
        
            
                
            
        


		
			Advance Praise for Finding Forever

			“An insightful novel that depicts the difficulties a relationship can experience in spite of the love that’s clearly present. Finding Forever doesn’t pretend that love makes everything easy, and through the narrator’s relationship with his newfound lover, it will show how all loving relationships are—at one time or another—confronted with the question: what is love worth? A truly profound question posed to us readers by a remarkably young writer.”

			—Miles Fisher, Editor of Italian America

			“You would be hard pressed to find an intelligent, well-written romantic novel today. It’s been several decades since The Notebook was a huge success. Along with that the genre of Romantic Comedy has all but vanished in Hollywood. Anthony Sciarratta with his Finding Forever successfully bucks the trend.  In his stream-lined novel people do meet, they do fall in love and their partners not only bring them satisfaction, they also bring them stability. Set in an authentic working-class world, with flourishes of humor and modern angst, Finding Forever is a comforting and thoughtful read about romantic love.”

			—Playwright, author, TV writer, screenwriter, and actor, Richard Vetere
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			CHAPTER 
1

			The year was 1978. A time when music had soul, hairiness was sexy, and cars were made to last. Farrah Fawcett was the end all be all, of every man’s dreams. Families sat together in the living room huddled around one television to watch The Carol Burnett Show. Saturday Night Fever was the bestselling movie soundtrack of all time. Crime was rising, and New York was a dangerous place to be. Queens was little escape from all the chaos. This love story takes place in a small area, outside Manhattan, called Astoria.

			Michael Coniglio waited on line at the coffee shop. The coffee shop was a local hub for all of Astoria’s coffee lovers. It served quality coffee from across the world. Michael mainly spent his time there drinking the Italian roasts. The coffee shop was always crowded. It was essential to stop there at least once a day. 

			Michael was a naturally troubled man. There was never a day in Michael’s life where he didn’t worry. He always had more going for him than he thought. This anxiety he constantly felt was unnoticeable to others. He carried himself in a way that was confident. He was handsome and had a smile that could make any woman weak. Not a single person would have guessed that this man was troubled. The smell of coffee in the air calmed him down. There was nothing greater than a whiff of fresh brewing espresso to an Italian.

			Michael approached the cashier. “Can I have a small coffee please,” he asked. “Just milk, no sugar.”

			The cashier handed Michael his coffee. He sat at a table facing the entrance to the store. He glanced quickly at his watch and again at the door. A few moments later a woman walked in. Michael’s demeanor instantly changed. The nervousness on his face was suddenly visible. This wasn’t nervous fear, but anger. 

			“Fucking bitch,” he mumbled.

			Michael took a sip of his coffee. Angela Marcella sat down across from him. She had long flowing black hair that stretched down to her waist. Her hair and makeup were done perfectly. She wore tight clothing that showed her voluptuous body. It was hard for any man not to glance at her walking down the street. 

			“You’re late,” Michael said. 

			Angela was not fazed by his snarky comment. She clearly didn’t care that she was late for their date. 

			“I got home at three last night. I overslept,” Angela said. 

			Michael gripped the side of his chair and shook his leg under the table. Angela noticed that Michael didn’t wait to order coffee for her. Small things like this always bothered her. Normally, Michael would have waited. 

			“You ordered a coffee without me?” Angela asked. “Go and get me a coffee light and sweet.” 

			Angela took a mirror out of her purse and checked her makeup. Michael crossed his arms and leaned back in his chair. 

			Michael interrogated Angela. “Who the hell were you with last night? I’m gunna give you one chance to tell me the truth.” 

			Angela abruptly put away her mirror. She stood up in defense and got the attention of everyone in the coffee shop. It was always like her to make a scene. The attention was never enough for Angela. She never missed a chance to make a fool of Michael. 

			“You want the truth? I’m screwing someone else Michael! I was with him last night.” 

			The customers around them stared. Some even snickered at how Angela brutally violated Michael’s manhood. Michael let out a large scream, “You whore!” 

			Before Michael could even get up out of his seat, Angela took his piping hot coffee and spilled it all over him. Michael screamed in pain from the burns.

			“You’ll never amount to anything,” Angela said. “You’re nothing more than a wannabe big shot. Even your own family doesn’t respect you.” 

			The onlookers stared in disbelief as Angela marched out of the shop. An employee quickly brought Michael ice and a rag. He smacked the ice out of the employee’s hand. 

			Michael lived on his own for a while now. He moved out of his parents’ home when he was only  twenty years old. His father, Angelo Coniglio, was a blue-collar worker. There wasn’t a day in his life that Angelo didn’t go to work. To him, work was everything. He truly had the old school Italian mentality. Angelo was a large man who required a lot of maintenance. Carmela Coniglio waited on him hand and foot, she was a saint. She had her moments of crazy rage, but what Italian women didn’t? Carmela was always the loudest person in the room. When she walked in, everyone knew it was going to be a party. Michael was very close to his mother, as most good Italian boys are. 

