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  Praise for Ashes and Other Inheritances


“Haunting and beautiful. In this richly atmospheric tale of smoke and echoes, a century-old journal propels the heroine into an adventure of family mystery, tragic fire, and a town’s dark secrets. On her journey of self-discovery, she finds these threads of forgotten life tangled in her own. This soulful novel makes you wonder if some flames are never truly extinguished.” 
~ Em S. A’cor
BookFest award-winning author of the Tweet Hearts series 
“Ashes and Other Inheritances is a sweet, slightly spooky romance, as if Demi Moore, in the classic movie Ghost, meets Antiques Roadshow. Five stars!”
~ Ann Howley
Author of The Memory of Cotton
“Small town and international intrigue laced throughout a dynamite plot. An engaging, fun read that melds heart-warming romance with a fascinating mystery that transcends time. A page-turner sure to please!”
~ Cathy Corn
Author of The Lilith & the Fairies Romantic Suspense Series and The Lilly & Sophie Fairy Adventure Series
“Ashes and Other Inheritances captivated me from the first page to the last page. Whether you previously read any of the Soul Sisterhood series or not, you will enjoy learning about these characters and their lives. I could picture the small town because of the visual details Cori Wamsley described and could feel the love triangle that almost happened. I couldn’t wait until all the pieces of the puzzle started to fit into an incredible, unique story that was unexpected but so exciting! Bravo Cori Wamsley for keeping my attention so I wanted to keep reading page after page.”
~ Denise Ann Galloni
Leadership Consultant, Author, Speaker, and TV Host of Empowering You
“Every one of Cori Wamsley’s books lights you up while fueling you with divine truth, all while being thoroughly entrenched in the story, wildly entertaining. They’re the kind of heartwarming stories that have you curling up with a hot cup of tea, nestled in your favorite, cozy reading spot, chunky knitted blanket and all! You can’t put them down! This one is no exception. I can’t wait for everyone to read it.” 
~ Marta Sauret Greca
Bestselling Author of The Minimalist Method, Powerful Synergy, and Course Corrected | Speaker | Podcast Host | Financial Representative
“Ashes and Other Inheritances is a page-turning story that invites you on an enchanting mystery adventure. Teeming with culture, history, and a spiritual crossroads, the author crafts a sensory-rich atmosphere that deeply immerses you with each page.
“Morgan’s journey not only guides her toward the correct path for her life but simultaneously unravels hidden truths that have remained buried in her quaint town. Her determination and growth make her a character you can’t help but root for, and with romantic undertones and a backstory that tugs at your heartstrings, you won’t be able to put this book down until you’re finished.” 
~ Lexi Kingston
Author of That Girl & This Guitar
“Reading Ashes and Other Inheritances is like enjoying the perfect cannoli—well done at the edges, sweet at the center, and filled with a delicious story that lingers long after the last bite. By the final page, you will realize this story of mystery and love is yet another Cori Wamsley decadent treat. Ashes and Other Inheritances isn’t just a book; it’s a literary dessert you’ll want to devour.”
~ Dr. Shellie Hipsky
CEO of Inspiring lives, Executive Director of The Global Sisterhood Nonprofit, Editor-in-Chief of Inspiring Lives Magazine, and Bestselling Author
“I have loved every story in the Soul Sisterhood series, but Ashes and Other Inheritances takes the cake. Cori has such a gift for storytelling, and I love how seamlessly she intertwines mystery, intrigue, and romance. Her details are vivid, her characters unforgettable, and the story is an absolute joy to read. This book is fun, poignant, and kept me up far too late—I simply couldn’t stop turning the pages!”
~Claudine François
Functional Health Practitioner and Author of Your Midlife Body Code
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  Chapter One


Some people say that life is a bowl of cherries, and they would be right in some respects. There are definitely pits. And a variety of sweet and sour moments. 
But they miss the mark because that you are literally comparing life to something that was once living and has been plucked from the living thing that nurtured it. It begins dying the moment that it becomes valuable to us. And if you don’t eat the fruit, it rots. 
Morbid, but seize the freaking day, right?
So I do. I always have. I’ve always sought the most flavorful, big moments. The moments that make us feel like we’re truly living. The moments that leave us breathless because that was a rush … or we almost got caught … or I just defined another epoch of living.
I’m not an adrenaline junkie. But I love to feel alive.
“This is so close to perfection …” I mutter to myself. I’m in Castel Gandolfo, a gorgeous town in Italy, south of Rome, with the man of my dreams. As in, he’s in my dreams and not here in Italy with me physically. 
I’m dreaming about him right now, as I’m gazing at the pristine lake from the porch of the villa, the sun angling off of the water, making it sparkle. I sip my cappuccino and let the flavor wash over me. Real Italian cappuccino, the bitterness of the roast mingling with sugary sweetness. Thinking about how wonderful it would be if he were here. But we broke up months ago. We had to. 
