to put his shoes on.  

 “And I love you, Alan.” 

 “Do you?” he said, stopping what he was doing. 

 “Of course, I do Alan. You’re everything I’ve ever wanted from the minute I first saw you 

at Pinkering’s store. I’m so sorry. I’m so very sorry for all of this,” her eyes filling with tears. 
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 They waited not five minutes before the priest found them at a table in the bar near the 

back. As soon as he saw them, he brought his hands up to his chest and mouthed Dios mio, his 

eyes looking up toward the heavens. “I’m grateful. I’m so very grateful. You won’t hurt me now, 

no?” 

 “For now, I won’t hurt you, no,” said Alan, reluctantly. “But don’t push it. Be nice or you’ll 

regret it.” 

 “Si, si,” his voice suddenly taking on a more serious tone. 

 “All right then, hurry it up, what do you want from my wife? And her name is not whatever 

it is you say it is, by the way.” 

 The priest looked hard at Julia and then at the picture he held in his hand and back again. 

“This is la Mariposa, a copy of a painting commissioned centuries ago. Tell me you don’t see the 

likeness to you wife.” 

 Alan took the picture. Julia glanced over his shoulder. Aside from the hair, the likeness was 

unbelievable, right down to the way she held her head, her smile, even the depth in her eyes. 

“Where did you get this,” he looked up, accusingly, “you didn’t happen to paint it in the last 

couple of days after taking a picture of an unsuspecting tourist, did you?” 

 “Look at it more closely. It’s photocopied from a dictionary of paintings. The date below it 

says it was painted in the sixteen-hundreds.” 

 Alan looked at it again. “Okay, so who cares? God got lazy and made a duplicate of a 

woman he couldn’t improve upon. So, what? What does that have to do with my wife?” 

 Julia wiped her brow. 

 “Because of their likeness I believe your wife knows the whereabouts of this woman’s diary. 

Her name was la Mariposa.” 
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 “And she lived in the seventeenth century, an Italian courtesan with a Spanish name, yes, I 

know.” 

 The priest cocked his head to the side, “Ah, so you know more than you say you do. I 

see,” his voice now taking on a bit of a sinister tone. 

 “All I know is that my wife is writing a story that sounds a lot like yours. You don’t happen 

to be in cahoots with a woman named Hilda, do you?” 

 “Alan, no!” But it was too late. The words were already spoken. 

 The priest sneered. “So not only do you know what I’m talking about, you’re also both 

lying to me. Let me say that again, you’re lying to a man of the church.” 

 “And you’re taking advantage of an innocent woman. Hmm, seems to me the news would 

have a lot more fun writing about you than us.”  

 “Stop it! All right. Let me be clear with both of you. I am writing a story and there are 

similarities between what happened in real life and what I’m imagining but what Alan doesn’t know 

and I do, is that nowhere in my story have I ever heard anything about any diary ever being lost or 

found.” 

 “Heard?”  

 “She’s writing a novel, damn it, the story plays like a movie in her head.” 

 “That just means she hasn’t gotten to that part of the movie then, doesn’t it?” The priest 

turned to Julia, “Has the whore started writing? Does she have a diary she writes in? I know she 

does. Don’t lie to me.” 

 “She was never a whore! Don’t speak about Isabella like that!” 

 “How dare you accuse my wife of lying!” 

 The priest looked at both of them incredulously. 
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 “If I find out that you tell Hilda the whereabouts of what I’ve been waiting for my entire 

life, mark my words, you will regret it for the rest of your life.” 

 “Are you threatening us?” Alan’s jaw tightened. 

 The priest took a deep breath, “I’m merely pleading with you to cooperate with me.” 

 “Why? Why should I tell you anything? And what’s so bad about talking to Hilda? She’s a 

nice lady.” 

 The priest put his head in his hands, “Of course she’s nice to you. She’s in it for herself.” 

 “Just as you are at least trying to be, what’s the difference?”  

 “Alan, please.” 

 “Hilda is a nice lady. I am a nice man.” 

 Alan coughed. 

 “We both want the diary. Why? She has her reasons, I have mine.” 

 “That’s what I am asking you. Why do you want the diary so badly? What does it mean to 

you?” 

“Where do I begin,” his hands emphasizing his words, “it will strengthen my faith. It will 

strengthen the Catholic Church here in Italy. It will change perceptions of a woman who has, until 

now, challenged everything me, my family of origin and my faith have stood for, for generations.” 

 “He’s nuts, Julia. Nuts.” 

 “Julia? Your name is Julia?” 

 Julia looked at Alan then the priest. “It is.” 

 “Julia, you know I’m not nuts. You know because for whatever reason, you hold the key to 

unlocking Isabella’s past. You know the magnitude of her presence while she was alive.” 

 “Do I? I’m not so sure. She was just a woman trying to make the best of a difficult life.” 
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 “Who happened to write a diary that remains one of the biggest challenges to the Catholic 

faith here in Italy, a challenge that’s lasted for centuries,” he retorted. 

 “When only excerpts have ever been found?” 

 “Precisely! Imagine the impact of the entire diary!” 

 “And what if what you find doesn’t support your faith but tears it down even further?” 

suggested Julia. 

 “Not possible,” he slammed his hand down on the table, “simply impossible. That would 

never happen. My great grandfather, my grandfather, my father and myself, we’ve all devoted our 

lives to proving otherwise.” 

 Julia suddenly breathed in a strong scent of chlorine. He was lying. He had to be lying. 

Chlorine masked the true nature of water. “Where can we find you if the movie does continue to 

play and if I do see what happened to this diary?” 

 “I told you before, the church of la Maddalena. I’m there every day, most of the time. 

Please Julia, I beg you. Don’t do this for me. Do this for the future of the Catholic faith,” he 

pressed his hands together in prayer and bowed his head, “and for the legacy of Isabella Maria 

Mariposa Sivarani. Let her go down in history as honorably as she deserved.” 

 “Okay, we got it. Now we have to go. You’ve said your peace, we heard you through. My 

wife says she’ll contact you if something changes. End of story.” 

 They all moved to leave. 

 “One last thing, Signorina,” said the priest in a whisper with Alan out of earshot. 

 Julia listened closely.  

 “Di Mannoni. Giving me the diary will clear Isabella’s name. I know she didn’t do it, but 

the world doesn’t. Not yet.” 

 Julia shook her head, “Di Mannoni? I don’t know who that is.” 
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 “You don’t? Oh, but you do. Or has the movie not played that part for you yet, either? 

Franco. Franco di Mannoni. Isabella didn’t kill him. Zuan Marco did.” 

 

*          *          * 

 

“You’re beautiful, Julia—my own little A-lister.” 

 Julia smiled gratefully at Alan who sat beside her in their gondola as they were taken up the 

Grand Canal. “Isn’t it weird how we could be in so many other time periods right now if we just 

changed our clothes?” 

 “Don’t forget them,” he said, nodding at the paparazzi lining our way. 

 “Shoot, you’re right. Glad this is only temporary. For us. Your sister has to deal with this all 

the time. I wonder how she does it with all those lights in her face every day.” 

 “The price of fame, I guess. Truth is, I’m sure she likes it. Makes her feel important.” 

 Julia looked out across the canal, at the madness of the cameramen vying for the best spot 

just as she remembered Alcina’s words to Isabella. Maybe one day you will realize your own true 

worth.  

“What about you? Do you need paparazzi to feel important?” 

 He shrugged. “I could take it or leave it. If people want to follow me around like lost 

puppies, so be it.” 

 Julia shook her head.  

 “What?” 

 “It’s not for me,” she said. 

 “What isn’t?” 

 “This whole Hollywood thing.” 
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 “You don’t think it’s fun to be an A-lister for an evening? To pretend you’re famous?” 

 She shook her head. “If I did, I’d feel like I was lying, forsaking all that I am.” 

 “Forsaking? What kind of word is that? Are you back in the century of your book?” 

 Julia kept staring at the paparazzi, unsure of how to answer him.  

 “If you’re not into this, it’s okay. That stuff earlier with that nuts-o priest was enough to 

push anyone over the top. I just don’t want to ruin it for Kit. Do you need to go write or go see 

Hilda, isn’t that her name?” 

 Her eyebrows peaked. 

 “Maybe finishing this book is the only thing that’s really going to resolve things for you. It’s 

obvious that being with me right now isn’t doing it. Frankly, I don’t need any more reminders of 

that fact, either.” 

 “Alan, it’s not you. If anything, it’s the things that try to distract me from who I really am.” 

She looked out at the paparazzi. “Like them.” 

 “Do you think working on your book or seeing Hilda will help with that?” 

 “Maybe.” 

 “One more question. Do you still love me, Julia, really?” 

 “Yes, I do, Alan. Very much. And I’m committed to you. Forever.” 

 Alan smiled. “Me, too, Honey. Forever.” 

 

 When their gondola pulled up to the restaurant, the cameras flashing like strobe lights, 

Julia moved into the crowd as discreetly as she could, but before slipping out of sight she turned to 

see Alan already talking to a camera man, his blue eyes sparkling like a true Hollywood A-lister. 

 

*          *          * 
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 This time Julia knocked but opened the door before Hilda answered. “Hilda,” she called, 

as she walked in. “You here? I’m a little early.” 

 “I’m here, dear. Come in! I’ll be right there!”  

 Julia closed the door behind herself and took a moment to take in her surroundings. 

Curiously, neither Hilda nor her mystical home-office smelled as strongly as they did before. Julia 

wondered if it was because Hilda had changed something. 

 “You look different, Mariposa. What’s changed?” 

 “That’s funny! I was just thinking that maybe you’d changed something yourself. Have you 

stopped making your herbal potions because it doesn’t smell as strongly as it usually does?” 

 Hilda looked at her with a sly smile, “No, still making them. Look,” she pointed to the 

stove, “still bubbling. I think it’s you who have changed, dear. Yes . . . something really has 

changed, hasn’t it?” 

 Julia shrugged, looking down at herself. “I dressed up?” 

 Hilda shook her head, “You remembered something more, didn’t you? It freed you . . .” 

 Just then the door opened, and Antonio walked in, “Am I late? I hope I haven’t missed 

anything.” 

 “No, no, still haven’t poured the tea. Come in, Antonio! I was just saying to Julia that 

something’s changed about her. What do you think?” 

 Antonio sized Julia up, “Hmm, let me see. Somehow, she’s managed to become still more 

beautiful. Ah yes, and her eyes,” he stepped closer to Julia, looking deeply into her eyes until she 

was forced to look away, “when I caught a glimpse of them, they didn’t look as sad, but freer, 

more—” 
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 “—that’s exactly what I said to her, freer. Something freed her, didn’t it?” Hilda clapped her 

hands together just once then turned to fetch the tea. 

 “Did something actually happen, or are we making a big deal out of nothing?” he said, as 

he sat down beside me.  

 Julia shifted in her seat, “A lot has happened. I guess I’m still digesting it all though. What 

about you?” 

 “Maybe I’m a bit like you. Some moments I’m confused, others I’m sure that I’m headed 

in a solid, healthy, correct direction,” his eyes getting larger with ‘correct’. 

 “Did you say correct direction?” asked Hilda as she set down the pot of tea in a tea cozy. 

“I’m afraid that’s the only direction there is.” 

 “How can you say that, Hilda? Mistakes are made all the time. A mistake is just another 

way of saying an incorrect decision was made, isn’t it?”  

 “Maybe, Julia, maybe not. What if we chose to learn from everything that happened in our 

lives so that nothing is ever incorrect? If we learn, then we’re always headed in a correct direction, 

are we not?” 

 “And if we don’t learn, then is it incorrect?”  

 “I’ve never seen a time-line on learning, have you?” 

 “But that’s saying nothing’s ever wrong. And things are definitely wrong in the world,” said 

Antonio. 

 “Are they? Or are they merely harsh lessons? Wake up calls? Painful reminders? 

Sacrifices by our friends and family members, people we know and even those we don’t, to help us 

grow, collectively and individually, as souls? Most things we call wrong are wrong because of 

societies’ rules. Societal rules change with the times. But the soul only has one rule—grow.” 

 “Killing is wrong, Hilda.”  
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 “Wrongs can always be transformed with wisdom and grace, Julia. There are great gifts in 

darkness. In fact, the light is always the brightest in the dark.” 

 “Meaning . . .?” 

 “Meaning Antonio, that saying yes to the totality of existence, the dark as well as the light, is 

the only way to live as a truly luminous soul.” 

 Julia stared at Hilda, blinking repeatedly, “Isabella never embraced the darkness, did she . . 

.” 

 Hilda and Antonio were silent. 

“. . . she focused wholly on the light. She ran toward the light and away from the dark.” 

“Isabella did focus on the light Julia, you’re right. That’s how she was able to express it to 

all of us so clearly. That’s the world she lived in.” 

“But you just said that to be a truly luminous soul, one must embrace both the light and the 

dark.” 

“I did, dear. Maybe that’s one of the reasons why you’re here now.” 

“To be the darkness Isabella ignored?” 

Hilda chuckled. “Something like that, I suppose.” 

“Can you explain that a bit more for me, Hilda? I’m afraid I’m not grasping how Julia 

could ever be anything but light.” 

“Yes, yes, okay,” she took a sip of her tea. “Julia is light. Light will always outshine the dark. 

But for that light to shine with its greatest luminosity, it needs to also embrace its shadow, the 

darkness. We don’t appreciate or even fully see the day without the night as contrast. Perhaps 

Isabella didn’t do that to the degree that Julia, her reincarnation, now can. Maybe that’s part of the 

reason she’s remembering this particular past life of hers. To finish a dark part of her story.” 
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“So maybe I’m not just here to find Isabella’s diary? No, I know that’s not the only reason 

I’m here." She looked over at Antonio and then to Hilda. “I also need to remember it for myself in 

the now. To finish . . . wait! What am I thinking? Isabella just killed Franco!” 

