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Prologue

The thunder boomed from the heavens, rain
slapping against the side of the office building, and Jack was
oblivious to it all. It was nearing five o’clock in the afternoon,
and for Jack, the evening wasn’t coming soon enough. A few more
data items to input and he could get that invoice out to
Dentaltech, like he promised the boss.

“Jack, don’t rush through that invoice,” a
voice directed from the office next door.

“Almost done, Dad.” Working for his father
had its ups and downs. The job as Vice President of Operations was
a nice title to have at the age of twenty-three, but to Jack, it
was just a job, a job that his father had wanted him to have since
he was two years old. After college, many of Jack’s friends went
into consulting or investment banking, but his career would be
based around the production of metal dental instruments. Not as
glamorous as advising Fortune 500 companies or as lucrative as
mergers and acquisitions on Wall Street, but Jack was content
working for a small family-owned business that would one day be his
to run. Barrett Dental Equipment provided a good living for his
father and would do the same for Jack.

“The invoice is printing now.” Jack pushed
back from his computer and walked to the shared printer. “If it’s
okay with you, I want to go home and change before I pick up
Travis.”

“Jack, did you make those adjustments to
their discount?”

“No, I forgot. I’ll fix it now.”

“Jack, you have to think more about what
you’re doing. You’re always rushing through things without
thinking.”

Without a word, Jack walked back to his desk
and updated the discount percentage. Jack had heard it all before,
especially from his father. Tom Barrett was always telling Jack to
think more and not rush. Jack, however, knew mistakes happened, and
in the grand scheme of things, having to reprint an invoice was not
that big of a deal.

Within a few minutes, Jack handed his father
the updated invoice and was heading towards the door. Jack had a
special evening planned that he was anxious to get started on. It
was his best friend Travis’ birthday. Jack made dinner reservations
at a chic Japanese restaurant in Oakland’s Jack London Square,
which was attached to a jazz club. Travis had played the saxophone
since they were in high school, and a saxophone quartet was
performing at the club that night. The plan was to pick Travis up
at six-thirty for seven-thirty dinner reservations and a nine
o’clock show.

Jack took the elevator to the underground
garage and got into his silver Mustang. As he pulled from the
garage, he was hit with a pounding combination of wind and rain.
Jack was so focused on getting out of the office, he had forgotten
it was storming outside. He flipped on his windshield wipers and
headed home.

 


The rain was still coming down in buckets
when Jack left his house at six-fifteen to pick up Travis. Jack was
looking good for his night out; he wore a khaki silk long-sleeve
shirt over a black T-shirt, olive green slacks, and cordovan dress
shoes. Jack’s brown suede jacket lay neatly in the back seat.

Travis must have been waiting — he came out
of his apartment as soon as Jack’s Mustang pulled up. He ran
quickly through the rain and virtually dove into the passenger side
of the car. “It’s wet out there,” Travis said as he centered
himself in the seat. “So what’s the word, Mr. Jack Barrett?”

“Just taking my boy out for his birthday.
That’s you, in case you didn’t know. So, how does it feel to be a
twenty-four year-old? And I would like to emphasize the word
old.”

Travis grinned and said, “Just you wait.
You’re only eleven months behind me.”

“Yes, but I’ll see how it works for you, and
if you like it, then I’ll turn twenty-four too.”

“If only it worked that way.”

As Jack pulled away from the curb, the wind
and rain continued to pound the Earth. Not wanting to listen to the
rain, Travis pushed the CD button and U2 came blasting through the
speakers, drowning out all noise outside the car. The storm wasn’t
letting up as they drove up the Nimitz freeway from Fremont to
Oakland. Jack firmly gripped the wheel with both hands as the wind
pushed the Mustang from one side of the lane to the other. On a
clear day, from the freeway in downtown Oakland, one could see the
beautiful San Francisco skyline and the clock tower on the campus
of U.C. Berkeley, but tonight Jack was driving about thirty miles
per hour, because visibility was one hundred feet at best. He was
lucky if he could read the exit signs before he passed them.

Taking the Broadway off-ramp in downtown
Oakland, Jack turned left, crossing under the freeway. He could
barely see the neon lights illuminating the entrance to Jack London
Square in the distance — only six blocks away. The CD changed to
the eighth song, Mysterious Ways, while the
traffic light turned green.

A few seconds later, after entering the
intersection, Travis screamed, “SHIT! Jack!”

The world suddenly moved in slow motion and
all sounds were gone; there was a feeling of both peace and
anticipation. Jack turned his head and saw the dark colored pick-up
truck coming straight for them. Just before the collision, Jack
caught a glimpse of the driver’s face, a face that would haunt him
for the rest of his life. The world started up again with the
screeching sound of metal on metal. Travis’ side of the car was
broadsided. The point of impact was the rear tire on the passenger
side, which caused the Mustang to go spiraling out of control.
Jack’s mind was alert and attempting to process what was going on,
if for no other reason, than to survive. The car was spinning like
a bad amusement park ride. The world seemed to be moving at
different speeds. The car was moving so fast Jack couldn’t count
how many full circles. And yet what felt like a minute, in
actuality, lasted two or three seconds. A moment in time.

 


 



Chapter 1

Jack Barrett should have felt comfortable as
this was a familiar setting, but it had been so many years since
Jack was in the public eye, that he felt butterflies in his
stomach. As often as he had been in front of cameras, being in the
spotlight was never something Jack sought. Yet here he was
again.

The makeup was lightly blotted on Jack’s
forehead and cheeks. He had one of those faces that the camera
loved; slender features with deep green eyes and dirty gray hair
that made him look like a cross between Tom Brokaw and Harrison
Ford. To Jack, he was an average guy. To the world, he was
everything that was right about the human race, a reputation Jack
thought was not only unjustified, but impossible to live up to.

Kate Sommers came on to the set as if she
belonged; she was the anchor of the number one rated news magazine
show in the world ten years running. Her reddish-blond hair
naturally flowed around her oval face and swayed from side to side
as she walked. She entered the set reading some last minute notes
held in her right hand and sipping her favorite mocha blend with
her left.

Jack stood when Kate entered, because “a
gentleman always stands when a lady enters the room.” That’s what
Jack’s grandfather had taught him, and although it had been almost
fifty-eight years since his grandfather passed away, Jack still
remembered him vividly. Jack was only seventeen when his
grandfather died. He thought about all of the changes in the world
since that time and how the days of the “gentleman” seemed to fade
faster than the rainforests.

Kate looked up and saw Jack. She walked over
and introduced herself. “Mr. Barrett, it’s a pleasure,” Kate said
as she tucked the pages she was reading under her left arm and
extended her hand.

“The pleasure is mine,” Jack replied. “And
please, call me Jack.”

“Thanks, Jack.” Kate held out her hand and
directed Jack to sit back in the chair. After an awkward and silent
few seconds, Kate asked, “How long has it been since you’ve done an
interview?”

“It must be close to twelve years now,” Jack
said, hoping his outsides were looking a lot more confident than
those butterflies on the inside. “But it’s all coming back to me,”
he added with a smile, which was as much for Kate’s benefit as it
was for his own.

“Jack, you’re such a natural, I’m sure you’ll
be fine. How about I run through the program with you, so you’ll
know what to expect?”

“That would be great, thank you,” Jack said,
anxious to focus on anything to keep his mind occupied.

