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“I’m restless.  Things are calling 

me away.  My hair is being pulled

by the stars again.”

Anais Nin

*   *   *
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hiraeth:  a homesickness for a home . . . 

that maybe never was. (Welsh)
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Queens, New York

Giana Lindstrom was caught in the morning commuter traffic grind on the Cross Island Expressway, surrounded by diesel exhaust and muggy heat.  She slugged down the rest of her water bottle and flipped the bird at a trucker who cut her off, all while staving off the feeling that something bad was about to happen.  Her stomach roiled and her hair frizzed.  Frizzies and heat would kill her more than the stomach roils.  Someday she'd have all her pale golden curls shaved off, then join a nunnery for good measure.  It was that kind of morning and only promising to be that kind of day.  

The car crept forward as her memories crept backward, running through the now-familiar litany of frustrated dreams.  Giana, this is Your Life:  quest to be a fairy princess at age five, compromising on becoming a ballerina, complete with tutu and tiara, instead; deemed too short and pudgy at age nine.  The following year the Summer Olympics convinced her she wanted to become a medal-winning gymnast, so she concentrated on the balance beam and floor work, competing and winning some regional championships, only to be thwarted by her 34C boobs that sprang to life overnight by age twelve, plus the fact that she loved her Nonna's lasagna, adding to her hourglass shape that was totally acceptable for a 1950s movie star but not for an Olympic wannabe.  By high school she switched her dreams to Broadway and musicals in particular, taking singing lessons and dance classes with yoga and meditation thrown in for good measure when anxiety attacks cropped up in her senior year.  And now, at age thirty-three and three quarters, she was still grappling with dreams, failed ambitions and an endless stream of part-time jobs.

She hit the horn hard when a taxi veered out of its lane and nearly side-swiped her.  "Out of the way, you little shit!"  She laid on the horn for a good minute, feeling a bit better for that.  Glancing at the digital clock on the dashboard, she knew she'd be late for her yoga class this morning, leaving the little kids glum and antsy.  But she loved them and they loved her, so she'd be forgiven after she made them shake their sillies out.  

Yup, no doubt about it.  Today was gonna be a ball buster.

*   *   *
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SHE GRIPPED THE STRAP of her monster-sized tote bag.  “Are you telling me I’m fired?”  

The woman across from her leaned on the desk, shaking her head.  “No, no!  Giana, listen to me.  I’m closing the studio down.  I have to.  The owner sold the building and the new owners—a bunch of high-flying lawyers—want to renovate and open corporate suites.  Even if they’d let me stay, I couldn’t afford the rent.”

This couldn’t be happening to me was her first thought.  Then she stopped as she realized Valerie, the owner of the yoga studio, had her head clutched between her hands, her shoulders shaking.  She’d known Valerie for years and, in a way, this studio had become a second home.  She reached out and patted her arm.  “I understand.  Sorry, just being my bitchy self.  Was this a total surprise?”

Valerie looked up at the ceiling.  “No, I’m just stubborn, that’s all.  I’d heard the rumors but stuck my head in the sand, hoping it’d fall through.”  She shook her head and raked her wiry hair back off her face.  “I’m too old to start again.  I’ve been here for over twenty years.  I can walk here from my little condo.  I thought . . . I thought I’d be here forever, you know?”

“What about moving further out east where it’s cheaper?”  She fumbled in her bag and pulled out a water bottle.  “I’d help somehow.”  

“Nah.  Like I said, too old.  If anything, I’d sell the condo and head south.  Maybe South Carolina.  I heard Charleston is great.”

She sat back in the chair, staring out the window behind the other woman’s head.  “How soon are you closing up?  Next month?  End of the year?”  She could handle that; she’d stay.

“Um . . . next week.”

“Next week?  Shit!”

“Yup, you got that right.  I got a notice from the lawyers.  Renovation begins in a few weeks, so they want everyone vacated before they start.”  Valerie shuffled some papers and files on her desk, then stood up and stretched.

