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      “This is a day you have eagerly been waiting for. A day some of you might even look back on and smile. Four long years of education and extracurriculars culminating into this one moment in time. So  before I make you all rise from your seats and move those tassels to the other side of your caps, I want to take a moment to share with you some words of wisdom I’ve learned in my 31 years as an educator. First, going on to your next chapter in education remember everyone pays tuition but only the wise pay attention. Second, friends and relationships are like silver trinkets, gaining value as they age as long as you put the effort in to keep them shiny and bright. Third, remember that life is not a destination, it is a journey without an end. Let the journey take you and you will never be lost, believe me. Well, with all that being said the time has come. Please, rise to your feet. Ladies and Gentlemen, may I present to you this year's Ryder High School graduating class!” Principal Rally cheered and the crowds went wild.

      “Jo!” Sophie squealed as she landed in her best friend’s arms. “We did it! Can you believe we actually did it! We are done with high school!” Sophie giggled madly as they filed into the gym to collect their diplomas.

      “I know! Who knew all the stress would be worth it?” Jo laughed, looking around at the crowd. “I’m going to miss it though. Aren’t you?”

      “Yeah, I definitely am.” Sophie stared at the white cement walls covered in familiar jerseys and realized this is the last time she’d ever see them.

      “There are my girls!” Jo’s mother was leading the herd of parents as they filed into the gym to find their graduates. “Congratulations! My babies are all grown up.”

      “Thanks Mrs. B” Sophie smiled as she landed into one of Mrs. B’s famous hugs. They were always warm and tight and for some people a little too long.

      “Sophie, honey, I’ve known you for thirteen years. I think it’s high time you start calling me Kerry.” She laughed.

      “Well, at least now we really know who your favorite is.” Jo stood with her hands on her hips watching as her mother hugged Sophie before hugging her.

      “You know I love all my girls equally.” Kerry grabbed Jo and dipped her with a laugh.

      “Can I get in on this hugging?” A familiar voice piped up from behind Kerry.

      “Miranda!” Sophie cried as she and Jo grabbed hold of their missing puzzle piece.

      “What are you doing here?” Jo asked.

      “You didn’t think I’d let my two best friends graduate without me did you?” The smartest of smiles crossed Miranda’s face. “Besides they may have stopped me from crashing the prom but they would have had to use barbed wire to keep me away from this day.”

      “You are the genius who decided that Ryder was just too small for them. You are the one who had to go to that fancy school for marine science and wear a snappy naval uniform.” Sophie smirked playing with the shoulder pads on Miranda’s dress uniform.

      “I was in it for the fashion.” Miranda nodded.

      “At least they don’t make you wear the skirt or else you’d have had to quit.” Jo snorted.

      “True, skirts and dresses, not my thing.” Miranda shook her head.

      “Girls get together.” Sophie's mom called as she reached them.

      “Addie, always on top of it with the camera. I never bring mine anywhere these days.” Kerry sighed.

      “Smile!” Jo and Sophie flanked around Miranda, grinning ear to ear.

      “Where’s dad?” Sophie asked, scanning the crowd.

      “Dad and Nathan are outside, it was too busy in here. You know them.” Addie just waved while Kerry nodded.

      “Wait!” Sophie paused her mom’s rapid photo taking and put her cap on Miranda’s head. “Now go,”

      “Perfect!” Kerry laughed.

      “Parents and friends, can we ask that you make your way back outside so that our graduates can collect their belongings and meet you?” Principal Rally came over the loudspeaker.

      “We’ll see you ladies later.” Kerry grinned.

      “I’m going to stay and see if they kick me out.” Miranda smiled.

      “We’ll see you outside.” Addie laughed.

      “Miranda? Miranda Scarbold?” Someone was calling from behind them.

      “Trish hey!” Miranda ran off to meet her tennis teammate.

      “Students with the last names beginning with A-F please line up to collect your diplomas.”

      “That’s my cue.” Jo smiled as the loudspeaker called. Sophie was suddenly left on her own. Looking around at all the familiar faces she’d seen everyday for the last twelve years. What would life be like without all of them everyday. The beautiful thing about small town life was being able to say you had some kind of personal experience at one point or another with everyone in your class. Life was definitely about to change.

      “Sophie,” a voice pulled her from her trance.

      “Ryan,” Sophie felt a slight blush burn her cheeks as she turned to find him and his friend Bash looking at her. “Bash, congratulations.”

      “Thanks, you too.” Bash grinned.

      “Bash, mind if I get a minute with Sophie?” Ryan asked nervously.

      “By all means.” Bash bowed and walked off.

      “So we did it.” Sophie sighed.

      “I wouldn’t be here if it weren’t for you.” Ryan looking at her in a sea of people was a comforting kind of new.

      “Yes you would.” Sophie crossed her arms. “I just helped water the seeds a bit.”

      “You did more than that, I assure you.” Ryan smiled. “Anyway, I just wanted to give you this. It isn’t much but it’s just something to say thank you for everything.”

      “You didn’t have to do this.” Sophie melted as he pulled a small box from his shirt pocket, inside sat a silver charm bracelet and on each link there was a different hand carved charm. A husky from Ryder High, The silhouette of her Island Cyprus, a llama, a movie camera, all things that show some of what they shared over their many study sessions and late night talks. “Did you make all these?”

      “Yeah, I wanted it to be special. You put a lot of time into me, I wanted to do the same for you.”

      “Thank you.” Sophie smiled as he put the bracelet on her. “I love it.”

      “Well, I won’t keep you here. I’m sure Jo and your family will be waiting for you.”

      “Yeah, just waiting to be called.” Sophie smiled, she wanted so badly to grab him but that would be too much.

      “Goodbye Sophie,” Ryan backed away.

      “Goodbye,” Sophie grinned.

      “Sophie!” Ryan called and turned back around to face her.

      “Yeah?”

      “Talk soon?” He asked.

      “Talk soon.” Sophie grinned, that blush burning in her cheeks.

      “Was that Ryan Woshier?” Sophie jumped when she turned to see Mirnada and Jo standing right in front of her.

      “Yes,” Sophie dragged out.

      “What did he want? Did he just give you a present? What gives?” The pair threw the questions at her so quickly Sophie couldn’t even distinguish who asked what.