I get this funny sinking feeling in my belly. Dread? Loneliness? A missed opportunity for joy? Or maybe it’s something else. Something that doesn’t feel like missing him so much as missing… something I haven’t found yet.
Maybe I should have invited him to escape with me anyway. Just to see what he would say.
Unfortunately, this impulse hits when I’m halfway across the world from Mr. Gorgeous. I should have invited him to join me, and I am kicking myself for not thinking about it before.
Anyone have a time machine?
“You remind me of a painting.” Interrupting my musings, Signore Zangari joins me on the porch and leans against the railing of his lovely home. I’ve been lucky enough to stay here in a guest room while working on the project on the adjacent lot.
“Oh, I do?” I smile thoughtfully at my host, raising my eyebrows. “I didn’t realize I was so picturesque.”
He laughs. “No, you remind me of an actual painting. Tè e Fantasticheria.” 
“What does that mean?”
“Tea and Reverie.”
“Beautiful.” I sip my coffee.
He gestures to me and then out at our gorgeous view. “It’s a painting of a woman standing on a porch and looking at Lago Albano, painted somewhere in this area well over a hundred years ago. It’s quite famous in the region.” Pulling out his phone, he calls up the image and shows me. A woman in the foreground gazes dreamily at the lake in the distance, a porcelain cup in her hand. Her hair hangs loosely around her shoulders and her blue-green dress sweeps to the right, as if she just entered the frame.
I glance from the painting to my coffee cup to the lake and back. “I don’t see a resemblance.”
Again, he chuckles. “You have the same faraway look. Like you are thinking of something magical that we can’t see.”
Now it’s my turn to laugh. “You’re reading my mind.” We smile at each other, sip our drinks, and gaze back at the lake. But I refrain from telling him about my daydreams. They are like a delicious little burrito wrapped up in my mind, warm and welcoming. Or should it be a ravioli, since we’re in Italy? “Is this painting at the papal palace? I’d love to see it while I’m here.”
“Sadly, it has been missing for over a hundred years. There are rumors that it was smuggled to America.” He points at his phone again. “This image was created from the artist’s original sketches by someone who saw the painting and redid it by memory. That’s all we have now.” He points at the description on the Lazio Museum, Rome’s website. “This painting is in Roma,” he confirms.
“That’s a shame.” How sad that a piece of history went missing.
A beat later, Signore Zangari nods toward the worksite near the villa. “Progress is good, yes?” 
“Yes, Baker & Willow will be pleased,” I agree, pausing to inhale the aroma of my coffee. “Kenzi and I both are. And everything is on budget.” I flew in to check the progress on the event center project being managed by the architectural firm I run finance for. 
“We were certainly lucky that Kenzi attended our dig.” He smiles. “Ottavia and I are so happy.”
Signore Z wanted to open an event venue on their property, but as you would expect in the region around Rome, the ground was riddled with artifacts. In this case, a chunk of a house. He had to stop excavating and bring in a team to check it out.
Kenzi is one of our architects and had happened to volunteer for the archaeological dig at the Zangari villa. She struck a chord with Signore Z. By the time the dig wrapped up, Kenzi had inadvertently talked him into incorporating the beautiful ancient building into the new design. He and his wife, Ottavia, pitched her for the project. When all was said and done, Baker & Willow ended up taking it on, with Kenzi leading the whole thing. 
Kenzi has flown out here several times to ensure that her design is coming to fruition properly, and as luck would have it, Baker & Willow decided to send me over before the next phase starts.
I didn’t complain! A week in Italy in the fall—or, well, any time of year—is fantastico! 
Smiling at Signore Z, I add, “I negotiated with a couple of the local vendors for different aspects of the project. We’re getting tile from Caltagirone, which so perfectly coordinates with the ruins.” 
“I’m impressed. The most beautiful tile always comes from that city.” He puts his hands in his pockets and smiles. “Baker & Willow has been spectacular. Only a few more months.”
I nod, turning back to the lake. “I’m going to miss this place.” I drape my carnation pink cashmere sweater over my arm and glance at my suitcases. Nico will be around with the car any minute to take me to my hotel. “Glad I get a day in town to explore before I head to Rome.” And I’m thankful that the magic doesn’t end here, today.
“You need to see the papal palace,” Signore Z says. “I think you’ll enjoy the gardens there.” I did rather love the gardens at the villa, so he’s probably right. I spent so much time sitting on a bench in the shade of the lemon trees crunching numbers that I will always associate the smell of lemons with spreadsheets.
A black sedan pulls into the drive, and I wrap the older man in a big hug. It’s not very businesslike, but everyone from Baker & Willow stays at his villa when we visit the site, so I feel like I’m leaving my uncle. I’ll miss the big family-style dinners in the villa’s dining room … and someone else cooking for me for three meals a day. “I hope to be back again before we wrap up. You and Signora Z have been so kind, and you have such a beautiful home!”