			Unfortunately, Michael’s old school upbringing worked against him. His father was never satisfied with any of his work in school. Michael wasn’t cut from the same cloth as his parents. He was much more creative and loved the arts. Writing and singing were a few of his many passions. The difference in values caused a rift between Michael and his father. Angelo would never be content unless he took up a real profession, which he considered to be a lawyer or doctor.

			Michael’s apartment didn’t appear as if he did well for himself. It was dusty, messy, and looked as if a pack of wild animals ran amuck. There were countless amounts of empty beer bottles inside his kitchen sink. Michael was limping from the burns on his leg. He dragged himself over to the freezer where he kept a half empty bottle of vodka. Sitting on his couch, Michael tried to drink himself to sleep.

			As he finally began to numb the pain, the phone rang. Michael could barely get a word out without slurring it, “Who is it?” 

			The voice on the other side of the phone was piercing and strong. It could have been no one else but his mother. “Michael,” she said. “You’re drunk, aren’t you? You’re a borderline alcoholic.”

			Michael let out a large laugh and finished the bottle of vodka. “Borderline? I think I’m a full-blown alcoholic at this point,” he said. 

			Carmela screamed so loud that Michael was forced to take the phone away from his ear. He held his ear in pain. 

			“It’s that bitch Angela, isn’t it?” she asked. “I told you she was no good! You never listen to your mother.” 

			Michael slammed the phone on the receiver and hung up. Everyone always told him how bad Angela was, but he never listened.

			Michael cried. “God, why me? What have I done to deserve this pain?”  

			The next morning Carmela banged on Michael’s apartment door. She held a hot coffee in her hand with a fresh loaf of bread.

			“Michael,” Carmela said, loudly. “Open up the door, it’s your mother!” 

			Carmela heard a large thump followed by a crash. Michael quickly got off his couch and opened the door. “Ma, I love you but it’s nine o’clock in the morning. I had a long night.” 

			Without even asking, Carmela barreled her way past Michael into the apartment. She immediately started to clean. “You live like a pig. That no good puttana made you like this. You were always a clean boy.” 

			Michael sat down on the couch. He put his head in his hands and cried. “She cheated on me ma. We’re through. You won’t have to worry about her anymore.” 

			Carmela stopped her cleaning spree and sat down next to her son. She gently rubbed his back. “You’ll find a nice girl Michael. God is going to help you. You’ve been a good person your whole life. He’s going to protect you.” 

			Michael shook his head. His lack of faith based on his reaction was clear. “God isn’t helping me, it doesn’t work that way,” Michael said. 

			Carmela smacked the back of Michael’s head. She said dryly, “Don’t say such a thing. He hears all that you say.” 

			Michael rubbed the back of his head. He glanced at the clock in the room. Michael jumped out of his seat. “I’m late for work! My boss already hates me.” He gently escorted his mother out of his apartment and kissed her on the cheek. “I gotta go ma.”

			The lack of encouragement and scolding from his father led Michael to take a typical nine-to-five desk job. He worked at an accounting firm in Manhattan. Although the job paid well, Michael was slowly losing his soul at age twenty-seven. His passions lied elsewhere and no amount of money in the world could fix that. Michael lost his drive as his life plunged further down an emotionless trail. His borderline alcoholic tendencies were more than enough proof of that.

			The office was gloomy and depressing. There were rows of cubicles. The walls were painted a dull white and grey. Not a single person in the room looked happy to be at work. The atmosphere reeked of depression. Michael entered his cubicle and acted as if he was already at work for some time. He spilled a pile of papers over his desk and rapidly looked through them. The entire time Michael attempted to put on this elaborate charade, Derek Coleman, was quietly watching him. Derek was the boss of the entire accounting firm. He was bald and had a mustache that was so thick he probably had to spend extra time combing it every morning. His large round glasses were so clean that the light in the room glistened off them. 

			Derek had it out for Michael since he started working at the firm. He approached Michael’s desk and leaned over the wall of his cubicle. “Listen Mike,” he said sternly, “What do you think you’re doing? I thought I told you we should be on top of the new account that was booked last week. Did you look at it yet? I don’t see any of the papers on your desk.” 

			Derek had no reason for not liking Michael; he just made it his mission to make his life miserable. Michael always had that problem throughout his life. People didn’t like him because they realized how talented he really was. Envy and jealously could sometimes be worse than a knife. “I’ll get right on it,” Michael said. “I got caught up with some other work this morning I was behind on.” 

