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For Gene, who assured me that morning would come again


and for Anne, who remembered the first line…









“Are you sure


That we are awake? It seems to me


That yet we sleep, we dream.”





A Midsummer’s Night Dream, William Shakespeare











FRANCESCA





3:50 in the afternoon, December 10, 2017


I wish there was a god, so I could hate him.


This was the thought that flew from Francesca in her desperation as the darkness of the icy waters enveloped her. It passed through her like a stiff wind shooting out into the world, an arrow toward a tree. A plea. A shout. A cry. Why? She shivered amid the murky waters. Why did this happen? To her? To Addie? One moment, one unanticipated moment, and everything changed. Swept away. Gone.


Forever.


Francesca loved Ben deeply. Fully. She believed absolutely in his devotion. She trusted him more than she had ever trusted anyone. He was the one constant in her life. The one comfort other than Addie. He was steadfast and dependable, generous and caring, a sensible man who always anchored them and their lives to safe land. But it took only one senseless moment and now everything was lost. He betrayed them. Turned his back on them. Abandoned them when they needed him most. Why? She never would have done this to him.


Despair and bitterness encircled her like a tightly wound rope. Was this to be her destiny? Trapped in an icy prison from which she was powerless to break free?


No, she thought as she forced herself up toward the light, toward the air. She refused to accept this. Perhaps this was nothing more than a terrible dream from which she needed to awaken. She shuddered.


A dream.


Or was it? What if this was real? What if they were unable to escape this dismal prison where fate had randomly tossed them?


She closed her eyes and fought her way to the surface.





Eight Years Earlier




It is an ordinary Monday in early December when the children gather around her as they often do. “Miss Bellini! Miss Bellini,” they call and shout, surrounding her like a pack of tail-wagging puppies. Little hands reach out to touch her, tugging at her clothing, grasping at her elbow, anything to get the attention of their beloved music teacher. Francesca looks around the room at her young students and smiles, content and elated to be working at this school on Eastern Long Island where she has recently been hired, her first teaching job out of college.


“Shhhh!” she says, pretending to chide. “One at a time. I can’t answer all of you at once!” Francesca pats one, then the other, trying to settle them. They look up at her with adoration, believing she is the most beautiful of all the adults in the building. Indeed, fate has blessed her with a loveliness that has only deepened with age. Tall and slender, graceful and refined, her long black hair cascades behind her and around her whenever she moves. She doesn’t really move, though, but rather glides through her world, confident and full of life—as only one can who has never known disappointment or misfortune.


“Miss Bellini,” a small dark-haired boy taps her, trying to get her attention. “Look what I got for my birthday yesterday!” He holds his arm high as the afternoon light, filtering in through the large windows, glints off his new watch.


Francesca touches his wrist, admiring the black, red, and silver timepiece.


“What a lovely present,” she tells him. “Now you can keep time for us and make sure we don’t run over.”


He nods. “Yes. I’ll be the bell! He beams as he imitates the familiar sound.


“That’s louder than the real bell!” She laughs and gestures. “Softer, softer.” He cocks his head and gazes up at her.


As if by a spell, the children are lured in by her lilting voice and rhythmic speech, for she talks to them, not at them. Enticed and unafraid, they look up into her large dark eyes that shimmer like a lake at midnight. Eyes that are full and deep.


Perhaps it is the passion she feels toward her beloved music. It stretches out like open arms toward them, enveloping them in its fervor, wrapping around them with warmth and tenderness. It is no wonder then that these urchins go willingly, captivated by the melodies and the comfort she provides.


They are therefore remarkably attentive. The other teachers and the principal are astounded. The same little savages who insist on dancing around the room, shouting at and hitting one another, throwing pencils, papers, and an occasional ball or hacky sack instead of working at the tasks at hand, such as math or reading, willingly settle themselves in a half-circle in front of her. Their eyes follow her every move, their heads tilt toward her every word. On the playground during recess, even the rough and tumble boys stop their play and run to her, standing as close as they can get to her, basking in the radiance of her smile, the glow of her being.


For this is the effect she has on people, young and old. A beauty and warmth, a passion and grace that attracts and captivates, but never overwhelms or frightens.


Eagerly then, they take up their instruments and from them she extracts beautiful music, unnatural in such young and undisciplined children. Perhaps because they know if they try hard and perform well, she will reward them with the one thing they long for most: that she play her flute for them. Only for them. Thus, at the end of each class, she promises if they behave, she will do just that.


Francesca loves performing as much as they love listening to her. Music has always been her first language. Even before she could speak, she would sing (so Mama Maria often tells her). Her halting first words were not for her mother or for her father (much to Dominic’s feigned displeasure), but for something more abstract, for music itself. At a mere eight months of age, she uttered “song” and soon after, while listening to an aria playing in the background at her parent’s Italian restaurant, she pointed toward the ceiling from where the music magically emanated and voiced: pretty song. Music itself is so intertwined with her being that the desire for it boils up from her soul, like a fallen sparrow scrambling up toward the water’s surface for air.


It is this same passion for and desire to speak in the language of music that compelled her to join a New York City–based chamber group while still in college. Performing—filling the world with unspeakable beauty—is her true love; it comes as naturally to her as breathing.


So, it is on this morning, after quieting the group of eight-year-olds who sit cross-legged around her on the floor, wide-eyed and silent, the beautiful notes filling the room, burrowing their way into each child’s heart, that three gentlemen stand unobserved in the open doorway.


As the last note hangs in the air, a long, quivering sigh that fades and slips toward silence, the children leap up then and, gathering close around her, chatter simultaneously. The room, once harmonious, now becomes a disorganized land of babel. Francesca smiles and tries to answer each student in turn. Suddenly, the din ceases as rhythmic applause rises and expands into the space, replacing the children’s excited voices with thunderous approval.


This is the first time that Miss Bellini or the children are aware of the men in the doorway. Francesca, still holding her flute, turns toward them.


