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  This book is dedicated to my three girlfriends, Wendy, Lori, and Carol — the kind of friends who make you laugh until your sides hurt, who show up no matter how many years have passed, and who turn an ordinary trip into the adventure of a lifetime. 
And to our handsome Italian friend, Massimo, for the memories and the laughter you added to our journey.
That vacation is one none of us will ever forget, and I am already counting down to our next adventure together. There is something so special about friendships that have stood the test of time — the kind where you can pick up right where you left off, no matter how many years or miles have come between you.
Just like this one, I'll make sure to change everyone's name. 😊
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Driving down Interstate 70 I am in a great mood, singing at the top of my lungs. I have the radio cranked up to The Rolling Stones song, “You Can’t Always Get What You Want”. Every time Mick Jagger sings the title of the song, I sing right after, “Oh yes I can.” It took me two years to get my finances set up to where I could walk away from my marriage and my job. Now I am driving to my 30th High School Class Reunion, a free woman. The divorce was finalized last week and today was my last day of being a Customer Service Manager. From this day on, I am pursuing my dream of being a romance writer.
Another reason I am in such a great mood is that tonight is the first time in thirty years I will see my three best friends from school, Cindy, Gloria, and Ariel. Growing up we were thick as thieves, doing everything together. We lived in the same neighborhood and were always at each other's houses. At graduation, we promised we would stay in contact, but we all went our separate ways. We did the occasional phone call, letters, and Christmas cards, but that became less and less as the years went on and we got busy raising our families. It wasn’t until Facebook became famous when we friended each other and started sharing pictures and stories that we reconnected. 
My friend, Cindy Howard, was voted the prettiest in high school. She stood five foot, four inches tall with black hair, brown eyes, and a voluminous figure. With all the attention she received from boys she learned to flirt very early in life. The best part about Cindy is she has a heart of gold. Everyone loves her. She never lacked dates in high school. It was no surprise when she was voted both the Home Coming Queen and the Prom Queen. During our senior year, she met a boy from another school, who was going to the University of Pittsburgh. Not wanting to be away from him, she decided to go there also. After they graduated from college, they got married by a justice of the peace and decided to stay in Pennsylvania. Her husband Terry is an engineer, and she is a nurse.
My friend, Ariel Johnson, was quite the opposite of Cindy. She never realized how beautiful she was in high school, even though we repeatedly told her. She is five foot ten, slender built, with long brown hair with green eyes, the brains of our group, and always had her head in a book. She was also the shy one in the group. Her father was a minister, and her faith was important to her. Whenever we would do something ornery, she would tell us God would not like our behavior. I think one of the reasons we never did anything terrible growing up is because Ariel was so sweet, we never wanted to upset her. After high school, she joined the Air Force. That was where she met her husband, Antonio. They had a small wedding in Texas for only immediate family. Her husband is still in the military, stationed at Wright Patterson Air Force Base, in Fairborn, Ohio, and will be retiring in a couple of years. She served four years and went on to get her nursing degree.
My friend Gloria Davis, also beautiful, was the determined one of the group, very much a female activist. She was five foot, eleven inches tall, with blonde hair and blue eyes.  She had a gorgeous figure, and we always told her she could be a model if she wanted to be. After graduation, she and her family moved to Florida. She wrote to us a few times after moving there, but then she stopped, and we lost touch with her. Later one day a couple of years ago we all received a friend request from her on Facebook. We were not surprised when we found out she was head of Purchasing and working her way up to becoming the first female Vice President of her company. Her husband, Jay, was the Director of Logistics at his company. They were very much a power couple and currently lived in Orlando, Florida.
Compared to my friends, I felt average. I am five foot, six inches with brown, shoulder-length wavy hair, and green eyes.  I was the athletic one in the group.  No matter what season it was, I was playing sports; volleyball in the fall, basketball in the winter, and track in the spring. Besides my three best friends, my world in high school revolved around sports. It was one of the reasons why I did not have many dates in high school. I was too competitive. I think it was an ego thing for boys to ask me out on a date and want to do a sporting event, such as play racquetball. Knowing how athletic I was, it was a challenge for them to want to beat me. Rarely did they win and consequently there was not a second date. My Dad used to beg me to allow the boys to win, but I just couldn’t do it. To me, it showed a weakness if I played the damsel in distress. The boys had to like me for who I was, not the person they wanted me to be.
The reunion is going to last all weekend. Friday night is the casual night at McCoy’s bar in Enon, Ohio, Saturday is the big dance at the local VFW, in Enon and Sunday is the cookout at Young’s Jersey Dairy in Yellow Springs, Ohio.  I step out of my air-conditioned car and already start to perspire. It is the middle of June, and the temperature is in the high eighties. I am glad I wore a sleeveless shirt, shorts, and sandals. 
I walk into the bar, and it takes a minute for my eyes to adjust to the darkness. I see a couple of my classmates at a table, and I wave to them. I am sure they wanted to get out of the heat, and that is why they are inside, instead of on the outdoor patio where the party is. I walk through the door to the outside area and look around. My heart bursts with joy when I see Cindy, Gloria, and Ariel standing by three men on the other side of the patio. They see me, and we run to each other, hugging and kissing and screaming; jumping up and down, so happy to see one another. 
“Oh my God, Oh my God,” Cindy says, “We are finally all together again.”