“Ciao! We hope you come back, too.” With a sly smile, he slips a long, narrow box into my open tote bag, and I just know that it’s a gorgeous pair of handmade Italian loafers from his company, Pelletteria Zangari.
“Oh!” I want to rip into the box like it’s my birthday. “Thank you!”
He laughs easily. “Wait till you get to your room.” Then Nico loads my bags and whisks me down the road to Lago Albano Albergo, my hotel.
Once I unpack in my room—and try on the chocolate brown loafers; YES!—I decide to sit on the balcony and enjoy the sunshine and an afternoon breeze: il dolce far niente. There really is so much sweetness in doing nothing! I pull out my crochet hook and work on another coffee cup koozie to drop off at the shop by my house. I’ve been selling them there for a couple years, and they’re always a hit. 
The air is fragrant, like there is a bakery nearby, and I make a note to check on that for the morning. The sky is Tiffany blue, and the view from the balcony shows me the entire town down into the valley. Catching myself halfway through an enormous exhale of pure bliss, I realize something: I’m on vacation alone in gorgeous Castel Gandolfo, Italy, and I’m sitting on my balcony crocheting? Maybe this is every little old lady’s dream, and I’m just living it out a little early. 
A lot early. Thirty-five is the new eighty-five, right?
And that’s my cue to leave. Gotta grab life’s sweet cherries.






  
  Chapter Two


Once I finish my current koozie, I snatch my crossbody and sweater and head downstairs, out into the open air. The road here is cobblestone, but they have a sidewalk, and it’s fairly modern. I head down the road toward the palace. There are lots of little shops here, including that bakery I smelled earlier, so I browse the windows as I stroll by. They even have a yarn store! 
I wonder if it’s like Spin a Yarn back home—an adorable little bookshop, knitter’s haven, and café. I was picking up yarn there last fall so I could make more koozies when I ran into Aaron coming out of the mini-market nearby with his arms loaded with bags. He stopped to say hi, and I was delighted. Our last breakup had been his doing. 
Aaron is irresistible, and I wasn’t seeing anyone. Next thing I knew, we were back together.
And apart a couple months after. And back together for a few weeks and then apart … Actually, I haven’t seen Aaron in several months now. Aside from the daydream at Villa Z. I wonder what he’s doing …
I’ve been peering into the yarn shop window as I reminisce, noting sweaters, vests, and scarves that are meant to lure people in, but I’ll just stop there on the way back. As I turn to go—“Oh!” I just stepped backward on someone’s foot. “So sorry! Mi scuzi!” I stutter-step like I’m walking on hot coals.
“Sorry, sorry, my fault,” a man’s voice says. “I was looking down.” He shuffles a heavy bag, so I’m guessing he just exited the bookstore next door. 
Then I look from the bag to the face. Wait. Who did I just trample? “Aaron?” Who else looks like a blonde Henry Cavill? “What are you doing here?” Dear lord. I manifested my ex-boyfriend. I’m a wizard! It’s Morgan Magic. 
Seeing him makes my heart race, but I’m not sure if it’s from a special zing or from having stepped on someone. More like surprise than spark, I’m sad to note.
“Morgan? Morgan Sturm?” Aaron does a double take. “I’m on vacation. You too?”
“Actually, I was working till this morning; just clocked off. I’m here overseeing the numbers on a project.” I smile, but I turn to go. I’m not about to bother him when he’s on vacation. “It was nice seeing you. Enjoy your time here. It’s truly gorgeous!”
“Yeah, same to you. It’s good seeing you.”
I flick my fingers warmly in a little wave. As I turn toward the palace, though, I notice that he’s heading in the same direction. “Following me?”
Aaron chuckles. “I wanted to fit in the palace before dinner.”
I bite my lip. Bad idea? Or okay? “I wouldn’t mind the company, if you want to tag along.” I don’t have a fragile heart. I can handle hanging out with Aaron for the afternoon. I won’t lust after him when we go back to our normal lives. At least, that’s what I tell myself. Old patterns are sneaky.
“I’m okay with it if you are.” Aaron walks a few steps beside me. “Actually, when I was planning this trip, I kept thinking that it was totally up your alley.”
A wave of warmth for this man works its way through my body, and I stuff it down and pretend I’m dead inside. But I can’t. It’s hard. I want to be here with him. He’s right. “Yeah, this is absolutely my thing.” Funny that we never planned a trip abroad together, but I guess we never were together long enough for our relationship to seem that stable. Claire once said it was like watching a ping-pong match. I’m guessing it’s not because she found it boring.
As we enjoy the walk together, we end up falling back into a groove like we never broke up. And honestly, we wouldn’t have if his job hadn’t transferred him to the Charlotte office. At least, I don’t think so. We’re talking and laughing, sharing our experiences over the past few days—he’s been city hopping and landed here for the day. His plan is to take a high-speed train to Rome in the morning.