One gentleman is familiar to everyone in the school. Josh, a little older than Francesca, often takes time out from his custodial duties to drop by her classroom whenever she is playing; sometimes he even brings his three-year-old daughter to listen to her. But on this day, he has another reason for being there. He is escorting the other men through the building, pointing out the structure and function of this wing of the school.


The two strangers look alike except for a noticeable difference in age. They appear at once casual and formal, wearing similar khaki pants and green tweed jackets, but also beige dress shirts and ties. Both have similar expressive smiles as they glance around the room at the children. Francesca notes the younger gentleman looking at her shyly. His eyes sweep over her, then dart away. There is something about this tall, quiet, fair-haired man she immediately likes. And she is certain at this moment he will like her too, for she has never been rejected by someone whom she has desired. She understands her power and uses it intuitively for the one thing she wants—an abiding love. That same steadfast affection she observed between her parents through the years.


“Hey, Francesca,” Josh greets her, oblivious to her interest in the younger of the two strangers. “Don’t mean to disturb you, but these are the architects who’ll be working on renovating this part of the building.”


Ignoring Josh, she continues to focus her attention on the dignified young gentleman next to him. She basks in his reserved and reflective gaze. He isn’t like so many of the others whose eyes hover over her seductively, vehicles of a conqueror’s game, instruments sharpened from need and desire enough to cut her into irregular pieces while disassembling her. Rather, his look leaves her whole and unbroken. She smiles as she glances up into blue eyes that seem as clear as the sea, and as bottomless.


“I’ve heard the board approved it, but I wasn’t aware it would start this soon,” she directs this off-handed comment about the renovation, which she couldn’t care less about, to the object of her interest, as a way of engaging him. The older man, gray peppering his faded blond hair, touches his wire-framed glasses, repositioning them. He bites his lip, suppressing a quivering smile, and looks away from them.


“We’re in the initial phase,” the young man tells her, adopting a professional tone. Then tilting his head, he gives her a sidelong glance. “That was a beautiful rendition of Thaïs’s “Méditation” you played there.”


She laughs. A throaty and infectious laugh. “You know that piece? Most people our age aren’t very familiar with classical music.”


Certainly none of the men she has ever dated.


He chuckles, his eyes glinting even before his lips turn upward. “My parents’ influence.” And he nods toward the older man.


The other architect steps forward and shakes Francesca’s hand. “I’m Dan Bodin, Bodin Associates. This is my son and partner, Ben.” He takes a business card from his pocket and gives it to her. She looks down at it and smiles. Ben extends his hand to her, and she slips hers into his. He doesn’t shake it, though. He merely holds it. His hand is large and warm, but his grip, gentle and steady. It is the clasp of kindness, the touch of protection.
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It seemed like an eternity before Francesca reached the surface. When she emerged into the light, she choked and gagged and gasped for air. She tried to shout but could barely breathe. She slapped her hand to her chest again and again, as if that would help her clear her lungs. All she could manage was a panicked whisper. “Addie! Where are you?” She stifled a sob. “Please!” she begged the heavens, the earth, the very ether around her.


The frigid waters lapped at her like a thirsty dog. She looked across the icy expanse and frantically scrutinized the area, hoping to discern the pink of her daughter’s jacket and bibs. But all she saw were the contrasting shadows of the late afternoon sky that seethed with churning clouds.


She blinked, as if noticing her surroundings for a first time. She saw the picturesque landscape of her life—the forest where she had spent many days hiking through, the lake that had refreshed her on warm summer afternoons, her beloved meadow beyond, where she often roamed with Addie and Cruz when her world was stressful and harried. There, pausing amid the wildflowers, she would find peace again; it would rain over her, a blessing from on high, enveloping her like a protective sheath. This was home. All of this. Their home. Her home. Where the drama of her life played out in an orderly and perfect sequence, where her passion and happiness echoed through the mountains like a triumphant song.


Francesca shook her head, heaving the memories from her like foul beads of sweat. She no longer wanted to see any of it. She no longer wanted to remember. All she longed for now was safe, dry land. And for Addie.
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From the beginning of their time together, Ben tells her he wants to share with her the one place he loves most. The place that has been so much a part of his childhood and youth that he can’t look back on any of it without seeing the sheer majesty of the land or remembering the peace and happiness it brought.


Thus, six weeks after their first meeting, Ben suggests they spend a long weekend at the family’s vacation home in Central Vermont. A large log cabin set deep in the woods at the end of a private dirt road, it looks out on a few hundred acres of forest, fields, a large lake, and several streams, a nature lover’s haven, conceived by his father who dreamed of living in the country since he was a boy and who brought it to fruition twenty years before by sheer determination. For Ben, it is paradise, an enchanted Eden from which he draws his inspiration and his strength. Francesca readily agrees to go.


She had been to Vermont only once, when she was ten. Her parents gathered the money from their struggling restaurant to send her to music camp for a week. It was such a memorable experience, full of breathtaking sunrises, stunning sunsets, dramatic storms, and mesmerizing tranquility. She always meant to go back. Now, as they pull into the long driveway at dusk, she has indeed returned.


Francesca steps from the car and looks in awe at the beauty that surrounds them. The full moon, just risen, glistens down upon the freshly fallen snow, turning night into day. The trees stand tall against the early evening sky. They are brushed white and sway as the wind kicks up a bit.


“Come on,” Ben says, “I’ll show you around the property.”


“Now? But it’s dark!”


“The moon’s full and clear. It’ll give us enough light to guide us. It won’t take long. By the time we get back to the house, we’ll be ready for dinner and a fire.”


“How are we going to walk in all this deep snow?”


Ben laughs and kicks the snow with his foot, sending a powdery cloud toward her. “It’s not that deep, only eight inches or so. This isn’t Long Island. We’re in Vermont now. We don’t walk when it snows, we ride. Come on.”


Francesca follows him into the garage where five snowmobiles sit side by side, different colors, different sizes. He selects two helmets from a group of five that occupy a nearby shelf. He hands one to her. “Here, put this on.”


