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        “Positano is a dream place that isn't quite real when you are there

        and becomes beckoningly real after you have gone."

        – John Steinbeck
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      Sometimes I think that all I have of Gaia is the dream.

      My mind is suspended partway between sleep and wakefulness, a contented smile lingering on my lips, eyelashes fluttering lightly as my conscious self begins to dawn.

      Then my eyes flash open, the smile disappears in pain, and a pile of imagined letters flutter before me.
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        * * *

      

      Three years ago, I was immersed in the war that had drained most of my energy and, it seemed, all of my emotion. I was stationed in Afghanistan, in the Kabul office of the State Department, and spent long hours translating clipped recordings of conversation from Pashto and Farsi, languages I had studied while at the university but only mastered once my life and life's work depended on it.

      From scratchy audio files to shards of handwritten notes, my work combined the monotonous exercise of an archeologist dusting off an ancient stone with the keen awareness that a missed word or nuance could get someone killed. I knew that guessing right might put a wanted man in the crosshairs of an American drone, but guessing wrong could annihilate an innocent family instead.

      Spending long days briefing my civilian leaders, who briefed their military counterparts, in the subtleties of culture and tradition of the locals, was tiring and exhilarating, all at the same time. I knew I was expected to have the talents of both a linguist and a cultural attaché, to be mindful of Afghanistan's civilian and government traditions, and careful not to step on the toes of the indigenous military powers. It was a tricky balancing act, to say the least.

      Spending month after month worrying about other people's egos – both American and Afghan – left little time to worry about my own ego. I needed a break. Rotating back to the States was still a ways off so a quick R&R in Italy seemed like the best way to re-balance my life.

      After eighteen months on station, short periods of rest were not hard to get approved, so I took a week off and headed for Positano, on Italy's Amalfi Coast. I had heard and read about the little fishing village turned Europhile getaway, and it seemed like the perfect prescription for what ailed me.

      I stuffed my rucksack with clean clothes then reached for my laptop and satellite phone. I hefted the computer, looked at it with resignation, then slid it back into the desk drawer, pleased that I had cut the cord that bound me to it. I was not so successful with the sat-phone, knowing that I couldn't be out of touch with the station completely.

      A driver handling a dusty station truck took me to the Hamid Karzai International Airport on the edge of Kabul, where I transferred to a military hop out of country. Another stop and another plane, and I landed in Rome aboard a commercial flight dropping into Leonardo da Vinci Airport. I gave half a thought to spending a night there, but the din of activity reminded me of what I was trying to get away from. Instead, I boarded an Italian train to Sorrento, where I transferred once again, this time to a small, un-air-conditioned taxi for the drive to Positano.

      As the car left Sorrento, the countryside smoothed out and the long strip of blacktop in front of me provided time to unwind and begin to reset my inner engine to a slower speed. Not long afterward, the cabbie embarked on a narrow winding strip of road that hugged the ridge of mountain that rose to unseen heights on my left just as the mountain fell into the sea immediately to my right. It was not exactly mountain goat territory, but I did occasionally wish that the driver would slow down and prevent the tires from screeching their way around the dead man's curves.

      We were on the Viale Pasitea when, suddenly, the car came to a stop and the driver hopped out to retrieve my rucksack from the trunk. On my left was a long line of single story shops and cafés; on my right a sheer drop into the Mediterranean Sea. I couldn't see the hotel that was my destination, so I asked the driver.

      “Dov'é la Casa Albertina?”

      The driver pointed to a narrow opening between two of the shops, and I saw a set of stone steps inclining upward and off into the slope of the hillside.

      I retrieved my bag and ducked between the shops and started the climb to the hotel. It was a bit of a struggle but, when I reached the summit and looked back over my shoulder I was blown away by the scene that draped before me. The Mediterranean Sea sparkled below and for infinite miles to the horizon. The azure sky above and the multi-colored roofs of the buildings beside and below me were ample proof that I had chosen the right place for my R&R.

      After checking in with the smiling desk clerk, I retired to my room. Tossing my bag on the bed and throwing the drapes open I took in the scene that would be mine for the next five days. Every room in Casa Albertina had a private balcony with several chairs and a small table. I pulled on the handles of the huge windowed doors and stepped out into what seemed like a Mediterranean fantasy. The balcony looked down on the beach hundreds of feet below, and on the town which surrounded the green and gold dome of the local church, the Chiesa di Santa Maria Assunta.

      It was a breathtaking introduction to life in Positano and, for a moment, I couldn't believe I was actually here. It was far more captivating than even the most romantic descriptions had prepared me for. I leaned on the low stone wall that encircled my balcony, wanting to memorize the scene and make it a part of my whole being, something that I could take back with me to Kabul.