I step back, holding her hands, admiring her. “You are still the beautiful prom queen.” She is wearing the same hairstyle she had in high school. It flows past her shoulders and teased high on top of her head. Her makeup is flawless. She is wearing a bright yellow sundress, with sandals. Other than gaining a few pounds since high school, she had not changed. You could take of picture of her today and put it against her graduation picture, there would be very little difference.
She flips her hair, “Thanks to Miss Clairol, it covers up the gray.”
I look at Ariel. She is still tall and willowy, wearing a short-sleeved shirt, with a long, flowing skirt, and sandals. Besides the highlights she puts in her hair, it is the only vanity thing she does, because she does not wear any make-up. She doesn’t need to; her face is flawless without it. I know from her Facebook page, she is still very religious. “Ariel, you are still the beautiful angel.” 
“I am not sure about an angel, but I try to be good.”
I look at Gloria. Out of the four of us, she has definitely changed the most. Growing up her parents did not have much money, because her Dad had a lot of health issues and was not able to work. The clothes she wore were hand-me-downs from her older sisters or donations. Now I look at her from top to bottom, and the transformation is unbelievable. Her blonde hair is styled in a very chic haircut; her make-up is perfect; she has on a beautiful white sundress, clasped together in the middle with a gold belt and gold sandals on her feet. Her jewelry nearly blinded me. Around her neck was a diamond stud necklace, on one wrist are several gold bracelets and on the other wrist was a solid gold bracelet. I lift up her left hand and look at the diamond, which is at least 4-5 carats, and the band is studded with diamonds. She apparently goes to a nail salon, because both her fingernails and toes are shaped perfectly and painted bright red. She is not the poor one in our group anymore. “I always knew you could have been a model.”
“In my life, you have to keep up appearances.” Her eyes scan over my shorts and top. “And you Mary have not changed a bit.”
“I have changed more than you will ever know, but I have never been happier.”
Cindy leans in so only we can hear her. “I recognize some of the people here because of our high school Facebook page, but most of them I have no clue who they are.” Because I am the one who has stayed in the area, she asks, “Mary, who are those two guys standing with Lincoln?”
I laugh when I see who she is looking at. You could not miss Lincoln because he was the tallest guy in our class at 6’5” tall and still the tallest one here tonight. The other two guys were our other high school basketball stars. Cindy was a cheerleader in high school, and I could believe she did not recognize them, but they had changed quite a bit. The one standing on Lincoln’s left was Mac. To me, he was the best-looking guy in high school, with flowing blonde hair and a gorgeous smile. He still had the smile, but now he is bald, wears glasses, and weighs at least fifty pounds more. Charlie was the other one standing there. He too was now bald and overweight, leaning on a cane, because I knew he just had a knee replacement. “That is Mac and Charlie.”
Cindy’s mouth drops open, “No way! I dated both of them in high school and did not recognize either of them.”
We all laugh out loud. “Girl you dated all the popular guys in high school.”
“That is true,” she says smugly, “I did date most of the good-looking guys in our high school. But then I met Terry. Come on,” she says as she pulls me over to where three men are standing. “Let me introduce you to our husbands.” We walk up to the three men who are standing with beers in their hands, and I could tell the only reason they were at the reunion was that their wives dragged them along. “You remember Terry.”
“Of course,” I say as I shake his hand. “It is good to see you again, Terry.” The last time I saw him was at Cindy’s high school graduation party.  Back then he had long black hair, pulled back in a ponytail, and used to ride a motorcycle. I think that is one of the reasons Cindy fell for him, she thought he was a rebel, when actually underneath he was a quiet geek. Now, like most of the men around us, he was bald with a little bit of extra weight around his middle.
“This is Antonio, Ariel’s husband.”
“It is nice to meet you,” I say as I hold out my hand and like his firm handshake. There is no doubt by his short haircut and stature he is a military man. “I hear you work at Wright Patterson in the communications area. How do you like it?”
“It is a good base. I hope to stay on as a contractor after I retire in a couple of years.”
“And this,” Gloria says as she links her arm possessively with her husband’s, “is my husband, Jay.”
“Nice to meet you,” I say as I shake his outstretched hand. I take in his appearance. I would guess from his gray hair and wrinkles on his face, he is ten to fifteen years older than Gloria. Like her, impressions are very important to him. He is dressed very stylishly in a Ralph Lauren shirt and pressed cotton slacks. He is wearing Italian loafers with no socks. His jewelry blinged as much as hers. Around his neck was a gold chain, underneath the cuff of his shirt you could see a matching bracelet; and the diamond in his wedding band was at least a carat. I would bet the most expensive car in the parking lot would be theirs, even if it were a rental since they flew in from Florida. 
Sadness is in my heart as I smile at Gloria. I feel as if she is desperate to prove to everyone here tonight, she is no longer the poor girl in school. When she should not have worried about what others thought of her.
We turn away from the men as they go back to talking about the upcoming football season.
“So, did you do it?” Cindy asks.
“Yes, I quit my job today.”
“I do not think I could have done that,” Ariel says, “I need a steady paycheck coming in.”
“Well, I figured if I do not do it now, I might never do it.”
“I have been thinking,” Cindy says with a smile on her face.
“Oh boy,” Ariel says rolling her eyes. “Whenever you start out with that, it means trouble.”
Cindy playfully slaps Ariel on the arm. “Not this time.”
“Ok,” Gloria says taking the bait. “What have you been thinking?”