She looks at it, frowning, and turns it over and over in her hands. It seems alien and complicated.


He smiles as he brushes her long hair from her face and gathers it behind her. “Like this,” he says and, taking the helmet, eases it onto her head. Then he goes to the longest, largest snowmobile—a two-up—mounts it, turns it on, and guides it out into the snow.


He puts on a matching helmet. “Get on.”


She freezes.


“In back of me. Put your feet on the floorboards and your arms on the armrests. They’re heated so you should be comfortable. Press your knees into me. I’ll go slow. I promise.”


“I don’t know about this,” Francesca shouts above the roar. “It doesn’t look very safe!”


He revs the engine. She jumps back, startled.


He cocks his head. “Well?”


She doesn’t move.


“C’mon. Where’s your adventurous spirit?”


“I left it home on Long Island!”


He extends a hand to her. She hesitates.


He waits, then calls, “You’ve told me you’re never one to turn down a challenge.”


She looks at him and smirks, then takes his outstretched hand. She tries twice before she is able to mount, finally climbing on behind him.


“We’ll pick up the trail over there,” he tells her, pointing toward the forest line. “When I was a kid, my father and I logged most of the trees ourselves and created our own private trail. It goes all around our property, through the woods and down by the lake. It’s a beautiful ride, you’ll see.”


So begins their moonlit journey. Francesca grips the armrests and at times clutches onto Ben himself; with each slip and sway of the machine, she is certain it will catapult her into the air. But her fear subsides as she learns to sway with the sled, relax into it—surrender to it—and become one with its movements. As they glide through the trees, the moon guiding their way, she senses she has found something beautiful, something rare.


Soon, the path opens into a clearing, and she sees the lake stretch out before them, vast and tranquil. Ben stops and points. There in the distance, standing at the edge of the frozen water, are three deer who look warily up at the intruders. They don’t move, however, and Ben, cutting the engine, takes his camera, which he always has with him, climbs from the snowmobile, and cautiously moves toward them. Maintaining a comfortable distance, he captures the scene in shot after shot.


Francesca smiles. She has never seen wildlife this close. In suburbia where she has always lived, she sometimes catches sight of small nuisance creatures like squirrels and rabbits, who live their lives unseen, hiding out in backyards between shrubs and fences that often separate one property from another. But never such majestic creatures as these, standing so stately in such an expanse. Here, as the moonlight glistens on the frozen lake, with Ben beside her and only the deer as witness to her existence, an overwhelming joy floods her, and she believes, no, she knows, she has found paradise.


The deer turn away from the intruders and amble on around the lake, disappearing into the woods on the opposite side. Ben and Francesca get back on the snowmobile and press on with their evening journey through the forest. He stops now and then, pointing out places that were meaningful to him as a child. “Here’s where my father and I built my first tree house,” Ben tells her when they pause amid a group of tall pines. “The remnants of it are up there. See?” And later, near a clearing, deep in the forest, he says, “We used to have a food plot right over there to attract the wildlife. I have a great photo of a bear that used to come every night at ten on the dot.”


She shudders. “A, a bear? Deer are one thing, but a big black bear is something else!”


Ben laughs. “Yes, there are bears here. And coyotes. And fishers. And even bobcats.”


She holds up her hand. “Please, I don’t want to hear anymore.”


He chuckles as they continue their evening trek through the woods, circling around to the other side of the house. Once inside the garage, he brings the sled to a halt, turns off the engine, and takes off his helmet. He helps Francesca climb from the sled. She shakes her hair loose as she hands him her helmet.


“Well?”


“It was scary at first,” she admits. “But I’ve never seen such beauty! It doesn’t seem real.”


“I know,” he says as he takes her hand, leading her into the house. “I try to capture it in my photographs, but it’s impossible to replicate. It’s perfection. That’s why I love it here.”


That night, then, bathed in the warmth of the wine, sated by the elaborate dinner her mother packed for them from the restaurant, surrounded by the images of the moonlight on the snow, the deer by the lake, in the shadow of the fire as it crackles and sputters, she lies down with Ben, inviting him into her very being. He takes her in his arms and kisses her, wrapping himself around her and her heart, so she can no longer tell where she ends and where he begins. From that moment of abandon, two souls merge. She understands then that he is her fate, her destiny.


And their separate stories now become one.


[image: image]


Francesca struggled to raise her black-gloved hand out of the icy waters. With what strength she could muster, she pushed it high above her and gazed up at it, an appendage, numb and foreign, a dark rocket shot into the overcast skies, a silent plea for help. She turned her hand one way, then another. It seemed nothing more than a useless limb jutting up from the thin ice like a splintered, solitary branch that the wind had carelessly tossed from the forest. Would Ben see it? Would he even care?


She fell backward, for the raising of her hand forced her beneath the water again; instinctively, her arms dropped to her sides as she struggled to keep herself afloat. Though her strength was fading, she forced herself upright and latched onto the ice that surrounded her, hoping it would steady her. She coughed and gagged once more.


Francesca shouted Addie’s name as her eyes swept over the lake. She longed to see what was not there, hoping to glean an inkling of pink, of color, of life. Instead, everything seemed bleak and ashen. Had she in her fear lost the ability to see color, or had the landscape really turned gray?


Her hands slipped from the ice; again, she sank beneath the surface. She no longer fought it, she no longer struggled. She gave into it. Surrendered to it. Closing her eyes to the grayness and the world. “Oh, Addie …”
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It is spring of their first year together. They sit on a large rock deep in the woods of Vermont where nature’s perfection resounds in every leaf and blade of grass, in every drop of water that expands and flows toward placid lakes, in every stone that yields to august mountains.


“Architecture’s how I make my living,” Ben tells her as his long arm drapes over her, surrounding her, drawing her into him. “I love the feel, the look, the smell of different structures. But photography’s my passion.” He takes his phone and scrolls through the myriad of photographs he has taken over the years.


“Here’s the church at Peacham. I took this last fall. I think it was the beginning of October.”


