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PRELUDE


      I am a sane person… I think. Which is why I feel terrible for going to her house and screaming at the top of my lungs like
         a raving lunatic. I wasn’t even intoxicated, unless you count being drunk with rage, in which case my insobriety was well
         beyond legal limits.
      

      “You ruined our family!” I yelled. “You and your stupid thumbs and your stupid phone!”

      Okay, maybe that last part sounds a little crazy, but in context I swear it made perfect sense.

      “Mr. Bright, I’ll give you exactly two seconds to leave before I call the police! She’s already apologized. There’s nothing
         more to say!” That was the mother—the one with the shrill voice, like a feral cat protecting a wounded kitten.
      

      But I wasn’t there to talk to the mother. I was there for her daughter, the twenty-something college student. It galled me
         that she still lived with her parents, because it meant I couldn’t castigate her without their getting in the way. She was
         standing between her mom and dad on the front porch, just a few steps up from where I stood. The way she was holding herself
         made it look like she was freezing to death, even though it was a warm summer evening—I’m sure she was just doing that to keep from falling apart.
      

      I’d already berated her once, earlier in the day. This was round two and, despite her mother’s threats, I was just getting
         started.
      

      “Really? Because I’ve got plenty to say! But first, I want to show you something.” I was carrying a briefcase. In one swift
         move I swung it in front of me, rested it on my thigh, and flipped it open.
      

      “Oh Lord, he brought a gun!” the mother screamed. She and her husband both jumped in front of their daughter instinctively,
         sheltering her from whatever evil deed my anger-induced psychosis was about to inflict upon them all.
      

      “Oh, stop it,” I barked, surprised that they’d actually think I was the kind of person who would do something like that. Of
         course, none of them knew me from Adam, so I guess I can’t blame them. “I just want to show you what you took from me.” I
         lifted one hand and waved a fistful of the briefcase’s contents.
      

      “Paper?” That was the dad—the one who sounded way too dumb to be making the kind of money he must’ve been making to live in
         that kind of house.
      

      “Notes!” I shouted back. “The kind you can hold and touch. Some of them you can even smell, thanks to my wife’s perfume. These
         notes are meant to be cherished and read over and over again, not like your stupid texting that you read one moment and delete
         the next.”
      

      “What?” That was Ashley—the perpetrator.

      “This morning,” I reminded her, “before you ran off, you said your boyfriend sent you a ‘note.’ What he really sent you was a two-bit text message, and like an idiot you answered it. So I wanted to show you what real notes look like. Deep, thoughtful, meaningful correspondence; the kind of communication that started—and probably saved—my marriage. Love notes! And I don’t ever want you to forget what they look like, because this is what you took from me!”
      

      The mom and dad were speechless. Ashley bowed her head and went back to holding herself, weeping audibly in the night.

      What happened next is hard to explain, because it was mostly in my head. I took my eyes off the family for just a split second
         to glance at the wad of papers in my hand. In that brief instant memories came flooding back, from the very first note that
         Anna gave me, right down to the very last. The notes hadn’t come as often in recent years, but that was mostly my own fault.
         And I was going to change, I swear—I swore to Anna that things would be different.
      

      I broke a promise—she paid the price.

      I looked back up at the family, and suddenly everything I’d wanted to scream at them—at her—just vanished. What was I doing here? Why had I let my hatred drag me away from Anna in the first place? I should have been
         back at her side, waiting for the beautiful artist to draw her last breath.
      

      “I’m so sorry,” breathed Ashley.

      I didn’t want to hear it. I wanted to be mad. I wanted her to live with the guilt of what she’d done. I wanted her to be as
         miserable as I was. But mostly, I just wanted to get away from there and go be with the dying body of my wife. “You should be.” I turned abruptly and left.
      

      Thirty minutes later I was sitting next to Anna’s bed in the ICU. She didn’t know I was there. I didn’t know if she was there
         either. Physically, mind you, she was lying right there on the bed, breathing through a ventilator, living on borrowed time
         through the wonder of modern medical machinery. But the part of her that really mattered? For all I knew it was already gone.
      

      “Anna.” My voice cracked. “I’m back.”

      There was no reply. I didn’t expect one, but I kept trying.

      “Can you hear me? Honey, are you there? I ran home, but I’m back now. Hope is doing fine. Your brother is watching her. Grandpa
         Bright is there too. They’re all praying for you.”
      

      Several IVs were dripping fluids into her heavily bruised arms. I watched them drip while I waited for a response—any response.

      “I found something,” I told her at length. “It’s my briefcase. The one you got me when they moved me into management. The
         one I took to work exactly once. Did you know I found another use for it? I’ve been loading it up with your notes. I brought
         them all with me. Isn’t that great? I thought… maybe you’d like it if I read them to you…”
      

      I wanted to cry.

      No, that’s being dishonest.

      I did cry, especially when I stumbled upon her original note to me. It wasn’t a love note then, but it certainly paved the way
         for love to grow. That was years ago. As I stared at her now, it felt like eons.
      

      Reading the words she’d written took me back to another time and place. A different country, a foreign language. A hope, a
         prayer, and a guitar.
      

      Back then we were young and naive. Everything seemed possible.

      We fell in love.

      We hardly knew what love was, but it didn’t matter, because we had each other and we were happy.

      We were dirt poor, but it didn’t matter, because we had each other and we were happy.

      In time we discovered that not everything in life goes as planned, but even then it didn’t matter. We still had each other.
         And we were still happy.
      

      All of which is a very long, redundant way of saying I screwed up.
      