“How about in two years, to celebrate us turning fifty, we do a girl's trip? Terry never wants to travel, and I want to do something special for our fiftieth birthdays.”
Gloria shakes her head. “I cannot believe in two years we are going to be fifty years old. Where has the time gone?”
“Or,” Cindy says with tears in her eyes, “that we waited thirty years to see one another. I miss you ladies.”
“Oh, come on,” I say with tears in my eyes also, “group hug.” We form a circle with our arms around each other and our heads touching in the middle. “I am game if you ladies are. In two years, to celebrate the milestone of turning fifty years old, we will take a girl's trip.”
That night my friends talked to their husbands, and all the husbands said it was fine with them if we went on a girl’s trip. Throughout the weekend we got more and more excited about the vacation, we just had to decide where we wanted to go. I told my friends the following month I was going to take a ten-day trip to Germany and Italy. Maybe we would want to go to Europe. They all agreed I had to post lots of pictures on Facebook and that would give them something to think about.
The weekend ended up being one of the best times I had had in a long time. Even though I had gone to the reunion by myself, being with my friends was the balm I needed to repair my broken heart. Yes, I wanted the divorce. But this was divorce #3. I felt like a complete failure where marriage was concerned. And quitting my job to pursue my writing career was scary. What had finally sealed everything for me was four months before the reunion, I lost both my parents. Their passing showed me life was too short not to follow your dreams. Having my three best friend’s love and support was what was keeping me together.
It took two years to plan, but after my Germany and Italy vacation, we chose a thirteen-day holiday to Europe starting on May 13th and ending the Saturday before Memorial Day. This way we would be home on Sunday, and my friends could have Monday to rest before they had to go back to work on Tuesday. The journey would begin with two days in Rome, Italy. From there we would take a 7-day Mediterranean cruise to Pisa, Italy, Cannes, France, Palma and Barcelona, Spain, Naples, Italy, then back to Rome, Italy. After the cruise is over, we will catch the train and spend three days in Venice, Italy. 
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In the two years since the reunion, life had changed for all of us.  Cindy and her husband got divorced a year later, right after their daughter graduated from high school.  Cindy claimed they had simply grown apart, but were still terrific friends.  Gloria also got a divorce, after her husband left her for his much younger assistant.  Sadly, Ariel's husband died of a massive heart attack a few weeks after the reunion. It took time and a lot of work, but my writing career took off. I was now on my fifth book and doing a lot of traveling for book signings and speaking engagements. I also moved to Florida.
When the time came for our trip, we all flew out of different airports for the first leg of our journey. I was flying out of Tampa, Gloria was flying out of Orlando, Florida, Cindy was flying out of Pittsburg, Pennsylvania and Ariel were flying out of Dayton, Ohio.  Deciding it was best we fly into Rome, Italy together we all flew into Charlotte, North Carolina. Booking our flights early, we were able to get our seats together going over to Rome and flying back from Venice, Italy.
Sitting in the Charlotte airport waiting for our flight, Cindy is brimming with excitement. “I cannot believe we are going to be spending my fiftieth birthday and bachelorette party on a Mediterranean cruise. How many people can say they have done that?” 
I reach over and give Cindy a hug. "Very few, but I am so happy we are all doing this together." I look at the way she is dressed and start laughing. She is still the prom queen. I doubt if a day goes by where she walks out the front door without being entirely made up. Me, when I travel, I like to be comfortable. I am wearing a long tee and leggings. Not Cindy. She is wearing dress slacks, a beautiful blouse with a jacket, high heels, earrings, a diamond bracelet, and of course the new three-carat diamond ring on her finger. A month after we get back from our cruise, we will be meeting again in Key West, Florida for her wedding to Dr. David Sanders.  
I look down at her shoes. "Please tell me you packed a pair of tennis shoes? We will be doing a lot of walking, and those shoes are not meant for walking long distances."
Cindy smiles her award-winning smile. "Yes, I packed a pair of tennis shoes and four other pairs of shoes." 
My mouth falls open. “You brought six pairs of shoes on this trip? What did I tell you about packing light? There are many places in Europe without elevators. You are going to have to carry your suitcase up and down the stairs. It is going to get heavy.”
Cindy shrugs her shoulders. “My luggage made the weight limit, didn’t it?”
I shake my head. “I hope you at least left your electric curlers at home?”
A shocked look comes over her face, “You know I cannot be without my electric curlers and curling iron.”
I look over at Ariel and Gloria. They both have on a skirt, blouse and tennis shoes. As usual, compared to my friends, I am the slob in the group. Oh well, I always was the different one. 
Gloria looks at me and smiles. "Mary, I read on the internet the other day that when Sam Elliott met Katherine Ross, she was married to husband #4 at the time. She divorced husband #4 to marry Sam. It’s her fifth marriage and his first. They have been married for thirty-three years now. You are only going to be on number four. So there is still hope for you."
“Hey, you and Cindy are not that far behind me now.  Besides the only thing on my agenda for this vacation is spending time with the three of you and starting my new book.” I look at the way they are all smiling and realize they have been conspiring behind my back. 
Cindy pats me on the leg. “Now Mary, you know we love you. But when it comes to picking men, you have done a horrible job at it.” She waves her hand to encompass Ariel and Gloria. "Granted Gloria and I are divorced and unfortunately Ariel, is a widow, but we were all married for over twenty years. Who better to pick your next husband, than your three best friends?" She waves her beautiful engagement ring, "Especially someone like me who grabbed herself a doctor."