“When will you let the students know?”  She shoved her water bottle back into the tote and stood up.

“Today.  I’ve already sent written notices to the other instructors.  You, I wanted to tell personally.  Again, I’m so sorry, Giana.”  She stepped around the desk and reached out for a hug.

“I’ll finish out the week then, if that’s all right?”

“Sure.  I’d like that.  I don’t want to go through this alone.”

“I know.  We’ll get through this.”  

The next few hours she was too busy with her students, too busy hugging and drying tears when Valerie came into each session to break the news.  As she wrapped up the last session of her shift, she stood in the familiar space with its floor-to-ceiling windows and the wall of mirrors, thinking of all the fun times she’d had here, from working with the little one, the teens, adults and seniors.  All good stuff.

She drove around for awhile, killing time before her interview at the gymnastic school.  She drove through old, familiar neighborhoods, past the Catholic grammar school and girl’s high school she and Amanda had attended years ago and the town park where they’d spent summers at the pool, honing their guy radars.  Glancing at the clock on the dashboard, she steered the car toward Roslyn, mentally reviewing her resume.  If she got this job, she could focus on the one job, not scatter herself thin like she’d been doing these past few years.  

As she entered the building, she stopped and inhaled.  Chalk.  It perfumed the air before she’d even entered the practice areas.  She listened to the music the gymnasts were practicing to, repeating their routines over and over again until they could perform them in their sleep.  Wow, talk about flashbacks.  Walking into the main office, she approached the desk where an older woman sat staring at a computer screen.

“Hi, I have an appointment with Rich Cutler.  Giana Lindstrom.”  

“Sure, right.  Let me find him.  He’s always disappearing somewhere,” the woman muttered as she picked up the microphone and made an announcement over the speaker system.  “Have a seat.  I’m sure he’ll be here any minute.”

Instead of sitting, she moved around the office, looking at a wall full of photos—students practicing, students competing, a few wearing the U.S. Olympic team jackets.  She knew this place was good.  She crossed her fingers.

“Ms. Lindstrom?”

She spun around and went into interview mode, reaching out her hand, a bright smile on her face. “Yes.  Mr. Cutler?  Thank you for giving me this opportunity to interview.”  

First hint?  He didn’t smile back.  Not a good sign.  Something was wrong or maybe he was just a grouch.  She kept her smile in place, following him into the office.  As he closed the door, he waved her to a chair in front of a desk.  But he didn’t sit.  Second hint.  He continued standing by the desk, then perched lightly on the side, frowning.

Aw, hell.  Last and final hint.  They’d already offered the job to someone else?  Hold steady, Giana.  

“Ms. Lindstrom, I’m sorry to say . . . my fault . . . forgot to tell Marge to contact you . . .”

She stood up, nodding.  “Look, I get it.  You gave the job to someone else, right?”  He stared at his feet, head hanging.  Asshole, she thought.  “Well, that sucks.  Maybe a sign I shouldn’t work here.”  She grabbed her bag, then turned back to him.  “Your loss, Cutler.  I’m a damned good teacher.”  With that parting shot, she walked out, past Marge, past students, smiling like it was an ordinary day, until she got into the car and locked the door.  Then she gave a primal scream to beat all screams.  After she got that out of her system, she rummaged around in the bag until she found a tootsie roll pop that had seen better days.  She didn’t care.  A girl had to do what a girl had to do, right?
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She dragged in her tote, weighed down with all the stuff she’d had to remove from her locker at the studio and dumped it in the hallway by the stairs, then headed for the kitchen where she knew she’d find her folks at this time of day.  Shoving the door open she was hit by the waves of pasta sauce simmering on the massive stove, the scent of chopped garlic, basil and freshly grated parmesan-reggiano cheese permeating the air like perfume.

“Well, there you are!  I was wondering if you’d be home in time for supper,” her mother muttered as she stirred the sauce, taking a quick taste test.  “Hungry?  Got plenty here.”  She turned to look at her daughter and frowned.  “What?  Something’s wrong.”  