      Eventually, I let the most important things in life take a backseat to more trivial pursuits. I somehow lost sight of—maybe
         even forgot altogether—just how good things had been in the beginning, back when life was simple. Simple… and perfect.
      

      Anna’s notes reminded me of everything we’d had and everything I was about to lose. I wished I could tell her how sorry I
         was. Actually, I did tell her, over and over, as she was lying there, but she didn’t hear. She just lay motionless, breathing
         artificially.
      

      “Remember how it used to be?” I asked her as I wiped a fresh batch of tears on the cuff of my sleeve. “I thought ours was
         a fairy-tale, once-upon-a-time story. How did we get from there to here, Anna? How? Where is our happily ever after? How did I let this happen? I wish we could back up and do it all over again. Maybe then
         I’d get it right…”
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      Long before our lives fell apart, my wife dreamt of writing and illustrating books. It didn’t exactly pan out. My dream was
         writing music, which was also a bust. But in the end, none of those things mattered. The only things of any consequence were
         the moments we had together and the memories we shared. Maybe that’s why it’s so important for me to tell our story, no matter
         how much it hurts to dig up past mistakes. We once had something great, and I don’t want to ever forget it. Nor would I want
         to lose sight of where I went wrong, lest I make the same mistake again and lose the precious few things I have left.
      

      Not long ago, my grandfather—who owns all the blame for getting me hooked on music as a kid—encouraged me to not just tell
         my story, but to write it down, so the memories remain fresh. “Writing your story is just like writing a song,” he explained.
         “Start with the first verse and take it one note at a time.”
      

      If Grandpa’s counsel is right, then I’ve already messed up. Rather than starting with the first verse of my song, I have taken
         a giant leap to the bitter end. But I suppose even a dismal tune like mine can easily be rewound…
      

   
      
      
FIRST VERSE:

      SOLO, ALLEGRETTO SCHERZANDO


   
      
      
Chapter 1


      
      
      
      Let’s start at the very beginning; a very good place to start.” Julie Andrews sang those words while methodically strumming
         her guitar in The Sound of Music, just before she and the kids broke into their famous do-re-mi’s. Then together they danced, climbed, sang, spun, and pedaled
         their way up and down through the rolling hills of the Austrian countryside. When concerned friends (and a few nosey acquaintances)
         have asked how my life got to the point it’s at now, I’ve been reluctant to share the excruciating details. Instead, I tell
         them simply that, like Captain von Trapp and his musical wife, it all began quite wonderfully in Austria with a song and a
         guitar, but somehow it ended up in San Francisco… with nothing.
      

      
      Okay, nothing is a bit of a stretch, but that’s how it feels sometimes when your entire world is crumbling before your eyes.
      

      
      A lot has transpired since Austria—most of my life’s biggest disappointments, for instance. But if we’re to follow my grandfather’s
         (and Fräulein Maria’s) admonition, then the snowcapped Alps of Europe’s cultural heart is a very good place to start, because
         that’s where everything fell into place. That was the beginning, the place where I received my very first note.
      

      
      I’d just graduated from the University of Rochester’s Eastman School of Music and was on my way overseas for graduate studies
         at the University of Music and Performing Arts in Vienna, Austria, when Grandpa Bright announced he was loaning me Karl.
      

      
      As odd as that may sound, it really wasn’t. Karl was the name of Grandpa’s guitar, though why he’d given it a name was anyone’s
         guess. More importantly, Karl was the instrument I’d been openly coveting since I first heard Grandpa play it when I was a
         kid. Not only did Karl sound great, but it carried a certain reverence and mystique among the Bright family, mostly because
         Grandpa was so tight-lipped about how he’d acquired it and why he’d named it Karl. All he would say was that he owed his very
         life to that old guitar, and that he’d cherish it “until the great conductor of the universe calls me home to play in his
         symphonies on high.”
      

      
      Taking all that into account, I was more than a little surprised when he lent it to me. I was also deeply honored. But it
         was nonetheless fitting that Grandpa’s beloved six-string should accompany me on my journey to Austria, if only for nostalgic
         reasons. We all knew he’d gotten it there while serving in the war. We just didn’t know how.
      

      
      I’d chosen Vienna over other possible graduate programs for the express reason that I wanted to see and experience all of
         the places Grandpa must have traveled with that guitar, as a soldier. Nobody had a greater impact on my life than Grandpa,
         and Karl was part of that legacy, so going back to Austria, where Herbert Bright and Karl the guitar first met, was like a
         dream come true.
      

      
      After arriving on European soil and settling into my two-year music program in Austria’s capital city, I began soaking up
         as much as I could of the sights, sounds, and culture of my new surroundings. During my first semester abroad, nearly all
         of my spare time was spent playing tourist. If there was something to see in or around Vienna, I saw it. There were frequent
         visits to the opera houses, countless hours staring at the intricate details of St. Stephen’s Cathedral and Karlskirche, and
         more than a few excursions to the Imperial Palace—the monstrous home of the Habsburgs, rulers of the Austrian Empire for more
         than six hundred years. I saw the Lipizzaner horses, the Vienna Boy’s Choir, the Sigmund Freud Museum, and enough first-century
         castle ruins to last a lifetime. Before the weather turned cold, I took a paddleboat ride along the Danube River and during
         a long holiday weekend, I hopped on a southbound train through the Alps to the city of Graz, just so I could see the home
         where Arnold Schwarzenegger grew up.
      

      
      Like I said, if it could be seen, I saw it.