“Wow, what a gorgeous scene,” Francesca says as she examines the striking shot: the vivid autumn grass spreads out in the foreground, spilling toward the white church and the adjacent red barn, like a welcoming sea of jade; the barn’s half-rusted metal roof and the church’s white steeple stand in contrast to the oranges, reds, and yellows of the trees on the mountains beyond.


“Wow,” she says again. “When I look at this, I hear Beethoven. His sixth. Or Zipoli’s “Elevazione.” A beautiful setting always requires beautiful music.” She pauses. “It doesn’t seem real.”


“It isn’t.”


“What do you mean?”


“It’s only a photograph.”


Francesca rolls her eyes. “Of course. I know that. It’s not the actual church, barn, meadow, or mountain. I get it.” She frowns then. “I only meant that the beauty doesn’t seem real. It’s too perfect to be real. Perfection’s something we can only imagine, never experience.”


He laughs. “Well, I’m pretty perfect. Aren’t you experiencing my perfection now?”


“Oh, shush.” Smiling, she nudges him, then pauses. When she speaks again, her voice is solemn, her expression pensive. “Take my music, for example. I’m constantly trying to recreate all the perfect sounds I hear in my head, but I just can’t do it. It always falls short. I can imagine it, but I can never replicate it. It’s something that’s just beyond my grasp, something that always eludes me.”


He shrugs. “I’ve never really thought about it in that way. I guess I accept that perfection doesn’t exist. That’s just the way things are.”


“I can’t accept it. I don’t want to accept it. If we can imagine perfection, why can’t we create it? I’ll never give up trying.”


He smiles at her. “Trying to be perfect?”


“Yes. And trying to make things perfect. Why not?”


“It just seems doomed to failure, that’s all.” He runs his hand down her back. “If it eludes you, how do you forgive yourself when you fail? And how do you forgive others when they fail? What do you do then?”


“I never forgive. Myself or anyone else. When I fail, I just keep on trying. And I expect others to keep on trying, too.” Francesca pauses, then lowers her head and gives Ben a sidelong glance. “I guess I’m not a very forgiving person,” she says quietly. “I’m like my mother. I can be very stubborn. Just to warn you.”


“I see that,” he replies thoughtfully. “Stubborn can be good. Sometimes.” He puts his arm around her and squeezes her. “But sometimes not. At some point you’ll have to learn to accept things as they are and forgive life and the world and people for not being perfect.”


Francesca throws her head back and laughs. “Never!”


He smiles and brushes her cheek with his hand. “You’re bad!”


“No, just determined.”


“Well, when you finally attain perfection will you please let me know?” Ben laughs and puts his arm around her again.


“Oh, I will. Definitely.”


He scrolls to another photograph. “Maybe you need to see these scenes in real life if you think they’re impressive as photos.”


“I’d love to. When can we go?”


“I’ll take you there. Soon. For these scenes, though, we need to go in the fall.”


“Great. Can’t wait. Then I’ll be able to tell if what I see is perfect and if that perfection is real or not.”


He holds out his phone for her to see.


She tilts her head and looks from the phone to him and back again. “Sometimes I wonder if anything’s real. If all of this isn’t just one big dream. Maybe that’s why we can’t find perfection. Or recreate it. Because none of this is real.”


“You mean all of this?” He looks around and motions with an outstretched arm. “These woods? Or this tree?” He leans back and pats the trunk, then runs his hand through the dirt, gathering up a clump. He takes her hand in his, turns it palm up, and sifts the loose dirt into it. “Feels real to me.”


She smiles. “I mean everything. Even you.”


He brushes the dirt from her upturned hand, then bends down and kisses it. “Isn’t this real?”


She laughs. “It seems like it is. Like it should be. But then, again, maybe it’s all just a dream.”


“A good one, I hope!” He smiles, still holding her hand, then leans close to her and kisses her. “I’ll tell you what,” he whispers, his lips hovering near hers. “I’ll take you to all these wonderful places I’ve discovered. That’s a promise. Then you can judge for yourself. If it’s all just a dream or not.” Slowly, he sits back, picking up his phone. “At Peacham, we’ll climb the hill—that’s where I took this photo from—and you can tell me what you see, if you really see the colors or the shadows or the church or the barn or the mountains behind it. Maybe I’m just delusional.”


“Maybe you are.” Francesca laughs and examines the picture. “It’s a deal. I’ll see it for myself, and I’ll make my decision about the state of existence. And your state of mind, too. Whether or not you’re delusional.”


“I might be. Will you still want to be with me if I am?”


“I don’t know. The jury’s out on that one.”


He winks at her. “Stick with me and I’ll show you things you’ve never even dreamed of.”


Again, she throws her head back and laughs. “I might.”


“Glad to hear that!” And he shows her other photographs of East Corinth and Waits River.


“I see you like churches,” she says, giving him another sidelong glance.


“Only because they’re interesting architecturally.” He meets and holds her gaze. He scrolls again. “I like farms, too. See? Here’s the one at Sleepy Hollow. And this is the Jenne Farm, the most photographed farm in all of New England. In all of North America, for that matter. And it’s in Reading. Not far from here. I’ll take you to see that, too. But it’s a morning shot. I had to get there real early in order to catch sunrise, so when we go, be prepared to get up in the middle of the night.” He shows her more photos. “I also like water. Lakes, rivers, brooks, ponds. Here’s Kettle Pond. I took this from Owl’s Head Mountain. What a climb that was. We’ll go hiking there this summer.”


“I’ll plan on it then.” She stands up, throws her head back as she stretches out her arms as wide as possible, ready to embrace the surrounding forest. “I want to see it all, I want to experience it all for myself. Be my guide and lead me onward, like Virgil led Dante, to these otherworldly sites.”


Ben rises, taking her by the waist. He swings her around, answering, “But it’ll be to paradise I’ll lead you, certainly not into hell.” And he plants a quick kiss on her lips as she laughs.


“It better be!” she nudges him.