 “What? Isabella killed Franco?” said Hilda, dropping her teacup with a loud clatter. 

 Antonio rubbed his temples, his own eyes lost in thought now. “She did. But I took the 

blame.” 

 Both Hilda and Julia turned to look at Antonio. His mouth was open. He had shocked 

himself as much as them. “I paid the price because I loved Isabella. I loved her with every ounce 

of my being, and I’d do it all over again.” 

 Julia brought her hands up to her chest, clutching them tightly to try to soften the chill that 

had just run through her body. “It all happened so fast. I didn’t mean for him to take the blame. 

He leaned down to see if Franco was dead . . . “ 

 “And was I?” said a voice from the doorway, his entry unheard by all of us. 

 Hilda stood up abruptly, her chair scraping the wood floor. “How dare you come here 

again.” 

 “How dare you protect a murderess. Not just once but twice,” said the priest. 

 Antonio moved beside Julia, his arms around her trembling body. “Don’t worry. He can’t 

hurt you; you’re safe with me,” he whispered. 

 “He wasn’t dead. Not all the way,” said Antonio. “That’s why I stabbed him again. To be 

sure he would never hurt the woman I loved or anyone else, ever again.” 

 Julia looked at Antonio with shock. 

 “Liar!” said the priest, “You’re just protecting her. Again!” 

 “Get out!” yelled Hilda, pointing to the door, “Get out, now!” 
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 “I will not leave,” he said in a calm, slow voice as he closed the door behind him and 

walked closer to the center of the room. “I just want to talk to the three of you. Like civilized 

people,” he pulled out a chair at the table, motioning for us to join him. “Please,” he said again.  

 No one sat. But we listened. 

 “Now, we all know Isabella killed Franco, that is, that you, killed me,” he said to Julia. 

 “But you’re a priest. Priest’s don’t believe in reincarnation,” said Hilda, in her nastiest 

voice. 

 “And I thought you told me that Isabella was innocent,” Julia said, joining in. 

 “You’re right, I did. And I don’t believe in reincarnation. I’m just playing your game for 

now. So, with the stain of murder on her soul, Isabella cannot rest, so she returns to this life to 

make amends.” 

 ‘That’s not exactly how reincarnation works, Jozef. We don’t get to decide what’s 

important to one soul and not important to another,” said Hilda. 

 “Are you suggesting that Franco’s death may not be important to Isabella’s soul, or rather, 

to your soul?” he said, looking at Julia with a sneer. 

 “I said nothing of the sort; I’m just listening like a civilized person.” 

 Antonio put his foot next to Julia’s, pressing into hers. 

 “May I proceed, because I have a proposition. Give me the diary and I’ll forgive you.” 

 “Never,” said Hilda, “she’ll never give you the diary.” 

 “I’ve told you both, I don’t have any diary to give!” 

 Antonio put his hand on her back. “She doesn’t. I know she’s telling the truth.” 

 “Then let your soul be tormented for another four hundred years or until we meet again in 

yet another life.” 
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 “Codswallop!” said Hilda, flippantly. “You have no understanding of how reincarnation or 

the life of the soul works, you said so yourself, so leave us be.” 

 “I can’t. I won’t. I need the diary first,” he lunged for Julia, his hands headed straight for 

her neck, pushing her and the chair she was next to over with a crash. 

 Julia tried to scream but his hands stopped any air from coming out. She kicked and 

flailed, her fingers tearing at his clothing. Antonio grabbed him by the waist and arms, trying to pull 

him off of her while Hilda tried to hit him on the head and face, screaming at him to leave her 

alone, to let go. 

 Just then a police officer barged in the door, blowing his whistle.  

“She stole my diary! She stole what’s mine!” yelled the priest, “I’m a priest, help me!” 

“Jozef? What in the devil are you doing?” 

He scrambled to stand up leaving Julia coughing and rubbing her neck, with Antonio and 

Hilda trying to help her in any way they could. 

“Didn’t I tell you if I ever found you doing anything like this again that I’d put you away?” 

“But this is different, Piero; I promise it’s different. This is nothing like the times before.” 

“I thought you said the times before were all misunderstandings.” 

“No, no, you’re right, they were, you know what I mean. Those women were liars, this 

one’s just a thief. She has a diary that belongs to me and I was trying to get it back.” 

“So, this woman is no liar?” 

“No sir. She is just a thief.” 

“Signorina?” he said to me, then redirecting his question to Hilda, “Is she all right?” 

“Segnora, she’s a Segnora. She’s pretty shook up but yes, she’s okay.” 

“Perdon, Segnora?” 

“Si?” answered Julia. 
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“Do you have a diary that belongs to this man, this priest?” 

“He is more devil than priest!” 

The police officer raised his hand to quiet Hilda. 

“Segnora . . .?” 

“Yes, I mean no. I do not have a diary that belongs to this man nor do I know where it is.” 

“She speaks the truth. That’s what we were trying to tell him, but he simply wouldn’t listen. 

The man is crazy, I tell you, totalmente pazzi!” said Antonio, his fingers pinching the air like a true 

Italian. 

“You yourself say she’s no liar so there’s only one logical conclusion, Jozef. You’re coming 

with me,” he walked over to the priest, taking out handcuffs. “Don’t make me use these. You know 

Venetians,” he shook his head. “For all I know, the sight of me running over here like a mad man 

is already emblazoned into their memories. That, and the fact that you had questionable behavior 

before all this. Shoot, Jozef. I tried to help you! No one likes to see a priest go to jail.” 

“But she has it! I know she does! Maybe she doesn’t know it, but she does! And I’m not 

crazy, Piero. You know I’m not crazy!” 

The officer just shook his head, refusing to engage.  

“I’m happy to give any testimony you may need. This isn’t the first time Father Jozef has 

bothered me . . . us, bothered us, I should say.” Hilda looked back over at Julia shaking her head 

with sadness. 

“Thank you, Signora. I appreciate that, and well done using the new hot button. It seems to 

have served its purpose.” 

“Indeed, it did. If it wasn’t for your suggestion to get that installed, god knows when help 

would’ve arrived. Thank you, Officer.” 
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“My pleasure,” he held Jozef by the arm, looking at him with the opposite sentiment. 

“Everyone knew we just installed hot buttons at a number of businesses down here, turns out, 

everyone except you.” 

“Serves him right. He’s exactly why we needed that safety measure.” 

Jozef sneered at Hilda. 

“All right then, off we go. I’ll probably be back later with a few more officers for 

questioning but I’ve no doubt that with a past like his, he’ll spend some good time behind bars. 

This time, I saw it all with my own eyes.” 

“Thank you, Officer,” said Antonio, beside Julia. 

“And please get her checked out by a doctor. One can never be too safe.” 

“Thank you, yes, we will,” said Hilda, as she walked behind them, escorting them out the 

door. 

“Are you all right, dear? I’m so sorry. Thank goodness it’s all over now, dios mio, finito. 

Come now, you need a more comfortable place to recover,” Hilda motioned for them to follow 

her. 

Antonio helped Julia stand and together they walked up the spiral staircase into Hilda’s 

living quarters. She led them to a cozy room where they all sat down, Hilda in an armchair, 

Antonio and Julia on the couch. 

“I just can’t believe everything that’s happened and all for a diary.” Julia was exhausted and 

looked even worse. Her new dress was torn at the shoulder, her face was lined with more worry 

than either Hilda or Antonio had seen on her before and her neck was red with finger marks. 

 “The diary’s just the external representation.” 

 Julia looked up at Hilda, her eyes exhausted, “Of what? Please, no more code, Hilda.” 



 242 

 “Well, on the public level, it represents what we all, as humans, ache for and even need 

and haven’t found any explanation for, to this degree, anywhere else. What began as a simple gift 

between lovers, from Zuan Marco to Isabella about four hundred years ago, has become the lost 

bible of connection, the Estuary of the Divine.” 

 “Oh, I’ve heard of that,” said Antonio, “The Estuary of the Divine. Is that what Isabella’s 

diary is? Is that what all this fuss has been about?” 

 Julia looked at him and slowly nodded. “Now it all makes better sense. I’ve even read some 

of it, or the parts that have been found, I suppose.” She looked over at Hilda. “That’s part of what 

you gave me to read, didn’t you? And now that I think of it,” she touched my heart, “I read some 

of it as a young girl. I found it at the local country store, treasured every word when no one around 

me had ever even heard of it.”  

Julia was putting pieces together faster now.  

“If I remember correctly, it’s not just about connection, though, is it? It seemed to me to 

be about a lot more than that.” 

 “Well yes, it’s about connection, but a deeper sort than most of us are used to. Some go so 

far as to say that Isabella was the first to ever record what happens when the divine within two 

people feels safe enough to emerge, and to then intermingle and even grow. She expressed it in 

ways that made it accessible to anyone, not just the nun or the priest, or the guru or yogi with years 

of prayer or meditation to help them get there, but to anyone. Isabella brought that heightened 

sense of the divine home to where it belongs, within each one of us.” 

 “Aha, there’s the threat to the church,” said Antonio, nodding. 

“And to every priest who thinks of himself as holding a divine title, somehow above or 

better than the masses.” 

“Damn him!” yelled Antonio. 
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“Do you really think he’s Franco, Hilda?”  

“What I think isn’t as telling as what you feel, Julia. You’re the one who shares a spiritual 

path with him, not me.” 

 Julia put her head in her hands, covering her face with her fingers, her shoulders moving 

up and down with every deep breath. “He is,” she looked up, “He’s Franco. I feel it and I smelled 

it.” 

 “You smelled it?” 

 She explained her synesthesia and how Venice had intensified the experience, deepening 

her understanding of the people around her. 

 “What do you mean? Do you think it’s intensified because you’ve been crossing paths with 

people on your spiritual path?” 

 “I’m not sure, possibly,” she paused. “Gosh, you might be right Hilda. Maybe when people 

are on my spiritual path their scents will keep growing stronger until I listen.” 

 Both Antonio and Hilda looked confused. 

 “Until I listen to what I feel, until I honor the message of the scent. What I feel and what I 

breathe in are the same, the scents just help me decipher and then trust what I already know deep 

inside.” 

 “What you intuit. Fascinating!” said Hilda. “Much like tarot cards are for me.” 

 “Your eyes, Julia, they’re coming home! The sparkles, the light, it’s returning,” said 

Antonio with excitement. 

 “I can feel it. The life in me, it’s as if it’s bubbling out of me,” Julia stretched her fingers, 

letting the energy course through them more freely. 

 “You’re connecting; you’re tuned into your soul in an intense way, dear,” Hilda stood up. 

“This is the perfect time.” 
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 “The perfect time for what, Hilda?” 

 “For Julia to revisit the past and to bring back the treasures that will help us in the now. 

And you can help. You need to go there with her.” 

 “I do? But how?” 

 Julia kept stretching her fingers and also began to move her arms and legs as if encouraging 

the energy to find its way throughout her entire body. 

 Hilda quickly turned and raced down the staircase. They heard her rummaging around 

downstairs. It sounded like she took a canister down from the shelf, opened its metal lid and 

closed a drawer or two. Within seconds she was already up the stairs again, her hands filled with a 

teapot, two mesh bags and two teacups. “Come, come with me, both of you.” 

 She led them down the hall and into a bedroom, placing everything on the bedside table. 

They stood in the doorway, staring. 

 “What are you looking at? Lie down!” 

 “Hilda! In the same bedroom? Together?” 

 “Yes, dear! Don’t fuss about it! You’ve done it many times before, so why the fussing now? 

Hurry up now, both of you,” she pulled back the sheets to the two twin beds. 

 “Hilda! We’re married! To other people!” 

 “Don’t you think I know that? I’m not asking you to sleep together! I’m just asking you to 

rest with your legs up beside one another, not even in the same bed. I think with the tea it might 

just work, but we have to do this swiftly. Please don’t tarry a moment longer. Now Antonio, can 

you help with this?” Hilda motioned for him to help her with the tea. 

 “It won’t take too long will it? I don’t want Alan to worry any more than he already is!” 

 “Patience, dear, patience. Once this works, if it works, he will celebrate with you. You’ll 

see,” she said, patting the bed and helping Julia with her shoes, “You’ll see.” 



 245 

 “Are you okay with this, Antonio? I mean, lying in bed with a stranger beside you, a 

woman who isn’t your wife?” 

 Antonio chuckled, “You aren’t a stranger, bella donna. And from what I understand, you 

used to be much more than my wife back then,” his voice deep and buttery, his honey scent 

beginning to soften the more Julia relaxed into what was happening, into who he was. 

 “Okay, but if we really do go back and remember more of who we were, let’s agree not to 

forget who we are . . . now?”  

 He nodded in confirmation, his smile soft and understanding, “Yes. We both have too 

much to lose.” 

 “There. It’s ready,” said Hilda, handing one cup to Julia and another to Antonio, “now sip 

it slowly. It has potent gifts that work best when sipped slowly giving time for every little particle to 

touch every place it’s drawn to.” 

 “Why am I doing this again and what is it exactly? You aren’t poisoning us, are you, 

Hilda?” said Antonio, only half joking. 

 “Ah, did you already sip it? Yes, I thought so. It’s working!” she clasped her hands 

together, “It’s working! And you’re doing it because you were there with her, Antonio. She needs 

all the help she can get!” 

 “Seriously, though,” said Julia, with a bit of fear, “I’m not sure about this.” 