      
      Unfortunately, all such tourist activities cost money, which was something I didn’t have a lot of. And so, on the day before Christmas, after paying an exorbitant price to see Diana Ross perform live with the Vienna Symphony Orchestra and
         two of the Three Tenors, I realized that I was flat broke. I’d secured loans to cover the big-ticket items, such as tuition
         and housing, so that wasn’t a worry. But money to get around town? Cash to buy groceries? Funds to simply exist? Those coffers
         were empty.
      

      
      Other students might have called their parents for financial assistance, but that wasn’t an option for me. My mom couldn’t
         help because she was “gone.” That’s how Dad explained it to me when I was five and she didn’t come home from the hospital.
         Not passed away. Not dead. Just gone… and not coming back. And my dad? Well, after Mom left, he just sort of died too. Not physically, but in every other way—stopped
         going to work, lost his job, slept most of the time, started drinking heavily. After three months of depression he decided
         that raising a child by himself was more than he could handle, so he handed me over to my grandparents.
      

      
      Dad pulled out of his tailspin a few years later. He never asked to take me back, though. In fact I rarely saw him. He became
         the Bright family ghost, appearing unexpectedly to say “hi” and then disappearing again for a couple of years at a time.
      

      
      Following where my mother had gone, Grandma Bright “left” just before I turned seven, so Grandpa and I had to learn to look
         out for each other. Grandpa was a psychologist by trade, but his passion in life was music, and he shared everything he knew
         about it with me as often as he could. When he wasn’t seeing patients and I wasn’t busy with schoolwork, we’d immerse ourselves
         in all kinds of music. Sometimes we’d listen to the radio and he’d have me write down the lyrics that spoke to me the loudest. Other times
         we’d learn about the classical masters and their contributions to musical history. But more often than not, we’d sit and play
         the guitar.
      

      
      Grandpa began teaching me how to play as soon as I moved in with him and Grandma. By the time I was ten I was pretty good,
         and by the time I was thirteen, the student had become the teacher. Eventually I got my own guitar, though not as nice as
         Karl, and together we would write songs and play music until the wee hours of the night. Those were the experiences that helped
         mold and shape my dreams. It wasn’t until college that I set my sights on a particular career goal, but it was those late
         nights playing music with Grandpa that convinced me my future was tied to the musical arts.
      

      
      Although my childhood wasn’t perfect, it could have been worse. I survived, which is the important thing, but only thanks
         to Grandpa. So naturally, Grandpa is the one who got the call when I spent myself into the poorhouse in Austria.
      

      
      “You spent how much?” he asked after I explained my predicament.
      

      
      I was on a pay phone, spending my last pocket change at a rate of two dollars per minute, so I had to speak quickly. “All
         of it,” I repeated. “I’m really sorry. Can you just wire enough money to tide me over so I don’t starve? By then maybe I can
         figure something out.”
      

      
      I knew I was in trouble when Grandpa suddenly switched to his thoughtful psychologist voice. “I would, but I think this will
         be a good growing opportunity for you. Here’s my advice. Use Karl. It won’t let you down.”
      

      
      The automated female voice of the pay phone chimed in. “Noch eine Minute.” One minute left.
      

      
      “What is that supposed to mean?”

      
      “Why don’t you play the guitar for money? I’m sure tourists will appreciate music from a skilled street musician. At least
         they did last time your grandmother and I visited.”
      

      
      I’d seen grungy-looking musicians playing at various tourist locations all the time, sometimes to good-sized crowds, but I’d
         always assumed those were just deadbeats trying to siphon liquor change from other people’s pockets. And the thought of doing
         that myself? Well, it hadn’t yet occurred to me that I was a deadbeat. “Really?”
      

      
      “Ethan, why do people visit Austria? Why did you go there? For music! It’s the heart of classical music in all the world. They want to hear music everywhere. I’m willing
         to wager if they hear you play, they’ll pay. I would.”
      

      
      “Dreissig Sekunden.” Thirty seconds.
      

      
      “Seriously? Even in this cold weather, you think people will stop and throw money in the hat?”

      
      “Isn’t it worth trying?”

      
      “Yeah, but… what if you’re wrong?”

      
      “What if I’m right?”

      
      “This doesn’t sound like a very good plan. Wouldn’t it be easier if you just sent me a little cash to get me through New Year’s?”

      
      “That would be easier. But the easy way isn’t always the best way. You got yourself into this mess, and I think it’ll do you some good
         to get yourself out. If you want to stay in Austria badly enough, you’ll find a way to make it happen. If you don’t, call me back and I’ll arrange a flight back to
         the States—which you can pay me back for.”
      

      
      The phone beeped three times in my ear. I had just enough time to say, “Goodbye, Grandpa,” and then it clicked off.
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      The next day, following an afternoon practicum with a small ensemble at the university, I hauled Karl down to Stephansplatz,
         an upscale pedestrian area surrounding St. Stephen’s Cathedral in the center of the city. I’d seen musicians there before
         when it was warm outside, and I figured it was as good a place as any for a solo performance.
      

      
      I laid a small piece of cardboard on the ground at the base of a building to protect my backside from the elements, then sat
         down. Ignoring the butterflies in my stomach, I checked to make sure Karl was still properly tuned, then I propped the hard-shell
         case open in front of me. It wasn’t a hat, but there was ample room in there for donations. Finally, with a few curious onlookers
         already gathering, I closed my eyes and started to play.
      

