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Chapter One
 
Andy was missing.
The grey clouds and rain made the scenery look more like a September day than late May. It made Rebecca think of the recent years, when the changing leaves came with inexplicable melancholy and longing. She never had much time to dwell on that emotion, other than during a second coffee in the morning when the girls were in school, or over a glass of wine in the evening after they’d gone to bed, and David was away on the job.
Year after year, it seemed nothing ever changed in her life—the big events, marriage, birth of her children, had come and gone, and now, what?
She hadn’t found an answer, because she kept busy, and after all, she didn’t want to look too closely at the time—until Callie came into her life.
The previous fall, Rebecca had thought she made peace with her life as it was, her illusion shattered by the arrival of her new neighbor. The pieces of the puzzle came together forming a picture impossible to un-see. The path to awareness hadn’t always been peaceful.
Rebecca was happy and in love, but she wasn’t fooling herself as to what it had taken her to get there.
People’s stories differed. Andy was obviously unhappy, fighting awareness and change, to the point of running away from a difficult situation. None of this was Rebecca’s fault. Everything she might have done to encourage Andy to take this step was only in Andy’s head, and that of her enraged husband. Rebecca could have told her no matter how far you ran, you couldn’t run from yourself, or deny what you knew to be true.
The water was boiling. Rebecca turned off the kettle and poured the water into three mugs. The scent of cherries and strawberries came wafting from the teabags immediately.
She felt sorry for leaving Callie and David to themselves in a somewhat awkward situation, but she couldn’t help it. Rebecca needed a moment to herself to sort out her feelings about this news, coming after the perfect weekend getaway she had spent with Callie.
She didn’t particularly care for Andy who had tried to turn her own daughter against her, scaring the hell out of Maggie in the process. Then she had come on to Rebecca and tried to paint herself as the innocent party. There was no doubt about it—Andy was a piece of work. Yet, Rebecca still had some sympathy for her. What was worse, she could detect a familiarity, something they had in common—disturbing, but nonetheless true. There had been a time when Rebecca wanted to run away from home and abandon all responsibilities, because she couldn’t see any other way out. She had been lucky. She had found love, a new home, and circumstances that allowed her to come to her senses. The same was probably not true for Andy.
However, there was a difference. Rebecca might have been naïve at some point, in need of a reality check, but she had never believed that religious convictions justified prejudice or harassing children.
She hoped Andy wouldn’t do anything ill-considered.
The rain finally came to a stop.
* * * *
“So…you guys had a good weekend, I presume.”
Callie appreciated David’s attempt of small-talk to overcome the prolonged silence, except she would have preferred any subject other than her and Rebecca’s spontaneous stay at an expensive hotel out of town. Even as she said, “It was nice, thank you,” she could feel herself blush. Not that David needed her to spell it out. His resigned expression told her that he got the bigger picture.
After all the words they’d exchanged, some heated, some more thoughtful, she still felt uncomfortable alone in the room with him, and the sentiment was probably mutual. Maggie had left for her room after Eric, Andy’s husband, stalked off. Rebecca, for some reason, found it urgent to make tea right at this moment. Callie couldn’t blame her. Andy might be a self-righteous woman with a mean-spirited agenda, but there was no doubt she’d brought up some memories Rebecca would need a moment to deal with.
The problem was, she and David had little to say to each other, and all of it had been said more than once. There had been apologies. They had come to a cease-fire, and that was probably all they could expect for the moment. It hadn’t even been a year since Rebecca left him, after all.
“Thanks for helping us out,” she said. “I don’t assume guys like Eric would ever listen to any woman.”
David shrugged. “I don’t think he’s listening to anyone at this point. I’m sure it’s scary, but he has no business coming here and yelling at you and Rebecca.”
There were hints as to how he obviously still felt protective of Rebecca. Callie wasn’t sure how to answer that. To her relief, Rebecca appeared in the doorway, a rueful smile on her face. She was probably aware of the moment’s awkwardness.
“I’ve made tea, would you like some?” She laughed a little. “I feel like something else, but it’s too early for that.”
Callie got to her feet, glad to have an escape, while David excused himself.
“Another time, thanks. I need to get back. I’ll just go and say bye to Maggie. Oh, by the way, Dina asked if Sara can stay over next weekend.”
“Sure, that’s fine,” Rebecca said. “I’ll see Sara tomorrow anyway.”
When he had left the room, Callie stepped forward and embraced Rebecca.
“Don’t worry. This is not about you, or anything you said or did. She probably couldn’t stand her own lies anymore and…snapped.”
“It was reassuring until the last part,” Rebecca said dryly, but she leaned into the embrace. “I know. Hopefully, she doesn’t put herself in any danger.”
“I hope that too, but if she does, there’s nothing we can do about it.” Callie sighed when she became aware of the sharp edge to her tone. “There are only so many times you can reach out to someone. She came to the group to manipulate you, she preyed on Maggie. She attacked you in a restroom…”
“That’s a strong word.”
“It’s true. I can’t spare any more sympathy for her.”
That moment, David returned from Maggie’s room, and the phone rang, giving them both a break. Rebecca went to see David out, and Callie picked up.
“You’re back, good,” Betty LaRue said. “Have you heard?”
Autumn Leaves’ grapevine worked perfectly.
“I assume you’re talking about Andy? Eric just showed up on our doorstep.”
“Of course I’m talking about Andy.” Betty sounded a tad impatient. “Is Rebecca there? We’re at Roz’s café. Why don’t you come join us?”
“I’ll ask her,” Callie promised. This was not the kind of dirty laundry she had expected to deal with, but for once, she was glad not to be at the center of rumors. Besides, the fact that all of Rebecca’s friends were finally on the same page, could only be a good thing.
* * * *
Rebecca wondered how so many things could have happened while they were away for one overnight stay, and if she really could leave Autumn Leaves behind for weeks at a time, for their planned summer holiday. At least, the girls would be with them. Come to think of it, maybe they would simply stay…
Of course that wouldn’t happen, because moving to another country was more complicated than that, and truth be told, she didn’t want that. No matter what challenges they were facing here, Autumn Leaves was home.
She couldn’t believe her friends had gathered in order to discuss the latest scandal, but then she realized this was probably happening in place of their usual brunch, and that everybody had learned in church that Andy was missing for reasons unknown.
Delia, Callie and Rebecca’s neighbor, who had taken care of their dog during their absence, was there too, at the table in the backyard. Barney jumped in excitement when he recognized them, and Rebecca crouched down to pet him.
“Hey there.” It hadn’t been their choice to become dog owners. David had bought him for the girls when he still expected both Maggie and Dina to live with him. Now that Maggie lived with Callie and Rebecca permanently, it had only been a matter of time until the beagle joined them.
“Hi,” she said to her friends, straightening. “I guess there’s always a good reason for cupcakes.” This was with regard to the plate on the table, displaying a selection of Roz’s best.
Betty shot her a surprised look, but she didn’t say anything. Roz appeared in the doorway, finally clearing up the situation.
“It’s not like we’re celebrating anything. Eric came by earlier to ask me if I would put up some leaflets.”
“Leaflets,” Rebecca echoed, feeling sick. “I got the impression she left him.”
“A couple of days ago, from what I heard,” Betty said. “Since you guys were out of town as well, I guess he got the wrong idea.”
“What, that we might invite her?” Callie’s sharp tone, as well as the content of her question, caused an awkward silence.
Betty poured some milk into her coffee. Roz went to serve a customer. It would have been a comical moment, if the situation wasn’t so serious. Rebecca had always preferred clarity. She wanted to talk things through when they arose, and so she had tried to maintain a dialogue with Andy—which had gotten her nowhere, making her wish she’d never tried.
“On a more pleasant note,” Betty said, “Callie, we were making plans for another fundraiser for the women’s shelter, so I’d like to book you for good if that’s okay.”
“Sure. Let me know the date. I’ll be there. I’ll bring some books.”
“That’s great. Thanks. How was your weekend?”
Rebecca caught Callie’s bemused gaze, and she could guess what Callie was thinking. Strange how Rebecca had never realized before how odd some of those small town rituals really were, that they had become a little too interested in the lives of strangers. Gossiping after church on a Sunday.
She couldn’t wait for their vacation to start.
“Good,” she said. “I wish we could have stayed longer.” Rebecca was certain that Callie shared that sentiment too.
* * * *
“Nothing bad happened to her,” Callie said firmly when she once again caught Rebecca lost in thought. “I’m sure she’s hiding out somewhere trying to get her head straight.” She shook her head. “Well, good luck with that.”
“It’s not that easy.”
“It’s not that hard either, unless you believe in the BS that the crazies feed you. There’s a choice somewhere in that, isn’t there?” Callie sat next to her on the couch, snuggling up against her. “Besides, we have other things to think about. Italy. I’m thinking we might get a wedding invitation from Asha sometime soon and…wait, there’s a birthday party too!”
Rebecca made a face. “I’d prefer you didn’t remind me.”
“Come on, you said your mom was okay, and they would come. It will be fun.”
“That’s easy for you to say. You’re not the one turning forty.” However, the banter made her feel lighter already, less tense, and grateful. It was true, both she and Andy were given a choice—to be happy, or to be miserable. Each of them had come to their own conclusion.
“I’ve been thinking for a long time about what to give you,” Callie continued. “Not to spoil the surprise, but I have to give you a little warning for that, since it concerns the girls too.”
“What are you talking about?” Rebecca asked, lazily brushing her fingers over Callie’s hair. For the first time since Eric had stormed their home, she was able to relax for as long as that would last.
“I changed our trip a bit…I might have added a couple of days in Rome.”
“What?” Rebecca was stunned for a moment, trying to imagine the logistics of those changes, cancellation fees, school for Dina and Maggie, transportation… “How?”
Callie turned to her, all excited, ready to launch into a lengthy explanation. All Rebecca could think of that moment was how beautiful she was.
“Did I do something stupid?” Callie asked, worried.
“No. No, not at all. It wasn’t what I expected, but it’s great. Thank you so much.”
“It is within the girls’ vacation time, so we just have to pack a few days earlier. When we meet Tomaso’s family…Dina says they’ll be okay, but we don’t know yet how that will go. I thought we should have a few days elsewhere, to ourselves. Have a glass of wine in the shadow of the Colosseum before we brave the in-laws.”
Her choice of words made Rebecca laugh. “Oh my God, don’t say that. It’s hard enough to get used to the fact that Dina has a boyfriend.” She winced. “In-laws. Not within the next decade, I hope. I love the idea of a little extra time.” She leaned forward to kiss Callie, intended as a gesture to say thank you that turned horizontal soon.
Callie looked up at her with a somewhat smug smile. “Forties looking any better to you now?”
“Never looked better,” Rebecca confirmed.
* * * *
By Monday evening, when Rebecca arrived at Reverend Amber Cole’s house in Marin County, no one had heard anything from Andy. She hadn’t made a lot of friends in Autumn Leaves, except Father Reynolds.
As Rebecca sat with the other women of her coming-out group, she remembered when Andy had joined them, trying to convince them they were all on the wrong path. News traveled fast in small communities, and so most of them had heard about her missing.
“I’m not exactly a fan of hers, but I hope she’s okay,” Mona said, the others nodding. “Maybe she needs time to herself to sort things out.”
That’s what Callie had said, that’s what they all believed. Rebecca hoped it was true. The evening with Callie had been a nice distraction, but now that the subject was back to Andy, she was once again tense with worry.
“Isn’t Sara coming?”
Amber shrugged. “I haven’t heard from her, so I was expecting her…I don’t know.” Sara was the youngest in the group. Unlike the others, she wasn’t interested in exploring questions of faith, after her parents had thrown her out claiming religious reasons. She attended most meetings anyway and had become friends with Dina as well. Rebecca couldn’t help but wonder if her absence was really a coincidence. There had been so many incidents in Autumn Leaves only in the past year that it was easy to get paranoid. She didn’t want to go there now.
“That’s okay. I’ll call her later.”
Her thoughts were drifting as she listened to the other women’s stories, spiritual and practical questions, confrontations with bigotry and bureaucracy. Andy had tried to kiss her, then blamed Rebecca, testimony to her confusion. Rebecca didn’t think that she was a horrible person through and through, just lost, but at what point was somebody so lost you couldn’t reach them anymore?  She was irrationally worried about Sara as well.
“Excuse me,” she said, getting up. “I’ll be right back.” In the backyard, Rebecca dialed Sara’s number, suppressing a relieved sigh when Sara picked up right away.
“Where the hell are you?”
“Oh. Rebecca. I didn’t see it was you.”
“We’ve been waiting for you!” If she was overreacting, Rebecca knew very well what could have triggered this response. Halloween last year—or the stormy winter night Maggie hadn’t come home from her book club. Since she was hanging out with Dina, Sara had been a regular guest in Rebecca’s home.
“Well, I’m sorry. I’m good, but I had to skip this week.” She sounded apologetic. “Don’t tell on me, okay?
“I won’t. Sorry. David says you’re coming over on the weekend.”
“Yeah, if that’s all right.”
“Sure. I’ll see you then.”
When Rebecca ended the call, she saw Mona standing in the doorway. “I wanted to escape too,” she said. “For some reason, I don’t feel like deep conversation tonight.”
Rebecca made a non-committal sound.
“You’re still worried about Andy?” Mona asked.
“I don’t know. For sure, she hasn’t given that much thought to what she did to my family.” When Maggie had a long, frightening period of repeated nightmares, everyone thought it had to do with the kidnapping. It took a while to find out that Andy had scared her badly by suggesting she’d be sent to a foster family due to her mother’s sexual orientation. The memory, of those long nights and subsequent conversations with a stubborn and unrelenting Andy still made her shoulders tense with anger. It was true, Andy had created a situation for herself in which it was hard to forgive her.
“Some people are like that, you know,” Mona said. “They mess with your life, and somehow they twist it around so that you’re the one who feels like you should have done better, tried harder. My ex had mad skills at that. Whatever Andy did, she has herself to blame for it.”
“We can’t win, right? When you’re clever enough to realize what’s going on at a young age…look at Sara. Her parents tossed her out on the streets. When you’re older and you already have a life, you either keep lying to yourself, or it all comes crashing down.”
“Not for you though,” Mona reminded her calmly. “Your ex-husband isn’t such a bad guy, your kids are all right, and this gorgeous woman fell for you. That’s the stuff of movies. You have no idea how jealous I am of you.”
Rebecca had to laugh at the way Mona was summarizing her life. It was mostly true, now, at least.
“Wow, I sounded really ungrateful there, didn’t I? I wasn’t talking about me.”
“I know. I’m sure it wasn’t easy for you. Andy, that’s a whole different story. Let’s face it, you and I had become a little lazy at some point, going with what everyone expected of us, or maybe we just thought they did…A few years later down the line, you don’t question these things anymore, and you don’t realize you’re living with all those stereotypes—until you do.”
“Yeah, so? Andy could do that too,” Rebecca said.
“Maybe, but when you’ve been brainwashed over generations, it takes a lot more time to get out. A few kind words won’t do.”
Rebecca pondered her words for a moment, how Andy had seemed completely immune to Maggie’s pain, as long as it fit her agenda.
“I’m afraid you’re right. Does that mean she’s not responsible?”
“It doesn’t mean she gets a free pass, just to let you know where she’s coming from. To immerse yourself into a conversation like that can be draining,” Mona reminded her.
“I got that impression, yes.”
“Hey, girls.” They both jumped guiltily when Amber addressed them. “Did you want to move group outside tonight?”
“I’m sorry,” Rebecca said. “Actually…I have to go. I promise I won’t cause any disruptions next time.”
Mona chuckled. “It’s nice of you to take the blame. I’m coming in.”
* * * *
On her way home, Rebecca stopped at the grocery store to buy pasta, tomatoes and red wine. They usually didn’t cook on Mondays, mostly ordered in or went for takeout after the group, but tonight, she wanted the comfort of a homemade meal. Mona was right. She had to ask herself carefully if she wanted to occupy herself any more with Andy’s problems. Maybe their stories weren’t as similar as she had thought before. No matter what Andy had done, Rebecca felt sorry for her, but she was starting to realize how little effect her attempts at helping her had to begin with.
Andy thought Rebecca was the one who needed help, which wasn’t true. Rebecca was the happiest person in the world.
Callie sat at her computer, wearing jeans and a plaid shirt, her reading glasses dangerously low on the tip of her nose.
“You’re early,” she said.
“Yeah. I thought you might be hungry. You’re working on something?”
“Yes, but—” Callie stopped when Rebecca leaned over to start unbuttoning her shirt, gently sliding her hand underneath the fabric. “Whoa. You missed me?”
“So much,” Rebecca confirmed. “Maggie is still at her friend’s?”
“That’s right. You said she should be back at seven, remember?”
“Then we have a little time before I start dinner.”
Callie let herself be pulled up from her chair, looking pleased with the course of events. “I take it tonight’s meeting was inspiring—if short.”
“You are inspiring.” Rebecca pulled her close, brushing her hair aside to kiss her neck. “I can’t wait to go on this trip with you, leave all the drama behind for a bit.”
“Me too. July can’t come soon enough.”
In the bedroom, Rebecca stopped only to pull the curtains before she directed her attention back to Callie who was leaning against the wall, watching her, in her gaze affection and desire.
“Although, I’m not complaining. I like right now.” Callie’s voice sounded dreamy as Rebecca slid the shirt from her shoulders, opening her jeans. Her breath caught at the intimate touch, fingers gently exploring.
“Yeah,” Rebecca whispered. “Me too.” Then she got to her knees, demonstrating to Callie just how happy and sane she made her.
* * * *
David called. Callie wasn’t too surprised, because he seemed to make it a point to come up with some inquiry when he knew Rebecca would be at the group in Marin County. Except tonight, Rebecca was home, setting the glass of wine on the nightstand as she answered the phone.
“Hey. David. What can I do for you?”
Callie wondered if he could tell from the low, sexy tone of her voice that she was wearing nothing but the sheet wrapped around her, hoping he wouldn’t. She couldn’t deny that sometimes, David’s presence in their lives still made her feel defensive and insecure. This wasn’t one of those moments. There was no doubt where Rebecca belonged, and with whom.
“Yes, I’m pretty sure we can do that. No problem. I’m sorry, but I’m…kind of busy at the moment. Tell Dina it’s fine, and one of us will get her on Friday.”
She caught Callie’s gaze on her. Her smile was affectionate and a tad indulgent, as if she knew where Callie’s thoughts were going. After spending the better part of the day trying to recover ten pages lost somewhere in the depth of her laptop, Callie had been ready to throw the towel in. At the last moment, she found them and immediately saved copies in six different places. That’s when Rebecca had come home early, and Callie’s day started looking up. Her knees were still weak.
She pointed at the clock, and Rebecca rolled her eyes a little. Ten minutes at the most until Maggie would be home. The only step they had taken towards getting dinner on the table was opening that bottle.
“You’re welcome. Bye.” Hanging up, she studied Callie for a moment. “You’re hungry? No. Wait. I’m talking about food.”
“I wasn’t going to say anything else.”
“Okay,” Rebecca said while putting her underwear back on. “Peppers. Tomatoes…if you could start cutting? I’ll throw together something quick and easy.”
“I’m okay with quick and easy,” Callie said.
Rebecca laughed. “Stop it. I’m trying to concentrate here for a bit.” She was back in her clothes the moment the doorbell rang. “Here we go.”
“You did just fine earlier,” Callie called after her.








Chapter Two
 
The closer they got to their European adventure, the less interested Dina seemed to be in the riches of Italian culture, art and architecture, and more in seeing her boyfriend Tomaso again. These days, it was Maggie busy reading up on the places they would go. Rebecca was relieved she didn’t have more questions about Andy’s disappearance. Then again, after Andy’s scare and blame game, Maggie was probably glad she was out of their lives for the time being.
On Friday morning, she saw Eric in Roz’s café, taking down the leaflets, from the looks of it. Rebecca waited in her car until he left, and then crossed the street to Roz’s Cupcake Delights. With four girls in the house over the weekend, there’d better be chocolate.
She was curious, and anxious to hear any news that Eric wouldn’t deign tell her.
“Hey there. He found her, I suppose?”
Roz shrugged. “She came back. Get this—apparently it was all a big misunderstanding. She went to a retreat in order to rid herself of,” with her fingers, she made quotation marks in the air, “impure thoughts, which was so urgent and intense that she forgot to tell her husband.  That is if we are inclined to believe that.”
It was nothing Rebecca would put past Andy from what she had learned about her.
“Maybe it’s true? I believe they know people who offer that kind of retreat.”
“Brainwashing,” Roz scoffed. “Probably Father Reynolds was in on it. He thinks I’m going to hell too, for serving unrepentant sinners like you.”
“What? Did he say that?”
Roz put a plate with a mini cupcake in front of her. “Here—since I know you’ll be buying. Seriously, you wouldn’t believe some of the stuff Betty overhears when they meet to plan for the fundraisers. Mind you, that’s not the majority, but some of it is ugly.” She gave Rebecca a sympathetic look. “I’m sorry about that, but I’m sure it’s not news to you.”
“No.” Rebecca sighed, feeling irrationally cheated. She didn’t want to take a guess whom Andy held responsible for having those impure thoughts.
“None of our business anyway,” Roz concluded. “So, how many can I pack up for you?”
“That’s a dangerous question to ask. Wait.” At the last moment, she remembered that Maggie had invited Stella as well. “Why don’t you give me a dozen? I think I know who I have to blame for impure thoughts about food.”
Roz laughed as she picked up a box from behind the counter. “I like the way you think.”
* * * *
“If we can get there a few days earlier, why don’t we go to Siena right away? It’s not like we’re there for the sightseeing in the first place.” Dina didn’t waste a moment once she sat in the car.
“Well, it’s part of the plan,” Rebecca reminded her, taking a quick look at Sara who sat in the backseat, silent and brooding. Since she and Dina had become friends, Sara had become more open and relaxed, but she didn’t look happy today. Rebecca wondered if it had to do with her aunt. Providing a roof over Sara’s head was the one good thing she’d done—other than that, she didn’t show much interest in her niece who had the threat of a foster home hanging over her head. “Those extra days are also my birthday present.”
Dina made a face, but didn’t say anything. It was hard to argue with that fact. Rebecca smiled to herself, thinking that forty was good for something at least. She didn’t want to chide Dina though, or stress how much of a good time they’d have in front of Sara.
“Any news I should know about?”
“I’m sure Dad would have told you.”
“Yes, I’m sure. Did you think about what you wanted to do over the weekend? We could rent a movie?”
“There’s nothing good we can watch. They’re all not okay for Maggie.”
It was troubling to think Dina was now into movies that weren’t suitable for her younger sister. Rebecca suppressed a sigh. Last year, they had watched Toy Story 3 together. The days when she’d known every little thing about Dina’s life were gone. This had nothing to do with her own “impure thoughts” or subsequent actions. Dina was a teenager. There was still a residue of guilty conscience, sometimes, that even time couldn’t chase away. That’s why she was more invested in Andy’s story than she should have been, probably more than Andy deserved.
“Okay then. Think about it. Maggie’s having a friend over, too, and I’d love us to do some of that pesky family stuff.” At least, she teased a smile from Dina.
“Yeah, right. Can we go shopping tomorrow?”
Sara stayed silent, but she perked up at the suggestion. Rebecca imagined Maggie and Stella would like that idea as well. She’d send Callie into the bookstores with the younger girls and have the credit card ready for Dina. Sara’s penchant for all black didn’t have an impact on her—Dina loved fashion in all its colors.
“I don’t see why we couldn’t.”
“Hey, awesome, Mom! I’d really love to—sorry, I have to get that,” Dina interrupted herself when her cell phone rang. “Oh hi, it’s you.”
In the backseat, Sara didn’t roll her eyes, but Rebecca was fairly certain that she wanted to.
“No, I haven’t asked yet. I will. I promise. I love you. Later!”
Uh-oh.
“What?” Dina asked after she had ended the call.
“Nothing,” Rebecca and Sara said in unison. The Italy trip was going to be challenging in many ways, no doubt about it.
* * * *
When Rebecca sent a text to let her know Andy had returned from wherever she’d been hiding, Callie was on the phone with her friend and editor Asha Malik. Asha didn’t mince words.
“You keep saying you’re working on the new book. Where’s my sample? Would it hurt you to go a little faster?”
Callie sat back and waited, amused.
“Okay, honey, I’m really sorry.” Asha, as usually busy and under-caffeinated, apologized like Callie knew she would. That was part of their pattern. Another part, they had given up since Callie had found love in the most unexpected place, and Asha…Callie still couldn’t believe it. Her main reason to call hadn’t been to hound Callie for new material, though she hardly let a conversation go by without it. “It’s a madhouse here, as usual. While I should put it more nicely, I do want that sample yesterday. A new Callie Bryan book means stability. I like stability.”
“Well, that’s new to me.”
Asha was getting married, to Maggie’s favorite teacher Gracie Romano who had followed her to New York earlier. Up until the last year, the idea of marriage hadn’t been in the realm of Callie’s reality, for many reasons. Aside from the legal issues, and Autumn Leaves still missing the sign of the times, she hadn’t considered herself to be a good candidate. Meeting Rebecca had changed everything and nothing. Callie wanted to spend the rest of her life with her. She wasn’t sure if Rebecca cared for saying “I do” publicly once more after her difficult divorce.
 “That’s low. I’m getting married, after all.”
“I’m happy for you…”
“—but you wanted to be first. I know. Sorry about that.”
“That’s not true. Well, maybe it’s a little true,” Callie admitted. “You know it’s not possible, at least at the moment.”
“Is that why the book is giving you trouble?” Callie considered that question, given the fact that Asha had asked for a splendid wedding for the characters of her Heart Fever series. However, there was more that had been distracting her lately, good and bad. Father Reynolds kicking them out of church, a place that held many cherished memories for Rebecca. Andy’s disappearance. Meeting Rebecca’s parents at her upcoming birthday party, and Tomaso’s family a few weeks after that.
“Now you’re fishing. It’s not giving me trouble. We have guests on the weekend, but I’ll send you something over next week. I promise.”
“Don’t forget it,” Asha said. “I can put you and Rebecca on the list then? You’ll be back from Italy.”
“Yes, sure. I’ll just write faster.”
Asha laughed. “That’s what I like to hear.”
Despite her promise, Callie checked her cell phone first, reading the short message Rebecca had sent earlier.
“Whatever,” she said to herself. Unlike Rebecca, Callie couldn’t bring herself to take much pity on the woman, given all the hurt she had caused. There was a limit as to how many second chances someone deserved, in her opinion. That she had kissed Rebecca in a restroom, then insulted her, had done nothing to improve Callie’s opinion of her. She hoped that from now on, Andy would stay away.
* * * *
Regardless of the fact that Stella and Maggie had retreated to Maggie’s room, and Dina was on the phone with Tomaso once more, Rebecca felt elated, as usual when she could spend a weekend with Callie and both her daughters. Everyone would gather around the dinner table in time. She loved those rituals, especially since she could now let go of some of her more irrational worries regarding Andy. It was none of their business.
“It looks like we’re going to New York in the fall,” Callie informed her. “I hope Asha books me a couple of events. That should be the rest of our travel budget.”
“We’ll be okay. Roz still wants some promo materials, and so does Amber. I just have to get a couple of new contracts. Hey, we’ll be fine!” She pulled Callie close to her, disregarding four hungry girls waiting for dinner for the moment. Callie let herself be embraced, leaning into her.
“I know. I’m still stunned. Asha and marriage.”
Given the fact that Callie and Asha’s friendship had once come with benefits, Rebecca didn’t want to get too deep into the subject. She was perfectly okay with the idea of her getting married.
“I know. I wonder if David and Susan are planning something as well. It’s a big year for everyone…” She halted when the door opened, and a subdued Sara stepped inside.
“Oh. Hey. I’m sorry. I can come back in a few minutes,” she offered.
“No problem. Are you hungry? This is going to be ready in a few. Dina is still on the phone?”
“Yeah.” Sara half-sighed. “Rebecca, I have to talk to you about something.”
“I’ll leave you alone for a bit,” Callie offered. “No problem.”
“No…You can stay. It’s not about me. Well, it is, a little.”
Rebecca shared a look with Callie who seemed as clueless as she was. “Let’s sit down.” Listening to a teenager’s secret could be tricky, especially when it concerned something their parents should be aware of. Sara’s parents had claimed that she was dead to them, and her aunt didn’t care. They would work it out somehow, Rebecca hoped.
“I think it doesn’t really matter to most people, but you should know. I sometimes go to the Lavender Lounge on the weekend.”
Rebecca could tell from Callie’s expression that she knew a little more than Rebecca did.
“It’s a club outside of Autumn Leaves,” Callie explained. “A club for an adult audience, as far as I’m aware of…”
Sara blushed. “Yeah, about that. I don’t drink, okay? They know that. I just had a really hard time after my parents kicked me out, and I wanted to be among people who are like us, who wouldn’t try to hammer it in that it’s a terrible sin. Anyway, now you know. I went last weekend, and…I saw Andy.”
“Wow,” Callie said while Rebecca was still trying to understand what Sara had revealed to them.
“Well, maybe she wanted to be among people who don’t judge her?”
“She went there to hook up with someone,” Sara said. “Before you say anything, I don’t do that either, okay? I just hang out, and I met a few other girls my age…”
“You’re going to get that place closed down, you know that right?” Callie asked half worried, half-amused at Sara’s matter-of-fact delivery. “In any case, thanks for telling us. I think you’re right. After everything she’s done, we kind of deserve to know. No wonder she didn’t tell her husband about her ‘retreat’.”
“What if she just wanted to hang out, have a drink in peace?” Sometimes, Rebecca could still feel uncomfortable at the drop of a hat, with the realization of everything she didn’t know, hadn’t experienced. That emotion made her a bit defensive.
Sara shook her head, her unease even more obvious. “I followed her, okay? It’s none of my business really, but she’s such a—” She circumvented the expletive at the last moment. “She’s so high and haughty, judging everyone, but after a couple of drinks, she goes to a hotel across the street with that girl. It’s not a super cheap neighborhood. I can’t really go around and tell everyone, because I don’t want the girls at the Lavender Lounge to get in trouble for letting me in. It looks like this wasn’t the first time.”
Rebecca was stunned. She and Andy didn’t have a lot in common after all.
“We keep this among us for now,” Callie said, searching her gaze for confirmation. “If Andy bothers either of us one more time…don’t worry, Sara, we won’t mention your name.”
Sara looked relieved. “Thank you. I’m glad it’s out now…I was freaking out when I saw all those leaflets. I thought the husband was a creep, but he seemed really worried. Um, I guess I’m hungry now.”
Too many secrets harming too many people. Rebecca thought of what Mona had said about Andy being brainwashed. She felt once again torn, angry at Andy for hurting Maggie, at the same time sad for her for being forced into the shadows. Her erratic behavior made a lot more sense. She’d been lying to herself so many times she finally believed in those lies. Nevertheless, Sara had found out about Andy’s whereabouts last weekend, and she hadn’t told anyone. Rebecca didn’t blame the girl for not knowing what to do, or maybe doing the wrong thing. Eric might have deserved to know, but he too, was trapped in his own prejudice. The memory of his outburst sent a shiver down her spine.
Convenient for people like Eric and Andy that they always found someone else to blame for the mess they created.
“You have no soul,” he’d thrown at her. Those words still stung, no matter how irrational she knew them to be.
“Hey, is dinner ready?”
Dina finally joined them in the kitchen, eyes and cheeks glowing from what had no doubt been a pleasant conversation with Tomaso.
* * * *
The dinner invitation from Eve Regan, a friend of Betty’s, came as a surprise, especially since the party was a plus one event. Rebecca had designed her website and marketing materials, but there hadn’t been much conversation between them other than business and small talk. From Betty, Rebecca knew Eve had hesitated to hire her based on how often Rebecca and her family had been talk of the town. She didn’t mention any of that in their meetings, and was satisfied with Rebecca’s work.
“Don’t worry, it’s nothing too formal,” Eve assured her. “We’ll be no more than twenty. Betty and Charles will be there. Times are changing, right? If you say plus one, you really have to mean it.” She laughed, which sounded as if the subject made her a bit uneasy.
“Well, thanks,” Rebecca said, careful not to deepen the conversation. Eve didn’t get the message.
“I hear Callie will be doing a reading for the women’s shelter. That’s admirable, given not everyone has welcomed her here. I want you to know I don’t care. Whatever makes people happy—and happy people are less annoying to be around, don’t you think?”
“Probably. I’m sorry, but I’m a bit pressed for time.”
“Funny thing about Andy, isn’t it? Eric’s raising hell, making everyone think she disappeared, and all of a sudden it was nothing?”
“I’m sure they will figure it out.” Rebecca was well aware Eve was fishing for something. She wouldn’t be tempted into either starting rumors or telling the truth. Andy and Eric took care of the former just fine.
“I’ll have you know that I don’t agree with Father Reynolds. I don’t mind you or anyone sitting next to me in church. It’s not like that’s going to make me gay, right?”
“Well, you never know.”
Eve’s laughter came with a few seconds’ delay, telling Rebecca she wasn’t that good at making a joke, and that she should get out of here, and fast.
“Thank you for the invitation. I left you all the material. If there’s anything else you need, call me.”
Rebecca took a deep breath when she finally closed the door behind her, shaking her head to herself. She hoped not all of Eve’s guests were as curious. Both she and Callie were tired of living under a microscope.
She had a bit of time left now that she’d made her escape. Callie was probably busy writing, and Rebecca decided she’d check if Betty had a second coffee for her. She’d probably learn who else would be at the party, and there was something else she had to get advice for.
* * * *
Betty had indeed a fresh batch of coffee to offer, complete with a cupcake from Roz’s café.
“Oh, no, I can’t,” Rebecca said with honest regret. “I’ll have to make dinner when I get home.”
“Have it anyway. I have the impression you’re the only one of us who gets a proper workout. Your mind is in the gutter right now, I can tell.”
Rebecca accepted the plate, trying to ignore that her cheeks were burning. “Whatever. Eve invited me to her dinner party.”
“Yeah, she talked about that.” Betty pulled herself one of the patio chairs, leaving Rebecca the swing. “And look who showed up just in time to be able to attend. I don’t understand that woman a single bit—do you?”
“Wait. Andy will be there?”
“What do you think?” Betty asked mildly.
“Great. I can already tell it’s going to be pleasant.”
“Ignore her. It’s probably all you can do. Neither of you is going anywhere.” When she could tell Rebecca wasn’t convinced, Betty continued, “I’ve been a horrible friend, I know. I’m trying to do better, and maybe she is all wrong…”
You don’t know half of it.
“…still, you both have to live here.”
“That’s the point. Maybe I don’t.”
“No.” Betty gave a heart-wrenching sigh. “I mean, it’s gotten better around here, with Roz’s place, and since Charles’ career has been taking off, but I’d still die of boredom if you go away. Don’t look so surprised. You were always the one who thought Autumn Leaves was perfect. What about the kids? Don’t you want to wait until Maggie goes to high school?”
“I’m not saying we’re leaving tomorrow. I’m still trying to figure out if there are enough friendly people to outweigh the mean ones.”
“Father Reynolds.”
Rebecca nodded.
“Then why don’t you confront him?” Betty asked.  “I’ve been wondering about that. He kicks you guys out, sends Andy on your case and you drive a whole hour to service every Sunday?”
“I don’t want to get into that now. Maggie is doing okay, and that’s the most important thing. The rest, we can handle.”
“I don’t mind that extra hour.” Lately, many members of the congregation chose to go the extra miles. Rebecca was aware it wouldn’t last forever, but she was grateful for the show of solidarity from her friends and neighbors. “I like Reverend Cole,” Betty continued. “What I don’t like is the thought that Reynolds is plotting more mischief with people like Andy and the dozen or so that still go to service there. They talk at the fundraiser meetings. It’s not pretty.”
“So I’ve heard. Look, I can’t have another conflict, not at this moment.” Rebecca felt a bit guilty about her reluctance. She also believed she had some good reasons. She and Callie could seek the confrontation, but at some point there was the question of how much poisonous hate a person needed to expose themselves and their loved ones to. Even if it was a bit of a cop out, there would be another day to deal with Reynolds. “As you know, I have a party to prepare as well.”
“That’s right.” Betty chuckled. “I was afraid you’d pack up and have your vacation at that time.”
Rebecca shrugged. “It’s just a number, right? You survived.”
“I did, but I’m sorry if I don’t have any expert advice. Have great cake and enough booze in the house. You’re not going to invite David, are you?”
“Oh, no, of course not. I don’t even know if I want a big party. My parents are coming.  It may be a dozen people at the most. It’s not going to be a big deal.”
“If you have a say in it,” Betty said with a wink, leaving Rebecca to wonder what she meant.
* * * *
The secret meeting for planning Rebecca’s birthday took place at David and Susan’s residence. To Callie’s relief, Dina had the foresight to ask her to come at a time when David wasn’t present. She also offered her opinion regarding the names on the guest list.
“It’s great that Grandma and Granddad are coming from Florida. I knew they could never be as fucked up as Sara’s parents.”
Both Callie and Susan flinched a bit at the choice of words.
“Well, aren’t they? In any case, we’ll invite all the girls from the group. Plus Asha and Mrs. Romano. Maggie will be over the moon to see her again. She keeps complaining that the new teacher isn’t nearly as nice. See, I don’t understand why Dad and Susan can’t come.”
“That would be a little awkward, don’t you think?” Susan said softly, to Callie’s relief taking on the task of explaining. “I’d still like us to give her something. A giftcard, perhaps for the spa? Callie?”
Jolted out of a sudden fantasy involving Rebecca and a hot tub, Callie nodded, self-conscious. “I’m sure Rebecca would love that. Thank you.”
“So, who else?” Dina gave the ever-growing list a critical look. Callie wasn’t sure when they had become a planning committee of two, but at this point, it was hard to turn back. Maggie was in on the secret as well, and the two girls wanted a big, happy party for Rebecca. Callie agreed that all of them deserved it, and hoped Rebecca would see it that way too.
“The moms from Maggie’s book club? Not all of them,” Dina said. “She always hangs out with Stella, so I put Jenny.” She narrowed her eyes. “Do we need to rent a tent? What if it rains?”
Callie caught Susan, behind Dina’s back, trying hard to suppress a smile. “No, I don’t think we need a tent,” she said. “Where would we put it? If it rains, we take the party inside.”
“Okay. Roz is making the cake, of course. Catering choices are Mediterranean, Italian, and Barbecue. I’m thinking Italian.”
“Not at all obvious. That doesn’t make the time go by faster, you know.”
Dina rolled her eyes at Callie.
“She’s right though,” Susan said. “We’ve tried the Italian buffet once. It’s pretty great. I think I might even have a birthday card. Why don’t I give you the money for the spa day, and that’s settled too?”
“Sure, no problem.”
Callie followed her into the living room. As soon as Dina was out of earshot, she said, “You know, you don’t have to do that. Rebecca understands.”
Susan gave her a rueful smile. “I’m sure she does, and of course the girls want David there, but…I hope you don’t think I’m a bitch for not feeling that way.”
“Don’t worry. I get it.” Between the two of them, they didn’t need to explain anything else. For their respective reasons, they both were happy to keep David’s involvement to a minimum.
“Thanks.” Susan opened her wallet and took out a couple of bills. “I’m sorry to make you do this on top of everything else, but I really think it’s better that way. Enjoy.”
Callie didn’t ask. Susan had moved out earlier this year, but returned to live with David soon afterwards. Her decision wasn’t up to anyone’s judgment. If it helped make him understand Rebecca had made a commitment to someone else, buying a gift certificate with Susan’s money was the least of her problems.
Especially when that gift possibly involved a hot tub or a sauna…
Callie was home minutes before Rebecca returned from her morning appointments, happy and unaware of the scheming that was going on around her. Not all of her news was happy though.
“I know it’s basically a working dinner for you, so it’s tough to say no, but Andy and Eric?” Callie shook her head at the thought. “I can’t believe we’ll have to sit at the same table with them, after everything.”
“Don’t you think they’ll take it down a notch? There’s a scandal brewing after all.”
“I don’t know,” Callie said, wondering if it was a good moment to reveal another birthday surprise to Rebecca, and deciding against it. “They’ll just deny harder and be even more obnoxious, I’m afraid. I guess we’ll find out.”
“I’m sorry. We don’t have to go.”
“I think we do. Andy’s going to shoot daggers with her looks, and Eric is going to pretend we’re not there. Nothing new.”
“I cheated too.” Rebecca sighed. “I guess that one’s always going to catch up with me.”
“I know. It wasn’t just you…I wasn’t innocent in this either.” Callie knew better than trying to sugarcoat the facts. No matter how righteous they had felt, how much in love, Rebecca’s words were still true. “Those were different circumstances. Whatever you did doesn’t excuse her behavior.”
“I didn’t always have a plan,” Rebecca admitted.
“You didn’t plan to scare someone else’s kid into nightmares either. It’s hard to have compassion for someone who doesn’t seem to have any. You were never like that.”
“I guess not, but it doesn’t hurt to hear it again.”
“Okay. It’s just one evening. We’ll get through this, right?”
“Of course,” Rebecca assured her. “At this point, it was hard to say who was looking forward to the vacation more. Dina might not win that one.
* * * *
The only incident so far was when Rebecca overheard Andy say “I didn’t know you’d invite her!” to Eve who wasn’t fazed at all.
“Yeah, well, it’s a small world, isn’t it? You should see the work Rebecca has done on my website. It’s stunning!”
“Sure.” Andy didn’t bring up the subject again, but her angry sideways glances spoke volumes.
Under the table, Callie took Rebecca’s hand. “At least the food is great. Let’s try to enjoy it, okay?”
It wasn’t that easy under the couple’s angry stares, but Rebecca willed herself to give it a try. They had every right to be here. Everything else was Andy and Eric’s problem. Eve, however, had no qualms about stepping right into the hornet’s nest. Rebecca was beginning to suspect she had invited Andy mostly for the additional drama she expected to happen.
“You must know you gave us quite a scare, but you look great, Andy. I can tell that retreat has done you some good. Do they have a spa there?”
Andy gave her a terse smile. “It’s to reach purity of mind, and I believe I did succeed. I would never abandon my family.”
Callie’s hand on her thigh nearly made Rebecca laugh. It may have been meant as a calming gesture, but it did nothing to help with her purity of mind. There had been a point when she was terrified of rejection, by her family, her friends. She tried to be decent and respectful with everyone, but there were some people just unable to return the gift. She had stopped worrying what they thought of her a while ago. For Andy, she had nothing but pity, even more so after what they had learned from Sara.
Rebecca felt like she should have a talk with the girl sometime soon, about hanging out in bars where strangers hooked up. She wasn’t Sara’s mother, but there was no one else who’d have that talk with her.
“Tell me, what exactly do you do there?” Eve pressed on. “Yoga? I must tell you, I went to a retreat once, a few years ago. There were a lot of things going on that were far from pure.” Eve laughed. “Of course I didn’t participate in those.”
“I am proud of my wife,” Eric said, a sharp edge to his tone. “Temptation leads to ugly things, but it does come in a pretty package sometimes. That’s how the devil gets his way.”
Callie started coughing, and Rebecca patted her back gently while most dinner guests were too stunned to react. Betty had her gaze hefted to her plate, the corners of her mouth twitching as she struggled to suppress the smile.
“I don’t know about that,” Rebecca said. “To me, scaring children to get your way is pretty devilish. It has nothing to do with temptation, but making a choice to do something truly evil.” Callie’s coughing fit ended abruptly, her fingers tightening. “Eve,” Rebecca continued, “speaking of temptation, the food is amazing. I’d love the number of the caterer.”
“Oh. Yes,” Callie agreed quickly. “We have a party to prepare soon.”
“No problem. They are pleasant to work with. Just like Rebecca. Everyone please pick up my new brochures later. Andy, didn’t you say you needed invitations for your parents’ anniversary?”
Rebecca wondered if Eve was really so unaware of the Autumn Leaves rumor mill, or if she simply had too much fun fueling the fire. She couldn’t wait for this evening to be over. Thank God the wine was excellent too.
* * * *
After having survived her ex Nicole and her increasingly abusive behavior, Callie knew what it was like to live in a reality that could crumble around you at any moment. She wondered what she would have done, had it gone on any longer, and if, in order to establish her version of reality, she would have blamed everyone else for what was so obviously wrong.
Eve’s walk-in wardrobe felt claustrophobic when they ran into each other, picking up their coats. The old saying “if looks could kill” applied. Andy was so eager to escape she got the zipper of her coat stuck, and in the process or her frantic attempt to fix it, pierced her finger on the teeth.
“Don’t touch me!” she warned, sounding slightly hysterical, as if the thought had even once crossed Callie’s mind. Everyone had a few drinks too many tonight.
“Don’t worry. I don’t attack people in other people’s homes…or anywhere, that is. You should ask Eve for a Band-Aid.”
“You are horrible!” Despite her seething words, Andy seemed on the edge of a nervous breakdown. She might be in a desperate situation, but that didn’t entitle her to the kind of behavior she was displaying constantly, an uncomfortable reminder of an angry Nicole. Blame whoever was nearest.
“Fine. Bleed all over the place, for all I care.”
“Why are you doing this? Why are you so happy to destroy my life?”
This from the woman who had sneakily approached Maggie and tried to make her believe that no one cared about her, that she would have to live with strangers, because her mother chose her “sinful lifestyle” over her child. Callie wished that just for a moment, she could make Andy see how harmful, and frankly, stupid, this kind of rhetoric was. Andy and Eric, with a handful of friends, had protested the elementary school’s anti-bullying day. Gracie Romano had escaped their venom at the last moment. The fact that she was going to marry Asha, might have blown Andy’s mind in more than one sense. Callie wanted to say many things to her, but frustration, fatigue, and alcohol made her blurt out the first thing that came to mind.
“Oh my God, you’re going to need a lot of therapy.”
“You need to stop!”
“Why, I’m not the one who runs away to a motel room with the first girl who says yes. I’m not the one lying to everyone’s faces, pretending I don’t like sex with women. I do, and I’m very happy with that.”
For a moment, Callie thought the horrified look on Andy’s face came from her bold choice of words.
“Is that true, Andy?” They both jumped at the sound of Eric’s voice. Given the temper he’d shown at their home, Callie felt uncomfortably trapped. She hoped she hadn’t made a terrible mistake in exposing Andy.
“Is that true?” he repeated.
“You don’t believe her, right? She is evil. Sick! I hate you!”
“Yeah, right. Like that’s news to me.” Callie took a step backwards, scared Andy might want to spit at her.
“Andy. Please. Let’s go home,” Eric said. Andy followed him without any further argument, still bleeding. Callie stood for a moment, wondering if she had created an even worse situation. That was the way it always turned out with this kind of people. They made you feel bad for what they had done wrong. Nicole had taught her that lesson. She wouldn’t fall for it, and she’d make sure neither would Rebecca.
Still, her thoughts were going around in circles as she lay in bed later, wide awake.
“It’s not your fault,” Rebecca said softly, turning to put her arm around Callie’s waist. “He had to find out at some point. Maybe that’s the wake-up call she needs.”
“I doubt it.” Callie sighed. “Wow, sometimes everyone and everything comes way too close in this town. No wonder people concern themselves with things that are none of their business.”
“You still want to move away, sometimes?”
“Not if you don’t want to.”
Rebecca had more questions. “Does this feel like your home? I don’t want you to just make do, you know.”
“I’m not. I’m at home here,” Callie said, trusting that Rebecca would understand all the implications. “I am so at home,” she added, laughing a little. “Can you imagine? Tomorrow, I’m meeting Betty for the fundraiser. Recently, I’ve been doing things I never pictured myself doing.”
“Go figure,” Rebecca said dryly, before they both burst into laughter, and clearly, they weren’t talking about fundraiser meetings anymore.