 “Mariposa stop it! You never would’ve come back here if you didn’t trust me. Tune in to 

your intuition, the scents! What do they tell you?” 

 Julia shrugged. The only scent she could smell was the hint of honey only barely coming 

from Antonio. “I don’t smell your scent anymore, Hilda.” 

 “Well of course you don’t, dear. With the tea in your hand, my role is diminished even 

further. You have all the tools I can offer you now. Just honor what you feel in your deepest self.” 
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 “Yes, yes, okay. You’re right,” Julia swallowed her first sip. “It tastes earthy, like dirt with a 

hint of what is that, berry?” 

 “Oh, that’s a bit of elderberry to boost your immune system, not part of the elixir really, 

but something I added since these kinds of journeys can wreak havoc on the immune system and I 

didn’t want either of you getting sick on my account.” 

 “Grazie, Hilda,” said Antonio, “for the immune system boost. I can’t thank you for the rest 

of it since I’m not sure what we’re getting into,” he smiled at Julia, “or if we might turn more loco 

than we already feel,” he gave a fake shiver. 

“Yes, what are we getting into, Hilda?” 

 “It won’t take long but if we’re lucky, it’ll pack a punch. If you close your eyes and let 

yourself drift a bit, you may begin to dream. Just let go and it’ll take you where your subconscious 

wants you to go. It’s nothing woo-woo, just a few herbs mixed in the right proportions to help 

speed things up a bit.” 

 Julia took a deep breath. The bed was comfortable and after such a long and eventful day it 

felt good and right, even beside a man she barely knew and in a home of someone she barely 

knew. But still, two people she intuitively knew she could trust. She chuckled to herself at the 

absurd beauty of it all. 

 “Is something happening to you already, Julia?”  

 “No, not yet. I’m just feeling touched by everything that’s happened the past few days. It 

really is something out of a movie or a novel, isn’t it? A fanciful, otherworldly one at that.” 

 Antonio smiled and reached out with his hand. “May I?” 

 Julia hesitated, found his eyes and again, his gentle honey scent helped her trust what she 

felt. She nestled her hand into his, then squeezed it tightly. 
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 “Now remember, you’re doing this to go back, to return to a place that will give you 

answers to your questions . . .”  

 “Yes,” said Julia, with closed eyes, “like Rilke once wrote. We’re going back to live the 

questions, right Antonio?” She squeezed his hand. 

 Antonio squeezed her hand in return, “You’re not alone, bella donna. I’m right here; I 

won’t leave your side,” his eyes now closed, too. 

 “All right then, I’ll leave you two for a bit. Just relax and let the tea do its thing.” Hilda 

slipped out the door, closing it gently behind her. She knew they’d be asleep soon, but not for 

long, so she wanted to be sure that nothing would disturb them. 

She walked across the hall to her bedroom and plopped down into her chaise lounge, not 

even bothering to take off her shoes. She rubbed the place on her forehead between her eyes, 

feeling the cluster of accumulated tension slowly release itself.  

Both Isabella and the Don himself had found her, both of them remembering bits and 

pieces of a life they shared together centuries ago. Not only that, they’d all soon be asleep under 

one roof in Venice. Together. Again. She let out a long heavy gush of air. Breathe, Alcina, breathe. 
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Isabella 

 

Isabella lifted her gown over a puddle of black liquid swarming with flies, her footsteps 

echoing down the dank stone hall. Tia had warned of the smell, so she had thought to bring a scarf 

to cover her nose and mouth, but she didn’t think to wear different shoes. She’d have to throw 

these in the rubbish bin when she got home. The filth was unfathomable, wreaking of dead 

animals and rotting human flesh. Hordes of rodents scurried as she passed, others just looked up 

to stare, their beady eyes wondering if she too, might soon be theirs. 

Three more weeks, the officials said, until his trial. He’d only have to endure the squalor of 

Venice’s most infamous prison for just a little while longer. Isabella tried to let that knowing loosen 

the tightness in her chest, a tightness that had only slightly diminished with news that she would 

finally be allowed to see him. She touched the Saint Christopher medallion hanging around her 

neck, warmed by her bosom. 

 “This way, Signorina,” the guard said, as he led her down a small flight of crumbling stairs, 

the moisture in the air thicker with every step.  

Isabella took in a quick breath. How had he already endured this long? Tears collected but 

refused to fall. She couldn’t allow herself to be vulnerable. Not here. Not yet. She had to be strong 

for Zuan Marco. He was the one enduring punishment for her wrongdoing, after all. What right 
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had she to show any weakness? She tightened her cloak up around her neck, her knuckles white 

with tension. 

Finally, the guard came to a stop. He pointed with his chin to the correct door, the small 

window in it, open. 

 “Zuan Marco?” Isabella whispered into the small dark opening no wider than her foot, 

“Are you there? It’s me, Isabella.” She heard what sounded like the shuffling of feet, the ruffling of 

straw. 

 “Isabella?” His voice trembling. 

 “Oh please, Signor, can I not go in? Even if it’s just for a minute or two? I beg you.” 

 He shook his head. 

 Isabella closed her eyes to block the excruciating pain. 

 The guard knew he would be reprimanded but the story of the nobleman and the 

homeless girl turned courtesan heard throughout Venice touched his heart. He leaned forward to 

unlock the padlock. “All right, but not long and just this once. I will be back shortly.” 

 Isabella squeezed his arm in gratitude, nearly smiling beneath her scarf as she peered 

around the slowly opening metal door.  

“Zuan Marco?” Her eyes had a hard time adjusting to the darkness, but she thought she 

saw him huddled in the corner. She knelt down, her hands feeling amidst the straw for what her 

eyes could not fully see. 

 “Don’t look at me, I’m horrendous,” he pleaded, raising his arms to cover his face. 

 She stopped, grabbing straw in both hands as if to catch herself from falling. “Do you think 

me that shallow? It is you I love, not the shell of the body you wear.” Isabella heard him begin to 

quietly sob. “Let me hold you, my darling, please let me hold you,” she whispered. 

 “Come then. Come to me,” he begged with his gentlest of voices. 
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 Isabella crawled toward him finding his face and covering it with her own, not remembering 

the squalor any more than her fears. Zuan Marco wept and Isabella kissed his tears, both relieved 

beyond words.  

“You’re here. With me. In this filth. I’m so sorry,” he whispered, kissing her forehead. 

Isabella shook her head. “I don’t know how you’re managing.” 

“How are you?” he asked, touched by her glistening eyes and the grime now etched on her 

face. “Let me look at you. Yes, you’re just as I remember you. You grow more beautiful every time 

I lay eyes on you.” He shook his head in disbelief as he smiled, his face lined with channels of dirt, 

his new beard matted with prison grime. “Tell me something about you, my love, something to get 

my mind far away from this place.” 

 Isabella stared at him as if waiting for her voice to return. Where to begin, her heart 

seemed to say as her eyes searched his with new vulnerability. 

“I’m writing.” 

“Writing?” Zuan Marco nodded, inviting more. 

“About us. About what happened. It came out of me like a rushing river. I couldn’t stop it, 

Zuan Marco. I used an entire pot of ink, writing in the book you gave me until it oozed words 

from its sides.” 

 Zuan Marco laughed a deep laugh, the kind Isabella loved most. “My darling little 

authoress. Well then, when I get out, we must buy you more ink and another book!” his spirits 

trying to climb up and away. 

 “I’m afraid you may have to,” her head lowering. “After everything happened, I . . . I seem 

to be unable to take clients.” 
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 Zuan Marco pulled her closer. “Never again will I let you struggle alone. Never again will I 

let fear of ruin by the hand of society keep me away from you. I’m so sorry, amore mio, to have 

ever left you alone like I did. I will regret it for the rest of my life.” 

 Isabella shook her head. “No. You did what you had to, to protect the family and us, and 

I’ve learned so much being a courtesan,” she swallowed, “a sacred courtesan. I’ve learned more 

about myself, and love, than I ever dreamed. I’ve learned that no matter who we are, regardless of 

our money or status or family lineage, none of it has more power than love, Zuan Marco. Love is 

the ultimate key to unlocking the divine that lives within each one of us. Even a prison guard who 

seems to exhale only hate, he too, is love at his core. Being a courtesan taught me that love is the 

only reason we’re here on earth, my darling—to give, to receive, to be love. And your love, our 

connection, was the root of it all. Oh darling, I’ve learned so very much.” 

 “You certainly have, and have made a name for yourself, too. No one can argue with that. I 

suspect not even anyone behind these prison walls would either. You’re something of a living 

legend, bellisimo Isabella.” 

 “I am afraid you’re right.” 

 “Afraid? To be known as a teacher of love? No, Isabella . . .” 

“I have to get you out of here,” she whispered. “You shouldn’t be here. I will confess. I’ll 

tell them the truth. I’ll let them read what I’ve written, and all will be well again.” 

 Zuan Marco pushed her back to arms-length, a shift of light illuminating his face just 

enough for her to see his wet eyes. “No, I forbid you. I have a chance of escaping punishment. 

You, never. So many would love to prove you aren’t what you seem to be.” 

 Isabella held her head low, her shoulders heavy with guilt.  

 Zuan Marco lifted her chin. “You cannot blame yourself. The choice was mine and mine 

alone. Wouldn’t you have done the same for me had our roles been reversed? We both know you 
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would’ve. If it were our only chance to be together again, of course you would’ve done what I did.” 

He changed his tone to a gentle whisper. “Isabella? I know you were defending yourself. I know he 

pushed you beyond breaking point. I knew him well, thought something like this was bound to 

happen for years. Thank god the servants told me where he was going, or I never would’ve seen 

you again. Please trust me, because I know this to be true.” 

 “Do you mean what you say?” 

 “With all of my being,” his eyes widened with the sad truth. 

 “He was horrible, tesoro mio. Such a hateful man. I tried to reach him with kindness, with 

love, but I failed.”  

And for the first time since that fateful night, Isabella could contain her feelings no longer. 

Finally, she wept. 

 By the time they heard the knock on the door, Isabella’s face was stained with red streaks. 

The knock came again, neither one bothering to respond. Finally, the guard tinkered with the lock 

and the door swung open. 

 “Zuan Marco? Isabella?” The two looked up, startled, expecting the guard not the woman 

who stood in the doorway. 

 “Angelica? What are you doing here?” 

Isabella buried herself back in his chest, unable to face her at such a vulnerable moment. 

Zuan Marco held her tighter. 

 “Five minutes, not a second more. I’m warning you.” The guard spoke with the harsh 

brutality that most of his kind were known for, nothing like the tone he used with Isabella.  

The door slammed shut, his keys locking the three of them inside. 
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 She was dressed in all black, her face partly veiled by a black mourning cover. As she lifted 

it over her head, her red lips appeared like brandished flags on her sickly olive-white skin, the 

sockets for her eyes dark and hollow.  

 “I came to ask why. Why you put me through all this, say nothing of the stench I’m having 

to endure.” She coughed dramatically into her gloved hand.  

“Why are you really here? It’s been weeks so why now? Did you know Isabella was here?” 

Zuan Marco said, as he surveyed her suspiciously. 

“It’s simple, really,” her eyes fixated on them, her voice slow and methodical. “I had 

Isabella followed. I was waiting for her to visit you so I could hear from you both at the same time 

why you did what you did to me. What did I ever do to deserve this, from either of you?” 

Neither Zuan Marco nor Isabella said anything. 

“Unlike either of you, I won’t lie. I’m also here because it pleases me greatly to see you 

both where you belong. And,” she paused to tickle the side of her lip, “if you didn’t have an 

acceptable answer to my previous question, I wanted you to be the first to know that I’m asking the 

Doge to make a special exception for both of you.” 

“I don’t need your help, Angelica, and Isabella has done nothing wrong. There is no need 

to get the Doge involved.” 

“Oh, but there is. You see, I can’t banish you like he can.” 

“Oh Angelica, why? I never meant to hurt you. Neither one of us, did.” 

“I don’t believe you for a second. You both meant to destroy me. With the Doge’s help, 

however, I’ll be able to return that favor.” 

“Angelica! Stop this nonsense!” 
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“Donna Angelica, he speaks the truth! I never meant to hurt you, neither one of us did. 

Why would I? You brought me in off the streets. I had nothing but gratefulness in my heart for 

you.” 

“You know I only did that for Alcina. Don’t lie to me, Isabella. You loathed me because I 

had everything you didn’t, and even after I gave you everything I had right down to the shoes on 

your feet, it still wasn’t enough. You had to take the only thing left of mine that wasn’t also yours—

my husband.” 

“No, that’s not true. I was never jealous of you. I never wanted your life. You were mean, 

even cruel to the servants, so I knew you were unhappy. Why would I ever want that for myself 

even if it meant having all the things money could buy? I wouldn’t and I never did. Ask anyone. 

My happiness has never been about things, only feelings.” 

 “You robbed me of my husband.” 

“She did not! I went to her of my own accord, Angelica. Isabella never tempted me 

purposefully. She was just being herself. She wasn’t angry all the time. She wasn’t cruel to all those 

around her. She,” he paused, catching his breath, “she reminded me of what it meant to be kind, 

to care, to love again. Didn’t I deserve that, Angelica?” 

Angelica lowered her head. “I have failed you, husband.” She began to cough. It started as 

a quiet tickle and then continued. At first it sounded a bit contrived but the longer it continued, the 

more convincing it became. “The stench,” she managed to squeak out, “it’s too much for me.” 

Coughing into her handkerchief with one hand, she used her other to reach inside her coat. She 

pulled out a flask, motioning for Isabella to help her open it. Isabella stood up and complied, 

handing the flask back to her. The donna lifted the flask to her lips and almost immediately 

stopped coughing. 