      
      I loved playing that guitar. I always had. Given its age, Karl wasn’t the most stunning instrument to look at. Its wood was
         heavily worn, with nicks here and there from decades of use. But what really mattered was the sound, and in that it was a
         masterpiece.
      

      
      Whenever I held a guitar—plucking strings, pressing frets, making music—I entered my own little world, like a private sanctuary in my head. There, in the middle of Vienna, with strangers gawking and making breath-clouds in the chill
         December air, it was no different.
      

      
      Grandpa’s old guitar sounded as good as it ever had. Its nylon strings were perfectly suited to the classical selections I’d
         chosen to play. I began with “Clair de Lune,” a piece by Claude Debussy that I’d learned when I was sixteen. I knew it backwards
         and forwards. When I was done, I lifted my eyes to see the crowd’s reaction. Only… there wasn’t a crowd.
      

      
      No money in the guitar case either.

      
      The only person remaining was a man in his early twenties. His hands were shoved as deep as they would go in his pockets,
         and he wore a thick, handwoven scarf around his neck. “Dat was wery güt,” he said with a heavy Austrian accent. “You are Amerikaner, ya?”
      

      
      “How could you tell?”

      
      He shrugged. “You look it. May I offer adwice?”

      
      “Okay.”

      
      “Do you know songs dat are more… eh… femiliare?”
      

      
      “Familiar?”

      
      “Ja. Und faster. Wit more zing.”
      

      
      “Zing?”

      
      “Zing.”

      
      “Um… sure.” Mentally, I raced through the list of songs I’d prepared, but they were all as lethargic as the one I’d already
         played. They were plenty difficult, but they lacked speed and intrigue, which probably meant no zing. Then my mind landed on one of the earliest neo-classical pieces I’d ever learned. “I got it,” I said. “ ‘Bohemian Rhapsody,’
         by Queen.”
      

      
      He smiled with a nod. “Dat should do it.”
      

      
      I blew into my hands to warm them up, and then started into the song. It was slow at first, but clean and crisp, with enough
         notes to make it interesting. I kept my eyes up this time to better assess the response from pedestrians. Sure enough, when
         they heard the familiar tune, people stopped to listen. And as the melody kicked in and the tempo flared, with notes flying
         off my fingers like fiery darts, the crowd of onlookers grew.
      

      
      And grew.

      
      Some of them closed their eyes to focus on the sound. Others keyed in on my hands, obviously impressed with the speed of my
         fingers along the neck of the guitar. A few mouthed the words. The man who’d offered his “adwice” was bobbing his head in
         time with the music; he took several steps back to make sure he wasn’t distracting from the show. Before the song ended at
         least five people stepped forward and dropped money in the case. When the last note sounded, another three lined up to reward
         my efforts. I thanked them all with a courteous nod or smile.
      

      
      “Vell,” said the man as the happy crowd moved on, “I tink you found your moneymaker.”

      
      “I tink you may be right,” I replied. “Thank you.”
      

      
      I didn’t count it right then, but I could see at a quick glance that there was at least two hundred fifty schillings in the
         case, a mixture of coin and cash. Twenty-five dollars! From one song!

      
      From that moment on, finances were no longer a problem. I certainly wasn’t swimming in dough, but neither was I destitute.
         At least I had enough to buy food on a regular basis, pay for transportation around town, and I even had a little extra for an occasional show.
      

      
      Several days a week, I would lug Karl onto the subway and ride around to various tourist sites in the city, mostly the same
         places I’d frequented before going broke. I didn’t always have as much success as my first time on Stephansplatz. Sometimes
         the crowds were thin and the cash even thinner. But then there were days that money flowed from pockets like air from a flute,
         which more than compensated for the down times.
      

      
      I soon discovered that three or four compelling songs were plenty for one “show.” Most people wouldn’t stay and listen for
         more than ten or fifteen minutes anyway, so periodically I would just start my set all over again. To make sure I maintained
         sufficient zing, I always ended with “Bohemian Rhapsody.” Even if the other songs produced nothing more than a few interested
         onlookers, that one always seemed to draw out loose change.
      

      
      Thank heavens for Freddie Mercury.

      
      I continued playing and studying throughout the remainder of that semester and right on into spring. During the summer session,
         my class load was light, allowing me more time to make money as a street musician. As expected, the warm months brought a
         marked increase in foreign tourists, and it showed in the amount of cash I was taking in. By the start of my second, and final,
         school year in September, I had enough saved in my bank account that I could cut back to playing once per week without any
         fear of straining my budget.
      

      
      By my second Christmas in Austria, I was in the thick of my master’s project, which kept me busy all the way through the end of the semester in April. That left me with just one capstone course and a summer practicum before graduation
         ceremonies were to be held in August. I’d been in college for six straight years—four in Rochester and two in Vienna—so it
         was hard to believe the end was so near. Time had flown by, and I wondered if it would ever slow down.
      

      
      Then, in the middle of June, as my schooling was winding down, the passage of time suddenly shifted. In fact, for a couple
         weeks it seemed to stop altogether, as though God’s metronome was somehow broken. But what I perceived as a slowing of time
         was actually just a side-effect of a strange illness I’d contracted. This particular infirmity hit me like a drummer on steroids.
         Physical symptoms included high blood pressure, shortness of breath, fever, and occasional chills. Heart palpitations came
         and went too.
      

      
      I knew what I had was rare—lovesickness of such severity only comes around once in a lifetime.

      
      I also knew that the cause and the cure were one and the same: Annaliese Burke.
      