			Michael grabbed a group of papers out of his desk drawer. He turned his back to Derek and continued to work. Derek turned Michael’s chair around to face him. He snarled at Michael. “You were late for the third time this month,” Derek said. “I’ve been waiting to do this for a really long time.” 

			Michael smiled at Derek. He tapped Derek’s face with his hand a few times and grabbed his cheek. It was Michael’s way of letting him know he wasn’t going to be intimidated. “Let me guess! I’m fired? C’mon say it with me now,” Michael yelled.

			Derek’s face turned red. He was filled with fury and anger. “Get the hell out of my firm! You’re fired. I’m going to make sure you never get a job in this business again. Consider yourself blackballed from the accounting world.”

			Michael sat in silence. He grabbed his sports coat off the back of his chair and walked towards the door. Before he left, Michael stopped at the water cooler. He slowly drank a glass of water and stared at Derek for a few more moments. 

			“I never liked this shithole anyway,” he said calmly. Michael screamed out, “I’m finally free of this place!” 

			***

			Carmela and Angelo lived in Forest Hills. Their home was small, but it was clear they made a decent living for themselves. Their house was two floors high. The first floor had a living room, dining room, and kitchen that were all connected. The floors were covered with granite and the countertops with marble. Angelo sat lazily on a couch in his underwear. Whenever he wasn’t at work, he was in that one spot watching television. Carmela was cooking dinner while she waited for Michael to arrive. She really enjoyed it when Michael visited. He hardly came around just to avoid seeing his father. Carmela made sure to make his favorite dish, Baked Ziti, as an incentive for him to stay around the house a little longer. Carmela stood directly in front of Angelo’s view of the television. 

			Carmela yelled, “I swear to God if you start with Mike we’re through. I’ll file for divorce!” 

			Angelo nudged her out of the way with one foot. “You’ll file for nothing. See what happens if you do that,” Angelo said.

			She responded to his threat by pulling the plug from the television. This forced Angelo to get up out of his chair, something he hated doing. He grunted, “I married the world’s biggest bitch.” 

			Carmela marched over to the door to let Michael in. She kissed and hugged him. Despite their differences, Michael immediately went to go pay his respects to his father. Angelo acknowledged his presence with a brief welcome. “Hey son, how’s work going?” 

			Carmela nodded in approval of Angelo’s greeting from across the room. Michael stuttered. It was his intuition telling him a fight was about to brew. 

			“It’s going well, Michael said. “My boss isn’t too fond of me. I’m afraid he might fire me soon.” Angelo looked at Michael with disdain. 

			Carmela saw what was happening and tried to defuse the situation with food. She shouted, “Dinner’s ready!”

			Michael and Angelo sat at the dining room table together. Carmela filled their plates with food. She was the last one to sit down. Michael started eating his pasta and Carmela quickly smacked his hand. “I raised you better than that,” she said. “We have to say Grace first.” 

			They said a prayer in unison before eating their homemade meal. The dinner was quiet. Not one of them spoke. Carmela tried to improve the conversation casually but failed. Michael and Angelo were the first to finish dinner. One trait Michael got from his father was fast eating.

			“I never liked lying to you guys. I might as well say it,” Michael said.

			Carmela and Angelo had completely different reactions to Michael’s statement. While Carmela looked concerned, Angelo looked like a tiger ready to pounce on its prey. He was waiting for Michael to slip up. He wanted Michael to say he was right. Michael stood up out of his seat. 

			“I lost my job today. My boss fired me for tardiness,” Michael said. “Believe it or not I think this is a good thing. I’ve been miserable working this job for a long time. The money was good, but my happiness means more. I think I’m going to pursue my passion instead. I think I have more than enough to live off my savings for a while. I haven’t touched the account in years.” 

			Angelo folded his hands and stared at Carmela. “This is the son that you raised,” Angelo said. “I don’t know who he is anymore. This is all because I let you baby and spoil him.”

			Carmela shook her head in disbelief. She threw a plate on the floor and cried. “Maybe if you weren’t out philandering you could have helped me raise our son,” she screeched. 

			Angelo snapped after seeing the plate break. He pulled the table cloth onto the floor, sending all the food and silverware with it. Michael grabbed his father and pinned him against the wall. As a child, Michael had seen too many of these fits. When Angelo got angry, every item in the house was his weapon. He threw things all over the floor and against the wall. Even after a few minutes in submission, Angelo still didn’t calm down.

			He continued to scold Michael. “What are you gunna do with your life now? You really think you’re going to be a fucking singer or a fucking writer? You can barely hold down a desk job!” 

			Michael let go of his father. Angelo pointed his finger in Michael’s face. “You’ll always be nothing but a bum.”