Giana slumped into a chair at the table, drawing the open bottle of Chianti toward her.  She wondered for a moment if she could just chug from the bottle.  More efficient that way.  Why waste a clean glass?  One was shoved in front of her.  She blinked at the glass then looked up at her father who gave her a quick kiss on the top of her head.

“No chugging, kiddo.  Sit, catch your breath, have a few sips.”  He walked over to his wife and wrapped his arms around her ample waist.  “Hmm, smells good.”  He kissed her neck and whispered something in her ear, making Tina Lindstrom laugh.

She couldn’t help but think that someday in the far, far future, she’d have a relationship like theirs.  But at the rate her life was going right now, that future seemed to be in some kind of time warp.  She sipped quietly trying not to dwell on today’s events.  And she’d be hitting the road back to Maine sooner than she’d planned now that she didn’t have a job.  But that was okay since there was still so much to do before her cousin Amanda’s wedding in September.  

“So come on, tell us.  What’s wrong?”  Her mom sat across from her and poured herself a small glass of wine, then wiped the sweat from her brow.  

She shifted, uneasy about what she had to say, but best to get it out on the table for everyone to examine and dissect to the nth degree.  “The yoga studio is closing at the end of the week.  The owner sold the building and the new owners are raising the rent so high Valerie can’t afford it.”  She watched her mom’s shoulders slump, her father frown.  “Don’t worry, I’m a trooper.  I’ll find something.  I always do, don’t I?”

Tina rolled her eyes, shaking her head. “Here’s an idea—why not meet a doctor, get married and have children?  I’m past sixty and I want grandkids.  How hard is that, I ask you?  Your brother Jordan got married when he was only twenty-six and now he’s a detective with the LAPD with a family and a house.” 

Giana rolled her eyes.  How many times did her mother have to roll out this laundry list about her brothers.  She loved them to the moon and back, but still.  “Don’t mention Ely.  He’s messing around in Italy with the Alessandro twins, playing guitar and soccer and probably has a different girlfriend every week.  No wife, no kids.”

Her mother smirked.  “He’s a guy.  It’s what you’d expect from Ely.  He’s too damn cute for his own good, that’s all.” 

“Hey, give the kid a break,” her father muttered.  “She’s a fighter.  She’ll find something.”  

She knew her parents loved her, but their sense of disappointment filled the room like a stink bomb.  She felt anxiety clutch in her gut because she suddenly realized she was running out of dreams.  Instead, she was restless, tired of the city, the rat race, the crowds, the heat.  She rubbed her left eye to control the twitch that was threatening.  Damn eyeball.  “Look, doctors are not exactly my thing.  We don’t travel in the same circles, right?  And anyway, I’ve got to get back to Crescent Bay.  The wedding is only three weeks away and the last time I talked with Amanda, she was a basket case.  When that’s over, I’ll be back and job hunting, I promise.”

Her mother started to say something but her father patted her hand.  “Leave it, sweetheart.  Let Gi do what she has to do.  One step at a time.”  Tina pressed her lips together and nodded.  He shot his daughter a quick look, tipping his head to the back porch.  

Grabbing her glass of wine, she made her way out the door and settled on the top step, gazing out into the shadowed garden, her mind tired, her heart aching.  She’d never thought of herself as a failure but now the doubt was suffocating her.  How many times did she need to throw herself against that brick wall called a career?  How many times did she have to ward off the family’s time-tested formula for happiness:  fall in love, marry, have babies, then grandchildren?  She heard her grandmother’s cane tapping across the floor and drew a deep breath.  She loved Nonna but wasn’t sure she could deal with her right this minute.   

“Where’s my kiss, young lady?”  

She jumped up from the step.  “Coming right up, you old witch!”  She laid a big, noisy kiss on the wrinkled cheek.  She always loved to tease Nonna that she was a witch with magical powers, especially in the kitchen and at the card table.  If she ever hit Vegas, she’d probably close the place down.  Nonna was one tough cookie.  All the Manuso women were tough cookies, going as far back as her great-grandmother Philomena, a tiny black-eyed beauty from Milan, who came over to the States after WWI, then continued to import her extended family to America, so that by the year before the Great Crash of ’29, there were over thirty relatives living in the greater New York area.  