“Ah,” she said, “much better,” thrusting it out to Isabella.  
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Isabella accepted, and before she thought better of it, took a sip, then passed it on to the don. He 

was so thirsty he drank it almost dry. 

“NO!” the donna’s voice wailed throughout the prison. “What have you done, Isabella? 

Was stealing him from me not enough? You had to kill him, too? Guard! Guard! Let me out of 

here at once! I fear for my life! This woman is crazy!” 

 Isabella fell down beside Zuan Marco, her stomach suddenly not feeling right. “Are you all 

right, my love? Please tell me you’re all right,” her voice trembling with fear. 

Zuan Marco held his stomach, the pain suddenly unbearable. He drank much more of the 

poison than Isabella did, and had nothing in his stomach to soften the impact. “Did you . . .?” 

“Only a little,” she grasped her stomach. “But our baby—” A sudden jolt to her abdomen 

made her writhe in pain. 

 “What?” he said, trying to understand. 

 “Our baby. Our baby, Zuan Marco, our baby!” Isabella swooned. 

 “A baby? The two of you are having a baby?” The donna looked happily surprised. “How 

was I ever to know that? Nothing to worry about, I’m sure. She must just be having a reaction to 

my cough medicine. Too fine, perhaps, for the blood of a puttana?” She gave Zuan Marco a 

sinister smile before she knocked on the door for the guard. 

 “You came here to kill her. I never thought you were actually that cruel. How wrong I 

was.” He was holding Isabella as she struggled with her pain, his voice seething with anger, with his 

own pain. 

 “Why did you drink it yourself, you fool? It wasn’t meant for you! You were to be 

banished, exiled far away from here so you would struggle alone for the rest of your life, just as I’ve 

done most of mine.” She turned once again for the door. “Guard? Guard! Let me out at once!” 

 The jingle of keys moved toward the door. 
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 Zuan Marco turned his attention back to Isabella who spoke quickly between bouts of 

pain. “I was going to tell you, but she came before I got the chance.” Her body contorted again in 

reaction to the pain. “I was so excited, Zuan Marco. I wasn’t with another man after you, so I know 

it’s yours. Ours. We made a baby, darling. ” Her voice was pained but her face was joyful as she 

shared the news, their news. 

“There there, amore mio. I understand. Please don’t worry. It’s all beautiful, it’s going to 

be . . .” Suddenly, Zuan Marco began to cough.  

Isabella gripped his arm, feeling his soul speak through his skin, and she knew. “It’s going 

to be beautiful. You’re right, amore mio, everything is going to be . . . beautiful.” But her inner 

truth outweighed her mind’s conviction.  

The tickle turned ugly. 

Soon he was coughing out of control then gasping for air, Isabella yelling desperately for 

the guard. “Help! Someone, please help! Guard! We’ve been poisoned!” 

 

 Down a dark, torch-lit hall in Venice’s most infamous prison, Donna Angelica Santori 

threaded her way back to the late afternoon sun, her long black coat swirling about her ankles, a 

triumphant smile curling her lips. “One, two, three,” she sang, as if it were a nursery song, “look at 

me.” 

 “Can I help you find your way, Signora?” said a large friar holding up a lantern to better see 

her veil-covered face. 

 “Me? Oh, no,” she said, checking to be sure her veil was secure. “You wouldn’t guess by 

looking at me, but I know my way,” her voice confident, assured. “Yes, I’ve always known my 

way,” her lips quivering beneath her veil. 
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Julia 

 

“I can’t, I can’t . . . I can’t let this happen,” Antonio mumbled in his sleep, his voice raising 

a bit more with every word until finally he was yelling. “NO! NO! She killed my love! She killed 

our baby!” He sobbed uncontrollably, his clothes stuck to his sweating body as he thrashed back 

and forth fighting a battle he already knew he’d lost. “She murdered our love!” 

 Julia woke abruptly and without hesitation wrapped her arms around him, whispering 

cooing noises into his ear, trying to bring him down from the images, the terror—everything he was 

feeling—as gently as she could. “It’s okay, Antonio. Everything is going to be okay. I’m here, you 

aren’t alone; you’re safe. She can’t hurt you anymore.” 

 Antonio opened his eyes, startled. “She murdered you . . .” his voice stopped short. 

Julia shook her head, her eyes sparkling with the slight golden of a streetlamp peeking 

through the curtains. 

 “No?” his body relaxing the longer he gazed into my eyes. 

 “No,” she whispered. “I’m right here.” 

 Antonio swallowed hard. “What?” He paused. “You’re here now, but what about then?” 

 She shook her head. “I didn’t die. Not then.” 
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 “But I did. I know I did.” 

 “You did. But we’re here now. Together. Again.” 

 “It’s you. It’s really you, isn’t it?” He reached for my hand, squeezing it. “Isabella?” 

 She nodded. 

 “Julia?” he said, as he reached for my other hand. 

 She nodded again. “Zuan Marco. Antonio.” 

 He nodded. “It’s us. I felt it at the hotel that first moment I looked into your eyes. But I 

never imagined this. It’s really us, Dios Mio.” 

 “It’s really us. And our love, it never died,” said Julia, laying her body next to his, resting 

her head upon his chest. 

 And there they lay, holding each other, rocking ever so gently, for what seemed like hours. 

 

 A loud banging boomed up the stairs. “Julia! Are you in there? Julia! Answer this door, 

Hilda! I’m warning you!” 

 Julia thought she was dreaming then leapt out of bed just as she heard the door open 

downstairs. Alan? 

 “Is everything okay?” said Antonio, sitting up with a start. 

 “It’s Alan, my husband. He’s downstairs.” 

 “What?” He scrambled to stand. 

 Julia didn’t bother to put on shoes, just checked her hair in the mirror above the dresser 

and ran. 

 Hilda was talking to Alan in the entryway, his eyes lighting up when he saw Julia come 

down the spiral staircase. “Julia! I’ve been so worried! What are you still doing here? It’s after 

midnight! And what happened to your dress?” 
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 “Oh Alan,” she said, her voice exhausted. 

 “Did you fall asleep? What’s going on? Why are your eyes all red?” 

 “Let me explain,” started Hilda. 

 “Thanks, Hilda, but it’s okay. May we?” she asked, indicating it would be nice to sit at the 

table to talk. 

 “Of course, of course. I’ll get back in bed, then. Please lock the door behind you if you 

leave.” 

 “Of course.” 

 “If we leave . . .? What’s she suggesting? Why don’t we just leave now and talk back at the 

hotel, Julia? Can’t it wait a few minutes?” He looked down and noticed she didn’t have any shoes 

on. 

 Julia took his hand, leading him to the same table where the last few big discussions had 

happened. She pulled out chairs for both of them and was the first to sit.  

 “I’m glad you’re here, Alan.”  

 “What’s going on? Your brand-new dress is ripped, you look like you’ve been crying, now 

I see your neck is red, you have no shoes on and the last time we talked you said you were 

committed to me, forever. Honestly, it just doesn’t feel like it. It’s more like you’re committed to 

something else, living another secret life without me. I’m your husband and have no idea why you 

look like this or even any idea what’s going on. Doesn’t that seem a little odd to you?” 

 “It does. Everything about this trip has been odd, Alan, not just for you but for me, too. 

From the very beginning . . .” 

 “. . . we started growing further apart, not closer together like any normal couple would, 

and tonight, tonight you’ve just taken it to a whole new level. I don’t even know you anymore Julia! 
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Have you no idea what this does to me? Have you no clue how all this makes me feel?” he threw 

his hands up in frustration. 

 “You’re right, I’ve been so taken away by my writing, by this other world that came to me 

first in my imagination and now,” she looked around, “in real life, that I haven’t been the wife I 

hoped I would be. I’m sorry, Alan.” 

 “I’ve tried to give you the space you need, and even on our honeymoon, but is it really 

more important than us? It goes beyond any of the time I’ve spent on the set, too. You’ve been 

gone far more than I have and honestly, it’s killing us!” 

 “It is. You’re right, it is.” 

 “So, what are you going to do about it? Are you going to fix it or let us die? Because it 

seems like it’s out of my hands, that it’s entirely up to you. And you know what? At this point, I 

don’t even care what you’re doing here. I don’t care about any of the reasons or where your 

imagination has taken you this time or last time or the next. I just want my wife back.” 

 Julia nodded, tears lining her face. 

 “I’m going to leave now, and I don’t want you to come back to the hotel until you’re ready 

to be my wife again. That means, don’t come until you’re actually committed to being my wife. 

Wholeheartedly,” he stood to leave. 

 “But Alan, I have to figure out one last thing about Isabella.” 

 Alan threw up his hands again, “Then do it! But in three days I’m flying back to the US. If 

you aren’t at the hotel before I leave, then I’ll know you’re not committed to me, that you’re 

choosing an imaginary world over the one we’ve created together.” 

 “And that’s it?” 

 “Yep, that’s it. It should be an easy choice. If you love me,” his voice lingered on love. 
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 “I do love you, Alan! You’re my husband! I wouldn’t have married you if I didn’t love 

you!” her eyes filled with still more tears. 

 “Then the choice should be easy,” he said to her at the door, one foot already over the 

threshold. “I’ll be waiting for you at the hotel, Julia,” he looked down at her bare feet then up to 

her pain-filled eyes, “And I hope I see you before I leave.” 

 She couldn’t speak but she nodded, one hand covering her mouth so she wouldn’t sob, the 

other waving as he walked away. 

 She went inside and locked the door behind her, her body suddenly shivering out of 

control. She saw the fireplace still had a few embers left and went to warm herself up, sitting on the 

floor like a child with her knees tucked underneath her chin. 

 Antonio came downstairs and sat beside her, tucking his knees up, too. 

 She looked at him, but he didn’t shift his gaze to her, instead he let his shoulder gently 

touch hers.  

 “You all right?” 

 “As all right as I can be, for now. Not sure about later.” 

 “All we have is now, no? Later isn’t here yet so no one knows about later.” 

 She tried to smile, “All we have is now, yes.” 

 “Are you two still here?” shouted Hilda from halfway down the stairs. 

 “Which two?” 

 “You two. Ah yes, good. Did it work?” 

 “Did what work, Hilda? He’s gone if that’s what you mean,” Julia’s shoulders slumping a 

bit more. 

 “Not him! That’s for later, another story. I meant the tea! Did you see anything new?” 

 They looked at each other, trying to switch gears as fast as Hilda wanted them to.  
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“Come now, the rest will work itself out just like any good story always does. Now the tea, 

dears, the tea! Tell me!” 

They gave sly smiles to each other, as if hinting at a secret. 

 “That’s not fair! I gave you the tea, the least you can do is share a little of the winnings with 

your dear Hilda now.” 

 Antonio heaved a dramatic sigh, “I died, Hilda.” 

 “He died.” 

 “Yes, I know you died, but who killed you?” 

 “What . . .? Was that ever a question?” said Julia, obviously surprised. 

 “Well yes, there was some controversy.” 

 “Not for me!” said Antonio, trying to make light of things as he stood up to move the hot 

embers around with the wrought iron poker. 

  “Wait, if there were only three people there and two of us suffered from poison, why was 

there any question of guilt?” 

“Only one person died,” said Hilda, decidedly, “The other two, well . . .” 

“Hilda . . . no one ever really thought Isabella killed Zuan Marco, did they? How could 

they?” 

Hilda paused, looking at me with a mixture of sadness and fear. “I didn’t want to believe 

you’d ever do such a thing, but it was never very clear. My mother, she was very persuasive . . .” 

 “Your mother?” Antonio dropped the poker. It hit the stone floor of the fireplace with a 

loud metal clang. “Who was your mother, Hilda?” 

 “Ahh,” Hilda hesitated, then nodded.  

 Julia clutched her hands to her chest. “Alcina?” 

 Hilda nodded again with a sudden glisten to her eyes, “Si, Izzy. It’s me.” 
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 “My sister. Antonio . . . Hilda was my sister. She was your . . .” 

 “. . . daughter. Yes, I know,” he said, with his own wet sparkle to his eye. “No wonder I was 

so drawn to you. No wonder I thought I knew you.” 

 “You did? You remembered me?” her voice suddenly more vulnerable. 

 “And your scent, Hilda,” said Julia. “It was so strong when I first met you. Now I 

understand why. I was remembering you, too.” 

 “My scent?” 

 Julia nodded, “Yes, your scent. And I know what it is now. It’s the scent of the drops you 

used to give me to make my eyes brighter. The same scent that . . .” she covered her mouth in 

shock.  

 “What it is Julia?” asked Hilda with fear. 

 “Are you all right, bella donna?” 

 “Belladonna. That’s what I gave Isabella to brighten her eyes, to dilate her eyes. That’s 

what we all did back then.” 

 “Belladonna, the flower? Yes, the flower that Romeo’s Juliet used to poison herself. My 

necktie,” said Antonio, looking over at Julia with new clarity.  

 “The poison that Donna Angelica used to kill Zuan Marco,” said Julia, nodding to herself. 

“I smelled it just a few minutes ago when I was Isabella. She stole your drops, Hilda. Donna 

Angelica used your belladonna drops to kill your father.” 

 Hilda raised her hand to her mouth, “And she told me that you poisoned him, Isabella. I 

didn’t know what to believe and when you disappeared, what was I supposed to think, who was I 

supposed to believe?” 

 Julia took a deep breath, trying her best to stay centered in her mind. “Your scent not only 

helped me remember you, but it helped you know the truth, Alcina.” Julia shook her head. “I 
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didn’t kill him. I held him in my arms when he took his last breath. I loved him until the very last 

second.” 

 “She did, she did,” said Antonio, nodding. 