While his color photographs are most impressive, it is his black and whites that are breathtaking. A creek seen through the trees in the morning mist. A buck barely visible through the thicket as a shaft of light falls through the canopy, illuminating it.


He sees things with the camera’s lens that escape most people—the intricacies of the intertwining branches of a barren tree in winter; the melting of icicles that hang from the roof of an old barn near the family’s home. His photographs are a chronicle of devotion teeming with life: the fleeting moment before a bee alights on a flower, two fawns eating apples from the trees in a meadow, peaceful country roads, lakes and ponds, mountains and old churches, sunrises and sunsets. Francesca understands that the spirit which awakens the photographer in him is the same that calls forth the musician in her. So she feels a bond with him.


And he feels one with her, for after they meet, his photographs change in content. He no longer limits his vision to nature. She now makes up an integral part of the picture.


On a sultry late afternoon in July during their first summer together, he keeps his promise to show her the hidden, wild beauty of Vermont as he leads her down a concealed path to Buttermilk Falls.


“Not many people know this way,” he says as he helps her step over a fallen and splintered, half-rotten tree trunk. “It’s not really a path, just the way I like to go to get down here.”


“No kidding!” She clutches onto one tree, then another, preventing herself from tumbling down the steep incline. “There’s a reason no one goes this way. It’s certain death.”


“Yes, but it’ll be so worth it,” he calls over his shoulder.


As they descend, the roar of the water grows louder, and the oppressive air turns chilly.


When the terrain levels out, they walk along the ledge that is formed from the bedrock. They have come down behind the falls.


“If this was the weekend, there’d be people here. Only locals though. They’re the only ones who know about this spot. And me, of course. Everyone comes here when it’s really hot, to swim and get cool.” He points to the sizeable area bounded by immense boulders on three sides where the water pools as it runs off the falls. “Let’s go down there. The water’s cold, even at this time of year.” He leads her along the ridge as a frosty spray drifts over them like a fine, chilling rain. “And there’s where we can get the best look at the falls.” They walk until they come to the spot opposite the waterfall.


“This is impressive,” she says, looking at the rushing water.


“That’s the photograph I want.” Ben points and jumps from the ledge onto a large rock that juts out of the swirling pool. He extends his hand to her. “Come on. This will make a great picture of you with the falls in the background.”


She joins him on the rock, then sits down as he leaves her, climbing to a higher position. “Smile!”


“Yes, sir,” she laughs and salutes him. He ignores her teasing, concentrating on taking countless photographs of her perched like a mermaid in the middle of a sea while behind her, the raging white water cascades between the dark gray boulders like a thick bridal veil.


No more scenes of empty woodlands or barren lakes in morning mist. Now he places her as the centerpiece of the photograph, sitting like she is on the mound, smiling up at him with the white foamy waterfall as a backdrop. Or alone in the lane in Belmont, the surrounding trees ablaze with yellows and oranges. Or arms outstretched, head thrown back, her laughter radiating from the still picture caught at the very moment she emerges from an old covered bridge.


She is there at the very heart—the subject—of his present life.


[image: image]


Francesca, limp and exhausted, drifted well beneath the surface. Though her eyes were closed, images rose like unwanted specters, creating a kaleidoscope of the past which crowded her, taunted her. She bolted upright, as determined to flee these remembrances as she was to find air and light. With ebbing strength, she forced herself to the surface again; once there, she inhaled the bitter air in long, desperate gasps. But her rapid breathing made her light-headed, and the frigid air made her cough and choke.


She looked around the lake once more. A sense of dread and doom crept over her with each passing moment. Where was Addie? Why couldn’t she see her?


She spun herself around. Her desperation mounted. The ice trapped her on all sides. Perhaps if she could get the height she needed as Ben had done, she could land on the frozen surface and drag herself to shore. She would mimic her beloved Cruz and, lying belly down, crawl to safety. Once there she would surely see Addie and help her. But first, she had to get out. First, she had to leap. High.


She drew in another deep breath, but it made her so dizzy she almost fainted. Recovering, she plunged beneath the water, then using what strength she had left, pushed herself upward, trying to gain the momentum to leap high enough to clear the ice. But her efforts were futile; she fell back with a force, clipping her head on the jagged surface as she sank.


Her instinct was to fight it. Instead, she allowed herself to drift downward as her arms floated out from her. Through the dimness, she gazed at her hands and the thick black gloves she had donned earlier that day. They were new and fit so snuggly that she had to remove her ring to get them on. It was only with great reluctance she did so, for from the moment Ben asked her to marry him, presenting her with the brilliant gem, it never came off. Until today. The very day the bond ruptured. Was there some sort of magic attached to this ring? she wondered, growing giddy at such an incredulous thought. Maybe if she could reach it, place it back on her finger where it belonged, she could turn back time and return to her life as it was.


[image: image]


It is their second Christmas together. Francesca’s family does something they have never done before: They close the restaurant for the holiday and join the Bodins at their Vermont house. What precipitates this unusual behavior is the sense that something momentous is about to happen, and they want to be a part of it.


The families have previously met. Ben’s father and his mother, Laura, along with Ben’s younger sister, Danielle, have been Maria and Dominic’s guests at the restaurant many times in the past year. Francesca’s parents have come to love Ben, often referring to him as the son they never had. They have warmly embraced him and his family, opening their home and their lives to them. In the same fashion, Ben’s parents have grown to love Francesca. It is this mutual affection and concern for these young people that bring the two families together. They hope that in due time, they will be united by a stronger commitment. And by blood.


They, therefore, gather for the holiday with anticipation. It is Christmas eve and in the tradition of Vermont, snow turns the meadows white and dusts the bare trees silver. Dan, Ben, and Danielle, who is home on vacation from her last year at Stanford had, a few days earlier, gone in search of the tallest, fullest evergreen they could find in their forest. They hoped such a tree would lend a festive atmosphere to the room it was destined to grace. When they finally found one that suited them, a beautiful white spruce, they cut it down and with much effort dragged it from the woods using the snowmobiles to transport it back home. There they installed it in the center of the living room, where, in the heart of the house, it now rises, majestic and imposing, stretching high into the vaulted ceiling. It can be seen from every room, upstairs and down, and from every nook and corner, shining brilliantly with lights and keepsake ornaments the family has collected over the years; trinkets that mark special events and passages of their years together. It stands like a beacon in the middle of their lives.