I start laughing. “You work in a hospital. It is no surprise you are marrying a doctor. And who do you think you’re kidding?  When we get on the ship, you and Gloria are going to be partying hardy, dancing the night away; while Ariel and I will be in bed sleeping by 8 pm.”
Cindy and Gloria look at each other and smile.  “You may have a point there.”
We hear our plane is ready to board. Gloria stands up and takes hold of her carry-on bag and purse. She paid extra, so she is part of the first boarding group. I am in group six.  Cindy and Ariel are in group eight.  Since this is their first overseas flight, I hold back to board with them. 
Besides writing, traveling is my second favorite thing to do. Airports are fun places to people-watch, especially international airports. People from all over the world are mingling, about. I enjoy watching them, wondering about their lives and the destinations they are going to. Plus, I will talk to anyone. I love to hear about people's lives. Everyone has a story, and it is interesting to listen to them. You never know, it might inspire me to use part of their story in my next book. I will change their names and put my twist on them, which is part of the fun.
We have the middle seats in the eighteenth row. Cindy is sitting beside me, and we get out our phones to take pictures of each other for the beginning of our trip. We are all bubbling over with joy. The emotions start to dissipate when the plane isn't backing out. I look around because I know something is wrong when I see aircraft maintenance personnel boarding the flight.  
"Ladies and Gentlemen, this is Captain Edwards. We apologize for the delay, but we are currently experiencing issues with the toilets. Please be patient, and we hope to have them fixed shortly." 
I look over at Cindy, "There is no way we would be able to do a seven-hour flight, with two hundred-plus people and no toilets." 
One of the reasons I wanted us to fly together is because this is only the second time Cindy has been on a flight and I did want her to be alone; especially on a long overseas flight. She nervously asks, “Do you think everything is going to be ok?”
I assure her, "Everything is going to be ok. They just need to make sure the toilets are in good working order before we take off." 
A few minutes later the pilot comes on the speaker system again, "Sorry for the delay ladies and gentlemen. The crew has to order a part to get the toilets working, and it is on its way to us now." 
Having been delayed on my last flight due to storms, I look over at the ladies and say, "If within two hours the toilets are not repaired, they will make us get off the plane." 
Sure enough, a few minutes later the pilot comes over the speaker system, “We are sorry ladies and gentlemen, but with the delay in getting the toilets fixed, you will need to leave the aircraft. Please make sure to take all of your personal belongings with you. When the flight is ready to take off again, we will announce it over the speaker system for everyone to board. Thank you for your patience.”
We gather our belongings and depart the plane. When we walk into the airport I ask, “Looks like we are going to have a while before the plane is ready, do you want to go get something to eat?”
Gloria readily agrees, “I want something to eat and drink.”
“Me too,” Cindy says.
We walk across the hallway to the 1897 Market. The place is overflowing with people. We see four people rising up from their seats, so we walk over next to them and wait for them to leave. Ariel and I grab napkins and start cleaning off the table while Gloria and Cindy go up to the bar to order our drinks. 
“Do you think we are going to be able to get out tonight?” Ariel asks.
My stomach starts churning, which I have learned is not a good sign. I have a feeling there is a possibility we are not going to be able to get out tonight, but I do not say what I am thinking. "I wouldn't think it should take the mechanics too long to get the toilets fixed. Besides," I said looking at my phone, "they are sending us text updates saying the flight is going to be ready in a few minutes." 
The time passes as we sit at the table catching up. I look around the table at each of my friends. Ariel gets a book out of her bag about Italy and is showing us the places, we are going to be visiting. Gloria has her phone out comparing the Powerpoint presentation she made of our trip, with the book Ariel has open. Cindy stands over their shoulders so she can see the pictures. Everyone is laughing and having a good time. It brought back memories of us sitting in Cindy's parent's basement. It felt like it was just yesterday with all of us together again. 
By midnight we are all exhausted, and our flight should have taken off almost six hours ago. Gloria and I both look down at our phones when the next text comes through and says our flight is canceled. I grab my backpack and tell my friends, "I will head over and get in line to find out when our next flight is going to be."
I rush over to the American Airlines check-in gate, and several people are in line. I ask the woman beside me, "Do you know what is going on?" 
"No, all I heard was our flight is canceled." 
“Are you here with someone?”
“Yes, I am with The Women Who Travel Together group?”
“What kind of group is that?” I ask intrigued.
"It is a group of ladies who travel all over the world. My ex-husband and I used to do a lot of traveling, but then we got divorced. I still want to travel, but I do not want to travel alone, so I joined this group. It is the second trip I have been on with this company." 
“You have never met these ladies before?”
"No, I haven’t, but on the last tour with this company, I made friends, and that was nice." 
Inwardly I smile. I have come to learn the more joy I find living each day to the fullest, the Universe brings me situations and people to answer my questions. Earlier when we were waiting for our plane to board, I was thinking about my next trip and how I would like to go with a group again. As excited as I am about this trip, I know my friends did not have the luxury of picking up and traveling like I do, with their full-time jobs. Here I meet a stranger in the Charlotte airport and learn about a group of women who travel solo. Silently I say thank you to the Universe. 