			Michael punched a hole in the wall next to Angelo’s head. His father flinched. Angelo knew he may have gone too far this time. His son’s reaction took him completely by surprise. Michael was always a fighter, but he was obedient when it came to his family. Angelo walked into the living room and turned on the television as if nothing happened. This was all a regular day in the Coniglio home. Carmela had already stopped crying and started to clean up. Michael helped her clean the mess. 

			On his way home, Michael stopped at the coffee shop. He had to have at least three coffees a day. 

			Coffee had the opposite effect and used it to calm down his nerves. He walked into the shop only to see Angela sitting with another man. This man was large and had a dominating presence. His hands looked so large. They could pop a basketball with a small squeeze. Most people would hesitate to start an argument with this man, but not Michael. He was fearless when it came to those he loved and those who have hurt him. Angela spotted Michael and pointed him out to her new lover. Michael didn’t hesitate to walk over and let his presence be known. He made a sarcastic thinking face.  

			Michael asked, “This is the guy you’ve been banging?” 

			He tapped Angela’s lover on the shoulder to get his attention. Michael’s voice was deep and powerful. “Let’s think about this for a moment. Hey buddy, I don’t know who you are or what your name is. I just want you to know that this puttana was banging the both of us at the same time.” 

			Angela’s lover stood up out of his seat and towered over Michael. “I don’t wanna see you get hurt,” Angela said. “You better quit while you can still walk out of here.”

			Michael laughed. There was not a trace of fear in his eyes. “You think I’m scared of this meat head? I thought you knew me better than that.” 

			Without a warning, her lover punched Michael in the face. The blow from the punch was so hard that it knocked Michael on top of a table and onto the floor. The bystanders gasped. 

			Angela hugged her lover. “Baby let’s go,” she said. 

			They left the coffee shop without even bothering to see how injured Michael was. A woman offered to help Michael off the floor. She cradled his head in her lap to check if he had any injuries. He was completely stunned by the sight of her. For a few moments, Michael froze in time. He was numb from all the pain in his skull. Michael analyzed her. She was unlike any woman he had ever seen before. Her body resembled a runway model. It was impossible to tell whether her eyes were blue or green. They would change color depending on the lighting in the room. She stood almost taller than Michael himself. Her hair was short and blonde. Her voice was soft spoken. To Michael, she was completely exotic. Even her name, Elvira Vaughn, sounded foreign to him. Michael suddenly came to. He found his place back in the present time. Elvira helped him off the ground and onto his feet. They locked eyes for a few moments. 

			Elvira blushed. “Are you ok?” she asked. “You took some punch. I think you should go see a doctor.” 

			Elvira checked his face. “I think I’m ok,” Michael said. 

			He attempted to walk away. After Michael took a few steps, he stumbled. There was a constant ringing in his ear. The entire right side of his head was swollen. Elvira quickly came to his aide again. She held his arm, so he could stand up properly. 

			She asked, “Since you won’t see a doctor, will you at least let me help you?” 

			Michael was completely taken off guard by her comment. He paused and thought of a response to her kindness. Michael wasn’t used to being treated kindly by women. 

			Michael tried to hold back a smile. “Now, why would you want to help me? I’m a stranger. You don’t know anything about me.”

			Elvira said confidently, “Because you seem like a nice guy.” She rubbed his shoulder. “My apartment isn’t too far from here. I can take you there and patch you up. What do you say?”

			Michael’s cheeks turned a rosy color. “I guess that would be ok. By the way, my name is Michael Coniglio.” 

			They walked towards the door interlocking arms. She replied, “I’m Elvira Vaughn.”

			Elvira’s apartment was well decorated. Her furniture was rustic and antique. It was easy to tell that Elvira was disorganized; there were papers all over her apartment. A large bookcase towered over the entire room. It was practically touching the ceiling of her apartment. The bookcase was filled with classic literature including various plays. Placed next to the bookcase stood a cabinet that had a record player in it. The record player was twenty years old. The cabinet was filled with albums from artists like George Gershwin, Tony Bennett, and Elton John. Michael was lying on the couch holding his head. A crucifix rested on the wall above the couch. Elvira brought over a large bag of ice for him. 

			“Press that down on your face,” Elvira said. “It will bring down the swelling.” 

			Michael sat up and pressed the bag of ice to his face. He examined Elvira’s apartment. Michael was particularly drawn to her bookcase. She quietly watched him comb through her books. One stuck out from all the rest. It was labeled, The Passions of the Mind, written by Irving Stone. Michael didn’t know much about Freud aside from the fact that Italians hated him. Italians thought people who went to therapy belonged in a mental ward. 

			“I can tell you like to read often,” Michael said.