Five minutes later, the red light over the
camera turned on and they were live to the world. The camera
pointed only at Kate as she began speaking. “Good evening and
welcome to United World News. I’m your host, Kate Sommers.” Kate
paused for a brief moment. “Tonight is a very special night for one
of the world’s greatest citizens, Mr. Jack Barrett. Jack Barrett,
the primary driving force in world unification and the first person
elected World Chancellor in 2040, is celebrating his seventy-fifth
birthday today. Jack, let me start by saying happy birthday and
what an honor it is having you on our program.”

The camera panned to Jack who sat up straight
in his chair, right leg crossed over his left, and his hands
resting comfortably in his lap. With a natural smile, Jack said,
“Thank you for the invitation, Kate.” The words flowed, and Jack
found his comfort zone once again. His voice was controlled and
fluid; the world would never know how his insides were tangled in
knots.

“Jack, you have lived such an incredible
life, it’s hard to pick a place to begin so I’m going to start from
nineteen eighty-six, when you were born in Santa Monica,
California.”

“Yes, at the time, my parents, Tom and Carol,
were living in a modest three bedroom house in Marina Del Rey, a
part of Los Angeles just south of Santa Monica, and a few miles
north of LAX.”

“How did you like growing up in Los
Angeles?”

“L.A. was a great place to grow up. I have a
brother, Kyle, who is three years older than I am, and he showed me
the ropes as far as what we could do, and what we could get away
with,” Jack said with a smile. Generally speaking, Jack had been a
good kid, however, there were quite a few moments when Jack’s
impulsiveness got him into serious trouble. Jack continued, “I
particularly loved the fact that we had two baseball teams, two
basketball teams, two football teams, and two big colleges all
relatively close by. I remember I went nuts when U.C.L.A. won the
National Basketball Championship in nineteen ninety-five.”

“Was basketball your favorite sport as a
kid?”

“Actually, it was baseball. Growing up, I
always dreamed of playing center field for the Dodgers. One of the
greatest joys of my life was in two thousand twenty-one when, as
Governor, I got to throw out the first pitch at Dodger
Stadium.”

“Do you remember your first baseball game?”
Kate asked.

“Like it was yesterday,” Jack said with a
smile. The way his eyes lit up, it was like he was reliving it all
over again. “It was Saturday, June fourth, nineteen
ninety-four.”

“Wow, you remember the date!” Katie seemed
impressed at the detail of Jack’s memory.

“Absolutely, it was the day after my eighth
birthday. The Dodgers were playing the rival San Francisco Giants.
Orel Hershisher was pitching for the Dodgers, and I believe John
Burkett was pitching for the Giants. My father had planned this
outing for months. One of his clients was Tommy Lasorda’s dentist,
so we got to sit ten rows behind the Dodgers’ dugout. I couldn’t
get over how green the grass looked, the clean and beautiful
infield dirt, and how close the center field wall looked to home
plate. My father liked to remind me of how excited I was watching
the ground crew prepare the infield. He always said ‘Hard work and
preparation leads to success.’ The thing I remembered most was
thinking how big the players were in person. I was used to seeing
the players on TV and baseball cards, and was surprised at their
size in person.”

“Sitting that close, did you catch a foul
ball?”

“Unfortunately not, but I was ready with
glove in hand.” Jack shifted in his seat and clapped his hands
together as if he was wearing his glove back at Dodger Stadium on
that day in 1994. “It was the only thing that didn’t go my way that
day. The Dodgers won five to one, with homeruns by Eric Karros and
Raul Mondesi.”

“It sounds like you and your father were
pretty close.”

“He spent most of his time working, but he
always found time to be an active person in my life.”

“What did your father do for a living?”

“My father owned a small dental tool
business, so he was always traveling to dental shows and
conferences.”

“Is that the reason you moved up to Northern
California?”

“Yes. In two-thousand, he decided to buy his
primary competition on the west coast, a company located in
Fremont, California, a town about ten miles northeast of San Jose.
Since his newly purchased location was much larger, we moved up to
the Bay Area.”

“So you spent your high school years in
Fremont?”

“Yes, we moved up when I was just starting my
freshman year.”

“Was it difficult to leave your friends and
all that you knew behind?”

“It was hard at first, but I met my best
friend Travis Beecham that summer. We were both on the football
team. I played safety and he was a defensive back, so we spent a
lot of time together. It also turned out that he was the shortstop
on our baseball team, where I played third base. Looking back on my
life, I couldn’t imagine it without Travis.”

“After high school, you went back to Los
Angeles to attend UCLA, where you got your bachelor’s degree in
Business-Economics.”

“Right. I didn’t know what I wanted to do
with my life, and my father insisted I get a college education. His
plan was for me to take over the family business, so I chose
Business-Economics thinking it would help me become a better
businessman.”

“Did it?”

“No. But it was a good thought, anyway.” Both
Kate and Jack gave a friendly television chuckle.

“Jack, tell us about your college years. Any
good stories you would like to share?” Kate said moving the
interview quickly through the early stages of Jack’s life.

The camera panned back to Jack. As usual, he
looked cool and comfortable. He smiled, as he thought back to those
days of girls, drinking, “Beat USC” parties, more girls, and more
drinking. Somewhere in there was school, but most of the memories
were of girls and drinking. Jack parted his lips slowly and was
just about to tell a story about defacing the Tommy Trojan statue
on the USC campus before the big game his junior year, but thought
better of it. He smiled again, and said “I think I’ll save those
stories for my eightieth birthday.”

“Something I’ll look forward to,” Kate
replied with a grin. “So after college...”

“After college, I did what my parents wanted
me to do — returned home to help my dad run the business.”

“How long did you work there?”

“Up until the accident…so about two
years.”

“Before we get to the accident, tell me what
it was like to work with your father.”

“As I said, my father always made time for me
when I was growing up. He coached my sports teams and we went
camping and hiking in the Santa Monica mountains when I was little.
As I got into high school, like most teenagers, I wanted to hang
out with my friends more than do things with my father, and that
hit him pretty hard. Of course, it didn’t have anything to do with
him, it was just one of those phases you go through.”

“I think most of us felt that way in high
school,” Kate interjected.

“I had a great deal of respect for him and
the way he conducted himself. Seeing him at work, how he managed
his employees and his business showed me a new side, which gave me
more respect for him as a person than just a father. I know he felt
a sense of pride that I was following in his footsteps, but I could
tell he still longed for the days when we would just do things
together. Unfortunately, I didn’t realize this back then. I always
felt he was pretty tough on me. Always telling me to think about
what I was doing and not to rush through my work. Unfortunately,
that was a lesson that I didn’t learn until much later in life.”
Jack relaxed in his chair, and felt a sad expression take over his
face. His father passed away nine years ago, when Jack was
sixty-six, and that was one of the toughest days of his life.
Recognizing he was still on camera, he quickly got back to the
question at hand. “I enjoyed doing the work back then; running the
polishing machines, and arguing with our vendors. At that point in
my life, I was content just having a job and being able to go out
with my friends at night.”

“So Jack, you worked for your father from
June of two thousand seven through two thousand nine up until the
accident on Friday, November sixth. However, it was that accident
that changed your life. Please tell us about it.”

Jack began to think back to that rainy, windy
night in November. That night had not only haunted him every day
since November thirteenth, two-thousand nine, but had made him who
he was today. That night forever changed his life.