I am still several people behind in line when I hear the woman behind the counter tell one of the passengers to call American Airlines to rebook their flight. I hurry up and get on my phone to call their 800#, as I walk over to where my friends are waiting. I explain to them we are going to have to rebook our flight to Rome. Finally, after being on hold for almost an hour, an American Airline Reservationist comes on the line.
“May I help you?”
"Yes, my friends and I just found out our flight to Rome is canceled. Would you please get us on the next flight available?" 
“What are the last names?”
I tell her our last names and hear her doing a lot of clicking on her computer before she comes back online, "The next flight out leaves out of gate B29 in fifteen minutes." 
Knowing we have to go to the American Airlines terminal to get our luggage, there is no way we could make the flight. “When is the next one you can get us booked on?” 
I listen to her click away on her keyboard. Putting my phone on mute I tell my friends, "She is having problems getting all four of us on the same flight. Right now, two of us are booked through Houston, and she is trying to get the other two on the London connection. We should be able to meet in Rome at about the same time." 
We hear an announcement, "Ladies and Gentlemen, if you were on the flight going to Rome, would you please follow this woman in red? She will take you to your next gate." A cheer goes up in the crowd because we think they have another plane to take us to Rome. I disconnect my phone call with the American Airlines Reservationist. Like corralled cattle, we blindly followed the woman in red over to gate B34 only to find out there is no other plane. They merely want us out of the way for the next flight coming in.  
"Are you kidding me?" I say as all the other passengers, myself included, quickly get our phones out to call American Reservation again. This time I get another reservationist. I walk over to a table so I can write down notes.  After another hour on the phone, she reserves us on a flight to Rome, going through Barcelona, Spain. "Thank you so much for your help. You do not know how much I appreciate you being able to keep us together." I look over at the ladies, who are sitting down waiting for me to get off the phone. I walk over to them, "The good news is we are going to make it to Rome. The bad news is we are going to get there on Tuesday, instead of Monday."
"We are going to miss the Catacombs tour on Monday," Gloria says disappointedly. "That was the tour I wanted to do the most in Rome." 
"I know. At least we will get there in time to be able to catch the ship on Wednesday." It’s two o'clock in the morning, and we are all exhausted. I get in the line for the hotel vouchers. I tap the man's shoulder in front of me, "Excuse me, is this the line for hotel vouchers?" 
I can hear his frustration, "Yes. I have been standing here for an hour, and the line has yet to move." 
"Oh, no way," I say as I get out of line. I am a very particular traveler. I have spent nights in airports before, and I am not going to do it again. Our flight leaves at 4 pm later today. I get out my phone and call the Charlotte Airport Holiday Inn. Being a VIP member with them has its perks. There are two rooms left, and I tell the clerk I will take them both.  
I walk over to my friends, “Come on ladies, we are going to have a nice clean bed to sleep in,” I point over to where people are setting up cots along the wall. “We are not staying here. I want a nice hot shower in the morning.”
We walk like zombies to the American Airlines baggage area. As we stand in line with our luggage tickets, I notice one of the young ladies from our plane, who had been sitting in front of us. We had heard them talking and learned they were a group of thirty-six college students who were flying to Italy for a seven-day field trip. Knowing how hard it was for me to get the four of us on the same plane, I ask her, "Are you and your friends able to get a flight to Rome?"
The young lady shakes her head, “Only half of us were able to get flights to arrive in Rome on Tuesday. The other ones couldn’t arrive until Wednesday, so they went home.” 
We felt terrible for her and her friends. We have been planning this trip for two years and could not imagine not being able to take it. By the time we arrive at the hotel, we are ready to collapse. As I am signing for the rooms, the hotel attendant asks, "Do you know which one of you will be sharing a room?" 
I look over at my friends sitting in the lobby with a smile on my face. “Ladies he would like to know which one of you will be sharing a room with me?”
Everyone smiles and points to Ariel. Growing up when we had slumber parties, we nicknamed ourselves the "Early Birds" and the "Night Owls." Ariel and I were always the first to fall asleep and the first to wake up; we were the early birds. Cindy and Gloria would stay up for hours later and sleep in the next day; they were the night owls.
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Even though we didn’t get to bed until 3 am, at 6 am I was wide awake. I quietly sit up in bed and for the first minute count my blessings; grateful for waking up another day, for my friends, this trip, my health, my family, and the opportunity to take another adventure. After counting my blessings, I meditate. Usually, I set the stopwatch on my phone for seventeen minutes, but I do not want the alarm to wake up Ariel, so I quietly sit there taking deep breaths until I am ready to stop. I slowly come out of the meditation, preparing for the new day, with a smile on my face. Now I want a cup of coffee. Breakfast may not be ready yet, but the Holiday Inn has coffee available twenty-four hours a day. Trying to be quiet I walk into the bathroom to do my business and get dressed. When I walk out I see Ariel is awake and sitting on the side of her bed. "Good morning."
"If you are going downstairs, to get a cup of coffee, give me a minute to get dressed, and I will go with you." 
As we walk off the elevator, we smile because we can tell a fresh batch of coffee has just been made. Walking over to the counter we pour ourselves a cup of coffee and sit at the closest table. Ariel takes a sip of coffee and smiles at me. “How late do you think they stayed up talking?”
I chuckle. "I bet Gloria and Cindy are still up talking." I watch Ariel stirring her coffee. I can tell there is something on her mind she wants to ask me. "What would you like to know?" 