 “Then why did you run? Why didn’t you tell the truth? Why did you leave like a fugitive?” 

 “How could I stay and live? Your mother had already tried to kill me once. I merely drank 

too little or I would’ve died beside your father. And she knew I was with child, our child. Why 

wouldn’t she try to kill me again, to bury the shame? Who would believe me over her? No one 

would. I knew the memory of Venetians. No one would ever rule in favor of my kind. Beggar 

turned courtesan? The only chance I had to live after your father left me was to leave Venice, 

forever.” 

 “But you could’ve come to me or sent for me. I was your sister. I would’ve done anything 

for you. I loved you.” 

 “I wanted to, but I was being hunted! It was all I could do just to get out of there unscathed! 

I had no one to send to you in my place. Both Tia and Luisa were being watched and there was no 

one else I could trust. I was alone, all alone.” 

 “And our baby?” said Antonio, reaching for Julia’s hand. 

 She swallowed hard, looking down, where a pregnant belly might have once been. She 

leaned into Antonio, his arms enveloping her just as her pain found its voice. 

 “No,” she quietly sobbed. “She took everything that mattered to me; it was all gone, my joy, 

my love, my very reason for living. She robbed me of it all.” 

 Antonio held her. He rubbed her back, her head, anything that would soothe her. “It’s all 

over now. You’re safe, amore mio, we’re home, home again, together. And she can never rob you 

of anything ever again, not love, not me, nothing. You’re safe, amore mio,” he whispered again and 

again, “You’re safe.” 
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 When Julia calmed down, blowing her nose with his handkerchief, Antonio reached into 

his pocket with one hand and with the other reached for her, raising it up to his chest. “Another 

reason you’ll always be protected, amore mio, always be safe. Another reason she’ll never be able 

to hurt you again.” He placed a Saint Christopher medallion in her hand. 

 Her breathing stopped. “You remembered,” she whispered. 

 “I bought it right after I met you. It didn’t make sense, but I had to have it. I’ve been 

carrying it with me for the right moment to give to you ever since. It saved you from dying then, 

may it help you live the life you were meant to live, now.” 

 “Now. Yes, now. And why is it so hard to know, even after everything we’ve been through, 

what life I’m meant to live right now?” 

 “Nothing will ever change the love that we share, amore mio. It’s a love that is forever, that 

will be forever, across all time and distance. A love that ever was.” 

 “Everwas,” she whispered. “Yes, everwas,” she said again, burying her face in his chest, the 

two of them holding each other through centuries of buried pain with ‘I can’t, I can’t . . . I can’t let 

this happen’ racing through Antonio’s mind like a recurring nightmare he had no power to stop. 
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Julia, present day 

 

“This can’t be true, but it has to be because it’s so real, so clear, that I know it’s true . . . 

Mom! How did you hide this for so long? And what happened to Antonio? Did you leave him, or 

did he leave you? I can’t imagine letting go of a love like that!”  

Chloe had barely knocked before barging in. She was shaking her head as she held my 

story up like a winning ticket. Luckily, I was awake and just putting on my shoes. 

“I know you loved Dad, but you never had a love like that with him, did you? How could 

you walk away from that? I can’t wrap my head around it!”  

 “What a nice surprise to see you, Chloe. I didn’t know you were coming over today. I was 

about to go for a walk in the garden. Want to come?” 

 “A walk? Now?” She looked down at her watch. “Um, I only have about a half hour or so 

before I have to get back to work but sure, I’d love to. I have tons of questions for you. Wait, a 

walk? Where’s Lily? Are you sure you want to do this without her?” 

 “Come then, Darling,” I said, reaching for her hand. “I’ll be fine. I’m feeling great, 

actually. Let’s walk and talk and have a few sweet moments together, shall we?” 

The garden Lily had designed and cared for over the years, was just beginning its summer 

splendor with perennials blossoming in swashes of color everywhere we looked: confederate 

jasmine, old-fashioned roses in shades of pink and peach and yellow, delphinium and hollyhock, 

lavender and lilies, daisies and geraniums and one of my favorites, lady’s mantle. We walked along 

the pea gravel path, mother and daughter, boxwoods lining our way. A butterfly fluttered in the 

sun. Leaves quivered with the gentle breeze. 
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“I still can’t believe you read it all as quickly as you did. When did I give you the first 

section, just two days ago? And here you are today with the rest done? How did you fit that in with 

all the work you have every day, not to mention your wedding around the corner? Speaking of 

that, how’s all the wedding planning going? If you change your mind, please don’t forget that I’d 

still love to be more of a help.” 

“Yes, I know, Mom, I know. Paying for it is more than enough help. You know me. I love 

doing it all on my own and it’s all going fine. Enough about that, though, we don’t have much time 

and I want to hear more about your story! I just couldn’t stop reading. I can’t believe you never 

breathed a word of any of this before. I mean, first the past life, which is enough to swallow on its 

own, but then the connection with Antonio. I’m not sure which is more out of character for you. I 

guess I understand that it couldn’t have been a good thing to bring up in front of Dad, but still, I’m 

your daughter and I had no idea. None. Zilch. Did anyone? Did Dad even know anything about it 

at all? And how could you walk away from a love like that?” she was shaking her head as she 

walked. “I have so many unanswered questions. You’ve literally opened up a whole new world for 

me.” 

I smiled with endearment. “I think I may have opened up a whole new world for myself.” 

She nodded, “I’m not surprised. Burying it for so long then finally taking it all out into the 

light again?” 

“That’s exactly it, Chloe. It was so tightly wrapped and buried for so many years.” 

“But that love. I still don’t know how you could leave it and then function without it for 

pretty much a lifetime.” 

I inhaled, “Some days it wasn’t easy, but I had you and your father and that got me 

through. Life goes on. I made a choice to marry your father and I could either fight it or accept it 

and move on.”  
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“But you accepted it. Wow. I’m not sure I could.” 

“I guess I didn’t always do a very good job of accepting it, did I?” 

“I wouldn’t know.” 

“Oh, but you do. You know better than anyone that I wasn’t always very happy. Part of it 

was the love I could’ve had. The other part was guilt that I felt such things about Antonio while 

being married to your father. Either way, when the memories were able to slip through to me, I 

was tortured by what had happened. Telling anyone would’ve only made it that much more 

painful. For all of us.” 

Chloe reached for my hand, warming it in her own. “I can’t imagine carrying such a secret 

all by yourself for so many years.” 

“I didn’t carry it all alone. Lily knew. She was with me back when I met your father and as 

you know, I called her from Venice when I met Antonio. She picked us up at the airport when we 

got back from our honeymoon and was even there when you were born. Please don’t get the 

wrong idea. I didn’t have to be alone. I chose to be. Lily’s always been there for me whenever I 

needed her, but for the most part, after we got back from Italy, I pushed everyone away.” 

“I thought you just didn’t need anyone.” 

“I’m sure I gave you that impression. But it wasn’t for lack of love. In fact, it was the 

opposite. Writing my story helped me understand that most of this life has been about not wanting 

to repeat what Isabella went through. I intuitively knew I couldn’t survive losing those I loved again 

so I did my best to close my heart off. I needed love too much for that to ever happen to me 

again.” 

“But I don’t understand. Then why did you walk away from Antonio?” 

I stood up taller to give her the answer I thought she needed to hear, “I walked away 

because it was the right thing to do. I was already married to your father.” 
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“Mom . . .” said Chloe, turning so she could look me straight in the eye, “don’t give me the 

correct answers anymore. Tell me the truth. You said you wouldn’t survive losing those you loved 

again but you did, you walked away from Antonio!” 

I swallowed hard, “The truth? I walked away so Antonio could never be taken from me. 

And also, so he’d never have to make a choice between me and his wife. I did it for both of us. 

Walking away seemed like it would hurt less than someone else closing the door on us like before. 

I thought the pain would be less of a shock that way, more predictable, something we could both 

manage better. We could keep each other unharmed, protected in our imaginations and in our 

hearts, forever. No one could ever touch us there. It felt somehow . . .” 

“. . . safer. You went back to Dad because he was safer, a more socially acceptable love, 

didn’t you?” 

I raised my head in a slight nod, “Ours was a love rooted in mind, in logic, not heart. Our 

love was, like you say, more socially acceptable, a safer bet. The likelihood that your father would 

ever be taken from me was so slim and yet, if he were, I wouldn’t be ruined beyond recognition as 

I was after I lost Zuan Marco all those years ago,” I paused. “But I loved your father, Chloe, it was 

just a different kind of love.” 

 “Not a love that spans lifetimes, though.” 

 “Maybe not.” 

“I’m so sorry, Mom. I wish I knew and could’ve helped you all these years.” 

“Oh Chloe, no child could ever be expected to help their parent through something like 

that. It’s me who needs to apologize, not you.” 

“For what? You were just trying to survive.” 

“I was, but I still need to apologize for not being as attentive or as caring as I could’ve been, 

for not guiding you in matters of the heart, for not showing you what it looked like to honor what 
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you felt but instead showing you what it looked like to honor everyone else’s rules above your own. 

I used to think you got your drive from your father and now I see you got it at least as much from 

me. Oh Chloe, I’m sorry for so many things, too many to name.” 

“It’s all okay, Mom. I understand. Really, I do. As unbelievable as it may sound to any 

outsider, all of it makes perfect sense to me.” 

“Truth is, I wrote it all down for you, Chloe, so the big picture would be easier for you to 

see than it was for me, so you’d make the most informed choice as possible when it came to 

choosing a husband.” 

 “A choice that came from my heart, not my mind, right?” 

 I looked then at my daughter with fresh eyes. I recognized the hope, the eagerness to 

please, the effort to be more perfect than she needed to be—the same things I had felt so often in 

my life, too.  

 “I lost myself long ago Chloe, and I guess I wrote what I did for you so that you wouldn’t 

do the same. For anyone. Always be true to who you are, Darling. Honor that heart of yours, that 

big beautiful heart of yours . . .” my voice suddenly drifted off. 

 “Mom . . .? Are you okay?” 

 “. . . before it’s too late,” I said, slowly lowering myself onto a patch of grass. 

 “What do you mean? Of course I will, of course I do. Mom, are you all right? What’s 

wrong?”  

 “I’m fine, Darling, just fine,” I said, my eyes drooping with what felt like exhaustion. “Just 

need to sit for a moment in this lush grass. Isn’t this the prettiest grass you’ve ever seen? Just feel 

how soft it is, and its scent, pure lovely.” 

 “Yes, it is. But Mom, are you sure you’re okay?” 
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 I nodded with calm assuredness. “I am. Please don’t worry. I just have a lot on my . . . 

heart,” I smiled. 

 “What was his last name?” 

 “Who’s, darling?” 

 “Antonio’s.” 

 My head swept up to look at Chloe straight on. “Forgive me. I’m not used to hearing his 

name.” 

 “I’m sure.” 

 I nodded silently, my eyes watching a butterfly dance from flower to flower. “Sabatier. 

Antonio Sabatier,” I took a deep breath. “Thank you for being so understanding, Chloe. I know 

you don’t have to be, but you have been, so thank you. Lily told me it was time to share it all with 

you and I think she was right. There’s just one more thing I have to tell you.” 

 “There is?” 

“But . . . I . . . my written word, as you know by now, speaks the clearest, so if it’s okay with 

you, I think I’ll write it to you in the last chapter.” 

 “That’s perfectly fine. Are you sure you can’t give me any hints before then, though? 

Suddenly my heart’s beating faster.” 

 “Oh Darling, it is? Well then,” I took another deep breath, “maybe you already know. I 

wouldn’t be surprised if you did. I’ll try to finish it tonight or tomorrow.” 

 “So maybe I can read the last chapter at the wedding?” 

 “But you don’t want to do that on your special day! How about I bring it to the wedding, 

and you can read it after it’s over, whenever you have time? Is that fair?” 

 “That’s perfect.” 



 272 

 “You really aren’t too shocked by what you’ve read? I was worried I might shatter some 

ideas you had about me or maybe even about life in general, but you’re okay with it all?” 

 “I am. I really am. More than that, I think I needed you to share it with me. When I look 

back, things make better sense now. All of it. Honestly, I can’t think of a more meaningful wedding 

gift from my mother.” 

 “Oh Chloe, I’m so relieved,” I squeezed her hand. “Who knows, maybe there’s still time 

for us. To be closer friends, that is.” 

 “I hope so. I’d like that. Do you know what else I’d like?” she said, now grinning. 

 “What’s that?” 

 “To know what happened to your diary, the Estuary of the Divine. Did Isabella get away or 

what happened to her, and what’d she do with her dairy? Did you find it again when you were 

there on your honeymoon? How’d it all end?” 

 “Patience. Those are all parts of the last chapter that you’ll read very soon.” 

 “Wait, I caught that. You said the last chapter but not the end, and why? Because, let me 

remind you this time— a soul’s story never ends.” 

 I chuckled, “Ah Chloe, are you saying I can’t deny it any longer?” I rubbed my knees 

before I stood up. “No, you’re right, I can’t pretend my life is almost over anymore, can I?” 

 Chloe shook her head with a smile, “Not by a long shot, Mom, and especially not with a 

love like that in your past. I don’t even think Dad would want that for you. No, I know he 

wouldn’t. He’d want you to be happy, even without him.” 

 “You’re right Chloe. I know he would, too. He was a good man and a very good father to 

you.” 