      “He wanted to say thank you. I’ve been tutoring him since Freshman year.” Sophie finally admitted. “He just wanted to show me he was grateful for all my help to get him here.”

      “Wait, you've been meeting up with Ryan all these years and didn’t tell us?” Jo asked as Miranda nodded in solidarity.

      “I mentioned it to you guys.” Sophie crossed her arms again.

      “Once or twice but this was clearly more than a once or twice deal.” Miranda waved in the direction Ryan had gone.

      “We would meet every Wednesday at first then eventually we made it every Wednesday and Friday once he couldn’t wrestle anymore.” Sophie tried to make it sound casual.

      “Ummm, I don’t even know what to say right now.” Jo hummed.

      “You’ve been seeing a hoodlum all this time. Sophie, how scandalous.” Miranda’s all time favorite word for people like Ryan was hoodlum. Always dressed in baggy and ripped jeans, black t-shirts with scary looking bands on them, a skateboard always under his arm so he’s ready to go anywhere in town, hair just little on the long side and ear piercings to boot. She never meant it as an insult; it was just her version of stereotyping the cliques in school.

      “He isn’t a hoodlum. He is actually really smart. Smarter than most of the honor roll guys. He just never shows it. He has a reputation to uphold.” Sophie laughed.

      “That’s for sure, at least he didn’t use it to ruin yours” Jo mumbled.

      “That’s why we kept it all secret. He didn’t want my reputation ruined by his, even though most of the rumors about him are just made up stories.”

      “Well, we can get back to grilling you on this later. In the meantime why don’t you go get that diploma so we can go and eat!” Miranda cheered.

      “Agreed.” Sophie smiled and joined the line. She took a deep breath of the freshly waxed gym floor and prepared for the next chapter of life to begin. Time for a new adventure.
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      Sunlight danced across Sophie's skin letting her know it was morning. From her opened picture window the waves crashed lightly on rocks below. A deep breath of Mediterranean air was all she needed to get up and face the day. Island life was simple. Small communities, friendly people and food that was either grown, raised or caught for every meal. Padding barefoot across the warm tiled floor of her bedroom she started her morning as she did everyday.  Bathing suit under her favorite white tank and jean shorts, her tan dark and hair light from her many hours out in the Grecian sun. She looked into the mirror a little longer today though. Studying the contour of her well maintained eyebrows, visually tracing the lines of her not too big nose, her dimpleless cheeks as perfectly round as her Aunts’ were.The photos stuck onto the frame of the mirror called to her. There she found Miranda and Jo’s smiley faces staring back beside her own. One year out of high school standing around at a holiday party, ugly sweaters in abundance all around them. The mirror showed the same smile she wore that night in the picture just with a few more lines and dark circles under and around her eyes. Life was moving at a snail's pace these days despite the speed it showed at first.

      “Oh you’re still here!” her cousin Tina jumped at the sight of Sophie standing in her bathroom. “I was just coming to steal your brush, I forgot to pack mine.”

      “With all your curls? How did you manage that?” Sophie laughed, handing her the brush.

      “Sorry, I had other things on my mind.” Tina grinned.

      “What are you doing up anyway?” Sophie asked. 9 a.m. was late to most people but to Tina it was early.

      “Jetlag.”

      “Your university is in England. That’s only two hours difference Tina.” Sophie laughed.

      “Yes, but see at home it would be 7 a.m. and I would be getting up for class or exams right now.” Tina pointed out.

      “Fair point, so what are your plans for the day?” Sophie asked as the pair headed downstairs.

      “I was thinking about just hanging out with you today if that’s alright. I got in so late last night I’m not in the mood to do much. I figure I’ll follow you around and get the lay of the land.”

      “Alright, did Anna leave for the clinic yet?” Sophie asked.

      “Yeah, she left an hour ago.”

      “Okay, then what do you say we go get a good breakfast then? Fill you up after the horrible airplane and college food you’ve been eating.” Sophie asked, grabbing her purse.

      “Sounds good to me.” Sophie led the way outside and started down the stairs toward street level.

      “Tina, are you coming?” Tina was stopped by the railing of the porch.

      “I just can’t get over how beautiful it is here.” Tina smiled, a breeze catching her fiery curls.

      “I know right.”

      “When you sold your first book and told the family you were buying a villa on Hydra and not Cyprus I couldn’t understand why at first. I get it now.” Tina sighed.

      “I’ve loved this island since my first visit here six years ago. I always knew that if I ever became an established author this would become my home. My own little slice of inspiration.” Sophie sighed as they descended the stairs. Staring up at her villa it had truly become home to her since the renovations were completed. Her large tiled porch, meeting her carved marble steps, into the two story white washed masterpiece. Perched on one of the many cliffs with stairs all around for access to the street or houses further up the cliff side.

      “It is beautiful Sophie. Really, it has come a long way since you bought it.” Tina hooked arms with her cousin admiring the villa.

      “Here you can ride my spare.” Sophie undid the lock on her spare bike once they reached street level.

      “I love that you can ride everywhere on this island essentially. There are no cars like there are on the larger islands.” Tina mounted the light blue beauty.

      “It is a nice perk.” Driving was never Sophie’s strong suit.  “Come on, let’s go get breakfast and I have to meet Stavro at the dock at eleven to help tie the boat.”

      “You’re still helping him.” Tina laughed. “I hope he’s paying you well.”

      “I don’t mind helping him. It isn’t like the island has a crew waiting at the dock for every passing ship that pulls in.”

      “Sophie Panteliou, world famous author, boat tyer by day, award winning writer by night!” Tina mused.

      “He’s my friend, besides I find it nice to be needed and have some place to be.” Sophie sighed.

      “Aren’t you supposed to have a third book releasing soon?” Tina asked as they took their seats in the tiny dockside cafe.

      “If only I had inspiration to write it.” Sophie sighed.

      “Writer's block?” Tina stared at her.

      “I want to write something different. I loved writing my Stars novel, don’t get me wrong. Dystopian fiction is edgy and fun and creative, but I want something different. I want to write something light and colorful that really has some substance to it. Something like a romance novel or a romantic comedy.”

      “So do it.” Tina pushed.

      “How? It isn’t like I have a lot of that going for me right now.” Sophie snorted, sipping her smoothie.

      “Sophie, I thought you were getting over that.” Tina’s eyes shifted seeing the hurt fill Sophie’s.