 


 



Chapter 2

Memories can often be bittersweet. The
accident, the blood, the sheer horror of survival, were all things
Jack wouldn’t wish on anyone. Yet it was that night, the night that
changed his life that still haunted him. The memories began to
stir, with every blink, Jack’s mind flashed back to the moldy, damp
smell of a powerful rainstorm, the sound of Mysterious Ways by U2 blasting on the stereo, the
screech of metal on metal, and the world spinning so fast, yet in
slow motion. The last thought jolted his eyes wide open and sped up
his heartbeat. A deep breath, another blink, the broken windshield,
the flashing lights of the fire trucks, the rain pounding the car.
Jack looked into the television camera and began to tell his
tale.

 


The world had started to move quickly again,
and the Mustang stopped with another crash that jolted Jack so hard
he got flashbacks of high school football and being pancaked by an
offensive lineman. The Mustang came to rest wrapped two hundred
seventy degrees around a light pole on the opposite corner of the
street. Both Jack and Travis were wearing their seatbelts, but the
collision tossed them around just the same.

Jack found himself lying in the driver’s seat
with his body straight ahead and his head leaning towards Travis.
It took him a while to get his bearings, but when he was able to
focus he saw Travis was bleeding from a four-inch gash above his
left eye. Travis wasn’t moving. Jack noticed Travis’ leg seemed to
be sandwiched between the dashboard and what used to be his
passenger door. Jack called out in a weak raspy voice, “Travis.
Travis, are you okay?” Travis didn’t move; his eyes were closed as
if he were asleep. Jack tried again with all the strength he could
muster, “Travis! Travis!”

Travis let out a moan and started moving his
head. Slowly his eyes opened. “I feel like a truck hit me. Sorry,
no pun intended.” He reached up and touched his forehead. He
lowered his hand, looking shocked to see blood on it. His eyes
continued on their path and rested on his right leg. Travis tried
to get free then yelled, “Son of a bitch! I think my leg is
broken.” Travis’ gaze turned towards Jack. “Jack, are you
alright?”

“I don’t know. I’m not in pain, but I can’t
feel much of my body. I also can’t seem to move.”

Travis shifted his head and shoulders as far
as he could so that he could make a visual examination of Jack.
“You seem okay. There’s a nasty gash on your left temple, but
that’s all that I can see. What do you mean you can’t feel your
body?”

“It’s like my body is numb,” Jack said as he
tried to understand what was happening to him. He thought back to
when he was playing baseball in high school. He was at the plate
facing one of the hardest hurlers in the league, clocked at
eighty-four miles per hour. The first pitch Jack saw was a fastball
that went straight for him. Out of pure instinct, Jack spun and was
hit on his lower back; the point of impact was directly on his
spinal cord. Jack’s legs immediately lost feeling and he toppled to
the ground. Jack thought that his current injury could be a pinched
nerve higher up on his spinal cord, causing his whole body to
become lifeless. At this point, all he could do was speculate.
Jack’s first emotion was fear. What if it was worse? What if he was
paralyzed? The sensation was overwhelming; he couldn’t fight it.
Jack realized fear and speculation wouldn’t help the situation, so
he decided that he was in fate’s hands and tried to be
positive.

Jack was able to see the approaching red
flashing lights from behind Travis’ right shoulder. The siren
couldn’t be heard as it approached due to the continued slapping of
rain on the roof of the car. As the fire engine pulled up, Jack
said, “Here comes the cavalry. They’re going to fix us up, and
we’ll still be able to make a late dinner. Your birthday isn’t lost
yet, Travis.”

Travis responded with a smile, then turned
his head and watched the approaching fire truck, which came to a
stop about fifteen feet from their car.

Four firemen jumped from the truck, one from
the driver’s side, one from the passenger side, and two from the
back, and each carried a first aid kit and a radio. The two that
rode up front rushed over to the pick-up.

The two firemen from the back of the truck
ran over to Jack’s Mustang. The first appeared in Travis’ window.
He shouted over the rain, and his voice sounded as if he was
fighting a cold. “Is anyone hurt?”

Travis, mustering a strong voice replied,
“Yes, both of us. I think my leg is broken. It’s stuck between the
dashboard and the car door. My friend Jack says he can’t feel his
body.”

“Is it just the two of you in the car?” The
fireman yelled back.

“Yes.”

“Alright, an ambulance is on its way. We’re
going to take a look to see if we can free you from the car. Just
hang in there.”

The second fireman appeared in the broken
driver’s side window and asked, “What are your names?” Jack could
barely turn his head. He wanted to stay alert and so he answered
the fireman quickly. “I’m Jack, and this is my friend Travis.”

“Thanks, Jack. I’m Rick. My partner, Stoney,
and I will get you out as soon as possible.”

The first fireman started pulling at Travis’
door. It was stuck, but was beginning to open. He said to Travis,
“Brace yourself. I’m going to try to pry the door off. This should
free your leg. Once you’re clear, you may feel a lot of pain as the
blood flow will awaken the nerves in your leg. Are you ready
Travis?”

Travis nodded and turned his head so he
didn’t have to watch. A creak of the door, then a crash as the door
swung to the pavement. Travis let out a loud scream as his leg fell
against the floor of the car.

Stoney quickly wrapped Travis’ leg in a
splint to immobilize it and reduce additional pain. The two firemen
tending to the Ford F250 came to Travis’ side. Stoney looked up as
they approached.

Without asking, one of the firemen, a woman
from the sound of her voice, said to Stoney, “One person, D.O.A.,
no seatbelt and went right through the windshield. Ambulance just
arrived.”

Stoney nodded, signaling his understanding
and continued to work on Travis’ leg. He looked up at Travis and
said, “I’ve wrapped it tight, but we’re going to have to get you
onto the gurney and over to the ambulance. It may be a rough ride,
but that should be the worst of it. Are you ready?”

On cue, two paramedics pulled up a gurney
behind Stoney. Travis took a deep breath, as if to summon his
courage, and said, “Let’s do it.”

Stoney reached around Travis and unhooked his
seatbelt. He put his arms under Travis’ legs and around his back.
When he was about to pick him up Stoney said, “I usually wait until
the second date to carry someone to bed.”

Travis started to laugh and then screamed in
agony as Stoney carried him over to the gurney. Travis gritted his
teeth and replied with all of the energy he could muster, “I’m a
cheap date. One accident and I’m yours.”

Stoney smiled as the paramedics rushed Travis
off to the ambulance.

“Looks like it’s just you and me, Jack,” Rick
said as he reached to the far side of Jack and clicked off his
seatbelt. “Unfortunately, your door is wrapped around this light
pole, so we’re going to have to pull you out through the passenger
side.”

Jack looked to his right and saw Stoney
climbing through the hole that used to be the passenger door.

Stoney spoke with confidence when he said,
“Alright Jack, just like with Travis, once we move you, you may get
feeling back and it may be quite painful. Brace yourself for that.
Are you ready?”

Jack’s eyes met Stoney’s and with
determination and strength he said, “Let’s go.”

Just like with Travis, Stoney reached around
Jack and began to carry him out of the car towards the gurney. Then
everything went black.

 


 



Chapter 3

“Since you’re here, I guess we know how it
turned out,” Kate joked. “When you think back on your life, why was
that story, that one moment in time, significant?”