Chapter Three
 
Some people were able to change. Some weren’t. Callie remembered vividly the day when Betty LaRue came storming into her house, after church no less, accusing her of corrupting the town’s children with lesbian porn. Never mind the fact that Callie had never written anything close to porn, and her children’s books sat on a different shelf than the adult ones.
Betty had faced some of her issues, and they made peace mostly because they both cared about Rebecca. That didn’t mean Callie didn’t still felt a bit awkward in the company of Betty and her friends. She had given up the choir shortly after Maria’s death, for various reasons. Technically, she was still banned from the church’s grounds, but she figured Father Reynolds would make an exception as long as money for charity came in. His car sat in the parking lot, and that fact made her a bit nervous. She wasn’t looking for a confrontation, knowing it would be pointless at best. His kind, like Andy and Eric, liked to go at it and then turn things around on people.
“Don’t get me wrong,” a woman named Sadie said. Callie thought she’d seen her before at Maggie’s school. “I’m sure Ms. Bryan’s works have their merits, but are they the right kind for what we are planning? I mean—” She broke off, biting her lip.
“It’s for a women’s shelter. They are women’s books,” Betty said.
That’s not what you called it the first time.
As if reading Callie’s mind, Betty avoided her gaze. “We’ve been over this, right? I, for one, am glad Callie has agreed to do this for free.”
“No problem,” Callie said.
Francine, another of their friends who was a regular at the Saturday brunch, rolled her eyes, no doubt regarding Sadie’s issues. “There’s more sex in those novels you buy from the rack near the cash register.”
“You must know,” Sadie shot back at her.
“Ladies! A little focus, please? It’s a done deal,” Betty said. “We’re not discussing this today. Everyone okay with the schedule?”
Sadie frowned, but she remained silent. “Good. That’s all I need to know.”
A knock on the door preceded Father Reynolds into the room. He gave the group a friendly smile, his gaze settling on Callie. Damn. Deep down, she had known it was a mistake to come here. She vowed that this was the last time someone had talked her into it, as long as he was still here.
“Ms. Bryan, can I have a word?”
Callie knew she sometimes talked a big game, when it came to limiting second chances for those who didn’t deserve it. Part of it might simply be morbid fascination, from a writer’s point of view. Another part was the fact, that at moments like this, she had to work on better protecting herself.
“If we’re done here, I guess you can…”
“I’ll wait for you,” Betty said, earning Callie’s gratitude instantly.
“Why don’t we go to my office? Thank you,” he said when she followed him out of the room. “See,” Father Reynolds told her a moment later when they were out of the women’s earshot, “I know you don’t want to talk to me. Frankly, I don’t want to talk to you either, but something has been brought to my attention that I need to address with you.”
“I’m curious,” Callie murmured, feeling a bit light-headed. Okay, so they didn’t like each other, but this wasn’t a dangerous situation. After listening to another one of his tirade, she would go home, take a hot shower, have a glass of wine, and make love to Rebecca. She had her own ways of cleansing her mind, and they worked on the kind of poison she’d be no doubt confronted with.
Still, she froze when he opened the door to reveal Andy sitting at his desk, leaning back into her chair comfortably. She even smiled.
“Tell him,” Andy said. “I know you find pleasure in destroying families, but you won’t do it to mine. I won’t let you.”
The sound of the door falling shut was almost enough to make Callie hyperventilate.
“Don’t be silly,” she said. “You and I know what happened. I don’t think it’s anybody’s business, but you’re accusing me of lying. Why don’t we ask the woman you slept with that weekend—or was it more than one?”
“Let’s be civil, Ms. Bryan, all right? Andy here tells me you’ve been spreading those completely unfounded rumors. Why?”
“They aren’t rumors, and I haven’t spoken to anyone except you,” Callie said, as firmly as she was capable of at the moment. “What the hell are you trying to prove, Andy? You want to keep up the charade, fine, leave me and Rebecca out of it.”
“My marriage is in shambles!” Andy cried. “It’s all because of you!”
“Funny. There I thought it didn’t work out because you’re a lesbian. I’m sorry, I can’t help either of you.” Being in it with two people Callie considered on the edge of psychotic, the room felt claustrophobic. She might have real anxiety attack. The feeling of being trapped came back easily, even if she was free to go at any time.
“Ms. Bryan, do you have any proof for your accusations?”
“Somebody saw—” To her dismay, Callie realized she had to step back, or bring Sara into this conversation, with all the consequences that might have for the already troubled teenage girl. “Next you want to tell me you’ve never been to that bar, or the hotel across the street. Jesus, you people are driving me crazy.” She got to her feet. “You’ve been on those retreats before, haven’t you? It doesn’t have to be that way.”
What the hell am I doing here?
“Andy is in a difficult process at the moment,” Father Reynolds said calmly, wearing that condescending smile of his. “Please stop bothering her.”
There was nothing Callie wanted more than leave this disturbing upside down world. She left without any further word, wondering what had possessed her to agree to this conversation in the first place.
“You okay? You look a little pale,” Betty greeted her.
“No,” Callie admitted, “but I will be in a bit.”
* * * *
“I’ve never slept in a waterbed for this long,” Rebecca said, the sheet slipping a little as she leaned back and brushed her hand over the surface. “It’s something.” The tangled sheet around her and her disheveled hair spoke clearly of the evening’s earlier activities, making Callie’s knees weak with the memory.
“I believe you told me that, before last year, you’ve never slept in any waterbed. I hope you’re enjoying the company just as much.”
“Oh God, yes.” Rebecca’s voice dropped to that low warm whisper Callie loved so much. “Come here?”
Callie finally stopped staring and set the tray down on the nightstand, before she lay next to her, happy and grateful to have a life that was nothing like the lies and manipulation of Andy and Father Reynolds. This was real—the prejudice of people who couldn’t see anything outside that tiny box they built around them, nothing but background noise.
“You’re beautiful,” she said, eliciting a self-conscious smile from Rebecca.
“I’m glad you think so, especially with that date fast approaching.” She reached out to brush her hand over Callie’s cheek. “Are you going to tell me what happened today?” At this point, Callie had nothing but a tired sigh in response. “Nothing special. The usual suspects.” She lay on her stomach, Rebecca’s hand warm and reassuring on her back.
“I don’t think we should make any big decisions until after the trip,” Rebecca said. “After that…we either move away or sue the hell out of them.” She laughed dryly. “Now that’s appropriate, isn’t it?”
“Sue them? For what?” Callie was a lot more relaxed than she’d been when she came home. The question was mere curiosity. She didn’t think any of it would ever happen.
“Libel,” Rebecca said without hesitation. “We both run a small business. If they don’t stop telling lies, this might be something to look into.”
“I’m not sure that would work. Andy, she is something. You show her the grass is green, and she’ll still insist it’s blue. The newest story is that we made up her hanging out in bars to meet women—like I have nothing better to do.” Callie shook her head. “I didn’t want to bring Sara into it though.”
“Thank you. It’s tough for her as it is. Wow, sixteen. I didn’t even hang out in straight bars at that age.”
Callie sat up, looking at her in surprise. “Wait, you’re telling me you never had a fake ID to try and get booze?” Her sincere question made Rebecca laugh.
“I was nineteen when David proposed to me. There wasn’t much time for sneaking into bars, before or after.”
Callie tried to imagine a teenage Rebecca planning her life, career, marriage, children, unaware of surprises that might come along the way.
Rebecca made a face, amused, as she could obviously tell where Callie’s mind was going. “No, don’t. It reminds me that you were eleven. That’s too weird. I don’t want to think about it.”
“No, you’re right. I much prefer the present.” Callie’s mother was a firm believer in the concept that things happened for a reason, and always played out they were supposed to be. Fiona’s beliefs were eclectic, to say the least, but this was an idea that gave her pause. Callie had at times struggled with the fact that David had been in Rebecca’s life for so long, and possibly would be for much longer—but what if Rebecca’s path had been a different one? Would they have even met?
She reached for the glasses on the nightstand, handed one to Rebecca. “In any case, you’re right that we should play it low-key until the trip. There’s enough to consider as it is.”
Rebecca took a sip, a thoughtful expression on her face. “Do you think we could go sometime? The Lavender Lounge?”
“Sure, we could. I went only once, last year, with Asha.”
“Yeah.” Rebecca sighed.
“Come on, you’re not still upset about that? She’s getting married in a few months.”
“I’m not upset. I’ve got everything I want.” There was a hint of melancholy. Callie thought she could tell where it came from. Marriage, divorce, it was never just signing your name on a piece of paper—not that Callie would know, but Rebecca did.
“You’re sure?”
“Of course. Speaking of which, did you already plan the big wedding for Sabine and Vanessa? Something I can read?”
“Not yet.” Asha had talked her into writing another book in her ongoing series, now that she herself lived in expectance of married bliss. Callie agreed it would be a good finale to the story. Over more than seven years, those women had accompanied the saddest and happiest moments of her life. Starting her career, surviving Nicole, meeting Rebecca. Last year’s Halloween…She didn’t want to go there. Callie scooted a little closer to Rebecca who drew the sheet over both of them. A fictional wedding might be a good way to tide her over until their vacation, even if it came with new questions.
* * * *
She started the next day with a new resolve. By the time Rebecca joined her, she was sitting at the kitchen table with her laptop in front of her, a pot of coffee brewing.
“Are you trying to tell me something?”
Callie had spent the last half hour looking at wedding photography, beautiful pictures of smiling brides, long flowing dresses and a variety of hairstyles. In her imagination, she dressed up Rebecca in one of those pristine white gowns, suppressing a sigh. They were skating around the issue, which had to be enough for now. It was too early for anything else.
“Sure, there is coffee too. I’d love to go back to bed with you.”
Rebecca smiled as she poured herself a cup, added milk and then leaned back against the counter, her stance calm and relaxed. Callie was almost ready to forget about the workday or any other plans she had made. It might be defiance in the light of yesterday’s events, the need for confirmation, or the morning after making love that made Rebecca even more attractive in her eyes. Then again, it simply felt right, in a way none of her other relationships had before. Maybe, when you arrived at that point, it was right to talk about marriage, and she wanted to, at a moment when Rebecca was ready for that conversation as well.
“There’s an idea. It’s supposed to rain all day. What are your plans for the day?”
Callie closed the laptop and set it aside, and they started to set the table. “I can’t tell you,” she said. “It’s a secret.”
Rebecca laughed. “Now I’m scared, because I’m sure it has something to do with the big Four-0. Am I right?”
“Remember, I love you, okay? It will be all right.”
“I’m sure. Actually, with Mom and Dad coming, I’m glad I don’t have to do everything--and you and I both know this is not a big house, so there’s a limit as to how many people can come, right? I’m not sure what to think of that guilty look on your face.”
“That’s not guilty,” Callie hurried to say, though she mentally went over the ever-growing list. “It’s your big day. You, we deserve to celebrate.”
“Maybe you’re right.” On the table, Rebecca took her hands in hers. “I love you too. I trust you. Dinner, something sweet for the kids, that’s perfect.”
“Okay. I’ll call off the band.”
Rebecca shook her head with a smile, but for the span of a heartbeat, her shocked look had given her away.
* * * *
Life in the small community of Autumn Leaves had been a jarring contrast to her time in New York. Callie liked to keep to herself. She was also fascinated by people and the social fabric they created. That’s why she had started going to church, to observe, to maybe reawaken her own spirituality in the process—and because it gave her an excuse to see her new neighbor, Rebecca Lowman.
The institution of church and its representatives had always made her uncomfortable, because she knew some of them had looked down on her mother who had raised her daughter by herself. Some of them believed in an angry, punishing God who would hate her for loving women when, according to the same people, He had to have created her that way.
Callie had never gotten that impression from Father Langdon. She still remained cautious, until he let Rebecca speak in church and confront those who had been talking behind her back, about her and her family. He had been a good friend to Rebecca, lending advice on a number of occasions. He had made Rebecca aware of Reverend Cole’s group for women who wanted to address questions of faith and sexual orientation in a safe space.
Knowing all this, Callie still felt a bit uneasy. This was Rebecca’s territory, not hers. Nevertheless, Father Langdon was on the list. She blurted out the reason for her visit, before he had any chance to express his obvious surprise at seeing her.
“It would be great if you could come. I know it would mean a lot to Rebecca.”
“Of course. Thank you. Would you like a cup of tea?”
Despite the fact that she hadn’t planned to go in and still felt a little like a kid in the principal’s office, Callie had to smile, remembering something Rebecca had said. “You can always count on him to listen and have a word of advice, but if you need a good strong coffee, this is not the place to go.”
“Why not?”
Maybe he even had an idea what to do about his successor’s shenanigans—and there was another subject Callie wanted to approach, if she found the courage to do so. She didn’t have to see him in person for the invitation.
* * * *
After about twenty minutes of pleasant small talk about life in Autumn Leaves and the planned vacation, Callie was frustrated enough with herself to be brave. At least, if this didn’t pan out, Father Langdon wouldn’t talk to anybody about this conversation. She trusted him that much.
“Okay. I’ve been meaning to ask you something. Hypothetically.”
“Sure. Go ahead.”
“You know Rebecca well, but you don’t know a lot about me. Other than what was the talk of the town last year,” she corrected herself ruefully. “Don’t get me wrong, I’m sure you made up your own mind. It wasn’t my first intention to break up a marriage, even though Father Reynolds insists on that interpretation. I love Rebecca.”
“I don’t doubt that…”
“Actually, marriage is what I need to talk to you about. I’m sorry for interrupting you, but I’m afraid that otherwise, I’ll run before I have the guts to ask you,” Callie admitted.
“That sounds serious. Are you and Rebecca planning something?”
“No. I’m aware it’s too early to even think about these things. I wanted to ask you if you would give us a blessing. If, one day, we wanted to get married. It would matter a great deal to Rebecca.” The thought sprang to mind sometime this morning when she’d been clicking on one wedding picture after the other.
“I don’t see why not,” Father Langdon said, and Callie let out the breath she’d been holding.
“Thank you so much. I didn’t mean to insinuate…You know how things are in Autumn Leaves. A person can get paranoid.”
“I understand. Can I ask you a question too?”
“Yes, sure.”
“Does it matter to you?”
“What?” Callie felt startled in spite of the genuine interest in his question.
“Getting married is about two people, and both of their beliefs, after all.”
“I know that…and come to think of it, yes, it matters to me too. Spirituality matters. I’m just getting so fed up with people who need an excuse for their screw-ups and use religion to dress it up nicely. It doesn’t work. Underneath, it’s still ugly.” She took a deep breath. “Wow, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to rant.”
“I understand what you’re saying,” Father Langdon conceded. “It can be distracting.”
“Yeah, that’s putting it mildly. Don’t you want to come back? I know the majority of people in Autumn Leaves would appreciate that. Apparently, Father Reynolds preaches his sermon to a dozen people every Sunday. You can’t change those who choose to be ignorant, but that’s not all of the people.”
“Well, it’s not up to me, but it sounds like a situation that is not acceptable to anyone in the long run. There are a few people I could talk to, but I’m afraid I can’t make any promises. However, when you and Rebecca are ready, let me know and we can talk about your wishes for the wedding.”
Callie couldn’t help the smile that spread on her face, even at the fragment of an idea. It was going to happen someday, maybe not this year or the next, but it wasn’t impossible.
“Thank you. I have to go invite more people now.”
“Good practice,” he said with a wink.
When Callie left, it was with a much lighter heart.
* * * *
“Maggie will be at Stella’s tonight?” Callie said, attempting a casual tone and not quite succeeding. “Why don’t I take you out to dinner? Start the celebrations?”
Rebecca was well aware of the preparations that were going on around her, Callie and Maggie whispering together, Dina staying on the phone with Callie longer than her usual “Hi, is Mom there?” She didn’t want to spoil their fun, so she did her best to pretend not to notice. Truth be told, she was getting a bit nervous, with her parents coming into town tomorrow, on her actual birthday. They’d stay over the weekend for the party.
“I don’t know. Do we have time for that?”
“We do,” Callie assured her. “The house is squeaky clean, there’ll be food and drinks and friendly people on Saturday…I can’t think of anything else.” She laid a hand on Rebecca’s, her voice softening when she continued, “You’re still worried about your parents? They’ll be fine. You said your mom was okay, and that she talked to your Dad. I’m sure they really want to see you and the girls.”
“I know. I’m glad they decided to come,” Rebecca said, surprised at the sudden rush of emotion.
“Me too. About tonight, it’s a surprise, but be ready at six, okay?”
Before Rebecca could answer, the phone rang. “I’ll squeeze it into my planner,” she said, shaking her head.
“Rebecca. I need to ask you a favor.” It had to be a big favor if David called at seven in the morning, foregoing the greeting.
“Dina’s all right?” She didn’t need this, at seven in the morning, or at any time.
“Yes, of course,” he said, and the queasy feeling in her stomach vanished. “I’ve got a bit of a problem though. I have to catch a plane before noon, which means I should already be on the road, and Susan’s not coming back until late tonight.”
“Oh,” Rebecca said, unsure where this was going.
“I know Dina’s a big girl, and she can fix herself something, but I’d feel better if she wasn’t all by herself. Would it be okay if she came to stay with you a couple of days early? I wrote her a note.”
When his use of past tense registered with her, Rebecca chose amusement over irritation. She didn’t mind Dina coming early, and besides, this was a pattern they’d always follow between the two of them.
“No problem. When Maggie’s home, we’ll go and pick her up.”
“Thank you so much. I’m sorry about this, but something came up.”
“It’s okay. I’d much prefer for her to have a warm meal too. So…how are you doing? You seem very busy.”
“Yeah,” he said with a rueful laugh, “you could say that. It’s all right. I might be in for a promotion soon, though it’s not a done deal yet.”
“That’s great. I’ll keep my fingers crossed.” Rebecca reminded herself this probably wasn’t a good time for small talk. When she hung up, she couldn’t help smiling. Spending a couple of days more with her daughters actually meant David was doing her a favor. It had taken them some time to adjust to all the changes, but they succeeded. No one was broken. In the end, the truth always won.
* * * *
Callie didn’t mind the slight change of plans. She suggested going out for drinks after dinner instead. Both girls were fine with that arrangement. Maggie had a pile of books waiting on her nightstand, and Dina had a Skype window already open on her purple laptop. It didn’t look like poor Tomaso had gotten much sleep lately. On the bright side, Dina spent most of her weekends talking to him rather than trying to sneak into bars, a big plus in Rebecca’s opinion.
“Where are we going?” she asked when they sat in the car.
“You’ll see. It’s part of your birthday surprise,” Callie said with obvious glee.
“Oh. That means I have David to blame that I’ve been downgraded from dinner to drinks.”
She meant it as a joke, obviously, but Callie smiled to herself. “Don’t worry. I’ll make it up to you in other ways.” She was not joking.
Rebecca, grateful not to be driving at this moment, leaned back in her seat, remembering their recent getaway weekend. Since they had guests over the next days, taking Callie up on her offer would have to wait. An evening out, just the two of them, was a nice start.
“I can’t wait.”
“Good.” Callie’s chosen destination took them out of Autumn Leaves, along a road where houses were few and far between. Rebecca realized they were almost in Marin County.
“You’re still nervous about your parents arriving tomorrow?”
“No. I’m nervous about the band you mentioned earlier.”
Callie laughed. “I like that idea. Maybe I could arrange something last minute…but I won’t,” she said quickly when she saw the expression on Rebecca’s face. “It’s a dinner with family, old and new friends, and you know everyone better than I do. They will all be there for you. It will be awesome.”
“Yeah, awesome. I’m sure.”
It wasn’t like that was worried to present this new life to her parents, Callie, her new home. What made Rebecca wary was this new kind of relationship she had entered with her parents, where they, all of a sudden, started communicating, and talked about feelings. Was it something that would last? Time would tell.
“No, really,” she added. “It’s about time we get to celebrate something.”
“That’s what I’m saying. We’ll start right now. I know you’ve been curious for a while, so I thought that for starters, we’ll check this place out.”
“This place” turned out to be the Lavender Lounge, where both Sara and Andy tried their best to stay under the radar. To say Rebecca was curious was a big understatement. She was grateful to have Callie by her side to help her navigate the premises.
The Lavender Lounge turned out to be much like any other bar she’d been to, not that there had been so many, except for one detail: All of the patrons were women. The drinks were pretty good, too. Rebecca chose to focus on that instead of wondering what she had expected. Granted, it wasn’t a place for a sixteen-year-old, but she was amazed that Andy would come to this upscale, not exactly cheap place to find a one-night-stand. Then again, she’d never understood the dynamics of hooking up. The dates she’d had in college were friends of friends, someone in the extended environment. David had shared some classes with her best friend’s brother, and they’d met at a birthday party.
“I’m sorry there’s no leather, and no half-naked girls dancing on the bar,” Callie said, gently teasing. “For that, we’d have to go elsewhere.”
“I’m fine, thank you.”
Rebecca was proud of herself for not choking on the last sip of her Mojito. As soon as she’d set down the glass, the friendly waitress appeared, beaming at her. “Can I bring you something else?”
“I’d like to wait a bit. Thanks.”
“No problem. I’ll be back later.”
When she had left, Callie shook her head. “She didn’t ask if she could bring me something else. The girl’s been giving you the eye from the moment we walked in.”
“Oh, come on.”
“So did the bouncer.”
“I don’t think…” Rebecca started to protest before she realized Callie was yanking her chain. “That’s funny.”
“No, not at all.” Callie took her hand, holding it on the table. “You’re not uncomfortable.”
“No. Why should I be?”
Callie smiled in response, and then she leaned close for a kiss, one that lasted longer than it would have in public, under different circumstances. Rebecca had never been fond of public display of affection anyway, but damn it, it felt good to be able to do this without people staring. The days of awkward conversations, doubts, questions, were long gone—that was what put her in a different place from Andy. She had made mistakes, taken detours, but in the end, Rebecca had arrived in a place where she was indeed comfortable with herself, in the daily life in Autumn Leaves, in a women’s bar with her beautiful lover by her side. Truth be told, she had noticed the looks Callie had been talking about, and they, too, answered a longstanding question. Silly, maybe, because she didn’t want to be with anyone but Callie.
After everything she had believed about her life seemed to be untrue, she had felt invisible. Asha had been testing her, Nicole had openly despised her. Callie, as much as Rebecca loved her, had a story very different from hers as well. It wasn’t until she found Amber’s group that she learned her own story wasn’t that outrageous. There were other women like her, who had lived most of their lives with the sliver of a suspicion, or maybe not even that. She wasn’t invisible. She had every right to be here, and maybe, so had Andy. The difference between them was Andy had accepted the view of the people around her, and when she came to meet another woman, to her, it was confirmation that something was wrong with her.
“You know, I don’t really mind turning forty,” she said. “It took me that long being honest, but I made it, just under the wire.”
“I’m proud of you.”
Rebecca was a bit proud herself as well. In fact, she was looking forward to the weekend. If the party was a bit bigger than she would have imagined, it meant her friends stood by her.
They danced. After almost a year, there were still new, magical experiences to be had, something greater than the banging your head against the wall of other people’s prejudice. After midnight, Callie ordered champagne for the two of them. “To the best year of my life,” she said, raising her glass. “Happy Birthday.”
All of a sudden, Rebecca felt like crying in the face of this heartfelt affection. There was no doubt that in some respect, it had also been the worst year for Callie, given the assault on last year’s Halloween that, horrible as it was, could have turned out so much worse. Even before the parents of one of the perpetrators moved away from Autumn Leaves, Callie made the decision to stay, even though her old circle of friends in New York would have welcomed her back. She had stayed for Rebecca.
“We made it through a lot of crap, but here we are. We made it through. Please, don’t cry. I know those weren’t the real Shania Twain lyrics.”
Rebecca had to laugh, though her vision was still suspiciously blurry.
“You are the one, Rebecca. I never thought I’d find anything like it.”
“I love you.” Those were all the words she had in return, but they were enough.
* * * * 
Callie had left for the restroom, and Rebecca waited for her at the bar, where Juliet, the friendly waitress, was about to finish her shift.
“Good night,” Rebecca said to her, earning another bright smile.
“Good night.” She lingered, put on her jacket, then shrugged out of it again. It was a still warm at this time of night. “You guys were celebrating an anniversary?”
“It’s my birthday. Forty.”
“Wow,” Juliet said. “You don’t look forty.”
“That’s nice of you to say—but I’m pretty okay with it. You know, a year ago, I had no idea.” It might be a questionable idea to have this conversation with a total stranger, but Juliet seemed sympathetic. “We were planning on some big reno in the house. Maybe have another kid—though that was more my husband’s idea. No, come to think of it, it definitely was his.”
“What happened?” Juliet asked, intrigued.
“I fell in love.” Rebecca was more than happy to tell her. “With the most beautiful person I’ve ever met. This is it. If I could make it here, forty’s not so bad, right?”
“Not bad at all.” Juliet was probably no older than twenty-five, but she was either nice enough to humor Rebecca, or she had intentionally missed the part where Rebecca talked about falling in love. “She’s very lucky.”
“Yes, she is,” Callie, who had returned from the restroom, confirmed. “Are you ready to go home?”
Rebecca slipped off the barstool and wrapped her arms around Callie, tightly.
“I’ll take that as a yes.”
The next morning, Callie did even more to ease her gently into the day. Rebecca woke, grateful for the lack of a hangover, to the warm touch pulling her towards awareness. When Callie’s hand moved from her side to her stomach, and further downward, she was wide awake a moment later. “Good morning,” Callie whispered, her fingertips brushing the seams of Rebecca’s panties.
“Great even, but—” She gasped. “There are people in the house.”
Callie chuckled. “The people in the house are asleep. You just have to be quiet.”
It wasn’t exactly dirty talk, but at this point, it wouldn’t take much. Rebecca struggled to keep silent as the heat was pooling between her legs with Callie’s explorations. Fingers teased, caressed, finally entered, their slow glide making her shiver. She bit her lip until Callie leaned over to kiss her deeply, and that was much better. She was beginning to think this could be the best birthday ever. In any case, it was off to a great start.
 