On this night, a sumptuous Italian feast that Francesca’s parents willingly spent the afternoon preparing is served—antipasto, fried calamari, clams oreganata, their signature dish of mussels, scallops, shrimp over linguini, and struffoli to end the meal. Afterward, the two families retreat to the living room where they gather around the tree, the fire raging nearby. There they talk, laugh and exchange gifts. Francesca, sated and warmed by the hearth and the flowing of red wine, settles into the plush leather sofa, nestling into Ben who, seated close to her, drapes his long arm around her.


This is the first vacation her parents have had in years. Her mother looks suddenly younger, laughing and chatting as she sits with Laura on the opposite couch. Maria, always beautiful, whose thick, dark, unruly hair is lately streaked with silver which has crept in unnoticed during the past year, relaxes the constant furrow in her brow. The two women banter and quip, leaning into one another and clutching onto one another’s arms as they laugh and giggle like schoolgirls. They are so different; Maria is dark and petite, gregarious and impassioned; her large black eyes fade and brighten with intensity depending on the emotion of the moment. She is an avid storyteller and has a way with words; when she speaks, others listen intently. Laura, on the other hand, is taller and thinner, her fading blonde hair worn short and straight. She is aristocratic and graceful, soft-spoken and retiring. She has grown even more retiring and reticent in recent years following the death of her oldest daughter, Ben’s twin sister, Lucy, whom the family rarely mentions. There is a darkness about Laura, a heaviness of her spirit even when she smiles, as if she is trapped within the walls of a silent prison from which she is never free.


Their backgrounds are just as dissimilar: Maria never attended college. Instead she went to work full time right after graduating from her Brooklyn high school. She married Dominic, her high school sweetheart, soon thereafter. With what money they received from their wedding and saved up by hard work, they moved to Long Island and opened the restaurant right after their first child was born; the restaurant became Francesca’s second childhood home. Laura, conversely, grew up in luxury on the North Shore of Long Island, a neurosurgeon’s daughter, who graduated from Sarah Lawrence. It was early in her college years that she met Dan Bodin, the tall, handsome, fair-haired Architecture major at Columbia, the quiet, gentlemanly honor student whom all the girls had their eyes on.


Dominic sits back in the chair nearest the fire and sips his wine, his eyes drooping, a smile wavering on his lips.


Dan, opposite him, swirls his after-dinner drink at intervals and touches the side of his glasses, readjusting their position. He leans forward and talks to Dominic about their common interest—sports. “You have to be real careful about showing your love for the Yankees around here. We’re in Red Sox territory up here. And believe me, everyone takes baseball and the Sox very, very seriously.”


Dominic chuckles. “I guess I shouldn’t wear my Yankees hat or tee shirt when I come to Vermont!”


“No, not if you value your life.” Dan grins and takes another sip from his glass.


Dominic throws back his head and lets out a resounding laugh.


“I mean it,” Dan snickers. “It’s true. Really. These people are crazy when it comes to their teams. And that includes the Patriots, too.”


“Sure sounds like it.” And Dominic, shaking his head, laughs again. “I’ll remember not to root for another team when I’m up here.”


Francesca has never seen her father this relaxed.


Dominic, whose ample frame bears well the extra twenty-five or so pounds he has gained through the years, is a good-natured, industrious man. He carries the business with him every hour of every day and often quips that the stress of running such an enterprise has caused his hair to thin to such a degree that it is easier for him to shave off what little remains. He loves good food, good wine, good company, and all manner of people. So much so that he always makes it a point to speak with every person who enters his restaurant. Over the years, he has accumulated many strong friendships among his clientele. People love Dominic as much as he loves them. There is no one in their community who doesn’t speak well of him. His laughter can be felt miles away, and every Sunday when he and Maria enter church before Mass, everyone pushes toward them to shake his hand and ask how he is doing. He responds with a broad smile, an affectionate pat on the back and a loud, “Come on down and eat with us this week!” Francesca has inherited her mother’s beauty, and it seems, at times, her intense temperament, but she is sure it is from her father that she gets her passion for living, her appreciation for la dolce vita.


Her sisters Teresa and Angela, still college students, sit off on the opposite side of the room with Danielle where they talk and laugh about such mutually interesting subjects as college classes, dorm living, boyfriends and frat parties.


It is then, as Francesca sighs, contentedly surveying the room, that Ben rises from the couch and going to the tree, selects from the pile beneath it a small present wrapped in gold paper. He turns toward Francesca and says, “This is a little something from me to you.” And smiling, he holds out the gift to her. A hush falls over the room as all eyes turn to her. Francesca puts down her glass and stands to face him. Taking the present, she pulls off the wrapping with one tug, but her hands quiver, and she nearly drops the small, red box. She hinted several times in recent weeks that she thought the amethyst pendant she saw in a local jewelry store was lovely. Expecting that he took the hint, she looks down at the present, but when she opens the box, she gasps. What she sees instead is a large diamond ring. She holds the box out from her as if she is afraid of it, of its spell, its magic and draws her other hand to her mouth. Ben takes the box from her, and grasping the ring, sinks to one knee in front of her. He holds her hand gently, lovingly.


“Francesca,” he says quietly, “marry me. Live with me. Grow old with me. I can’t think of any other woman I want to spend the rest of my life with more than you.”


Overcome, she can only stand close to him, her head bowed, tears streaming down her cheeks as she places her hand over her heart. Suddenly, her future stretches out before her, long and joyous. In one sweeping vision, she sees their lives together—the home they will build, the children they will have. She observes them years later, near the end of their lives having grown old together, peaceful and contented, their children, grandchildren, and even great-grandchildren gathered around them. It seems as if this present melts and merges into the future which she can almost touch.