“Before the accident, that moment, I was
content with working for my dad, hanging out with my friends, and
just going through life as it was handed to me. But afterwards, my
whole perspective changed. Outside of some physical therapy
exercises, I was confined to bed rest for six months, not having
the opportunity to go outside and feel the sun on my skin. Once I
was able to move comfortably, I wanted to learn and experience the
world and all of its complexities and nuances. I no longer wanted
to have life handed to me, I wanted to live life in the most
wondrous, exciting way I could.”

“That’s quite a challenge. What was your
first step?”

“It took me about six months to recover to a
point where I felt comfortable moving on my own. My doctors were
surprised at my quick recovery, and I was anxious for some new
scenery. I was able to move fairly well, and was getting better
each day. So, I did something I had wanted to do since high school
— go to Italy.”

“Italy. It’s such a beautiful country. Why
was it so important to you?”

“Ever since I was in the tenth grade and read
Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar, I’d wanted to
go to Italy. The history, the culture, and the sheer romance of the
country simply fascinated me. So the summer after the accident, I
went. Five weeks, eight cities, just me and an Italian-English
dictionary.”

“You went by yourself?” Kate interjected.
“That’s courageous. Did you speak Italian?”

“The only Italian I knew was pizza, ciao,
opera, lasagna, and calzone.”

“So you went to Italy not fully recovered,
all by yourself, and you didn’t speak the language?”

“Going alone wasn’t much of a choice. Most of
my friends either couldn’t take the time off from work, or couldn’t
afford it. Since I was working for my father, I had the flexibility
with the time off, and since I was living at home, I had saved
quite a bit of money.”

“That sounds so exciting.” Kate kept the
banter going.

“It was. I planned the trip with my first
stop in Milan. Ironically, most of my friends who had been to Italy
said I could skip Milan, because it was all about finance and
fashion, but I didn’t feel right about not going to Italy’s largest
city. And that was one of the smartest things I ever did.”

 


 



Chapter 4

Landing in Milan after two layovers in
Washington Dulles and London Heathrow had Jack exhausted and
longing for bed, but these were his first moments in Italy, which
seemed to provide the adrenaline to keep him going. He took the
metro to his hotel at Piazza della Repubblica, checked in, and
settled into his room. Despite his exhaustion, Jack was anxious to
do a little exploring. He decided to walk the neighborhood around
the hotel and look for a place to eat.

Jack turned left onto Corso Venenzia, a main
street near his hotel. The block was lined with clothing stores and
small cafés. As Jack strolled down the block he saw a young man run
full speed into an elderly lady and steal her purse. The woman was
knocked to the ground and to Jack’s surprise, the man was sprinting
straight towards him. Jack wasn’t sure what to do. As the man
neared, Jack’s instincts from playing high school football took
over. Without much thought, Jack lunged towards the mugger and
executed a textbook tackle that would have made Coach Thompson
proud. The mugger, probably stunned more than anything else, got up
and fled. Jack grabbed the purse from the ground and continued down
the street to return it to its owner.

Jack rubbed his shoulder, not sure if he was
out of tackling shape or had a lingering injury from the accident.
As he came closer, he noticed the elderly lady was being helped up
by a very attractive, young woman. As Jack approached, he couldn’t
take his eyes off the Italian beauty with her olive skin, shoulder
length flowing brown hair, and stunning green eyes. Jack was
captivated.

Jack looked at the elderly woman and asked,
“Are you okay?” as he handed over her purse. He didn’t know if the
women understood English, but it was worth a try.

The younger woman responded first, “Yes,
she’ll be alright. Thank you.”

“You speak English?” Jack replied with a hint
of astonishment.

“Yes,” the young woman responded. “You are
American, correct?”

“Yes, I’m from California, near San
Francisco.”

The young woman, looked at Jack, with a bit
of surprise herself and said, “I actually live in Berkeley. My name
is Maggy.”

“It’s very nice to meet you, Maggy. I’m Jack.
I can’t believe the first person I meet in Italy lives about thirty
miles from me. I live in Fremont.” Small
world, Jack thought.

“Well Jack, thank you for saving my mother’s
purse. That was a very brave thing you did.” Maggy put her arm
around the elderly woman and said, “This is my mother, Antonia
Ricci.”

Maggy’s mother smiled and nodded. She didn’t
seem to understand English.

“Nice to meet you, Mrs. Ricci,” Jack said,
returning her nod.

Not sure what to do next, Jack said, “Glad I
could be of service. Ciao.” He began to walk down the street when
Maggy called after him.

“Jack, I would like to repay you for your
kind act. Would you be free for dinner tonight?”

Jack glanced at his watch — ten after four.
He thought about how hungry and tired he was, then looked up at
Maggy. Her bright green eyes shone back at him with such sincerity,
he couldn’t say no. “I would love to.”

Maggy reached into her purse and pulled out a
piece of paper and a pen and wrote down the name of a restaurant,
Trattoria Milanese. “Why don’t you meet me
here at eight?”

“I’ll be there,” Jack said with an
enthusiastic tone.

Maggy smiled back, took her mother’s arm, and
walked around the corner. Jack just stood there, trying to figure
out if he had just been asked out on a date by the most beautiful
woman he had ever seen.

 


 



Chapter 5

Jack wandered the streets of Milan for
another two hours, taking in the small shops, listening to the
strange, yet flowing language he didn’t understand, and thinking
about Maggy. He couldn’t get her out of his mind. He had come to
Italy to experience the world, and in his first moments, he rescued
a woman’s purse and was asked on a date by the most amazing woman
he’d ever laid eyes on. On top of which, she lived in Berkeley. If
this was any indication, Jack was going to be in for one incredible
trip.

Jack arrived back at his hotel shortly after
six o’clock. He went up to his room, took a shower, shaved, and
unpacked a few items for the evening’s dinner. His clothes were
completely wrinkled after being squashed in his suitcase for the
past twenty hours or so. Jack searched his room for an iron, but
couldn’t find one. He called the front desk and inquired. The woman
said, “Sorry, no irons.”

“What do you mean ‘no irons’?” Jack was
thoroughly confused. How could a five-star hotel not have an
iron?

She gave an explanation, but between the
thick accent and the broken English, Jack couldn’t understand it.
He brushed it off, said, “Grazie,” and hung up the phone.

Around seven-thirty, Jack asked the front
desk manager to send for a cab, and five minutes later, one
arrived. The taxi was a small Nissan Sentra from the mid-nineties.
It was painted white with a little white sign on the top that read
“TAXI” in bold black letters.

The driver began speaking to Jack in Italian,
and Jack had no idea what was he was saying. Jack replied
“Trattoria Milanese.” The taxi driver wasn’t familiar with this
restaurant and blurted something that Jack again couldn’t
understand.

Jack held up one finger as if to say, “Wait a
minute.” He got out of the cab and went to find the concierge. As
Jack ran back into the hotel, he felt a sense of urgency — this
date could be over before it started if he couldn’t get to the
restaurant. A few seconds later, Jack found the concierge and asked
him to write down the address of Trattoria Milanese.

Jack ran out to the cab and handed the piece
of paper to taxi driver. The driver nodded and said in a very thick
Italian accent, “Okay. Ten to fifteen minutes.”

Jack was surprised to hear English, but let
it slide without a comment. He got back into the cab. As the driver
pulled away from the curb, Jack thought for sure he was going to
get into an accident. The cab seemed inches away from the bumper of
the car in front of them, and every chance he got, the driver wove
through traffic without regard for signaling or lanes. By the time
they arrived at the restaurant, Jack was completely nauseous.
What a wonderful way to start a date. The
driver pointed to his front right and said, “There, number
twenty-two.” He then tapped the meter, which read 12.60 Euro.