When we finally get to the palace, I drink in the opulence. The gardens here are so perfect that they must have someone employed full-time to manicure the topiaries, trimming a quarter inch of leaf here and there. Like obsessive perfection. We enter the building and do the tour. Then, we return to the garden. I’m in awe of the view across Lago Albano. The sky and sea are so blue that they don’t seem real. The breeze carries an intoxicating scent of the nearby oleander and yellow may mingling with the musk of Aaron’s cologne. Magnifica!
I squeeze his hand and look at him with wonder. “I can’t believe we get to experience this together.” My stomach gets tight as I recall the feeling of having his hand in mine but recognize that this is just a pretty fantasy. I’ll be fine. But again, it seems like my hand fit his, though my heart isn’t sure.
“This has been really nice. Feels like fate.” Aaron wraps his arms around me in a huge hug and nuzzles that jaw into my tresses. It feels familiar, but not quite like home. “I missed you. Want to grab dinner before we head back to our rooms?”
“Sounds good,” I murmur, my eyes half closed as I gaze at the sea and get drunk on the feeling of being wanted. It sort of seems like fate in the way old habits do— comforting, safe. But comfort isn’t the same as connection, and I’m starting to feel the difference.
He takes my hand, and it feels so familiar that it must be right. We walk down Via Conciatore toward the restaurant that I found my first night here, Ristorante lo Rubino. The gnocchi was amazing, and I want Aaron to try it since this is his lone night in town.
We both order the gnocchi and side salad, along with the house wine. Funny thing about Italy: You just order house wine with every meal. It’s totally normal. And cost-effective. I’m not one of those finance people obsessed with costs, but when special treats come in under budget, it warms the cockles of my heart.
As he walks me back to my hotel, our bellies a happy level of full, I notice a little shop that piques my interest. The centuries-old entry is flanked with huge picture windows full of antique knickknacks like pottery and a typewriter, books and doilies, jewelry and a barber’s kit. I pause and eye up the Sweeney Todd-style knives and hum a little tune from the musical.
Aaron chuckles. “I was thinking the same thing.” I smile up at him as my heart flutters, like nostalgia landing there like a butterfly, not the spark I hoped for. “You want to go in, right?”
“Yeah, let’s check it out.” I glance at the hours and pull him toward the ancient wooden door. “We have plenty of time before they close.”
A tinkle of bells echoes through the shop as I shove the heavy door open. When we walk in, I’m hit with the stale smell of old paper and dusty desks, of centuries-old dirt in crevices and musty drawers that haven’t been opened in years. The smell of the forgotten, of unknown mysteries.
The air in this store has a weight to it. I’m in a city where people have been living for thousands of years, in a building likely hundreds of years old, in a new-ish shop full of treasures untold from generations past. I see things that my grandmother and my great-grandmother would have used. A funny iron made of just iron—no electric cord. An inkwell. There’s a card catalog …
Okay, that’s not cool. We had card catalogs when I was little. That’s not an antique.
I’ll let it go, though. 
“Check this out,” Aaron says. 
I meander through the rest of the store to where he’s standing in front of a painting of a woman wearing a dress that makes her look like an ostrich. I don’t think the look is on purpose. “Weird.”
“I kinda dig it.” He puts his hands in the pockets of his jeans and cocks his head to the side.
“It would be awfully hard to get that in your suitcase.”
“Good point.” He takes a few steps and picks up something from a rolltop desk. “This, though, might be nice.” 
I peer over and see that he’s holding a ceramic bowl with the Castel Gandolfo seal on it. The image of an angel standing on what looks like a castle reminds me of Castel Sant’Angelo, the building by the Vatican. “Neat. Is that a souvenir from the papal palace or something?”
“Shaving kit,” Aaron says. He points at the brush that was lying beside it and then turns the bowl over. “Says it’s from the 1890s. The price is good. I like it.” He picks up the brush and smiles at me. 
“You wanna grab the knives from the window to go with it?” I deadpan.
“Probably have a better shot of getting the ostrich lady on the plane than that.”
I sing another familiar refrain from Sweeney Todd.
“I missed you,” Aaron says softly. Which may sound like a strange thing to say to a woman singing a song about barber’s knives, but really, this is part of my allure. He brushes his hand across my cheek, and my breath catches. Reflex, not romance. My body remembers him even if my heart doesn’t. “Did you find anything?”
“I might have,” I whisper. Trouble.
The moment is broken by two men loudly exclaiming in Italian about the ostrich lady painting, gesticulating wildly. It is a cool painting. Even with the language barrier, I get it. 
With a smile at Aaron, I turn and wander through the maze of trinkets, give the card catalog the stink eye, and find a stack of books. They’re all in Italian, but they look so beautiful that I pick them up and browse anyway, enjoying the feel of the leather bindings and the brittle paper in my hands.
When we finally approach the cash register, I don’t have anything, so I browse the rack of tourist pamphlets by the door while Aaron pays for the shaving kit. Then I spot one that looks amazing.