      The thought of the war, the State Department work, and Kabul itself invaded my thoughts for only a moment, then I shifted back to Positano, confirming my plan to be here, not there – at least for this short time.

      I enjoyed a simple dinner on the terrace of the hotel's restaurant. With its access to the sea, my first meal had to be some sort of fish. After querying the waiter as to what's good – “Tutti” he said, with a typical Italian shrug, “everything” – I settled on a plate of thin noodles and crab meat, a specialty of the Amalfi Coast. The delicate noodles were dressed in lightly salted butter, and the crab meat was flaky and also dressed in a butter sauce. Although the serving seemed large when it arrived at my table, I surprised myself by quickly finishing it off.

      Lazily settling back in the chair, I sipped at the second glass of white wine brought out by the waiter. Normally, I preferred red wine but the dish demanded something softer and fresher, so the local Fiano di Avellino was a perfect match. I relaxed a while, taking in the moments approaching sunset. With the fresh air and fresher aromas of lemon trees surrounding the hotel, I gazed out at the sun as it settled down on the sea, leaving a yellow orange blaze across the horizon.

      Some wine, the scent of bougainvillea. How could I not be relaxed at that moment?

      I sipped from the glass and let the cool liquid glide down my throat. Placing it down on the table, I looked up and saw that, while I was taken in by the sunset, I had failed to notice the young woman leaning on the stone railing of the terrace, facing out to sea, her back to me.

      Long brown hair hung down across sun-tanned shoulders, shoulders exposed by the green, pink, and blue sundress she wore. She breathed a long sigh and leaned her head back to stare up at the sky above that was slowly dimming in the fading light. She turned around, faced my direction and, for a brief second, smiled slightly, then strode quietly across the stones to a small table by the edge of the terrazza.

      A waiter appeared behind her bearing a tray with a glass of white wine, a bowl of olives, and a basket of bread. I could hear them speaking Italian, but it seemed like it wasn't her native tongue.

      “Efcharistó” slipped from her mouth, confirming that she wasn't Italian.

      But what language was that?

      Her attention was drawn to the wine and olives, but mine was drawn to her. Her complexion was smooth and lightly bronzed, like the toned shoulders that held the thin straps of her dress. Her dark brown hair was simply cut and straight, but worn long, and her willowy legs stretched out beneath the table in a languid pose. Long slender fingers encircled the wine glass as she tipped it to her mouth. I could not see her eyes from my angle, but my imagination greedily filled in the details.

      I felt like a voyeur, sneaking looks in her direction, but was captivated by her and couldn't resist. At one point she leaned over to straighten the buckle on her sandals, leaning in my direction, and when she sat back up she glanced in my direction again. This time, her smile lingered a second longer, enough to give me a pleasurable chill.

      “Buon giorno,” I offered in her direction, still not sure of her nationality or language.

      “Hello,” she responded in easy English. Possibly an American? Thoughts of “come here often” crossed my mind, but I winced at my own lack of originality. Still, I was desperate to keep the conversation going and had no idea what to say next.

      The young lady made my effort a bit easier by continuing to look in my direction, an act that also made me slightly nervous. I was never one for easy lines, and what meager skills I had in that department abandoned me now.

      “It's a beautiful sky,” she said. But I blushed because I was staring at her, not the sky, and maybe she was trying to get me to look away.

      “Yes, amazing,” I replied. Wow, my lack of creative thought was stunning.

      Without enough encouragement from me, she turned her attention back to the plate of olives and bread on her table, sipping occasionally from the wine glass.

      “People say Positano is the most romantic place in Italy,” I blurted. Bad opening. What was I doing talking about romance?

      She giggled a bit, but covered her mouth, and batted her eyes twice. It seemed like she was willing to forgive my faux pas, but what I really needed was a big hole to fall into.

      “So I've heard,” she returned, “although I've never had the opportunity to test it.”

      And I realized that she was throwing me a lifeline.

      “My name's Danny.”

      “Gaia,” she replied. Now I knew it; she's Greek, but her mastery of English suggests American too?

      For a few moments, it seemed that conversation had stalled, and I felt once again the pressure to restore it. The seconds ticked by, seeming more like hours, and I had to face the reality that I had nothing interesting to say, at least not across the terrace.

      So I decided to close the gap. Closeness would enhance conversation.

      “If you're alone, may I join you?”

      She didn't speak, but lifted her glass in the age-old salutation, and smiled back at me. That was enough.

      I rose from my chair, stepped quickly toward her table, and took a seat across from her. Now I could see her eyes, even in the fading light. They were brown, but with a glint of green flecks in them. The subtle hint of red lipstick lit up both her eyes and her skin, and I breathed a sigh of thanks to the gods of Positano.