Jack paid fifteen Euros and said,
“Gracias” as he stepped
out of the cab. Jack soon realized he thanked the driver in
Spanish, shrugged, and began walking to the trattoria. The evening
was warm and muggy, but not uncomfortable. The skies were partly
cloudy, and the moonlight was fighting to break through. As Jack
got closer, he heard the noise from inside. A breeze picked up and
the aroma of marsala and marinara sauces drifted outward from the
building. Jack noticed the restaurant was located in a purely
residential area. The streets were quiet, with no traffic in sight.
He looked up and down and saw nothing but old, pollution covered,
stone houses. As Jack was turning his focus back to the restaurant,
he saw Maggy out of the corner of his eye. She was about a block
away. As she walked closer, Jack could feel every beat of his
heart. She was dressed in a stylish, one-piece black dress and a
black sweater hung from her shoulders with the arms of the sweater
draped in front of her. Her hair was bouncing freely with every
step. But, what hit Jack the hardest was the alluring glow in her
intoxicating green eyes and her smile that radiated warmth and
charm.

“Wow,” Jack said out of sheer reaction. “You
look great.”

“Thanks, Jack. You look great too, although
it looks like you just unpacked,” Maggy smiled and pointed to the
lines running throughout his clothes.

They both laughed for a second, then Jack
said, “Yeah, I did my best, but couldn’t get all of the wrinkles
out.”

“That’s okay, I was just giving you a hard
time. You can always spot the new arriving tourists by the rumpled
look in their clothes.”

As they walked through the restaurant door;
Jack noticed a string of hooks with coats hanging from them on the
left. Straight back was the kitchen, where Jack was able to see a
few waiters and chefs all dressed in white scuttling about. Halfway
between the front entrance and the kitchen was a wood podium that
stood four feet high. An older man with dark, grayish hair and a
pale complexion said, “Ciao Maggy!” and kissed her on both cheeks.
The two began some small talk like old friends who hadn’t seen each
other in years, then the man directed Jack and Maggy through the
main dining room, to a small area adjacent to the rear of the
restaurant.

They sat down at a table set for six and were
handed their menus.

A few minutes later, a waiter came by and
asked if they were ready to order. He was a tall man dressed in all
white — apron, slacks, hat, and t-shirt. His outfit reminded Jack
of those gas station attendants from the nineteen fifties he’d seen
in old movies and television shows. Maggy looked at Jack and he
nodded an affirmative. Maggy ordered a salad and scaloppini
marsala. The waiter then turned to Jack. Jack said, “I’ll have the
same.”

The waiter, realizing that Jack didn’t speak
Italian, focused his attention on Maggy. “Vino?” he asked.

Maggy ordered something that Jack couldn’t
understand. After the waiter left, she said she got a liter of the
house red wine.

“So?” Jack said, not sure how to follow it
up.

“So,” Maggy replied with a big smile.

“What do you do in Berkeley?” Jack finally
asked.

“I’m a professor of International
Relations.”

“You seem awfully young to be a professor at
Berkeley.”

“Yes, I guess so.” Maggy said. “I was only
twenty when I graduated from Yale, then I received my Masters and
Ph.D. when I was twenty-one and twenty-three. I did both at
Berkeley. They asked me to stay on and teach after I graduated. Two
years later, here I am.”

“That’s quite impressive.” Jack said as he
did the math in his head and figured out she was about twenty-five
years old.

“What about you Jack? What do you do?”

“Well, I graduated from UCLA almost three
years ago with a degree in business — economics. Since I graduated,
I’ve been working for my father. He owns a dental tool
manufacturing business in Fremont. I’ve been managing the sales and
plant operations for him for the past two and a half years.
Although, now I’m thinking about a change.”

“Really, what are you thinking about
doing?”

“Going to MBA school part-time and focusing
on international finance.”

“That seems quite different from what you’re
doing now. Why the change?”

“This is going to sound funny, but you could
say a near-death experience made me look at the world a little
differently.”

“That does sound funny. Anything I should
know about?”

Jack thought about whether or not to go into
the “whole accident thing,” then decided to give the abridged
version. “About six months ago, I was in a real bad car accident.
Since then, I’ve wanted to live life to the fullest.”

“Well, I guess everything turned out for the
best, since you’re here.”

“Yes, actually, I think I’m better than I was
before. Now I really appreciate the little things and have a better
understanding for how precious life can be.” Jack paused then said,
“I must sound like one of those self-help books.”

“Not at all,” Maggy said as she gave Jack a
look of empathy.

Jack continued, “I’ve always been interested
in international finance. It seems the world gets smaller each day,
and knowing how different parts of the world work together
financially is becoming a very valuable skill.”

“I think knowing as much as you can about how
the world’s cultures and societies work is incredibly important as
well.” Maggy replied.

For the next two hours, Jack and Maggy
couldn’t stop talking. They covered families, hobbies, travel,
careers, even favorite television shows — they both agreed that
M*A*S*H was the best half-hour sitcom ever. The food was
incredible, and the five glasses of wine made Jack relax so much,
he almost forgot he was in Italy.

When Jack and Maggy were leaving the
restaurant, Jack said, “Maggy, I am having such a wonderful time
with you, but between getting no sleep on the flights and the wine,
I’m exhausted. I would love to see you again, if that’s okay?”

Maggy smiled and looked at him with her big
green eyes and said, “Tonight has been a lot of fun, Jack, and I
would like to see you again too.”

Jack said, “Tomorrow I was planning to take
in some of the sights, the Duomo, the Last Supper, and the Milan
Castle. Would you like to come? I would love to have a personal
guide.”

“Ah, so that’s what this dinner was about?”
Maggy responded. “You were just hoping to butter me up so that I
would want to show you around?”

“No. That’s not what I meant.” Jack began to
backpedal. “I had a great time with you and would like to see you
again.”

“Sure,” Maggy said sarcastically trying to
hold back a laugh. “It just so happens that I’m free tomorrow, so
I’ll take you around.” Pointing her finger at Jack, she added, “But
that’s it. No more Miss Free Tour Guide.”

“Deal,” Jack said with a silent sigh of
relief. “Seriously Maggy, I did have a great time with you. Thank
you for everything tonight.”

The check came and they both reached for it.
Maggy spoke first, “Dinner was my idea. You saved my mother’s
purse. Please let me pay.”

Jack was torn between his feeling of
old-fashioned chivalry, and Maggy’s request. Realizing how his
actions could leave a lingering impression. Jack charmingly
replied, “Are you sure? Part of me says I should pay, but the rest
can’t possibly resist you when you look at me that way.”

Maggy blushed, and Jack, realizing what he
had just said, tried to think of a way to cover his tracks. Did he
really say that to a woman he just met? Continuing, Jack said, “You
know what I mean.” Very smooth
dumb-ass.

Maggy seemed to sense Jack’s uneasiness and
let him off the hook. “Hmmm, I have to remember that look then when
I want something else.” She placed her credit card on the tray and
the awkwardness passed.

“How about you walk me home?” Maggy asked as
they were leaving the restaurant. “My parents’ house is only three
blocks from here.”

“Absolutely, milady,” Jack answered and held
out his arm.

Maggy accepted and they began their leisurely
stroll.

Her house was made of gray stone faded to a
murky yellow from years of weathering and pollution. Five steps led
up to the front door.