Chapter Four
 
“So, do you have any plans to get married?”
“Dad,” Rebecca chided, obviously self-conscious with her father’s question. “It’s a bit early to talk about that.”
She was right, of course. They had picked up Rebecca’s parents, gone to lunch with the girls and hadn’t even made it to dessert. However, that was probably not how Rebecca meant it. One fantasy Callie had for Rebecca’s birthday was likely not to come true.
“It’s a legit question, Becca. You shouldn’t wait too long,” Margaret Salter, Rebecca’s mother said. Callie realized she hadn’t known Rebecca’s maiden name before and wondered what would happen should they ever get to the point of making a legal commitment. Hyphenate? Keep their respective names? She was drifting a bit with those questions.
“See,” Margaret continued, “it’s also about legal protections. Even small towns like Autumn Leaves will eventually catch up with the times.”
“Callie can’t really change her name,” Dina said, as if that was the only issue. “The people who buy her books wouldn’t recognize her. I wouldn’t mind taking Tomaso’s name though. It sounds better than mine.”
If anything, she succeeded to turn the conversation around and made all the adults at the table worry that the word “wedding” might have been dropped. Not that anything could have happened to make it necessary, with an ocean between the two lovesick teenagers.
“That’s right, you’re going on a vacation soon.” Rebecca’s dad didn’t seem to mind the change of topic. “Since Rebecca’s party is on the weekend, she’ll get her present then, but Margaret and I brought something for you girls too. Sure you have to be shopping for a lot of clothes now,” he handed an envelope to Dina and Maggie each. Maggie made a bit of a face, and he chuckled. “If you prefer, you can buy books with it too.”
With the smile spreading on her daughter’s face, Rebecca finally relaxed a bit too. Callie wished she could tell them what she saw, the genuine affection behind the somewhat awkward interaction.
Her own experience growing up had been very different. Her mother had never hesitated showing emotions or asking questions that made Callie blush. Rebecca’s parents seemed to have decided at some point that they should stay out of her business. Callie recalled what Rebecca had told her about getting engaged at nineteen. Rebecca had always been good at projecting the image that she had everything under control, even when she didn’t. If anything, they might be glad that she’d been reaching out to them.
“I’m sure that thought never occurred to Maggie.” Rebecca chuckled. “We could go sometime next week.”
“Yes, but before that, it’s a weekend of celebration,” Callie reminded her. “There’s no way you’re getting out of that.”
The reactions she got were all smiles, even if Rebecca’s was a bit self-conscious which probably had to do with this morning’s activities.
“Speaking of which, I’ve got a few more preparations to do, and we haven’t even let you check in yet. How about we meet for dinner? You know the way.”
That might be a little forward, but Callie was getting somewhat impatient with the extremely polite way everyone treated each other.
“We sure do,” Margaret Salter said. “We’d love to come.”
So far, so good.
* * * *
Maggie, delighted to show her grandparents her room, had turned into a chatterbox, something highly unusual for her. Dina was more likely to play it cool, but there was no doubt that she, too, enjoyed seeing them after over a year.
Rebecca wasn’t sure how to feel about the scenes unfolding in her home.  Surprised, relieved, guilty, because all that time, she hadn’t had a clue.
“You’ve got a beautiful home here,” her mother told her when they found themselves alone in Maggie’s room, a quiet moment while in the kitchen, Callie and her father shared opinions on sports and gravy. Dina and Maggie were setting the table, judging from the clinking of dishes and cutlery.
“I’m sure this can’t have been easy for you, but it looks like everybody’s doing great, you and Callie, the girls…I won’t lie, it was quite a surprise when you told me. I had no idea.”
“Well, neither had I.” Rebecca straightened a pillow on Maggie’s bed.
Margaret sat, obviously searching for words. Rebecca was uncertain if she wanted to hear them, but she leaned against the edge of Maggie’s desk, waiting, anyway.
“You were always so smart and confident in your decisions. College, marriage, children, buying a home...It seemed like you had everything planned through and through. There was no arguing.”
“You think that now, I’m not so smart anymore?” The question wasn’t serious, was it? There was no need for the edge to her tone. Her mother gave her a wistful smile.
“No, not at all. It takes courage and smarts to be happy. I just wish you had told us right away. You are an adult. What do you think would have happened?”
“Well, how was I supposed to know? We went to church every Sunday. Your uncle was a priest. I’m sure he wouldn’t have approved.”
Margaret sighed. “No, probably not, and that’s a shame, but do you really think we would disown you to humor Uncle Ed? Your life is here in Autumn Leaves. I always had the impression your church was a little more inclusive and welcoming.”
Not anymore, was on the tip of Rebecca’s tongue, but she had to admit that her mother had a point. Father Langdon hadn’t had any problem with letting her confront the hypocrites among her neighbors, but she couldn’t know until she opened her mouth to speak, and he did stand by her.
Again, she had assumed. That seemed to have been an unfortunate pattern—to question the people who cared about her, and to fear their judgment without good reason.
“I cheated on David,” she confessed. Why not go for the final test? “Which, come to think of it, I shouldn’t feel so bad about, because as it turns out, the nice lady he’s living with now, has been in his life since before the divorce. It doesn’t matter. We’re even. It’s just…”
Hard to trust. It was different when she was with Callie. Rebecca had felt safe with her from the moment she’d met her, and if she was honest, from that moment, there was no turning back. All else had been negotiation of details and circumstances. However, when the time came to take a look under the surface, everything she’d taken for granted over the years, her marriage, her friendships—the results had been scary.
“I’m sorry we made you think that because of one mistake, we wouldn’t love you anymore.” Rebecca let herself be embraced, her vision blurring. She would have liked to fool herself into thinking it was a bit of a hangover after all making her this emotional.
“We’re glad that everybody’s happy, you know? When you see David, tell him we wish him all the best.”
Rebecca held on for a moment, amazed and a little sad about how long they’d been skirting around these subjects, but glad they were having this conversation while there was still the chance to do so.
“Thank you, Mom. I guess it’s time now to check what’s going on in the kitchen.”
“One more thing. We got distracted the last time...I think you should get married when you feel it’s the right time. If the people in this state, or the lawmakers, are still dragging their feet, at least you have other options.”
“We’ll think about it,” Rebecca promised.
* * * *
The parent’s visit had been going better than expected. Rebecca was finally a lot more relaxed than she had been in the past few days. On the day of the party, it was Callie’s turn to be nervous, as she’d never been responsible for an event this size that hadn’t been a casual get-together of friends sharing beer or wine and snacks. After a mostly sleepless night, she sat at the kitchen table while outside, the day was dawning.
This was Autumn Leaves. This was a real dinner party, and most of the guests were women who excelled at this sort of thing, Betty, Roz, Delia, Jenny, and Francine. The caterer came recommended by Eve and Susan. Dessert would be provided by Roz. What could possibly go wrong?
“You’re up and dressed already—and there’s coffee.” Rebecca raked a hand through her disheveled hair, stifling a yawn. “Is everything okay?” They shared a kiss, and after leaning into Rebecca’s warm embrace for a few moments, Callie could convince herself that she could answer with a yes.
“Sure. I hope I didn’t forget anything—or anyone—but the girls have been a great help. Happy Birthday again.” Another kiss was interrupted by Dina, also still wearing PJs, walking into the kitchen.
“Oops. Should I come back in a minute or so?” she asked. Her teasing tone revealed a good mood, even though the light had stayed on quite long in Maggie’s room that they shared while Dina stayed here.
“Very funny,” Rebecca remarked, finally pouring herself a cup of coffee. “No, you can stay here. There’ll be gifts sometime soon, right?”
“We can give them now if you like.” Maggie followed on her sister’s heels. “Happy Birthday, Mom.” They both embraced Rebecca, and Callie could tell that she was tearing up, like Callie herself.
“Come on, no crying,” Dina admonished. “Callie’s throwing you a kickass party, and after that, we’ll finally get away. I can’t wait.”
“Dina,” Rebecca said after cringing slightly at her daughter’s choice of language.
“What? It’s a compliment! It’s actually a good idea to give you your gifts now, because otherwise they’ll get lost in a pile.”
“I don’t think that will happen, but how about we have breakfast first?” Callie asked. Everyone whole-heartedly agreed, and they set the table together. In her mind, Callie went over the final list once more and concluded it would be a good mix of small groups in which everyone knew one another.
In the middle of the table, she set the bouquet she’d gotten this morning when Rebecca was still asleep. The sun was already high in the perfect blue sky. It would be a good day.
The girls finally got their chance to give Rebecca their gifts. Dina had bought a carafe with beautiful glasses, and a bottle of wine for them. “Don’t worry,” she said, before Rebecca could raise any concerns. “Susan bought the alcohol.”
“That’s nice of her. Both of you. Thank you.”
Everyone knew the significance of this gift went deeper than the obvious. After the divorce and house sale, Rebecca had brought some dishes with her, left some for David and Susan. It wasn’t like they were in desperate need, but the sparkling crystal also was part of a new start. Maggie’s gift was clearly Italy-related—a cookbook with mouth-watering pictures. Callie suppressed a smile, thinking that at this age, it wasn’t uncommon to give a gift to your mother, with love, that effectively created more work for her. Then again, both Maggie and Rebecca were happy, so who was she to argue? She had a big job to do today, after all.
* * * *
The backyard was considerably smaller than the one that came with Delia’s house, Rebecca’s old home. It was enough to set up the buffet and hold most of the guests, though, with more space left in the living room area.
Callie surveyed the space critically, trying to assure herself that everything was in place, decoration, glasses, plates, and napkins.
“It looks amazing,” Rebecca’s father told her. “Knowing Rebecca, the hardest thing for her is having nothing left to do, but once all the guests arrive, it’ll be busy, according to the list Dina showed me. She loves that. It’s a great gift.”
“Thank you.” Callie sighed. “I’ve been questioning the wisdom of my actions a few times.”
“It looks like you’ve got many friends here. That’s not a bad thing.”
“True. I hope we have enough chairs though. The Saturday brunch group is the most people we’ve ever ‘entertained’ in this house.”
“If all else fails, I can get you some of ours. Hey, Callie.” Delia, their neighbor had arrived with her family. She embraced Callie. “Just let me know.” She went back to her conversation with Rebecca’s mom while Callie breathed a sigh of relief. “I suppose it’s really going to work out.”
Jim Salter chuckled. “I grew up in a small town like this, couldn’t wait to get away from it. Some might think of everything as a test, especially when you’re new, but I can assure you that as far as Rebecca is concerned, you already passed.”
She might have gotten a flustered with the praise, but since the doorbell rang, Callie gave him a grateful smile and went to answer. Roz and Betty arrived, carrying a big box with a ribbon on top. Callie greeted them, Roz’s boyfriend Jamie and Betty’s husband, and directed them to the living room where Rebecca had joined her mom and Delia.
Behind them, a new car arrived, the girls from Marin County.
“Relax,” Betty told her. “At some point, these events are out of control. You just have to let it go.”
“Thanks so much,” Callie murmured, waving at Amber. She hadn’t met the other women, except from Sara but she could guess from Rebecca’s description. Mona, Cathy—the regulars. Jenny’s Kia was right behind them. As planned, she had brought Stella. It would be less boring for both girls to each have a friend of their own.
Together with the new guests, she went inside to start passing out the champagne. Rebecca appeared by her side. “This is all beautiful, thank you so much,” she whispered. “I don’t have to give a speech though, do I?”
“No. Don’t worry.” Callie took Rebecca’s hand, startled to realize how cold her own hand was. Rebecca had noticed it too.
“Don’t be nervous. Everyone’s in a great mood, I love you, it will all be fine. Okay?”
Callie managed a smile. “Okay.”
“Good.” Rebecca took the bottle out of her hand and poured two glasses, one of which she handed to Callie. “To us—and our summer. It will be fabulous. I’ll go,” she said when the doorbell rang once more.
A few minutes later, she returned with Father Langdon who turned out to be a welcome surprise guest. Callie figured that most of the congregation missed him, and many of those who had been attending his service on a regular basis, were here today. He was also friends with Amber, and had obviously met Jim and Margaret Salter on a couple occasions. From across the yard, Rebecca gave her a happy smile.
When the caterer arrived only a few minutes later, the Italian buffet didn’t disappoint. If anything, she’d have to ask Delia for another small table. The plates looked delicious. The warm food was covered in heated containers. Roz’s contribution to the perfect evening was a few dozens Tiramisu cupcakes.
Callie felt her face relax into a smile, finally, relieved that everything was going according to plan. She saw Betty talking to Mona, Roz and Amber in deep conversation that might have to do with upcoming church events and cupcakes. She allowed herself a moment to watch Rebecca, at the center of it all, unpacking gifts, sharing jokes with her friends.
The scene reminded Callie of the dinner parties she’d been invited to early after her arrival in Autumn Leaves, when Rebecca had still been with David. Callie had been an observer, studying the psychodynamics of neighbors in a small town, against all odds and reason falling in love with the woman next door. Attraction turned to longing, an idea into a fantasy that seemed so real it pained her to wake up from it…
That was all over though. Rebecca was with her. The guests, eager to share good food and conversation, had come to their home. Callie had come to Autumn Leaves with many questions, and she’d been confronted with even more while trying to adjust to the small town life and writing another book.
Everything made sense now.
Over the chatter and laughter and clinking of glasses, she barely heard the doorbell. When she finally hurried to answer, wondering who was missing from the list, Callie was taken aback to see David standing in front of her, dressed up in suit and tie as if he’d just come from work.
“Hey, I’m sorry, I didn’t know you had guests…”
For a moment, Callie looked at him in confusion. David looked equally as confused, until the reason for the many cars on the street dawned on him.
“Oh damn. I was going to write a text, but I spent pretty much all of that day at the airport. It’s Rebecca’s birthday party.”
“Yes. Don’t worry though. Susan gave a gift from the both of you.”
“That’s good,” he said, and then paused.
“Well…would you like a glass of champagne?”
“No thanks. I need to talk to Rebecca.”
Sure you do. Callie was aware her irritation had to do with insecurities of her own that were hard to completely eliminate, given the circumstances, but some of it was justified. David had yelled at her more than once, ignored her when it suited him, and he kept picking a time to call when Rebecca wasn’t there. She guessed it wasn’t even his intention to make things more complicated, but he certainly felt entitled. There was a limit as to how far she was willing to accept that.
“Can’t it wait?” Dina was in the backyard chatting with Sara, so there was no obvious reason for him showing up here today—and Callie was getting tired of it.
“No, I’m sorry, it can’t. Could you…?”
“Of course. Come on in, I’ll get her.”
And don’t you dare rain on my parade.
“David. I had no idea you’d be here today.” While Margaret’s tone was friendly, the implied question was unmistakable.
“Marge, it’s good to see you. Rebecca told me you and Jim would come for her birthday. How’s Florida?”
“It’s been good to us, thanks—but I guess there’s something important you need to discuss with Rebecca, when it has to be on a day like this.”
“It’s about my job,” David said, sounding defensive.
Margaret shrugged. “That’s what I figured.”
It wasn’t the first time Callie had the impression that Rebecca’s parents had caught up on a lot more of the family dynamic than Rebecca thought.
“Let’s go find Rebecca,” she said.
“I’m right here. What’s the emergency? Oh. David. Thanks for the spa day. We’re going to enjoy it.”
“You’re welcome.” David’s frown revealed that Susan had not conferred with him on the gift. Whether the omission was about giving it in the first place, or the content, remained unclear.
Callie caught Margaret trying to suppress a smile, not quite succeeding. “Okay, kids, I don’t think you need me for this conversation. Nice seeing you, David.”
“Yeah, you too, Marge.” To Rebecca, he said, “I can’t stay long, but I wanted to let you know I got the promotion.”
“Congratulations,” Rebecca said. “By all means, come on in and have a glass of champagne.”
“Rebecca, I’m aware it’s not the best moment for this conversation, but we do have to talk. This promotion is a great chance, but it will require me to move. There’s not a lot of time.”
To another state? Callie tried not to let her surprise show on her face. It wasn’t entirely happy news, as Dina would likely move with him and be further away from Rebecca. He was right—today wasn’t a good day to approach the subject.
“I don’t understand.” Rebecca sounded wary. “What exactly does that mean? You’re going to Boston, or New York?”
“Hong Kong.”
“What?”
Callie could sympathize. This was not a conversation that would be short or easy. Pressure or not, she resented David for bringing it to their home today. What was he thinking? Or, better, why couldn’t he have taken a moment to remember that Dina was with them for the weekend to celebrate Rebecca’s birthday?
“I’m leaving in two weeks.”
“Does Dina know?”
David looked guilty. “I didn’t want to tell her before it was official. There wasn’t time to work out any details yet, hell, I came home from Boston a few hours ago. I’ll meet the landlord early tomorrow.”
“I don’t believe this.” Rebecca shook her head as if to underline her point. “Dina chose to live with you and Susan, okay, but you can’t just move her to another continent like this.”
“Well, she’s still planning to study in Italy soon, so—”
“No. Not the same.”
“I know that, okay? She could visit an international school there if she wants to, but that’s why I’m here. I had no idea you were having a party!”
“Well, sorry about that,” Rebecca said dryly. “This is what we’re going to do. Obviously, we need to have this conversation right now. I don’t want to have it in the doorway, and we should include Dina in it too.”
“Include me in what?”
All of a sudden, Callie wasn’t sure whether she should stay any longer, as she realized that whatever decision David and Rebecca made, it had the potential to impact her as well, in case Dina didn’t go to Hong Kong with David and Susan. However, they still had a house full of guests to entertain. This was a good moment to check on them, and hope everyone would remain civil. Leave it to David to drop a surprise on them on a day like this. Spa day better had a lot to offer.
In the living room, Callie found Mona and Betty in companionable conversation.
“More champagne?”
* * * *
Dina was giving them both an incredulous look. “This sucks,” she said with conviction. “You say you’re giving me a choice—which is, I have two weeks to decide whether or not I go to Hong Kong with you? Give me a break.”
Rebecca couldn’t blame her. She was stunned about the development, but she also felt sorry for David. He was used to, still, doing his job and leaving the rest to the woman in the family—except Susan was careful not to cross too many boundaries where Dina was concerned.  Rebecca was sure she appreciated the move.
“A year ago it would have been cool, but you know all my friends are here, and I have plans for next year too. Tomaso might come to study in New York.”
“I’m sorry, Dina. I came here to talk to the two of you as soon as I knew for sure.”
“You could have warned me!”
“Dina,” he said, reaching out to touch her shoulder, but she turned away angrily. “You don’t have to come. That’s why we’re having this talk with you.”
Her eyes welled up. “Where am I gonna live?”
A couple of seconds ticked by before Rebecca realized this was her cue. Silly of her to think that on her birthday, she could have a couple of drinks without worrying about the next drama. This mattered though.
“Of course you’d stay with us. You could even stay in the same school if you don’t mind getting up a bit earlier in the morning.”
At this moment, Dina looked a lot younger than her fifteen years, and it was obvious the commute was the last problem on her mind. “Basically, I have to choose which one of you I’m not going to see for the next few years. That’s great. Thank you so much for messing up my life—again.”
She jumped to her feet, about to leave.
“Dina, come on now!”
“Let her,” Rebecca said. “She needs a moment by herself. Frankly, I can sympathize.”
“Yes, because it’s all so easy, right? Well, maybe it was for you. You didn’t have to go looking for a new place to live, and you can get by with selling a few pretty designs every now and then. Not everyone lives in that world.”
She resented the spiteful tone in David’s voice, tempting her into a kind of dialogue she didn’t want to have with him, not now, not ever. “So all this time you kept telling me what a great job I did as a wife and mother, you thought I was just really lazy? Never mind. I don’t want to argue with you.”
“I never thought you were lazy,” he said, irritated. “Now what? Were you serious about Dina staying here?”
“I can’t believe you’re even asking that.” Of course, it would be an organizational challenge, school, living arrangements, not to mention that she couldn’t make this decision without Callie…
Rebecca had accepted the status so far, because she had to. Dina wanted to live closer to her friends, with her father, and so far, she’d been happy with David and Susan. Rebecca had felt guilty for unleashing a barrage of changes on her daughters, so she’d gone with Dina’s wishes. The thought that Dina might return filled her with hope and longing. Come to think of it, David was giving her an amazing birthday present.
“She could make new friends in Hong Kong. It would be a huge opportunity for her too.”
“Why don’t we give her a few hours to weigh the pros and cons? I mean…I didn’t even know your firm had an office that far away. I also understand that a chance like this won’t come every day, maybe never again.” Decisions come with consequences, always.
“There’s not a lot of time to decide,” David reminded her.
“Okay. Give her at least one night to sleep on it. We’ll talk. I promise.” Rebecca felt hopeful that Dina wasn’t thrilled at the idea to go—but she wasn’t thrilled at living that far from one of her parents either. “We can’t give her the impression it’s all on her, and she has to choose between either one of us.”
“I have to go now. I’ll just go tell her, and we’ll talk tomorrow.”
“Yeah.”
“I’m really sorry for crashing your party,” he said ruefully. “Looks a lot like the old days.”
“Callie and the girls did a great job.” Actually, it was nothing like the old days. Back then, every single detail of organizing festivities had fallen on Rebecca, but she didn’t think it was necessary to mention that at this moment. “I know I’ll probably see you a few more times, but…I wish you good luck. This is a big deal. You deserve it.”
“Thank you,” David said after a moment of hesitation, obviously gauging the sincerity of her statement, and realizing she was honest. “I wish there was a better way to do it.”
It wasn’t easy putting your own dreams first, even if the alternative meant to live a life of regret.
Dina and Sara sat together in the backyard with big plates of lasagna and salad, the sight making Rebecca’s stomach growl, reminding her that she’d only had a small bite so far. Dina’s stormy mood had passed for the moment. “I don’t want to talk about this any more. Let’s just enjoy Mom’s party today.”
“I can’t stay. I’ll come get you on Sunday?”
“That’s fine, Dad. Bye.”
Rebecca thought she shouldn’t have felt this relieved, but she did. It was a nice change of pace to be in the good graces of both of her children again. David let himself out. She turned to Dina to see the thoughtful look on her face.
“I’m not saying I made up my mind, but you think Callie would be okay with me living here? There’s not a lot of space.”
“We could put you in the attic,” Rebecca joked, happy to see a smile from Dina. “Yes, I’m sure she’d be okay, but of course I’ll ask her first. Are you okay?”
“My choices are either coming back to Autumn Leaves, or going to Hong Kong. I’m not sure I am.”
“Well, I don’t mean to be a downer,” Sara said, “but having two parents who want you seems pretty cool to me.”
“I guess so.” Dina sighed. “Mom, can we have a glass of champagne?”
“I hope that’s not a test.”
“I’ll be fine,” Dina assured her. “It’s just one hell of a surprise, you know?”
No kidding. “You’re right about that. Okay. I’ll see where I can find Callie, and maybe I can finally have some of that great food everyone is talking about.”
It was a perfect coincidence when they met in the hallway, no one else near. Rebecca pulled her close and kissed her, the surreal feeling of the past hour or so finally vanishing. Callie leaned back against the wall, a happy surprised smile on her face. “I take it you don’t hate the party. I’m glad.”
“Oh no, it’s great. I just needed this. I’m feeling a little lightheaded.”
“You should eat something,” Callie advised, then paused, the unspoken question in the room.
“I know we’ll have to think carefully about how and if this is going to work, but—”
“Dina is welcome, of course. I don’t want her—or you—to have any doubts.”
“I know this wasn’t what we planned.”
Callie laid a finger on her lips. “It’s okay. We’ll sit down and talk this through as soon as we have the house to ourselves again. Besides, we’ll all be together for a few weeks in Italy. If it doesn’t work out, we can still ship her to Hong Kong,” she said with a wink. “Come on. It will be okay.” Rebecca leaned into her, all of a sudden tired. “This is hard for David and Dina. It’s a lot to for us to consider too.”
“You’re hoping that she wants to stay,” Callie finished softly. “I understand.”
Rebecca would have loved to stay in her embrace for much longer, preferably the rest of the evening, but the ringing doorbell required her to postpone those plans.
“More champagne for everyone.” She sighed. “I’ll go. Could you get me a plate with a bit of everything?”
“Sure.” Callie leaned in for a brief tender kiss before she went back outside while Rebecca opened the door. When she saw who the unexpected visitor was, she wanted to close it right away. Her fingers twitched with the impulse.
“No. I’m sorry. I can’t deal with you today.”
“Please,” Andy cried. “I didn’t know where else to go.”
Given their relationship, that said everything. Rebecca considered her options, and the irony of who was coming for her opinion and advice today.
“Come on in,” she said. Maybe she could get her daughter back, and show Andy a way out of the trap she was in, all in one day?
Yeah, right, St. Rebecca.