      “I am, it’s just still hard to get to the right headspace for writing. I have to have a totally free mind, open and vibrant, a canvas I can create all these scenes on to put on paper and make real.”

      “You’ll find that place again Sophie, you will.” Tina took Sopphie’s hand and gave it a squeeze.

      “Ah Zafiria mou, how are you?” Gus the cafe’s owner greeted them as he came for their orders. Sophie was still not used to people calling her by her baptismal name, Zafiria.

      “Kala Gus, this is my cousin Tina, Anna’s sister. She’s spending the summer here on holiday from university.” Sophie pointed to Tina who waved.

      “I never would have guessed you were Anna’s sister.” Gus shook his head. It was true. Anna and Tina didn’t remotely resemble each other. Anna was short and thin with dark eyes and nearly black hair that she wore short in tight natural curls with her gorgeous olive skin. Tina on the other hand was fair skinned with freckles and green eyes that brought out the natural fiery red color of her loosely curled hair. Other than having the same tiny figure they were nothing alike.

      “We’ll have two of my usual.” Sophie told him and he took off with a nod.

      “Hey, look at you two up so early.” Anna’s voice called as she parked her bike and met them at the table.

      “Don’t you have a cat or some other beast to be treating right now?” Tina asked.

      “Perk of being the only veterinarian on the island. When I’m this good at my job I get to take a lot of breaks.” Anna beamed. “Sophie, aren't you helping Stavro with deliveries today?”

      “Not until eleven.” Sophie smiled.

      “Did you write today?” Anna asked.

      “It’s 9:30, the day is young.” Sophie laughed.

      “And so are you, so get out there and find some inspiration would you?” Anna snorted. “I swear you’re going to die an old woman, crushed beneath her pile of books she’s been meaning to read for the last ten years.”

      “Hey! I’ve read some of those, but then I get inspired and write another book of my own.” Sophie huffed. “I’ll get a life one of these days I promise, but right now I have a deadline.”

      “You will always have deadlines.” Anna smirked.

      “Fine, I’ll find a new excuse later.”
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        * * *

      

      “Hey, there is my Siren of the Sea!” Stavro’s voice called from the bridge of his boat. His olive skin glistening beneath his always holey work tee.

      “Interesting sentiment, does that make you my prey?” Sophie laughed as he tossed her the tow lines. A few quick knots and he was tethered to shore.  “Lots of deliveries today?” Sophie asked as he tossed her a few of the canvas bundles from the deck.

      “Not really, I have the linen order to deliver to the far side today, other than that it is just mail.” Stavro huffed as he jumped ashore, the last bundle in his arms. His tan muscles flexed as the weight of the bundle became known when it was dropped with a thud.

      “Anything I can help you with?” Sophie offered.

      “Well, I do have a few things here for Kyria Maria. I was thinking since you live next door maybe you could drop them off?” Stavro asked.

      “Of course,” Sophie smiled and took the letters and small box they were tethered to.

      “I also have this for you.” Stavro handed Sophie a hefty package with an Italian postage stamp.

      “Ah, this must be from Jo!” Sophie giggled.

      “I forget, she is the one who moved to Italy for work right?” Stavro asked.

      “Yes, I haven’t spoken to her in forever! I wonder what this could be. Work keeps all of us busy so other than our girls trip once a year Jo, Miranda and I don’t get to communicate much. I think it’s the whole living in three different time zones thing that throws us off.” Sophie laughed. “I’ll text Miranda but it’s never a fluid conversation.”

      “Well, I am glad she wrote to you then. I better be going if I am going to get this linen to the other side in time.” Stavro checked his watch.

      “Do you need a ride?”

      “No, I will be alright. I brought the big basket today.” Stavro motioned to the bike he was bringing ashore.

      “I’ll get out of your way then.” Sophie grinned and started her way up the dock.

      “Sophie!” Stavro called after her.

      “Yeah?”

      “Can I see you tonight? You seem like you could use a night away from home.” Stavro asked.

      “I don’t know.” Sophie sighed. She had become a home body in the last five or six months but she was enjoying the peace. “Tina just got here late last night so I have to see what they have planned.”

      “Tina is here? Why did she not call me? I would have picked her up.” Sad confusion took over his face.

      “I don’t know, I will ask though.” Sophie offered a weak smile.

      “If you do decide to meet me, I will be docked here for the night.” Stavro added before Sophie could walk away. The day was calm as it always was this time of year. October meant cool weather and less tourists. Padding her way down the street everything around her was familiar. From the people sweeping their tired souvenir shops, to the men bathing the donkeys they kept for tours up the hillside, every sight, every sound, every smell was comforting. It was home.
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        * * *

      

      “There you are!” Tina’s voice called from the market.

      “I see you found the market.” Sophie grinned.

      “What have you got there?” Tina asked. After years of getting used to Tina’s unique Cypriot accent it was odd to hear an English twist to it after studying in England.

      “I just finished with Stavro for the day. I have to bring these to Kyria Maria next door.”  Sophie lifted the small bundled box.

      “What about that?” Tina pointed to the letter from Jo.

      “It’s from Jo. I haven't opened it yet.” Sophie clutched the letter a little tighter.

      “Have you guys decided on a trip for this year yet?” Tina asked as they headed toward the house.

      “No, maybe that’s what she sent, travel brochures.” Sophie laughed.

      “There you two are.” Anna caught up with them. “I just finished for the day. I had to do a house call for one of the donkeys.” Anna grinned.

      “Wow, three in the afternoon and you’re already off work. Back in the states you’d be lucky to have had your lunch break by now.” Sophie laughed.

      “Good thing I live here then. So what should we do tonight?” Anna smirked.

      “I want to go out!” Tina beamed.

      “There are some great clubs on the far side of the island.” Anna agreed.

      “Clubs really?” Sophie rolled her eyes.

      “Come on! You can’t live your life like a nun forever Sophie.” Anna, while always well intentioned, was also blunt.

      “I won’t,” Sophie laughed.

      “When was the last time a guy asked you out?” Anna quizzed.

      “Anna,” Sophie just looked at her.

      “What, is it such an absurd question?” Anna snapped.

      “You would know if I’d been out.” Sophie kept her stare.

      “I didn’t say the last time you went out, I said the last time you got asked out.”