Jack walked Maggy up the stairs. She turned
towards him and asked, “Would you like to come in?”

“I would love to, but I should really get
some sleep.”

“I understand. So how about we start at nine
tomorrow morning? Is that too early for you?”

“Not at all. Nine is perfect.”

“How about you meet me here? We’re a short
drive from the Duomo.”

“Sounds like a plan.” Jack said. “I’ll see
you tomorrow at nine o’clock.”

Maggy leaned in and kissed Jack on each cheek
then ducked into her house before Jack had time to think.

Jack stood there for a moment, just staring
at the front door. He then realized he had no idea where he was or
how to get back to his hotel. Jack found the house number and
walked to the street corner to get the name of the street. He
quickly wrote down Maggy’s address, so he could get back there the
next morning. He then picked a direction and began his trek,
figuring eventually he would find a busy road where he could hail a
cab.

As he walked, he contemplated the kisses.
Were they affectionate or just the way people said goodbye in
Europe?

 


 



Chapter 6

The next morning, Jack had housekeeping iron
his clothes at the cost of seven Euros. Expensive, but he wanted to
look good for Maggy. Jack walked out of his hotel, into a taxi, and
handed the driver the paper with Maggy’s address. After fifteen
minutes and a little nausea from the cab ride, Jack was there.

Jack strode up the stairs and knocked three
times against the heavy wooden. A few seconds later, Maggy’s mother
answered.

“Sí, Jack. Prego, come in,” she said as she
gestured for Jack to enter. She then yelled at an unexpected
volume, “Margarita!”

From upstairs, a voice came back, “Sí
Mama!”

Then the woman said to Jack, “One moment.
Prego. Please sit.”

“Thank you,” Jack said as he entered the
living room. It was full of antique furniture from the 1920’s and
‘30’s, with several paintings hung on the walls. At the end of the
couch was a wooden, hand-carved table with an old-fashioned lamp
and a picture frame with several photos. The pictures were all of a
young brown-haired girl.

Jack took a closer look at the pictures, as
Maggy entered the room, unbeknownst to Jack. Maggy said, “I was
seventeen when those were taken.”

Jack turned around. “You seem very happy in
this picture.”

“Yes, that was taken the day I received my
acceptance to Yale,” Maggy answered, then headed into the kitchen
and said, “Mamá, partiamo,” as she kissed her mother on each cheek
and began moving towards the door.

“It was nice seeing you again, Mrs. Ricci.”
Jack waved goodbye and followed Maggy outside.

Once on the sidewalk, Jack turned to Maggy
and said, “Your mother’s antique furniture was beautiful.”

“Thanks. It belonged to my grandparents on my
mother’s side. They passed away when I was eighteen years old. Died
in a car accident.”

“Oh. I’m sorry,” Jack said, hoping he didn’t
just spoil the mood.

Maggy recognized the awkwardness and asked
Jack, “So where are you staying?”

Jack had to think for a minute before he
responded. “The Westin Palace on
Piazza della
Repubblica.”

“Nice hotel,” Maggy said as she gave Jack a
look like all of a sudden he was royalty. “That’s one of the nicest
in Milan.”

“Yeah, well you know, being the son of a
dental tool manufacturer, I have to keep up a certain image.”

“Oh, and what image is that?”

“I don’t know. I’m just making this up,” Jack
said with a chuckle. “I’m actually staying there with hotel points
that my dad accumulated through his business travels. So, it’s a
free stay.”

“I guess there are perks to being the son of
a dental tool manufacturer,” Maggy remarked while nudging Jack with
her elbow.

“My car is right over there,” Maggy mentioned
as she gestured halfway up the block. It was a blue Fiat Punto,
two-door hatchback. Maggy clicked off the car alarm and unlocked
the vehicle.

Once the ignition key was turned, the radio
came to life on an upbeat station. “Do you like modern Italian
music?” Maggy asked as she adjusted the volume down just enough to
focus on conversation.

“To be honest, this is the first modern
Italian music I’ve heard,” Jack said as he quickly evaluated the
new sounds he was hearing. “It sounds like a cross between disco
and hip-hop.”

“You’re right. I never thought of it that
way. European music has always had a disco theme, but I can see
what you mean about the hip-hop influence.”

As she pulled out on to the street, Maggy
asked, “So what’s the plan?”

“I had the concierge make reservations for us
to see the Last Supper at eleven, so
besides that we’re open. It’s your city, so I’m in your hands.”

“Ooh, I like having the power,” Maggy said
with an evil looking grin. “How about we start with the Duomo? It’s
the largest church in Italy and fourth largest in Europe.”

“Sounds good,” Jack answered as he got out
his tour book and looked at the description of the Duomo.
“According to this, it can hold more than twelve thousand people.
Access to the Duomo is free, but it’s six-fifty Euros to ride the
elevator to the roof.”

They arrived at the Duomo fifteen minutes
later, and found their way inside the enormous gothic church. The
Duomo opened up to a gigantic hall, with at least one hundred and
fifty pews laid out in front of the altar. They slowly strolled
around the inside perimeter, taking in the vastness of the room. A
few dozen people were sitting in the pews and praying, and despite
the hundreds of tourists, the room was silent.

Jack leaned into Maggy and whispered, “Do you
ever come here to pray?”

“There’s a church closer to my home that my
family and I attended when I was a child. Once, when I was in
primary school, that’s what you would call elementary school, we
came here for mass on Good Friday.”

“I guess for me, attending church is a very
personal event, and it would be odd to have so many tourists at a
service.”

“I can see your point, Jack.”

Jack left the religious discussion there, as
it wasn’t good second date conversation material.

After spending thirty minutes walking the
inside of the Duomo, Jack and Maggy headed to the roof. It was made
of shingled cement tiles slightly inclined and easy to walk up and
down like steps. Nearing the top of the northeast corner, Jack
tripped over one of the tiles and fell into Maggy’s arms. She
caught him and returned him to vertical.

“My hero,” Jack said still holding on to her,
and not wanting to let her go. “You saved me from eminent
doom.”

“Is that so?” Maggy asked, keeping Jack
firmly in her grasp.

Jack stayed calm, thinking of something witty
to say to impress Maggy. Here he was on top of one of the largest
churches in Europe holding the most beautiful woman he had ever met
in his arms. Jack tried to show his creativity and charm. He
answered, “Oh yes, I could have fallen, rolled down the roof…” Jack
peeked over her shoulder to see where the roof ended and decided to
change his story. “… and slammed up against that wall that prevents
people from falling off and dying of embarrassment.”

“Well, when you put it that way.” Maggy
smiled and turned away, looking slightly embarrassed, but seemed to
love every moment.

Jack waited for Maggy to turn back around,
then took his right hand and brushed it slowly against the side of
her face. Maggy looked straight into his eyes. Jack leaned down and
kissed her. Her lips were soft and moist. He was nervous, but felt
comfortable. Everything was perfect.

“That was nice.” Maggy said as their faces
slowly parted.

Jack gave her a warm smile, took her hand and
they began exploring the rest of the roof.