Chapter Five
 
Callie nearly dropped the plate when she saw whom Rebecca brought in. Rebecca took it from her and shrugged.
“Give her something to eat, or drink, I don’t care. Whatever it takes to make her go away.”
Andy was a mess, not counting in her usual state of mind. Her clothes, jeans and a shirt, had seen better days, and her hair hung limply as if she hadn’t bothered drying it after her shower. She’d been crying. Callie could have almost felt for her, but then she remembered those long nights, time after time, when Maggie couldn’t sleep for a few hours without nightmares. The time it had taken for them to find out, what, who was behind them. Everyone else Andy had targeted.
“Is this some sort of joke?” Callie asked. “You and your buddies can throw us out of church for all I care, but this is our home. Do you even understand that?”
“I need your help. I…I ran away. This time, for real.”
“Now I’ve seen everything,” Rebecca commented. “I don’t want Eric to come here and yell again, scare the hell out of everybody. You figure it out between the two of you. Guess what, I still have his number on my cell phone, because he wouldn’t stop bothering me.”
Andy looked scared. She shook her head. Callie wanted nothing but to shut the door in her face, not even so much for intruding on their property and day, but more for bringing up memories of Nicole she preferred to be locked away.
“Did he hit you?” She had to ask. Rebecca got to her feet abruptly and left the room, before Andy answered with a barely audible “No.”
“It’s not like that. Ever since he heard…I can’t live like this anymore. I can’t stand the way he’s looking at me. He hates me now.”
“I’m sorry to hear that, but what are you expecting of us?” Callie asked.
“If it wasn’t for you, he would have never found out!”
In a way, it was remarkable how Andy could go from the demeanor of a helpless child to someone deeply malicious.
“He would have found out anyway at some point, don’t you think? I imagine that wasn’t the first time you took a timeout from your marriage.”
“I can’t do this. I can’t be like you, and I don’t want to. I don’t want any of this! They’d promised me it would go away.”
“Well, someone told you a load of BS,” Callie heard Betty say. She and Mona had been talking together in the dining room, obviously wanting to give the family space earlier. Callie was fairly relieved to have them join her and Andy, as she felt inadequate to come up with anything that would ease Andy’s mind. Evil or not, all the worries both she and Rebecca had had while Andy had been missing the first time, were flaring up.
“What do you know about this?” Andy scoffed.
“Nothing really about being gay,” Betty said. “I do know more than I care to admit about being a bitch that almost lost her friend because she wasn’t able to look past her own prejudice.”
“No.” Andy kept shaking her head. “You keep talking about tolerance, but you’re never on the side of those who try. You have no idea how hard I tried, and prayed, to get rid of this sickness. It’s always a step ahead. I’m giving up. It won.”
“Why don’t we sit down and talk about this?” Betty suggested, casting Callie a look as if asking for permission to take over. Callie shrugged in return. She couldn’t be more grateful.
“I thought it was wrong too,” Betty continued, addressing Andy. “Well, I still believe that cheating is wrong, but that is beside the point right now. You’re not sick. I’m not condoning sleeping around, don’t get me wrong, but it’s not worse to do it with women.”
Andy cringed, making Callie wonder if this was, while an interesting approach, also the right one.
“I sat down with Father Langdon,” Betty continued. “You should have heard the tirade I gave him after I found out about Rebecca. Perhaps, she could have used a little support. I had nothing better to do but to go to our minister at the time, and rant about how embarrassed I felt. Yep—classy. He asked me some hard questions that got me thinking. What’s it to you? In exactly what way are you personally impacted or hurt? We even read the Bible together, good old Leviticus. Then, he pointed out all the parts where Jesus slams hypocrisy. I can tell you, I was not having a good day. That was not how I had been brought up.”
Behind Andy’s back, Callie caught Betty’s gaze on her. Thoughtful, and apologetic. It was hard to tell if Betty’s words had any impact on Andy. She sat slumped over, still crying.
Callie suppressed a sigh, wondering where Rebecca had gone. “I’ll get you a coffee or something, but then we have to call Eric. Otherwise he’ll start putting up posters again.”
“My life is over either way,” Andy said darkly. “He’ll never let me see Pete again.”
Betty exchanged a look with Mona who simply nodded and left the room as well. “You get that coffee. I think we got it covered here.”
Callie thought it might be a generous interpretation of the situation, but she was grateful for someone taking charge. As she was getting a cup of coffee for Andy, she noticed Rebecca sitting with her parents, Maggie and Stella.
Mona was talking to Father Langdon and Reverend Cole. As both of them joined her to go back inside, Callie decided that her presence wasn’t needed at the moment. Neither was the coffee, obviously, and she found a chair, keeping the cup for herself.
“Hey. Roz told me to bring you this.” She looked up to see Dina standing in front of her, holding a plate with a cupcake. “Something tells me I should be on my best behavior, because there might be a chance I’d be homeless in a couple of weeks.”
Callie felt incredibly tired. “Oh Dina, of course you won’t be homeless. If you don’t want to go with your dad, we make room. That’s not a big deal.”
“Yeah. Mom mentioned the attic.”
“Actually, that’s not such a bad idea. There’s enough space, and we’d just have to clean out some old stuff, and paint. We could fix it up nicely for you. You’d have some privacy.”
She hoped she sounded convincing enough, and that Dina understood that her worries were more related to the imminent crisis. There was no denying Callie felt the whiplash of today’s never ending surprises, especially since she had hardly slept the night before. When she came to Autumn Leaves last fall, which now seemed like forever ago, she had been looking for solitude, a safe space she could have all to her own. After the relationship disaster with Nicole, Callie had desperately needed it.
She hadn’t hoped to find a lover, let alone a family. It would take some time to get used to the idea of the four of them living under one roof.
“I know. I’m just getting a little tired of it, and—Hong Kong? It’s like Dad is doing this on purpose, so he doesn’t have to see Mom anymore.”
Callie didn’t know what to answer to that, or how to make it any easier on Dina.
“I’m sure that’s not the reason. It’s a big career opportunity.”
“Anyway, I guess Sara was right,” Dina concluded. “There’s always worse.”
“First it will be our trip. I bet Tomaso is thrilled to see you again.”
Dina’s face lit up, and for a moment, all her woes seemed forgotten. “Yes! He says his sister can drive us around while we’re there.”
“Hm.”
“It’s true! You don’t have to worry about anything. They’re cool. I mean, they probably won’t let us alone for a minute.” she made a face. “You’re adults, so they don’t care.”
If only it was that easy with everyone.
* * * *
Rebecca was aware her escape could only be a temporary one. This was their home, after all, and whatever the various parties decided to do, they would approach her at some point. On the bright side, the majority of guests had not even noticed what was going on. Everyone was enjoying themselves. She hoped Callie wasn’t too disappointed with how the party had been going, and not too shocked about the implications of David’s news.
On the even brighter side, she got to see her parents interact with Maggie again. When she looked at the people talking, laughing, and crowding her backyard, the tension that had gripped her earlier, started to fall away.
Her life hadn’t been falling apart over the past year, on the contrary. She’d made new friends, some unexpected, and got to value her long-term friendships even more.
She had Callie. Maggie had gotten over the nightmares Andy had caused her, and Dina was most likely going to stay with them.
“Rebecca, can I talk to you for a moment?”
She stood up when Father Langdon addressed her. “Of course. I’m so sorry. I hope you don’t regret accepting the invitation.”
“Not at all,” he said. “If you could come inside with us, just for a moment?”
Rebecca must have looked panicked, judging from his quick clarification. “Don’t worry, it’s all taken care of. Andy talked to her husband, and they both agreed that it would be better to go separate ways for a bit. As long as there’s no partner on the horizon, he won’t give her any trouble with the boy. I know it’s not the best case scenario, but it’s all we can do for now.”
Rebecca couldn’t suppress the exasperated sigh. “It’s crazy! What if she meets someone? She can’t go back either. God, this is driving me crazy. She keeps coming to us, yet she never listens to a single word Callie or I say. I tried. I really thought it could help by sharing my story. The next thing I know is Eric accusing me of having no soul. I don’t know how to deal with these people!”
“Sometimes you need to take a step back, especially when you’re still vulnerable yourself.”
“I’m not. I’m out, and I can walk into a lesbian bar without feeling uncomfortable. Sorry. Too much information.” Worse, maybe he did have a point, and she hadn’t figured out every little detail in what, nine months? She hadn’t become an expert who could give valuable advice to people like Andy.
“It’s fine,” he assured her. “It’s also okay to protect you and your family. Amber and I arranged a place for Andy stay, for now. She won’t be alone. I know both you and Callie want to help, but that only works if the other person is able to accept that help.”
“I’m glad she listened to you, in any case. I guess it won’t surprise you that Autumn Leaves is a bit of a mess since you left. Father Reynolds is a neighbor hard to love.”
“So I’ve heard,” Father Langdon admitted. “How about we deal with one crisis at a time? Amber wanted to say goodbye too.”
“That’s a good idea—regarding the crisis management.”
“You managed many of those. On your birthday of all days, someone else should step in.”
Rebecca couldn’t agree more.
In the living room, Andy wouldn’t meet her gaze, or, let alone, apologize. It made Rebecca think of what Mona had said. The same old lines Andy kept repeating was probably all she’d had left to hold on to.
“Good luck.” Rebecca said.
Andy finally raised her head, her voice barely visible when she said, “Thank you.” Those might have been the most sincere words she’d ever said to Rebecca. Amber hugged Rebecca goodbye, and she saw the two women off to the door.
When she and Father Langdon came back into the living room, Callie was waiting. “I’ve got one more surprise for you,” she said. “Don’t be scared, it’s nothing bad. The girls were instrumental in this. Dina, I think, because she’s in love, and Maggie really loved the color.”
“Oh boy.”
Callie smiled, taking her hand and giving it a tug. “Come and see.”
Rebecca had thought after David announcing he’d move to the other side of the world, and Andy coming here as a last resort, nothing could surprise her today. The giant heart-shaped cake with the four candles—fortunately, not forty—and her guests breaking into a song still made her jaw drop.
* * * *
The house was quiet, but it didn’t yet feel that way, as if the conversations and footsteps of all the people still echoed. Maggie was in bed, Dina and Sara had taken Barney for a walk. After a half-hearted attempt at cleaning up, Callie and Rebecca decided to leave the rest for tomorrow.
After a quick shower, Callie prepared a small nightcap for the two of them, to end the day on the sweet and relaxed note.
Excited barking preceded Barney into the kitchen, followed by the two teenage girls.
“He’s too excited,” Dina said with a shake of her head. “Someone’s been feeding him under the table.” She yawned. “See you tomorrow. Good night.”
“Good night. Don’t skype too long.”
Sara chuckled, and Dina rolled her eyes.
“—and thank you for all your help,” Callie continued. “Save for a few unplanned surprises, everything turned out well. I couldn’t have done it by myself.”
“No problem. I guess we’ll do it again next year.”
“Does that mean you…?”
“I don’t know yet.” Dina’s expression turned serious. “I mean, I can’t make up my mind just like this, can I? It would be cool to study in Hong Kong and meet new people, but I don’t like the idea of being so far from everyone. It would be at least three years, right? I don’t know. No matter what Dad says, I can’t decide this in a couple of hours.”
“I understand,” Callie said. “Let’s all sleep on this and talk tomorrow.”
When she girls had left, she carried the glasses and plates in the living room and dimmed the light. Barney followed her and jumped onto an armchair where he curled up and went to sleep.
“Good dog. You’re not going to get sick, are you?”
“I hope you don’t expect an answer.” Rebecca chuckled. She sat next to Callie on the couch, leaning back against the headrest with a sigh. “Thank you. It was a great day, even if I could have done without some parts of it…It was a genius idea to invite Father Langdon. He had some wise words for me too.”
“I’m glad. You don’t have to worry about Dina either. She’s smart. She’ll do what’s right for her.”
Rebecca took a sip of her champagne. “I don’t want her that far away, but I don’t want to take any chances away from her either. It’s great to be able to see more of the world.”
“She will. We’ll be on our way soon,” Callie reminded her. “Besides, from what I understand, she couldn’t even come to Italy with us if she decided to go with David.”
“Yeah. I don’t think that fact has completely hit home yet. Tomorrow’s going to be interesting.”
Callie leaned against her, glad that they’d have a few more hours to themselves before they’d have to tackle the subject once more. “Maybe I can make your night interesting first,” she said.
“I can’t wait.”
“Well, first I have a little gift for you.”
“Oh Callie. You already paid for the extra days in Rome.”
“Relax,” Callie whispered against her cheek before she got up. “There’s sentimental value in this. At least I hope there is.”
It took her only a minute to return with the small rectangular velvet-covered box, not a lot of time for Rebecca to speculate, but the thought crossed her mind anyway, and for sure, Callie had noticed.
“I hope you’re not disappointed or scared. There’s no reason either way, because as much as I’d love to, and I’m certain I want to some day, I will wait until you’re ready. It’s your birthday, so this…it’s a birthday present.”
“Okay. Can I have it?”
“Of course.” Callie laughed, self-consciously, before she handed the box to Rebecca.
Inside was a small silver pendant on a chain, in the form of—a wrench? It took Rebecca a few seconds to make the connection, but when she did, the emotion was almost the same as a ring would have evoked.
“Oh my God. It’s beautiful. Where did you find that?”
“Online,” Callie said, looking relieved. “Wow, I’m so glad you don’t think this is weird. It kind of marks the moment you walked into my life and got under my sink a moment later. Under my skin too. Just thinking about it makes me so nervous again I’m talking in anagrams.”
“I’m not surprised. Actually, I’m a bit mortified. I walked into your house and took over. Some introduction you got to Autumn Leaves.”
“The best.” Callie sat close, reaching out to brush her hair aside, the touch making Rebecca shiver with an anticipation that wasn’t entirely related to the jewelry. “I think I fell in love with you there and then, not that I could have admitted it at the time.” All of a sudden, the need for closeness was a lot more important than trying on the necklace. They had come a long way, even with all the detours and drama they hadn’t chosen for themselves—even if marriage wasn’t on the table yet, it would be.
“I have no trouble admitting it now,” Rebecca whispered, leaning forward to kiss Callie who pulled her down with her. They were quickly chastised when Dina entered the room, giggling at the sight.
“Get a room,” she advised, pleased with her joke. “What? I left my cell phone here.” However, she was whistling to herself as she left, without a doubt plotting how she could use this as a bargaining chip once they were in Italy.
“I guess she’s right about that,” Callie said, prompting Rebecca to remember her earlier promise.
“I’m not sure I can handle any more interesting. I just want to be close to you.”
The warm and comforting feeling turned into heat so quickly they nearly didn’t make it all the way to the bedroom.
 There were many ways Rebecca had envisioned this day at some point, a year ago when after thirty-nine, the clock seemed to tick faster than before. She hadn’t imagined unexpected guests like Andy or news from David that was life-altering for their children. Rebecca had spent her thirty-ninth birthday sharing a cake and a bottle of champagne with Betty, Roz and Maria in the afternoon, a lonely glass by herself in the evening when the girls were in bed, because David was out of town. For all her obsessing on the number, at that time, she hadn’t expected forty to be any different—or find herself in the arms of a lover who knew her better than anyone ever would. Maybe there wasn’t that long of a wait ahead, and she was more ready for that kind of commitment than ever before, more than she or Callie imagined.
“Close enough?” Callie whispered, her kiss and touch making all rational thought vanish in a wave of impossible pleasure. Nothing could ever be close enough, but every attempt to get there was more incredible. It was a good thing that Callie understood without words, because it took a while before Rebecca was able to form any.
“Now?”
Wrapped up in Callie’s embrace, feeling safe and assured in a way she hadn’t thought was possible, Rebecca could only think of one answer.
“Yes—but interesting too.”
“Yeah. I always keep my promises.”
* * * *
After the caterer had picked up the empty pans, bowls and plates, Callie sat down to write. Asha might be on Cloud Number Seven, but that didn’t mean she’d go any easier on Callie when it came to deadlines. Rebecca had decided not to put off the call with David any longer.
There were no more excuses.
Callie felt like someone had locked her out of her own home. Of course, there was a lot on her mind, not to mention the fact that they were about to go a prolonged vacation—for the first time, Callie admitted to herself the idea filled her with a mild sense of panic. It wouldn’t be the end of the world if there wasn’t a new book this year, maybe, but that discipline was what had gotten her through some of the worst phases in her life. One of the sappiest periods in the fictional lives of Vanessa and Sabine had been a time when Nicole had been yelling at her constantly, and she’d been hiding away in cafés and libraries to escape both Nicole and the realization that they were heading for disaster.
Callie wasn’t unhappy or scared for her life these days. She had a hard time bringing herself to care about fictional characters when there was so much going on, and she knew Asha wouldn’t be happy. It was temporary, she knew. They always came back to her, except on some days they put up more resistance than on others.
With a sigh, she got up to walk into the kitchen, hoping that a bit of leftover birthday cake might jog her imagination. Rebecca set the phone down the moment she came in, looking pensive.
“How did it go?” Callie asked, as she took the container out of the fridge. Rebecca’s expression made her think she might be interested in something senselessly sweet too.
“Okay, I guess. David wants to come by this afternoon and talk to the girls. The landlord agreed to cancel early, given the circumstances, but in exchange, he kind of wants them out yesterday. It’s all happening very fast. Are you sure you’ll be okay with the idea that we’ll potentially be four under this roof?”
“I’m okay,” Callie said quickly. She poured a cup of coffee for each of them. “I hope the girls will be too.”
“Once everyone recovers from the whiplash, they will be. It’s another adjustment, but they understand about David’s job. Speaking of jobs, I don’t mean to nag, but you’re taking your break early.”
“Yeah.” Callie sipped her coffee and set down the cup with a sigh. She could chalk up her procrastination to being out of touch with her characters, which wasn’t good in the first place.
“Maybe it was a mistake to do another one in the series. I’m not really thrilled.”
“You don’t have to be here when he comes by,” Rebecca said, laughing a little. “If it goes really badly, at least David and I won’t see each other for a long time.”
“I’ll be there if you want me to.”
Rebecca’s relieved smile told Callie she’d get a reprieve from wrestling with her wayward characters. As for the alternative--David might not be too happy, but then again, he was never too happy when Callie was involved in anything regarding his and Rebecca’s daughters. Apparently, he’d have to get used to it.
* * * *
There were no tears or raised voices which was almost a miracle--and suspicious, Rebecca thought. Callie looked tired. They all were, but the circumstances were what they were, and they had to deal with the situation right now.
If she was honest, she’d been scared Dina might turn around at the last moment and be ready to leave her family and Tomaso aside and go for the adventure. However, Dina explained in a very calm and rational tone she’d really hate not to see Tomaso this summer, and she still wanted to go study in Italy next year. She and Susan had looked at various exchange programs, which seemed to be as much of a surprise for David as it was for Rebecca.
Maggie’s eyes widened when the implications of David’s promotion sank in, but she didn’t comment.
“I won’t be able to visit as often, but I’ll still come see you, of course, and you can always reach me with email and Skype. I’ll always be there for you,” he promised.
“We’ll make it work,” Rebecca added. “You have nothing to worry about…well, except Dina has to get up an hour or so earlier, if she wants to stay in the same school. I fear the return of the old bathroom wars.”
Maggie giggled, Dina shook her head with a smile. “We’ll be okay as long as Callie is,” she said. “It’s her house after all.”
“You’re welcome,” Callie said. “If you two are okay bunking together for a bit until we get the attic ready. It should be pretty cool up there.”
Rebecca hoped Callie knew how grateful she was for her presence, anchoring her. People having to move because of their job, it happened all the time, but Dina and Maggie already had some difficult times behind them.
She was probably overreacting. With a little clever redecorating, they’d still have their own room, not to mention…Dina would come home. The payoff was worth every little doubt.
“Okay.” Dina shrugged. “I guess I should start packing once we’re home?”
“Mr. Clayton said he would appreciate it if we’re out at least mid next week. There’s a lot to do, still.”
“Then what are we waiting for? We should go and get my stuff.” Dina’s delivery was matter-of-fact.
David looked even guiltier than a moment ago. “In fact, we should all start to pack, put some things in storage tomorrow. I’m sorry. I never expected this to happen so fast.”
Rebecca wondered if that was a bit of a white lie, a merciful distortion of the truth. He had been with the same company for twenty years--few people would know better how fast or slow things would go. It didn’t matter.
“If that’s all right with you?” Much to his credit, he addressed both her and Callie.
“Sure,” Callie said. “We already started on some boxes in the attic. We’ll finish that, clean up…it won’t be too long.”
“Okay, thank you guys so much.” David got up, his smile somewhat awkward. “Dina?”
“Wait a second. There’s some cake for you.”
When they had seen David and Dina out, Rebecca realized that Maggie was still sitting in the same spot on the couch. Rebecca sat next to her, touching her shoulder lightly.
“Hey. Are you okay? You’ll only have to share with Dina for a bit, and Dad will come to visit over the holidays. We’ll be okay.”
She only managed to coax a non-committal sound out of Maggie. “You could help us with cleaning out the rest of the attic maybe. Remember, when we found the letter from Callie’s aunt the last time? Maybe there are even still some old books up there, though…Callie would have probably taken them down already.”
Maggie shrugged, and Rebecca hugged her close, once again amazed about everything that had happened in just one day, still not feeling too sorry when she recalled Andy’s earlier actions. Maggie hadn’t had any nightmares in some time, but she was still unhappy about Ms. Romano leaving, so David’s announcement didn’t exactly come at a great time.
“I know it’s a bit stressful right now, but it won’t be long until the vacation. You’re still looking forward to it?”
“Yes, sure.” She didn’t sound too convincing, and a little cranky, probably from a lack of sleep. Rebecca wondered how late the girls had stayed up the night before.
“Did you want to start on the attic?” Callie asked from the doorway.
“I’d rather read,” Maggie declared, got up and left the room.
Rebecca got to her feet as well. “We should. Knowing David, we have two, maybe three days at the most, before he comes back with a truck full of Dina’s belongings. We better get ready.” She couldn’t help it. Regardless of the work he was heaping on them with weeks to go until the vacation, she was excited beyond imagination to have Dina move back in. She hoped Callie wasn’t being polite. In the past year, she’d made a lot of room for Rebecca, in more than one sense. She seemed eager to start though. David finally acknowledged her. Life was calming down.
Callie seemed to understand perfectly, as she always did, walking into the room and wrapping her arms around Rebecca. “All right. Now, let’s get to work.”
Two hours later, Rebecca studied Callie, amused at her own reaction. If it had been any one else, she’d be irritated to no end by now. They were making progress, but it was hot up here—they’d have to think about some sort of air conditioning, a fan at the very least.
Callie didn’t seem to mind as she handled the remaining boxes like they were treasure chests, taking out items with more care than they probably required. Rebecca’s stomach was growling. She felt sticky and dusty and was longing for a nice, lukewarm shower, preferably together with Callie…Well, starting to think about ways of saving water wasn’t such a bad idea, considering they’d have one more person under the roof soon. Callie looked up at her, blushing, which was probably from the heat. The actual temperature. It was hard to be irritated with her.
“Okay, I swear, we can give away everything that was in the last two.” The content of those boxes mostly consisted of dishes and vases, not modern, but probably hardly used, since Callie’s aunt hadn’t been home that often.
“Good, because I can assure you, we’ll need every bit of the space. God, I really need to take a shower.”
A slow smile appeared on Callie’s face. “You think I could come in quickly with you? For the environment?”
“I’m not sure how much the environment will benefit, but I’d like that,” Rebecca admitted. “After that, I can start dinner, and you can get back to your manuscript—”
“—or I could help you,” Callie said. “Let’s just pack this up and go down, okay?”
Rebecca couldn’t agree more. Maybe they could even make her shared shower fantasy come true.
She wanted to check in with Maggie first, not only to make sure that the girl was still engrossed in her book and would be for a little while longer, but to assure herself that she was okay. The upcoming changes impacted her too. That’s how she ended up in the doorway to her room, frozen, unable to find her voice to call Callie. The window was wide open. The door had been left ajar which had been strange to begin with, because Maggie always closed her door, keeping out the noise of adults and the world in general. Barney loved to curl up at the foot of her bed, most likely because Maggie was so quiet.
When she was able to shake herself out of the paralysis, not just of a nightmare, but a terrible déjà-vu, it took her less than a minute to find out Barney was gone, too, along with Maggie’s backpack and a few of her favorite clothes.
“She can’t have gotten very far.” Callie had assessed the situation quickly, and without a doubt she knew the fears that came rushing back to Rebecca in a heartbeat, making her unable to think straight. “I’ll go over to Delia and ask if she’s seen her. If she’s not there, we’ll go look for her. Rebecca! She’ll be okay. It’s nothing like the last time.”
Which last time? Rebecca wanted to ask. When they killed her pet? No, it wasn’t a good idea to remind Callie of Beckett and Weller, when she had her own trauma related to them. They were in prison, like Maggie’s uncle, David’s brother Craig who had abducted her last winter. They had barely recovered from these incidents, one blow after the other, when Andy came to town, targeting a little girl because any sane grown-up person would call her bluff.
Rebecca sank into the chair. If it had been the floor instead of that, she wouldn’t have minded.
“I should have paid more attention—I had no idea she was so distraught, and now I’m letting her down like everyone else!” She could hardly stand the terrible sound of her own voice. Rebecca vaguely remembered driving in the snow, trying not to think of worst case scenarios, but being tormented by them all the time. She couldn’t go through that again.
“No, you’re not,” Callie said firmly. “I’ll call Delia. Then we’ll go.” She didn’t wait for an answer, just went to pick up the phone and punched in the numbers.
As the seconds ticked by, Rebecca could tell from her face rather than her words that Delia couldn’t help.
“Okay. Thanks.” Disconnecting the call, Callie tossed the phone aside, her expression determined. “Come on, let’s go. With Barney, she can’t have gotten that far, and I’m sure somebody has seen her.”
Rebecca had difficulties to focus enough to get on her feet, to listen to Callie, as if she was moving against resistance. “Two hours. It’s been two hours.”
“We don’t know that. She could have left five minutes ago. This is nobody’s fault, okay? Maggie wanted to be by herself for a bit. Maybe she just wanted to take Barney for a walk.” As she talked, Callie was walking out the front door, waiting for Rebecca to follow before she locked behind them. In the car, she handed her cell phone to Rebecca. “You could call her friends in case she shows up there. Do you think she’d take the bus to go see David?”
“I…I don’t know.” Rebecca bit her lip, the painful sensation helping her keep in the sob that certainly would have prompted Callie to hold her. There was no time for any of this.
Before, she’d been hot, but now she was freezing with fear and the blast of the air conditioning in the car.
A few hours ago, they had been planning the new living arrangements, now reality was falling away once more in a disturbing, surreal way. Maggie would come back, of course they would find her—and then deal with what had prompted her to run away in the first place. Rebecca had never thought that one of her children would ever do that, or feel the need to. Knowing it wasn’t her fault was not enough this time. She should maybe call Betty—even if Maggie didn’t play with her son Mikey anymore, the LaRues usually got all the news in Autumn Leaves first. Jenny, Stella’s mom, might be able to help. When she’d learned that Sara would come to the birthday party, Maggie had asked if she could invite a friend of hers, too, and she’d chosen Stella. Her hands were shaking so much she was having trouble handling her phone. What if they didn’t find her before it got dark?
What if she wasn’t with a friend?
She finally managed to call Betty’s number.
“Hey, Rebecca. I hope the rest of your birthday continued with only welcome surprises.”
Her friend’s affectionate tone broke her composure.
“It’s Maggie.”
“Oh my God, what happened?” She couldn’t do anything about the worst case scenarios that were without a doubt on Betty’s mind now. Rebecca barely noticed Callie parking the car and gently taking the phone from her before she explained the situation to Betty.
She finally put the phone back on the dashboard, where it vibrated moments after, startling them both. Rebecca wiped her face, embarrassed about her meltdown, and picked up.
The caller was the person she had intended to speak with next, a tired and frustrated sounding Jenny. “You know, Rebecca, I think we need to clarify something.”
Whatever that was, Rebecca didn’t have the patience to even ask. “Have you seen Maggie?”
“What?” Jenny sounded baffled.
“Have you?” If her tone bordered on impolite, she’d apologize later.
“Yes, Stella was getting the bed ready in her room. You know, the dog’s cute, but—”
“She’s there with you?”
“Yes, of course.” Jenny wasn’t fazed by Rebecca’s curt responses—she still hadn’t made the connection.
“Thank God.” Rebecca meant it, with all her heart. “We’ve been looking for her.”
“Wait…oh. Here I was about to lecture you on please leaving the dog at home next time she’s staying over. The baby’s allergic, but I guess since Stella was so smitten with him, Maggie thought—”
Rebecca’s stomach lurched as if she was in free fall, a somewhat delayed reaction to the fact that Maggie was safe with Jenny and her daughter.
“I thought you and Callie knew! We were just about to make dinner. What’s going on?”
My daughter quietly packed her backpack, grabbed her dog and left home, that’s going on. It sounded bad enough in her head, so Rebecca didn’t share her summary of the situation with Jenny. “We’ll come by to take both Maggie and Barney home. Today is not to good time to stay over.”
Jenny gave a relieved sigh. “I have to agree. I’m really tired.”
Rebecca refrained from a retort. She knew Jenny was working hard to make ends meet, and she was an inappropriate, if easy target. Maggie had been exposed to too many poisonous thoughts lately, the idea that she wasn’t welcome in her own family. Andy, Craig--even with the counselor Maggie had visited, it had been hard to get to the bottom of how much of an impact these people had. Craig’s grief about his late wife, Andy’s difficult coming-out--none of that justified hurting a child. Rebecca knew there was no place for her anger or the fear that had her in a chokehold moments ago.
She had to make sure her child was okay. Everything else came after that.
“See, she’ll be fine,” Callie said, giving her a reassuring smile. “Now let’s hope Barney didn’t pee on any carpet.”
Rebecca wanted to appreciate her attempt at lighting up the conversation, but she was afraid that laughing would only make her cry again.
“I can talk to her if you want,” Callie tried again.
“Thank you. We’ll do it together.”
* * * *
Maggie followed them back into the car without protest, clutching Barney to her. He allowed it without so much as a sound, probably sensing she was upset.
Watching the interaction between mother and daughter was painful, Callie thought, reminding her of the tip-toe way Rebecca and her own parents had danced around each other at the beginning of their visit—and maybe for many years before. She hurt for both of them. Maggie had simply been overwhelmed with the turn of events—not only was she still recovering from the trauma her abduction and Andy’s lies had caused, but now she had to deal with both her favorite teacher and her father leaving. Rebecca was trying to keep it together while struggling with those frightening memories of the past year. They would have to have a long talk with the girl, make it clear to her that while they still loved her and always would, she couldn’t do this again.
Maggie looked sullen, but worried in the backseat, obviously uncertain about the adults’ reaction to her running away. Callie doubted she’d ever been punished or even grounded in her life. David and Rebecca weren’t the kind of parents that believed in the former, and there had probably been no reason for the latter. She could, however, sense that what she’d done hurt Rebecca more than it had been her intention, and that troubled her.
“How about we stop for ice cream on the way?”
Callie winced, wondering for a moment if she had imagined Rebecca’s words. “Now?” she asked, just to be sure.
“Why not?” Rebecca countered. “I’m hungry, and being in the car is making me nauseous. I’d like to sit down in some place that’s not moving.”
“Sure, if you want that. Maggie?”
“Whatever,” the girl mumbled.
“Why?” Rebecca’s exclamation startled them both, but her tone was calmer when she continued. “I’m sorry, I just don’t understand. You can visit Stella, or any of your friends, at any time. Why did you run away?”
All of a sudden, Callie understood why Rebecca wanted to be in a public place. She couldn’t blame her. Maggie was not in the condition to deal with either of them panicking. They had shared a quick hug at Jenny’s apartment, but at the moment, their connection seemed fragile, in a way Callie had never seen it.
“I wanted to be by myself,” Maggie said. “Stella was playing on the street, and she asked us to come in, so we did. I never get to decide anything.” Tears were pooling in her eyes, and Callie couldn’t ignore the way Rebecca clenched her fingers around her purse, holding in her own emotions. “You say you care, but everyone is leaving. Maybe you’ll leave me too.”
“No. We talked about this, honey. Dad’s job—”
“It’s always that. Ms. Romano has a new job too. Andy said you’d go to New York one day and leave me here.”
It wasn’t only Rebecca who felt nauseated.
“Andy lied,” Callie said as calmly as she could muster. “You remember? She lied to many people.”
“She was right about Dad,” Maggie said, stubborn. “He’s leaving both Dina and me here.”
“You’re not alone. We’re not going anywhere, and if we did, we’d be taking you with us, of course. How about we go home, make dinner? Right now, we’re all hungry and tired. That’s not a good time to talk.”
“I don’t want to talk.”
“Fine.” Rebecca’s tone echoed that of her daughter. “Let’s go home.”
This wasn’t good, Callie reflected, overly aware of the silence and the icy mood. The week after next, David would leave the country, only days after they’d go on their own vacation. Dina was going to move in.
What had gone wrong? She’d witnessed some fights between Dina and Rebecca, which she thought had been normal under the circumstances. Maggie was the quiet, easygoing one, smart beyond her age. She’d never acted like this before, not even after the kidnapping…Callie suppressed a sigh. She knew very well how a traumatic experience could creep up on you. Andy had caught Maggie in a vulnerable state. Once again, Callie wished she could make Andy see the damage she had done, find a way to hold her accountable, make her explain to Maggie. Not that it would ever happen. They had to deal with the way things were by themselves.
Back at home, Maggie was about to retreat to her room.
“No.” Rebecca shook her head. “I’d like you to stay in the kitchen while we make dinner.”
“Why?” Maggie asked, in the same sullen tone she’d used from the moment they had made her leave Stella’s room and come back home with them. Jenny hadn’t asked many questions—she seemed glad to have all visitors gone from her home, much to Stella’s disappointment.
“Because. You can read if you want, but I like to know where you are.”
Instead, Maggie sat at the kitchen table, propping her chin in her hands. Callie watched Rebecca anxiously. She had witnessed her struggling not to fall apart last winter when Maggie’s uncle had taken off with her, not because he wanted to hurt Maggie, but for the sole reason of terrorizing Rebecca. She always put her children first. The polite tone she’d addressed Maggie with was so different from the warm, affectionate connection they usually had.
“We still have some leftover pasta,” Callie said, hoping that against all odds, the strange atmosphere would simply vanish once they got to share a meal. “Is that okay with you two?”
Rebecca’s glance told her that the choice of food was the last thing she cared about, but she still gave Callie a nod. “Fine with me.” She opened the fridge and took out a bottle of red wine, filling a glass for herself. By the time the microwave beeped, she had finished the glass.
“Maggie, could you help me set the table?” Without a word, Maggie got up to take the plates Callie handed to her. To Callie’s relief, she set them down gingerly. None of them was enjoying dinner too much, but it had been hours since lunch that had consisted of leftover birthday cake. Callie poured herself a glass of wine too, as Rebecca was on her third. It wasn’t like Callie couldn’t understand. David cared about this career a great deal, and his employers had obviously given him the chance of a lifetime—the kind you didn’t say no to. Effectively though it meant that Rebecca was left with the task of clarifying certain facts to them. Dina, looking at romance and exchange programs, had an easier time living with her father’s departure. For Maggie, it was one more blow.
“We’re good now? No one’s going to bed angry?” she asked at the end of the mostly silent meal.
“No,” Maggie said, slipping off her chair.
“Maggie, wait.”
Hesitantly, the girl halted, turning around at the door. Rebecca followed and crouched down in front of her and took her daughter’s hands, her voice barely above a whisper. Callie had a hard time understanding her words.
“I know this is really difficult for you, and that you need time, but please, don’t do this ever again. We’d never leave you alone, and if anyone tells you that, it’s okay to call them a liar, because that’s what they are.” She reached out, and Maggie let herself be embraced for a moment, before she said “Okay” in a small voice.
“I’d like to go to bed now.”
“Sure. It’s been a long day.”
Callie was aware of the tension still in the air, and it was making her uneasy, mostly because she knew Rebecca was hurting—and in a small part, because the invisible dark cloud in the room brought back flashes of the year with Nicole. It was a terrible thought, and she gave Rebecca more credit and trust like that, but emotions were tricky.
Not that Rebecca would ever take out her frustration on anyone but herself.
When Maggie was in bed, out of sight and earshot, she went back to the counter to pick up her half-filled glass, then setting it down in the sink hard enough to nearly break it.
“I don’t get it,” she said without turning around, more to herself than to Callie. “Why would she do that to me?”
“She wasn’t thinking,” Callie reminded her gently. “Maggie might be ahead of her age, but she’s still a little girl. “What happened with Craig, and Andy…it will take time.”
“I know it’s not her fault. I never thought one of my children would want to run away…” Finally, she was facing Callie. “I tried so hard, you know? It’s like the rules keep changing at every turn. I wanted to protect you, Dina, Maggie. It looks like I failed every time.”
“No, you didn’t. You do a great job holding everything together, and the girls know it. I know it, and I think you do too.”
In the past, whenever Rebecca was facing doubts like this, Callie had been scared out of her mind, that one incident, another road block, might make her rethink her decision, but in the here and now, she knew it wouldn’t happen. Their relationship was solid. She wanted her to stop hurting. Callie was aware that there was no quick and easy fix to the situation—it would take as long as it took to make Maggie trust again, to heal the damage caused by malevolent strangers and relatives.
“Remember what we said? No more doubts, no more guilt? True, with some people, I wonder how they manage to look at themselves in the mirror, but that’s not for us to worry about.”
Rebecca leaned into her embrace tiredly. “I needed that shower hours ago, now I’m not sure I can stand up long enough.”
“How about a bath instead?” Callie suggested. “Let me take a shower quickly, and then I’ll run it for you.”
They’d be okay. They’d been through worse—and the time ahead in the Italian countryside would be healing for all of them.
“That sounds great. I’ll go check on Maggie once more.”
* * * *
Maggie regarded her cautiously, and Rebecca, feeling wistful and a little ashamed, thought she had a point, considering Rebecca’s earlier struggle to hold herself together. The worst was over. Maggie was safe, and they would leave all troubles behind for a few weeks. Maggie wanted time to think. The matter of fact way in which she had declared her intention would be almost funny, but her reasons certainly weren’t. Neither were the events that had piled up to make her come to the conclusion, that she needed a break.
“I’m sorry about earlier,” she said, sitting down on the side of the bed.
Maggie sighed, the sound heart-wrenching to Rebecca, and laid her book aside.
“I didn’t mean to scare you. I wanted to tell you, but…”
“I know. It’s a lot to take in, but I swear—Dad going away has nothing to do with what Andy said. She’s—” Crazy, Rebecca would have liked to say, and leave it at that, but she thought her child deserved better than a worldview where you put labels on people without any clarification. Like what Andy was doing, and what had probably been done to her at some point. “Having a hard time,” she said instead. “Not that it’s an excuse, to hurt someone else when you’re hurting. You know I think everything will look better after we’ve had some sleep. I hope Barney didn’t pee on Jenny’s carpet?”
Against all odds, Maggie started to giggle, the unexpected mood swing relaxing Rebecca more than anything. “Mom! He doesn’t do that anymore!”
“That’s good. Very good.”
“I’m really sorry,” Maggie said.
“I know. Me too. Dad’s going to come visit when he can.”
Which is not going to be very often, but what else is new? Rebecca hugged her close before she got up, still feeling brittle and uncertain despite all the reassurances. She really needed that vacation.
“Good night.”
On the way out, she picked up a pair of jeans that sat neatly folded on a chair, intent on putting it in the laundry. There was a rustling sound and a piece of paper falling out.
“Dear Mom,” it said, “Barney and I are going to stay with Stella tonight. Please don’t worry…”
Rebecca leaned back against the wall, wishing they could pack and leave tomorrow.








Chapter Six
 
The way Callie had transformed the bathroom, with candles on the side of the rim, soft light and a bubble bath waiting for her, Rebecca already felt better. The facts, however, remained the same.
“She wrote a note and forgot to leave it. Poor baby. After all the adults wouldn’t stop messing with her mind, she packed her backpack and took Barney to have a moment for herself to think it all through. I can’t get over that.”
She felt too tired to even to undress herself, grateful for Callie’s assistance.
“She’s had a tough year,” Callie said. “By which I mean, the divorce, and David leaving, that’s probably the least of it. Or it would be, if Andy hadn’t told her all those horrible things. Maggie wouldn’t get those ideas by herself. She knows neither of us would leave her behind.”
“Yes. I hope so.”
Sinking into the warm water was a relief. Rebecca resisted the temptation to go all the way under, just for a second, like they did in the movies. She didn’t want to scare Callie though, so she opted for lying back as far as possible, and closed her eyes.
“You did nothing wrong.” Callie’s hand brushing over her hair relaxed her even further. “I’m sure Andy will stay away from now. She’s got a lot of trouble of her own to deal with.”
“I know. Maggie never wanted to run away. God. Today sucked.”
Even before the words were out of her mouth, she knew Callie would laugh at them, and against all odds, Rebecca had to laugh too. “Yeah, with Dina around, there’ll be more of this language, I think, and I’m not talking about Italian. I hope it won’t be too tough for her, coming back to Autumn Leaves.”
“I think she’ll do great. It’s only for a year or so anyway, unless you’ll put your foot down regarding the study year in Italy. David can hardly weigh in on that from Hong Kong.”
“No,” Rebecca agreed. “It never ends, does it?”
“Maybe not, but we deserve a little break every now and then. Like now.”
Rebecca had to smile when she realized Carrie’s words were meant literally, because the moment she stepped into the tub, all future decisions they’d have to make seemed very far away.
The next day, they met her parents for breakfast before they drove them to the airport. The subject of conversation was light, their upcoming trip to Italy, and not far after that, attending the wedding of Maggie’s favorite teacher in New York. When Rebecca hugged both her parents before saying goodbye, watching Callie do the same, she felt regret for all the time she’d wasted wondering and worrying. “I hope you come visit us more often,” she said.
“Yes, please,” Maggie joined in, happy with the prospect. Dina smiled in agreement. Another round of hugs, and her parents got in line for security. Rebecca knew she was going to miss them.
* * * *
There was another airport goodbye upon them soon after the last one. Saying goodbye to David was an awkward moment she could have done without. Truth be told, Rebecca wasn’t sad or disturbed about the distance that would be between them in the near future--it would do them some good, maybe, after all the questions, doubts and accusations of the past year. Of course, the same wasn’t true for her daughters, as they were well aware of the consequences.
David’s mother hugged both of the girls, but her greeting to Callie and Rebecca was cool. Susan’s parents and her sister, who had come to see her off to the new life, regarded the scene with curiosity. Absurd, it occurred to her these strangers she’d never met before had without a doubt an opinion about her life and the choices she’d made, because at some point, they concerned someone they cared about.
She’d never asked exactly when David and Susan’s relationship had started, not when she first suspected, or when he insisted he wanted her back—or even when Callie had told her about the phone call Dina had once overheard. It simply didn’t matter anymore. Not to her, in any case.
Watching her daughters saying teary-eyed goodbyes to David, Rebecca wished once more each of them could have done things in the right order. It was hard, almost impossible, to think of an alternative. She couldn’t imagine not having Callie in her life--or her children. David was taking Susan to live with him in Hong Kong, a woman he, as Craig had claimed, had dated well within the time of his and Rebecca’s marriage.
She cast a wistful look at Dina and Maggie who hugged David tightly.
Don’t grow up so fast, she thought. It only gets messier.
When she suggested ice cream, this time, no one disagreed.
* * * *
Before leaving for her hairdresser’s appointment, Rebecca was brewing another pot of coffee, which Callie undoubtedly needed. She had crammed as much writing as possible into the past few days before their departure, determined to provide Asha with a sample before they left for Italy.
Rebecca wasn’t sure how many hours of sleep Callie had gotten in those days, but her bleary-eyed look at the breakfast table was telling.
“Is there anything else I can get you?”
“You’re going by Roz’s?” Callie asked hopefully, her eyes lighting up at the prospect.
“Triple chocolate, I assume.”
“I love you so much.”
“I’m glad. You’re easy to please.”
Callie chuckled as she reached for her notebook, in which pages where filled with notes that didn’t even look like they were written in the English language.
“You’re always welcome to find out.”
“Find out what?” Dina stood in the doorway, laughing at their no doubt guilty expressions. “Wow. Did you stay up all night?”
“Says the girl with the never-ending Skype conversation.” Callie yawned. “Just wake me when it’s time to go to the airport, okay?”
“Didn’t you say you weren’t done yet? Poor baby.” Rebecca brushed her hand over Callie’s hair, glancing over at Dina who had gotten herself a cup of coffee as well. “Don’t let her fall asleep, okay? She’ll never forgive us.”
“Sure,” Dina promised, amused. “Will you be back around noon? I promised Maggie to go shopping with her later, break into Grandma and Granddad’s gift card.”
“I hope they won’t chop off that much. Be careful. There’s a weight limit to how many books you can bring on the plane.”
“Will do.”
Maggie came into the kitchen, bouncing, making Callie who had been on the verge of drifting off, jump.
“I’ll see you all later for some major packing activities. Have fun.”
It was with a much lighter heart than the days before that Rebecca left the house. Some sort of order was returning to their home, and with it, the familiar warm, kind and loving atmosphere she’d always worked for, even under the most difficult circumstances. Now that Dina was settled into her new room and Maggie had been assured that none of the adults in her life, ever, would leave her behind in the way Andy had suggested, there was a new calm. Of course, that had a lot to do with the fact that Andy hadn’t bothered either of them since her appearance at Rebecca’s birthday party.
Amber hadn’t offered any details at the last meeting, and Rebecca hadn’t asked.
In spite of her appointment, she had to wait at the hairdresser’s, and she picked up magazine to leaf through.
In the past year, she had spent time waiting in a police station, the hospital, a lawyer’s office and a children’s counselor’s waiting room—a few minutes more at the hairdresser’s didn’t bother her. In three days, she’d be leaving for Italy with Callie, Dina and Maggie—and all of them would come home together. Life at forty wasn’t so bad after all.
Finally, Cynthia had time for her. Rebecca never knew how much of the talk in town regarding her had reached the hairdresser, since they only saw each other once, twice a year. Actually, the last time she’d come here had been almost a year ago.
“Same as usual?” Cynthia asked with a bright smile.
If she said yes, like all the other times, Rebecca knew she’d be out of the salon in a matter of minutes. Something tempted her though. She held up the magazine to Cynthia, wondering if she would regret her decision. “Can you do that?”
Cynthia’s eyes widened. “Are you sure?”
“You don’t seem to be. You think it will be bad?”
“No. No, not at all. I’m just surprised.”
“Yeah, me too.” Rebecca regarded her mirror image, the long locks falling down past her shoulders, the same style for many years. Did she need an outside change to reflect the change within? Did she want it? “I think I’m ready,” she said.
“I’ve heard that one before in here.” Cynthia laughed good-naturedly. “Trust me. It will be gorgeous.”
“I hope so.”
Cynthia got to work, and the first strands were falling to the floor. “Don’t look so worried. I’m sure your husband will love it.”
Rebecca didn’t comment on that, but she couldn’t suppress the smile at Cynthia’s comment. As it was, she didn’t live her life under glass in Autumn Leaves, an impression that had haunted her for quite some time. There were still people who didn’t pay attention to innuendo and drama--the realization was a relief.
* * * *
Betty was sitting at a corner table of Roz’s Cupcake Delights, reading the newspaper. She didn’t look up when Rebecca passed her by and went to the counter to get Callie the promised cake.
“Triple chocolate. Make that four, please.”
“Coming right up.” Roz looked up at her and did a double-take. “Rebecca!” Her exclamation prompted Betty to put down her newspaper and come over, her expression equally baffled as Roz’s.
“Okay, now I feel terrible. It’s that bad?” Rebecca asked. Truth be told, on the way here, she had stopped at every other window. In one of them she had discovered a sundress she hadn’t been able to resist. Betty and Roz were still staring.
“Wow,” Betty said, patting her on the shoulder. “You look amazing. I’ve got good news too, but now I’m jealous. There’s never any topping your surprises.”
“I agree.” Roz sighed as she closed the box containing the cakes. “Not to mention the fact that you’ll be wearing that pretty new hairstyle in Italy. Come on girls. That calls for a glass of something sparkling.”
“On the house.” Jamie, Roz’s boyfriend and co-owner of the café, had appeared from the office, embracing her from behind. “Sit down with your friends for a bit. I can take over.”
“Thanks honey.”
“No problem,” he said, and they shared a quick kiss before Roz got a bottle out of the fridge and took off her apron. “Hey, Rebecca. Great look.”
They sat down at Betty’s table, which reminded Rebecca of her earlier words.
“What exactly is it we’re celebrating?”
“Before you stole my thunder?” Betty asked, but there was a smile in her voice. “As you know, Callie is doing the reading for the women’s shelter once you guys are back from vacation. With Reynolds not backing down on the craziness, I’ve decided to make us less dependent on his goodwill.” She snorted. “Whatever that means, he hasn’t shown much of that since he came here, but whatever. Charles and I had a good year, business-wise, and we’re going to start our own foundation. Oh, and the good news keep coming. Eric has left the company. Apparently, there were complaints about him harassing co-workers much the same way Andy did. I don’t know if he was let go or left on his own, but for us, the result stays the same.”
“Andy will go with him?” Rebecca asked, baffled as she tried to keep up with all those new developments.
“We don’t know and we don’t care.” Betty raised her glass. “To brave new cuts.”
In the resulting laughter, it seemed that all of them were very much aware that someone was missing in their round, and they missed her badly.
Rebecca thought of what Craig had told her earlier, about Maria revealing Rebecca and Callie’s relationship to him before anyone else knew. Maria had always wanted to believe in the good in people, no matter how often she’d been proven wrong.
Rebecca had admired her for her unwavering faith, but all in all she took a more cautious approach to the world. She couldn’t help being a bit curious about Andy and how she would deal in the future, but as she’d been told by various people, it was not her priority or business in the first place.
* * * *
With a self-imposed deadline looming, Callie finally found an acceptable rhythm--which meant that she got a lot less sleep than usual, but days from the vacation starting, she didn’t care. She was used to these intense writing periods, and finally, the scenery built around her, Vanessa and Sabine’s big day.
In those times when she walked more into their universe than her own, real one, it was easy, even if a few days ago, the same task seemed insurmountable.
Getting this particular story out wasn’t about her, or Rebecca. They would figure things out at their own pace, make their own decisions. Words on paper could inspire the idea of a better, kinder world, even or especially in a love story. After accompanying those two characters for years, from the day they first met, having them end up in this place, succeeding, made her a lot more emotional than she had envisioned.
“Hey, you didn’t get bad news, did you?”
Dina’s worried voice brought her back into reality.
“No. It’s just—” She wondered if Dina was in the mood for hearing about her tearing up over imaginary people after the real life scene at the airport. Whatever tension and resentment had lain between Callie and David, in the end, she couldn’t help feeling for the girls, and him too. “Writing about a wedding. It has that effect, I guess.”
Dina nodded as if she understood exactly what was going on. “You haven’t asked Mom yet?”
“What? Why do you think…” Callie was scrambling for words, taken aback by that question coming from Dina. Sure, she had been okay with Callie and Rebecca’s relationship for some time, but marriage was on a whole different scale, and Dina understood that too. “No, and don’t you worry. You’d be among the first to know,” she promised.
“Don’t you want to?” Dina asked thoughtfully.
“Yes, sure, I totally want to, at some point.” There was no doubt whatsoever. “A lot happened in a very short time, and everyone needs a little time. I think we’re all looking forward to the vacation now.”
“Don’t wait too long.”
“What do you mean?” Callie wasn’t sure whether she should be happy that Dina was obviously relaxed about the subject, or concerned because of her advice. Did she know something that Callie didn’t?
“Well…I know you’re hesitating because everything pretty much blew up into everyone’s faces when you two started out, but you don’t have to worry about Mom. She doesn’t need that much time. She needs you.”
“I’m here. I’m not going anywhere.” Damn those fictional weddings making her all teary-eyed in the first place.
“I know. She’s taking pretty long at that hairdresser’s, isn’t she?” Taking a look at her watch, Dina had no desire to deepen the subject matter. “I better start packing before Maggie smuggles some books into my suitcase. We have to make sure that she actually gets to see some of the sights.”
“We will. Okay. See you later.”
Callie went back to her scene, still pleasantly surprised about Dina’s insights. Both girls seemed to be doing okay with the new living arrangements--Dina eventually got her own room upstairs. For Maggie, it had been most important to learn that Andy was indeed a liar and her dire predictions wouldn’t come true.
“Wow, I’m late, sorry.” Rebecca breezed in a few minutes later. “I’ll start lunch right away, and then we can start packing. You managed to stay awake?”
“Barely.” Callie chuckled, saving her document. “Where have you been?” She looked up at Rebecca, intending to tell her about the lunch she’d prepared earlier, but the sight made her speechless for the next few seconds.
“Oh my God, you hate it,” Rebecca said miserably, of course referring to her brand new pixie cut.
“No. No way. Wow.” Callie wished she could come up with something a lot more eloquent to describe that the surprise was indeed a good one. Judging from her monosyllabic sentences, no one would believe at this moment what did for a living.
“Wow.”
“You said that already.” Rebecca didn’t sound any happier, so Callie decided to go straight for the naked truth. Oh well. She had a wedding night scene to write later tonight.
“You have no idea how hot that looks. That’s why I’m having trouble forming words.”
“Oh. In that case, I’m glad. I really wasn’t thinking.” Rebecca pulled a chair and sat down at the table. “I stopped at Roz’s, Betty was there…they didn’t hate it, so I thought it couldn’t be too bad.”
Truth be told, Callie hadn’t thought Rebecca wanted to part with her long locks anytime soon, but the result was nothing short of stunning.
“I can’t show you right now how much I like it, because there’s the risk we’d get caught by one of the girls again. How about later? I have to send these ladies off to their honeymoon, then I’m all yours. Oh, and the packing in between. Dina’s at it already. She’s overseeing the weight limit for the carry-on luggage.” All of a sudden, she’d found a lot of words, a necessary distraction, because it would be a while before they’d be by themselves again.
 