			Elvira smiled. “I could sit here and read books all day. I love classic novels. When I read, I feel like I’m escaping from this crazy world we live in.”

			Michael sighed. “I wish I had an outlet like that. Something to help me zone out and get away from it all. I was never much of a reader. I always enjoyed writing more.”

			Elvira was excited by the idea that Michael enjoyed writing. She wasn’t easily impressed. Elvira loved the idea of a man indulging in the arts. 

			She said enthusiastically, “What kind of writing? Do you like to write for fun or would you like to be a novelist?” 

			Michael paused. He thought about his response for a moment. “I would really love to write a novel. I’ve written about many events in my life before. Maybe I could put it all together somehow.”

			The energy that Elvira gave off was pleasant. She acted like she didn’t have a worry in the world. It almost seemed as if she had life figured out. She was the polar opposite of Michael in this one way. Her easygoing attitude complimented Michael’s anxiousness.

			“Maybe you could show me your writing sometime? I would love to read it. You could consider it an outside opinion,” Elvira said.

			Not a single person had ever offered to read Michael’s writing. He never had the nerve to show his parents because his father looked down upon it. Angela, like many of Michael’s previous girlfriends, never bothered to take an interest in anything he loved. They didn’t care enough. This simple gesture from Elvira dumbfounded Michael. 

			Michael became uneasy and turned his back to Elvira. He pointed to his swollen face. “I don’t know if I would be able to do that. I’ve never showed anyone my writing before. How could I show a stranger my most personal thoughts and feelings? In case you haven’t noticed, I’ve had a little too much trouble in my life lately.”

			Slowly, Elvira became interested in finding out more about Michael. Her intuition told her that he was different from other men. His body language showed he was closed off, like he was sheltering himself from the rest of the world. He looked like a lost soul, waiting for the right person to come along. Michael had hopeless romantic written all over him and Elvira picked up on it.

			Elvira replied jokingly, “These troubles you refer to are they girlfriend troubles or ex-girlfriend troubles? I really hope that bitch in the coffee shop isn’t your girlfriend after today.”

			Michael laughed. “Ex-girlfriend troubles.” 

			From the corner of his eye, Michael spotted Elvira’s record collection. He looked through the record cabinet. He was taken by surprise when he saw Tony Bennett’s I Wanna Be Around record. Michael was filled with excitement. He asked, “You like Tony Bennett? “This is my favorite record of all time! I can’t believe you have it.” 

			Elvira nodded, “I love Tony. His songs got me through some tough times. I always viewed him as a father figure in some weird way.”

			Elvira had Michael’s full attention. Michael had a series of questions he always asked women he was interested in. He truly believed in the idea of having a deep connection with the person you love, being able to share passion on more than just a physical level. The answers to his self-made test were meant to determine how well he would get along with a woman. Not one of his girlfriends passed the first question to the test. Michael decided to give it another shot. After all, he literally fell into Elvira’s lap by chance. 

			Michael pulled a Frank Sinatra record out of the cabinet. He brought the Sinatra and Bennett records over to Elvira. He placed them in front of her. He asked, “Tony Bennett or Frank Sinatra?” 

			“Is that even a question?” she said sarcastically. “Tony Bennett blows Sinatra out of the water. He’s a better singer by far.”

			Michael was astonished by Elvira’s answer. Finding a woman to even listen to these records was hard enough. Now he met one by accident who loves Tony Bennett just as much as he did. 

			“Now let me ask you a question Michael. Did that girl at the coffee shop like Tony Bennett?” 

			Michael shook his head. “She hated when I played his records. We would get into fights about it all the time.”

			Elvira got up out of her seat and placed Bennett’s record on the turntable then turned the volume up as loud as it could possibly go. She screamed out, “Then screw her!” 

			Elvira danced along with the music as Michael watched her have a good time all by herself.  In only an hour of knowing her, he already felt smitten. Michael wanted to pull her in for a dance, but every instinct in his body told him not to. Michael was fearful of yet another heartbreak. He was already hanging on to his sanity by a thread. The anxiousness and negative thoughts stirred in his mind. His anxiety worked him up into a panic. He abruptly walked towards the door. 

			Michael said coldly, “I have to go.”

			Elvira turned off the music. “But you just got here! You didn’t even let the swelling in your face go down.”

			Michael didn’t know how to respond. He tried to come up with a valid excuse for leaving. He blurted out the first thing that came to his mind. “I have to go water my plants. I’ll see you around.” 

			He ran out of her apartment so quickly he forgot to close the door. Elvira watched him walk down the apartment building hallway. It all happened so quickly that Elvira was left in a whirlwind of confusion. She said to herself, “Water plants? What sense does that make?”