 I looked out across the garden finding peace in the golden glow that seemed to touch 

everything with a divine paintbrush. A butterfly I had seen earlier looked to be drinking from a 
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drop of water on a leaf of lady’s mantle, her wings so still that I could admire their intricacies. La 

Mariposa. My heart pulled me back, back to my dear Antonio and our love that everwas, a love 

more clear to me just then than perhaps it had ever been. 
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Isabella 

 

Isabella heard the prison door open and barely realized what was happening as someone 

peeled her off of Zuan Marco and lifted her up into their arms. She knew Zuan Marco was gone; 

even so, she would’ve fought to remain by his side if she had more energy. She was hanging on for 

her life, her body as well as her spirit close to death with little strength for anything beyond 

breathing.  

 A prison guard held a lantern up to light their way, Isabella’s cloak fanning out behind 

them like the tail of an exotic bird.  

Or a rare butterfly. 

 “This way, Cardinal. The usual way is already blocked.” 

 “Thank you, my son. Dio ti benedica. Your kindness will not be forgotten.” 

Cardinal Lamberoni walked as quickly as he could, the sweat from his brow beginning to 

drip into his eyes, his lips mumbling prayers to God as his arms and legs struggled to press 

forward. Just as he thought he couldn’t walk another step, a guard emerged from the darkness. 

The two stopped to stare, neither sure for a moment what lay ahead. But once the guard saw who 

the Cardinal was and who he carried, he opened his arms, taking Isabella from him and guiding 

them both to safety. 

“This is a secret exit. You will be safe here for some time. No one will suspect you’ve come 

this way for no one ever does,” said the guard, laying Isabella gently on the ground, blessing 

himself as he did. “She is as close to divine as they come, isn’t she, Cardinal?” 

“Indeed. She is. Could you help me move her closer to the water?” 

 He nodded, the two men working together as carefully as they could to reposition her 

beside the sea. Her Venetian Sea. 
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 As the guard slipped back inside, the Cardinal draped Isabella’s hand over the edge and 

into the water, her fingers not sinking but floating, rising up and down with the emotion of the sea. 

His eyes smiled at the sight as he bowed his head in prayer. 

 “Lord in heaven hear my plea . . . today I broke the law of my people but have honored 

the voice of my soul, of this woman’s soul. Hear me now if you never hear me again; I have 

honored You in a way I did not know before and all because of this woman here. If it is the last 

request you grant to me, oh Lord, let it then be that she live a long and prosperous life, a life that 

continues to ignite the souls of all those around her just as she has mine. If she can awaken a man 

of the church, she can awaken us all. Lord in heaven, grant me the strength to know what to do 

next. I am forever your servant, forever your humble son. In your name, I pray.” 

 He held Isabella’s hand and continued to pray for some time when miraculously, she 

opened her eyes.  

 “Cardinal?” she whispered. 

 “La Mariposa,” his eyes lit with hope, “Are you alright, my child?” 

 “Cardinal . . . my baby,” she said, one hand on her abdomen, “Please help me save her?” 

 The Cardinal leaned in to support her as she moved to sit, noticing a pool of blood 

forming beneath her. He controlled his gasp. “I must find a doctor. You need a doctor,” he moved 

to stand. 

 Isabella squeezed his hand. “Pray. Please pray,” the pain too intense for more words. 

 “Yes. God will hear our plea. Pray, my child and I will pray with you. Pray and God will 

protect you.” 

 Isabella nodded again, her face pale with pain, one hand holding the Saint Christopher 

medallion around her neck, the other motioning for him to leave her, to get help.  
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 “I will return soon, my dear Mariposa,” he said, leaning down to kiss her forehead. “God 

will watch over you.” 

 She glanced up at him one last time.  

 Then he was gone. 

 Isabella felt more warmth between her legs and with the pains in her abdomen intensifying 

she knew it was time.  

On the eve of the worst day of her life, and beside her Venetian Sea, Isabella Maria 

Mariposa Sivarani birthed a love child, a life created that would, henceforth, no longer be hers to 

behold. 

 

 “Isabella!” Luisa ran to her mistress’s side. The Cardinal saw Luisa on his way to the 

doctor, relaying Isabella’s situation and her whereabouts. Luisa ran to Isabella as discreetly as she 

could. “Isabella!” she said again, this time with greater urgency since Isabella had still not stirred. 

“It’s Luisa! I’m here! Wake up, cara!” 

 Luisa looked around their grey surroundings, not a color for any sense in sight. 

 “We must get you away from here. You’re not safe.” It was then she saw the deceased child 

wrapped in Isabella’s arms and the blood, oh the blood. There was so much; too much. Luisa 

stifled her terror. 

 Without another word, Luisa took off her own cloak and carefully wrapped the deceased 

child in it. She filled the pockets with the biggest stones she could find, and with tears streaming 

down her face, wrapped everything up with her sash. In a final moment of blessings and prayer, 

Luisa let go of Isabella and Zuan Marco’s beautiful love child, giving her back to the sea. 

 “Now Isabella, I’m going to lift you. I don’t know if you can hear me, but we cannot wait 

here any longer.” 
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As Luisa lifted with every bit of strength she had, Isabella regained a bit of consciousness, 

her eyes blinking away the disbelief. 

“My baby, where is my baby?” 

“She has returned to your sea, cara. There was nothing more we could do but save her 

from the rest of the world.” 

 Isabella nodded, the darkness in her eyes threatening to consume her. 

 “Come now, Isabella. We must move or they will find you. Please help me. Please let your 

legs work. If not for you, then do it for Zuan Marco. He would want you to live! I know he would!” 

 Isabella tried to walk, faltering but trying again, the two women hobbling as fast as they 

could, which wasn’t fast at all. Within a few minutes they had reached a new alley. Darkness was 

upon them, the sky a midnight blue with moon beams peeking out between the clouds. 

 “Psst! Psst!” said a voice in the darkness. 

 Luisa looked in the direction of the sound to see a man motioning to them. “Come 

quickly,” he said in a whisper. “You’ll be safe here.”  

 Luisa had no choice but to trust him, her physical strength failing her. It was only a matter 

of time before the authorities traced their path. A closed door would act as a layer of protection no 

matter how brief. 

 He led them inside, quickly closing the curtains and locking the door behind them. Inside 

was a modest living room and tiny kitchen with not much more than what Luisa and Isabella had 

once themselves. There was a kettle and a cauldron and a fire in the hearth. Luisa spotted a few 

things that led her to believe the man was a fisherman, but it was just a hunch. Maybe he, like 

many Venetians, merely loved the sea so much that he thought it also belonged inside. 

 Isabella’s back tightened as they moved to sit.  

 “What is it Isabella? Are you all right?” 
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 Isabella stopped to stare at the man in front of them, no words emerging, her eyes blinking 

away cloudy disbelief.  

 He nodded and smiled, leaning in to help her sit. 

 She breathed in his scent to know it for certain. “Leonardo?” 

 “Bella mia, my dear girl. My how you’ve grown even more beautiful! How is that even 

possible? And now here ye are!” 

 Luisa looked from one face to the other.  

 Isabella eyes bespoke her fears, fears instantly softening in the comfort of her friend. 

 Leonardo held up his hand and bowed his head, “I understand more than perhaps ye 

realize. Have ye forgotten that yer Leonardo has eyes and ears not just at the market, but also on 

the sea?” 

 “Then you know that . . .,” she managed to say. 

 “I know that right now yer in grave danger. That if yer found here, maybe more than just 

one of us will be hanged.” 

 Luisa covered her mouth, her breath caught with a flurry in the back of her throat. 

 “Yes,” said Leonardo, looking now at Luisa. “Very dangerous indeed. Which is why ye 

need to go. Now.” 

 “Me? No. I cannot leave Isabella,” she said, shaking her head and squeezing Isabella’s 

hand. 

 “But ye must. Isabella has a diary, does she not? Or have I heard wrong?” 

 Isabella clutched her chest. “How? How do you know?” 

 Leonardo smiled. “Leonardo listens and especially when it comes to me dear Isabella; la 

Mariposa, no?” 

 Isabella nodded with a smile. 
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 “That diary cannot be found by the authorities. I’m assuming ye write everything in it?” 

 Isabella nodded. 

 “That’s what I thought. They cannot find it. Not just the authorities of the state but of the 

church, as well. Ye do know what ye’ve done for Venetians, do ye not?” 

 Isabella hung her head as if expecting chastisement. 

 Leonardo leaned in to lift her chin, “People hate change and ye’ve changed each one of us, 

cara, made us more of who we often forgot we were. Yes, yer love and care and wisdom helped the 

fallen stand, the injured heal, the heathen find their God within, but ye also reminded many in the 

church that they were preaching falsities for personal reward and reminded others even beyond the 

church that they were no servants of god but servants of their own purse and power. So, some want 

to destroy ye. Others want to destroy that which ye’ve created. All of us have been affected by ye, 

cara. Every last one of us whether we know it or not.” 

 “Which is why I have to get her diary.” 

 “Which is why the authorities must not find it at any cost or they’ll damn Isabella and 

destroy it, too. Only some are ready to hear yer wisdom, cara. The rest are not. It’ll be years ‘fore 

the others are ready, years after yer gone, I’m afraid. Yer diary must be held on to so that one day, 

when more are ready, it’ll still be here to teach.” 

 “But what I’ve written,” said Isabella, now reclaiming her voice, “not everything is wise and 

good, Leonardo. I’m human. Many things are mere confessions of my own wrongdoings, of my 

own grave mistakes and frailties.” 

 “Simply another reason to keep it from the authorities.” 

 “And if they find it on me?” 

 “They cannot. They will not. You’ll know what to do with it when the time comes. Just as 

ye’ve always known what to do when times are tough and ye feel alone.” 
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 Isabella swallowed hard. 

 Luisa stood to leave. “I will go then. Is it where you always keep it? In your bedside 

drawer?” 

 “It is. And Luisa . . .?” 

 “Yes?”  

 “Godspeed, my friend.” 

 Luisa nodded and disappeared into the night. 

 

 It wasn’t long before Leonardo had helped Isabella transform herself. He had given her 

some of his clothes and while they hung off of her tiny frame, they would work. They were 

undistinguished and non-cumbersome. She took off her shoes to leave her feet bare, and with a bit 

of water to her face and some of Leonardo’s famous bone broth, she was ready. But nothing 

happened; no one came. Minute after minute passed and Luisa never returned. When Isabella 

could barely handle it a moment longer, a curious knock came upon the door. 

 “My son,” said Leonardo, rising to open it, “only my son knows that knock.” 

 A young man, also a fisherman as his scent could attest to, walked in with fear written 

across his face. “She can’t return. Your maidservant. She’ll be followed. I watched and heard the 

whispers.” 

 “Then I must go to her. And ye must ready the boat, son. If the people know then the 

authorities will be here soon. I’ll meet ye at the boat if I can. If the usual spot is too dangerous, go 

then to the other side.” He spoke to his son but looked toward Isabella, “Tell Isabella where both 

places are and to find ye at either one.” He walked toward the door then thought better of it, 

returning to Isabella and kissing her on the forehead. “When there is love there is hope. Yer the 

daughter I never had and I love ye. Have hope, cara. Have hope.” 
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 Isabella felt a tear slip from her eye. She leaned in to hug Leonardo, kissing him on the 

cheek, “Thank you. I’ll never forget your love just as I hope you’ll never forget mine.” 

 “Never, bella mia. Yer always here. Right here with me,” he said, thumping his chest with 

his open hand.  

And just like everyone else, he disappeared, the last bit of love left in her life, ripped from 

her heart. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Julia, present day 
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 “I’ve been waiting for this talk with you for so long Julia, to finally hear what happened 

next.” 

 “Yes Lily, it sure has been a long time coming, hasn’t it?” I exhaled with what already felt 

like relief. “We started out for the boat not long after Leonardo left, but on the way ran into all 

sorts of problems so I ended up going on alone.” 

 “Julia! I don’t know how you did anything so soon after having a miscarriage not to 

mention fighting off poison and losing Zuan Marco! How in the world did you?” 

 “I didn’t have a choice, Lily! I had to go on. Once I realized that Luisa was right, that Zuan 

Marco would’ve wanted me to live, I had to find a way, I had to live not for myself but for him,” I 

paused, “and for our daughter.” 

 Lily brought her hands together as if thanking God, “As you did, my friend. Against all 

odds, you did,” she reached for my hand. “I just don’t understand how you got out of there 

without being caught. Everyone knew who you were!” 

 “Maybe it helped that it was raining and that I was wearing Leonardo’s clothes. I must’ve 

moved like a shadow in my dark cloak with bare feet.” 

 “How did you get the book, your diary? Did you end up finding Leonardo or what 

happened?” 

 “On the way to the boat, I did find Leonardo. As you know, Luisa had given him my diary 

and because he suspected he was being followed and I hadn’t been recognized yet, he slipped it to 

me and told me to meet his son at the second location. I ran, oh Lily, I ran as I had never run 

before.” 

 “And right after a miscarriage!” 

 “I was filled with terror. I knew my life hung by a thread, so I gave it everything I had.” 

 “And when you realized you might’ve been followed?” 
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 “I knew that if I died or was captured my diary would be even more damning—not just for 

me but for many. Leonardo was right, the world just wasn’t ready for my perspectives. I couldn’t 

afford it falling into the wrong hands, so I hid it in the only safe place I could think of.” 

 “Where it stayed for centuries.” 

 “Unsuspected, untouched, right under everyone’s noses.” 

 “How apropos! Just like the divine wisdom you tried so hard to share, right under 

everyone’s noses, you just happened to see it before most everyone else. So much has changed and 

yet, so little.” 

“Had you realized who you were in the 17th century sooner than you did in this lifetime, 

Lily, you may have found it sooner than I did, though.” 

 “But I never would’ve guessed where you hid it, my friend. There was no remembering 

that for me. After I left you that night, I wasn’t able to find you for years, and by that time, 

Giovanni and I were ready, like you, to leave that life behind.” 