Chapter Seven
 
The day had started with the train ride to Marin County, from where the first plane took them to JFK, where they had a four-hour layover. The bigger part of the journey still lay ahead. Rebecca still couldn’t resist any reflecting surface, which wasn’t a matter of vanity but the fact that she was still a little startled to catch a glimpse at the new her.
Callie had sent the fruits of her work to Asha and, to her dismay, told her that she wouldn’t be available for the next two weeks or so—at all. At the moment, she looked lost in thought, probably, Rebecca surmised, in anticipation or dread of the nine-hour flight. Boarding wouldn’t start for another hour or so. Maggie was well on her way to falling asleep. Dina had gone over to the seats across the aisle to plug in her laptop. Unlike Callie, she wasn’t ready to go a couple of weeks without constant internet access. It would be better once they were in Italy. While Callie had been engaged in some intense writing sessions, Rebecca had leafed through the guide they’d bought, amazed at the idea that in a matter of hours, they would walk in those places. It had to look silly, but she couldn’t keep the smile off her face, finding it hard to contain the excitement enough to stay seated.
“This is amazing. I’m so grateful we have the chance to do this, and bring the girls, let them experience another culture…” Rebecca shook her head to herself. Even her voice had gone up a notch. She couldn’t help the emotion, being this happy with Callie by her side, and knowing her children weren’t only safe and sound, but excited about this adventure as well. “It’s a privilege.”
“Yeah,” Callie muttered. “I’ll check my privilege once we made it there safely.”
Rebecca took her hand and held it in hers. This wasn’t Autumn Leaves. No one even cast them a glance, interested, judgmental or otherwise. “Of course we will. You’ve flown a lot more than I have. You’re really still scared?”
Callie sighed. “Scared is a big word. I can tolerate the time between Marin County and New York. Nine hours is a whole different story—which is kind of embarrassing. Not even Maggie is freaking out about this.”
“There’ll be movies, and we’ll sleep most of the time anyway.”
“Sleep? Are you kidding me?”
Rebecca laughed, laying her arm around Callie. “It will be okay. You’ll see. Every one of those hours brings us closer to Chianti, remember that.”
“Closer to Tomaso and his family too.”
“Yeah. I try not to think about that for now. He seems like a responsible boy, and the parents…well, we’ll see. At least this time we’ll take Dina back home and next year…we’ll cross that bridge when we come to it.” Rebecca looked over to where Dina was sitting with the laptop on her knees, chatting with a boy sitting next to her. Obviously, Tomaso wasn’t online at the moment. She studied her daughter’s body language for a moment, ruefully aware that she was unable to keep out the bias. There was something relieving about the boyfriend being an ocean away, no matter how responsible he appeared to be.
By the time boarding started, Maggie was asleep on her feet. She wasn’t going to do much reading during the flight, walking tiredly between Callie and Rebecca.
“Can you hold my hand too?” Callie whispered. “You know what, I think I changed my mind. I have to finish a book…spending my vacation on the porch seems like such a better idea all of a sudden.”
“You can sit together and hold hands,” Dina suggested. She snickered. “Well, you were going to do that anyway. Callie, if you want to write later, you can have my laptop. I can’t go online anyway.”
“Yeah, thanks.” Callie gave a terse smile to the flight attendant greeting them. Rebecca let Dina and Maggie go after her, and then followed them. Their seats were in a row of four. “I’d like the aisle if you don’t mind,” Dina said quickly.
“You can sit next to Mom,” Maggie added, blinking. “I’m not scared.”
“I’m not even embarrassed to take you up on your offer. All right.” Callie took a deep breath. “Let’s do this.”
“Hey, there you are. Cool.”
Coincidence had it that the boy Dina had talked to earlier, was sitting right across the aisle with his mother.
Dina gave him a bright smile. “Awesome. This is Sergio and his Mom. They’re going home to Rome. My little sister, my mom and Callie. I told Sergio that we’re going to visit friends,” she finished after everyone had exchanged smiles and greetings. Rebecca exchanged a surprised look with Callie.
“Friends?” she whispered. Callie’s expression told her that she had no idea why Dina would leave out the fact that they were going to see her boyfriend’s family. However, Rebecca didn’t see the need to correct Dina in front of people they’d probably never see again after this flight. The mother returned to her book and each of them made sure belts were fastened and luggage stowed under the seats.
Dina and Sergio had begun a conversation that was half English, half her trying out her Italian, for which he complimented her. They laughed. Maggie was all tucked into her seat. Next to Rebecca on the other aisle seat, Callie sat very upright. Rebecca felt for her, even when she could hardly tone down her own excitement. This trip had started out to be something Dina had wanted in the first place, to see her long distance boyfriend, but it was shaping up to be good for everyone’s soul—for Maggie to get a break from the lies and bullies. For Callie and Rebecca, the first summer vacation as a couple, a journey that was taking them farther than each of them had ever imagined.
“You like this way too much.” Callie, of course, could tell what she was thinking.
“I like that we’re doing this together.” As a couple. As a family. She reached out to take Callie’s hand and held it tightly. “I’m sure there’s something relaxing you can think of…”
The plane accelerated and finally took off--the best part, in Rebecca’s opinion, and a wonderful metaphor as to what happened to her life in just one year. Callie was less appreciative of whatever metaphor the current situation could present, her grip tightening to almost painful.
“Sorry,” she whispered, but didn’t let go until the plane had reached altitude. Dina and Sergio were still engaged in their conversation. Maggie yawned. They were on their way to the other side of the world, if only temporarily Rebecca wondered for a moment if David regretted his decision and hoped he didn’t. For a long time they had thought that their life in Autumn Leaves was everything that was out there. It turned out that there was so much more for both of them, just not together.
* * * *
From the looks of it, Dina was not in need of the laptop, so Callie powered it up after dinner was served. Not even two hours had passed. She had never understood how some people were practically rocked to sleep on a plane, disregarding the noise. She was grateful for every interruption by the service. A glass of wine had relaxed her some, at least. The flight had been smooth so far and would be for the most part, if the captain and the weather forecast were to be believed. She was, beyond all measures, excited to be going to Europe with Rebecca, but she’d allow herself to feel that as soon as she had solid ground under her feet.
Inserting the USB key, she glanced over the scene she had last written, Vanessa and Sabine in their honeymoon suite, hoping the continuation would distract her for a while. The scenes detailing their wedding night activities certainly distracted Rebecca whose attention had wavered from the movie she was watching.
“We’ve never done this,” she said. “Can we?”
“You’re killing me here.” This wasn’t much of an exaggeration, Callie decided as the blood rushed to her face. Writing about fictional people was one thing. Imagining her and Rebecca in the same situation…
Rebecca smiled to herself. “I’m just trying to be helpful. You’re feeling better?”
“Yes. To both questions.”
She enjoyed the slightly flustered look on Rebecca’s face before she returned to her file, working for a while longer and afterwards making sure that it was not saved on the computer she handed back to Dina. One by one, the passengers slept or at least tried to. After Rebecca had finished her movie, leaning as close as the security belt let her, Callie went over the selection of music programs in the hope that one of them might put her to sleep.
* * * *
In the early morning when cheery flight attendants served them coffee and a breakfast snack, she was only half awake, and Callie could tell that Rebecca felt pretty much the same. The caffeine did next to nothing for the adults, though Maggie who had slept almost through the entire flight was more conscious. Dina was running on sheer excitement, and finally she didn’t mind spending a few days in Rome before they’d see Tomaso and his family.
Rome.
In spite of her tiredness, Callie smiled to herself as she sipped her coffee. After months of wondering, then planning and eventually getting on their way, they were finally here. At times, life in Autumn Leaves had felt like the world was closing in, especially after Halloween when she’d been in constant fear—that Rebecca might change her mind, that the other shoe about to drop was only the first of many, and there’d be no way out.
The contrary was happening. They had built a home together in a place that had once belonged to her aunt Valerie, and now she was walking in Valerie’s steps, in the city she had loved. Rome wasn’t all that had attracted Valerie about Italy, but the circumstances hadn’t been lucky when the silent majority hadn’t yet supported gay rights, and Valerie’s girlfriend had bent under pressure. Callie was curious, but also hesitant given the way Valerie and Toni had parted. Toni lived somewhere around here, and her mother might have more information. Callie wasn’t sure if this was the right moment, or if it would ever come. This journey was for her and Rebecca and their family in the first place.
Callie lived a life that her aunt, though able to travel around the world, could have only dreamed of, and she’d never for a minute take it for granted. If her vision was blurring just a bit, it was probably sheer exhaustion.
“See, that wasn’t so bad,” Rebecca whispered next to her. “You can relax.” It wasn’t until then that Callie realized the plane had touched the ground. At times, she wasn’t too clear about her own concept of faith and spirituality, but Callie thought that at this moment, “Thank God” was not an exaggeration.
On the train to the city, Dina’s attention was fixed on her cell phone once more.
“Are you sure all those texts are part of your package?” Rebecca asked.
Dina paused only briefly to look up, her expression slightly guilty before her fingers flew over the tiny keyboard once more. “Dad bought me a new plan,” she mumbled.
“Oh. All right then.” Rebecca clearly wasn’t in the mood to argue, minutes later asleep next to Callie who felt sorry that she’d have to wake her in another fifteen minutes.
“I think you’re the one who slept best,” she said to Maggie. “What would you like to see first?” They had planned to have a museum day the next day, discover the city on foot today. Before Maggie had a chance to answer, Dina said, “Can we go to the Spanish Steps tonight? I’m sure it’s a great view from up there.”
“Why not?” They’d have enough time to see the main sites, and it was even better now that Dina was okay with being in the city. How could anybody not be? Callie cast a quick glance outside to the scenery flying by, the intense blue sky. “I’m sure we can find a place to eat around there.”
“I want to see the Trevi Fountain,” Maggie said. “Do you think your aunt put a coin inside every time she came?”
Well, it had been one woman in particular rather than an old superstition that kept Valerie coming back.
“Maybe. We can do that too.”  Stories about customs and superstition were something Maggie could get excited over. Callie wondered if they should get in line for Santa Maria in Cosmedin. The Boccia della Verita, a giant marble carving in the form of a man’s face, supposedly bit off your hand if you stuck it into its mouth while telling a lie. Maggie might be a little scared, then again, she was old enough to understand the story for what it was. Truth be told, Callie was a bit freaked out by the idea, but the guide said it was something to do with children after all. That guide though didn’t know about children who had already been under a lot of pressure to try and figure out lies told to them by adults. She’d talk about it to Rebecca…but not at this moment.
“Hey,” she said, shaking her gently. “I’d love to let you sleep, but it’s our stop after this one.”
* * * *
The sun was blazing when they stepped outside the metro station for the short walk to their hotel. Rebecca didn’t mind. She was certain that after a shower and more coffee--espresso, maybe--they’d be good to go. The busy city, the various languages they heard when passing people by, all of that only had her more excited. Tomorrow, they were going to see the Vatican. In this church of all churches, no one would kick them out. Maybe, that was an experience she needed to go home and face Father Reynolds’ ridiculous sanctions. For now, she’d enjoy walking side by side with her loved ones in a place that was practically a giant outdoor museum.
She was beyond grateful to see Maggie had found her smile again. Dina—Rebecca shook her head. She was pulling her suitcase after her with one hand, the cell phone in the other, and had been more than once in danger of walking into a lamppost. Callie looked tired, but happy, and incredibly young with the hat she’d donned.
Sure, they’d wanted to meet Tomaso’s family in person before Dina made her plans real and went into a one-year exchange program. However, these days in Rome were sheer indulgence, and Rebecca believed that all of them deserved this, to be together as a family, no matter what anyone’s opinion on the subject was.
Dina had gone into the shower last. She’d left her cell phone on the bed.
Callie had booked a room with two doubles in order to save a bit on this part of the trip, two rooms in Siena near where Tomaso’s family lived. Rebecca glanced over at the device briefly, deciding she wasn’t tempted to invade her daughter’s privacy. As long as Dina and Tomaso weren’t in the same room, at least. She was sure his parents would favor open doors all the way as well. Next was making sure that everyone had enough sunscreen on them, and change into clothes that were more appropriate for summer days in the Eternal City.
Only one summer ago, Rebecca wouldn’t have dared to dream about this—and if everyone who had thrown insults at them in the past year, had any ground to stand on, they wouldn’t be here.
* * * *
Excitement and adrenaline carried a person only so far, Callie thought. They had walked around the Colosseum and up to the Forum Romanum. Walking among these remnants of a time long gone, fascination warred with disbelief, of what people were ready to do in the name of power, or for their own personal gratification. Nevertheless, the scenery was impressive, even with the lack of sleep catching up, a little overwhelming. The last time Callie had seen palm trees had been during her time in California—shaking her head to herself, she remembered when Betty had started the rumor that Callie was an actress who had fled Hollywood.
Ice cream, pizza, and back to the hotel for a short nap before Maggie and Dina got their say.
In the evening, they sat outside at a restaurant at the bottom of the Spanish Steps, jet-lagged and happy, enjoying the sights in a different light. They had made it all the way up, then down at a much slower pace on the slightly slanted marble steps. Tonight, there was pasta on the menu--and finally, for Callie and Rebecca, the glass of red wine on a summer night in Rome they had longed for.
Across from her, Rebecca, looking incredibly sexy in the red sundress, with her new hairstyle, invoked all kinds of thoughts in Callie she’d have to hold for the next few days since they were sharing the hotel room with the girls.
“We’re going to be up all night, aren’t we?” Rebecca asked, and Callie had to remind herself that she wasn’t talking about the same ideas that were on her own mind.
“I think so.”
“Dina! How do you like Rome so far? Buona sera,” Sergio greeted them. “Would you mind if I sat for a bit?”
Before either Rebecca or Callie had a chance to answer or even figure out why he was here, Dina jumped to her feet, her smile telling. “Why don’t we go over there?” she said, pointing at the fountain at the bottom of the stairs. “I’ll be right back, Mom.”
“Dina, wait a second…”
“We’ll just go over there,” Dina called over her shoulder, and true to her word, she and the boy they’d met yesterday at the airport, sat down on the bottom stair.
“What is this all about?” Rebecca asked, rhetorically, since all of them were clueless about what was going on. “I’m having a déja-vu here.”
“She’ll be fine. Months are an eternity when you’re that age, but she knows Tomaso is waiting for her.”
“Yes. Her ‘friend’.”
Callie studied the body language of the two teenagers for a moment, finding nothing to worry about. They had talked at length during the flight. Perhaps Dina had told him about Tomaso by now, and if she hadn’t--the first crush wasn’t always the true love. She had time ahead of her.
“I can’t blame her for having romantic feelings,” Rebecca admitted. “It’s beautiful here, great food…”
“--and ice cream,” Maggie chimed in.
“Yeah, ice cream, and the company.”
Rebecca smiled at that, a lot more relaxed than she had been in the past weeks. Callie thought once again that these few extra days had been a good idea. A few feet away from them, Dina and Sergio said goodbye, and he kissed her on the cheek, a chaste gesture.
“Uh-oh,” Maggie said, and that was probably appropriate, given the blush to Dina’s cheeks when she returned to the table.
“What?” she said when noticing the looks on her. “We were just talking. Sergio wanted to say hi while we’re still here, and tomorrow, we’re going to see museums all day. He thinks my Italian is pretty good, by the way. In fact, does anyone want dessert?”
She couldn’t have asked a better question to divert the attention from the subject matter at hand.
* * * *
The girls had probably not napped at all in the afternoon, because they were fast asleep now. Callie had been drifting off moments ago.
A little after midnight, Rebecca was far from sleep. The early morning would be tough. Tomorrow, they’d see more places she had only ever seen in movies, never imagining she’d walk in these places one day. The Sistine Chapel. St. Peter.
The summer here felt so different from the last one in Autumn Leaves that had been rainy, too cold for the time of year. The sun had returned later, beautiful days in September and October, when Callie had moved into her aunt’s house.
You gave me everything I didn’t even know I was missing. The jet-lag might keep her awake for longer, but she appreciated the calm, the one on the inside, not so much in the city outside. It was more than the absence of fear or guilt—it was knowing, without a doubt, where she belonged, now that there were no more lies and diversions between her and David, her parents, her friends or anyone. The summer of my life, she thought with a smile, still wide awake, but comforted by her thoughts, and Callie sleeping next to her.
The next day, she half expected Dina to ask to skip the museum in order to see Sergio once more, but to her relief, that didn’t happen. Dina frowned a bit at having to wear sleeves and a skirt that covered the knees for the Vatican visit, but she changed her first choice of outfit without protest.
Callie had bought their tickets online, so they wouldn’t have to wait for hours in line in the morning sun. They’d spent the morning seeing as much as they could in a few hours. As much as Rebecca knew her daughters to be smart and interested, there was a limit to how long museums could hold kids’ attention. Nevertheless, both of them were stunned by the sheer size of the premises, and the variety of exhibitions. Callie’s look was serene as she walked past ceiling to floor paintings.
It was almost impossible to be confronted with all those riches and gold, and not wonder if it wasn’t far off from a message of love and forgiveness—or how that message had gotten lost for some, like Father Reynolds who preached in front of a dozen people rather than have a lesbian couple in his congregation. He had made a choice to believe Andy’s lies over the truth.
Rebecca didn’t have a doubt that the ones who had created the beauty, not always those who had commissioned it, had believed in a message other than damning people. They had love, passion, and a purpose in their lives, and the results were beyond stunning. Maybe she’d been naïve at times, but in her life, faith had never been anything but a positive force. Father Reynolds’ decision to ban her and her family from the small church in Autumn Leaves, which had been a refuge for so many years, couldn’t change that. He should be held accountable in some way. Not just for her comfort, but because he had conspired with the woman who had targeted Maggie.
What he and Andy had done, and continued to do, was harmful not only to her own family, but also to many others. Rebecca had spoken up once, but maybe that was not enough. To her surprise, the thought didn’t scare her anymore.
* * * *
“Hey, Mom, do we have time to see those catacombs today? I’m sure it’s way cool.”
Dina’s suggestion startled Rebecca out of deep thoughts. She had gotten a bit teary-eyed too, something Callie could easily relate to. No matter how rightfully critical you were of church as an institution, and its representatives, it was hard not to be overwhelmed by the surroundings, sculptures, stained glass, gold, mosaics, too much for the eye and the soul. It was hard to determine where to look first, or what picture to take that would well represent the moment. She assumed that Rebecca was also thinking about the situation back home.
No place like this, to confront those questions.
“Catacombs and getting your hand bitten off if you don’t tell the truth, yes, why not,” Rebecca said dryly. They had decided on the visit to Santa Maria in Cosmedin after all.
“Cool, thanks!” Dina said, only to leave them standing to go investigate another corner with Maggie.
Callie lifted her shoulders. “I have no idea where that came from, but I’m glad they’re enjoying themselves so far. You are too?”
“Oh yes, thank you so much!” Rebecca smiled ruefully, and Callie realized that she’d been about to hug her, right here in the middle of St. Peter. Chances were, no one would have even noticed or suspected anything, but she understood Rebecca’s hesitation.
“Good. Now I wonder what’s up with those catacombs. Claustrophobic haunted places. Not sure I like that, but we’ll see.”
“Ghosts aren’t real.” Maggie had appeared at their side. “You don’t have to be afraid.”
Callie crouched down to lay an arm around her shoulders. “I’m fortunate that I’m surrounded by brave girls. We’ll have to take a bus to go there though, so we should get something for lunch. Now where’s Dina?”
Over the meal, checking the guide once more, Dina suggested that they’d go see the catacombs first, because the bus trip would take them outside the walls, and besides, the church would be opened longer.
“I didn’t know you wanted to go there,” Callie said. “It’s fine, but how did you come up with the idea?”
“Sergio showed me pictures,” Dina answered without hesitation. “Looks pretty cool.”
Rebecca winced. “Those are graves.”
“Well, yeah, but we’ve been looking at crucifixion paintings all morning. History is full of violence,” Dina argued. “Like telling kids they get their hands bitten off if they tell a lie. Makes you wish it would really work—on some adults.”
“I guess you’re right.” Rebecca sighed. “How about going shopping tomorrow, after all the heavy subjects?”
  Everyone agreed with that solution.
* * * *
Callie had never been particularly claustrophobic, or phobic in any way, for that matter. She’d eaten, stayed out of the blazing sun, drank enough water…there was no reason for her stomach doing flip-flops as they walked down the narrow stairs into even narrower tunnels. There was even some sunlight coming in. Go in, look at some paintings and coffins, get the hell out.
The girls didn’t have any problems of the kind, chatting excitedly. Rebecca, sensing that something was off, cast her a worried glance. “Are you okay?”
“Yes. I will be. This is just not my idea of fun.” She was all right with being a little overwhelmed by the beauty of art, high vaulted ceilings, sunlight breaking in stunning stained glass sceneries, but these surroundings were testing her.
No one had locked her up anywhere. The confines of this underground structure were in no way reminiscent of her ordeal, or the draining relationship with Nicole.
“We can go back up,” Rebecca offered. “I think we got the picture anyway. Dina? Wow, what is it with her today?”
“She went with the group,” Maggie said. “They are already outside. Callie, are you going to be sick?”
God, I hope not. “I’m sorry.”
“Don’t be. It’s not your fault.” Rebecca laid a hand on the small of her back, the warmth of her touch orienting Callie some, and slowly, she turned back.
“Don’t worry, Maggie. No one’s going to be sick.” She shook her head. “I don’t know what’s up with Dina. Why did she wander off again?”
“Sergio’s mom is the tour guide,” Maggie piped up.
“Now that’s interesting,” was all Rebecca said to that, her hold on Callie still reassuringly firm. Finally, they were back out in the open. Fresh air and sunlight had never been so welcome. “Sit.” Rebecca squeezed her shoulder gently, holding out a bottle of water to her. The spell was gone pretty quickly, with a few sips of water and a change of setting, but Callie wasn’t fooling herself as to what it meant. Even after the barn in the woods had been torn down, even if Tim Beckett never set foot into Autumn Leaves ever again, she couldn’t just walk away and pretend nothing had ever happened. Maybe once they got back home, she should call the counselor. Possibly, she could check if she could see her when they were in New York for Asha and Gracie’s wedding. Figure out options about where to go from there.
“I don’t believe this.”
It took Callie a few seconds to realize that Rebecca wasn’t talking about Callie nearly throwing up on ancient ground, but her daughter in a passionate kiss with the boy she’d met a couple of days ago. Sergio’s mother, the tour guide, was explaining something to the group, unaware of the scene unfolding.
Callie felt both a bit guilty and relieved about the impromptu distraction from her own issues. She didn’t envy Dina for being fifteen and for the first time being confronted with the fact that the first person you fell in love with might not the one true love, but Dina was smart and strong-willed. She’d figure it out.
“What?” Dina said when she returned. “I didn’t run away. We just said goodbye, and didn’t I mention that Sergio’s mom is a tour guide here?”
* * * *
Maggie wasn’t nearly as disturbed by the Boccia della Verita as they had worried she could be, but of course, she wasn’t that little anymore.
“Come on, Mom. It’s just a story.”
Of course, Rebecca thought, given the event of the past few months, no one could blame her for feeling a little overprotective. She wanted all of them to be safe, Maggie, Dina, and Callie who had gone through traumatic events of her own.
Dina hadn’t offered any explanation for the kiss, but she appeared subdued and absent-minded for the rest of the day. They returned to the hotel after an early dinner, and still, Rebecca hadn’t found a way to approach the subject. Father Langdon might have had a point when he suggested she took more of her share in responsibility, but this was her daughter. It was for her they had planned the trip in the first place, and now that they were about to leave Rome in a couple of days, she didn’t seem all that happy. While Rebecca had been looking forward to the beauty of Tuscany in general, and the delights of Chianti in particular, she didn’t want Dina to be miserable. Nevertheless, she couldn’t help feel a little for the boy who had, from the looks of it, waited eagerly to see her again.
“Is there anything you want to talk about?”
Callie looked up and returned to her notebook. Maggie was looking at pictures they had taken, unaware.
“No, why?” The fact that Dina didn’t even look at her convinced Rebecca that they should have this conversation before their departure.
“I don’t know, you tell me. What’s going on with you and Sergio?”
“Nothing.”
“It didn’t look like nothing. I’m sorry, but I just want to make sure you still want us to meet Tomaso’s parents.” She hadn’t meant for her words to sound judgmental, on the contrary, but maybe they had come across that way anyway. Callie laid her notebook aside and sat next to Maggie, obviously sensing an argument about to come. Dina turned away.
“Please, don’t get me wrong. We’ll do the trip as planned, I just don’t want it to be awkward—”
“Why not? You must be used to that now.”
Rebecca was taken aback for a moment, sending an imploring look to Callie who fortunately got the meaning.
“Hey, why don’t we get some water from the kiosk downstairs?” she suggested to Maggie. “Would you come with me? We can look at some postcards too.” The exchange had lasted about a couple of minutes. When the door closed, Rebecca was startled to see tears in Dina’s eyes.
“Hey. What’s wrong?” she asked softly.
Dina, however, was not in the mood for a hug, drawing back in an almost angry gesture. “There is no problem, right? It’s what everyone in this family does, cheating. Why should I be any different?”
Maybe Rebecca’s problem was this—she took responsibility so often because it gave her the illusion of having power. She’d been unable to stop Maggie from buying into Andy’s fabrications. She had even believed David’s move could have a reason other than his career. Apparently, Rebecca didn’t have any better luck getting a few facts straight with her older daughter. She wanted to tell Dina that she got it all wrong, but no words were coming out. Eventually, it was Dina who realized she’d been crossing a line.
“I’m sorry,” she said, sounding sincerely distressed. “I didn’t mean it, okay?”
No, that’s not true. You did.
“Mom, please. That was a shi—crappy thing to say. I’m…I didn’t expect this to happen. For months I couldn’t wait to come here and see Tomaso, and now…I don’t know anymore. I wasn’t just talking about you either. I’m not mad at you or Dad anymore. I’m okay with Callie—could you please talk to me?”
“Do you still want to see him?”
In a heartbeat, Rebecca decided that she didn’t want to open every one of those doors, the phone call that Dina had overheard and told Callie about, a conversation between David and Susan while he’d still been married to Rebecca. That had happened a while before Callie was in the picture. This wasn’t about her, or David, or where they had gone wrong along the way. For sure, it wasn’t right to compare that situation to Dina’s.
“Yes. I think so.” Dina sighed. “How do I know I’m doing the right thing? Maybe this is it, and I’m missing my chance by staying with Tomaso. I mean, he’s great and all, but still.”
“You want the sad, adult truth?” Rebecca congratulated herself on her lighter tone. She’d need a bit longer to stop feeling winded from the accusation made in the heat of the moment, one that had held a bit of an uncomfortable truth. Those weren’t subjects to discuss in depth at this moment, with her daughter who was asking her for advice.
“You might be right.”
Dina’s eyes widened.
“Then again, I have no clue. You’re right that people sometimes stay in relationships because they like and respect each other, and if both have the same expectations, it can work. It’s never a terrible waste of time when you love someone. You know when it feels right.”
Rebecca wasn’t sure if the resulting silence meant that Dina was pondering her words, or that she wasn’t making any sense at all.
“How do you know?” Dina asked, sounding slightly frustrated. “I mean how could you even tell Callie was interested? This could have gone so wrong.”
No kidding, but this was not the moment to discuss this particular fact or the time when she felt like teetering on the edge of a catastrophe, trapped. No, definitely not the moment.
“You know, because the questions stop.” It was, however, a good moment for Callie to come back and save her. “Which is not the case for you right now, I understand that. So how about we go to Siena and see how that works out?”
“I guess I have no choice. I feel horrible about that kiss now too. I really wanted to see Tomaso again.”
“Give yourself some time,” Callie advised. “Rebecca, would you like to sit on the balcony for a bit?”
Rebecca hesitated, but Dina picked up her laptop and flopped onto the bed. “Go ahead. I’ll check if Tomaso’s there.”
Once the door was closed behind them, Rebecca took a deep breath. “Wow. I’m glad you’re back. That conversation was something just short of a minefield.”
“I figured,” Callie said, holding up the bag she’d taken with her earlier. “We got postcards, water and this.”
Rebecca gave the half liter bottle of red wine a longing glance. “I’m not sure that’s the answer to everything, but for today, I’ll take it.”
“We’re on vacation,” Callie reminded her. “It’s okay to end that conversation there. You can’t compare your situation to Dina’s. She’ll probably fall in love many more times.”
“Yeah. I wish I could be of more help, but I didn’t fall in love all that often. Maybe this is the first time after all.”
She had talked about this to Mona one time, the other woman from Amber’s group who had come out at a later age, with all the consequences that came with that step.
“You think you got somewhere, but then the trouble starts. I was wondering, how do I even ask a woman out? People think you’re fairly accomplished at your age, while your feelings are more like a teenager’s. Let alone hormones.” Then she thought of Andy who had come to a very different approach, with troubles of her own. Different lives, different stories…it was never easy.
Callie smiled, unaware of her thoughts, but still understanding most of what was going on in her mind.
“You did okay. Dina doesn’t need any pre-cut solutions. She just needs to know that someone is listening. As for the other subject—it’s better not to mix that. What you were dealing with, is a long way from a teenage crush.”
“I guess you’re right. Even if I feel like that sometimes…being an adult has many advantages. Now are you going to open that bottle?”
It wasn’t until Callie took a moment to answer that Rebecca realized she might have other things on her mind as well.
“Is everything okay?” she asked softly. “I’m sorry about the drama.”
“It’s not your fault or Dina’s.” Callie unscrewed the bottle and poured a glass for each of them. “It’s silly, really. Now that we’re going to leave Rome soon…I can’t help wondering about Toni. I wish I’d made more of an effort to find her.”
Rebecca leaned back in her chair, trying to figure out the right words. Callie might have a few regrets if they went home without having talked to Valerie’s one-time lover, but there was no saying what they would find. She was probably with someone else, and if she couldn’t commit at a younger age, chances were, she didn’t want to be reminded. Rebecca knew better than most what it was like when you had to suspend all reason for a moment to be able to do what was right.
“Maybe it’s better that way…Wait,” she said, when the disappointment was clearly written in Callie’s face. “We have one more day. Call your Mom now. It seemed to me that she was well informed about what was going on--she might be able to help.”
“Now?” Callie laughed. “It’s in the middle of the night.”
“No, it’s not. It’s early afternoon.”
“Oh. Right.” Callie didn’t sound very convinced. “What if she thinks it’s completely crazy…oh well. Maybe it’s right what they say. Sleeping dogs and all.”
“Why don’t you try? If she doesn’t know where we could find her, okay.”
“That call will cost a fortune.”
“Do you want it or not?”
“I do.” Callie sighed. “I don’t want to ruin our vacation, you know? She could be…I don’t know, the Italian version of Andy. We’ve had enough of that.”
She had a point, Rebecca had to admit, the mention of Andy making her cringe a bit. “She could be. Or you both could find some closure. Valerie gave the house to you. We are here now. There must be some significance in that,” Rebecca suggested. If she was wrong--they didn’t have much to lose. They’d be off to an entirely different adventure the day after tomorrow. Barring any more catastrophes in Dina’s love life, they were going to meet the DeLucas and have over a week’s worth of the beauty of Tuscany.
“Okay,” Callie relented. She picked up her glass and went inside, returning with her cell phone a moment later, punching in the numbers. “If I regret this later…”
“Chianti,” the both said in unison, cracking up with laughter.
“No, this is not a prank call, Mom,” Callie said a moment later. “It’s me. I need to ask you about Toni.”
* * * *
Callie couldn’t see the numbers on the sheet of paper on the nightstand in the dark, but she already knew them by heart. Fiona couldn’t provide her with the exact address, but she knew the full name of Toni, Antonia Belcastro after her marriage. Google did the rest, and a bit more research had shown that she lived on the outskirts of Rome, a fifteen minute train ride. Callie wished she had prepared for this, had prepared herself more.
She couldn’t very well invite herself with three other people, so if Toni, Mrs. Belcastro, agreed to meet her, she’d be on her own.
With regret, Callie realized once more that she hadn’t known her aunt very well--what right did she have to examine her choices, or Toni’s, for that matter?
Like Rebecca had said, there was some significance to the pieces coming together here, something they could learn from this story. She finally slipped into a restless sleep that was soon enough interrupted by the sounds of a busy city waking up once more.
When Dina was in the bathroom, and Rebecca and Maggie sat at the small table to write some postcards, Callie retreated to the balcony.
“Before the first coffee. What am I thinking?” she murmured to herself.
“You’re seizing the moment.” She jumped a little at the voice behind her, but relaxed soon when she felt Rebecca’s lips against her neck. “Remember, whatever she says, it doesn’t change anything for us.”
Callie gave her a grateful smile before she returned her attention to the number on the sheet—even though she knew them by heart, it was something to hold on to—as Rebecca went to join Maggie again.
The phone was answered after three rings, by an older woman. It had to be her.
“Toni?” Callie asked. There was stunned silence on the other hand. “I’m sorry, Mrs. Belcastro, you have no idea who I am. Please don’t hang up, I found your number on the internet.” Like that was at all reassuring. She stopped herself and took a deep breath. “I’m Callie Bryan, Valerie’s niece.”
More silence. Then, Antonia Belcastro spoke. “I’m not sure what this is about. How is she?”
Oh my God. Callie hadn’t expected that question, and it threw her more than Toni answering in fluent English. Maybe she had even hoped that a language barrier would help her avoid this conversation, but it didn’t look that way.
“Valerie passed away two years ago. I’m so sorry,” she said, wiping her eyes.
If Toni was shocked at all by the news, she didn’t let on. In fact, she seemed more confused than anything. “I don’t understand. Why are you calling me now?”
“I am in Rome with my…my partner.” It was usually a word Callie avoided, because to her, it sounded too neutral, not a term for someone you were madly in love with. She had the feeling though that in this context, neutral was the wiser choice. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to bother you at all, but we found letters and photographs in Valerie’s house—which is now my house, and we’re here because…” My partner’s daughter fell in love with an Italian boy during a nightmare trip to New York…Definitely too much information for Toni. “Anyway, my Mom knew your last name, and I looked you up. We’re here only for another day, and I hoped I could talk to you for a few minutes. Only if you have the time.”
“I guess,” Toni said after a moment of hesitation. “You could come by right now if you like. I’m afraid I…Honestly, I don’t know what you want to know. It was a long time ago.”
“Thank you. I won’t bother you for long.”
“Wait.” The older woman sounded amused now. “Don’t you want to know how you get here?”
“Oh, sure. Wait, I’ll get a pen.”
The change of plans meant they would buy something for breakfast at the train station and return to the city center after the visit, for the last shopping day. No one in the group had any objections. Callie assumed Dina was glad to avoid another soul-searching confrontation with Sergio, Rebecca was glad by proxy. Maggie didn’t mind the little trip as long as they did something together.
The short train ride was over too soon, and Callie once again asked herself if she was causing unnecessary stress and tension.
The writer in her needed an ending to the story, an understanding.