		


		
			CHAPTER 
2

			Elvira Vaughn worked as a receptionist in an oncologist’s office. The office was in the Upper West Side of Manhattan. She enjoyed her job to a degree. Working in an oncologist’s office could get depressing for some, but Elvira found it inspiring. She went out of her way to make the patients feel good. A warm smile and attitude went a long way for the terminal ones.

			Like Michael, Elvira left her home at a young age. She was born in Pennsylvania and lived in an area that was rural for most of her adolescence. Elvira didn’t fit in with the rest of the small-town girls. She had the mind of a city dweller. As a teenager, she spent her summer’s working at the local movie theater. All the money she earned was placed in a little envelope. She didn’t spend a dime of it on herself. Elvira was determined to leave her life behind and move to new beginnings. She left for New York City when she was only seventeen years old.

			This burning motivation to leave was fueled by her life at home. No person decides to leave their family overnight. Her father, William Vaughn, wasn’t around for much of her childhood. William was a talented man and was often on the road pursing his own career in the music industry. When he did come around, he was tough on Elvira. Her father held her to a high standard. William served as Elvira’s singing coach. The time they spent together practicing strained their relationship even further. She clearly had inherited many of her father’s great talents. However, Elvira could never stack up to William’s insanely high expectations. The worst part was that her voice was better than just fine, it was beautiful. She had soul behind her singing, which was a rare trait. When she sang, an entire room of people would come alive.

			Elvira sat in her office’s break room eating lunch. She was accompanied by her longtime friend, Allison Williams. Allison was an attractive woman. She had long and curly brunette hair. Her body was slender. Her eyes were dark opposed to Elvira’s light eyes. Elvira and Allison had been friends since she came here to New York. They saw each other through many years of rough times. It bothered Elvira that Michael left suddenly. She blamed herself. She sought the council of her good friend.

			“I met this guy the other day at the coffee shop,” Elvira said. “It happened in the most unusual way. His ex-girlfriend’s new boyfriend knocked him out in the middle of the place.”

			Allison couldn’t help but laugh. The situation was a little comical. “This guy sounds like trouble,” Allison said. “Who gets into a fight at a coffee shop?”

			Elvira was too embarrassed to say what she was truly thinking. The short time Elvira had spent with Michael felt right. It was a feeling she couldn’t put her finger on exactly. There were lingering thoughts in her brain that wouldn’t rest. How could she possibly explain to her friend she might have fallen for a man she hardly knew? The same kind of love people see in movies and write about in novels. 

			Elvira shook her head. “This guy definitely isn’t trouble. He seems like such a sweetheart. I got that feeling from him almost immediately. I took him back to my apartment to patch him up. We had such a great conversation about Tony Bennett. Then he just got up and left.”

			Allison was always overly protective of Elvira. Elvira had a rough and complicated past. New York City was a dangerous place for a full-grown adult and Elvira had to make her way in this dreaded city when she was barely twenty. Without her father’s help, she decided to pursue a career on Broadway. Ever since she was a little girl, she enjoyed Broadway plays. The music was enticing and creative. The actors and actresses had unbelievable amounts of talent. It was Elvira’s dream to become a Broadway star and join this talented group of individuals. Elvira had a few stints here and there, but nothing would stick. She was constantly told she wasn’t good enough. Allison didn’t want Elvira to face another major let down. 

			“Babe, you’re my best friend and I love you,” Allison said. “But don’t you think this is crazy? He literally fell in your lap and you took him back to your apartment. Do you know how dangerous that is? Is he even handsome?” 

			Elvira’s face was blank. She continued her story and ignored her friend’s opinion. “Oh, so now you want the good details?” Elvira said humorously. “He has this really nice smile. His frame is large, and he has a more defined shape to him. He looks like a real man. At the same time, I think he’s sensitive. That’s a double win in my book.”

			Allison replied, “What does he do for a living?” 

			“He never exactly said what. All I know is that he loves Tony Bennett and writing.”

			Allison rolled her eyes. “A writer? You gotta be kidding me.”

			Now thirty years old, Elvira had her share of tumultuous relationships. One of her past lovers especially treated her awfully. This man abused her both physically and mentally. He took advantage of a young girl who was already broken in many ways. Elvira stayed with this man for years, until she finally gained the courage to get herself out of that relationship. The aftermath left her self-worth in pieces. She constantly battled the idea that she wasn’t good enough for anyone. The idea of a man enjoying her quirky personality didn’t register. Elvira considered the things that made her who she was, annoying to others. She never thought there would be a man who would love her exactly the way God made her. 

			Allison picked at Elvira’s lunch while she continued pleading her case. “Before he ran out, he mentioned not watering his plants,” Elvira said. She shrugged her shoulders. “I don’t even wanna try and figure out that one.”