      That all happened in 2004, that and more, and here I was again back at Positano, still infatuated with Gaia, still wondering what had become of her.
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      Prompted by my sister, I bought a journal for this trip. I'm on leave from an assignment with the State Department, working in Afghanistan to improve relations with the village leaders. Sis had told me that the war theatre had hardened me – she was right – that I should go to some beautiful place, somewhere out of the war zone, maybe on the coast of Italy, and forget the war and Afghanistan. And that I should write my thoughts down in a journal. She said that I could bring the journal back to my bombed-out house in the war zone and read the entries – “repeat as necessary” she said – and the memory of them would soften me.

      So I bought this journal. I had only inscribed a few paragraphs in it before reaching the terrazza at Casa Albertina, and meeting Gaia.

      We talked for a long time, past sunset, and we watched as the stars flicked on in the sky above us. She was alternately funny and serious, but her words and thoughts had an amazing depth to them. I realized several times that I was so focused on her when she spoke that I forgot that the silence meant I was supposed to chime in.

      “You're funny, you know,” she said. “That's just what I need.”

      “Why's that?” It seemed too serious a comment. She told me she was a student, so I asked, “What are you studying?”

      “History.”

      “Really. That's great. I studied history; now I work for the State Department.”

      Gaia offered a peremptory nod. It wasn't that she didn't like my response, just that it seemed to enter into dangerous territory. My first strikeout of the evening.

      It didn't slow the conversation though, and we soon returned to talking about travel, what we thought of Italy – “It's unbelievably beautiful here” she said – and even what our plans were for the future.

      “I guess I'll finish up, get my degree, maybe go on for a Masters,” she said, “and teach. Yeah, I think I'll teach.”

      It was amusing, it seemed like Gaia was just deciding what to do with her life as we sat there under the stars over the Mediterranean Sea. I watched her eyes light up as she talked about her plans, and watched as a subtle shadow passed over her face at other moments. I considered the reasons, and thought hard about what signals she was sending that preceded each shifting mood, but then I let it pass. Part of my training as a translator was linked to my past life in military intelligence, when I applied techniques of profiling and psychology to tease out the truth from those I interviewed, and thought that now, with Gaia, maybe I was letting my old life intrude upon my new one.

      I wanted to shut that life out of Positano, and did so deliberately.

      After a couple hours of talking and the blaze of sunset had been replaced by the twinkle of stars in the Mediterranean firmament, the time was getting late and I feared that, if Gaia went off the bed, I'd miss my chance to see her again.

      “Will you be in Positano long,” I asked.

      “Five days.”

      I too was staying five, so that was perfect. I relaxed, figuring that if I could avoid making a complete wreck of the evening I would have more time to get to know Gaia before week's end.

      We continued to share thoughts about Italy and, at times, open up about our lives. I could tell her some information, like my education and early career in the State Department. I couldn't tell her much about my service in Afghanistan – such commentary seemed to close her up – and I couldn't open up much about my time as a profiler and interrogation specialist for the American military. The psychological techniques I used then were unique to the small unit I was a part of, techniques that depended almost solely on recognizing facial tics and changes in skin temperature to differentiate between truth and falsehood. What we did, and what we found out in those closed sessions with suspects, could never be made public.

      Just before midnight, she reached up to cover her mouth as a tired yawn escaped.

      “I think I better get some sleep.”

      “Unless you have plans for tomorrow, can I see you then?”

      “Sure,” she said quickly.

      We walked inside and down separate hallways of Casa Albertina to our rooms. So, here I am writing notes in this journal. They are not the entries that I had thought I'd be writing, about peace and serenity on the Amalfi Coast, but here they are.

      Maybe this is the most beautiful place in Italy.
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      “Signor d'Amato,” the desk clerk said to me as I returned from the terrazza. He was not on duty when I checked in that afternoon and he smiled broadly when he recognized me.

      “It's so good to see you. How have you been?”

      I just nodded without a spoken reply.

      His smile faded, though just for a fraction of a second, before returning to his face with a bit of effort.

      “Si, Umberto, I'm back,” I said. It was a joyless response.

      “It's been, what, a year?” he continued.

      “Sì.”

      The frown returned to Umberto, and held there.

      “Still looking?” he asked.

      I stared back at him, but said nothing. I confronted this question in my mind on a daily basis, but when someone else asked the same thing, it was hard for me to know how to reply.

      Umberto fidgeted, shifting from one foot to the other, as we both considered what to say next.

      “It's warm today,” he offered weakly. “The beach is warm. I think you would like a few hours by the water.”

      He sounded like a therapist trying to find a solution for my momentary comfort.