Ariel shakes her head. "We know each other too well." Looking at me seriously she says, "Out of the four of us, you are the romantic one. You were always reading those romance novels dreaming of your prince charming. If I had to pick which one was married three times, I would have guessed it to be Cindy. She was the biggest flirt out of all of us, never lacking dates. I would have never pictured it being you. What happened?" 
I take a sip of coffee, carefully considering my words. With most people when they find out I was married three times, I would have made a joke out of it. Because let's face it, admitting you have been married three times, sends a red flag up. This woman has issues. Years ago, I would have agreed. Now I have come to look at it from a different perspective. Because of my insecurities, I had been looking for someone else to make me happy. "After my one year of college, I got pregnant. The father of my child denied he was the father. Back then I was too ignorant to go after him for child support. I thought it was best I keep him away from us. What I should have done is gone after him for child support and not worried about whether or not he wanted visitation." 
Ariel was in shock. “He never paid you a dime in child support?”
“Not a penny. You know back in the eighties having a child out of wedlock was taboo. When men found out I had a child they did not want to date me. I allowed my self-esteem to take a big hit.”
“How old was your daughter when you got married the first time? And how did you meet your husband?”
"My daughter was a year and a half when I met my first husband. He had come home on military leave, and his father introduced us. We went out, and after only a couple of dates he asked me to marry him, and I said yes." 
Ariel's mouth dropped open. "You married him after only going out on a couple of dates? Why?" 
I shrug my shoulders. "He was willing to marry me and be a father to my daughter." 
Ariel shakes her head. “I just cannot picture you being like this. You were always the confident one out of all of us.”
"It changed when I got pregnant. I saw how I had embarrassed my parents and people gave started giving me pitying stares or whispering behind my back. So when he asked me to marry him, I accepted." Then I smiled. "Plus, he was stationed in Germany, and I always wanted to go to Germany." 
“What happened to the marriage?”
“A week after we had gotten to Germany, I realized I had made a terrible mistake. I should never have married him. I was too ashamed to admit I had screwed up, again. A month later I find out I am pregnant. He tells me he doesn’t want a child; he wanted me to get an abortion."
“Are you kidding me?”
“I wish I were. Every day for two months he tells me to get an abortion. I told him I did not get an abortion when I wasn’t married, why would I get an abortion when I am married?”
Ariel leans up on the table, “Boy, Mary, this is better than a soap opera.”
I laugh, “Yes, my life does resemble a soap opera.”
Ariel reaches over and takes hold of my hand. "I am so sorry you went through this. How long did the marriage last after that?" 
"I stuck it out for almost a year. We got transferred to Alabama, and I went into such a deep depression, I was honestly contemplating suicide. That thought was in my mind late one night when I heard my son crying in the next room. I truly believe it was my guardian angel waking him up, and saving my life. I got up to feed him, and I remember looking down at him, thinking how could I ever leave my children? So the following day when my husband came home for lunch, I had the car packed and told him I was leaving and I wanted a divorce." I looked over and saw they were now serving breakfast. "Let's get some breakfast, and I will tell you about the other two." 
After we sit back down at the table with our meal, we start eating, and I continue with my story. "The first divorce was the nastiest one. Thankfully I had my family. Without them, I am not sure how we would have survived.  I was very fortunate my parents let us live with them and helped me raise my children while I worked. My sister helped us out tremendously too.
Two years later I run into one of my former softball coaches, one I used to have a huge crush on. Seven months after we got married, I received a phone call from a man, asking me to have my husband leave his wife alone. I confronted my husband, and he admitted he had been having an affair. I could not believe it. We had only been married for seven months, and he was already having an affair. Hence divorce #2."
“What about your third marriage? Why did that one end?”
"I found myself turning into someone I did not like when I was with him, so I left him. It was not his fault; it was mine. But I knew if I stayed with him, I could not be the person I wanted to be." 
Ariel reaches over again to take hold of my hand. "I am so sorry you went through all of this, and I wasn't there for you.  Like you ladies have been for me since Antonio died." 
I look at her and notice the spark that once used to be in her eyes is gone. I know losing someone you love is devastating. What you learn to do is cope with the loss, but your life is never the same. I hope this trip will help bring joy back into her life and the sparkle back into her eyes. "What I have been through is nothing compared to you, Ariel.  I am so sorry about Antonio."   
Tears spring into her eyes.  "Losing him so suddenly makes you appreciate every moment of each day."  Putting a smile on her face, she says, "I have read your books and thoroughly enjoyed them. I can understand why you are a New York Times best-selling author. I am surprised after hearing everything you have gone through; you would still write romance."
"I still believe in happily ever after, that is why I write about it. What I have not had in my real life, I can make up in my books." I chucked, "I saw the signs before marrying each of my husbands, but I ignored them, even though some of the signs were so evident." 
“Well do not give up. One day your prince will come!”
I am silent as I eat the rest of my breakfast. There was one man in my life I thought could have been my prince, and I always wonder why I let him walk away.






  
  Chapter 4
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Usually, when I fly, I am asleep before the plane takes off, but this time sleep eludes me. I put the headsets in my ears and began pushing on the airline television touchscreen looking for a movie to watch. I always go to comedy or romance movies, sometimes suspense, but it all depends on how violent it is. If any show has violence, I will shut it off. It’s the main reason I don’t watch the news. All they want to do is report the bad in the world when I believe the good outweighs the bad.  