   
      
      
Chapter 2


      
      
      
      I guessed as soon as they got on the tramcar and sat down behind me that one of them—the one whose hair wasn’t in braids—was
         an American tourist. It was her faded USC T-shirt and Bermuda shorts that gave her away. Well, that and the friendly way she
         said “hey there” or “hi” to every stranger who happened to look at her, including me. Her friend was harder to place, but
         her demeanor made me think she was either German or Austrian. Both women were in their early twenties, and neither unattractive.
      

      
      I didn’t mean to listen to what they were saying, but they sat right behind me, so it was hard not to. American tourists are
         always the loudest people in a crowd anyway, so I’d have been lucky to hear anything else.
      

      
      “Where to next?” the American asked, but didn’t give her friend a chance to answer. “Oh my gosh! Look at that building! It’s got to be, like, three hundred years old!”
      

      
      “Probably older,” the other woman responded flatly. Her English was impeccable, showing just the slightest hint of an accent.
         “Most of them are. Remember, we’re not still in California. But don’t get too excited about that one; it’s just an apartment
         building.”
      

      
      For the next several stops I listened as the tourist asked questions about every little thing she saw, while her friend tried
         hard to be enthusiastic with her answers. Every once in a while I changed positions in my seat so I could sneak a glimpse
         of the USC-clad woman without being too obvious.
      

      
      At least twice she caught me looking. I pretended not to notice when she smiled.

      
      Three stops away from my apartment, the American let out an excited squeal that startled me. “Ooooh! There it is! We have
         to stop and see it!”
      

      
      “We’re not getting off the Strassenbahn for that. It’s just a garbage incinerator. And it stinks.”
      

      
      “It’s not just a garbage incinerator. It was designed by Friedensreich Hundertwasser. It’s legendary! A perfect complement of art and industry,
         beauty, and function. I don’t care what it smells like, we have to stop.”
      

      
      I knew without looking what building she was referring to. I rode past it every day, and every day I marveled that someone
         had spent the time and money to make something as ordinary as a garbage-burning factory look so inspiring. Its tall, mosaic-tiled
         smokestack was encompassed by several large protrusions along its length, including one bulbous shape that resembled a four-story
         golden egg. The roofline of the plant sported an odd arrangement of peaks and angles, each topped with spheres the size of small cars that
         glistened in the sun. All of the exterior walls were painted with random shapes and colors—black and white checkers, red squares,
         and yellow amoebas, just to name a few—while the top of the structure donned what can only be described as an enormous, red-and-blue
         striped news-boy cap that would have fit over at least fifty heads.
      

      
      “Ich bin aber müde,” whined the friend under her breath.
      

      
      “What did you say?”

      
      “Nichts. Forget it. If you really want to stop, fine. We’ll stop.”
      

      
      A moment of silence passed, and then I felt a hand tapping my shoulder. “Excuse me,” said the American. “Sir, do you speak
         English?”
      

      
      I turned and looked at her, this time without needing to hide it. She had beautiful light brown hair, penetrating eyes, and
         an inviting smile. I nodded.
      

      
      “Good. Did you hear what my friend said a second ago in German?”

      
      I nodded again.

      
      “Care to translate?”

      
      I smiled awkwardly, then cleared my throat. “My German’s not the best, but I’m pretty sure she said she’s tired.” I glanced
         briefly at the woman sitting next to the American, who looked like she’d just been betrayed.
      

      
      The American’s eyes lit up. “You’re from the U.S.! Imagine that.” She turned to her friend, raising her eyebrows questioningly.
         “Tired? Really? Our trip is exactly one day old, and you’re already pooped?”
      

      
      The woman smiled weakly. “Jet lag?”
      

      
      “I know this stuff is boring to you, because you grew up here. But I don’t want to miss a single thing.”

      
      “But I know you. You’ll want to stay there forever, until it’s imprinted on your brain. By then our clothes will smell. Why
         don’t you just take a picture from here?”
      

      
      The American looked at her watch. “I’ve already seen pictures. As long as I’m in Vienna, I want to see the real thing. So
         why don’t you run off and take a nap. I’ll just go see it by myself, and then catch up with you in time to change my clothes
         before dinner.”
      

      
      The one with braids gave the other a pensive look. “Can you find your way back?”

      
      “Probably not, but I’ll figure something out.”

      
      That’s when my first heart palpitations began. They came on very suddenly and didn’t subside until I cleared my throat again
         and spoke. “Um… I could get you wherever you need to go. I mean, if you’d like. I know my way around. I’m a student here.”
         I forced a smile before adding, “I’m Ethan, by the way.”
      

      
      A slow smile spread across the woman’s face. She turned once more to her friend. “Magda, this is my new best friend, Ethan, who will be escorting me to view an iconic Hundertwasser.” She stuck out her hand as she turned back
         to me. “Pleased to meet you, Ethan. I’m Annaliese Burke. I go by Anna.”
      

      
      “You’re not going over there alone with this… stranger,” Magda glowered. “You don’t even know what he’s like. He could be a crazy person. A psycho. Just because he’s American doesn’t mean he’s a good American.”
      

      
      “So you’ll come then?”

      
      Magda cursed softly in German, then mumbled, “Yes, I’ll come.”
      

      
      Anna turned to me again with a grin. “You’re still invited too, if you’re interested. I’m willing to bet I can tell you at
         least twenty things about that building that you never knew.”
      

      
      “Which would be twenty more than I know right now. How could I pass up an offer like that?”