Chapter Eight
 
Toni lived in a house a couple of streets from the small marketplace where Callie had left Rebecca and the girls in a café. There were two cars in the front. If Toni had had any children, they had probably long left the home. A husband, her mother had said. Callie felt a surge of irrational resentment. She knew nothing about the woman, but she didn’t know much more about Valerie, her own family. She of all people shouldn’t judge her.
The woman who opened the door to her wore a friendly, if somewhat reserved smile. That was understandable, considering how Callie had practically ambushed her.
“Good morning, Callie. Come on in. Can I offer you something? Coffee?”
“Yes, please. Thank you.”
Toni led her into a spacious kitchen where she busied herself preparing two cups, putting milk and sugar on the table.
“So,” she said, sitting across from Callie. “You found me. I assume you have questions.”
“You speak English very well,” Callie blurted out, unsure the next moment if her words came across as the compliment they were meant to be. Almost everyone they’d met here in Italy spoke a little English.
“Valerie and I met when I was studying in the States.”
Callie was taken aback for a moment. Of course, she couldn’t have told this from a few letters or the rushed conversation with Fiona. This fact led to more questions though. Toni would have had to go back home once her student visa ran out, and she supposed that was exactly what happened. She imagined there was little chance for either woman to stay in the other one’s home country.
“What brings you to Rome though?”
“It’s a long story. We’re going to Siena tomorrow, to visit a friend of Rebecca’s daughter. I didn’t want us to come all the way to Italy without seeing Rome. It’s very beautiful.”
Toni acknowledged her words with a smile. “Valerie loved it here…” She avoided Callie’s gaze for a moment, and when she looked back at her, her eyes were bright with unshed tears. “Excuse me. I didn’t think—”
“That’s okay. I’m sorry for springing all this on you. I thought—”
“I knew? How would I? Valerie broke off the contact a long time ago. She stopped coming to see me, even though she’d still travel in Europe.”
“Because you got married.” There was an edge to her tone. Toni had noticed it too. Callie knew she had to carefully distinguish Valerie’s situation from her own, and the insecurities she’d harbored regarding David.
“Yes, I did. What did you expect? You know, you actually remind me of her a lot. Valerie was the brave one. I wasn’t. That’s pretty much all there is to the story.”
“It takes more than being brave.” Callie hesitated. The next question was basically why she’d come here, but put an end to all guesswork once and for all, but Toni might see it as serious overreach. Scratch that, it was serious overreach.
“Did you love her?”
“I have always loved her,” Toni said without a moment of hesitation. “Like you say, courage isn’t enough, but even love isn’t always enough. You have to work for it, be ready to take risks, some bigger than others. Valerie was the love of my life, still, I wasn’t ready. I can’t believe she’s gone. When you called…for a moment I hoped…” She shook her head. “It’s silly. What would I have told her?”
“I’m sure she knew.” Maybe that was a merciful interpretation, but the fact that Valerie had kept those mementos had to mean something.
Toni didn’t challenge the idea.
“You live in her house now? I thought it was a very small town.”
“It is, but I found everything I need.”
“Your partner?”
“Yes, and I suppose I should go back to her now.”
“I thought about it, often,” Toni said. “If we could make this work, and how, but I just couldn’t see a way. I don’t have any regrets, either way. I love my children, my family…my husband--and I’m beyond blessed to have that time with Valerie to remember. She was kind, generous, and beautiful, inside and out.”
In those few words, Callie could see the story unfold more clearly than ever before, the two women and their love and losses, and the choices they made.
“Thank you so much,” she said. “You didn’t have to meet me. I really appreciate that you did.”
Toni gave her a wistful smile. “I had to take the chance. I wasn’t sure anyone of Valerie’s family would ever want to speak to me.”
“Valerie cared about you. I’m sorry it took me so long.”
“I’m glad you came, Callie. Enjoy the rest of your stay.”
Both of them stood, the seconds ticking by as they were unsure how to end this conversation. Then they stepped forward at the same time, for a brief and almost unreal hug.
Callie was a bit in a daze when she walked out into the bright sunlight. It wasn’t like she had ever underestimated the dimensions of what Rebecca had risked to be with her--even in a different, more accepting environment than Valerie and Toni had met. For all David had struggled to come to terms with the changes, he had gotten there in the end, and Rebecca…She had overcome fear, the temptation to settle and avoid complications, and taken that leap of faith. Callie would never take this for granted.
* * * *
When Callie returned to the café where they had retreated for more coffee—for Rebecca—and ice cream, they decided to take the next train back to the city and start their shopping day. Callie was quiet on the walk to the station. Rebecca wondered whether she should ask, and how she would have reacted, in an alternate universe, if someone had showed up on her doorstep, reminding her of a love lost. Or maybe Antonia Belcastro had a completely different view on the past.
Callie chuckled as she took her hand.
“I can hear you think. Don’t worry, I’m okay. I think she is too. Of course I sprung the news about Valerie’s death on her without warning.”
“That wasn’t your fault. It wasn’t exactly news to you.”
“No.” Callie stayed silent for a moment. “You know I love you, right? I love the girls, and the life we have together. It’s far beyond everything I ever imagined for myself.”
It occurred to Rebecca that it must have been a very emotional conversation, the sentiment resonating with her.
“I know,” she said, agreeing with everything Callie had said.
“It was good to see her. Sad too, but we have different choices now. Wow.” Callie wiped her eyes, a bit self-conscious. “Mom would always say that things happen for a reason. I used to think it’s all randomness, but without Valerie, I would have never even heard of Autumn Leaves, let alone moved there. If anyone’s listening up there, I am grateful. Every day.”
“Stop it now. I’m going to cry.”
Fortunately, the train arrived at this moment, and they had to pay attention to keep their small group together.
The day passed without any further incident. Sergio didn’t show up again, and from the looks of it, he didn’t send any new emails. Rebecca contemplated Dina’s words some more. They had hurt, there was no denying that, but Rebecca had decided she wasn’t going to dwell on them. There was no point in that, and she couldn’t expect her teenage daughter to understand all of the entanglements that adult life encompassed--this wasn’t the time for her to learn. At her age, she was supposed to fall in and out of love, to not yet set a framework that would determine the rest of her young life. Maybe, Rebecca admitted to herself, if she had followed that advice, she wouldn’t have ended up married so early. Fortunately, the dire thoughts vanished quickly on another hot summer day in the buzzing city.
“Okay, one more store and then we stop somewhere for dinner,” she declared after they’d spent a good part of the day in air-conditioned stores. Dina definitely wasn’t that troubled anymore. She had found a new outfit for the dinner they were going to have with Tomaso’s family, his parents, sister and grandmother.
Callie had spent the lunch break writing. For dinner, the restaurant with the rainbow banner seemed a good choice. There was a souvenir shop next door with the same banner over the entrance, and it would be their last stop.
“Um…maybe they won’t let us in with the kids,” Callie said as Rebecca was about to walk inside.
“Why not? It’s a gift shop.”
“Yeah, that too, but souvenirs are not all they’re selling. You know.”
“No, I don’t. What are you talking about?”
Callie cast a cautious glance at the girls who were looking at pictures they had taken earlier. They didn’t seem to pay attention. “Adult things.”
Rebecca was admittedly clueless. In the window, there were books and T-shirts and… “Oh. Okay.” She had gotten the message. “Hey. Maggie, Dina? I think we spent enough money on knickknacks today. Why don’t we sit down over there and have something to eat?” Fortunately, the girls hadn’t noticed any of what had been between the lines of this conversation. Around six, it was still early for southern European dinner standards, so they had no trouble finding a table.
Rebecca sat, her cheeks still feeling hot which had nothing to do with the temperature. She was grateful that the waiter arrived right away, bringing their menus, and she busied herself with trying to choose a dish. Callie leaned close, whispering, “Sorry I cut that short. We could go sometime in Marin County if you like. Visit a gift shop for grown-ups.”
“After church?”
Callie laughed. “Whenever.”
“Why are you whispering?” Maggie asked.
“I was just wondering how hot this dish is going to be,” Rebecca said, amazed that she’d never noticed the adult store in Marin County, or that Callie knew about it.
* * * *
Tomorrow, they were going to leave Rome. Sipping a last glass of wine for the day on the small balcony of their room, Callie reflected on her visit to Toni. Contrary to what she had feared, Toni hadn’t buried every memory of that long ago love affair, despite her marriage. Reality had been every bit as bittersweet as the impression she’d gotten from the letter and a few photos. There was a lesson for her, for Rebecca, in that story.
Rome had deeply moved her, aside from the small glitches, Dina’s romantic life or the fact that Rebecca had nearly walked them into an adult store. She’d been writing in between sightseeing and meals enjoyed outside, with amazing views. She was looking forward to seeing a bit more of the countryside as well—not to mention from tomorrow night, she and Rebecca would have a room to themselves.
“Can you even see anything?”
“Not really,” Callie admitted, laid her notebook aside and leaned back in her chair with a happy sigh when Rebecca embraced her from behind. “I guess it’s time for a break. So--tomorrow.”
“Yeah, tomorrow. Tomaso’s sister will come get us at the B&B and take us to the family dinner. I don’t know if I’m thrilled or terrified.”
“Imagine how Dina must feel.”
“Some of the same, that’s for sure. Whatever happens, I’m glad she has at least another year to think things through, even if she does apply for the program. Wow. I can’t imagine having her gone for a whole year.”
“That would be a reason to visit again, don’t you think?”
Rebecca gave her a grateful smile. “You know I was hoping for the roller coaster to stop at some point…now I think it might never, but I can live with that. You’re with me. We are the same, no matter what happens.”
“Yes. You never have to worry about that.”
They had survived prejudice and innuendo in Autumn Leaves and still made it their home. They had already won.
* * * *
Callie and Maggie had left for breakfast. Dina stood in the middle of the room, looking indecisive.
“I don’t think we forgot anything,” Rebecca assured her. “Let’s go eat. We’ll be on the bus for some hours.”
“Yeah, I guess.”
Keys in hand, Rebecca hesitated when Dina’s wistful tone registered with her. “Are you okay?”
“I am.” Dina sighed. “I have to confess something. First of all, I hope you meant it when you said all’s forgiven. I can’t believe how mean I’ve been. I’m sorry.”
“I know. We’re okay.” Rebecca pulled her into a hug. “That’s not all, is it?”
“No. Sergio asked me to stay in Rome. I could get on all the tours for free too. Mom, please don’t freak out, okay? I told him no.”
“Wow. That’s good. I’m glad you came to that conclusion.” Rebecca sat on the bed even though her stomach was starting to growl. “How did you get there?”
“I love it here,” Dina said, “but we’ve only been staying for a few days. This is vacation, and when I come back to study, it will be different. I want to be with Tomaso. I don’t want to screw with any of that.”
For the moment, Rebecca could excuse the use of language, if Dina was able to make smart decisions anyway. “I’m proud of you,” she said.
“Thanks. I know you’re also worried, but you don’t have to be. We’re not thinking about going all the way yet.”
“I am even happier about that,” Rebecca admitted, making Dina laugh.
“I knew it. Well, there I said it. With the time we have, it would be too much stress anyway…and you and Callie always around.”
Rebecca gave her daughter a quizzical look. “Sometimes I can’t tell if you’re kidding, and, frankly, that’s a little disturbing.”
“Now you’re kidding me—remember when Anna asked me to hide the pregnancy test?”
Rebecca remembered that all too well. She had found the test in Dina’s room, terrified of the implications, the same weekend David and the girls had gone to Disneyland, and she had found refuge at Callie’s. “What a question.”
“Yeah. After seeing what she went through, with her parents and her boyfriend, and some rumors at school…all after she wasn’t even pregnant--no way. I still want to go to university. You know when we saw that archeological site, with the girls digging up pieces of ruins and coins and stuff? That’s awesome. I think that’s what I want to do.”
“Then I guess we have to look into those programs in earnest once we’re back home.”
To her surprise, Dina leaned forward to hug her tightly. “Thank you so much! I really don’t know why I said these things. You’re always the one who’s there for us as usual.”
“Well, Dad—”
Dina made a face. “Dad is in Hong Kong. I know he loves us, and of course I love him, but really? Did you ever ask him about that phone call?”
“That…phone call?”
“Don’t freak out. I knew Callie would tell you, and I never asked her to keep it a secret. So, did you?”
“No,” Rebecca said, feeling calm and secure in the decision she’d made regarding this particular subject. It was surprising and liberating.
“Why?” Dina’s question was without scorn. She was simply curious, which made it easier to come up with an answer.
“Because it doesn’t matter.” It wouldn’t change anything, not the fact that we once loved each other. Maybe not in the way people should love, maybe she and David had gotten too comfortable, if not lazy, in their relationship, but she didn’t need to go into that much depth with Dina. “We wanted both you and Maggie. We want you to be happy more than anything. That will never change. We’re just very lucky to both have found someone.”
Dina nodded. “That’s great. Now let’s have breakfast before we run out of luck and the buffet’s empty.”
“Yeah, let’s do that.”
The trip to Siena was a little less than three hours, which Rebecca assumed would fly by after the trans-Atlantic flight experience. There wasn’t a cloud in the sky, literally or otherwise. She enjoyed watching the changing scenery as they left the city of Rome behind and the countryside unfolded as they made their way south. Rebecca remembered the jokes they had made in the past few weeks about going to Chianti. They’d definitely check out the duty free zone at the airport on their way back. She could imagine the two of them sitting on the porch, or in front of the fireplace, sharing a glass of wine and memories…Rebecca halted her train of thought, shaking her head to herself. She was getting too far ahead of herself. Those memories were moments yet to come.
In the late afternoon, Tomaso’s older sister Bianca, greeted them with an enthusiastic welcome, speaking so fast not even Dina could get everything. She gestured towards her car, a yellow Fiat.
Dina was somewhat disappointed Tomaso hadn’t come with her. However, her face lit up as she translated the words she’d been able to make out when Bianca repeated parts of her speech in a slower pace.
“She hopes we’re hungry, and everyone is excited to see us. Especially Tomaso. He wanted to come, but then he would have had to travel on the roof on the way back. Oh, and Mom, she loves your haircut.” She continued to explain that Bianca was home for a couple of weeks from the University of Milan where she studied Slavic languages. Bianca knew a bit of English too, but Dina understood her well enough. Even with no one ending up on the roof, they had to squeeze in tightly. The drive took them out of the city and up into the hills, from which the view was dreamy once again, but with different sights, the endless stretch of fields and vineyards in the light of dusk.
Dina turned to her from the front passenger seat, all her excitement reflected in her smile. “I’m so glad we came here. I’m sure it would have been great to hang out with Dad, too, but this is so awesome!”
Rebecca nodded, the moment too emotional for words, as much for Dina’s heartfelt statement as for the beauty of the landscape around them. If the rest of Tomaso’s family was as welcoming as Bianca, there was no need to worry. She caught Callie’s glance, and they exchanged a wistful smile. It didn’t mean that they weren’t still nervous about how this evening might go.
Tomaso had sent lots of pictures, but when Bianca parked her car in front of her parents’ house, all of her guests were stunned by the view. The courtyard home almost on top of the hill looked like something out of the movies.
Tomaso stood on top of the stairs, waving. For a moment, Dina hesitated, then she all but ran into his embrace.
“Oh no, you’re not,” Rebecca commented when she turned to Callie and saw her wipe her eyes.
“You have to admit this is a teary-eyed moment.”
“I guess so.”
Bianca shook her head with an affectionate smile. “Amore,” she said with regard to the young couple, something both Callie and Rebecca understood without translation, and gestured for them to follow.
Tomaso eventually realized that there were more people to consider than Dina, and he greeted them, a bit self-conscious, much to the amusement of his parents who had arrived behind him. The moment was a lot less awkward than Rebecca had feared. There was the language barrier, and then the fact that they had something fundamental in common--the pain of seeing their children growing up far too fast. Dina and Tomaso hadn’t let go of each other’s hand after everyone had said hello, and his parents, Graciela and Marco, offered to show them around the house before dinner.
Dina’s little flirt seemed completely forgotten, and Rebecca managed to relax. No one questioned anyone’s life here. This was all about curious parents meeting for the first time, enamored but watchful of their kids’ love story. Dinner was set outside on the terrace, again with a beautiful view. They were joined by Bianca and Tomaso’s older brother Francesco, his wife and daughter who happened to be Maggie’s age, and Graciela’s mother Giovanna.
The scene made Rebecca happy and wistful at the same time. After all the struggles to establish a reality according to what she knew to be the truth, these days, she could see clearly like never before. Where she’d gone astray, and what really mattered in her life: She had always loved to invite friends into her home, great food, wine and conversation that made her one of the favorite hosts in Autumn Leaves. She loved her family.
However, in the last couple of years or so, she’d been tired of everyone, including David, taking her for granted, dinner parties at last moment’s notice, plans made without her that she nevertheless had to adjust to. Far away from it all, in another country, with this family who treated her, Callie and the girls like they were old friends, the haze was clearing.
She watched Angelica and Maggie communicate in a mix of English and Italian, relieved beyond measure to see Maggie who had been through so much in the past year, back to her happy self, chatty and smiling. Dina and Tomaso were talking as well, gazing deep into each other’s eyes while the food on their plates was getting cold. Rebecca held on to the promise Dina had made her. Next year was another story--they’d renegotiate on the subject.
Graciela said something, then tugged on her younger son’s sleeve to get his attention. Tomaso blushed as his mother had to repeat, the humor of the situation not lost on the foreign guests.
“Okay, my mom would like to say a toast and thank you to Dina’s moms, because they came all the way here so Dina and I could see each other. Oh, thank you from me too.”
Glasses clinked together. There would be more teary-eyed moments to come, Rebecca assumed, as Callie took her hand under the table.
“It’s our pleasure,” she said. “Thank you for having us.”
* * * *
Tomaso joined them the next day to show them around Siena, arriving at the Bed & Breakfast ten minutes early, as eager as Dina. She had changed three times before both she and Rebecca deemed her outfit appropriate not only for meeting her boyfriend, but also a day of sightseeing that would include a church or two. Their kiss was chaste, but they held on to each other long enough for Maggie to roll her eyes.
At a little after nine, the sun was already high in the sky. Tomaso took them to the Piazza del Campo, where they took some pictures, one of them in front of a beautiful marble fountain with impressive detail.
“It’s called the Fountain of Joy. Now we must go up the Torre del Mangia,” he said, pointing to the tower attached to the medieval town hall. “You can’t beat the view from up there.”
“How many stairs?” Rebecca asked, half-joking. It was hard to argue with his youthful enthusiasm. She was, however, a bit worried about Callie. Going up might not have the same effect as when they’d visited the catacombs, but those stairs would be narrow all the same. Callie shielded her eyes with her hand as she looked up the tower.
“I’d say enough not to be worried about enjoying pasta and wine for the rest of the vacation. I’m up to it if Maggie is.”
“That’s very good…because I already booked tickets for all of us,” Tomaso admitted. “Let’s go? We’ll have to wait anyway, because they allow only a certain number of people at the same time.”
In the end, the waiting period was no longer than a half hour, and the long climb began. Tomaso took the lead, Dina and then Maggie followed him.
“Are you sure?” Rebecca asked again. “This is your chance to turn around.”
“I’ll be fine,” Callie insisted.
“Okay. I’ll be watching you, don’t worry.”
“You better watch your head in here. This was not built for tall people.”
Rebecca laughed to herself, assured that they’d be fine after all, and very much deserving of the tasty Italian cuisine afterwards. There seemed to be no end to these stairs. She had stopped counting after two-hundred and began to understand while Tomaso hadn’t told them the whole truth.
“Everyone still all right?” She felt the need to check in with the rest of her family.
“Aside from the pain I’ll feel tomorrow?” Callie called back. “Sure. We’re not sharing the dessert this time.”
“Agreed.” Rebecca sighed. More steps. She was beginning to doubt that this had been a good idea, especially given the fact they’d have to walk the same amount of stairs to get back down.
Finally, they reached a level to step outside. Tomaso took pictures of Dina and Maggie with the huge bell in the background while everyone was catching their breath and taking in the view that was indeed amazing and worth the effort.
“There are more stairs,” Maggie pointed out, having to raise her voice over the wind.
“You don’t have to sound so excited about it,” Rebecca murmured, making Callie laugh. “We’re almost there. Can’t stop now, can we?”
“Oh no. Nothing’s going to stop us now. Let’s do it.”
* * * *
After they had solid ground under their feet once more, minds still reeling with something a camera could never capture, they spent some more time on the Piazza, taking more pictures, spending more money on souvenirs and postcards.
Callie didn’t have to wonder any longer why Valerie had fallen in love not only with Toni, the reluctant lover, but also her country. From the timeline she was able to piece together on the remaining letters she had found, Valerie had gone a few times by herself, even after she and Toni had broken up. She felt sad for her aunt, for the conversations they’d never had, but at the same time grateful. Not only was she lucky enough to have an environment that allowed her to be who she was, regardless of a few hopeless, mean-spirited people who would never see the light—she also got to share all of it with the person she loved. At home in Autumn Leaves, and during this trip that was shaping up to become so much more than they’d hoped.
While she hadn’t understood half of what was spoken at the dinner table, Callie had a good sense for atmosphere. The DeLucas were comfortable. Whether they approved of Callie and Rebecca’s relationship or not, they hadn’t said anything, aware that it was simply none of their business. Callie was fine with that solution. She was also grateful that Rebecca and Dina had resolved the almost conflict.
“Bianca is going to Florence with some friends on Sunday,” Tomaso said. “I wanted to ask permission for Dina to join us, and Mom asks if you’d like to come over to dinner again tomorrow night.”
Nice try, Callie thought, amused. This was probably his way of getting a quick yes out of Rebecca for both questions, so she wouldn’t take too long to think about the implications of either one. Dinner was safe. Dina and Tomaso, unsupervised for a big part of the day, maybe not so much.
“Dina could stay over if you allow it,” he ventured. “Maggie too. Angelica has been asking about you. She hopes to see you again soon.”
Maggie’s face lit up, and it was clear Tomaso had made another ally regarding the weekend plans. “Really? Mom, can we go?”
“I’d like to talk about that with your parents too.” Rebecca winced, and Callie could imagine what she was thinking. With Tomaso as the translator, there wouldn’t be much opportunity to address any potentially awkward subjects.
“You won’t have to worry, Mrs. Lowman. We’ll take the bus to Florence, and my parents will be in the house the whole weekend. Besides, there’s no way they’d let us sleep in the same room,” he finished with obvious regret. Dina offered a disarming smile.
“Please tell your parents we’re grateful for the invitation, and that we’re happy to accept. All else, we’ll make sure when we get there?”
“No problem,” Tomaso and Dina said in unison. Callie had the suspicion they were going to work on Maggie some more, until Rebecca couldn’t say no.
She didn’t think that there was any harm in allowing the teens to go on a day trip, and Maggie have a sleepover with a new friend. It would also mean that she and Rebecca would have to find themselves something to do for that time. Oh well. That wouldn’t be too hard.
They stayed behind for a coffee while Dina and Tomaso took Maggie on a stroll around the piazza while remaining within sight.
“You’re probably not happy to let Maggie out of your sight for a whole day and night, even less so than the lovebirds.”
Callie could tell from Rebecca’s rueful smile that she’d had the right idea.
“I know things are creeping up every now and then. That’s okay. We’ll get through them.”
“Yeah. You didn’t get dizzy when we walked up there,” Rebecca remarked.
“No. I guess for me, up works better than down.” She’d been talking about underground tunnels versus bell towers, so there was no reason for her face to flush, or Rebecca to crack up.
“Did you ever imagine this?” Callie asked.
“Where my life is going in general, or this particular moment?” Rebecca shook her head. “Never. It’s not much better than anything I could have ever thought of.”
There were moments a camera couldn’t capture, and that was okay, Callie thought, because they’d stay in her heart forever.
* * * *
Graciela and Marco assured them there would be separate sleeping quarters for Dina and Tomaso. She’d share with Bianca in her old room while another guest room was set up for Maggie and Angelica.
Bianca whispered something to Tomaso that made him roll his eyes, then she urged him to translate. He sighed. “She says she has a very light sleep. No sneaking out.”
“Perfect,” Rebecca told her, making Bianca and Graciela laugh. “Thank you so much for having us again.”
Graciela answered, slowing her speech enough for Dina to understand. “You are welcome,” she translated. “This is your first time in Italy. You should enjoy some time to yourself as, maybe visit a winery in Chianti…Oh yes,” Dina stopped the translation, adding “that’s what they’ve been talking about all the time”, and Tomaso told his mother before anyone could stop him.
“Great job you two,” Rebecca said. “Now you made it look like we just came for the alcohol.”
Graciela burst into laughter. “Everyone else is coming for the wine. We don’t mind! When traveling with kids, there should be time for the parents as well.”
“See, Mom?” Dina said triumphantly. “We’re giving you and Callie a day off.”
As they gathered around the table once more, Rebecca regretted no deeper conversation was possible, now that Tomaso’s family had given them such a friendly welcome in their home country. She admitted to herself that she was curious about their point of view, as it had never been spoken about, not in the interactions David had had with them, or later, in her own. It was proof that the way you acted, reflected back on you in other people’s reactions. She was proud, of Callie, of what they had achieved together. Maybe the DeLucas could sense that. Maybe they were just a kind and friendly family without the hang-ups of people you could probably find here as much as at home.
There weren’t so many words they could share when Bianca eventually drove them home to the B&B, but it was enough to express their gratitude, and for Bianca to say, “You are welcome.” Smiles and hugs ended today’s conversation with the DeLuca family, and then Callie and Rebecca were by themselves for the first time since they had embarked on this adventure.
The evening was mild, the city not yet coming to rest, even though in their corner, it was quieter than it had been in the center of Rome. When Rebecca returned from the bathroom, Callie was lounging on the bed, looking at pictures.
“When I show those to Asha, she’ll hopefully understand why I’m not yet done with the book,” she said without looking up.
“She’s got a sample. That’s all she asked for, right?” Rebecca leaned back against the wall, watching her. She couldn’t believe how fast those days had already passed, the experiences resonating within her, everything from what could have ended in a shouting match with Dina, to the overwhelming feel of Rome, to Siena and the family who had welcomed them.
Callie mumbled something in answer, making Rebecca smile at her absent-mindedness. It gave her an excuse to study—or unabashedly stare—at the woman in front of her. Her lover, soulmate, and maybe someday, her wife. The thought made her heart beat faster, and as if Callie was able to pick up on that, she looked up at Rebecca.
“Is something wrong?” she asked, sounding worried.
“No. No, not at all. I love you, you know that, right?”
“I do. I love you too.” Callie laid the camera aside when Rebecca sat next to her. “Are you sure everything’s okay? Dina and Maggie will have a great day tomorrow. We will, too, for that matter. Finally, we’ll do all that wine tasting we’ve been talking about all the time.”
“Yeah.” Rebecca inched a bit closer, wondering if there was any way to wrap those emotions into words. “I’m good, don’t worry. I’m so happy we didn’t change our minds, on anything regarding the trip.” Her fingers were tickling with want and the need to touch, so she reached out to brush her fingers over Callie’s hair, the soft skin of her shoulder. Callie’s breath caught even before Rebecca leaned in to kiss her. It took only a few heartbeats for their embrace to get even more passionate, and for her to end up on top of Callie.
“I want you,” she whispered.
Callie gave her a mischievous smile. “I’m not sure if I’m that flexible yet, because I’m still feeling every one of those stairs, but it’s fine as long as you do all the work.”
“You are so funny,” Rebecca said, sitting back to take in the sight. Callie’s shirt was riding up, exposing more skin than it covered up, and her slip was halfway down her hips.
“Yes, that’s why you love me.”
 “It’s one of many reasons. Believe me. You don’t want me to count them now, because we’d still be here tomorrow without—”
“Without what?”
Rebecca leaned forward to kiss her stomach, finding a comfortable position to move further down, slowly. Callie gasped, but she didn’t seem to have any further questions. Instead of reasons, Rebecca would make her count her blessings.
Despite her claims of being tired, Callie had quickly gained her energy back.
It was almost unreal, making love in a hotel room in Tuscany, on a summer night. Callie’s hand tightened in her short hair, each wave of pleasure echoing in her own body until there was stillness. Giddy, she smiled to herself. If there had been any doubt that the new cut was a good idea, it was gone now. Callie hadn’t been kidding when she said it was hot. Rebecca thought she’d never felt happier, or younger before, and not just on the outside.








Chapter Nine
 
In the morning, a little later than planned, they followed Graciela’s recommendation and took a bus to one of the wineries they’d found on the internet. They joined a guided tour, almost tempted into buying a couple of bottles for a special occasion back home. They’d probably spend more at the airport, Rebecca reasoned, but it would be worth not having to carry them around for the rest of the vacation.
For lunch, they found a small restaurant in the same town. Undoubtedly the Italian cuisine consisted of more than pizza and pasta, but for a foreign tourist, those, along with the ice cream and tiramisu were what could get you hooked.
They were drunk on summer, Rebecca thought with a smile. Sunshine, stunning views, amazing food and wine, and making love on an August night in Tuscany.
“I hope you’re reminiscing,” Callie said. She had done her share of “work” after all, the memory sending a pleasant shiver down Rebecca’s spine.
“Please tell me we’re never going to leave this place.”
“We’re never going to leave.” Callie understood, instantly, that she wasn’t talking about any real, physical place. “I thought I was the writer.”
“I can be poetic.”
“I never doubted that.”
On the table, their hands touched, a brush of fingertips against each other, a flirt, a spark.
Wife.
The thought came with a bit of melancholy. Even with David being conveniently on the other side of the world, the chapter of her life that contained their marriage being over without a doubt, it wasn’t so easy. She and Callie couldn’t get married on a whim here in these beautiful surroundings, because the law said so. They couldn’t get married in Autumn Leaves, because the law said so. The next time they’d go to New York would be for Asha and Gracie’s wedding.
All of a sudden, Rebecca knew for certain that she didn’t want to wait much longer. Both she and Callie had seen how life could take a detour without warning, not always to the better. Waiting, for whom? It wasn’t like anybody could gain from that--certainly not Dina who had decided she’d live with Callie and Rebecca, and Maggie who had wanted to do so from day one. They loved David and always would, but they understood and accepted the way things were. Maybe they didn’t have to go to New York, a place that held too many memories, both bad and good, for Callie. Boston was an option, and there were more. Across the street from their B&B, she had seen a small jewelry store. Maybe that was a sign.
“What are you thinking?” Callie asked.
“I’m thinking about you,” Rebecca said, making her blush. She had no desire to correct the insinuation. “Oh, and dessert.”
“Oh my God, stop it.” Callie laughed. “I can’t have these feelings in public.”
“I’m talking about pastry and dessert wine. I’m pretty sure they make for some good feelings too--and then we take the next bus home?”
“Oh yes. I can’t wait.”
They were taking their time, dessert, a walk in town until they got to the bus stop and, fifteen minutes later, on the bus back to Siena.
* * * *
“We should go too. There’s still time,” Callie mused. Dina had sent pictures, together with an enthusiastic text, from Florence, the marketplace, the cathedral.
“Hm. Sure.” Rebecca was glad Dina had checked in, but another day trip wasn’t on her mind at the moment, with Callie in her arms. They’d have to get up and get dressed at some point, as Bianca would bring back Dina and Maggie soon, find a place to have dinner.
She was wondering if it was possible to sneak away for a moment, to check out the jewelry in the store downstairs. Of course, that endeavor would be a lot easier to pull off back home, but Rebecca had come to a conclusion. She wanted to find that courage before they’d go back to their everyday lives, when she’d be hunting after contracts and Callie would be working on her book.
“We could all go together, maybe take Tomaso—and we should invite the DeLucas out for dinner too. They’ve been so generous.”
There was no answer forthcoming, and she shook Callie gently. “Are you falling asleep?”
“Totally. You exhausted me,” Callie murmured.
Laughing, Rebecca leaned forward to kiss her neck, her shoulder, pulling her back from the verge of sleep. “You have no idea how much of a compliment that is to me.”
“It should be.”
Callie stretched lazily. “What’s even better, I’m actually hungry again. Where do we go tonight?”
“Remember—where we went the first night? The pizza was to die for.”
“You had pizza earlier,” Callie reminded her.
“So?”
“Come to think of it, you’re right. I don’t think Maggie or Dina will have any objections.” With obvious reluctance, Callie pushed back the sheet. Rebecca could sympathize. “I really need some motivation to get up. Are you going to wear the red dress?”
“Sure. What’s my motivation?” Callie got up from the bed naked to walk to the bathroom door, where she gave Rebecca a prompting look over her shoulder.
“Yes,” Rebecca said. “We should be responsible tourists and save water.”
* * * *
Skies were still bright. Maggie was beyond happy to have made a new friend and learned a few phrases in Italian as well. Dina was in seventh heaven. She had enjoyed herself with Tomaso, Bianca and her friends, and to Rebecca’s relief, sex didn’t seem to have crossed anyone’s mind.
Rebecca thought with pride that as teenagers went, Dina was smart and responsible, and obviously, her choices reflected that. They had done more sightseeing and souvenir shopping. Tomaso and Bianca were proud to show their country’s art and culture. Dina obviously loved taking it all in.  Any thoughts about the good-looking son of a tour guide were forgotten.
“Really? Oh my God, Mom, I love you so much!” Those were her words when Rebecca announced that they had decided on another trip to Florence before the end of the vacation, and that Tomaso was of course welcome. Maggie giggled. The days of her being scared and brooding for reasons troubling to examine were finally gone. Unbidden, Rebecca thought of Andy. Had she ever felt truly happy in her life? If you had, how could you possibly want to take that away from somebody else?
“You’re welcome,” she said dryly. On their way to the restaurant, she had caught a glimpse of a display of rings in the jeweler’s store window. Maybe she should let the girls in on the secret and make them distract Callie.
“I take it the day was a success,” she said to Dina.
“Oh yes. I could so imagine living here. Everyone is so cool. It’s the best summer of my life.”
“I can understand,” Callie chimed in. “Mine too.”
Maybe, if Rebecca could make it happen, those days would be even more memorable.
* * * *
The storm clouds were back two days later, in a strictly metaphorical sense. Sergio, unhappy about having been left behind in Rome, texted Dina, and eventually, Tomaso found out about the kiss, as Dina couldn’t keep quiet about it any longer. He was angry and hurt. Dina spent the afternoon crying on her bed, refusing any attempts at conversation or distraction.
“He doesn’t want to see me, ever again!”
Callie had wisely taken Maggie for a stroll to a nearby bookstore. Rebecca was left with trying to defuse the situation and relieve some of her daughter’s misery, somehow.
“Did you apologize?”
Dina just cried harder. “I want to go home!”
Rebecca sat next to her, squeezing her shoulder gently. “I’m afraid we can’t do that. If we changed the flights now, it would cost us a lot of money. Not necessarily breaking the bank, but coming close.”
Dina’s expression told her that she couldn’t care less. “I can’t be here anymore. Tomaso hates me, and he’s right.”
“No way. He didn’t say that, did he?”
Dina shook her head. “No, but I know it. I’ve texted him, and tried to call him, but he won’t answer. I hate my life!”
“No, it’s not that easy,” Rebecca said, feeling uncomfortably like she was running out of ideas. “Keep trying. If he understands that you’re really sorry, he will forgive you, and if he doesn’t--none of it has to change your plans to come live and study here.”
“I wish I’d never met Sergio.”
Here they were back to the original subject, adultery, sin, decisions and consequences.
“You’re going to meet many more interesting people, some of which you might be attracted to, but—” She leaned forward to embrace her distraught daughter, and they sat for a while, each hanging on to their own thoughts, chasing after words. At least, Rebecca knew it was true for her.
“We’re back to the same old, ‘when you know, you know’?” Dina offered eventually, sounding miserable.
“Actually, yes. Speaking of which, I know you’re having a tough time, but could I ask you a favor?”
“Yeah, sure.” In her present misery, Dina hadn’t caught on the tone or wording of Rebecca’s question.
“You know that jeweler across the street?”
Dina nodded, still oblivious.
“I’d like to buy a ring.”
“Sure, why not? They have some cool stuff…Mom!” Her eyes went wide as Dina forgot about her own trouble for the moment. “Really? That’s so awesome! I’m so happy for you!” She embraced Rebecca, holding on tightly, and Rebecca allowed herself a moment of joyful surprise. She hadn’t expected Dina to object to the idea, but she hadn’t dared hope for that kind of enthusiasm either. Only last week, Dina had claimed to be born into a family of cheaters which gave her no chance to follow the lead. Obviously, she was over that thought.
“Thank you. I don’t think we could make it happen before next year…and we have to see what happens in Autumn Leaves, too, with the law, but I thought while we’re here…”
“Mom,” Dina said with affection. “You’re rambling. What do you want me to do?”
“Okay. Tomorrow, before we go for dinner, maybe…if you could just distract Callie for a bit.”
“Cool. I can do that.”
Rebecca congratulated herself on her success, prematurely, as Dina’s eyes filled with tears again. “I don’t think I’m ever going to get married.”
The sound of the key in the lock brought that particular subject to an end.
“I can’t guarantee it’s going to be Tomaso, but call him one more time. Good luck.”
Dina leaned against her with a tired sigh. “You too, Mom. Although you’ve got it good--of course, Callie will say yes. I’ll be an old maid.”
* * * *
However, Dina’s chances for a happy ending improved the next day when Tomaso showed up at the B&B, looking chastised and apologetic.
“I need to talk to Dina, prego.”
Rebecca immediately knew that her best laid plans were about to fall apart when she opened the door to Tomaso who, judging from his slumped shoulders and his fidgeting, had spent twenty-four hours as miserable as Dina’s had been. She hoped he didn’t plan to yell at her.
“She’s very sorry, you know.” She probably shouldn’t insert herself any more into that conversation, but Rebecca was determined to keep an eye on how it would go.
“Can I?”
“Sure. I’ll get her.”
“Thank you so much, Mrs. Lowman.”
“I’m here,” Dina said behind her. “Mom, I’m sorry, I was supposed to—”
“We’ll figure it out,” Rebecca interrupted her. “Don’t worry about it. I’ll be…over there, in the other room?” She was sure neither Dina nor Tomaso had heard her as they stared at each other, unsure what to do or say next.
“Mi dispiace. I’ve been a douchebag,” he said.
“Mi perdoni?” Dina asked softly, incredulous, as if she couldn’t quite believe what she’d heard.
“Si, of course. Ti amo, Dina.”
They were in each other’s arms the next moment, reuniting in a kiss that was Rebecca’s definite cue to leave the room.
* * * *
Time seemed to have accelerated after the tearful reunion and the subsequent trip to Florence, another city of stunning art and architecture. For their last evening in town, the DeLucas had invited them once more. This day was the last chance for Rebecca to move forward with her plan, so Dina tricked Callie into a last minute shopping session for the occasion, suggesting they could bring Maggie and visit the bookstore one last time.
“Don’t you want to come?” Callie asked, not entirely convinced.
“Oh no, I don’t think I have room for anything more. I’ll start packing.”
“I could help you.”
“No, thanks.” Rebecca suppressed the impulse to roll her eyes in the way Dina was so good at. “I’m fine, really. If I get bored, I can get myself a coffee from the shop downstairs.”
“You’re feeling okay?”
“I’m feeling great, but Dina really wanted that dress, so if you could go with her?” Rebecca kissed her quickly and handed her a few Euro bills. “Here. I’ll even spring for an ice cream. Packing is a science, you know? I’m going to need to concentrate.”
She could tell Callie was still a bit confused. There was nothing she could do about it now. She would understand soon.
“Okay. Let’s go spend some money. Between your mom’s allowance and my credit card, we should find something,” Callie joked.
A moment later, Rebecca stood in the middle of the room, forcing herself to take a deep breath, feeling a bit lightheaded with the prospect. Of course Callie would say yes, right? There was no doubt, about that question, or how much she wanted this, to say the words, make a statement and pay credit to the new life she’d been given. First things first.
She put on her sandals and picked up her purse, walking down the stairs to the lobby on shaky legs. If looking at jewelry, or even the prospect thereof, made her feel like this, what would the actual moment be like?
In the jewelry store, an employee welcomed her with words of which she understood nothing except buon giorno. Rebecca tried to make herself clear with the help of gestures, and the young woman fortunately understood that she wanted to look at the rings in the window. She kept up the friendly chatter, and Rebecca answered her in English, unable to remember the words that Dina had taught her during the flight, in order to say “I’m sorry, but my Italian isn’t very good.”
“Ah, English,” the woman said. “Where are you from? Did you have a good time here?”
Rebecca breathed a sigh of relief, before she answered. “We’re from the US—and yes, my family and I had a wonderful time.”
The woman smiled brightly. “You’re making a gift to yourself?”
“No. It’s an engagement ring.”
Rebecca waited for the realization to sink in, but the employee’s smile never wavered.
“Okay. Do you know the size? Try on yourself first?”
“Thank you.”
Rebecca allowed herself to drift for a bit, into a daydream about the moment she’d give that ring to Callie. There wasn’t a lot of time for this now, though. She had to make a choice and get some packing done as well, if she didn’t want Callie to get suspicious.
On the way back to the hotel, she stopped by the coffee shop, wondering how Roz was doing. She was looking forward to seeing their friends again, making them jealous with their vacation pictures…and sharing the happy news.
* * * *
There was an air of melancholy at this latest get-together, even for the adults. For Dina and Tomaso, it was the upcoming separation, and Maggie, too, was unhappy to leave her new friend Angelica behind. For Callie and Rebecca, it was saying goodbye to a place where they felt most welcome. Even the DeLucas seemed a bit sad to see their new acquaintances go. The wine was plenty.
 Callie wished she could have talked more to Tomaso’s grandmother Giovanna who, judging from his translations, was a funny and smart woman, well-loved within her family and someone the kids looked up to.
The conversation came to a halt when Tomaso stopped translating, obviously unsure if he should share. Dina grinned.
“Mamma,” Graciela chided gently. To Callie and Rebecca, she said, “She wishes you all the best and a safe journey—and she says you’re a beautiful couple.”
“Thank you so much.” Rebecca’s blush matched Graciela’s. “That’s…” She cleared her throat. “Very kind.”
Marco shook his head with a smile, getting up to pour everyone another glass. “My mother-in-law tells it like it is,” he said.
Giovanna nodded. “Una volta ho baciato una ragazza.” Whatever those words meant, they made the jaws of several family members drop.
“Che c'è? Era carina,” she said, looking pleased with herself.
 Tomaso resigned to his fate. “She said ‘I kissed a girl once. What? She was pretty.’”
* * * *
Easier said than done. The ring was burning a hole in her pocket, because she hadn’t found the courage to ask yet. Her hesitation presented another potential problem as Rebecca had to underestimate the value of gifts on her customs declaration. Mostly, she was tired and had come to the conclusion that a marriage proposal at the end of a vacation might be misunderstood—what she meant to ask was for both better or worse, not just a happy time away from home and their schedules and responsibilities.
That was the way to do it, wasn’t it? She could still find a quiet moment, back home, once they had gotten over the jetlag, done laundry, sorted pictures. Dina needed to settle on a study program and complete her application.
Rebecca had once told a stunned Andy and curious onlookers in the grocery store that she was with the most wonderful person. Both she and Callie deserved a special occasion to approach this subject. It didn’t mean she was stalling, but being careful to find the right time.
* * * *
The weather upon their return to Autumn Leaves was far from welcoming. Rain, storms and temperature drops far below the average should have created excellent conditions for Callie to get back to work. Her progress was nevertheless slow, the jetlag hitting her harder than it had been on the other part of their trip. Twice, Rebecca gently woke her, because she had fallen asleep on the couch with the laptop on her knees, and she was hungry every other hour.
When Asha called her on the third day, Callie was not in the mood, much to her friend’s amusement.
“Hey, no one should be that grumpy after the trip you just had.”
“I’m not grumpy.” Callie sighed. “I’m not even here.”
“Oh, you better. You didn’t forget about the reading you’re going to do in a matter of days? I’ll be checking in with you on that in person. Gracie might come too.”
“That’s great.”
“Yeah, I can tell by your enthusiasm how much you appreciate it. I talked to Sean, by the way.” That was nothing new. Asha talked to her brother a lot. This was why Callie never had to worry about their mother knowing what was going on in her life.
“I’m sorry,” she said. “I appreciate everything you do for me, but if that’s all, I’ve got a piece of chocolate cream cheese pie waiting for me.” It was either that or take a nap. “It’s not like having tiramisu in Rome, but it will do.”
“Yeah, rub it in, while other people will never even get out from behind their desks for a coffee. Sean mentioned he might come see you too. Of course he’s going to be at the wedding, but he has some time off soon. Hopefully you’ll be awake by then.”
“I’ll try. Thanks, Asha. I swear I’ll be on top of everything in, let’s say, a couple of days. It’s not supposed to take longer than that, is it?”
Asha laughed. “You’re aware it sounds somewhat ambiguous when you say—”
“Please. Don’t go there.”
“All right. Check in with the nice lady who does the fundraiser—Mrs. LaRue—and get your reading together. I’ll be there.”
“I will,” Callie promised. “Thanks for the warning.”
“Oh, I didn’t mean it to sound like that. Your brother is a charming guy. Rebecca will like him.”
“I have no doubts. I meant thanks for warning me that you’re going to be there. Usually, you just show up on my doorstep.”
“Honey, I missed you so much.”
It was tough to have the last word with Asha under any circumstances, but Callie had to admit that she wasn’t in a condition to even try. She and Rebecca would host the Saturday brunch on the upcoming weekend, but it was certainly better to have Betty over to work out last minute details. That is, if she could manage to stay awake long enough. Callie didn’t feel like going back to any of the meetings taking place on the church premises, where Father Reynolds would be thrilled to give her the evil eye once more.
After ending the call, she went to check her emails. One came from her former classmate Beth Murphy who, conveniently, asked about any readings in the future. Her employee Melanie was an avid reader of Callie’s books. Callie wrote a quick answer, thinking it might be interesting to meet Melanie in person. She worked closely with Beth.
Callie leaned back in her chair, shaking her head at the notion that only a few months ago, she’d been desperate, falling for the blackmail schemes of her ex-girlfriend. According to Nicole, Rebecca would pack up and leave the moment she learned about Callie and Beth’s shared history. None of that had happened. As a teenager, Callie had failed to intervene in the bullying Beth had been subjected to on a daily basis. As adults, both of them had been able to work out the issues of guilt and blame, lay the latter where it belonged. They still weren’t best friends, but exchanged the occasional email.
Rebecca was right here with her, and for all her worries about being forty, she didn’t seem half as affected by jetlag as Callie was. She had also brought the aforementioned pie with a mug of coffee.
“That’s perfect. Thank you so much.”
“Asha’s on your case?” Rebecca asked with a knowing smile.
“She always is.” Callie hid a yawn behind her hand. “She’s going to be here for the reading, maybe with Gracie. I’m sure Maggie would love to see her. Speaking of the reading, I should call Betty too, see how things are on her end. Do you think we could have her over for dinner tonight?”
“No.” Rebecca seemed a bit startled about her instant reaction. “I meant…I’m all caught up with the internet stuff, email et cetera. I could cook. Dina has her usual skype date, Maggie is back to the book club…”
Callie suppressed a sigh. The girls had gone back to their regular schedules like there had been no eight hours plus flight between the lazy days in Siena, and Autumn Leaves. However, the prospect lifted her spirits.
“I’d love a romantic dinner,” she said. “It will be either reward or motivation.”
Rebecca’s face lit up.
“Great. I’m going grocery shopping then. Have Betty come over tomorrow maybe--or we could go for breakfast at Roz’s.”
“Cupcakes for breakfast?”
“I know that would make you happy. I’ll be quick.”
Rebecca leaned down to kiss her before she left, almost with a bounce to her step, making Callie wonder if she’d missed something.
* * * *
Rebecca had made it through some challenges in her life, some of the most difficult, not so long ago. She had to tell her husband of sixteen years that she’d fallen in love with someone else, and that she’d decided to be with that person. Then, explain the situation to her daughters. Stand up in church to confront those who were talking behind her back. She’d made it through.
In comparison, giving a ring to the woman she loved, an affirmation of the fact that she wanted to spent the rest of her life with Callie, should be easy. Preparing the meal would make her more relaxed, if she managed not to forget any ingredients on her shopping list. On the bright side, Callie hadn’t noticed yet that anything was up, the jetlag still having a tight hold on her. Rebecca thought with affection of how she’d just left her, half awake, running on caffeine and sugar to get back into a daily routine. She was so lost in her musings that she nearly ran into someone, then excused herself and almost walked on before she realized it was Betty.
“Wow,” her friend commented, amused. “You must be dreaming of Italy.”
“Kind of,” Rebecca admitted. “It was wonderful. That’s a big understatement, actually. We have tons of pictures to show you at brunch. How have you been?”
“Oh, good. Well, mostly.” Betty sighed. “Hey, would you have time for a quick coffee at Roz’s? No cake though. I love her, but I swear her business is responsible for every one of the seven pounds I gained.” She looked Rebecca up and down. “You, of course, look amazing as always, after all the pasta and pizza you must have had.”
“There were many stairs to walk up and down too,” Rebecca said. “I guess I could use a coffee. We still go to bed at nine.”
“Okay, I’ll meet you there. Prepare for more stories of the category, ‘only in Autumn Leaves’.”
“I’m scared.”
“The family’s all fine, of the blood and of the Saturday brunch. Other than that…You’ll see.”
They both went to pay for their purchases and went to their own cars. Rebecca smiled to herself as she sat behind the wheel. Some things never changed. She was admittedly curious. After less than a ten minutes’ drive from the grocery store, she parked at Roz’s café, Betty right behind her. Roz was busy, but Francine had stopped by on her way from work, inviting the two of them to her table.
“Rebecca, you look like the vacation I need to have,” she said. “I’m surprised you guys didn’t want to stay.”
“Well, home is here.” Rebecca hung her coat over the chair before she sat down. “Now what have you been up to?”
“Me, not much. Have you talked to Amber Cole since you came back?”
“No…and I’m not sure I want to hear it. This is about Andy?”
“You win the prize,” Betty said dryly. “You know that both the reverend and Father Langdon kept quiet best they could, but it’s hard to contain that kind of talk. You know how they made sure Andy had somewhere to go? She tanked it. Apparently, she made a big scene and disappeared again. The woman really can’t make up her mind.”
There were some things Rebecca could have answered to that, like “that kind of talk” was exactly what they were doing now, and that she and Callie had once been the subject as well. She could have shared her theory that Andy had taken a time-out from her life in order to find a date at the Lavender Lounge once more, but that was none of their business. In fact, whatever Andy did was none of their business.
“If that’s all the news…I for one am glad she’s not showing up at our house anymore. The vacation has been really good for Maggie.”
“I imagine. David’s enjoying himself in Hong Kong too,” Betty said.
“Well, I know he arrived safely. Everything else...Your guess is as good as mine.”
“Charles might want to go next year, business for him, vacation for me. Maybe not my first choice, but it looks pretty exciting.”
Francine shook her head. “Look at you and the lives you have. The church choir will be forever my only claim to fame.”
“Maybe you should audition for one of those TV shows,” Rebecca suggested. She wasn’t going to tell them now, not before Saturday, but she was grateful for the relaxing presence of her friends.
“Oh no, not me. Maria could have.”
“Sure, she could have--and she would have kicked your ass so you’d go and at least try, don’t you think?”
Without a doubt, that was true about the friend they had all loved so much. She had encouraged all of them, even when at times, it meant for her to stay behind.
“Someone’s in a feisty mood.” Roz laughed. “What can I bring you, ladies?”
“Actually, I’d like that coffee to go,” Rebecca said. “I’m sorry. I need to get home after all. I’ll see you all on Saturday.”
Speaking of Maria, she would honor her tonight by being brave. If there was ever a sign to let her know the right moment, this was it.