“Pest,” Nonna muttered as she settled herself in the rocking chair, her silver hair glistening in the growing dusk.  “Your mother’s in a snit.  I can always tell when she starts banging the pots around.  So what’s going on, little one?”  

Only Nonna could call her that. Sure, she stood just under five feet, four inches tall but in a family where her cousins had her by a good four or five inches, if not more, she was the peanut among the cousins.  “Well, Nonna, it’s like this.  The yoga studio is closing down at the end of the week; I went for my interview at the gymnastics school and found out they’d already hired someone.”

“Idiots!  They didn’t call to explain?”

She shook her head.  “See, that’s just it.  I guess I’m the type of person people forget about . . .”

She felt the porch floor shake as Nonna whacked the hell out of it with her cane.  “Now you listen to me, Giana Marie Lindstrom.  You are not a force to be forgotten.  And if someone does ‘forget’ you, then they’re stupido!”

“Thanks, Nonna.  You’re pretty nice for a witch,” 

“And don’t you forget it.  Now, you need to take a break from all this.  You’re going back up to Maine soon?”

Giana nodded, reaching down to yank up a weed coming up through the steps.  

“Excellent.  You’ll be with Amanda and those nice boys, Nate and what’s his name . . . Quinn and the other one . . . the sheriff guy.  Good people.  Relax, enjoy and maybe find yourself a little play time.”  

She looked up at her grandmother, brows drawn.  Her grandmother winked at her, smirking.  “Play time?  What do you . . . ?  Nonna, shame on you!”  But she broke out in a fit of giggles.

“I may be old, but I remember all too well how it is to find love, make love, to feel as if someone in the world needs you, adores you.  That’s what you need.  Some loving.”

She rolled her eyes up to the heavens.  “Nonna, I’m not ready for marriage, for babies . . .”

“Hey, who said anything about marriage and babies?  I’m talking about a woman and a man, simple as that.  Your grandfather chased me for months, never let me catch a breath until he had me in the back seat of his old Studebaker.”

“You had sex before marriage?  Wow!”  Now she was fascinated.  To think her grandmother did the horizontal mambo before marriage boggled her mind.  “Do tell,” she breathed.

“Pour me a glass of wine, and I’ll reveal the secret to becoming a happy woman,” she snickered.  

She tip-toed into the kitchen, first checking that it was empty and that no one, especially her mother, was listening at the window.  Quickly she poured the wine and carried the glasses out onto the porch, handing one to Nonna.  For a few minutes they sipped in companionable silence and then Nonna put down her glass and started to rock slowly, her dark eyes gazing off into the distance.  Giana knew she was far, far away in time and waited.

“Your grandfather Carlo had just come back from the war.  He was so thin but handsome, oh so handsome.  He walked into the bakery where I worked and I think I blanked out for a moment.  I know my heart stopped and I dropped the dough I was working on.  My uncle was furious with me, but I didn’t care.  When he paid for his donut and coffee, he leaned over the counter and asked for my phone number.  I didn’t think, just said the number and he smiled and walked away.  Then it occurred to me that he’d forget it, never call me . . .”

“But he did, didn’t he?”  Giana hugged her knees, loving this story, something like an old MGM movie with Gene Kelly dancing and singing with Judy Garland or Leslie Caron.  

“That night after dinner.  I dragged the phone into the tiny bathroom under the stairs and we whispered to each other for what seemed hours until Papa banged on the door.  We met at the park the following Sunday and just walked and walked until we found ourselves in front of my house.  I had lost track of the time and my brothers were sitting on the stoop, waiting and watching.  But since he was still in uniform they treated him with respect.”

“Okay, so when did he start with the pressure?  Let’s get to the good part.”