      “Well honestly, it’s been about 6 years since I was asked on a date.” Sophie thought back.

      “Wow, no wonder you’ve forgotten how to flirt. No one ever asked you out when you were with David? I mean it isn’t like you were wearing his signet ring or something to say “Hi I’m taken.”” Tina added.

      “Nope, to be honest I was amazed when David asked me. I was never that girl. The one all the guys wanted, it just wasn’t my style. It still isn’t.” Sophie sighed.

      “That’s it, tonight you become that girl. We’ll do your make-up, you’ll wear one of my dresses, I’ll get your hair looking spectacular and you’re going out to get back on that saddle.” Anna insisted.

      “No, I think it’s better that I stay here. I need to write.” Sophie said.

      “I’m not taking no for an answer.” Anna went on.

      “Anna, I don’t want to go.” Sophie pushed.

      “You need to go, whether or not you want to besides the point.” Anna kept pushing.

      “No!” Sophie shouted. Anna and Tina stopped dead in their tracks.

      “Sophie,”

      “No, Anna, I know your heart is in the right place here but I am not ready for this.” Sophie’s voice trembled.

      “It’s been 6 months.” Anna sighed. “I just want to see you come alive again.”

      “I know and I want to feel alive again. You can’t finish mending a broken heart in six months when the love it craves was built over the course of six years. I’ve spent almost my entire adult life loving one man, picturing our lives together, preparing for that next step only to have my heart mangled and torn like a page out of one of my books.”

      “I’m sorry,” Anna’s eyes were on the pavement.

      “I have an idea. Why don’t you take Tina clubbing tonight and I’ll just hang out here? We can get dinner before you go and then I’ll stay up and see you guys after.”

      “Alright, are you sure you don’t want to come with us? Not even in a strictly wingman role.” Anna offered.

      “I could use one, I’ve forgotten how to flirt myself.” Tina laughed.

      “Oh yeah, Tina, why didn’t you call Stavro to pick you up last night?” Sophie asked.

      “Wait, Stavro didn’t bring you?” Anna was confused.

      “I just didn't know if I could handle it, I'll be honest. Or if he’d even want to get me after everything that happened with Paul.” The sting of heartbreak flashed in her eyes as she said his name.

      “That was  two months ago Tina, Stavro knows his cousin is a jerk. He was on your side when you guys broke up.” Sophie could understand why Tina would hesitate to call him though.

      “I know, they just look so much alike.” Tina sighed, and they did, except for the fact that Paul had curly red hair and slightly fairer skin, their well defined features though, were identical.

      “You two, I swear I should buy a violin.” Anna laughed.

      “What can we say? We are women scorned by the likes of men.” Sophie quipped.

      “So what will you do until dinner?” Tina asked.

      “Since I wish to avoid the inevitable cloud of hairspray I can sense coming from the bathroom I think I’ll go sit on the beach for a while. See if I can tap into my writing mojo.” Sophie sighed.

      “Want me to bring that up for you?” Anna asked about the things Sophie was holding.

      “I’ll keep this one from Jo but would you mind running these next door?” Sophie handed Anna the box and letters.

      “Sure, Maria will be thrilled.” Anna grinned. “I know she’s been waiting on the baby pictures from her granddaughter all month.”

      “That must be the box.” Sophie smiled. “Thanks.”

      “No worries, see you around 8 then?” Anna added before Sophie could walk away.

      “Sounds good.” The path to the beach was always quiet. Even during tourist season there weren’t people here. The thin line of sand between the road and the sea made for a rocky walk when barefoot. Sophie could feel every pebble as her sandals dangled from her fingertips and she left her footprints in the sand. Waves crashed lightly leaving what appeared to be white foamy diamonds glittering in their wake. The tiny, untouched corner of the world was all the solitude Sophie needed. The salty, fresh air filled her soul as it always had. As a little girl growing up by the shore, trips to the water were her favorite. Season never mattered, where there was water, there was Sophie’s happy place. Time seemed to fly as she sat on her favorite rock watching the waves roll the tiny ships out to sea and the birds as they dove for food. Head clear and heart content, she remembered what she’d been holding in her lap. Breaking the seal on the large envelope she pulled out four smaller envelopes. Each one was labeled with a number in Jo’s perfect handwriting. Picking up the first envelope labeled with a 1 Sophie’s curiosity peaked.

      
        
        Hey Sophie,

        I know I am horrible at communication! Phones exist for a reason but here I am writing a letter. I have missed you like crazy. Life has been anything but normal these past eight months. I came here to Italy for what I thought was going to be a short business trip but I’ll be honest I love it here. Life moves at a different pace in Tuscany. People are so friendly and nosey all at the same time. Being the new girl in town was certainly daunting at first, as I’m sure you understand since I remember you venting about your own townspeople when you first moved to the island. Anyway, you still have a lot of reading ahead of you, so don’t be mad at me when you see what comes next. Okay? Make sure you read envelopes two AND three before you call me. I love you and I have missed you so much.

      

      
        Bye for now,

        Jo

      

      

      Wheels turned as Sophie tore open envelope two.

      

      
        
        Mr. and Mrs. Nathan Boors

        And

        Mr. and Mrs. Vincent Mida

        Would like to formally invite you to the wedding of their children,

        Mr. Sebastian Mida and Miss Joanna Boors

        On Saturday, October the 28th at 12 noon

        Located at the Villa Mida Vineyard, Tuscany

      

      

      

      “Jo is getting married!” Sophie gasped to herself as she rushed to open letter number three.

      

      
        
        Hi,

        So, yeah I am getting married. Surprise! Trust me no one is more surprised than I am that this is happening. It all happened so quickly but I have never felt this way before. I have never been more certain of anything in all my life Soph. Bash is it, he is my person. Who would have guessed right? So first I must obviously ask if you are coming, that's number one. Number two is, will you be my Maid of Honor?  I know you have your deadlines but it won’t be a lot of work I promise. I have everything planned and ready. I just need a shoulder to lean on along the way. Call me please! Now that my secret is out. There’s so much more you need to know and that we have to talk about.

      

      
        Love you,

        Jo

      

      

      The phone rang for what felt like forever while Sophie stared at the photo of Jo waiting for her real face to appear.

      “Hey stranger?” Jo’s voice sang as she appeared on the screen.

      “Wow, so the phone does in fact work. I’m impressed.” Sophie mocked.