      I stared blankly at the floor, then slowly nodded, chin slightly bobbing to indicate my acceptance of Umberto's suggestion. It was true I could use some down time, maybe under the warming rays of the sun on Positano's stony beach. As long as I could set aside my thoughts and close my eyes for a while.

      As I turned to leave, I could see that Umberto raised his chin, sighed slightly, and stared at me as I exited the lobby.
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      Morning came early for me, prompted by the excitement of seeing Gaia again.

      Trying to be patient and prepare myself properly, I showered, shaved, and dressed in the best shirt I had in my rucksack. It was still a bit rumpled, so I pulled it off and searched for an iron in the room. Finding the tool, I plugged it in but had to wait a painful ten minutes for it to warm up. Finally, impatiently, I applied the tepid iron to the shirt and managed to press out the worst wrinkles.

      “It'll have to do,” I said to myself while holding the shirt at arm's length.

      Casa Albertina serves a very fine prima colazione, the first meal of the day, and doesn't rest solely on the European tradition of coffee and rolls. There were several types of sliced meat, mountains of cheeses, fresh rolls and aromatic bread, and coffee, espresso, and cappuccino for the guests.

      When I arrived in the breakfast room, there was a middle-aged couple tending to their plates of food without speaking. The looked like they had already shared many meals, both at home and away, over years of marriage. Their easy companionship made it clear that it wasn't that they were tired of each other's company; they probably had just already said most everything that had to be said.

      Across the way, I saw two young women, likely of British origin given their accented conversation, talking with animated whispers about the sites they intended to take in that day. One was set on going straight to Pompeii, the other worried that the tour of the ancient city would absorb all their time and there would be no time to hike the trails above Positano and Amalfi. With no end in sight for their debate, I turned my attention to the rest of the dining room.

      A forty-something woman in what clearly seemed to be American clothes sat with her young daughter and even younger son. They ate mostly in quiet, but the little boy was more intent on playing with his roll than eating it, and his mother was more intent on giving him lessons in proper behavior than consuming her own breakfast.

      I chose my food, sat down at a table near the outside terrazza, and faced the door so that I wouldn't miss the entry of anyone – well, someone in particular.

      It was two rounds of espresso before Gaia entered. She wore a gauzy white top tied with a string at the neck, over powder blue pants. The bright yellow strap sandals emphasized her tan.

      She stopped at the door expectantly, scanned the room, then smiled in my direction when she saw me. It felt like some sort of unearned reward, but I was grateful for it. I watched as she walked in my direction, taking in her smile, her stride, and the promise of some time with her.

      Settling into the chair across from me and facing the sea, Gaia smiled again, this time more broadly. She rested her chin on her right hand and said, matter of factly, “So, what should we do today?”

      I couldn't hide the smile that stretched across my face, then blushed when I realized how obvious I was. But I was ready for any time with Gaia, minutes or hours, but a whole day had not yet entered my imagination.

      “Well, let's see,” I stammered, trying to recall some special activity that probably lurked in the pages of the unread guidebook on my nightstand. I hoped that I would quickly come up with a fascinating, one-of-a-kind daytrip to wrap us up in, but my mind was a blank.

      “Why don't we just start on the beach,” she said. “It's still early, and the famous black stones of Positano won't be hot yet.” She leaned forward and smiled, then said, “And we can just luxuriate in the beauty of the Amalfi Coast.”

      Her smile had the same effect as the warm sun on my face. The green specks in her eyes twinkled, and she reached across the table to touch my hand.

      “Sounds great,” I replied, the thrill of it all still holding me in suspense.

      “Okay, then,” Gaia said quickly, and she moved into planning mode.

      “Let me get some breakfast and coffee, then we'll go.”

      She sprang from her chair with a lightness that came from the inner energy she possessed. Her steps were lively, and she hummed an unfamiliar tune while she gathered her meal from the sideboard in the dining room.

      Gaia returned to the table with a plate filled higher than mine had been. Settling down and spreading the napkin on her lap, she looked up at me, then down at my plate, and covered her mouth with her hand and laughed.

      “Oops! Didn't know I was eating for two,” she laughed.

      I smiled but let it pass. I preferred a light breakfast, usually just bread and coffee; she obviously used the early meal to jumpstart herself for the day.

      We talked through her chewing and shared laughs about the beach, Americans in Italy, and the differences in the culture between the two countries.

      “What part of history are you most interested in?” I asked.

      “Europe in the Middle Ages,” she said. “I'm focused on historical developments that drove changes in governmental institutions. I care mostly about the evolution of government systems in that period.”

      I mused about this for a moment, then asked, “Evolution of systems. Tell me more.”

      “You work for State. I'm sure you know more about it than I do.”