“Aaron!” 
He startles, looks at me, and gestures what with his hands.
“We are so doing this.” I hold up a brochure for skydiving in the countryside outside of Rome. Wow, what a rush that would be! And so beautiful! Since I’m going to Rome tomorrow anyway, I should book this so we can experience it together. Wow!
I skydived in several cities in the U.S., but I haven’t done it in Europe yet. I love to stretch myself and see what else is possible. And I love being around people who do the same thing. But will Aaron actually jump out of a plane with me? Hmmm.
The old version of us would’ve argued about it for an hour and then done whatever he preferred. Funny how easy it is to slip back into that rhythm.
“You’re awfully into risky activities for someone in finance.” Aaron gives me a big cheeky grin, and I swoon instinctively. He finishes paying and wraps an arm around my waist as we leave.
“This would be a helluva way to see Italy, don’t ya think?”
“And a helluva way to go out!” Aaron laughs and pulls me close enough that I get a strong whiff of his aftershave. “I’d rather not jump out of a perfectly good airplane.”
“Spoilsport,” I deadpan. Maybe I’ll go alone. This looks freakin’ amazing. What a way to get your blood pumping! And maybe it would be good to do something on my own. Something that didn’t require anyone else’s comfort level to match mine.
“If you’re heading to Rome, we could meet up. Did you have plans yet?” 
I shrug. “No real plans. Just two days in Rome to explore wherever. I’ve seen Castel Gandolfo all week, so I could easily join you, if you want me to tag along.” I know it’s not a great idea to suggest that, but I somehow feel lonely thinking about not saying anything.
Loneliness is a terrible matchmaker. It’ll pair you with anyone who feels familiar.
“I would love that,” Aaron says. Then he gestures at the brochure I’m clutching. “How about a compromise on your idea? What about a hot air balloon ride? It’s a little more my speed, and it’s still an overhead view.”
I give him a sideways glance. I get it. Not everyone is up for that adrenaline rush, but he does make a good suggestion for a substitute that we would both enjoy, rather than saying that I should go by myself while he does something he wants to do. We should both be happy with his suggestion, but somehow, it doesn’t feel right. Like I’m forcing on a pair of jeans that doesn’t hug my curves just right. “I’ll think on it.”
“That sounds perfect.” His stubble brushes my forehead as he plants a kiss there. Then he pushes back, looking startled. “Sorry, I got caught up in … in us. How we used to be.”
“Yeah …” I sigh. I jokingly rub my forehead where I feel like I got cactus-ed. It should have made my heart race. It didn’t. “You gonna whip out that shaving kit when you get to your room? Getting a little stubbly there.”
“I’m not actually going to use this, but yes, I plan on shaving in the morning before we go.” His laugh floats down the alleyway.
Hand in hand, we proceed back to my hotel. This time, though, there’s something a smidge off about his touch. It’s like there’s another hand I’m thinking about holding, but I don’t dare go there.
When we arrive, I buy my ticket for the high-speed train to Rome in the lounge area. It leaves at eight a.m.
I tell myself that this is one more lap around the track before I finally step off.






  
  Chapter Three


“Iam walking where Julius Caesar walked.” I realize that I’m carrying myself regally as I step on the stone walkway of the Forum, the fabric of my straight-legged trousers swishing playfully with each step. That idea of the area’s grand past floors me. Think of the people who have walked here. For millennia! Few things really put your tiny speck of time in the scope of the universe in perspective like walking somewhere of this magnitude. 
“Someone bought a chicken over there,” I continue. “And someone plotted revenge over there. And someone prayed to their gods in that little temple, asking for rain or forgiveness or maybe a better husband. Imagine what has happened here.” 
“And now it’s a tourist venue,” Aaron adds. “There are dudes along the street dressed as gladiators making bank off of taking pictures with vacationers. Caesar must be groaning as he looks down … or maybe up … at all of this.”
I chuckle. “Too funny.”
When we leave the Forum, we stop for fresh fruit at a little shop. Then we meander past the Colosseum and through the winding streets leading to the Pantheon. 
“I think this is my favorite piazza.” I pause to take in the view and again feel the ghosts of peoples past. Aaron squeezes my hand and grins in agreement. I gesture toward the ancient temple. “Want to go in?” When he nods, we cross and enter.
It’s cooler than I expected, so I untie the sweater from my waist and slide my arms in. It’s almost like being in a basement, but it’s open and broad. So much stone. And the details in the walls …
I think the neatest thing, though, is the oculus, the round opening at the very top of the dome that lets the light in. I always wonder about people building something like that, climbing their scaffoldings and ladders, adding concrete. I think it’s concrete. And as old as this building is, everything surprisingly looks perfectly proportional. I’m just eyeballing it, but it looks like the aperture is flawlessly round. 
“Come check out the statues,” Aaron says, so I join him on a stroll around the walls.