 


Jack and Maggy’s next stop was the
Last Supper by Leonardo Da Vinci. The
Last Supper was painted on the interior
wall of a church building about a twenty-minute walk from the
Duomo. When they arrived, signs directed them around to a side
entrance door. Jack went up to the ticket window and said they had
a reservation for eleven o’clock. He paid seventeen Euros and
received two tickets. A sign on the wall showed the scheduled tour
times and in which language they were conducted. Jack quickly
noticed the eleven o’clock tour lasted thirty minutes and was in
Italian. As the tour began, Maggy, translating for Jack, began to
explain how in this painting Jesus said to his twelve disciples
that one of them would be betray him. Jack, not wanting Maggy to
feel like a tour guide herself, decided to make up his own
story.

Jack pulled Maggy aside. “See the guy over
there on the right with one finger pointed in the air? After Jesus
says that one of them will betray him, he looks like he’s saying to
Jesus, ‘Just one?’” Maggy began to laugh and Jack continued. “Then
the guy just to the right of Jesus, holding back the other man who
is standing is saying, ‘Give my man Jesus some room.’”

Maggy threw her hand over her mouth as the
tour group began to look at her.

Jack continued, “Then the fourth guy from the
left, the one who actually betrays Jesus looks like he’s ducking
behind the other guy thinking, ‘Maybe if I hide, Jesus won’t notice
me.’”

Maggy laughed again and said, “I like your
interpretations a lot better.”

A few minutes later, they left the
Last Supper and continued with their tour
of Milan.

 


Around five o’clock, Jack and Maggy pulled up
to Jack’s hotel. The bellman went to open their doors and Jack
waved him off before he reached them. They sat in Maggy’s car for a
moment, and Jack asked, “Am I ever going to see you again?”

“Sure. How about lunch tomorrow?”

“I would love to, but I’m going for Venice
tomorrow morning,” Jack replied. He began having second thoughts
about leaving. Where would he stay? What about the rest of his
trip? How would he feel if he never saw Maggy again? Jack left
himself in fate’s hands. If he didn’t like where fate would take
him, he could always change his mind.

“How long are you going to be in Venice?”
Maggy asked.

Jack, thought this was an odd question, but
went on to answer, “Three days. Until Wednesday, June
seventeenth.”

“Well, Mr. Barrett, it just so happens that
on this Wednesday, there’s a cultural exhibition at the Palazzo
Ducale that I was planning on attending.”

Jack gave her a confused look.

“The Palazzo
Ducale is in Venice.”

As Jack’s mind understood the connection, a
smile gradually appeared on his face. “How about if I call the
hotel to see if I can stay a few extra days?”

Maggy seemed pleased with this and offered
Jack her cell phone.

Jack dug through his camera bag and took out
his itinerary. He quickly dialed the number and changed his
reservation. He asked Maggy if he could make one more call to the
hotel in the Dolomites to let them know he would be arriving on
Friday. Five minutes later, reservations were confirmed.

“So how’s dinner Wednesday night?” Jack
asked.

“You’re on. Why don’t you tell me where
you’re staying, and I’ll meet you at seven in the lobby of your
hotel.”

“The Belvedere Venezia on Lido.”

“Well, then I’ll see you there in a few
days.”

“Thank you for the wonderful day and showing
me around. There’s no way I would have seen everything if I was on
my own.”

“It’s my pleasure, Jack. Have a great trip
and I’ll see you at seven Wednesday evening.” Maggy leaned over to
kiss Jack on the cheek, but Jack turned his head and kissed her
lips. Maggy was caught by surprise, but didn’t seem to mind — their
kiss lasted a few minutes. When Jack finally got out of the car,
Maggy blushed as she began to drive away. Upon walking into his
hotel, Jack glanced towards the bellman, who seemed to give his nod
of approval. Jack nodded back.

 


 



Chapter 7

Jack’s first two days in Venice were
exciting. He was shocked when he got off the train from Milan,
walked outside the station, and had to get into a water taxi.

Prior to Wednesday, Jack toured the Piazza de
San Marco, Doge’s Palace, the Acadamia art museum, the shopping
district behind the Piazza de San Marco, Piazzale Roma, and of
course, spent many hours on the Grand Canal. He quickly realized
that Venice was all about tourism. It was once the cultural center
of Europe, and now it has been reduced to tourist central, where
every building was a knick-knack shop, restaurant, hotel, or
museum. Jack wondered if any true Venetians remained.

By the third day, Venice and the canals were
beginning to lose their charm. The crowds and lack of culture were
starting to get to Jack, but he was eager to see Maggy. The
afternoon seemed to drag on, as he found himself trying to contain
his building anticipation.

At five minutes to seven, Jack wandered down
to the lobby of the Belvedere Venezia. As he came around the corner
by the stairs, the hallway opened up into the hotel lobby. Maggy
was there. She was standing in a corner glancing at brochures of
attractions and guided tours. She was wearing a red, sleeveless
silk blouse with an above-the-knee black skirt that showed just
enough of her legs to momentarily drive all else from Jack’s
mind.

Since Maggy hadn’t noticed Jack enter the
lobby, he wanted to walk up from behind her and say something
charming. As he began striding towards her, his pulse raced and his
mind went blank. When he was a few inches away, he caught a whiff
of her scent and a billion wonderful thoughts cluttered his head,
but the only thing that came out of his mouth was, “Hi.” Jack
cursed himself for being such an idiot.

Maggy turned around, her hair swinging to the
side. As soon as their eyes met, all of Jack’s worries disappeared.
“Well hello, Jack,” she said in a sultry voice.

“I hope you weren’t waiting long?” Jack asked
as he glanced at his watch and saw it was a few minutes before
seven.

“No, I arrived a few minutes ago,” Maggy said
as they walked outside the Belvedere Venezia. “I know this great
little pizzeria around the corner if you’re interested?”

“You mean the one owned by the mean old
guy?”

Maggy started to laugh. “Yeah, that’s the
one. I guess you’ve already been there.”

“I went yesterday for dinner. When I walked
into the restaurant, he saw me and pointed at a table. Then he
literally dropped a menu down in front of me without saying a word,
and left. About ten minutes later he came back to take my order. He
said in perfect English, ‘What do you want?’ When I finished
ordering, he grabbed the menu and disappeared again. About thirty
minutes later he dropped the pizza on my table. The pizza was very
good, and the place was packed, so obviously he was doing something
right.”

“Yes. That’s Paolo. Every year when I was a
child, my family would come to Lido for two weeks. My uncle has a
house on the other side of the island. He and Paolo served in the
military together in the late seventies. Paolo loves to cook, but
he hates tourists, so we all laughed when he opened a touristy
restaurant. But he’s been there for more than twenty-five
years.”

“We can go back if you like. As I said, it
was good pizza.”

“If you don’t mind, I would like to see how
he’s doing? I’ll be completely shocked if he recognizes me.”

“Let’s find out,” Jack said as he took
Maggy’s arm in his and began strolling toward Paolo’s
restaurant.

As they entered the pizzeria, they noticed
the tables were pretty full. Paolo emerged from the kitchen and saw
his new customers. He dropped two menus on an empty table in the
back and pointed for them to sit. Jack could have sworn he heard
Paolo grunt, but just let it go.

Five minutes later, Paolo returned to Jack
and Maggy’s table and said, “What do you want?”

Maggy looked up at the older man and said,
“Paolo, I don’t know if you remember me, my name is Maggy Ricci,
I’m Roberto’s niece.”

Paolo quickly made the connection and said,
“Little Maggy? You’ve grown into such a beautiful woman.” Paolo
then leaned over and kissed Maggy once on each cheek. “How is old
Roberto?”

“He’s doing fine. He recently settled into a
small villa just south of Sienna.”