      
      In the years since that fateful summer day in Austria, more people than I can count have asked me how my wife and I met. I
         quickly discovered that “eavesdropping on a tram car near an artistic waste incinerator,” only spawned more questions. Instead,
         I learned to say simply, “In Europe,” which usually sufficed. If not, I would add that I helped show her around Vienna while
         I was a student there, and that the rest, as they say, is history.
      

      
      Incidentally, history had a lot to do with Anna and me. Specifically, art history. She was a recently graduated art history
         major whose purpose in traveling abroad was to experience Europe’s rich artistic past firsthand. When we got off the Strassenbahn
         that afternoon, she admitted to having done a lengthy report on Friedensreich Hundertwasser during her junior year. As we
         walked, with Magda trailing sluggishly behind, Anna rattled off a litany of things I “absolutely needed to know” about the
         man in order to fully appreciate the smoke-spewing factory before us. For example, the fact that he was the son of a Jew who
         posed as a Catholic during the Second World War. Or that he joined the Hitler Youth to avoid being sent to a concentration
         camp. Little things like that apparently influenced his architectural achievements.
      

      
      Anna spent two hours studying the strange factory, frequently pointing out intricate nuances in its unique design and artistic
         form.
      

      
      I spent two hours studying Anna’s form and the intricacies of her physical graces.

      
      She was a beauty from head to toe. Flowing hair. Brilliant eyes. Soft neck. Gentle hands. Perfect legs. When she walked, she
         glided. When she smiled, it was sincere. When she spoke, she did so with passion and conviction. And when she occasionally
         caught me staring at her rather than Hundertwasser’s creation? She acted humble and flattered, rather than having the egotistical
         haughtiness one might expect from a woman of her allure. Music aside, I didn’t know a lot about art, but I dare say that she
         was a Da Vinci compared to the rest of the Etch-a-sketch women I’d ever known.
      

      
      Once Anna decided she’d seen enough of the garbage dump, the three of us made our way back to the tram stop, waited for the
         next tram to arrive, and then transferred a few stops later to a subway line that went right to the heart of the city. We
         found a quaint café with umbrella tables along Mariahilfer Street, not too far from the Leopold Museum of Modern Art, where
         we could sip drinks and chat in the warm summer air.
      

      
      Anna was stirring the ice cubes in her Limonade with a straw. “So let me get this straight,” she said, piecing together a few things I’d mentioned earlier. “You’ve got a
         degree in music theory, but you don’t want to teach music. You earned a minor in guitar performance, but you don’t want to play professionally. And now you’re finishing a master’s in music, and you don’t plan on doing anything with that
         either?”
      

      
      The last time I’d spoken with my dad—more than two years earlier, in the months leading up to Austria—he had made similar
         comments, but they sounded much less judgmental coming from Anna’s lips. “It’s not that I won’t benefit from what I’ve learned
         along the way,” I told her. “There’s just not a direct correlation between my education and my career aspirations. What I
         want to do can’t be taught in the classroom.”
      

      
      “Ooh, sounds exciting. Care to share?”

      
      I took a long sip of my Almdudler soda. My family—aunts, cousins, and the like—had been trying for years to figure out what
         I wanted to do with my life. I’d been reluctant to tell them because I figured they’d say I had no chance. Even Grandpa Bright
         didn’t know for sure what my plans were, though I think he could have guessed. “You promise not to laugh?”
      

      
      “Cross my heart,” she said, making an imaginary X with her finger atop the C on her T-shirt.

      
      “I’ll probably laugh,” remarked Magda, who was still brooding about having to chaperone our trip to the dump.

      
      We both ignored her.

      
      I don’t know why I felt comfortable telling Anna about my future plans. I’d never told anyone, and here I was discussing my dreams with a woman I’d known all of three hours. Perhaps it was my surety that I’d never see
         her again that made it easier to share. I took a deep breath. “I want to write songs.”
      

      
      Contrary to her promise, she let out a little snicker. “And what’s wrong with that? Sounds like a perfect career for a well-educated musician like yourself. What type of songs?
         Classical music? Like symphony type stuff? Or were you thinking something more contemporary?”
      

      
      “Uhh… contemporary, I guess you could say.”

      
      “How contemporary?”

      
      “As contemporary as possible. I’m sort of partial to rock ballads, but I’ll probably dabble in country songs too.”

      
      “Ahhh,” she said, as if by instinct. She stared at me again for several seconds, focusing her big blue eyes on my slightly
         smaller brown ones, and then she said, “Good for you, Ethan. If that’s your dream, then go for it.” She paused and tilted
         her head questioningly. “But if that’s what you’ve always wanted to do, and it doesn’t require an advanced degree, then why
         go to school for so long?”
      

      
      “To fine-tune my music skills? To expand my horizons? To get out of Podunk? Take your pick.”

      
      She chuckled. “That sounds eerily familiar.”

      
      It turned out that Anna’s educational background wasn’t so different from my own. She’d always been passionate about art,
         particularly painting, so it wasn’t a surprise to anyone when she graduated from USC with a degree in art history. Yet she
         had no intention whatsoever of pursuing a career in art history. Instead, what she really wanted to do was write and illustrate
         children’s books.
      

      
      “But who’ll tell future generations about Frieden-something Hundertwasser, if not you?” I teased.

      
      “I’m quite confident that Herr Frieden-something’s work will speak for itself,” she shot back. “Just like Beethoven’s ninth will do perfectly fine without you theorizing about
         it for the next thirty years.”
      

      
      “Touché.”
      

      
      We talked and laughed for another thirty minutes before Magda finally called it quits. “My parents are taking us out to eat
         in half an hour. If we don’t go now, we’ll be late.”
      