 “I guess we all were, weren’t we? And now here we are together again in yet another life 

and another land to uncover still more surprises from the universe.” 

“Yes, do you remember that talk we had all those years ago about the fire burning inside 

you, about what kind of life you would choose to live? I knew who you were all the way back then. 

I recognized the depth in your eyes, and I was determined to do everything I could to help you, to 

make sure we didn’t repeat our past. I was never going to leave you alone again.” 

 “My dear friend,” I said, with nostalgia. “First my nanny, then a caretaker to my parents 

and now me, and through it all, Lily, you’ve been my closest ally, the one person in this life who’s 

kept my heart alive all these years. 

 “You did the same for me, whether you knew it or not.” 
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I held out a small package, “Something I ordered a few weeks ago, something you finally 

had to have for yourself.” 

Lily looked perplexed until she looked into my eyes. She didn’t need to open it then to 

know what was inside. Instead, she just broke into a deep smile. 

“You’ve wanted it for centuries; I’d say you’ve waited long enough don’t you agree? Here, 

let me help you.” 

“They must be the finest ivory combs money can buy. Thank you, Julia, thank you so very 

much. I love them.” 

 “And I love you, my dear Lily, I have from the first day I met you.” 

 “Hmm, now which first day are you thinking of?” 

 And the two of us laughed with wise, tear-filled eyes just like the innocent young girls we 

once were, our problems both present, and thankfully, finally, so far in the past. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Julia 
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The library seemed only vaguely familiar. It was packed, stuffy, and as tantalizing as most 

libraries in old Europe are, although not exactly the way she remembered it. The slightly moldy air 

tingled in her nose. Antonio coughed behind her as the heavy wood door creaked closed. 

“Here? You put it here?” Hilda scanned the stacks, her eyes racing as fast as her pulse. 

 “I’m not sure. Something doesn’t feel right.” Julia paused, “Wait a minute, was this the site 

of the library when Isabella was alive?” 

 “Good question, I don’t know. I assume it was since you knew your way here so well. 

Come, let’s go ask at the reference desk to be sure.” 

 

 “Well,” said the librarian in her Italian accent, “it is, and it isn’t. That is to say, you are 

standing in the same building, but in 1904 the contents of the entire library were moved next door 

to what was formerly known as the Zecca, the location where Venice used to coin its money. Since 

then however, the library has expanded back into its former residence, where you now stand. But, 

and this may be most relevant to you, most of the contents housed in the library prior to 1904 

continue to reside in the Zecca.” 

 “La ringrazio tanto! Which way to access that part of the library?” Hilda could hardly hold 

still. 

 “Just there, see those signs? And for rare documents, you might look on the ground floor, 

along the outskirts of the courtyard.” 

 “Molte grazie,” said Julia, catching up to join Hilda, Antonio not far behind. 

 The three of them walked through one of the grandest libraries in the world, their eyes 

feasting on magnificent paintings and murals, sculptures and treasures, and naturally, the stacks and 

stacks of books. Julia scanned the room, nothing familiar, not even a scent stirring her memory. 
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“Take your time,” said Antonio with gentle calm. “It’s waited this long it can wait some 

more. I’m right here if you need me, right here, believing in you . . . Isabella.” He reached up to 

squeeze Julia’s arm. 

 She turned to look at him. “What did you say?” 

 “That I believe in you.” 

 She brought her hand up to her chest. “That’s it,” she whispered. Or was it Isabella 

whispering? “You believe in me; your eyes look upon me with pure love. Mama looked at me with 

those same loving eyes, the eyes I found in the church of La Maddalena where I slept night after 

night as a homeless waif comforted by her love. It was love that got me through, only the love, oh 

Zuan Marco . . . Antonio. Come, we need another librarian.” 

 

 “I’m sorry, Signora, but the frescos you speak of were transported from the library to the 

Palazzo Ducale, dios mio, maybe even centuries ago.” 

 “The Palazzo Ducale?” asked Antonio. 

 “Yes, yes. In English it’s called the Doge’s Palace.” 

 Julia’s eyes lit up. “Let’s go! Everyone knows where that is. Hilda!” whispered Julia as 

loudly as she could, “Come quickly, it’s not here, it’s at the Doge’s!” 

 Hilda hurried to Julia’s side. “What do you mean? I thought you said you remembered 

hiding it in the library.”  

 Julia closed her eyes, remembering herself as Isabella—her pounding heart, her hurried 

breathing and her hand against the polished wooden door as she walked in to find a place to hide 

it. 

 “They must have moved it after I left Venice, because you’re right, I distinctly remember 

hiding it for safekeeping in the library.” 
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 A few minutes later, the trio arrived at the Doge’s Palace. They waited in line, paid their 

entrance fees, and within seconds Julia was inquiring as to where they might look. 

 “Moved from the Biblioteca Marciana centuries ago? Ah yes . . . if I remember correctly, I 

think what you seek is on the second floor.” 

 “Second floor, yes, grazie mille.” 

 

 The marble steps echoed back at them as they made their way upstairs. Julia tried to stay 

centered, to calm her thoughts, to not let them run away to anywhere but the very moment she was 

living. It was almost impossible. She wasn’t just Julia anymore. She was Isabella, too. How could 

anyone other than Antonio or Hilda ever really understand that? 

 An older couple holding hands left the room as they entered. A docent wandered out 

about the same time. Except for a few solitary chairs, there was nothing but the paintings on the 

walls. And their three unsettled hearts. 

 “They’re so large. I don’t remember them being this large,” said Julia, gazing at the walls. 

 “And there are so many,” said Hilda, walking in the opposite direction. 

 “What do you remember, amore mio? What do you see?” said Antonio in a whisper, 

watching Julia’s eyes glaze over. 

 “Madonna con bambino, the same eyes as the bas-relief in La Maddelena, my mother’s 

eyes, yours . . . soulful love.” 

 Antonio walked ahead of Julia, searching as quickly as he could when suddenly he saw it—a 

Madonna with child. He stopped. Stunned. 

“Julia?” 
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 She didn’t need to answer. His feelings were transparent. His voice spoke volumes. She 

came to his side, looked to where his eyes were, and through her shock, smiled. 

 “The mother’s eyes. The eyes are the windows to our souls.” 

 Antonio tilted his head, still gazing at the painting, “They are, aren’t they?” 

 “That’s why I hid it here,” she said wistfully, turning to look into Antonio’s eyes. 

 “Of course, that’s why, amore mio, of course that’s why.” 

 Julia looked around to see if anyone other than Antonio would witness what she was about 

to do.  

 

 The edges of the ancient brown backing were cracked and peeling and crumbled as she 

touched them. She ran her fingers along the bottom, toward the left corner. Nothing. Then to the 

other corner, the right side. Her fingers felt a slight ridge. 

 She stopped. 

 “Did you find it? Or is something wrong?” 

 “Something’s wrong.” She stepped away. “My fingers aren’t hot. They aren’t tingling.” 

 “Your fingers aren’t tingling? What does that mean?” 

 Julia shook her head. “It’s not right, Antonio. This isn’t right.” 

 “No? Is it not the right painting or is there another similar one. . .,” he started to look 

around. 

 Julia put her hand on his arm. “It’s not the right time for me to find it, to read it, to share it. 

It’s just not the right time,” she whispered, her eyes large and knowing, “otherwise my fingers 

would be tingling, and they’re not, not at all.” 
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 Antonio stood taller, nodding, “I trust what you feel, amore mio and I’m so happy that you 

are now, too,” he said, with a crick in his voice as he gently guided her into the next room where 

they were less likely to be heard. 

 “Where’s Hilda and what will we tell her?” Julia’s mind raced as she scanned the new 

room. 

“We’ll tell her that the tea helped us see a lot but not as much as we hoped.” 

 “But what if she doesn’t believe us?” 

 “She’ll have to, there’s no diary, is there?” his hands opened wide. 

 “I’ll tell her that I was wrong, that I’m sorry, that I thought I knew where it was, but I 

don’t.” 

 “Back to square one for her, I’m afraid,” he said, feeling a bit sorry for her. 

 Julia froze, “Wait. What if we needed something else more than the diary, Antonio? What 

if it was never really about finding it at all? What if the Estuary of the Divine is actually what its title 

says it is—an invitation to drink the sacred elixir, an invitation to live a soulful life? Hasn’t it helped 

us do that, already? What if all this craziness was about something bigger, something much more 

important than some famous words on a page?” 

 His eyebrows showed interest, inviting her to continue. 

 “What if searching for Isabella’s diary was really about getting us, you and I, to change our 

way of seeing, to change our way of life into a more soulful one?” 

 Antonio ever so slightly raised his chin and dropped his shoulders, “Like a caterpillar who 

didn’t know he could grow wings, waking up one day as a beautiful butterfly. . .” 

 “La Mariposa. We all have wings if we chose to live a soulful life, don’t we?” 

 “The diary helped us feel that, helped us know that.” 
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 Julia swallowed hard, feeling every word she was about to say, “That’s not all. The search 

for Isabella’s diary has also reminded us that love rooted in soul never dies.”  

 Antonio blinked quickly, reaching for her hands, “Never did and never will. Oh Julia, I 

can’t imagine any greater comfort.” 

“Everwas,” she whispered, both of them nodding with deep tearful conviction, “Everwas.” 

 

*          *          * 

 

The late summer sun was nearing the end of its slow descent, its amber rays dancing with 

sea foam lapping up onto the handful of gondolas parked at St. Mark’s Square. The last of the 

daily tourists boarded their boats to the mainland. Small booths selling trinkets started the long 

process of closing down. Bright strips of laundry drying all day in the sun began to be pulled inside, 

arm over arm bringing in the weighted lines until every piece was reached. Elderly men lit their 

cigars, some pouring themselves a drink, others putting the needle on the record for opera to 

polish off their cravings. And the scent of freshly baked pasta with oregano and garlic wafted up the 

narrow corridors of almost every Venetian street. The laguna was getting sleepy again—just as it had 

for hundreds of years on end. 

Alan looked up from his Campari and orange, his eyes settling upon something over Julia’s 

shoulder. 

“Okay, I understand that things seem clearer to you . . .” 

“No, Alan, they are clear.” 

“. . . and that you want to separate, to absorb everything that’s happened on your own 

before we’re officially man and wife for even a week, but before we get into that, I just can’t wrap 

my head around this goose hunt you were on. If they were so convinced that you could find the 
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diary and now you haven’t, will they ever leave you alone? I mean, the priest will get out of prison 

Julia, and that Hilda woman, as we’ve clearly seen, has nothing holding her back.” 

“Maybe she’ll end up deciding that it’s not as important to her anymore though, who 

knows. I just know for me that I have to let it go. I may’ve thought it was important for a bit there, 

but it isn’t anymore, not to me, because it served its purpose. I’m sure there’ll be lots of other 

people still searching for it though, so if they want to continue, Hilda and the priest will have 

company.” 

He nodded and threw a handful of peanuts into his mouth. 

“My lucid dreams or imaginings for my book weren’t just in my head, though. They were 

real, Alan. They really happened, and not just to anyone, to me, four hundred years ago. I had to 

relive it all to remember . . . to find peace with . . . Alan, you’re not listening. Is something wrong?” 

“Somehow, I understand, Julia. I’m not sure if it’s your words just now or something that 

just came over me, but the struggle behind everything, between us, it just went away. I don’t need 

to know any more details. I just know we’re supposed to be together. I know you’ll spend some 

time here to feel better about what’s happened and then you’ll come back to me. I just know it. I 

know it here,” he clutched his chest. 

 “You do? But Alan, what if I don’t?” 

“It’s okay, Julia. You will.” He stood to leave. “Everything’s going to be all right, Julia, 

everything.” 

“It is, Alan?” 

He nodded, “It is. In fact, it already is. See you at home when it’s time, Mariposa,” he said, 

leaning down to kiss my forehead. “Have faith. God will guide you.” 

Julia glanced up at him, “God? But you never speak that way, Alan,” when it hit her—a 

similar scene from centuries ago when her life was about to permanently change. 
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Cardinal Lamberoni. Alan was . . . Cardinal Lamberoni.  

And just like that, he was gone. 

 

*          *          * 

 

 Julia felt a chill as she entered the prison, her arms instantly covered with goose bumps. 

There were the expected modern improvements—the glowing light bulbs and the hum of electricity 

from perhaps an air conditioning unit in the warden’s office. And it was also notably cleaner. 

There wasn’t as much grime as before, no puddles of water or black slime, and there weren’t as 

many flies. And thankfully, she didn’t see or hear any rats. Not yet, anyway. But the walls, the 

floors, the iron bars on the windows and even the echoes of her feet on the stone—none of the 

basics had changed. Not at all. It was still the same dark, despairing space, still weighted with a 

hopelessness that cut to her core.  

Then there was the scent. She breathed it in—again, for the first time. It was a scent she 

expected any newcomer would also breathe in. Humid. Sticky with moisture and sweat, loaded 

with something heinous she couldn’t name. It was as if remnants of lives clung to the air molecules, 

knowing it was their last chance at survival. Julia rubbed her arms, the chill of it all soaking her to 

her bones. It was a fortress. Preserved for centuries from the outside world. And not just in her 

memory anymore. 

 “Who was it that you wanted to see again, Signora?” 

 “Ah si—Father Jozef . . . oh no, scusami I don’t know his last name.” 

 “Nessun problema, do not worry, Signora. I know of whom you speak of. We all know 

who Padre Jozef is, do we not?” he looked over at his uniformed partner with a raised, discerning 

eyebrow. 
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 The other man nodded his head. 

 “I will only be a minute with him. I just wish to apologize.” 