Trying to get my thoughts into a happier frame of mind I pick a comedy and sit back in my seat. It is a movie I have seen before, so I wasn't paying too much attention. Instead, my mind is on my conversation with Ariel at breakfast. Out of the four of us, I would have picked myself to be the one living the fairy tale marriage. Not the one being married and divorced three times. Society puts so many stigmas on people, which is unfair when they have no idea of the circumstances that might have surrounded the situation. 
I meant it when I told Ariel I believed in happily ever after. One day I hoped to have it. I am just more cautious these days. I look for the signs before I jump into a relationship. If something smells fishy, then it probably is. I am learning to follow my emotional guidance system, which for me is the feeling I get in my stomach. 
Losing interest in the movie, I shut it off and get out my laptop. One of the perks of being a romance writer is the capability to work anywhere in the world. Here we are thousands of feet in the air, flying to Barcelona, Spain and I am writing. My friends do not know it yet, but the book I am formulating in my head is going to be following the same path as our trip. Four women go on a cruise and unknowingly get mixed up in a jewelry smuggling operation.  One of the men they meet is the jewel thief and another one is an undercover detective trying to catch him. To complicate it even more, there are bad guys who also want the jewelry and would stop at nothing to get it. Just the thought of writing the book with the main characters having our personalities had me smiling. 
I smile thinking about sharing Italy with my friends. I know they are going to love it just as much as I did. My mind regressed to the last time I had been to Italy, which had changed my life forever. I had never been to the country, so I used Rick Steve's Italy book to map out my trip. I traveled to Germany first to spend two days with my friends, Manfred and Christa. Then I flew to Rome, Italy, and took the train to Sorrento, Italy.  
I believe my guardian angels arranged it, so I was never alone on my journey. The train ride from Naples to Sorrento did not have any seating left, so another gentleman and I sat on the luggage. We got to talking, and he told me he and his wife were from Australia. They were retired and loved to travel. They even sold their home and purchased a boat. He said it was much cheaper to live on a houseboat than it was to have a house payment. For six months every year, they traveled the world. This year they were going around Europe. As I listened to him talk, I kept thinking he was so lucky to have found a partner who enjoyed exploring the world with him. Mentally, I added this quality to my bucket list of the man I wanted in my life.
I spent four glorious days in Sorrento. On the first day, I took a bus tour to Mount Vesuvius and Pompeii. The first stop on the tour was going to Mount Vesuvius. I had a young lady from Ireland sitting next to me. She was so excited when she found out I was an American because she wanted to know if I have ever been to New York City. That was where she wanted to live after she graduated from high school. I told her I had been there several times and she would enjoy the energy of the city.  
The bus stopped at the bottom of Mount Vesuvius to let us all out to hike up the path to the top. I walked to the top of Mount Vesuvius and looked down into the crater. It is still an active volcano, and you could see puffs of smoke coming up in several spots where monitoring equipment would be beside it. I walked over to the edge of the path and looked down upon Naples. It was hard to imagine this volcano erupting clear to Pompeii which is fifteen miles away.  
I was the first one back on the bus when three men came on board and sat down in the aisle across from me. I started talking to them and found out it was a father and his two sons. He had just turned seventy-five, and his sons had surprised him with this ten-day trip to see his grandfather's home in Florence, which he had always dreamed of seeing. He and one of his sons were commissioners of their towns in Pennsylvania. The Mayor of Rome had graduated from the University of Pittsburgh, so while they had been in Rome, they were able to arrange a fifteen-minute meet and greet with him. He said the mayor was pleased to receive the glass plate with the University of Pittsburgh on it and they got their picture taken with him overlooking the Colosseum.
I think they felt bad I was by myself, so when we stopped for lunch, they asked me to join them. When we toured Pompeii, the father and I walked together. We had an excellent conversation on how children growing up today do not have the same values and manners as when he and I were growing up. As I listened to him talk, I added his qualities to my bucket list, a gentleman with kindness and compassion.  
After the tour was over, we parted ways. I was so grateful for the day I got to spend with them. They suggested I try out the Americano restaurant in Sorrento. I went there that night and sat on the outside patio. The view was gorgeous. I took several pictures of the sunset over the Bay of Naples. While sitting there, I noticed an older woman sitting by herself and so I asked her if she would like to join me. She gladly accepted. She told me she was from Saratoga, Florida. She and her husband had been coming to Sorrento for forty years. He had passed away the year before, but she wanted to continue the tradition for as long as she could. I told her I had found Sorrento by Rick Steve's book. She said on one of their trips to Italy she and her husband had gone hiking and ran into Rick on the trail. What a small world! 
The next day I had taken the bus to Praino to do the Walk of the Gods. Rick Steve's book tells you if you are afraid of heights do not sit on the right side of the bus going from Sorrento to Praino. I was so glad I did sit on the right side of the bus because the views were spectacular.  It was also a very long drop below. Once I had gotten off the bus in Praino, I was not sure where to begin the Walk of The Gods, so I went to the tourist office. I had my backpack and a bottle of water. The woman behind the counter told me I was not prepared to do the Walk of the Gods, and I got rather insulted. I had been working out so I knew I could handle it. She finally gave me directions on how to get to the steps. What I had not anticipated were the two hundred steps I had to climb to get to the beginning of the Walk of the Gods. From there it was fifteen hundred steps up to the monastery.