Through her sobs, she nods. Ben places the ring on her finger, then stands, taking her head in both his hands, kissing the top of it. “I hope these are happy tears. You did say yes, right?”


She laughs though still weeping and nods again. The room, previously silent, hums with excitement as they crowd around the young couple. Dan and Dominic pat one another and Ben on the back, shaking the others’ hands vigorously. Maria and Laura hug one another as they wipe their eyes and sniffling, embrace Francesca. Each, in their turn, takes her hand in theirs to admire the ring.


Dominic, kissing her forehead, firmly envelopes her in the same bear hug he perfected upon greeting her when she was a child. In his strong arms, she feels safe and loved, as she always has. He tells his soon-to-be son-in-law, “I expect you to treat my baby well.”


Ben beams. Dan puts his arm around his son’s shoulders and remarks, “Don’t worry, I’ve taught him to be a gentleman in every sense of the word.”


“Wow, it’s gorgeous!” Teresa hugs her older sister. “So, does this mean I’m going to be your Maid of Honor?


Francesca laughs. “Of course, you are. Unless you don’t want to be, then I’ll have to ask Angela.” And she tugs at her sister’s long ponytail that drapes over one shoulder like a dark scarf. Teresa grins and slaps Francesca’s hand away, just as she did when they were children.


Angela leans toward Francesca and hugs her with great warmth. “I guess I’ll have to settle for being a bridesmaid!”


“Yes, a bridesmaid,” Francesca laughs, still holding her. “Even though you’re the baby of the family, you’re too old to be a flower girl.” Angela giggles and nudges her, as Francesca, in return, ruffles her sister’s dark curls.


Danielle then hugs Francesca, patting her as she holds her. “Once a bridesmaid, always a bridesmaid!”


“Shush, Danielle, I’ll tell you what I tell my sisters—that you’re too young to even think about getting married. Finish college, then we’ll talk!”


Danielle chuckles and brushes her long, blonde hair from her face. “Ha, first I need a boyfriend!”


Dan bends forward and kisses Francesca on the cheek. “Danielle will never get married if she keeps breaking up with everyone she dates.”


Laura smiles through tears and embraces Francesca. “Welcome to our family.” She hugs Francesca a little longer and a little more firmly than the others as if she doesn’t want to let her go.


“Oh my god,” Maria exclaims as she blinks away tears and rotates her daughter’s hand first one way, then another so the diamond catches the festive lighting of the room. “It’s beautiful! It’s perfection!” She leans forward, takes her daughter’s face in her hand and gazes lovingly at her, then hugs and holds her. “Ugh, it’s all gone by too fast, too fast.”


Francesca smiles. “Mama …” And she wipes a tear from the older woman’s cheek. “Be happy. I am!”


And indeed, she is. She thought earlier, as she sat serenely in the heart of all the people who meant the most to her in the world, that she would never know any more joy than this. But she was wrong. At this very moment, with her parents and sisters and her new family gathered around her, as Ben takes her in his arms, clutching her close, stroking her hair, kissing her, she knows she has found what most people do not—an abiding love and true happiness. And she wants it to last. Forever.
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Francesca drifted farther down toward the bottom, as exhaustion blanketed her like a shroud. She closed her eyes. If only she could sleep and dream, she knew she could regain her strength. She wanted to rise to the surface; she longed for light and air and warmth. But the weight of the water, and a creeping despair, impeded her.


Suddenly, Francesca heard a child’s cry. A familiar sound she would know anywhere.


She moved her head from one side to the other, slowly at first, struggling to throw off the fatigue and heaviness that immobilized her. She fought to break through the water’s resistance. As her strength resurged, she shook her head faster and faster and mouthed, “No!” And “no” again.


Vowing then that she would not allow herself or her daughter to be swallowed up like this, she gathered up her courage and clawed her way to the surface.
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Francesca enters the restaurant after school on one of the worst days of her young life yet. Her best friend, Brittany, had offered her a puppy from their dog’s unexpected litter. There was just one left, and she said Francesca could have him. Francesca discussed the prospect of taking the puppy with Dominic and Maria and presented a cogent argument (for a nine-year-old) as to why they should allow her to have him. Together with her sisters, she promised they would participate in the care, training, and raising of said puppy. Dominic, through the years, had instilled in them the importance of honoring promises, so Francesca knew that this was a commitment she could not get out of. But she wanted that puppy, especially when he jumped into her lap, tail wagging, and bestowed innumerable puppy kisses upon her. So, she promised her parents, and Brittany had promised her this one.


She places her backpack behind the counter as she always does, then takes a seat in the far corner of the unoccupied rear dining room and broods.


Her father enters this room from outside and pats her on her head as he walks past her toward the kitchen. “Hi, Sprite, how’d your day go?” He expects her to follow him around the restaurant as he goes about his chores, the way she always does, laughing and chattering about the things that happened at school. On this day, however, she utters a quiet, “Fine,” without lifting her head from her hands or her eyes from the table. Almost to the kitchen door, Dominic stops, turns, and looks at his melancholy daughter. He walks back to her. “Francesca, what’s up?”


Too upset to speak, she shakes her head as a tear slips from her eye and pools on the tablecloth.


“Francesca, tell me. What happened to make you so unhappy?”


The dam that holds the anguish breaks and she sobs. “Brittany promised I could have that puppy. But he’s gone. They gave him to someone else.”


Dominic puts down the stack of cloth napkins he holds, then pulls up a chair next to his disheartened daughter.


“Maybe Brit’s parents didn’t know she promised you that puppy?”


“They knew!” Francesca wipes her eyes and sniffs. “She gave him to another friend. A boy she likes.”


Dominic sits back and frowns. “Well, if that’s the case, that was very wrong of her to do, since she promised you could have the puppy.”


“People are always breaking their promises,” she blurts out in despair.


“No, not always. Some of us keep our word.”


Francesca wipes her eyes again.