      
      Not wanting our time together to end, I rode with the women for several stops on the U6 train to Magda’s apartment building.
         Before they went in, Anna pulled Magda aside to speak to her in private. When she turned back to me she was beaming. “We’re
         both in agreement: you’re not a crazy psycho. And you may have noticed that Madga’s heart just isn’t in to playing tour guide in her home city. We’re leaving
         Vienna in a couple weeks to see some other cities, but until then she wouldn’t mind at all if I had someone else to show me
         the sights. How about it?”
      

      
      My heart palpitations returned instantly. And chills. And shortness of breath.

      
      Anna wanted to see Vienna… with me.
      

      
      “Consider me yours,” I said, not realizing how that might sound.

      
      She didn’t skip a beat. “Thanks… I think I will.” She paused just long enough to make me wonder what she meant by that. “Can
         you be here at nine? I want to get an early start.”
      

      
      “The sooner the better.” I didn’t care if I sounded a little too eager. I was eager. I was thrilled. My heart was pounding. I could hardly believe it.
      

      
      Anna was going to see Vienna. With me!

      
      [image: image]

      
      The next morning I arrived at Magda’s apartment building promptly at 8:59.

      
      Anna was already waiting for me near the front door. “You sure you’ve got time for me today?” she asked. “I hope you’re not
         skipping something important, like school.”
      

      
      I tried not to grin too sheepishly. “I called in sick; told my professor I had a fever.” And trouble breathing, and chills… “Besides, it’s just one class today. It’s no biggie. Really.”
      

      
      “Good,” she responded emphatically; then she asked where we were going first.

      
      “Don’t you have some specific places in mind?”

      
      “You’re the tour guide. Surprise me.”

      
      The first half of the day was spent looking at a church—a single church—from every different angle possible. It was called Karlskirche, and she seemed to know everything about it—who had commissioned
         it to be built and when, who designed it, which of its characteristics most exemplified the Baroque movement—everything. I
         found it astonishing how she could look at one gilded pillar for fifteen minutes straight without blinking an eye. When I
         asked her what she saw in it, she sweetly replied with a question of her own. “What do you see—or hear—when you play Mozart’s
         Requiem or The Magic Flute?”
      

      
      “Easy. Pure genius.”

      
      She winked. “Exactly.”

      
      Over lunch we shared an Italian gelato from a street vendor, then hopped a subway out to Schönbrunn Palace, the 1,441 room
         summer home of the former Imperial family. Miracle of miracles, we were in and out of there in just under two hours, but only
         because self-guided tours were not permitted, and our paid tour guide would not allow us to fall behind the group.
      

      
      At dusk, Anna inquired again about my availability for the following day. My practicum—which I couldn’t miss—was over by ten
         thirty, so we agreed to meet at eleven o’clock for lunch, followed by more sightseeing.
      

      
      We followed that same basic pattern every day thereafter. We would meet as soon as my classes were through, explore the city
         together until it got late, say goodnight, then start all over again the next day. After calling in sick on our first excursion,
         I never missed another class at the university, but even while I was studying, my mind was daydreaming about what awaited
         me after class.
      

      
      By our fourth day together, Anna consented to spend less time at each new location, just to insure she had enough time to
         see all that there was to see at least once. So we systematically made our way from one location to the next, day in and day
         out. I didn’t care that I’d already seen all of the places a hundred times; they were infinitely more interesting with Anna.
      

      
      By the end of day nine we’d covered all of the must-sees, so I began taking her to places that many tourists either don’t
         have time for or don’t know about. Like Zentralfriedhof, the massive cemetery where Austria’s musical luminaries such as Mozart,
         Beethoven, Schubert, Brahms, Strauss, and Schönberg are memorialized. Or Schatzkammer, the Imperial treasury that houses the
         Holy Lance, believed by some to be the lance that pierced Jesus’s side. And Eroica Haus, where Beethoven lived while composing
         Symphony No. 3.
      

      
      The only times we saw Magda were when she occasionally joined us for dinner; otherwise she was content to let us pal around by ourselves while she spent time with her family, whom
         she’d been away from for nearly eighteen months. But on day thirteen—the final day before Anna and Magda were skipping town
         to explore other European destinations such as Paris, Berlin, Budapest, and Venice—Magda suddenly decided that it was unfair
         that she’d “neglected” her best friend, so she didn’t leave our side the entire day.
      

      
      The entire day!

      
      Her timing couldn’t have been worse. I had been carefully strategizing for a full week about how, on our last night together,
         while we strolled along the far shore of the Danube River arm in arm, with lights from the Reichsbrücke Bridge glistening
         on the water, I was going to finally man up and steal a kiss from the most amazing woman on planet Earth. Instead, what I
         ended up with was an annoyingly long shopping trip with our Austrian third wheel so she could pick up supplies for the train
         ride to Berlin. And when the sun started to set, Magda was adamant that they turn in early, so as to rest up for their long
         journey.
      

      
      Really? You need to be rested to sit on a train all day? When we parted ways outside Magda’s apartment building shortly after a sit-down dinner at Schnitzelwirt 52 on Neubaugasse,
         famous for its absurd portions of schnitzel, Magda gave me a sturdy handshake. “Auf Wiedersehen, Ethan. Good luck to you.”
      

      
      I sensed that Anna wasn’t quite ready to say goodbye, but at Magda’s prodding she gave me a quick hug. “Thanks for everything.”