“Please send him my regards,” Paolo said.
“For the niece of Roberto, the pizza is on the house. In fact, I
have a special Margarita pizza in the back.”

“That sounds great. Thank you,” Maggy replied
and Jack nodded in agreement.

After Paolo left, Jack said, “Free pizza, I
wish you were with me last night.”

Maggy looked back at Jack and quietly said,
“So do I.”

 


After dinner, Jack and Maggy took a water
taxi to Venice proper and went for a walk along the shores of one
of the minor canals. It was a beautiful, clear night with a full
moon shining off the shimmering water. They walked and talked with
no consideration for time. Maggy reached over and took Jack’s hand.
Jack was caught off guard at first, then gently squeezed her soft
fingers and smiled. They turned and walked over a small bridge. The
buildings flanking the canal were centuries old and very colorful.
Many were painted red, orange, or pink. The water had a slight
sewer-like smell to it, but both Jack and Maggy had become
accustomed to it. Small boats and gondolas tied to docking posts
gently swayed in the mild current. Jack stopped at the center point
of the arched, wooden bridge and put his arms around Maggy. He
looked at her and slowly shook his head.

“What?” she asked with a little laugh.

Jack was nervous. Should he say what he was
truly feeling? He felt like he was falling in love with Maggy and
wanted to tell her, but he was afraid she might not feel the same
for him. After all, they’ve only known each other for a few days.
He remembered he was here because he was supposed to be getting the
most out of life. With that thought, Jack opened up and the words
began to flow. “You’ve come out of nowhere and completely thrown me
for a loop. I probably shouldn’t say this, but in the few days
we’ve spent together, I’ve completely fallen for you.”

“Jack, I know exactly how you feel. I once
met this guy and in a matter of a few days, there was something
about him that said he was someone special.”

Jack put his head down and looked at the
water below. Not the response he was hoping for. “What happened
between you two? If you don’t mind me asking?”

Maggy put her hand on Jack’s chin and slowly
raised his head until their eyes met, then answered, “I don’t know
yet.”

Just as Jack realized Maggy was speaking
about him, a loud and rowdy group of teenagers came running down
the side of the canal, pushing and play fighting with each other.
Jack quickly looked at the teenagers; the face of one of them
looked familiar, like the face Jack saw in the accident. Jack knew
better, he had heard the driver of the pick-up truck died at the
scene.

Maggy noticed Jack’s stare. “Is everything
alright?”

Jack, shaken back to reality answered, “Yeah,
sure. I just thought I saw someone I recognized, but it couldn’t
have been him.” Jack left it at that.

Jack looked back at the teenagers and noticed
a small boy, maybe seven years old, was standing on the side of the
canal. One of the teenagers was pushed by another and bumped into
the boy causing him to stumble and fall into the canal. The
teenagers ran off, not even noticing what happened.

Jack sprinted down the bridge to try to help
the boy. Maggy followed suit. The boy had not come up from the
water, so Jack instinctively dove into the canal after him. As
Jack’s head popped up from below the water, he quickly scanned the
canal’s surface. He didn’t see the boy, so he dove down again,
frantically searching for the child under the water. As Jack came
up again, he took another look around and saw the young boy
swimming on his own to the side of the canal.

Jack began to laugh at the absurdity of the
situation, then began to follow the boy’s path out of the canal. As
he pulled himself out of the canal, Jack saw who he assumed to be
the boy’s mother run over and begin yelling at the boy. She pulled
him by his arm and walked away, without any word of acknowledgement
to Jack.

When Jack was clear of the canal, he got a
good whiff of the sewage-like water he just dove into, and realized
he smelled like a garbage dump.

Maggy walked over, laughing hysterically, and
trying to cover her mouth with her hand to sympathize with Jack.
However, once she got close to Jack, her hand went from her mouth
to her nose, protecting herself from Jack’s awful stench.

“Well, Mr. Barrett, you sure know how to
entertain a girl,” Maggy said as she continued to laugh.

“I’m sorry Maggy; I think I should head back
to the hotel and shower for a week or so.” Jack said as he looked
down and saw the puddle he was making.

“Jack, the way you smell, you don’t have to
apologize for wanting to take a shower.”

They began to walk back to the Grand Canal to
catch the Number One water taxi, which shuttled people from the
Grand Canal to Lido. Maggy stayed by Jack’s side, although at a
safe distance, and not down wind.

As they got closer to the hotel, Maggy said,
“Jack, I’m sorry for laughing so much back there. Your heart was
certainly in the right place, and I admire you for that.”

Jack smiled and said, “My dad will get a kick
out of this story. He’s always telling me to look and think before
I jump in. I didn’t realize he meant it literally.”

When they reached the hotel, Maggy came up to
Jack’s room. Jack immediately headed for the shower. Maggy
patiently sat on the bed and waited.

Fifteen minutes later, Jack emerged from the
bathroom with a towel around his waist. “Sorry, I forgot my
clothes,” Jack said as he quickly grabbed a few items out of his
suitcase. Before heading back to the bathroom to get dressed, Jack
walked over to Maggy and sat next to her on the bed. He said in a
very causal, light-hearted tone, “You know, I’ve still got another
four weeks in Italy, any chance you’d like to show me around?”

“That depends on where you’re going.”

“I see, so you would go for the place and not
for the company?”

“Something like that,” Maggy said as she gave
Jack a flirtatious nudge with her shoulder.

“I was planning on one more full day in
Venice. After that, I have scheduled a few days in the Dolomites,
four days in Cinque Terra, two days in Sienna, four in Florence,
five in Sorrento, and finish up with a week in Rome.”

“That’s quite a trip. As it turns out I don’t
have any major plans over the next month, since I’m on summer
break, and I was planning to spend some time in Florence and Rome.”
Maggy paused for a moment and then asked, “Can I sleep on it?”

“Of course. That means I’ll get a chance to
see you tomorrow, unless you would like to stay here tonight.”

For her answer, Maggy simply leaned over and
kissed Jack, which told him everything he needed to know.

 


 



Chapter 8

Jack and Maggy spent the next four weeks
together moving from city to city, seeing sight after sight. Jack
saw wonders that he only read about in books — Michelangelo’s
David, the Tuscan hillsides covered in grapevines, the Amalfi
Coast, and a little town in the Dolomites that looked right out of
the Sound of Music. In spite of all of
this, the memory that would last with Jack for the rest of his life
was his time with Maggy.

On their second day in Rome, they went to
Ancient Rome. Jack and Maggy decided to grab an early lunch before
heading into the Coliseum. They went to a small café, ordered
sandwiches, and found a nice secluded table in the back.

Maggy looked over at Jack with a serious
expression and said, “Jack, these past weeks have been the greatest
of my life.”

“I feel the same way,” Jack said as he
reached over and took her hand.

“So before this goes any further, I think
there’s something you should know.”

Maggy paused and Jack sat up straighter in
his chair.

Maggy continued, “Do you remember on our
second date that I told you my grandparents died in a car accident
when I was eighteen years old?”

“Yes, I remember.”

“Well, I was driving the car they were in. We
were coming back from a weekend at Lake Como. I dropped a piece of
fruit I was snacking on. I leaned down to pick it up, and when my
eyes went back to the road, I saw a tree fallen in the road. I
swerved to avoid it. The front right tire of the car didn’t get out
of the way and hit the tree, which cause the car to flip on its
side.”
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