      Only Americans referred to the U.S. Department of State as `State;' she was definitely American or had spent time in America, but I set aside my questions on the matter till a later time.

      I had not considered her age, or the difference between ours, until that moment. As a student – she hadn't said whether she was undergraduate or in grad school – Gaia was probably in her early 20s; I am thirty years old. Not too much a difference; besides, I didn't intend to make a point of it.

      She was right about my work, though. My responsibilities at State required an in-depth familiarity with historical events and my particular field of inquiry – Middle East politics – naturally led to a focus on government systems and social change since World War II, including the forced partition of the region.

      “Well, I don't know what you know,” I said. “My job does require a lot of time spent on Middle East politics and government systems. And I am the principle translator for the station.” I didn't talk about what I was translating or my interrogation responsibilities.

      Gaia looked at me without expression, raised a folded bite of prosciutto to her mouth, and chewed on this while staring into my eyes. She didn't say anything at first.

      “Middle East,” she said without intonation. “Hmm.”

      A moment passed. She seemed completely disinterested. Or was she actually completed interested. I had to remind myself once again to stop trying to read things into my “subject's” expressions.

      “By evolution of government systems,” I said to restart the conversation, “do you mean internal changes or external influences?”

      “Nation building,” she said between bites. She demonstrated quiet confidence in her training and knowledge, so much so that it was easy for her to cut to the chase. “Evolution of government systems” was a convenient byword; but evolution in historical terms was seldom experienced through passive change. More often it was merely a convenient label for nation building.

      “Most Westerners think that the colonial period lasted into the 19th century and transitioned to nation building in the 20th century as colonial powers like England, Spain – even America – lost many of their colonies. But nation building was also prominent in medieval times because…”

      Here she paused and shook her head a bit. Smiling, she began again.

      “I'm rambling, aren't I? Well, it's just that what we're doing in the Middle East – call it nation building if you like – is just a replay of centuries of power shifts throughout the world.”

      The “we” betrayed her as essentially American, regardless of what other blood she had coursing through her veins.

      “But I thought your focus was on Europe during the Middle Ages,” I said.

      Gaia just smiled through a bite of rustic bread she was chewing, and stared lightly at me.

      I let her finish her breakfast while I watched in silent appreciation.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            

          

          
            May 17, 2007

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      I spent a few hours on the beach, just as Umberto had prescribed. The gentle warmth of the sun felt good on my skin, but I imagined it falling instead on the tanned skin of my lover, Gaia. And I imagined her being by my side. I had to rely on my memory and imagination for that, a thought which left me in pain.

      In time, bored with the solitude of the beach, I marched up the steps to Casa Albertina and entered my room. The gossamer curtains were drawn apart and a gentle breeze blew past them and lazily wafted into the room.

      I sat on the edge of the bed and stared at the floor. After a few moments, I stood and wandered around the bed, making circles circumscribed by the pattern on the carpet. Although this was “my” room, in fact I shared it with others who had resided there in the past, ghosts of other memories, an eerie presence borne out by past guests' journals stacked neatly on the bookshelf by the desk.

      I wasn't the only one who captured small moments of his life by scribbling words on a blank page. Pierre from northern France left his thoughts in the pages of one journal, and Rita from Chicago filled the lined pages of another one.

      I had often read through their writings, feeling somewhat like a peeping tom but recognizing that they left their journals in the room so they must have wanted others to read them. I was not so brave. Although I kept the journal my sister had pushed me into, I kept it close, packing it with my things and carrying it back with me when I left Positano.

      I also knew that Casa Albertina trafficked in this journal writing game. The owner knew that a guest book unfolded to the present date, filled with cryptic comments tossed off when the guest was hurrying out the door, was only slightly amusing to others. So he encouraged his guests to fill the pages of their own journals – blanks of which he provided to anyone who asked – and leave the books behind for a later visit.

      The owner, Piero, was careful to keep a supply of these blank books in a range of colorful covers and sizes. In this way, everyone felt that they were collecting individual thoughts in an individual journal. And the wondrous covers and page designs made the books more interesting to be perused by occasional guests staying in the rooms of Casa Albertina. It was also easy to see how the journals, once left behind, might serve as magnets to draw guests back for future visits, to see Positano again and to add more words to the pages of their own journals.

      I walked to the narrow shelf that was perched above the dresser opposite the bed, and picked up a book with a floral theme on the cover. It was made up of about a hundred pages, and as I flipped through them I could see that it was about half full. The writing was consistent, as if only one person rendered the narrative that appeared there.

      On the inside the cover, two names were inscribed: Mike and Katherine, and below them in a notation obviously added long after the original entry, there appeared another name: Serena.