      “I know, I know, I stink at communication, but that’s part of why you love me isn’t it? All the mystery.” Jo laughed.

      “Oh yeah, that’s definitely it.” Sophie nodded. “So please tell me you aren’t going to make me wear some ugly yellow frock like my mother did to her friends at the wedding because I just don’t think my poor little heart could take it.”

      “You got my letters!” Jo beamed.

      “Yeah, two weeks really Jo? Wait, are you pregnant?” Sophie laughed.

      “Nope, we just didn’t want to wait that long.” Jo smiled. “Does that mean you’ll be my Maid of Honor?”

      “That depends, you still didn’t answer my ugly yellow dress question.” Sophie quipped.

      “I’m thinking more along the lines of cerulean.” Jo squinted as if to envision it all.

      “I can live with that.” Sophie grinned. “Wait!” Sophie was looking back at letter number three. “Bash, like Bash, Bash, from high school?”

      “Yeah,” Jo’s voice dragged and her eyes and lips contorted to a shy smirk of a smile.

      “How? What is he doing in Italy?” Sophie quizzed.

      “The vineyard, it’s his. He inherited it when his grandfather passed away last year. Apparently he’s had dual citizenship all this time, used to spend his summers out here in high school working the vines. His parents live here too but Bash was the one who got everything, the vines, the estate, the business.”

      “Wow,” Sophie gasped.

      “Yeah, so when I was sent to Italy to consult with one of our new clients about expansion and mainlining analysis. It was Bash. Who knew?” Jo shrugged.

      “Wow, I just can’t get over it.” Sophie chuckled. “This is the last pair I ever would have imagined.”

      “Me too, but here we are.” Jo grinned. “So when can you get here? The last envelope is a travel voucher you can cash it in on any flight you want.”

      “How does tomorrow sound?” Sophie smiled.

      “Tomorrow? You can do that? Don’t you have work to do on your newest book?” Jo tried to control her excitement.

      “I mean if you don’t want me there tomorrow I can certainly find something to do to kill time.” Sophie huffed.

      “Of course I want you here tomorrow! I need you for support. I just don’t want you uprooting your whole life for me.” Jo cried.

      “Jo, my best friend is getting married. There is nowhere else I would rather be. Plus the perks of being an author means I can write anywhere in the world as long as I have my laptop. Not to mention I’ve been in a writing slump lately. A new place, new adventures, might do me some good.”

      “Yay! I’ll get your room all ready! Pack just the essential outfits you can always wash them here. We dress for dinner every night, nothing too fancy, just not our daytime clothes.” Jo was positively beaming.

      “Well, aren't we fancy.” Sophie lifted her nose in the air.

      “Also you did not just say you have no inspiration to write! Look around you! You live in a postcard!” Jo screamed into the phone.

      “I know, but I think I’m too close to the island magic after living here for four years.” Sophie laughed as she panned the phone to show Jo the view.

      “Still, it’s like a honeymoon waiting to happen.” Jo laughed.

      “Speaking of honeymoons, where do you two plan to go?” Sophie asked.

      “We don’t know yet, been too busy planning the wedding.” Jo laughed some more.

      “Well, why don’t you come here then? I have a guest suite on the top floor of my Villa that’s just about done being renovated.”

      “Really? You mean it?” Jo was jumping.

      “Yes! Of course I mean it. I would love to have you guys here. Tina and Anna would too. I can arrange for Stavro to bring you guys back and forth to the mainland and other islands for you to sight see, it’ll be great.”

      “I’ll ask Bash when he’s done working for the day! Thank you!” Jo was giggling, Sophie could tell she was happy. “So go ahead and book a flight then call me back alright?”

      “You got it boss.” Sophie saluted into the phone. “Jo,”

      “Yeah?”

      “You look happy.” Sophie smiled.

      “I am Soph, I really am.”

      “Good, I’ll talk to you soon.”

      “See you soon, bye.” With a wave Jo’s face left the screen feeling small. Sophie opened the voucher, typed in the code and booked the first flight she could find for nine the next morning. Glancing at her watch it was almost seven thirty and cotton candy colors filled the sky. She ran from the beach and straight for the villa.

      “We thought we’d have to eat without you.” Anna snorted as Sophie came in panting.

      “I can’t tonight.” Sophie moved to the kitchen for a drink of water.

      “Why not?” Anna groaned.

      “Jo is getting married!” Sophie beamed. “I’m leaving for Tuscany first thing in the morning.”

      “Wait, back up, what?” Tina asked.

      “The letter from Jo, that’s what it was about. She’s getting married in two weeks to this guy we actually knew in high school. They became reacquainted when she was hired to try and expand his family’s vineyard.”  Sophie chugged the water she’d just poured.

      “And you’re leaving tomorrow?” Anna crossed her arms.

      “Yeah, I just need to get off this island for a while I think. I mean I love it here obviously but I just feel stuck. I need to write and be free and be adventurous.” Sophie was downright giddy at the thought.

      “You go girl!” Anna laughed.

      “Thank you, but now I have to pack.” Sophie chuckled. “Go have fun, I’ll still be up when you get back.”

      “Sophie, wait a minute, this changes things.” Tina stopped her. “We’ll stay here and help you.”

      “No, you’re on vacation, go have fun.” Sophie pushed Tina playfully.

      “I’m not on vacation. I took a semester off to clear my head. I can do that the whole time you’re gone.” Tina smiled.

      “Besides, if we don’t stay then you’ll never pack clothes that are meant for a woman your age.” Anna snorted, Sophie’s fashion sense was modest but Anna was always pushing her to expand her boundaries.

      “Fine, I need several dinner outfits and then the everyday clothes, pajamas, undergarments.” Sophie ran down the mental list she’d been building since she left the beach.

      “Wait, how are you getting to the mainland?” Tina asked.

      “Shoot I hadn’t thought that far ahead. I know, I’ll ask Stavro.” Sophie snapped her fingers and headed toward the door.

      “Is he still here?” Anna asked.

      “Yeah, he told me he was docking here for the night in case I wanted to pay him a visit.”

      “Wait!” Anna gasped. “Stavro asked you out and you didn’t tell me.”

      “He didn’t ask me out. He just said I could use a night out of the house and that he’d be there if I changed my mind.” Sophie insisted.