Then I notice the angle of the light coming in through the oculus, hitting the wall like a spotlight. It has an artsy feeling to it, so I pause to take a picture. Maybe I’ll frame that when I get home.
As we leave, I have a peaceful feeling. And then, I get excited. First, there’s a pizza place across the piazza from us, so we could actually have pizza in the piazza, a tongue twister as well as a tongue pleaser. And second, a man is standing near the alley, just barely in the piazza proper, stretching a sheet out on the ground. I wonder …
“Aaron, let’s see what’s up over there.” I nod toward the guy, who appears to be setting handbags out on the sheet.
“What’s he up to?” Aaron squints in his direction. “Is he a street vendor?”
“I think he’s one of the knock-off purse guys.”
“Oh.” Aaron looks around like he wants to escape. “I don’t think they’re allowed to do that here.” He gestures low, but I see where he’s pointing: across the piazza from the sheet guy, toward another alley. “See that guy?” I nod. “I think he’s the lookout.”
I glance from the lookout back across the square to the sheet guy. I see the lookout nod in his direction and walk down the alley away from the square. “That makes sense.” But there’s a little tingle of excitement in my stomach that somehow exceeds the excitement of being here with Aaron. It’s the spark of mischief. “Let’s just walk by, though. I wonder if he has any Divya Shanti.” I love her designs!
“Is that a good idea?” But Aaron doesn’t stop me. Instead, he follows as I drag him across the piazza.
“Buon giorno,” I say, with a perfect accent, to the gentleman with the sheet of wares. I’m actually pretty proud of the accent that I’ve been working on to prepare for this trip. One of the Zangaris’ daughters, Ella, said I nailed it. And she was thrilled when I told her she knew American slang better than I do.
“Buon giorno, bella. We have many different designer brands at special prices. Please take a look.”
How is it that they always know I actually speak English? Do I look like a tourist? Eh. “Grazie,” I reply. My eye catches on a gorgeous colorblock bag in coffee, cream, and teal. I squat and tip the bag. As I thought, it’s a Divya Shanti. The logo is a perfect replica, spelled right and everything. Dang, I’m good. “Quanto costa?” I ask as I check the zippers. 
The man reaches over and tips a tag on the purse in his direction. It’s orange. No number. “Quaranta.”
“Hmmm.” I love this part. A little thrill ripples through my chest as I pull out my phone and punch a phrase into the translator. “Ne prenderesti trenta.” Thirty is reasonable, even though forty is also reasonable. Will he take it though …?
Grinning, the man sizes me up, then he casts a nervous glance down the other alleyway. “Trentacinque.” The smile returns to his face, so I’m guessing there is no danger.
I can’t complain about thirty-five, so I respond, “Bene,” and fish out my euros. Right as I hand him the money, though, the guy from the other alley swoops over and yells something in Italian that I don’t have time to translate. They grab the corners of the sheet, and I think they are going to dash, so I snag the purse I just paid for, nod a thanks, and zip away from them down another alley, hoping I’m out of the way. Also hoping that Aaron is following suit.
A moment later, as I’m running hand in hand with him through the streets of Rome, I have to laugh. 
Maybe the impulse to go back in time and call him was actually a little intuitive hit. Maybe it wasn’t me saying, “I wish you were here,” or “I’m just lonely.” but rather a homing beacon picking up on his presence less than a mile from my location. If you believe that sort of thing.
Then another thought crosses my mind: Maybe I just wanted someone familiar beside me when I did something reckless.
The sound of our pounding footsteps echoes off of the cold stone walls that line our path. The long cobblestone alley arcs to the left ahead of us, and Aaron and I slow to a jog to avoid implicating ourselves, hearts pounding.
I glance at him and smile. He grins back, a dimple showing near the corner of his full lips, close to that chiseled jaw I loved so much. My heart is still hammering outrageously when the whistle hits my eardrum again. I smile slyly. “This way,” I whisper.
In the alley a couple minutes later, I might be walking now and acting casually, but my heart is pounding like I just told the school bully off. My hands are quivering at my sides, and I tighten my grip on the purse handle. In my head, I sing “Let it Be,” by the Beatles, to bring my breathing back to normal, just like Dad used to sing to me when I was upset as a child.
Behind us, I hear running and then the metallic shrill of a whistle. I rip the tag from my purse and casually throw the bag over my arm like it’s been there all day. I’m wearing a crossbody already, but I doubt anyone will pay attention. Glancing at Aaron, I point at the shop we’re in front of. “Chocolate?” I ask. When he nods, I grab his hand, and we dash in.
“I feel like I should be a little scared, but honestly, I don’t think we did anything wrong.” Aaron looks perplexed.
I fan myself for a moment. Whew! “I bought a knock-off bag, so I kinda did.” The thick smell of chocolate overwhelms me along with the adrenaline racing through my veins. That did scare me a little. I don’t want to end up in Italian prison, and I don’t know enough Italian without the translator app to talk my way out of anything. I pull my phone out, intending to panic-search how to say lawyer, just in case, but I decide I’m overreacting and slip it back into my bag. 