      I thumbed through the book's pages, noted that the tight, thin strokes of a ball point pen filled the first twenty pages, then yielded to the softer felt-tip ink for the remainder. The first set of pages came from 1988, and the others began with the year 2003. A break in the writing, but from the penmanship I could tell that the author was the same.
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      I can't believe the indescribable beauty of this place. Not only Casa Albertina, but Positano itself, and the glory of the sea and sky that stretches out before us. Katherine and I have just been married and we decided to spend our honeymoon in Italy. Exhausted after brief visits to Rome, Florence, and Venice though, we reached Positano and immediately decided to change our plans. We're going to spend the rest of the days we have right here. At Casa Albertina. Sleeping late, eating too much and loving more. I just wish we didn't have to leave – ever.

      

      I read Mike's entry with a slight smile. Forgetting my own situation, my own longing, I took refuge in his joy. So I thumbed through the journal to see how many pages I might be committing to. He had only been to Positano twice and left many pages of memories recorded in the journal.

      The first entries followed his wedding to Katherine and captured the pleasant memories of a honeymoon between two people very much in love. Casa Albertina figured prominently in his reminiscences, but his story told the larger tale of their adventures in Positano.

      

      From the first day, we realized that Positano is more vertical than horizontal. It's got a beach, sure, but to get there you have to descend many hundreds of steps or walk a meandering road that switches back and forth down to the sea level below. Going down was full of adventure and laughter, but going back up to the hotel was a real test.

      

      Mike described the gentle heat of the sun on a September morning as he and Katherine lay back on blankets on the beach. Positano's shoreline was composed of black rocks more than sand, so blankets were necessary to shield the body from the absorbed heat of the stones as well as provide a resting place for swimsuit-exposed bodies.

      

      We enjoyed the luxury of sunshine and breeze all morning, returning to the hotel only for a light midday meal. After showering up and changing into clean clothes, we embarked on a walking tour – more like a climbing tour – of the hilly pathways that led up to and down to the Positano beach. The Mediterranean Sea spread out in what seemed like miles below our feet, and the glitter of the sunshine off the water was magical.

      I rested the book on my lap for a moment, recalling moments like this with Gaia, including reclining on the beach and hiking up the trails around the town. Mike's recollection was no greater than mine, in fact, he almost repeated things that I had written in my own journal.

      This will be our place to remember. Rome was enticing, and Venice and Florence were beautiful, but that so-called Italian triangle sucks up all the tourists who forget, or never knew, of the fragrance of lemon trees, the sparkle of the blue sea, or the twinkle of stars overhead in a place as beautiful as Positano.
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      “So,” Gaia said. “What's the plan?”

      Having finished off the mountain of food on her breakfast plate, she was ready for action. She imbued every word with the vague sensation that the day's activities would amount to a life-defining venture.

      “Well, as you said, we should start with the beach. It's early in the day and so it won't be too crowded yet,” I said. “Did you bring a bathing suit?”

      Gaia cocked her head to the side and a broad smile dawned on her face.

      “We're on the Amalfi Coast. In Positano,” she said, adding in sing-song, “the most romantic place in Italy!” At that, she winked at me and I could feel the red color rise in my neck and cheeks.

      “Why would I not bring a swimsuit?”

      Again, the radiant smile.

      Standing from her chair but before slipping away, Gaia circled the table and left a kiss on my cheek. She squeezed my hand every so quickly, then dropped it. I rose from my chair and we headed off in the direction of the hallway, tearing apart toward separate rooms as we had done the night before.

      Before disappearing around the crook in the corridor, I hazarded a look back. Gaia was walking nonchalantly away, but she turned her chin ever so slightly to her right. She didn't make eye contact, but she anticipated my glance, and was offering a subtle reinforcement.
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      After reading a few pages of Mike's journal, I was beset with anxiety. It was a hard emotion to place, since nothing had happened in the preceding moments, and nothing appeared in Mike's story to incite that feeling in me. But I had noticed it before, most often when I was alone in Positano. The memories of Gaia flooded back and her absence made my body ache.

      I stood from the edge of the bed and shook my head to clear it. Standing still in the middle of the room, I thought back to Mike and Katherine, and how they had shared their love and happiness in the same room where I now shouldered my pain and loss. I gulped with the realization, and nearly wept when I considered the different hands that fate had dealt us. I didn't know Katherine except through Mike's journal entries, but I fantasized about knowing her instead of Gaia. At first the thought was soothing, until I realized that I had never known anyone like Gaia, and I would never want to know anyone other than Gaia again.