      
      In the rush of the moment I couldn’t formulate a decent response, so I just nodded. Anna even hesitated, like she was expecting me to say something, but all I did was tip my head
         and smile politely. Soon the moment passed, and they were gone.
      

      
      That’s it, I thought as the door closed behind them. I’ll never see her again.
      

      
      Two weeks trying to charm Annaliese Burke, and what did I have to show for it?

      
      Nothing. Nada. Gar nichts.
      

      
      No “Call-me!” or “I’ll write!” or “Gee, it was fun spending so much time with you and I sure hope to see you again.” No indication
         whatsoever that she expected our paths to cross in the future, let alone an address to look her up at when I got back to the
         States. Heck, I didn’t even know which town she was from, only that it was somewhere in rural Idaho.
      

      
      My heart slowed to a crawl as a fresh wave of chills rolled across my skin. All of a sudden I really did feel sick.

      
      Anna was gone—or at least going away, and not coming back—and there was nothing I could do but kick myself for having believed
         I had even the slightest chance with a girl like that.
      

      
      I stood for a moment by the curb, hovering over a storm drain just in case my nausea ripened into vomit. When the feeling
         passed, I took another long look at the apartment building, hoping beyond hope that… oh, I don’t know… maybe that she’d run
         out at the last second and jump into my outstretched arms.
      

      
      Your life is not a chick flick, I reminded myself. The door remained closed.
      

      
      Annaliese Burke was officially a memory.

   
      
      
Chapter 3


      
      
      
      Broke. That’s what I was again after playing tour guide for two weeks. With the cupboards getting bare and plenty of time on
         my hands, the only sensible thing to do was tune Karl and head back out on the street.
      

      
      July is the peak month for tourism in Vienna, which meant there was money to be made no matter where I chose to play. However,
         competition from a whole host of street performers—solo musicians, jugglers, magicians, clowns, trashcan drummers, Peruvian
         flute bands—was greatest at the big cathedrals and civic buildings downtown, so I tended to stake out locations where I could
         have an audience all to myself, even if the size of the crowd was a little smaller. Outside the opera house before the evening
         show proved to be quite good. The train station wasn’t too bad either. But my favorite place to play was called the Basilisk House, which happened to be the oldest building in town. I didn’t make quite as much money there—three
         or four hundred schillings a night—but the acoustics were excellent, and the history of the place made it ideal for dreaming
         about Anna and wallowing in self-pity.
      

      
      The Basilisk House earned its name from the sandstone basilisk figure protruding from the second story façade. Medieval legend
         has it that a horrible monster, hatched from the rotten egg of a chicken-toad, lived in the nearby well and made people sick
         with poison or killed them by looking at them. Pretty typical basilisk stuff. One day an apprentice baker, who was smitten
         with the baker’s beautiful daughter, elected to prove his love through an act of bravery. Taking heart in the affections of
         the young maiden, he confronted der Basilisk in the well. When the monster attacked, he averted his eyes and cleverly held up a mirror. Repelled by its own appearance,
         the creature instantly turned to stone.
      

      
      Each time I sat in front of the historic old building, playing my guitar, I thought about the legend. In my mind’s eye, Anna
         was the baker’s daughter. But what was I? The brave young apprentice? I wish. More likely, I was the geeky minstrel across
         the street, who was never mentioned in the tale because all he ever did was admire the fair maiden from afar, never once mustering
         the nerve to tell her how he felt.
      

      
      On a clear July evening, exactly two weeks after Anna’s departure, business in the shadow of the stone basilisk was unusually
         good. A large group from Ireland had come to visit the old house, but their tour bus was having mechanical problems. While they waited for it to be fixed, many of them gathered around to listen to my one-man acoustical show. Their
         bad luck became my good fortune, as they doled out the equivalent of more than a hundred dollars in my guitar case, made up
         of a mixture of Austrian schillings and Irish pounds. It was already getting late when the Irish blokes’ bus was fixed and
         they left. There were hardly enough tourists remaining to make it worth my while, so I called it a night.
      

      
      As I was bending over to put Karl away, I heard footsteps approaching quickly.

      
      “Ethan?” It was a woman, her local accent slight, but detectable.

      
      My head jerked up in surprise. “Magda? What are you doing here?” As nice as it was to see her, I was disappointed that she
         was alone.
      

      
      She rolled her eyes. “Believe me, I didn’t want to come.”

      
      “Then why…?”

      
      “Because I wanted to hear you play.” My heart froze. Magda’s mouth hadn’t moved. The words came from someone standing right behind me
         whose voice was even more familiar.
      

      
      No accent. Pure Amerikanish.

      
      I turned slowly, disbelieving what was happening. When my neck finally made it all the way around, there was Anna—the baker’s daughter—smiling nervously back at me as she stepped out from behind a car.
      

      
      “Hi,” she said softly.

      
      In my state of delighted shock, it was all I could do to form an intelligent response. Out of the corner of my eye I spotted
         the basilisk looming overhead. It reminded me that this was my chance. I could still be the apprentice, if only I was willing to be brave. Drawing a deep breath, I blurted out the
         first fearless thought that came to mind, “You are so incredibly beautiful.”
      

      
      The comment caught her off guard, I think, and for a moment I worried that I’d completely blown it. Her cheeks turned crimson.
         “I missed you too.”
      

      
      For several seconds we just stood there staring at each other, neither of us moving a muscle. We didn’t even blink.

      
      I finally asked her the same question I’d already posed to Magda. “What are you doing here? I didn’t think you were coming
         back.”
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