I breathe in the thick, sweet air and feel a little bit high. The slow breathing calms me, though, and I remove my sweater to help cool down. “Let’s taste some,” I say. I saunter up to the counter, eyeing the dark chocolate with ingredients like sea salt, olive oil, and some words I can’t guess at. “Due, per favore.” I rub the light brown circular birthmark on my wrist as I wait. It’s a habit I’ve had since childhood, and it’s oddly comforting. The birthmark is slightly raised, so I can barely feel the edges of it on my thumb.
With gloved fingers, a woman dressed in white hands us each a chocolate, and I indulge in a big bite. As the flavors play a symphony across my tongue, I feel a shiver work its way down my body. Maybe this has been too much for one day, but wow, it is worth it to feel so … I don’t know, immersed in life right now. 
Frantically, I pull out my phone again and translate, “I’ll take a half pound,” so I can continue to enjoy this the rest of the trip. We leave the shop a short time later much calmer and with another happy little bag in my hand. Surely the danger has passed by now.
We continue down the alley, in the opposite direction of the piazza, when Aaron says, “You’ve really done well today.” He nods toward my bags. “Chocolates and a purse. Isn’t that every girl’s fantasy?”
“And you,” I say breathily. I don’t know what made me say that. Then the look in his eye, and the smell of chocolate, and the experience a few minutes before, drive me to take his jaw in my hands and claim his lips with my own. He kisses me back like he missed me, and my heart pounds in response.
When we back away from each other, I feel off-kilter for a moment and steady myself by touching the wall, cold stone, pock-marked where the marble pieces were removed long ago. 
The kiss felt good, but not right. Like wearing perfume I used to love but don’t anymore.
“You’re trouble,” Aaron says suddenly. He plants another kiss on my mouth and wraps his arm around my waist.
“No one is around, and I love it when you kiss me like I’m important.” Then a flush of heat works its way up my neck and across my face. We aren’t really together. And, strangely, the butterflies that I thought would accompany a crescendo like that don’t seem to be as amped up as I expected. I guess adrenaline got the best of me. “Sorry. I shouldn’t have done that.”
“I don’t mind.”
We both laugh and continue on toward the next piazza, where an obelisk rises from a fountain in the center. I don’t make any jokes here about how Europe likes to borrow things from Egypt whenever they visit. Really. 
Another cute antique store catches my eye as we stroll by. It has a bizarre alligator in the window wearing a summer hat, and its tail is painted black and white stripes. What other strange things will we find in there? Obviously, I need to check it out!
The store is full of fun little stuff like this. Tea cups with the faces of former popes. A metal school bus full of metal children that just look weird. Did kids really play with that? A stack of playbills from an old theater. A wunderkammer … Oooh! A real wunderkammer! 
A cabinet of wonders was a thing back in the fifteen and sixteen hundreds. They were glass-doored cabinets full of little treasures like old coins, odd bones and feathers, special rocks, sketches and paintings and diagrams … almost an intersection of history, natural history, and myth. 
I imagine the people of Rome would have loved the concept. Their emperors were big fans of this stuff a thousand years before wunderkammers came into vogue. Lena, one of the consulting archaeologists on the project at the Zangari villa, told me about one of the emperors having a skeleton of a griffin—obviously, not a real one—in his estate. She said that they found it when they were examining the dig site, which I’m sure was an incredible surprise!
This particular wunderkammer is about my height, with a curved top and floral carvings along the thick wood supporting the doors. I’m guessing it’s oak. The stain allows the wood grain to show through, and I imagine I see faces in the darker sections, moaning and screaming as if they are trapped within the planks. I stare into the cabinet before me, wondering who else thought the things inside were special enough to put on display. I eye up the framed collection of local insects, each run through with a straight pin to hold them in place, and shudder. Humans can be so disturbing in their fascination with the world around them.
“Find anything interesting?” Aaron wanders over to the wunderkammer and wraps his arms around me.
I hum in response. “Not really. Just thinking about all the stuff in this cabinet. These are all someone’s treasures. Isn’t that neat to think about?”
He nods. “I see what you’re getting at, but they all have price tags. I bet the shop owner put them there because they didn’t have a better space for them, not because they were the collection originally housed in this piece.”
“You’re probably right.” I move toward the front of the store, grabbing Aaron’s hand in mine, but again, there’s a feeling that something is off. Like the hand I’m holding belongs to a past version of me. Pausing by the cash register, I peruse the knickknacks that cover half the checkout counter.
Pens, bookmarks, local candy bars … journals …
I’m not really a journal person. Journaling doesn’t have that joie de vivre that I believe all acts should have. Why would I be sitting around writing about what I’ve done when I can be out doing? And so many journals from back in the day are incredibly dull. I read my great-grandfather’s from about one hundred years ago, and it carries all the details of the feed and seed that he used on the farm, along with any other purchases he made. It was about as exciting as the reports I usually have to generate for work—I love what I do, but recording all the transactions … eye roll. And I certainly hope no one is sitting around reading that a hundred years from now and judging me for it.