      I walked out to the lobby of Casa Albertina once more and Piero, the owner, was there chatting with a guest. His lively hand gestures and easy laughter made me smile; I recalled the same impression of him on my first visit to the hotel three years back. He glanced in my direction without interrupting the story he was telling the other couple, nodded to me, then laid his hand on the man's arm, completed his story while wishing him a good day, and turned in my direction.

      “Danny,” he said, extending his hand. “How are you? I heard you were back.”

      Piero stared at me for a moment, and I stared back. Wondering what to say to break the silence, I offered, “Always nice to be back at Casa Albertina. Still the most beautiful hotel on the Amalfi Coast.”

      Piero offered a reluctant smile in reply, shrugged his shoulders, then changed the course of the conversation.

      “I have something for you.”

      Retreating behind the desk, he came back around with a medium-sized box, taped shut and with only my name written on it in the bold strokes of a Sharpie pen. Piero reached out to me with the box, and stood for a moment waiting for me to take it.

      I looked at the box, then inquiringly back up at Piero. He shook it gently, once, and extended his arms once more.

      “She left it here for you. Gaia. Just about three months ago.”

      I was filled with a mix of emotions that included confusion and fear, and I felt a wave of terror sweep over me. How could it be that Gaia was here just three months ago and I didn't know it? Was she hiding from me? And why didn't Piero contact me when she was here?

      I hesitantly reached for the box and took it from his hands. It was light, but I could tell by the shifting of its contents that there was more than a single thing in the box.

      “She said this would explain everything to you,” Piero continued, as if anticipating my question about why he hadn't called me. “She didn't want me to call you. She said everything would be alright.”

      Once more, I stared down at the writing and, without saying anything to Piero, turned and walked back to my room.

      I sat on the edge of the bed and gently placed the package on the coverlet beside me. Mike's journal was still splayed open on the pillow by my elbow, but my mind was now on the box that Gaia had left for me. I reached over and flipped shut the cover of Mike's diary, then focused my eyes on the plain brown box.

      Knowing that Gaia had been here, at Casa Albertina, stirred the same mix of emotions that I felt in the lobby. My eyes were too dry for tears, but the pace of my heart quickened a bit as I reached over and pulled at the edge of tape that bound the seams of the box together. It was a bridge to the past, I was sure, but I also wondered whether it wasn't a bridge to the present, and to the future, a sudden thought that sent a tingle down my spine and spurred me to action.

      From the moment that Piero had proffered the box to me, I had thoughts of doom and loss. But since Gaia had returned to the hotel, to Positano, I began to wonder whether this was a signal that she was looking for me. In spite of the other more conventional ways to find me – and my mind drifted back to the bureaucratic labyrinth of directories in the State Department – maybe Gaia was sending me a signal in the only way that lovers could communicate.

      Nursing both this hope and my multitude of fears, I lifted the flap of the box and opened it slowly. There was a small book inside; the absence of a title on the cover immediately revealed it to be some kind of journal. A bundled stack of letters that had stamps but no postmark, a dried flower from a lemon tree, and a wine-stained glass.

      I stared at the contents for a long time, trying to decide which to inspect first and how the knowledge I gained would affect me. The flower and wine glass seemed the most innocent – and likely to cause the least trauma for me – so I withdrew them from the box.

      The flower had surely lost its evocative aroma but by putting it close to my nose my imagination allowed me to breath in the scent of a lemon tree. Then I pulled it back and looked it over carefully. I didn't know how old it was. Just because I hadn't seen Gaia in nearly three years, it didn't mean that this flower was that old. Perhaps she had picked it on her more recent visit while collecting artifacts for this time capsule.

      I put it down gently on the bedspread, then raised the glass to my eyes. It held a dried out sample of the red wine that had once been in it. There was no scent of wine left, although I twirled it between my fingers as if it still held liquid.

      I preferred red wine but I knew that Gaia preferred white. I wondered if this was a clue or a lead to something else. I closely inspected the lip of the glass but failed to detect any evidence of lipstick. Although she was always modest about applying makeup, Gaia liked to add a gloss to brighten her mouth. This would have adhered to the glass, but nothing appeared upon my inspection.

      I looked again at the red residue in the bowl and concluded that this glass was one that I had used. Perhaps a last sip of wine shared in her room on our final night in Positano. A glass that I had left behind when I woke to leave the next morning, returning to my own room to shower and dress for the day. But Gaia had kept it, and put it in among her mementos of our time together.

      I stopped my survey of the box's contents, struck by the utter mystery of it all. It seemed like the best place to start was in finding out the origin and timing of the package's delivery. So I left the room in search of Piero. Finding him at the front desk, I approached quickly and, without bothering with pleasantries, I asked:

      “You said Gaia left this box just three months ago.”

      “Sì, Danny. She handed the box to me personally. When she was here just recently.”