			Elvira pushed Allison’s hand away from her food. Allison rubbed Elvira’s back. Her tone of voice suddenly became comforting. Allison could see that this was clearly taking a toll on her friend. 

			“If it’s meant to be you will find each other,” Allison said reassuringly. “No person can escape their fate. It’s in God’s hands now. Besides, maybe he really did have to water his plants.” 

			***

			Michael was watching a football game in Billy Benfatto’s apartment. Billy was from the north end of Queens near Little Neck. He lived in a condominium that was quite large. Billy was a childhood friend of Michael’s. They met in kindergarten and have been best friends since. Billy was loud and obnoxious. His whisper was a normal person’s way of talking. His body resembled a pear. Michael often viewed Billy as his brother. They fought probably just as often as brothers do. Billy wasn’t the best at giving advice, but Michael didn’t have anyone else to turn to. Elvira was on the forefront of his mind since they met. 

			“Billy, I gotta talk to you about this girl I met last week.” 

			Billy ignored Michael. He was too into the football game to pay attention. Michael punched him in the arm. 

			“Yeah Mike, I’m listening,” Billy mumbled. “I’m just glad you’re finally moving on from Angela. Go out and get laid. I’ve been telling you that for weeks.” 

			Billy’s comment annoyed Michael. Michael didn’t like the idea of using women for meaningless sex. He gave into temptations when a situation presented itself, but he always felt horrible after. Michael wasn’t looking for casual sex. That part of his life was long behind him. He wanted a woman he could truly connect with on an emotional and physical level.

			“It’s not like that,” Michael replied hastily. “I met this girl right after Angela’s boyfriend hit me. She made sure I was ok. I ended up back at her apartment. She patched me up.” 

			Billy was suddenly interested in his story. He ignored the football game for a few moments. “Tell me you made a move Mike,” Billy said hopefully. 

			Michael threw his hands up in the air. He always thought Billy’s mind was in the gutter. “She’s not the typical whore you pick up at the bars. I could tell within a few minutes of meeting her that she was genuine.”

			Michael always dated controlling women. He felt completely disregarded by his past lovers. He was never allowed to play his classic records that were outdated. There was always a complaint. Women had a hard time understanding his corny sense of humor. Whether it was the clothes he wore or the music he played, they always tried to change the person Michael was. It was never possible for his girlfriends to take an interest in anything that he loved. What Michael enjoyed the most in this world was the movies. Film is what inspired him to take an interest in writing and singing. It played such a significant role in shaping his life. Yet, his girlfriends would never bother to watch films like Casablanca with him. They simply weren’t interested enough.  

			Billy walked over to the refrigerator to get beers. He opened two cans and placed them in front of Michael. “I got a feeling it’s gunna be one of those days,” Billy said. “Tell me how you fell in love again for the tenth time? That’s why I brought you two beers. The drinking might as well start now.”

			Michael pushed away the beers. He wanted to make it clear he was being serious. “I don’t know much about her,” Michael said. “You’re gunna think I’m crazy, but I felt this connection. I felt like I knew her my whole life. She passed the first question of the test, Billy. Do you know what this means?”

			Billy laughed. “You and that fucking test. How on earth do you base a potential relationship off a test you came up with in fifth grade? No girl you have ever known has even passed the first question. How many questions do you even have on that stupid test?” 

			Michael pulled a piece of paper out of his wallet. The paper had a list of five questions. He handed it to Billy. It was crumpled and barely legible. “Take a look at it for yourself,” Michael said. “She was the only girl to pass the first question.” 

			This test that Michael made had more meaning than Billy could ever imagine. Even in his early youth, Michael always had a hard time connecting with women of his generation. He was ten years old when he wrote it. The beauty of all this is that a child’s mind is pure. They see life more simply and clearly than adults do. Michael came up with that test to find the woman of his dreams. He narrowed it down to five things that would mean the most to him. 

			Billy quickly glanced at the piece of paper. He couldn’t believe what he was reading. The questions were insanely specific. Michael was really looking for a woman who was his match, but he couldn’t understand why he chose such silly things. If Billy made a list, it would have been much different and probably raunchy. He handed it back to Michael. He wasn’t the kind of guy who believed in what he considered to be romantic garbage but decided to play along. “You want my advice? Ask her out and see where it goes. You got her telephone number, right?”

			Michael took a sip of the beer. He knew Billy was going to scold him. “No, I didn’t,” Michael said woefully. “I chickened out. We were having such a great conversation. I started to have all these feelings. I couldn’t figure out what they were. It freaked me out so badly that I left. I practically had an anxiety attack.” 