“Brittany was wrong to do this. She should never have promised you that puppy then turned around and let someone else have him. Once you give your word, you should always keep it.” Dominic pauses and looks at his daughter whose head is still lowered. “If we went around always breaking our promises, no one would ever trust us.”


“I don’t trust her anymore. I’ve never broken a promise to her.”


“Which is the right thing to do. Your mother and I have taught you girls well. To give your word and to keep it is the most important thing you can ever do. And to break it is the greatest form of betrayal.”


“I hate her.”


“But please, honey, don’t hate her. You may never be able to trust her again, but you need to forgive her.”


“Why?”


Dominic runs his hand over his forehead. “Because the anger and hate will only hurt you.”


“I don’t care. I’ll never, ever forgive her.”


Dominic sighs. “People shouldn’t do things like this, but they are human. They aren’t perfect. They make mistakes and hurt others along the way. But you have to forgive them.”


Francesca looks up at him and glowers, her lips clenched. “No. Never.” She wipes away another tear. “She’s not my friend anymore.”


He reaches over and puts a comforting arm on his daughter. “I know how much you wanted that puppy. I’m sorry your best friend betrayed you. We were all looking forward to having him too. I’ll call her mother and tell her how upset you are. But I also think you should tell Brittany yourself. When you calm down, tell her how you feel.”


Francesca shakes her head. “I’m never going to speak to her again.”


“Please, honey, don’t do this. Are you really going to let this end your friendship? She’s been your best friend practically since you were born.”


“Not anymore.” She stares coldly ahead.
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When Francesca reached the surface, she flailed, then anchored herself to the ice and spit out a mouthful of freezing water with the same vehemence that she hurled her anger toward shore. When this was done, and she was home safe with Addie, she would wipe Ben from her life for this betrayal. He had promised so many things. To love her always. In sickness and in health. In times of need. All the days of their lives. What did promises mean, if they were broken so readily? A person’s word meant everything. That’s what Dominic always told her. He was right. And when people broke the promises they made, for them, there could be no forgiveness.


She never would have done this to him.
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They decide on an autumn wedding and where best to have that autumnal celebration but in the heart of the most beautiful fall scenery—Vermont.


However, Francesca’s parents are less than thrilled with this option. Maria and Dominic envisioned their girls being married at their local church on Long Island with the reception, grand and lavish, held at their restaurant. There they would invite the entire town to come celebrate along with them. When Francesca tells them she and Ben are planning otherwise, Maria, especially, is upset.


“Why do you want to have the most important day of your life in a place so far from all your friends and family?” Maria asks her daughter one evening when Francesca stops by the restaurant for a late dinner.


“Mama …” Francesca lays down her fork, the food barely touched, and frowns across the table at her mother, as they sit together in a quiet corner of the rear dining room. “You’ve seen the invite list. We won’t leave anyone off. Everyone will come, I guarantee it. Vermont isn’t so far away, only four hours. Well, maybe three and a half if there’s no traffic.…”


“There’s always traffic, and because it’s so much trouble, nobody will come. It’s too far away.” Maria looks at Francesca and pouts. “And I can’t believe you won’t have a church wedding. You’ve been raised Catholic, and you won’t be married by a priest? Shame on you.”


“Please, let’s not go there now.” Francesca sighs and, picking up the fork, pushes the food around on her plate.


“Now is as good a time as any.” Maria leans back, crosses her arms on her chest and presses her lips together. She stares unflinchingly at her daughter.


Francesca meets and holds her mother’s pained and defiant gaze, which she has seen many times throughout the years. “Look, I know how important the church and religion are to both of you,” she says, lowering her eyes against Maria’s unwavering glare. “I respect that. I really do.” She draws figure eights on her plate with her knife. “All I’m asking is for you to respect that to me it’s just not as important.”


Maria grimaces. “It’s all those science and philosophy courses you took in college. They make religion seem, seem—” and she hesitates “—stupid.”


Francesca rolls her eyes. “Actually, they provided me with an alternate way of thinking about things. That maybe this one world is all there is. That maybe this one life is all we have, and we’d better make the best use of it while we can.” She stabs a piece of meat with her fork. “Is that so bad?”


Maria, softening, leans across the table, placing her hand on Francesca’s arm. “You’re still young, yet. Maybe this is just a phase. Maybe when you’re married and have children, you’ll think otherwise, you’ll come around.”


“You mean, when I’m older I’ll see the light?”


“I hope so!” Maria purses her lips. “Look, there are other reasons to have a church wedding.”


“Which are?”


“Well, if you don’t have one, you might look back at your wedding a couple of years from now and say how perfect it all could’ve been if only you had it in a beautiful church. Then you’ll be full of regrets.”


Francesca lays down her knife and fork and sighs. “Oh, Mama …”


“I know you, Francesca. You’ve done things like that since you were this high.”


“Done what?”


“Looked back on things and regretted that they weren’t as perfect as you tried to make them, as you wanted them to be.”


“My wedding will be perfect, whether it’s in a church or not!”


“But if you regret it, you’ll never forgive me for not speaking up, for not pushing you. You’re not very forgiving when things don’t go your way.”


“Well, I am your daughter, aren’t I?” Francesca slides her mostly full plate away and dabs her mouth with the napkin.


Maria smiles, nodding. “Yes, you certainly are. The two of us, stubborn, unforgiving, perfectionists. Two peas in a pod.”


Francesca laughs. “I suppose we could be worse.” She reaches for her mother’s hands, taking them in hers. They are small and rough from years of work.


“Ben and his family aren’t even Catholic. Why should I expect him to want to be married in a Catholic ceremony?”


“If he doesn’t have a tradition, fine. But you do. This is your heritage. Have you talked to him about this?”


“Well, no, not in so many words.”


“Maybe you should.” Maria squeezes Francesca’s hands. “I know this is your wedding, but you’re our firstborn. Couldn’t you at least think about having a church wedding? For us? There’s not much tradition left in the world today. Not many things to mark these special occasions in someone’s life. If you’re dead set on having this wedding so far away, can’t you at least think about having the ceremony in a church?”
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