      “Was it already filled and bound with tape?” I asked.

      “Sì.”

      “Was she staying at Casa Albertina that time?”

      “No, Danny. Gaia said she was just passing through but wanted to leave this box for you.”

      “So, she just showed up at your doorstep, Piero, after all this time?” The pitch of my voice rose and I was quite certain that it carried the doubt I felt in my heart.

      “No,” he replied, then looking down at his hands, continued, “Gaia has been here before, three, maybe four times since 2004 when you met. She…she…” but Piero had nothing more to add.

      I became sadder and more confused with this news. Gaia had returned to Casa Albertina a handful of times and, led by Piero's telling of it, I concluded that she was looking for me. Why hadn't she called me, or reached out if she truly wanted to find me?

      I had returned myself a handful of times, always in search of her, but until that moment I didn't realize she had done so too. On our last night together, I still thought we had another day before departing. It was then that I was going to get her address and other vital information. I had found the love of my life and while I knew our days in Positano were a precious time together, I had no intention of letting her slip away from me.

      Piero paused, swallowed hard, and added, “She was searching for you.”

      I was confused and hurt. I knew Gaia could find me if she wanted to. Why hadn't she looked me up in the State Department directory? If Gaia wanted to find me there, she could have.

      Piero seemed to read my mind, etched no doubt in bold letters across my face.

      That was all he said, but I understood; Gaia wasn't looking for me in the State Department registry. She was looking for me in the life that we had shared here.
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      I changed more quickly than Gaia and proceeded to the lobby of Casa Albertina to wait for her. My boxer-styled swimsuit – favored by Americans – seemed a bit out of place in a beach culture where men often wore skimpier versions of attire, but it was what I had. Besides, I didn't think I could pull off the speedo look with the confidence that the European men did.

      With a light t-shirt sporting a Jimmy Buffett theme and a towel tossed over my shoulder, I was ready for Gaia. I stood for a bit of time, the clock probably moving more quickly than my imagination suggested. After a moment, I realized that my stock-still posture gave away my nervousness. I tried to relax and seem more nonchalant, but the effort only lasted a minute or two.

      So, where was she?

      A moment later, she entered the lobby and I knew the wait was worth it. Her tanned skin and toned physique would have been enough, but the lacey top she wore could hardly disguise the neon green bikini beneath it. Smiling, as always, she approached and kissed me once more, this time closer to my mouth, and took my hand to begin the trek down to the beach.

      “Would it be rude to say you look stunning?” I asked.

      Throwing a knowing smile my way, she replied, “It would be rude not to.”

      Once on the beach we spread our towels beside each other and settled onto the rocky shore. Gaia quickly closed her eyes and struck the pose of someone intent on perfecting her tan. I tried to mimic her composure but frequently stole looks out of the corner of my eye to see her.

      Once, when I did this, she smiled, and I knew that she was mindful of my attention. And so the time passed.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Why does democracy get bashed so much?”

      I was barely awake but the words brought me to. Gaia was sitting up next to me, leaning back on her hands, her legs lazily stretched out before her. Her question seemed to come out of the blue, but then I wondered whether she had been carrying on a conversation with me that I had only vaguely kept up with while drifting somewhere in the twilight between sleep and wakefulness.

      “Well,” I began, pushing myself up into the sitting position beside her. I was stalling for time to clear my head of the mist of sleep.

      “Democracy is the worst form of government, except for all the others,” I offered, relying on a familiar quote to give me time to wake up.

      “Winston Churchill,” she quickly replied. “But if people have the will and the power to choose their own government, why is that wrong?”

      I was careful not to assume that she didn't already have the answer.

      “The will and the power is an entitlement that nature granted us,” I offered.

      “Yes,” she picked up the theme, “but we hear arguments around the world, especially in North African nations and the Middle East right now, that democracy is wooden and inflexible. More importantly, we hear not only tyrants but also their people saying that democracy hides corruption, that it is a way of professing equal rights and equal treatment while hoarding the actual power for the privileged few.”

      So, okay, I realized that Gaia had thought through this very carefully. I didn't have to agree with everything she said – or disagree with it – to know that this woman had deep insights into the geopolitics of the age.

      “How about a cool drink?” I offered. Gaia pursed her mouth and looked sternly at me, as if she suspected I was trying to change the subject. I wasn't, and her smile convinced me that she knew this; I was just thirsty and I assumed that she was.

      I rose to walk back to the bar at beach level, ordered two glasses of white wine, and returned to our towels. Gaia sipped hers, but then took a deeper draught than I had, managing to finish her glass of wine before I could drain my own.

      Standing quickly and looming over me, with the bright sunlight on her shoulders and her face, she said, “Come on. Time for a swim.”
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