Nonna stopped her rocking and took another sip of wine.  “Hmm, after about three months of kissing, he chased me on a beach one afternoon.  When he caught me, he tossed me to the ground and landed on me.  We were still laughing but his face got serious and I could feel him pressed against me.  I tingled all over.  I’d never felt that way before.  He whispered things to me that made me almost faint.  I held him off for a few more weeks, but I knew . . . I just knew he was the one.  By that time he’d gotten a job and a car.  God, I loved that car!  And at the local drive-in, he tumbled me into the back seat and made love to me, with me . . .”

“Regrets?” she whispered, her own heart aching for that young couple.

“None.  We were married six months later, but our times in that backseat, on the beach, anywhere we could find solitude were glorious.  You see, little one, you must find that passion, that man who you trust.  I trusted Carlo.  It felt right; we felt right.  I sometimes feel that, even if we didn’t marry, if we had parted, I would still feel the same about him and about our loving times.”  Her grandmother grew silent, only the creaking of the rocker filling the summer night air.

She stood up and wrapped her arms around Nonna’s shoulders, so thin and frail but with a layer of steel beneath.  “Thank you for telling me.  I love you, Nonna, and I’ll take your advice.  I just hope I’m as brave as you were.”  The back door opened and her father stuck his head out.  “Dinner’s ready.”  She turned and helped Nonna into the kitchen, taking a look back as the lights of the Whitestone Bridge twinkled on.  Magic. Yup, that’s about what she needed now, that and trust for a certain deputy sheriff who set all her pistons firing with just a wink.  Maybe a few prayers to Grandpa Carlo would be in order tonight.  
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Crescent Bay, Maine

Giana put her car into park, grabbed her bag filled with notes and trotted up the flagstone path to Simone Bergeron’s cottage and nursery, Seed & Twig.  As she passed various herbs and wildflowers that edged the path like crazy little critters, she caught the scent of lavender and thyme, a bit of rosemary.  Reaching out with her free hand, she dragged her fingers through the heady stuff and paused for a moment to catch her breath.

Looking out over the plot of land that Simone had cultivated into a nursery specializing in organic herbs and heritage plants, she sighed.  Just ahead of the cottage, the brook split in two, so that the house seemed to float, surrounded on both sides by its rippling waters.  She moved through an open floor plan filled with green plants of all kinds.  “Helloooo!  She walked onto the deck and headed over to the women crowing with laughter.  Her cousin leaped up and hugged her hard, leaving her breathless.

“Hey, sweetie, I’m so glad you could make it once again.  Here, give me that,” and Amanda grabbed the tote from her while Simone stepped forward with a margarita, complete with a little umbrella and a sprig of something green that smelled like mint.

She took a sip and savored the chilled drink.  She winked at Simone.  “Perfection.  And I assume this qualifies that the drink is healthy, right?” pointing at the green sprig. 

Simone, a tall woman in her late thirties sporting a mass of honey-gold hair that reached to her waist, gave a slow grin.  “There’s more where that came from, but eat something first.  Don’t want you slipping into the water.”  She steered her over to a seat decorated with a drape of white organza and delicate crepe paper flowers.

“Hey, are these the sample chairs for the reception?  They’re awesome,” she said as she leaned over and gave her Aunt Frankie, the mother of the bride-to-be, a quick kiss.  “How are you, Frankie?”

Her aunt gave her a hug.  “Good, baby.  How about you?  You look a little pooped out.  Everything okay back at home or was it just the trip up?”

She paused to take another sip and to stall having to answer her aunt.  Before she could answer, Kit, the town veterinarian and divorced mother of a small gang of pre-teens and younger, came over for a round of hugs.  "Hey, kiddo.  How was the drive up?"

She shrugged and rolled her eyes. "As you'd expect for late August.  Everyone in New York was on the road, grabbing last-minute vacations before the schools open.  Grueling, hot and tedious, but this time I stopped overnight at a great hotel with a pool and restaurant on the premises.  Thus, I imbibed and relaxed and imbibed some more."  