      “Oh my God, how did I not think of this before? It’s perfect.” Anna gushed.

      “Stop it, I will not let you turn my friendship with Stavro into something dirty.” Sophie huffed.

      “Whatever you say.” Anna sighed. Just as Sophie was about to leave her phone began to ring.

      “Hey!” Jo’s cheery face filled the screen.

      “Hey, I was about to call you on my way to town. I booked a nine o’clock flight for tomorrow morning.”

      “Perfect, that’ll get you in around one o’clock our time.” Jo pulled a notebook out and made a note. “I’ll make sure someone is there to get you.”

      “I can always hail a cab.” Sophie insisted.

      “It’s thirty minutes to the vineyard, trust me that’s one fair you don’t want to pay.” Jo laughed. “Oh and I forgot to tell you before, David is invited too. He is more than welcome to fly out here and visit you whenever he can.” Sophie's stomach sank. How had she not told Jo? “Sophie? What’s wrong?”

      “Uh, David and I aren’t together anymore. Haven’t been for awhile. I could have sworn I told you when I told Miranda but I guess not. I’m sorry.”

      “Oh no Soph! I’m sorry! Here I am going on and on about my wedding when you must be heartbroken.” Jo gasped.

      “It’s been six months.” Sophie sighed.

      “You don’t just turn those feelings off overnight though.” Jo always seemed to get it. She and Miranda knew Sophie better than she knew herself.

      “I’m surviving.” Sophie offered a smile.

      “Well, then bring anyone you want! Seriously, in the words of the Gilmore Girls, “Good Riddance to bad luggage”. “ Sophie just laughed, Jo never changed. “Bring anyone you want as a date, one of the girls, a friend from town, anyone! We have plenty of rooms.” Jo insisted.

      “I’ll be fine on my own but thank you.” Sophie smiled. “Well, I better go arrange my transport to the mainland now.”

      “Go, I’ll see you tomorrow.” Jo beamed as she blew a kiss before the screen went dark.

      “Well?” Sophie looked at Tina and Anna. “Either of you want to go to Italy.”

      “Nope,” Anna shook her head.

      “I’ll pass.” Tina smirked.

      “Really?” Sophie just stared at them.

      “We love Jo but no thank you. Plus bringing us means you’ll have no time to mingle with anyone else.” Anna pointed out.

      “Not true, but I get it.” Sophie shrugged.

      “Wait, I have an idea!” Anna exclaimed.

      “Why does that scare me?” Sophie leaned in her doorway.

      “Ask Stavro.”

      “What?” Sophie jumped.

      “Anna,” Tina sighed.

      “I’m serious, ask him. The worst he’ll do is say no. Let’s face it, the only person who needs a vacation more than you, is Stavro. He just might say yes.” A wicked smile curled on Anna’s lips.

      “I mean she does have a point.” Tina stared pensively at the floor.

      “You’re both nuts. I’m going to make my plans now.” Sophie laughed as she left them. When she reached the dock it was just getting dark, the last of the colors fading into the sea. In the distance the toned silhouette of Stavro sat on the end of the dock beside his boat.

      “Is this seat taken?” Sophie asked as she came up behind him.

      “It has been waiting for you.” Stavro grinned at her. He reached into the basket beside him and pulled out some watermelon and feta and two bottles of water.

      “You knew I would change my mind?” Sophie asked.

      “I hoped you would.” Stavro smiled at her. She’d never really seen him like this before. Sure working with him and helping with his rounds made them become friends but they never just sat like this. No business to get done, just them.

      “Well, I’ll be honest, I can’t stay.” Sophie played with the slice of watermelon in her hand. “I came because I have to ask you something.”

      “Go for it.” Stavro ushered her to spit it out.

      “Remember that thick envelope I got today?”

      “Yes, it was from Jo. All good news I hope.” Stavro bit into his slice.

      “Very good actually. Jo is getting married in two weeks. So I agreed to go there and help her since I’m Maid of Honor and I live the closest. I have a flight at nine tomorrow morning. Would you be able to take me to the mainland?”

      “Of course,” Stavro wiped his hands.

      “What time do we need to leave?” Sophie asked.

      “Well, the morning current can be unpredictable. I recommend we leave tonight. You can sleep as we sail, I have a cabin down below.”

      “No, I can’t do that to you. You wanted to stay here for the night.” Sophie shook her head. She couldn’t do that to him.

      “Sophie, really, it is okay. I insist, it is our best chance of getting you to the mainland in time for your flight. I will even drive you to the airport in the morning.” Stavro grinned.

      “Stavro, thank you.” Sophie grabbed him as they sat there silhouetted in the starlight.

      “You ask for so little Sophie and you do so much for me and the others here.” Stavro said. “It is time to return the favor.”

      “I love helping you. You know, in my dreams as a kid I would live on a boat.” Sophie laughed.

      “Well tonight, that becomes reality. Go, finish your packing, I will get us ready to go here.” Stavro smiled.

      “Thank you.” Sophie smiled.
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      “Are you sure you two will be okay while I’m gone?” Sophie asked Tina and Anna as they neared the dock with her luggage.

      “Of course we will. I’ve lived here long enough to keep myself alive. I think I can do the same for Tina.” Anna laughed.

      “Good, alright, this is my stop.” Sophie hugged them as they reached the dock. “I love you guys!”

      “We love you too.” Tina cried. “Go make Jo a blushing bride.”

      “I will,” Sophie took each of their hands in hers.

      “Remember my suggestion.” Anna nudged her as Stavro made his way down the dock to get her luggage. “It’s not too late.”

      “Goodbye ladies.” Sophie waved them off.

      “Ready to go?” Stavro asked.

      “Ready as I’ll ever be.” Sophie smiled, Stavro took her luggage from her and led the way to the ship. He jumped on first and she handed him the bags. With a quick grasp of his hand she was hoping aboard.

      “Make yourself comfortable, once I have things underway on the bridge I will come keep you company.” Stavro called as he climbed the ladder.

      “Take your time.” Sophie sat on the bench on deck as they pulled away from the dock. Sea air was sweeter at night, stars were out like a map of mythology above them. Guiding them on a new adventure.

      “If you get chilly, help yourself to one of my sweaters. They are in the storage bin under the bench.” Stavro called upon seeing Sophie get a chill. The breeze on the water was icy compared to land.  “There we are.” Stavro sighed on his way down to the deck. “We are officially on our way to the mainland.”