 “You, apologize? Is this the word I think it is in Italian? Scusarsi . . .? Is it not he who 

needs to apologize to you, to all of us, for his betrayal?” The man was noticeably surprised. 

 “Maybe so, but maybe he’s unable to. Me though, I’m able, and it’s time. So, I will.” 

 The two men stepped back, visibly moved by her intent. 

“Si,” said one of the men, “It is indeed time, as you say, Signora. That is now certain.” 

“And we will help you,” said the second man. “This way, per favore.” 

 Julia followed the officer down the hallway, wrapping her thin cotton shawl around her 

shoulders, holding it as close to her chest as she could. She didn’t know exactly what she would say 

once she saw him, but what she said to the officers was the truth; it was time. 

 The key turned in the small lock and the thin metal opening where trays of food were 

placed, squeaked open. “Padre? You have a visitor.” 

 “Can I not go in?” she whispered to the officer. 

 He shook his head. “We do not advise it. Can the Signora not speak to the Padre here? 

It’s safer this way.” 

 Julia looked down the dark hallway barely lit by a couple of dangling light bulbs and silently 

agreed. 

 “I will wait just there to give you some privacy.” 

 “Grazie, ufficiale. Grazie mille.” 

 He nodded and slipped a few feet away into the shadows. 

 “Father Jozef?” she called out into the empty rectangular space that looked into his cell. 

 “Who’s there?” 

 “It is Julia, Julia Mariposa.” 
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 She heard a rustling and then he was there, at the door. She could see his hand through the 

opening, hanging by his side. “I’m here. What do you want? Did you not get your wish? What 

more can you take from me? You obviously haven’t brought me the diary. I certainly know now 

that it’ll never be mine.” 

 “I didn’t come to take anything from you, and no, I didn’t bring you the diary. But I did 

come to give you something else. My apologies and my forgiveness.” 

 He scoffed. “Your forgiveness? Ha! What use is that to me? I’ve done you no wrong.” 

 “Say what you will, but I offer it to you, nonetheless, Father. Not just for what transpired in 

the past few days but for what transpired years ago, centuries ago. I forgive you. For all of it,” she 

paused, taking a deep conscious breath. “From this day forward I’ll no longer hold a grudge or 

harbor any fears toward you or the man you once were. Franco, Franco di Mannoni.” 

 He was silent. 

 “But that’s not all. I also wish to apologize. I myself am no innocent soul. I wronged you, 

terribly so. Once, centuries ago, I took your life. And for that, I am truly sorry. Whatever you did 

to me,” again, she paused, “you did not deserve to die by my hand. Please know I’m truly sorry. 

Franco . . .? This is Isabella Maria Mariposa Sivarani and I am truly sorry for the harm I caused 

you.” 

 Julia heard a faint noise. It might have been a muffled whimper or just as easily a 

swallowing of his lack of forgiveness. Either way, she had spoken her heart’s truth, so she knew it 

was right. 

 “Ufficiale? I’m finished here.” 

 “Si, Signora,” he said, as he came out of the shadows with his dangling set of ancient 

looking keys. “I’ll just lock this up and we’ll be on our way.” He leaned down to close up the small 

metal window when Father Jozef’s hand suddenly emerged to block him from doing so. 
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 “Mariposa . . .?” 

 She turned, her spirit hush with anticipation, “Si?” 

 “Ti perdono, I forgive you. Franco forgives you, la Mariposa.” 

 Julia brought her hand up to her mouth, muffling her shock and bewilderment that such 

words would mean so much. 

 “Go, go in peace,” he said, before lowering his hand back into his cell. 

 “You, too,” she said before leaving, her entire self overwhelmed with an elated feeling not 

unlike a first step into uncharted territory. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Julia, present day 
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There aren’t many weddings that invoke every sense of the body. From the setting to the 

celebration itself, Chloe and Andrew’s wedding seemed lit from within—the gentle lapping of the 

sea, the evening sun turning the garden into a warm wash of golden green, the majestically 

understated home with its lovely, hospitable feel, the orchestra, the dancing, the laughter, the 

candles flickering and the champagne bubbling, and every bit dusted with an elegance that made 

even a superficial wedding planner feel touched by grace. None of it left the senses untouched. 

None of it went to waste. Like everything that ultimately embeds itself as a beloved memory, this 

wedding would carve its space for itself out of little things, the little things that would one day mean 

the most and linger the longest, those that opened the senses the widest and left them forever 

altered. 

Little like the way the cake melted as soon as it touched a tongue, its butter cream begging 

guests to close their eyes as they indulged. Little like the lovely subtle scents, especially that one, 

the one that turned heads and raised noses and left both men and women wondering. Little like 

the feeling of beauty that accompanied everyone home that night, a beauty so clear that it couldn’t 

help but force cynics to hush their tune. Then again, maybe that beauty wasn’t so little after all. 

I looked up, breathing in the warm, briny air as it floated across the sea bringing still more 

of my memories to the surface. I clutched the papers in my lap, making sure they were still there. I 

didn’t need to hide the truth anymore. Finally, it was time for the whole truth to be known, time to 

illuminate the last secret I had hidden in the shadows. 

“Mom?” 

 “Chloe! Yes, Darling. I was just thinking about you, about life and how things change,” I 

looked into her sparkling brown eyes and smiled, “and don’t change. This is the most beautiful 

wedding I’ve ever been to and it’s obviously all your doing, Darling. Heaven knows you certainly 

didn’t need my help. Here, sit with me?” I patted the top of the white wooden chair beside me. 
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 “Is it as lovely to you as it is to me, almost like a dream?” 

 I nodded, my eyes wet with emotion. 

“Oh Mom, speaking of dreams, the more I sit with your story, the more it feels like real 

dream. I can’t even tell you everything that it’s done to me because I can’t seem to put it into 

words.” 

 “And you shouldn’t pressure yourself to. Look how long it took me to find my words, 

Darling. Every good thing takes time and there’s no rush, because the gifts? They never leave us. 

They just wait for us to one day see them for what they are. When we’re ready, that is.” 

 Chloe reached for my hand. “Thank you. Thank you for finding your words, Mom. I 

never would’ve known how much I needed to hear your story,” she looked down at my papers. “Is 

that what I think it is?” 

“Chloe!” Lily emerged from the shadows. “Congratulations, precious girl! You did it, and 

you did it all with such grace and beauty, just like your mother.” 

“Just like her adopted great Aunt Lily,” I said. 

“Speaking of great, can I get anyone some more champagne? I’m off to fill my glass again,” 

said Lily, grinning from ear to ear. 

“Why not bring the bottle back, Lily?” 

“So I shall, Chloe,” she said chuckling, turning to leave. 

“And yes, this is what you think it is,” I said to Chloe, still holding the lump of papers in my 

hands. 

“But not yet, don’t give it me just yet,” she said, scanning the crowd. 

“No?” 

“No, just wait one more second.” 
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 I nodded, secretly relieved that the moment I’d anticipated had been averted—at least for a 

few more minutes. 

I turned to see Lily laughing with the bartender as he opened a bottle of champagne for 

her, for us, and started second-guessing myself, wondering if it would’ve been better to tell Chloe 

in person, with my spoken word. Earlier that night Lily and I decided it would be best if she read 

it, digesting it on her own so she could speak to me about it when she was ready, on her timeline, 

not mine. But maybe it was the wrong decision. Maybe it would’ve been easier for her to adjust to 

the news with me, with my help. Now I wasn’t sure. I tried to hear what my heart said. 

 He wore a linen suit with a tie, the pattern strangely familiar even from a distance. Chloe 

held his hand, leading him through the maze of tables and chairs and people wishing her 

congratulations with kisses to her cheek. He was smiling right along with her, patient and adoring, 

as if he loved her, too. His hair was white, his skin a light brown, and his eyes—even from a 

distance, I couldn’t help but notice his eyes.  

 “Mom? I’ve brought someone to meet you.” 

 My heart clenched. I wasn’t expecting to be set-up at my daughter’s wedding. I didn’t know 

if I had it in me. My mind was busy with more important matters, not meeting a dapper old man 

who already acted as if he wished he were a part of the family. Nonetheless, I set my papers on the 

table with my cloth napkin on top of them so they wouldn’t blow away and rose to greet him. 

 “Hello,” I said, not yet meeting his eyes, “I’m Julia, Chloe’s mother,” I outstretched my 

hand. “Pleased to meet you,” 

 He sandwiched my hand between his. They were warm. And leathery soft. As if he had 

lived, deeply. I lifted my eyes when suddenly my fingers started to tingle. I could hardly breathe. 

 “Julia?” he said, in his unmistakable accent, “Is it really you?” 
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 I shook my head, letting go of his hands, my eyes wide with shock. “You must be 

mistaken,” I looked at Chloe with pure disbelief. “Chloe . . .?” 

 “It’s not a dream, Mom. It’s not your imagination, either. It’s real,” she smiled softly, 

gently, with great care and concern. “Forgive me, but I knew the real last chapter wasn’t written 

yet.” 

 “But I don’t understand, how did you . . .?” 

 “You gave me his name so with some crazy finagling online and a few people on the 

ground in Spain, I found him and asked him to come.” 

Chloe turned to see him look upon me with eyes emanating unexplainably deep warmth. 

She watched as he picked up my hand once again, as he lifted it to his lips and kissed it with eyes 

closed, lingering for a long time, my whole self melting like butter into his hand, as every one of my 

last harsh edges softened away. 

 He spoke in a voice that she thought she had heard before, her breath catching, much like 

mine, in her throat. But she couldn’t have heard it in person; she’d never met him before. Had she 

imagined it? As sound transformed from fleeting thought into solid memory, from wild idea into 

realized truth, Chloe covered her mouth in awe, at the knowing she had somehow unearthed from 

within.  

She knew her mother’s last secret, this one also her own, without it ever being told.  

 “Julia?” whispered Antonio, looking into my eyes. 

 “Antonio? Is it really you?” 

 He nodded. “Si, bella donna, it is. You didn’t forget that a love like ours is a love that never 

dies, did you?” 

 “I . . . I . . .” I whispered, moving both hands toward my heart, my fingers trembling as they 

pulled back the scarf around my neck to reveal the St. Christopher medallion. 
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 “You still wear it,” he said, breathlessly. 

 “I never took it off.” 

 I looked to Chloe, “Darling? Won’t you take these papers to the trash? They’re no longer 

needed.” 

 She smiled. “The last chapter that wasn’t really the last chapter after all?” she looked from 

me to Antonio and back again. “Of course, Mom. I’d love to.” 

 Antonio cleared his throat, “Forgive me, the last chapter? Do I know what you’re talking 

about?” 

 I hesitated, then nodded. 

 “I think you’re right then, might be best in the trash, otherwise the Italian police might find 

reason to storm your home.” 

 Chloe looked intrigued. “Wait, you went back to the Doge’s Palace? So, the time was 

finally right!” She caught a twinkle in Antonio’s eye before she moved out of earshot to drop the 

papers with a plunk into the trash.  

 I reached for Antonio’s hand, our fingers caressing as if they had known each other 

forever. 

 “Chloe?” I said, when she returned to us. 

 “Yes, Mom?” she answered with tears filling her eyes. 

 “You know, don’t you? You see it. You remembered, on your own. Yes, Antonio’s who 

you feel him to be. To me and to you—our darling child. I’m so sorry I couldn’t tell you before. I 

could barely admit it to myself. I listened with my head, to the rules I placed upon myself, more 

than what I knew as truth in my heart. I hope one day you can understand why I kept this from 

you for so long. But even if you don’t, I want you to know here,” I placed my hand firmly on my 

heart. “That now you too, are a conscious piece of the eternal puzzle.” 
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 Chloe could barely speak, her eyes overflowing with tears, but her face luminous, as if a 

weight had been lifted. “I understand Mom. You did what you thought you had to. I understand 

and I forgive you,” she said, moving in to embrace me. 

 “Antonio, I guess we have a lot to talk about now, don’t we?” Chloe said, before 

hesitatingly moving to embrace him, too. 

 “Claro que si, more than perhaps either one of us realize,” his eyes sparkling as he looked 

to both of us, one then the other, with pure wonder. 

 Chloe watched as I lifted my nose. “Is there a scent, Mom? Have the scents returned?” 

 “But I’m finally listening to my soul, more than I have in years,” I whispered, “That’s the 

only time they’ve ever emerged in the past, to give me guidance when I wasn’t listening. Why ever 

would they return now?” 

 “Maybe you’re finally home, in a place where you can listen deeply, all the time. Maybe 

this is a brand-new chapter,” said Chloe, knowingly. “For your soulful self.” 

 I cocked my head and smiled warmly at the sensitivity of my daughter, a sensitivity I had 

never let myself feel from her before, a daughter who would not make my same mistakes. “Spring. 

Here it is the middle of summer and I breathe in the scent of Spring.” 

 “Surely a new beginning,” said Lily, her eyes aglow as she balanced fresh glasses in one 

hand and a bottle of champagne in the other. 

 “That it is, my dear Lily, perhaps for us all,” my own eyes twinkling as I looked over her 

shoulder to the bartender who was watching her. 

 “And you,” I said, turning at last to Antonio, “I dare say you give off the delectable scent of 

sunshine—warm, golden, pulsing with the sweetest essence of life.” 

 “Sunshine . . .?” he pondered. 

 All eyes turned toward him. 
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“Ah, but of course,” he said, nodding with a rising smile, his eyes taking on an unusually 

beautiful sheen. “A love that is forever, that will be forever, across all time and space. A love that 

everwas,” he said, a single tear lining his exquisitely satisfied face.  

“Sunshine, the scent of everwas.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