Chapter Ten
 
Callie apparently hadn’t moved the whole time Rebecca had been away, still staring at the screen bleakly. Rebecca leaned over the kiss her cheek.
“Poor baby. I’m sure it will be better with dinner.”
Because I have something that will really wake you up. I hope. She shook her head at her own antics. At least her hands weren’t shaking with the nervousness anymore. In fact, she was rather calm. From the looks of it, Dina would indeed be glued to the screen of her laptop. Maggie was already excited for the book club. No stalling this time. Humming to herself, she started cutting vegetables, pouring herself a glass of wine when they were searing in the pan.
Dina came into the kitchen to get herself a glass of water, lingering.
“How’s Tomaso?” Rebecca asked.
A deep heartfelt sigh was the answer. “He’s good. I really miss him. You know, about my application? Could you talk to Susan?”
“Sure, but…wait, why?”
Rebecca had nothing bad to say about the new woman at her ex-husband’s side, but communication between them was still somewhat awkward, given the circumstances. “There’s some stuff she and I looked up together, and I think she still has it,” Dina explained. “Some of that paperwork is for the parents, so it would be better if you two could do it.”
“No problem. I guess I can email her.”
“That would be great. Thank you. I saw there’s champagne in the fridge.”
“Yeah?”
“It’s tonight?”
Forget about calm. Within a moment, her heart was beating so hard Rebecca almost thought Callie had to be able to hear it in the next room.
“That’s the plan.”
“It’s about time,” Dina said, as if this was the most obvious thing to do. “I mean, you wanted to ask Callie in Siena, didn’t you? All right. I’ll be upstairs on Skype if you need me for anything.”
Hold that thought, Rebecca told herself. “Actually, I could use your help right now. Would you mind setting the table?”
“Do you want me to ask her?” Dina burst into laughter at Rebecca’s flabbergasted expression. “Relax. You’ll do fine.”
* * * *
“Something is up,” Callie insisted, a lot more awake than a few hours ago. “Normally, you would insist that Dina stay at the table instead of hanging out on Skype during dinner. You were also gone longer than it takes to buy groceries, and this is…a candlelight dinner. Did I miss something?”
“Did you like it?”
Rebecca had tried to prepare herself, to imagine the moment, but every time she did, she got blurry-eyed and she was certain she’d embarrass herself. She was as ready as she’d ever be.
Callie gave the scene a bemused smile. “Of course. It was delicious. Are you going to tell me…?”
“Yes, sure. Did your brother let you know when he’s going to come?”
“Not yet. Why?”
“He might be happy to hear the news, because…oh my God.” Rebecca took a deep breath. “Bear with me just for a moment, okay? I brought something back from Italy. For you.”
“Okay.” Callie didn’t let on if she had any inkling, but her eyes widened, her gaze wandering back to the elaborate dinner table, in the middle of the week.
Rebecca got up on shaky legs to go into the kitchen where she’d left the small box earlier, on the highest shelf behind some dishes they hadn’t yet used--she had figured it was unlikely that Callie would stumble across it there.
Was it enough? Should she have taken her to a restaurant, someplace special? Then again, this house was where they’d first met. They’d been away from home for weeks, and this was something for the long run, not just a special occasion.
“Everything okay? Rebecca?” Callie called from the living room.
“Yes. I’ll be with you in a moment.”
She opened the box to take a look at the small object that had kept her awake and daydreaming during the past few days. She had barely been able to concentrate on anything else. Rebecca had proudly worn an engagement ring once, because that was what you did. For many reasons, and hardly the right ones. She beat all her friends in college to it. At the time, because she’d thought it was what she wanted. A few years down the line, she’d thought herself to be some sort of expert on marriage, when in fact, she hadn’t known all that much.
The life she’d always wanted, a house full of love and laughter, was right here. Maybe she could have read some signs earlier, should have at some point, but none of it mattered anymore. She had found her way anyway.
“That’s a long moment,” Callie observed from afar.
“I’m sorry, I—can you come here for a second?”
Callie might have had a suspicion before. Rebecca could tell the moment when it became certainty, her jaw dropping slightly, and her eyes welling up as she stepped closer. Rebecca took both of her hands in hers. This might have to be the first telepathic wedding proposal ever, because I won’t get any word out.
“Okay…I wish I had prepared a smart and engaging speech, about how, after everything we’ve been through, this feels like the right thing to do—and I really think it makes sense to get some sort of legal protection, even if Autumn Leaves isn’t quite there yet. I’m sure it will happen, some day not so far from now.” Thank God Callie was patient. “I wanted to make it sound good, you know--but whenever I tried, all I could think of was, I love you. I want to honor that. I want to honor you.”
At the very last moment, Rebecca remembered the object that meant to signify everything words could only marginally describe. She opened the box with trembling hands and held it out to Callie. “Will you marry me?”
It took Callie exactly three seconds, the three longest seconds of Rebecca’s life, to say “Yes!” and wrap her arms around Rebecca.
As she held her close, it occurred to Rebecca that maybe, she should have gotten down on one knee, or put the ring on her finger before she asked, but as it was, the moment couldn’t get any more perfect. They’d work out the details later.
“I love you too,” Callie whispered. “I think I have a little surprise for you as well.”
Before they got to that, though, she finally put on the ring, which fit perfectly. They shared a long passionate kiss, almost forgetting Maggie would be back from book club not so long from now.
* * * *
After quickly clearing the dining table, they’d retreated to the living room. Callie was still in utter and blissful shock over the past few minutes. She intended to tell Rebecca about the conversation she’d had with Father Langdon prior to Rebecca’s birthday, about blessing their, at that time, hypothetical marriage. As it was, she sat, clutching her glass of champagne, staring in wonder at the ring on her finger.
This was a validation of all the ways in which her relationship with Rebecca was so different from all the ones she’d had before. A companionable sharing of time, space, and sex, but without something she hadn’t even realized was missing. Rebecca hadn’t known something was missing in her life as well. Something that made all the difference. She was going to cry again.
The sound of the doorbell jolted them both out of the daydream turned reality. Rebecca wiped her face with a self-conscious laugh. “We don’t want them to think something terrible happened.”
“No. Let’s get Dina too. I’m not sure Tomaso is the only reason she’s still hiding upstairs.”
Rebecca leaned close to kiss her again, pulling back with some hesitation.
“Okay, yes, where were we…the door.”
Callie heard her talking to the mom who brought Maggie home from book club, and a moment later, Maggie came rushing in, all excited about her evening.
“Hey!” Callie hugged her. “I’d love to hear all about the book, but could you get Dina first? Don’t worry. It’s nothing bad.” She felt like she had to add that, because lately, sitting down to talk about something didn’t come with the best of memories for Maggie. However, Maggie nodded eagerly and went to knock on her sister’s door.
In the kitchen, Callie prepared another glass for her and Rebecca, juice with a splash of champagne for Dina, and juice with sparkling water for Maggie, carrying all of them into the dining room on a small tray.
Rebecca returned almost at the same moment as her daughters, Dina’s face lighting up when she made the connection.
“I was hoping the crying would be done by the time I’d come back down, good,” she said. That was how long she managed to uphold the cool teenager act. “Mom, you did it! I’m so proud of you.”
Callie caught the worried expression on Maggie’s face and sat beside her, laying an arm around her shoulders.
“Don’t worry. We’re just really happy, and even more so, because you’re both here to share it with us. Your Mom and I are getting married.”
“Is it really true? That is awesome,” Maggie said, a smile spreading on her face as if a burden was finally lifted off her shoulders.
To Dina’s chagrin, the blurry-eyed moments were far from being over, for any of them. For a split-second, Callie had been worried, wondering what might be Maggie’s reaction, but she realized that for her, it meant this in the first place: She didn’t worry anymore about being left behind.
* * * *
The Skype screen showed kissy smileys exchanged between Dina and Tomaso. Dina quickly closed the window when Rebecca came to say goodnight. She looked around the room that, a few months ago, had been nothing but a storage place for boxes with everything that hadn’t yet managed to fit in anywhere else, now a teenage girl’s room. Dina was here to stay, at least for another year if she was accepted for the program.
“You know who’s also going to be thrilled? Sara,” Dina said before Rebecca had a chance to answer. “Can I tell her?”
“Yes. Sure.”
Rebecca thought of going back to the group, and even before that, Saturday brunch. Tomorrow morning, she’d call her parents. She wouldn’t waste any more time before sharing the things that mattered with the people she loved.
“Are you going to tell Dad?”
I’d love to stay in the afterglow a little while longer... “At some point, I guess I have to…but don’t worry, I’ll write to Susan because of those papers. You have her email address somewhere close?”
After Dina had written down the information, they exchanged goodnights and another hug, which was a bit unusual for Dina. Rebecca would take them while she could. She went down to Maggie’s room. Rebecca shook her head at Maggie sleeping, hugging Barney close to her. He wasn’t supposed to sleep in her bed, but both looked so comfortable she hated to disturb them. Maggie was the only one Barney had forgiven the prolonged absence right away.
Carefully, she picked up the book Maggie had been reading and laid it on the bedside table. The Girl Who Lived in a Castle was the first book Callie had once given her for Maggie to read, still one of Maggie’s favorite. It was with shame that Rebecca remembered the conversation she and Callie had regarding some of the characters, the two moms of the main character’s friend. At the time, she hadn’t understood the relevance of making all kinds of families visible, sadly, considering she’d been pretty self-righteous about her uninformed ways. She had opened her mind though. Would Andy, ever? Could she? Should they have reached out to her more?
Rebecca shook her head to herself. You couldn’t force anyone to listen. In the end, Andy made her choices like she and Callie had made theirs. Coming to the bedroom, she found that Callie was still mesmerized by the ring on her finger.
“Is it okay to turn off the light, or would you like to look at it for a little while longer?”
Callie laughed. “Can you blame me? It’s beautiful. A gorgeous woman gave it to me. I’m going to need a moment.”
“I’m glad I found something to get you over the jetlag. Would you mind if I slept? Wow, there’s a reason why you’re supposed to do this only once in your life. It’s stressful.”
Callie turned to her, her gaze warm and affectionate. “You can turn off the light. I’ll help you relieve some of that stress.”
* * * *
“You’re back! Time really flies, doesn’t it?” her mother remarked, suppressing a yawn. Rebecca hadn’t been able to wait any longer to make the call. “Did you have a good trip?”
“Yes, it was wonderful, but that’s not the only reason why I’m calling.”
“How’s it going with all of you under the same roof? The girls miss David badly?”
“Yes, but…they are okay. Mom, I was wondering if you and Dad wanted to come visit again, maybe next Spring? Or earlier. We haven’t really set a date yet.”
“Rebecca…”
“Well, yes. I asked her. Mom?” she asked anxiously when for a few seconds, there was no reaction.
“Yes, I’m here. This is great news.”
“Did she say yes?” her father called from the background, revealing that Margaret had put her on speaker.
“Of course she did,” Margaret returned, and Rebecca could practically see her shake her head. “Honey, I’m glad you didn’t wait that long to tell us. I’d say it’s quick, but you’ve been living together for a while now, and you’re not in your twenties anymore.”
“Now that was unnecessary,” Rebecca said, but she was amused and incredibly relieved about the new tone between her and her parents.
“It’s true. Both of you. What matters is that you are happy, and the girls are too. Believe me, if you can stand someone for more than two weeks in close quarters like on vacation, you’ve got a pretty good test.”
A bit wistful, Rebecca wished they could have had that conversation a long time ago, when she didn’t expect much advice from her parents, and they had thought she didn’t want it.
“Regarding your question, we’d love to come when you have it figured out, right, Jim?”
“Are you going to hire your friend with the cupcake place again? Becca, of course we’ll come. Give Callie our best and let us know.”
“Thank you.” Truth be told, this way of communication was still new, and quickly getting emotional, especially given the subject.
“We’ll pray for you,” Margaret said. “Some day, all of the country will get it right. All of the world, I hope.”
Rebecca was saved by the bell, the doorbell in fact, before they could continue down that road. “I love you both. Sorry, I have to get that.”
She opened the door to a young man, in his late twenties maybe, who seemed just as surprised to see her. He found his speech first, extending his hand with an engaging smile.
“You’re Rebecca, of course. I’m Sean, Cal’s brother.” Rebecca remembered that he was a friend of Asha’s. She was usually the only one who used that nickname for Callie. His next words confirmed her theory.
“Judging from what I hear from Asha, I imagine she’s still asleep.”
“You’re right about that. We do have coffee though. Come on in.”
Minutes later, Callie greeted her brother. Rebecca watched the two of them hug, Callie looking adorable in her PJs and early morning hair.
“Why do you guys never call?” Callie asked. “I swear, if I didn’t know better, I’d think Asha was going to marry you.” She halted for a moment, as if a certain word in that sentence only now registered with her.
“Well, we hang out,” Sean said, shrugging with a boyish grin that prompted an eye roll from Callie.
“Yeah, I got that idea a while ago. There’s something thoug she doesn’t know yet. Not even Mom does.”
“I’m intrigued. Asha says there’s a lot going on here for such a small town, and after all, she found her wife…wow. Is this for real?” he asked when Callie held up her hand in front of his face. “Congratulations! This is going to be the second time this year that I need to rent a tux.”
“Probably next year,” Callie said after sharing a quick look with Rebecca for confirmation. “Oh, and as you know, you’re going to be an uncle too.”
* * * *
“You go to church on Sundays. You’re friends with the nice lady from the cupcake place, and you know just about every other person in this town. How did that happen?”
“I thought Asha kept you informed,” Callie teased. Rebecca had excused herself after a call from Eve. Callie had finally put on some clothes and shown her brother around town where they’d said hi to Roz briefly. She was a bit surprised herself to realize how many people greeted her. In Autumn Leaves, it was almost impossible to go to town without running into someone you knew.
“It’s still different when you see it,” Sean said. “I guess after what Mom told me, I should have expected this.”
“Expected what?”
“That you’re truly madly deeply in love. I can see that too.”
Callie smiled to herself. “You can see that, huh? What about you? Are you seeing anyone?”
Sean gave an exaggerated sigh. “You mean since Asha is no longer an option? My heart is still broken.”
“Asha was never an option,” Callie reminded him, amused. Both Asha and Sean enjoyed the dating game quite a bit. There had always been a flirty tone between the lines even in their friendship, but then again, they were like that with every adult who was not blood-related. Given the fact that Callie and Asha had history as well, she’d rather not know details.
“Yeah, rub it in, why don’t you?” His gaze turned somber, and for a moment, Callie misinterpreted his reaction.
“You’re not serious, right?”
“Not about that, no. Callie, I’m really sorry about…you know. Nicole. When I gave her your email address that time, I had no idea how bad it was--or how happy you are in this new relationship.”
As they continued walking, Callie gave his words some thought, glad that the reminder brought nothing but an uncomfortable twinge of a memory. The realization why he might have brought the subject up, for reasons other than an apology, was sobering though.
“I know. We’re good. What did she tell you?”
“Some things that were obviously not true. When I realized you changed your cell phone number without telling her, I was pretty sure you had a reason. That’s what I told her, and she got pretty mad.”
Callie winced.
“Yeah, I don’t think she’ll ever talk to me again. From what Asha told me, good riddance. So, after all that walking, are we going to try that cupcake place now?”
* * * *
After the surprise visit, Rebecca had spent a comfortable morning with Eve, reassured that she wanted Rebecca to continue working on her web site, plus coffee and a bit of small town gossip--a bit like the old days. Except nothing was like the old days. She was going to get married, for the second and last time in her life. It was hard to hide the profound happiness that came with this thought.
“You’re in such a good mood,” Eve remarked. “When I come back from vacation, I always need a few weeks to adjust to the home life, and each time I wonder what possessed us to buy in Autumn Leaves.”
“Oh come on, it’s not that bad, right? It’s quite idyllic. A good place for children to grow up.” Somewhere deep inside, Rebecca still believed this, just like she believed that there had been some plan in all those years she’d been waiting, unaware.
“Yeah, but what if the children are grown up? I can’t believe Callie left New York behind just like that. No offense.” She chuckled. “I guess there isn’t much to distract her from writing around here—at least if you’re not interested in the grapevine. You heard that Andy’s AWOL again?”
“I heard,” Rebecca said curtly, unwilling to go deeper into the subject while, at the same time trying not to sound too impolite to her client. It was a fine line. A bit horrified after the fact, she realized how much the people in town had to have been talking about her and Callie, and all her family. She instantly had a lot more understanding for David who had chosen to start a new life on the other side of the globe.
It wasn’t something Rebecca truly envisioned for herself. As long as she had her loved ones, her friends and her faith, a bit of innuendo couldn’t touch her. She had proven it.
She’d still leave Autumn Leaves in a heartbeat if the girls, or Callie, had decided that it held too many bad memories for any of them.
“What do you make of all of this? Is she or isn’t she?”
“Is she…what?”
“A lesbian!” Eve chuckled. “I mean, I don’t understand how that can happen, and maybe you know. I could never imagine…”
“I think I should go now, if there’s nothing else about the website…”
Eve got to her feet, unfazed by Rebecca’s reaction. “I think we’re okay on that. I hope I didn’t offend…?”
“No. I just have another appointment in a bit.” Sometimes a little white lie didn’t do too much harm, did it? She sent a quick apology to the God she still believed had a long-term plan for her, and used the opportunity to flee. She didn’t need to explain herself, or Andy, for that matter, to anyone.
Determined to forget about the small annoyance, she let herself into her home a few minutes later, wondering what Callie and Sean were up to. Maggie and Dina both spent the day with friends, as school was about to start soon again.
Betty might come over tonight to discuss details for the reading next week…Rebecca had a sudden impulse to call her friend and tell her about the news right away. She jumped when the phone rang the moment she picked it up.
The voice speaking on the other end of the line was the last Rebecca wanted to hear, but she’d indulge him. For now. After all, she was going to make a legal commitment to the woman she loved, and while he could keep her from going to church in her own town, he couldn’t keep her from taking that step. There was satisfaction in that knowledge.
“Father Reynolds,” she said. “What can I do for you?”
If he could read the irony barely hidden between the lines, he didn’t let on.
“Mrs. Lowman, thank God you’re home.”
Rebecca had often wondered if they were talking to, or about, the same God.
“That’s a surprise.”
“I need to ask you a favor,” Father Reynolds said, words Rebecca hadn’t thought she’d ever hear coming out of his mouth. This had to be some kind of emergency—or maybe he was just playing games the way he had since his arrival in Autumn Leaves.
“I need you to come here right away,” he continued, and it wasn’t until now she realized how stressed he sounded.
“Excuse me? Why would I do that after you tried to publicly shame me, more than once, I might remind you? I believe in forgiveness, but frankly, it can’t be a one way street.”
“Please,” he said. “I’ll explain later. If you want, come back to church, I don’t care. Just come here now and we’ll talk.”
“I swear if this is one of your—”
“I apologize! I ask you to forgive me, Mrs. Lowman. I don’t think I was wrong, but I might have gotten overzealous with the means, and for that, I’m sorry. Whether you can forgive me or not--I need to talk.”
“Okay. I’ll be there in twenty minutes.”
Rebecca disconnected the call, and, for a few seconds, stared at the phone in disbelief. Could it be possible? Did he really want to go back to the ceasefire, leave her and her family alone? It was almost too good to be true, but she’d give him the benefit of the doubt. For one more time. She was in a place where his prejudice couldn’t reach her anymore.
* * * *
Callie hadn’t meant to spill the secret—not that it was a secret in the first place, just something they wanted to tell everyone at the same time—but Roz could not be fooled. After bringing their orders, she paused to chat a bit and all of a sudden, did a double-take.
“Does this ring mean what I think it does? That’s amazing, congratulations,” she said, not waiting for an answer, because she must have read enough in Callie’s face. “Is it going to be soon? Wait, you came for the wedding?”
Sean shook his head. “I learned about it this morning, but they should hire you for the cake. How many stores do you have?”
Roz laughed with glee. “You kids from the big city! We opened this spring…and I’d love to do something special for your wedding, just give me the word. Oh, and can we do brunch here? I don’t see how I could get away on Saturday.”
“Sure. Betty is probably coming to dinner. I’ll ask her.”
“Great. See you then.” Roz had to go as a group of women came in to occupy a table in the front of the café, but Jamie, returned a moment later with two glasses of sparkling wine.
“Congratulations on the wedding,” he said. “I see family’s already in town. Enjoy.”
“Asha, Mom and I were so wrong,” Sean commented after Jamie had left. “You are really at home here. Maybe aunt Valerie had a vision--though she did have a more practical view on these things than Mom, but still. She must have guessed something.”
Based on her meeting with Toni, Callie wasn’t so sure about that, but like with other experiences of the Italy trip, she wasn’t quite ready to share yet. There was a reason why everyone in her family always informed each other, and she was joining the conversation late, if at all.
She was lucky Rebecca understood her pace, like no one else she’d ever met before. Callie sighed, thinking that Asha would be a lot less understanding if she couldn’t deliver some work-related good news, and soon. The sound of her cell phone vibrating in her purse made her flinch.
“Hey.”
“Hey,” Rebecca said. “I just wanted to let you know I’ll be out a little while longer. Father Reynolds wanted to talk about something…he sounded a bit strange.”
“You’re going to see him?” The warm fuzzy mood was gone instantly. Remembering her last conversation with the minister and Andy—something they had lured her into, nonetheless—Callie couldn’t believe what she just heard.
“Well…he apologized, kind of, and he said we could come back to church. I’ll see what this is all about and come home right after. Are you still sightseeing? Well, as much as there is to see in Autumn Leaves.”
“We’re at Roz’s,” Callie said, still not reassured. “You really have to go?”
“One last time. Who knows, maybe he’s really serious? I’ll hear what he has to say, get out of there as soon as possible and go back to my fiancée. How does that sound?”
“Fiancée? Sounds wonderful. I’ll see you later then.”
“How about you call Betty tomorrow, and we go out for dinner later? You guys can pick the place,” Rebecca said.
“All right. That’s an offer hard to refuse.”
* * * *
After the urgent sounding call, Rebecca would have expected Father Reynolds to greet her at the door, or at least in the lobby, but the minister was nowhere to be seen. His car sat in the parking lot. He didn’t expect her to meet him in his private rooms, did he? She’d visited Father Langdon in his home, but that was different. They were friends, but she hadn’t been in the rooms behind the offices while he was still head of this congregation. She shrugged to herself, wondering if she should turn around right away. Frankly, Rebecca didn’t expect anything good to come out of this conversation--both of them had made their point clear some time ago.
She’d ring the bell once, and if he didn’t answer…Rebecca checked her phone, but there was no new call. There was a strange gloomy ambience to these rooms, but that was probably all her perception. Last year, what seemed a long time ago now, she’d had contracts with the city and the church regarding their web presence. The mayor’s son had turned out to be a convicted criminal. Father Langdon had left, and from what she could tell, he was enjoying retirement and had no intention to come back. Rebecca had gotten used to driving to Marin County for Reverend Cole’s service, and these days, the present was more important than past memories anyway. No matter what Reynolds wanted from her that she could have used as leverage to let her back into church, she might not be coming back after all. As she stepped closer, she realized that the door to Reynolds’ private quarters was left ajar. Rebecca knocked, waiting with rising irritation.
“Mrs. Lowman? Come on in.”
Even as she walked along the short hallway into the living room, she had the notion that she should turn around and leave right this moment. Her heart started hammering even before she could make sense of the scenery, and when she did, Rebecca knew she had had a reason for wanting to run. Good instincts, a little too late.
Father Reynolds stood to the side, nervously wringing his hands, looking like he desperately tried to keep still. On the couch at the wall sat Andy, her eyes widening when Rebecca came in. She was holding a gun, regarding it as if she didn’t quite know how it had gotten into her hands.