By the time I had climbed the two hundred steps to the beginning of the Walk of the Gods, I was tired. My eyes followed the steps up the side of the cliff to an itty-bitty building at the top. I thought surely that is not where I need to go? But it was. Luckily the path also had a railing I could hold onto as I climbed. I only passed a couple of people on the trail. It took me over an hour to get to the monastery. I had stopped several times to catch my breath and to take pictures. The view was spectacular.  
When I got up to the monastery, I was exhausted. I am sure the monk that had greeted me could tell I was thirsty and hungry. There was a fruit tree, and he had picked off two fruits and handed them to me to eat, and I purchased a bottle of water from him. After resting for about half an hour, I headed towards the next section of the path leading up to the Walk of the Gods. This part had no stairs or railing, I had to climb the rocks. I had gone a couple of hundred feet when I looked up and saw I still needed to go a couple of hundred feet to get to the top. From there I would walk miles back to Sorrento. Being by myself, I did not want to take the chance of falling and getting hurt, so I turned around. Thankfully the walk down all of those stairs was a lot easier than they were climbing up! 
The next day I took the water ferry over to Capri. I had seen pictures of the Blue Grotto, and I very much wanted to swim in it. Unfortunately, the waters were too rough and all boats going into the Grotto were canceled. Instead, I did an excellent walking tour around Capri, but I was disappointed not to be able to swim in the Grotto. It had been one of the top things I wanted to do on this trip. I understood how disappointed Gloria was to be missing the underground cavern tour. Who knew if we would ever get a chance to do it again?
On my last night in Sorrento, I was roaming the streets, wishing I could extend my time. It wasn't until the sun started to go down, I realized I had no idea where I was. When I had turned back from the way I had come, I tripped on one of the bricks in the street and fell into a man's arms. Embarrassed, I apologized for running into him and thanked him for catching me. He realized I was American and started speaking to me in English. I could tell he was Italian from his accent. He was a good-looking man, around five feet, ten inches tall, with black hair and dark brown eyes. From the muscles I felt falling into his arms, he liked to work out. What I liked the most is when he smiled, his eyes twinkled.
We were beside an outdoor café, and he suggested we sit down for a few minutes to make sure I was ok. The next thing I knew we are drinking espresso and talking. I told him I was lost and he said so was he. He started laughing because he said he deliberately gets lost. He explained that being lost was when he usually found the most beautiful things off of the beaten path. He never worried; he would always find his way back to where he was staying. 
I think because we knew we would never see each other again, we only told each other our first names. His name was Andrea, and I said mine was Mary. After we finished drinking our expresso, as naturally as could be, we stood up and started walking. He told me he had a company in Northern Italy and every few months, he would take off for a couple of days by himself to try and get balanced. He loved what he did, but it was very stressful, and he worried about his employees and taking care of them. When I told him, I was starting my writing career, he told me how wonderful it was I was following my dream and how not too many people take the chance. Instead, they work at the same job day in and day out, complaining and being miserable. I remember looking at him in complete surprise. Here is a total stranger, giving me more support than my last husband gave me when I tried to explain to him what I wanted to do with my life. 
Probably because there were no expectations between the two of us, I was more relaxed with him than I had ever been with any other man in my life. We walked along the streets, and he asked me if I would like to join him for dinner. He said one of the things does was ask three locals where they liked going to eat. We walked into three different shops, and I melted listening to him speak Italian. To me, it is one of the sexiest languages in the world. Two of the three shop owners told him the same restaurant, so we went off in search of it. I remember sitting there during dinner looking at him as he talked. Here is a man I had never met before, from halfway around the world, and I felt like I had known him forever. A feeling of oneness overcame me as if our auras were blending. I was sitting two feet away from him, enveloped with his energy. It felt as if my body melded into his making us one. It was something I had never experienced before. The next thing I knew I snapped out of the trance and saw him staring at me. 
"Wow, that was incredible.  How did you do that?" 
My face had turned a bright red, surprised he felt it and pleased he had not doubted it. “I do not know. I just had a feeling and went with it.”
“You had no resistance, you just went with it?” I nodded my head yes. “Do you meditate?”
“No.”
"You should. With meditation, you could tap into that energy." Feeling he was pushing a little too hard, he changed the subject.  
After dinner, we walked for hours until all of the restaurants and stores had closed. The streets had gotten quiet, and the only lights were the street lights. Andrea stopped me on the sidewalk. "I know I made you uncomfortable at dinner and I am sorry. I want to explain something to you. A couple of years ago, I was on the verge of a breakdown from all the stress at work. A friend of mine saw the warning signs and suggested I try meditation to relax. At first, I thought it was just a bunch of hocus pocus until I tried it for a couple of weeks. Things or people that used to stress me out did not bother me as much as they used to. I ended up taking a month off work and going to a monastery in India. What I learned there changed my life forever." 
I had heard of people doing things like this but had never met someone who had actually done it. How fascinating. "Do you still meditate?" 
“I do it every day. In the morning when I first wake up and right before I go to bed at night.” He looked around and saw an empty park bench. “Would you be willing to sit on the bench with me and try meditating? I am curious if together we could re-create the feeling from the restaurant.”
Under normal circumstances, I would never have gone over to a dark area with a stranger. Yet what I felt at the restaurant was so incredible; I wanted to feel
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