      “Thank you for this Stavro, really.” Sophie looked at him as he stood beside her. She bent down into the storage bin and pulled a tan wool sweater with gray buttons. “Is this one alright?”

      “Perfect.” Stavro helped her into the sweater. “Excuse me,” Staro reached around her to get into the bin. He pulled on a white turtleneck sweater that made his dark, olive skin seem even darker. Something about him was different. He wasn’t in his usual ripped up work clothes. The sweater was beautiful and his hair was brushed so that his dark curls were swept to one side instead of flying free. “Please, sit.” Staro broke the silence Sophie blushed having been staring.

      “Yes, of course, sorry.” The burn of her blush intensified on Sophie’s cheeks only to be chased away by a sudden chill of the wind.

      “Are you still cold?” Stavro asked.

      “A little, I didn’t realize how icy it gets out here.” Sophie shivered again.

      “Yes, it can get quite cold this time of year.” Stavro’s English was so proper beneath his thick accent it made Sophie seem lazy.

      “Back home the leaves would be changing colors right about now.” Sophie drowned in the memory. “I miss having four seasons. It’s one of the only things I think I really miss. Watching the leaves change in the fall, the flowers budding every spring and of course I miss watching the snow fall every winter.”

      “I cannot imagine how nice those things must be to see. We do not get the privilege here.”  Stavro smiled as he slid a little closer to Sophie.

      “Have you ever seen snow?” Sophie looked up at him.

      “I have, once, I have a cousin up in the mountains. I went to see her one winter.” Stavro said.

      “It is my favorite type of weather. Most people in New Jersey hate the snow but not me.” Sophie sighed. “I just loved the way it would make even the ugly parts of town look beautiful. The world is always so still when it snows, so quiet.”

      “That sounds nice.” Stavro smiled and Sophie shivered again. “May I?” Stavro offered her his arm.

      “Sure,” Sophie let herself settle beneath Stavro’s arm. “Thanks”.

      “I would have offered you a blanket but I do not have any on deck.” Stavro blushed.

      “This works just as well.” Sophie said. “You know, for as long as I have known you and for as well as you know me, I feel like I don't know much about you.” Sophie sighed. “I know you have a sister and a brother. I know you live with your mom. I know you have almost as many cousins as I do.” Sophie laughed. “That’s about it.”

      “Well, I really love this boat.” Stavro started.

      “Oh yes, I’d totally forgotten about the boat.” Sophie motioned with a laugh.

      “My favorite color is pink.” Stavro added.

      “Really? Huh? Okay.” Sophie nodded.

      “So tell me something,” Stavro went on. “For as long as I have known you, you were with that guy, David, I know what he did to you. I know he broke your heart because I lived through that with you. Answer me this though, was he your first love?” Stavro’s eyes were fixed on Sophie.

      “No, I’ve never had a love like ours though. It wasn't instant love. Instant attraction, absolutely but the love came later. We built it over years of trust and worry and time and distance. We built our love. My first love with nothing like that.” Sophie thought back.

      “What was it like?” Stavro pushed.

      “My first love? It was magic. We were so in sync with one another and we never even dated. My first love was based on a deep friendship that came from the most unlikely of people.” Those blue eyes flashed in her mind.

      “The best loves usually are.” Stavro stared out to sea.

      “What about you? I mean I know you’re single now but I’m sure you weren’t always that way.” Sophie’d never gotten to talk to Stavro like this.

      “No, I was not.” Stavro said, a laugh in his throat. “I was in college in Thessaloniki. There was a girl there named Stella, she was from Spain living in Greece on a student visa. I was in love with her from the moment I saw her. She was gorgeous with long brown hair, tan, clear skin, and green eyes that seemed to just sparkle. We had so much fun together, laughing, touring Europe on our breaks from school, spending nights quizzing each other on our studies. We were together for two years, I even stayed away from home to travel with her on our summer breaks since she could not go home. Then one day she got a phone call from home. She said she had an emergency and that she needed to leave. She said she would call me when she could. I loved her. After one day without her, I knew I could not sit and let her handle whatever the emergency was on her own. So I went to Athens and got a plane ticket, before I boarded I stopped in the jewelry store and bought a ring. It was not much but I figured once I was older I could replace it. I got on the plane and went to Spain. I got to her house but before I could knock I caught a glimpse of something in the window. There she was, sitting on the couch. A man about our age sitting with her, talking excitedly. I figured it was her brother or a cousin. I was wrong. A moment later her hands were his face and she was kissing him. A huge shiny diamond sparkling from her finger. Twice the size of anything I could have ever afforded, even now.” Sadness radiated from Stavro’s eyes.

      “Oh Stavro,”

      “I never knocked.” He paused. “I just walked off the porch, went back to the airport and went home. She never called me.”

      “Stavro, I am sorry. No one should have to live through that.” Sophie stared at him in horror but his eyes were still fixed on the horizon.

      “I am not sorry I went. If I had stayed here and waited for her call, I would still be hurting. I never would have known the truth or gotten any closure.” His eyes were shining as if there might have been a tear behind them.

      “Closure is important.” Sophie matched his stare on the stars.

      “It is, I have not been on a trip since. My mother is always yelling at me to go out and enjoy my life, which I do. There is no better mistress than the sea.” Stavro smiled, his grip on Sophie tightening slightly.

      “You sound like an old sea shanty now.” Sophie laughed. “Stavro,”

      “Yes?”

      “Do you own a suit?”
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      Impulse, what was she thinking? Things were going so well, they were cuddling and talking and connecting then she had to pull that! He must be so uncomfortable! No wonder he ran to the bridge and left her on the deck.

      “Right, now that that is settled.” Stavro broke her mental confrontation as he made his way down the ladder. “There has been a change of plans.”

      “What kind of change?” Nerves were tingling across Sophie’s body. Her stomach in knots.

      “We will not be sailing all night and arriving at the mainland in the morning.” Starvo started. “We will be getting to the mainland tonight.”

      “What changed?” Sophie’s voice cracked.

      “How else am I supposed to pack if we do not go home?” Sophie just jumped on him as he finished the sentence.

      “Really? You mean it? You’re coming?” Sophie held him so tight she was almost lifted off the deck.