Chapter Eleven
 
“Okay, this is it. I’m calling the police.”
“No!” The reaction from both Andy and the minister was instant and vehement, making her jump. Rebecca wasn’t sure how she’d managed to grasp a clear thought. It was obvious the same didn’t go for the two other people in the room, and that was frightening.
“Please don’t go,” Andy begged, raising the gun. At herself. “I need to talk to you. I need you to understand.”
Rebecca felt sick, unable to move, unable to turn away.
Father Reynolds shrugged. “What was I supposed to do?”
Even in her current state, some sort of protective shock mode that enabled her to act calmer than she felt, Rebecca realized at once what had happened. She’d been set up. It all made sense now.
“Maybe do your job,” she snapped. “Something you should have done from the start, instead of messing with people’s lives. Oh God, Andy. What the hell is this? You don’t want to go there. You have a child!”
Maybe Andy had actually expressed the wish to see Rebecca, but Father Reynolds’ strategy was clear to her. He had no idea how to talk down Andy. If this situation went horribly wrong, the failure wouldn’t be on him alone, or so he probably hoped. Andy laughed bitterly, her grip on the gun tightening. “A child who wants nothing to do with me, and they won’t let me see him again anyway. What’s the point?”
“So you just give up? That’s your answer?” Rebecca stopped herself, thinking these wouldn’t be the words to convince someone who already was desperate. She didn’t want to be here. It wasn’t fair. She had plans, and while she didn’t think Andy intended to harm anyone but herself, Rebecca didn’t want to be a witness. “There have to be other ways.”
“Not everyone is as lucky as you.”
“Granted, luck might be a part of it, but that’s not all.”
Rebecca cast a quick glance over to Father Reynolds who was clearly scared, trying his best to blend in with the furniture. She suppressed the impulse to shake her head. No point in asking herself how she’d managed to get into the middle of this—that part couldn’t be taken back. She had to find a way to make it out. “Why don’t we talk about this? I thought Amber and Father Langdon had found you a place. What happened?”
“There is no place for me. None, I tried. I tried everything, and this is what I got.”
There was no help forthcoming from the minister. Rebecca felt her fear turn to anger, against him, Andy, and everyone who had played a part in making the woman believe what she was, what they both were, should be a death sentence.
“You might have gotten some things wrong, but I believe you wanted to help people. Even Maggie.” It was through gritted teeth that Rebecca said it, but still. “It’s not your fault you were made to believe something that is irrational and harmful.”
Andy regarded her for a long time, enough for Rebecca to make some startling observations. She was surprisingly calm, as if she had given this a lot of thought. No tears.
“I didn’t want to help you. I wanted you.”
The disgusted expression on Reynolds’ face made Rebecca want to punch him. If the situation hadn’t been as serious as it was, she might have.
“Don’t,” she warned him. “You put her up to all this. Why are you even surprised?”
“I didn’t tell her to get a gun,” he returned, irritated.
“Maybe not, but you—” Rebecca didn’t finish her sentence, as it seemed pointless.
“No one even listens to me, ever,” Andy said sadly. “Same old.” The resignation in her voice was chilling.
“That’s not true. I’m listening, right now, and I heard what you said. You know that I am with someone.”
 Andy might be past tears, but the thought of Callie, at this moment, made it hard for Rebecca to remain calm and understanding in the face of this tragedy about to unfold.
“I’m not saying it’s easy, because it’s not. People will judge you, and they will be nasty about it, but I did find love, and you can too.”
“Where?” Andy shook her head. “Has anybody ever been with you for what they called a pity fuck?”
Rebecca cringed, but it was with some satisfaction that she noticed Reynolds did too.
“I didn’t think so. Pity. That’s the best anyone can do for me. You…and even Callie.”
Don’t you dare assume you know anything about Callie.
“That’s not true. I’d like you to hear me out, Andy. I’ll talk to you like you asked, but I’d feel better if you put that gun aside. We’ll find a solution. I promise.”
“What solution can there ever be?” Andy asked. “You know what’s the perverse thing about this? I know it doesn’t work. I’ve always known, and that was fine with me as long I could live my dirty little double life. Hang out with other women who were like me, bland and unhappy and grateful for a little adventure. I thought you were like that. I relied on you being like that when I first walked into your house for my assignment.”
“Assignment,” Rebecca repeated, dumbfounded. She couldn’t believe, still, that anyone would in all seriousness, come up with that kind of scheme, and find people to work it for them.
“You’re not hiding. You don’t hang out in bars on the weekend hoping to find someone who will tell you that you’re not a complete failure, no matter if it’s a lie. Instead, you live with her for all the world you see, with your kids, pretending to be a normal family!”
“That’s because we are. It’s not too late, Andy, can’t you see? You can have all that. You have to give it time!”
“How much longer? I’ve been waiting since the day my father beat the crap out of me for kissing a girl when I was seventeen. How much longer do you think it will take?”
“I don’t know.” Somewhere in her heart Rebecca had always guessed and feared that Andy might have a story like this, after what Mona and Callie had said. It didn’t make right anything that Andy had done as an adult, intentionally manipulating the people around her. The fact did explain a lot though. “I don’t know, but I don’t think they should win, have the last word on this. You should live, prove them wrong.”
“I don’t know how!”
That, Rebecca couldn’t blame her for. Eventually, David had come around her family and friends had supported her—some right away, some after a period of adjustment. She didn’t know what she would have done otherwise. Callie’s friends and family had been welcoming, though Rebecca remembered well when Asha had viewed her with suspicion.
“There is someone who can help you. A real therapist, not someone who feeds you the same old lies.”
“This is inappropriate, Mrs. Lowman. You know very well that—”
“Don’t start,” Rebecca cut him off. “The kind of help you thought I needed? I can see what it’s doing to people, and I’m sure Andy is not the first.”
“Oh, so you’re an expert on the subject?” Fear might guide him at this moment, but between the lines Rebecca could detect something she had known was there—a meanness, dressed up in fake concern. “I can show you many examples of people who were able to turn around and adopt a healthy and normal lifestyle. Don’t blame the kindness of people who want to help them for a few who are resisting and too unstable to respond to the hand reaching out to them!”
“Don’t listen to him. There’s nothing kind about forcing someone to go against the way God made them.” Rebecca could have sworn Father Reynolds scoffed at her words. “They took enough from you. Please, don’t let them take your life too.”
Slowly, Andy shook her head, lifting the gun once more.
“No. Don’t do this. You can come back to the group. I’m sure everyone will be a lot more understanding when they know what you were up against. Andy—no!”
The expected sound never came. Andy stared at the weapon in bewilderment.
This might be the moment to convince her, be it a coincidence or a sign, some sort of divine intervention. As it was, Rebecca felt immobile, body and mind, utterly helpless. There were no more words.
* * * *
The prospect of getting married in a matter of months had been wondrous when it was a shared plan just between her and Rebecca. Now that she’d shared it with someone else, Callie felt even more excited, her mind filled with a number of questions that had instantly become relevant.
What to wear? She would love to wear a white dress. It would be her first wedding after all. It wasn’t for Rebecca, and she might feel different about it. Callie paused briefly on the mental image of Rebecca wearing a tux. “Now that’s hot,” she said to herself, her words seeming to echo unnaturally in the silence of the house. She had left Sean to his own devices for a couple of hours. They’d agreed on Spanish for the night, a restaurant right across from his hotel.
Callie had come home to relieve her conscience and do a bit of work on her book, but she was distracted for several reasons: the wedding preparation which weren’t that urgent yet, but something to consider—and Rebecca’s continued absence. What could Father Reynolds possibly want from her, something that would even convince him to drop his stance on her family coming to service? Like Callie, Rebecca had come to the conclusion that it was best to stay away from the likes of him and Andy. Why would she change her mind—and what was taking them so long?
Callie stared at the Google window with the words “lesbian wedding” typed into the search box, admitting to the fact that she wasn’t getting any work done.
Another call to Rebecca went to voicemail. Callie decided she was going to check on her, probably embarrass herself for being overprotective, but then again, she’d seen Father Reynolds’ little schemes at work. Ruefully, she thought that she should have gone with Rebecca in the first place.
* * * *
“I can’t do anything right!”
“That’s not true. This is for a reason,” Rebecca insisted, desperate to make sense of what happened, for Andy, for herself.
The moment he realized the gun wasn’t loaded, Father Reynolds left the room without a word. Rebecca hoped he’d at least have the decency to call an ambulance, and she could go home. Distantly, she remembered the plans to go out with the girls and Callie’s brother tonight. She needed to shower and change. She needed to be home. “Let someone help you, someone who knows what they are doing.”
“Don’t you hate me?” Andy asked incredulously.
No, but I feel sorry for you. Rebecca folded her hands in her lap, an unconscious gesture that made her aware they were ice cold a moment later. She was shivering. It had to be the air-conditioning, she reasoned.
“I’ve realized that hate is too much of a waste of energy. No, I don’t hate you. I don’t really know you enough, but I do wish you luck. I hope you’ll be happy.” For a moment, she worried it could come out ironic. As it was, she sounded tired. Rebecca didn’t know if her words were enough, and she knew that uncertainty would come back to haunt her.
“Rebecca. I didn’t expect to see you here.”
“Oh no, you didn’t.” Rebecca jumped to her feet.
“What?” Reynolds had come back in behind Beverly Wilkins, Autumn Leaves’ sheriff. “You wanted to call the police earlier.”
“It’s okay,” Bev said. “I’ve called an ambulance. No one’s going to get arrested.”
“Really?” Reynolds’ voice rose. “Someone came into my house with a gun, don’t you think there should be consequences?”
“There will be,” Bev said as the paramedics came in behind her. Rebecca got to her feet quickly, all of a sudden in desperate need of fresh air.
“Rebecca.”
She almost walked on. Rebecca didn’t think she owed anyone, anything, at this point, surely not Andy, but she turned around anyway.
“Thank you,” Andy whispered.
Rebecca didn’t know what to say to that, so she said nothing. Ignoring the activities around her, she walked out of the room. One step after the other, back along the hallway and through the office, outside, and into Callie’s arms.
* * * *
Seeing the vehicles in front of Reynolds’ house left her winded, breathless with fear. Callie felt like she was staggering, when in fact, she stood frozen, unable to move.
“Callie.” Sean touched her arm, making her jump. “Let’s find out what’s going on here.”
She couldn’t move. It was too much even to imagine what might prompt the need for police and medical personnel.
When Rebecca stepped out of the front door, the world tilted on its axis and then righted itself again. She looked tired, but unharmed, and managed a smile for Callie.
“You have no idea how happy I am to see you.”
Callie wrapped her arms around her, tightly enough to make Rebecca wince in reaction. “Sorry,” she whispered, but couldn’t bring herself to loosen her hold. “Oh God.” Even if she didn’t know all the details, the set up of the scene and the talk around them, in hushed tones, told her enough. They’d been lucky.
* * * *
“I hope you didn’t make a reservation…” Rebecca said when both she and Callie could make themselves step back for a moment. “I guess I’ll have to give a statement. I don’t know.” Rebecca wasn’t sure if anything she said at this point made sense, but she hoped the message she wanted to convey came through. I’m okay. No one got hurt. All right, the first part might have been an exaggeration. She’d been better, but the feel of Callie’s embrace drastically improved her state of mind. Bev had come out as well, lingering in the doorway as if not to interrupt the private moment.
“I was so scared for you,” Callie said, the emotion in her voice staggering to Rebecca. “Are you sure you’re okay?”
“I’m fine. I promise. My hope is that if we can wrap this up soon enough, we don’t even have to tell anyone.” Maggie and Dina in the first place. “I’m grateful it ended the way it did, and I’m sure Andy will be too, at some point.”
“Why did he call you?” Callie asked angrily. “This is not your job. You’re not even friends! What if that gun had been loaded? We don’t know that she didn’t mean to harm anyone. Instead of the police he called you? What the hell is wrong with these people? Can’t you sue him for that?” Her voice rose steadily with each word.
Rebecca didn’t feel like facing those questions, now, or at all. She knew that because of what happened with her former classmate, Callie’s approach to the subject wasn’t entirely rational, regardless of the fact that she had a point. Father Reynolds had let her walk into the situation without warning.
“I just really want to go home,” she said. “Let’s wait for the girls, and go have that dinner. I’m hungry too.”
“You can come by tomorrow,” Bev told her.
“Thank you.”
Rebecca tightened her arms around Callie before she stepped back and took her hand. “Let’s go.” She would have preferred to pretend that part of the day never happened. Too high hopes maybe, but she would do her best to just move on. With a shudder she thought of her now imprisoned, former brother-in-law who had fired a gun in the room with Maggie. It hadn’t been his intention to hurt anyone either, but the result remained the same, the damage done by actions fueled by ignorant minds. No, she didn’t want Maggie to know.
* * * *
“Okay. This is not what I expected to happen in a dreamy town like this.”
Sean had little knowledge of the things that could and had happened in a town like Autumn Leaves. Callie didn’t want to enlighten him.
Knowing a thing or two about trauma and how it crept up on you when you least expected it, she’d been watching Rebecca carefully all evening. It was a good thing that Sean, Maggie and Dina did most of the talking. Apparently, Andy’s story hadn’t yet made breaking news in the Autumn Leaves grapevine. By Saturday brunch, it would probably be hard to hide from it.
Callie felt her anger surge once more when she thought of Father Reynolds who had knowingly put Rebecca’s life in danger, for fear, for a lack of ability to handle a difficult situation. Rebecca wasn’t supposed to be there, at all.
“Yeah, it’s never boring,” she said, glancing over to the dessert counter where Dina and Maggie were choosing theirs. Rebecca had excused herself and asked them to order a coffee for her. Callie was monitoring her bathroom time warily, intent on checking on her if she didn’t return within the next two minutes.
“Are you sure you don’t want to come live in New York?” Sean asked. “At least people leave you alone.”
“It’s our home. We won’t let anyone chase us away. Besides, I don’t want you and Asha to keep tabs on me any more than you do now.”
Sean laughed, but his gaze was serious a moment later. “You could do it, you know. Maybe not right now, but Dina will be off to college at some point, Maggie in junior high--you two can work from anywhere.”
“Stop it. People like Andy are everywhere, more or less.”
“That sucks.”
“Yeah, it does, but that’s the way it is. We’ll get on with our lives.”
He smiled ruefully. “You know you can always call. I know you probably won’t, but I just want to put that out there.”
“I know. Thank you.”
The memory of the moment she’d arrived at the church and saw Bev Wilkins’ police cruiser, and the ambulance, still made her heart constrict painfully. The one break they’d gotten in this year, an almost unreal time in Italy, had been too damn short. She touched her finger with the ring on it, a symbol for the certainty that they wouldn’t stay trapped in the bad times. At this point, she desperately needed the reminder.
“Did you order yet? No? Good. I think I changed my mind. I’ll get something sweet with the coffee.”
You had to listen very carefully to know that Rebecca’s cheery tone was a bit off.
“Me too,” Sean said. “Let’s see how they compare to the cupcake paradise.”
* * * *
“I can’t believe how much time I used to spend getting it dry,” Rebecca said, referring to her still relatively new haircut. She hadn’t mentioned Andy with one word, not even after they’d said goodbye to Sean, and later, the girls had retreated to their respective rooms. Their eyes met in the mirror, and Rebecca shook her head. “Don’t worry. This was a day I really don’t want to repeat, but I won’t have a meltdown anytime soon. I prefer to focus on everything we’ve got going for us.” Gripping the sink with both hands, she leaned forward with a sigh. “That’s the plan, anyway. So Reynolds apologized, Andy thanked me…I’m still not sure if they believe any of it—and that’s just two people. I can’t imagine life without the girls, but what a world to bring children into.”
“We do the best we can.”
“What if that’s not enough?”
Callie stepped behind her, holding her close. “They are smart and resourceful kids. They’ll make it. I know today was horrible, but it won’t always feel this way. You can trust me.”
“I trust you,” Rebecca said, her voice breaking. “That’s not the point.”
“I know. Believe me, I know. If you want to cry, it’s okay…”
“No.” Taking a deep breath, Rebecca turned to her. “I don’t want to give them that much power. This is our home. They don’t have a place here.”
Callie didn’t want to point out at the moment that unwelcome memories didn’t respect walls and closed doors—Rebecca knew that herself.
“What do you need?”
Rebecca gave her a long look.
“I don’t know if it’s the right moment to—”
“Please,” Rebecca whispered.
Sometimes, closeness was the only way to reassure oneself that the barriers in other people’s minds were insignificant when it came to their own lives, choices, love.
Callie nodded, reaching out to take Rebecca’s hand. “Okay.”
They lay in each other’s arms for a long time, the touch a comfort reaching further than any words could. In a way, it was a comfort too, that Andy would finally get the help she needed. Their own lives would go on, and they had a lot to look forward to. They had each other. No one could take that from them. After today’s events, they had even more reason to be grateful this was still true.








Chapter Twelve
 
The mood at Saturday brunch was subdued, even though the fundraising event for the women’s shelter had come together, and Callie and Rebecca had wonderful news to share. Andy’s desperate act and what it could have led to weighed on all of them. Callie was torn between resenting her for spoiling the best moment of her life, and feeling guilty because she knew Andy’s problems were severe. She felt even guiltier when she remembered it had been Rebecca in the room with her, trying her best to talk her down, when she shouldn’t have been anywhere near that scene.
Until somebody crashed the party like only one person Callie knew could. When the doorbell rang, Dina rushed to answer, since she was expecting Sara. Instead, she came in a moment later. “Mom, Callie, for you.”
“Ms. Romano!” Maggie had appeared, nearly squealing at the sight of her former teacher.
“Hey, Maggie. It’s so nice to see you.” She seemed a bit self-conscious about the scene her arrival caused. Asha, however, enjoyed the grand entrance as usual.
“Wow, Callie. You’re not in your PJs. Good. We have a busy time ahead. The thing is, we came in hope of breakfast.”
“Asha.” Gracie Romano blushed.
“There’s lots of food,” Maggie said. “Mom and Callie got engaged.” In the resulting joyous congratulations, Callie managed to forget for the first time that Rebecca had been trapped in a room with a desperate woman holding a gun.
* * * *
While Rebecca was still in the dining room with the majority of their guests, Callie had taken a moment to retreat to the kitchen, not surprised when Asha followed her. She sank into the chair, resigned to the questions she knew would come.
“I assume you want to talk.”
“You look terrible,” Asha said, as usual frank and not wasting time regarding the matters at hand. “You shouldn’t. You’ve had an awesome trip, got Rebecca to give you a ring--”
“I didn’t get her to do it. She wanted to.” Callie could understand where Asha’s concern came from. She sounded beyond tired.
“Same difference. I didn’t get to talk to Sean yet, so I suppose you’ll have to tell me. What’s the newest drama?”
Callie tried. “You wouldn’t believe. Andy.” Her voice cracked.
“Didn’t you say the lunatics were moving away?” Asha asked softly.
“Not yet. She…she—”
“Bitch for spoiling your awesome surprise.” She walked around the table and put her arms around Callie, holding on tight.
“I know she was having issues, that I’m supposed to empathize, but where does it stop? She’s no different from Nicole, really. It’s always someone else’s fault. They apologize, but they never mean it. She pulled the freaking trigger!”
“What?” Asha took a step back, the shock showing on her face. “I’m beginning to think New York is nothing compared to the crazy you’re dealing with here. At least no one ever pulled a gun on me there.”
“The short version….She went to tell Father Reynolds he owed her, and she made him call me. He neglected to mention her, or the gun. We talked, she pulled the trigger on herself, but it wasn’t loaded. No one got hurt.”
Asha looked from Callie to Rebecca who stood in the doorway. Her calm delivery of the facts made Callie even worse. She hadn’t been the one in the room with Andy. She shouldn’t be falling apart. As usual, Rebecca was keeping it together for everyone.
“Well, that’s an optimistic interpretation,” Asha said wryly.
“I’m sorry. I’m okay.” Callie was well aware her current state did nothing to convince either woman at the moment.
“We are. Could you give us a moment anyway?”
“Sure. No problem. I’ll go see if there’s any more of the champagne.” Asha got up, briefly squeezed Callie’s shoulder as she passed her by. Rebecca sat in her chair, waiting.
“I’m sorry I’m such a mess. I should be grateful…and happy.” At this rate, she’d be spending all day in this room.
“I know you are all these things,” Rebecca said. “I am too. I am also terrified, because I keep thinking about what could have happened. That will pass. Well, at least it will get better. You know that.”
“It’s not fair. She had no right.”
“No. Let’s just hope she finally gets the help she needs. Whatever happens—we’ll go to New York for Gracie and Asha’s wedding—and after that, it will be our own.”
Callie leaned into her, comforted by the imagery Rebecca’s words evoked, yet exhausted. “So much has happened. We got a little break and now…it’s like it’s starting all over again.”
“It won’t be,” Rebecca whispered. “I promise.”
* * * *
“I feel bad,” she said when the phone was answered on the other end of the line. “Well, actually, I don’t feel as bad as I probably should. Maybe I can forgive and forget once we all have a little peace here in Autumn Leaves. I just don’t want anyone to do something crazy on my wedding day.”
“Rebecca.” Father Landon’s voice sounded carefully neutral, which was probably the best reaction to the rant she’d just unleashed on him. “First of all, I didn’t know there was going to be a wedding soon, so, congratulations. Regarding the latest incidents in Autumn Leaves, I heard. I’m so sorry.”
“Well, you shouldn’t be the one who’s sorry. You’re not the one who conveniently mistook me for 911.” She took a deep breath, aware of how much anger she still had left. At Andy, at Father Reynolds. She should be looking at centerpieces and flower arrangements right now. Well, maybe it was a little early for that. A reception venue, then. “It looks bad when I’m always the one complaining, right?”
“There’s complaining, and there are justified concerns,” he said. “You’re not the only one who’s worried about the situation in Autumn Leaves. It’s a little early, so I’d like you to keep quiet about it for now, but Father Reynolds has made arrangements to leave. I think we all need time to take a careful look at what happened here, including him.”
Rebecca sank into the closest chair, unsure what to do with this news she’d been hoping for. At this moment, it felt kind of anti-climactic.
“That’s good news for us, but I’m feeling sorry for the next congregation he gets his hands on. I don’t see him taking responsibility anytime soon, for any of this…Yes, I remember what you told me not so long ago, Father. Talking about responsibility—not everything is mine. I get it.”
“You have a wedding to prepare for. In my experience, people usually have their hands full with that.”
Rebecca had to laugh at that. “Thank you, I needed that. We haven’t even started yet, but I’m sure it will help separating the important matters from those that are not. I feel sorry for her. I hope she’ll be okay someday.”
“If she really listened to what you told her, there’s a good chance.”
“I’ve made some mistakes.”
“Everyone makes mistakes. That’s where the responsibility comes in. Take your time to deal with what happened.”
“We will, thank you—and I apologize for calling this early in the morning.”
She looked up to see Callie stand in the doorway, amused at her words. Outside, the day was just barely dawning.
“That’s okay. I hope I could tell you something useful.”
“You always do. Have a good day.”
“You too, Rebecca.”
* * * *
  After the reading, Betty invited the Saturday brunch group, including Asha and Gracie, to dinner. Even with Callie and Rebecca keeping the news regarding Father Reynolds between them, it had already made the rounds.
“Well, let’s hope we won’t get another mean one,” Betty said as she poured wine for all of them. Her gaze met Callie’s with a hint of self-consciousness in her expression. “I know. I hope I was never that bad.”
Callie shrugged. “You yelled at me once and slapped me, but we were pretty much okay after that.”
“Yeah, about that. Damn, there’s not enough wine in the world to make me feel less stupid about it.”
“I’m so glad we cleared that up,” Rebecca said. “That was stupid. Then again, you could say the same about me walking into that situation because Father Reynolds asked me to.” She raised her glass. “To smart decisions. Let’s not make any others in the future.” Her words were met with laughter. No one at the table was sober anymore.
“Speaking of decisions,” Betty said. “I’m curious, so I’ll risk revealing that I don’t know a lot about…same-sex weddings.” She hesitated a bit as if gauging whether she was using the correct term. “What are you going to wear? Pants, dresses, one of you, both, I have no clue. Not that it’s any of my business, but I believe this subject beats thinking about what could have gone wrong this year.”
“Dresses for us, definitely,” Asha said. “Callie knows I have a girlie side I try to keep a secret most of the time.”
“I know you have a slave driver side you don’t keep so secret.”
“Funny. Really, there’s no shame in asking. How would you know?”
“True. My sister wore pants at her wedding,” Betty said. “I bet she was a whole lot more comfortable than I was.”
Callie caught Rebecca’s smile, silently agreeing it was remarkable to see Asha and Betty in a conversation like this, when less than a year ago, they would have observed each other with caution. People were able to learn and enter a dialogue, most of them, anyway. It wasn’t their task to worry about every single one who preferred to stay wrapped up in their prejudice. Andy was going to get real therapy. Father Reynolds--he might not change his ways, but maybe he would at least acknowledge that he had handled the situation with Andy terribly wrong. She could have cried with relief over the fact that both of them were out of their lives, and then, with another emotion, because there had been so many different, worse ways the situation could have gone. However, Rebecca was here with her, and even though they were both shaken by this latest event, they had a lot to look forward to in their immediate future. They had a supportive circle of friends that, surprisingly, had started to mesh.
“We haven’t had a lot of time to think about this yet,” she said.
“Well, start now,” Betty advised. “There’s something else I wanted to talk to you about. I know you’ll go to New York for the ceremony, at least if nothing changes around here in the meantime, but once you’re back here, let me throw you a party.” She shrugged at the surprised looks coming her way. “We won, right? Common sense is persevering, and we can all go on with our lives. Don’t get me wrong, I know I’ve been part of the problem. This is over. I want to mark it.”
Rebecca got up to hug her close, to thank her just as much as to stop the self-reproach, and this time, Callie couldn’t stop her eyes from welling up.
“That’s a great idea,” Roz said softly. “I’m sure Maria would have loved it.”
Asha reached for her purse to take out a tissue. “Damn allergies.”
* * * *
“So, what’s your take on the outfit question?” Callie asked when they walked home later, hand in hand. It wasn’t just because at this time of day, there were hardly any people on the streets and the danger of anyone staring at them slim. It felt right. On the other end of all those possible catastrophes, they had come out stronger. “I could see you in a pantsuit.”
“Why not, I’ve had the dress experience before.” Rebecca laughed, self-conscious. “Okay. First, I’m sure you don’t want to know that. Second, the truth is, I don’t know much more that Betty when it comes to clichés and expectations.”
Callie tightened her hold on Rebecca’s hand. “That’s okay. You don’t have to fulfill anyone’s expectations. Well, except for mine, after the party, but that’s another thing.” Her words made both of them laugh. “We do what we always do—what feels right.”
“Sounds good.” Rebecca studied her for a long moment, regarding her with so much love it humbled Callie, even though she’d known for some time. If there was anything to learn from the near disaster, it was to take time to acknowledge what they had, what no one had been able to take away from them, and never would. As they walked on, Rebecca smiled to herself, without a doubt able to read Callie’s mind.
The odds had been stacked against them from day one. They had beaten the odds. She was still struggling to find words when, to her surprise, she saw someone waving at her from a restaurant table on the other side of the street.
“Callie, hi! I can’t believe we finally get to see you!”
It took her a while to make the connection and recognize the woman. It wasn’t until then that she remembered Beth was receiving her newsletter and had read about the reading. Callie hadn’t seen her at the reading, and she hadn’t expected her to come all the way to Autumn Leaves in the first place.
She was sitting outside with another woman. That had to be Melanie, Beth’s assistant.
“Beth,” Callie said, still dumbfounded when her former classmate got up to cross the street.
“Hey. I’m so sorry we didn’t make it to the reading. I’m not sure Melanie will ever forgive me, but my GPS is crap as we have discovered. I was debating whether coming to your house would be a bit too much.” She half extended her hand, then changed her mind and pulled Callie into a hug that lasted a little longer than it normally would between people who hadn’t seen each other in years. Beth stepped back with a happy smile.
“Can I ask you to come over to our table for a second? Melanie was so looking forward to meeting you. You won’t believe how much time we spent driving around, and there was no one to ask.”
“Sure, no problem.”
“There you go, Mel,” Beth said. “This trip is a success after all. Meet Callie and…?”
“Rebecca.” Rebecca shook the women’s hands. “It’s nice to meet you.”
“You too,” Melanie said. She had gotten up as well. “We didn’t make it to the reading, but we both sent a check for the shelter. It’s a great cause.”
“Thank you.” A few months ago, Callie thought she needed to see Beth.
Beth had been bullied by other classmates back in high school, terrified of the prospect. Over Nicole’s blackmail attempt, she nearly jeopardized her relationship with Rebecca--Nicole had a way of distorting her reality, the way manipulators always did. The smoke had cleared.
Callie had talked with Beth on the phone a couple of times, and thought she would have to let the past go. Seeing the adult woman Beth Murphy had become, she also knew she could.
“We were just about to finish with a coffee. Is there any chance we could invite you?” Beth asked.
Callie exchanged a glance with Rebecca who nodded. “Why not?”
Over the second coffee, Callie realized that she had talked more with Beth than she ever had in that fateful year they had been in high school together. Beth and her husband were celebrating their fifth wedding anniversary together. It felt only natural to share her and Rebecca’s plans. Callie signed a book for an elated Melanie. Judging from her expression, this clearly made up for the missed reading.
“There’ll be others,” Callie assured her.
“I’m really glad things are moving forward for you,” Beth said. “Marriage! This is awesome. When we were in school, no one would even talk about it. These days, people have fewer excuses for being jerks, and that’s a great thing.”
Before they left, Callie went inside the restaurant and to the restroom, surprised when she came out of the stall to see Beth standing in front of the mirror.
“Don’t you worry. I promised to pay, and I will.” Beth laughed.
She couldn’t know about the bad déja-vu, of when Nicole had waited for Callie in another restaurant, not so long ago, to present her blackmail scheme. Beth, however, had been friendly and respectful from the moment Callie first called her.
“See, about the other time.” Callie sighed. “I feel like I owe you the truth, and you’ll probably be disappointed. My ex tried to blackmail me, because…I told her what happened.”
Beth gave no indication whether she was disappointed or not. “I don’t understand. You were out, weren’t you? What did she threaten you with?”
In the mirror, Callie held Beth’s gaze. “The fact that I did nothing, when I could have? She threatened to tell Rebecca.”
“What happened?”
“We worked it out before…I called you.”
Beth laid a hand on her shoulder. “Stop it. I told you I didn’t blame you. I never did. You heard me, right?”
“Yes,” Callie murmured.
“I know that time wasn’t easy for you either, and now…let’s say not everyone gets common sense and kindness. I had a neighbor down the street put up a sign to ‘encourage’ people to vote against gay marriage. Let’s be glad that we have outgrown high school, have a life and can now concentrate on what really matters. Please, don’t cry. Your girlfriend is going to think I said something to make you…well, technically that would be true, but I don’t want to give her that impression.”
Callie couldn’t help but laugh. She couldn’t remember the last time, or any moment they had actually laughed together, but it felt good too.
* * * *
It was close to eleven when they parted ways. There was something on Rebecca’s mind she felt couldn’t wait, even though it might be a bit crazy to pursue the idea right at this moment.
Then again, the cemetery was on their way too. “Would you mind?” she asked, halting when they walked past the gates.
“Not at all.”
Betty, Roz and Maria had been Rebecca’s oldest friends in Autumn Leaves, but Rebecca had always felt closest to Maria who had also been her sister-in-law. After her death in a car accident, there had been many rumors about her, some of which had been true. What most of the people gossiping had neglected was that she’d been a loyal friend and a kinder person than most. She had believed in the good in anyone, including her husband, David’s brother, who kept proving her wrong—yet, she hadn’t given up on him. If there was anything true about Craig, it was his grief for Maria.
Rebecca missed her too, and she wished her friend could be around to witness her happiness, maybe find her own. Although, Maria hadn’t been unhappy. She’d lived and loved regardless of conventions. She thought of the night Craig had called her, drunk, to tell her about the accident, using that opportunity to insult her. She’d spend that night with Callie, guiltily sneaking into her house like she was doing something forbidden, even though the secret had been out to everyone already.
As she kneeled in front of the gravestone, she thought of the cold winter night when Craig decided to demonstrate his hate for Rebecca by kidnapping Maggie. She had gotten the news right here in the cemetery, after a pointless fight with Callie over Nicole.
Both of them had taken responsibility for tragic incidents that hadn’t been their fault, too eagerly. Both were getting closure tonight, starting their life together.
“I followed my heart like you said,” Rebecca whispered. “Thank you for everything.” She said a quick prayer before she got up and turned to Callie who was waiting for her. Time to go home.
* * * *
After all those detours, they finally arrived at their house. It had been a long, but productive day, Rebecca thought, as they climbed the stairs up to the small porch. How fast time went by. The night was still summer mild, but in a couple of months, the neighbor’s maple would start changing colors, red and yellow leaves blown into all directions, onto their front lawn and even over to Delia’s, Rebecca’s old house.
A year ago, she had been certain she’d live there for many years to come. Now, it was the home of Delia and her husband and two sons. David enjoyed a new life and career in Hong Kong.
Rebecca was going to get married.
The prospect filled her with a joy that even the worries and fears of the past year couldn’t touch. She could understand, more than ever before, how Callie had been troubled by the past experience of someone she knew nearly taking their life. She knew that for all the anger she had towards Andy, for acting irresponsibly time after time, Andy was a victim too. People made choices—like their friends, like Tomaso’s family. The idea that Dina would likely be in another country come next summer still made her cringe, but Rebecca felt confident she’d be welcome and able to achieve her goals. Maggie had finally found security.
Callie was writing the wedding of Sabine and Vanessa, a triumphant moment in the lives of her fictional characters…just months before their own. That’s what it came back to, their commitment to each other, and their love that had survived every obstacle thrown their way. She made a quick beeline for Maggie’s room, not surprised to see the light still on.
“Just another chapter, right?” Rebecca teased, making Maggie laugh. “Tomorrow’s another day, you know?” They hugged and said goodnight, before Rebecca went to knock on the door of Dina’s room. Dina was awake as well, the Skype window on her computer open. Since their return from Italy, Tomaso had had a row of very early mornings.
“Hi Mrs. Lowman!” he said, sounding more awake than anyone should at the time of day it was in his time zone.
“Hey, Tomaso. You’re up early.”
“Well, I have to be,” he said.
“I’ll leave you two to it, then. Good night, Dina. Have a good day, Tomaso.”
“Actually, Mom, could you wait a minute?”
“Sure.” Rebecca stayed while Dina blew a kiss at the screen and said goodbye to her boyfriend before she closed the window. To her dismay, Dina’s expression turned serious.
“I’ve got some good news,” she said, surprising Rebecca.
“You don’t look happy.”
“I am, really. I talked to Sara today. She’s excited for you and Callie. She also got a job at Roz’s place.”
“That’s great! Now what’s with that face?”
“You didn’t tell us what happened with Father Reynolds, and…Andy.” Dina looked down for a moment. When she faced Rebecca again, her eyes were bright.
“I didn’t know it was that dangerous, and it made me think of all the things I said to you, in Italy, and before. I’m sorry.”
“Oh, Dina. We talked about this. We’re good.”
Dina let herself be embraced without protest. “Tomaso said the same.”
“Well, he’s a smart guy.” Rebecca held on, not in a hurry. “It was pretty scary for a moment, but you know you can get through scary things when you have people in your life you can count on. I know we were all hurt at some point, and we said things we didn’t mean, but we’re always there for each other, right?”
“Right,” Dina whispered. “Thank you.”
“You’re welcome. Now say a proper goodnight to Tomaso, and don’t stay up too long.”
“Same to you.”
“Nice try.”
In the bedroom, Callie sat with her laptop in the middle of the bed, reading. “You’re done with the rounds?” she asked with a knowing smile.
“Almost.”
Callie was still reading when Rebecca returned from the bathroom. On a day like this, with lots of soul-searching and surprises, she was inevitably drawn back to the day she’d first come to Callie’s house with an intent other than friendly neighbor talk. There had been guilt and doubts, want she didn’t know how to deal with, curiosity that troubled her.
The experiences of the past year had left her with a clarity she might have never had before in her life, and, still, curiosity for what was still to come.
“What are you reading?” she asked, joining Callie in bed.
Callie took off her reading glasses. “My dedication,” she said. “I can finish tomorrow.”
“That means you’re done? Asha will be pleased. Well, I will be pleased. I’m looking forward to reading it too.” She glanced over at the page, thrilled to see her own name.
For Rebecca. For better or worse.
Callie closed the laptop and put it on the nightstand. “It’s hard to be eloquent,” she said. “There’s so much I want to say, it would be a story all by itself.”
Rebecca pulled her close for a kiss, meaning to convey she understood, even without words, that this was only the beginning of their story, the life they had chosen to live together.
* * * *
Maggie and Dina had set the breakfast table on the porch—it was a bit tight, but a lovely gesture, Rebecca thought when she enjoyed her first coffee. She hadn’t had a lot of sleep the previous night. Callie was still in the shower.
On the other side of the street, Delia was talking with two men, early forties maybe, who had arrived in an SUV earlier. When she spotted Rebecca, she waved and they came over together.
“Rebecca, good morning! Let me introduce you to Dan and Steven—your new neighbors in a month from now.”
Rebecca looked at the smiling faces in confusion. “Welcome--but how…?”
Delia looked wistful. “It’s because of Martin’s job. I really thought we could stay longer in Autumn Leaves. I loved it here, the house, and the neighborhood. Oh boy, I’m going to miss those Saturday brunches.”
“We need to keep in touch then.”
“Absolutely. We’re lucky these gentlemen fell in love with the place right away.”
“It’s a wonderful house,” one of the men said, extending his hand. “I’m Dan McCarthy.”
“Nice to meet you, even though we’re a bit sad to see Delia and her family leave. I’m Rebecca. Welcome to Autumn Leaves.” Amused, she realized that line sounded familiar.
“Yes, welcome!” Callie had appeared behind her, finally dressed though her hair was still wet.
“Thanks so much,” Steven said. “Dan and I are looking forward to the quiet country life. Autumn Leaves sounds idyllic already, and the realtor didn’t promise too much about the friendly neighborhood.”
Rebecca and Callie shared a smile. Quiet and idyllic might not always be the best terms to describe their life in Autumn Leaves, but it was where their home was.
With each other.





  
Epilogue
 
Betty was staring at her in awe, making Rebecca self-conscious.
“You’re not going to ask me who’s wearing the pants in this relationship, are you?”
Betty laughed. “Oh, I know who’s wearing the pants--I’m kidding! Look at you. You’re gorgeous. Can’t you see me turn green?”
Rebecca cast a nervous glance at her image in the full-length mirror. She couldn’t help smiling at what she saw, in spite of the butterflies in her stomach going crazy. The white pantsuit fit her perfectly. Cynthia had done a great job on her hair and make-up, a natural look nevertheless different from every day.
This wasn’t every day. This was her wedding day, complete with a wedding cake topped by two adorable—and female—figurines. She felt herself tear up a little and wondered if the whole day would be like this, beautiful but raw emotion. It would be better once Callie was by her side.
“Thank you,” she said to Betty. “You have no reason to be jealous though. You and Charles are going to Hong Kong. Can you say hello to David and Susan when you see them?”
“We sure will. Before I forget it. I don’t know if you have something old yet, but you know what they say.” She produced a delicate silver bracelet from her purse she fastened around Rebecca’s wrist. “It’s almost a hundred years old. I believe that qualifies.”
“Betty.” Now her vision was blurry, and Betty’s eyes welled up too. “I could have been a better friend. I’m so grateful you even still want me here.”
“Of course.”
They hugged, and Betty continued, “You borrowed the necklace from your mom, and I know for a fact these clothes and shoes are brand new, so I assume anything blue is for Callie’s eyes only.” She stepped back in time to see Rebecca blush. “Who says tradition can’t be fun?”
There was a knock on the door, and Rebecca’s mom stepped inside. “Are you ready?” she asked softly. Betty excused herself.
“I so am,” Rebecca said. “We’ve been waiting a while, but the past few days have been torture. I don’t think I could make it another day.”
“Well, you don’t have to. There’s this amazing woman waiting for you so you can say I do.”
“Stop, Mom. You’re making me cry.”
“It’s your wedding day. If that isn’t a good moment for happy tears, I don’t know what is.” She had a point. Even the short skype conversation in which Tomaso and his family had congratulated them, had gotten emotional.
“Rebecca, I’m so glad you can do this officially. It might not make a difference to the heart, but it’s so much better for you two, and the girls.”
“It does make a difference to the heart as well.”
Equal marriage had arrived in the sleepy town of Autumn Leaves as well. She and Callie could have their dream wedding here at home.
“I can see,” Margaret said. “I never thought I’d have a daughter-in-law, let alone one that writes naughty books on occasion—”
“Mom.”
“That’s beside the point anyway. I don’t think I’ve ever seen you this happy, even with everything you had to deal with. It’s good you cleared things with David too.”
Rebecca nodded, content in everything else that lay between the lines. She had had the courage to trust in her parents after many years they’d been on the periphery of one another’s lives. She’d be married to the person she loved, in the eyes of the law, and, she believed, the eyes of a God who had never left her, in doubt or grief. She couldn’t bring herself to care much about anyone who thought otherwise.
“Let’s go,” her mother said. “I know for a fact that Callie is just as impatient as you are.”
* * * *
“Ready?” Sean asked, and Callie nodded, even though her stomach was in knots, and she wished she hadn’t chosen heels so high. She hoped her vanity wouldn’t come back to bite her. My beautiful lesbian wedding, she thought, suppressing the giddy laughter that wanted to bubble up. She was already drunk—on happiness.
“Good. Please don’t faint on me. I’ll never hear the end of it.” There was a hint of worry in his affectionate tone.
“I’ll be okay,” Callie assured her brother. “I think.”
He chuckled. “I know you’ll be. The aisle in the justice clerk’s room isn’t quite that long. Just walk slowly, and don’t forget to breathe.”
“Easy for you to say.”
Callie knew she was as ready as she’d ever be to expose herself to the looks of everyone present in the room, half of Autumn Leaves as it seemed, her mother, the girls, Asha and Gracie, and all of their friends. If she made it through the next half hour or so, there’d be an abundance of champagne, wedding cake and white chocolate cupcakes, and later tonight, it would be just her and Rebecca celebrating their love…The thought made her face heat. She wondered if Rebecca was any less nervous, since this wasn’t the first time. It would be the last time though—her nerves were probably in tatters as were Callie’s.
When her gaze fell on Rebecca, the unmistakable emotion in her expression, it was all of a sudden easy. She didn’t falter in her step. Her mind was clear and calm, no room for anything but pure unadulterated happiness.
They exchanged giddy smiles, in a world of their own. Callie had secretly feared she might miss her cue and make all the guests, but worse, Rebecca, wait--she didn’t. When she said the magic words “I do”, she’d never been this sure of anything in her life. After Rebecca’s turn, they kissed and exchanged rings with trembling hands.
Father Langdon spoke a blessing, something he had promised Callie a long time ago, and they signed the papers. Kissed again.
“I hope the dress is okay,” Callie whispered to Rebecca. “If you don’t like it, I’m not above blaming a little girl. Maggie loved it.” In fact, Maggie had said she looked like a princess.
“You are so beautiful,” Rebecca whispered back to her. “I wish I could be alone with you right now.”
Callie drew a sharp breath, and Rebecca laid a cool hand against her heated cheek. “Since we can’t do that, let’s go for second best and have some champagne.”
“I like that idea.”
* * * *
They had taken a moment for themselves, sharing another glass and a piece from the delicious wedding cake when Asha found them. She looked shell-shocked, and for a moment, Rebecca was tempted to tell her to keep whatever she was about to say, to herself. Whatever it was, it could wait another day.
“Guys,” Asha said. “I’ve got some news.”
“Sit down,” Callie said, exchanging a concerned look with Rebecca. “You look like you’re about to keel over.”
“That’s because I am. I got this call…it’s about your children’s book. Did I say it was good news? You should sit down too.”
“No, you didn’t say that.” Rebecca shook her head, unsure whether she should be amused or irritated. Callie had won awards before, and her sales were good enough for her to be comfortable. Callie’s shrug told her she was just as clueless.
“The Girl who lived in a Castle,” Asha said with a hint of impatience, as if they were supposed to read her. “A movie. Animation, it’s going to happen. Do you get me, Callie, this is big!”
“I see. Wow.” Callie sounded a bit baffled as well. “This is great news—and thanks so much for scaring the hell out of me. We’ll talk about this tomorrow, okay?”
“Aren’t you curious?”
Callie stole another glance at Rebecca. “I am, but I also got married. I already have everything.”
Asha laughed before she got to her feet and embraced both of them. “Enjoy your day. I’ll have to go work now and discuss contracts. You know what? There’s no one for whom I’d rather see this happening. You’re a freaking personified happy ending, and I love it.”
“I believe that was a compliment,” Rebecca mused when she was out of earshot. She studied Callie for a moment before she asked,
“Do you think anyone would mind if we snuck away for a bit?”
Callie looked around their guests who were talking, laughing, dancing. Maggie was spending the night at Stella’s, Dina was invited to Sara’s new apartment. It looked like they had an opening to escape.
“Doesn’t look like it,” Callie said. “What’s on your mind?”
Rebecca took her hand and pulled her up. “Come with me?” She couldn’t have kept the longing out of her voice if she’d tried, but Callie didn’t mind.
“Of course. Don’t you know by now that I’ll go anywhere with you?”
 “I do,” Rebecca said, confident and proud in knowing there were no more questions. She had all the answers she ever needed.
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