Amanda sat down by her side.  "I'm so sorry about all these trips.  I promise this is the last one before the wedding.  Once that's over, you can return to the city and get back to your own life, I promise."  

She gathered in a sigh and pasted a smile on her face.  "No problem.  Just don't run away on Nate.  I'm not sure I could go through that again!"  When her cousin's face drooped a bit, she winced.  "Hey, I shouldn't have said that.  Just ignore me.  Still suffering from road rage, I guess."  

"No, no!  You're right.  That was a nightmare, wasn't it?  But I'd never run from Nate—unless, of course, he was chasing me around the bedroom before my first coffee of the morning.  I hold the line at that."   

She cracked her neck, wishing she could sit on this deck and do her yoga, surrounded by bird song and the sound of the trees rippling in the breeze.  Recently she was finding people annoying, and a wave of claustrophobia rolled in and made her wince.  She got up and strolled over to the table with the sample offerings of hors d'oeuvres and popped one in her mouth.  "Hey, this is great, Simone."  She stared down at the tray, then looked over at Simone.  "Did I just eat a flower?"

“You most certainly did.  Nasturtium.  Perfectly edible and adds a bit of color to the offerings, don’t you think?”  Giana noticed that the other woman was eyeing her as if waiting for her to spit out the concoction.  

She laughed.  “Good one.  Did Marc put you up to this with his fancy Parisian training?”  Marc Saracen was her oldest cousin and a trained Cordon Bleu chef recently arrived back in the States. 

Simone shook her head, carefully selecting another and offering it to her.  “Here, try this one.  That’s a pansy.  Pressed them myself and stored them back in the spring.  So no, Marc had nothing to do with this.”  

She took a bite and nodded.  “Good!  Have you heard from him recently?”  She knew she was trawling for information because everyone in the family was curious about her cousin and this beautiful woman who had kept him quite busy earlier in the summer when they'd first met.  

Simone's expression was clear and easy.  “No, that wasn’t our arrangement.  He’s a free agent as I am, too.  We thought it best to leave it that way.  And besides, he’s got too much on his plate these days.  I suppose I’ll see him when he gets up here for the wedding.”

Amanda joined them and nibbled on another sample, nodding.  “He’d better get back here.  He’s giving me away.”  She stared down at the thing she was nibbling and pointed.  “And what’s this one?”

Simone shook her head, laughing.  “You ladies don’t seem to know your common garden flowers.  That’s geranium.  Actually, your mom brought me a batch just last week.”  

“I most certainly did,” Frankie called out.  “I’m learning so much from Simone about plants and flowers.  I’m hoping she’ll give me a job next summer when I’m back up from New York.”    

They heard the sound of paws clicking through the kitchen and all turned to find Nate Russell guiding one of the ugliest dogs Giana had ever seen—Howard the Hound, a rescue of Aunt Tess’s from years earlier, possibly centuries by his looks, and infamous for his constant river of drool and his ability to launch doggie farts without moving a muscle.  And yet just about everyone loved him and put up with the mess.

“Sorry I’m late but I swung by the house thinking Howard probably needed a walk and some fresh air.  You don’t mind, do you, Simone?” Nate asked as he swooped in for a steamy kiss from his bride-to-be before unleashing Howard.

Simone shrugged.  “Fine by me.  Just keep him away from my new babies over there.  I don’t think they’d survive if he drooled on them.  I’m experimenting, trying to grow a new strain of lavender,” she explained.  

As Nate settled the dog with a bowl of water, their hostess drifted into the kitchen, pulling a tray of something that smelled divine from the oven.  Giana watched with a growing sense of fascination how the cottage was open to the outdoors, no screens, a seamless environment between interior and exterior.  And from where she sat she could see the myriad green plants of all sizes scattered around the open space.  Someday she would have a place of her own.  That was her goal for this year—to move out and settle in her own little haven, something tiny but comfy.  And definitely not near the city; maybe further east on Long Island like on Montauk Point, the tip of the island and as far from the noise and smells of the city as possible before having to swim to England.
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