      “Yes, I mean it. I just got off the phone with my mother. She has already started emptying my closet and has dinner on the stove.” Stavro laughed.

      “I mean are you sure you want to do this?” Sophie asked. “Are you sure you can? Who is going to run the route for you while you’re gone. Two weeks is a long time.”

      “Are you trying to talk me out of it?” Stavro mused.

      “Never,” She pulled him even closer.

      “I spoke to my cousin Costa. He will take the route for me for a couple weeks. I think the whole family was ready for me to take a vacation.” Stavro grinned.

      “Thank you, seriously, I can’t say it enough, thank you.” Sophie hugged him again. “Let’s get your ticket.”

      “Already done, my sister works for a travel agency. She had some miles saved up, I am all booked.” Stavro waved.

      “I can’t believe this is happening. Oh! I have to text Jo and let her know I have a plus one.” Sophie pulled out her phone only to have Stavro stop her lightly with his hand before she could start typing.

      “Sophie,”

      “Yes,”

      “What made you want to ask me?” His stare soft on her eyes.

      “Well,” Sophie led him to the bench. “Originally I planned to go it alone.” Sophie sighed. “It seems selfish to think about my reasons now.”

      “They are allowed to be selfish, go on.” Stavro urged.

      “I started thinking about how happy Jo seemed on the phone. I’ve never seen her smile like that. I knew that this was going to be an amazing adventure filled with love and joy and I didn’t want to ruin it.” Sophie paused as a confused look crossed Stavro’s face. “You said it yourself that you saw what David did to me. You saw the pain I felt and while I’m no longer as depressed and upset as I was six months ago, I’m afraid. I’m afraid that if I go and see all those lovers in Italy and see Jo so happy that I’ll feel hurt. Not because I’m jealous, I could never be jealous, Jo deserves all this and more. If Bash ever hurts her I swear they’ll never find the body. I just don’t want my own head to get in the way of anyone’s happiness and you make me happy. You make me feel safe. So I took a chance. Anna had been bugging me to ask you since she found out Jo was allowing me a plus one. I hadn’t told her about David yet.”

      “See that was not selfish at all.” Stavro grinned. “You want to make sure your best friend’s day is as happy and joyous as it should be. I am honored you took a chance on me.” Stavro put his arm around her again as she shivered in the cold. “I promise, I will protect you from whatever demons you face. You are not alone Sophie, ever.”

      “Thank you,” Warmth tingled beneath Sophie’s cheek as she let herself rest her head against Stavro’s chest.

      “I better get to the bridge. I told Mama we would be getting into port within the hour.” Stavro said once Sophie had released him. As they reached the port she remembered why the phone was in her hand.

      
        
          
            
              
        Sophie: I have a plus one!

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Jo: Great! I’ll get a room ready!

      

      

      

      

      

      “So this is it.” Stavro sighed as he put Sophie’s luggage down to get out his house keys. It was a nice small house nestled between two apartment buildings. The small stone porch held some classic white wicker furniture that was a staple in every Greek home. It made the yellow exterior seem old beside its bright accessories. “Come on in.” Stavro opened the door and led the way inside. First was what was clearly meant to be the living room. Small and wrapped in white walls made the floral patterned furniture accented. Next came a narrow hall lined with doors and the sweet smell of something cooking soared through the air.

      “Ah Stavro, you are home.” A loud accented voice called before Sophie could enter the room.

      “Yasou Mama,” Stavro greeted her. “Mama,” Stavro put a hand to the small of Sophie’s back bringing her forward. “This is Sophie.”

      “Thank you for having me Mrs. Papadoros.” Sophie bowed her head.

      “Please call me Thea! I’m practically everyone’s aunt around here anyway!” Stavro’s mother came to greet Sophie with a hug and kiss on each cheek. She was what everyone always pictured when they thought of a Greek mother. Broad build, dark hair, dark eyes wide like Stavro’s and dressed in a black, well worn sundress.

      “Sophie, this is my mother Katerina.” Stavro was finally able to finish his introductions.

      “My dear, sit, sit. Stavro, where are your manners? Get this girl something to eat!” She hit him lightly to usher him along as she went back to her ironing.

      “Really, I’m okay.” Sophie insisted. “Is there anything I can do to help you? I know this is all last minute.”

      “No, I am fine. I will have him packed in no time. I have a place set for you in Ari’s room.” Katerina moved like Zeus was guiding her hands as she ironed and folded each piece in front of her. The door slammed loudly as Sophie sat with the bowl Stavro put in front of her.

      “Kali Spera!” a voice boomed as a smaller, slimmer version of Stavro entered the room.

      “Andoni Papadoros! How dare you yell like that when we have a guest?” Katerina’s face was red with fire as her youngest son cowered in the doorway.

      “Sorry, how was I supposed to know?” The boy muttered in Greek.

      “Sophie, this is my brother Andoni.” Stavro began. “Doni, this is Sophie.”

      “The Sophie! Really, you mean you are real? I thought Stavro made you up.” Sophie giggled as Stavro looked ready to kill him.

      “Doni,” Stavro grumbled.

      “What? I mean she looks nothing like you described her.” Doni motioned toward Sophie. “I never expected her to be this hot.” That was it. Stavro moved from the table to the doorway and grabbed his brother in a headlock.

      “What is this?” Another voice came from the hall. “If I’m going to have front row seats to a fight I want to know what the prize,” the girl’s voice stopped mid-sentence as she set eyes on Sophie. A twisted smile filled her face. “Oh, I see, carry on then.”

      “Boys! Stomata!” Katerina warned them to end their fight.

      “Sophie this is my sister Aretousa, Ari this is Sophie.” Stavro said.

      “Wait, you're Sophie Pantielou!” Ari gasped.

      “Oh boy here we go.” Doni whined.

      “I love your books! Stavro you didn’t tell me that the Sophie who ties your boat is the Sophie that wrote my favorite books!” Ari gushed.

      “Ari, please,” Stavro sighed.

      “That was probably my fault. I don’t like telling people who I am. Especially here, the island is my sanctuary.” Sophie covered Stavro.

      “I understand.” Ari grinned. “I have so many questions!”

      “Of course you do!” Doni laughed.

      “Doni, shut up!” The swearing match began. Suddenly a flurry of loud Greek and English profanities filled the air as Stavro just stared on helplessly.
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