But journals … right now, I’m strangely attracted to one that looks like an old book. It has a red leather cover, aged to look like it’s been around a long time. It looks like oil from someone’s hand has darkened the cover, particularly around the edges, where they would have thumbed across and opened it wide. The richness of the red calls to me, fading from poppy to oxblood at the corners. And then, I notice that the letter M is burned into the cover near the top center. M for Morgan, of course. 
Why are women suckers for stuff with their initials on it?
I pick it up and turn it over in my hands. It feels right, if that makes sense. It feels like it’s already mine.
It feels like I’m probably still drunk from kissing Aaron and eating that chocolate and running from the Italian cops. Maybe I’m just loving everything and everyone right now.
But I’m still not putting the journal down.
“Did you want to get that?” Aaron asks.
I bite my lip, glance at his eyes, and then look back at the journal. I flip it open, and the pages are even the right yellowy shade of white, with that brownish edging detail. I think I need it. “Yeah, I’m getting this.”
“I’d like to get it for you,” Aaron says. He holds out his hand for the diary and then smiles at the cashier. “Prendo questo.” 
“Thank you,” I say as I snake my arms around him.
One day left on this dream vacation, but how could it top today? I place the package inside my new purse and link my arm in Aaron’s as we leave the store.
“Now,” I say, “how about that pizza in the piazza?”






  
  Chapter Four


The taxi ride to the airport has to be one of the most uncomfortable of my life, in stark contrast to our experience in the hot air balloon yesterday afternoon. 
Bouncing along in the car, I reminisce about the gentle way we floated across the sky, gazing into the distance at Rome proper. We were far enough away that it almost didn’t seem real. You could ignore the roads and anything modern and just focus on the ancient city looming in the distance. I felt like I had traveled back in time. The view was absolutely breathtaking, and the company was, well, nice. Just being in Aaron’s presence has always felt … inspiring to me. He’s always fired me up, always made me feel this quake of unrest. It was definitely there the last couple days, but somehow, it was different. Unsettled rather than exciting. Like the spark had become static—familiar, but unable to light anything up.
Now that I think about it, we used to argue a good bit, but it was always about the things that we were really passionate about. Like the way he made spaghetti—breaking the pasta in half before dropping it into the pot is offensive, even if I’m not Italian. Or the way I insisted on keeping my entire collection of Margot Ashford novels on the nightstand. Or the way he refused to iron his shirts because he liked the way they made him look “roguish.” His word. Or the way I couldn’t let him just have five minutes of peace when he got home at the end of work because I wanted to be by his side and see how his day went. I wanted to talk. I thought that was a normal thing.
I glance at Aaron and then return to the memory of the hot air balloon, the joyous globe that felt like it symbolized our previous relationship: perfect on the outside, kept afloat by a lot of heat, and ultimately not lasting that long.
Beautiful, but temporary. A moment, not a future.
Geez, I was going to miss him, though.
After three glorious days with Aaron, I know we’re done. I knew it was coming, but I’m still crushed. I kinda let myself fall back into this rhythm we had. He’s perfect on paper, but I already said I wasn’t moving to Charlotte, North Carolina. And he couldn’t stay in Pittsburgh. He wanted to be closer to family. I didn’t want to move somewhere that warm. I still have Seattle in my blood, and Pittsburgh gives me the gloom and rain that I need.
Maybe I’m part vampire or something. Maybe something is wrong with me that I couldn’t commit at that level. Or maybe wanting different things isn’t a flaw so much as it’s just the truth.
Daydreaming and continuing to hang out aren’t going to change things. And flying back and forth between our two cities would be a pain in the butt. And to what end? If neither of us will move, then we just fly back and forth forever?
As these thoughts are playing out in my head, I look over at him again. He gets me. He always has. But when both people in a relationship are a lot … I’m not sure that’s a recipe for success. Two storms don’t make a safe harbor.
I feel like I’m always running away from him or toward him. Why?
It’s like there’s something I have to escape … my mouth probably. Definitely. Or maybe I was running toward the idea of us, not the reality.
“What’s up?” Aaron says. He quirks his brow and gives me a half smile.
We round a curve way too fast, and the seatbelt pulls across my belly and shoulder. I brush my hand through the air, chasing away the cobwebs of our travels. “The driving is a little nutty,” I whisper.
“Agreed.” He smiles and pats my hand, but then he withdraws his to his lap. I guess he’s thinking the same thing I was. It’s better to start separating now.
At the airport, we finally find the bus to the American terminal and hop on. We’re side by side, but Aaron already feels like he’s a million miles away.
Maybe we’ve both finally stopped pretending this could work.
In the terminal, we
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