			Billy could never understand Michael’s anxiety. Billy never overthought anything. He never thought anything through at all. Billy swore nothing bad could happen to him. That’s why he always got himself and Michael into trouble. Wherever they went, Billy would get Michael caught up in a mess out of stupidity. At the end of the day, it was harmless, and they always ended up having fun. It took extra patience for Billy to handle Michael when he got like this. 

			“Of course, you did that,” Billy said. “You always do that kind of stuff to yourself. Go back to her apartment, you remember where it was right?” 

			“I can’t just show up at her house,” Michael said. “I have to make it seem more natural than that.” 

			Billy rolled his eyes. “Then hang around the coffee shop until she shows up. Fucking stunad.” 

			Michael continued to doubt himself. He paced back and forth. “You really think I should? I think it might be too soon.” 

			Billy grabbed Michael by the shoulders. He shook him around a little. “We’ve been friends for more than twenty years and I’ve never seen your face light up that way when you talk about a girl,” Billy said. “Find her. Ask the questions on your stupid test. Then worry about everything later.”

			Later that week, Michael returned to the coffee shop. He made sure that he looked presentable. Michael always knew how to dress sharply, but he started to let himself go after Angela left him. He sat down at a table with a newspaper. Michael was so determined to see Elvira; he waited in the coffee shop for a whole five hours. He read the newspaper from cover to cover about six times. Every time the door opened, he would glance up to see if it was her. As time winded down, the more upset he became. Michael knew he missed his chance. Michael stayed until the employees asked him to leave for closing time.

			It was raining, there was not a single person on the sidewalk or a car in sight. Michael began the long walk back to his apartment. He was soaking wet in only a matter of minutes, but it didn’t bother him. His thoughts were swarming. Michael was convinced there had to be something he could do to find Elvira. The entire street was foggy and dimly lit. He could barely see a few feet in front of his face. Only one store on the street was still open. Michael went inside to wait out the storm.

			Michael wandered into a bookstore. It had to be more than thirty years old. The smell of musty paper filled the air. The bookshelves looked run down. There weren’t more than a few people browsing around. Michael saw the irony in the situation. He spent the whole day waiting for Elvira in a coffee shop and ended up in a bookstore. He remembered how much Elvira said she loved to read. He decided to pick up a book on Sigmund Freud while he was there. Michael was curious to know more about this man and why Elvira seemed to take an interest in him. Michael made his way to the biography section of the store. Elvira sat in the corner of the section, Indian style. She seemed to be in a relaxed and tranquil state. Michael couldn’t believe what he was seeing. For once, he thought lady luck was finally on his side. Michael tried to contain his excitement. He tapped her on the shoulder. 

			“Do you know where they are hiding the classic literature around here?” 

			The last person Elvira expected to see in a bookstore was Michael. She came here to unwind and escape from the rest of the world. It was her second home. She wasn’t wearing any makeup and looked plain. She didn’t think it was necessary to dress up for a trip to the bookstore. Now that Michael showed up, she felt a little self-conscious. Elvira got up from the floor and dusted herself off. 

			“Hey Michael! How are your plants doing?”

			Michael’s face turned red. He couldn’t believe she remembered the stupid excuse he gave. Michael was never good at lying or thinking on his feet, but he had to play along. “The plants ended up doing ok. They didn’t die or anything,” Michael said nervously. 

			Elvira was always a prankster. To her family, she was known as the mischievous imp. It was a childhood name that her grandmother gave her. Elvira knew Michael was excited to see her and now she wanted him to sweat it out. She wasn’t the kind of girl that ever made it easy to pick her up. Elvira always wanted a man to work a little for her attention. It was all fun and games to her.

			“What are you doing in a bookstore?” Elvira said curiously. “I remember you saying that you weren’t much of a reader?” 

			At this point, Michael knew that Elvira was messing around with him. One of the many gifts God gave Michael was his ability to be intuitive. He could sense what a woman was thinking without even trying. Michael leaned against the bookcase standing next to her. He puffed out his chest. 

			“I needed inspiration for the novel I’m trying to write. I really thought about what you said the other day. I figured, why not give it a shot?” 

			Elvira gently moved Michael’s face from side to side. Michael blushed when she came so close to him. 

			“You didn’t bruise too badly. I guess that ice treatment I gave you worked.” 

			Michael knew that Elvira gave him an opening. This was his chance to ask her out on a date. She was flirting with him openly. 

			“I never had the chance to thank you for everything,” Michael said. “I was thinking that maybe I could make it up to you with dinner?” 

			While Elvira was excited Michael had finally asked her out, she still didn’t want to give in. She wanted to make him suffer a little longer for running out of her apartment. It was her way of checking how high his interest level really was. She turned her back to him. 

			“I’m not sure if I want to have dinner with you Michael,” Elvira said firmly. 
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