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  About the Author


  A NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR


  I must have been four year old when I first felt the touch of love. One of my colleagues at the kindergarten was making me feel butterflies in my stomach whenever my eyes met his. It was a hidden, unspoken feeling that made me wish to name my first-born son after him. In the meantime, I changed my mind. Of course, it was just infatuation and so it stayed for a long time, with other people, until I began to grasp the true meaning of love.


  You know what they say: “Love makes the world go round.” When hearing this, most people would think of Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet, Leonardo Di Caprio and Kate Winslet in Titanic or Ryan O’ Neal and Ali MacGrow in Love Story to name just three of the most popular romantic stories. I, myself, had long believed that no matter what I did, no matter how successful I was or how many friends I had, only romantic love would fulfill my soul. Then came a moment when I had this revelation. I was watching this wonderful sunset, in Abadiania, Brazil, when I just knew that love is actually our true state of being. I began to see it everywhere, manifested in every single creation and creature on earth. I became aware that I was connected to the whole universe, everything and everyone in it. I realized that from that day on, I had to live my life consciously because every single thought, word, and gesture of mine had an impact. I also discovered that there is magnificence in every single human being―even in those who seem ugly (in both appearance and character).


  Four Doors & Other Stories is a reflection of love. It was born on a cold December day in 2011, with “The Enchanted Sledge.” At first, it was this one short story, inspired by one of my favorite places in the Romanian Carpathians, the itch in my fingertips, the need to prove myself that I still could write fiction. Then, the idea of a collection of short stories about love, that would make people smile, feel good, show them how magnificent they are, and encourage them to live their dreams, occurred.


  The twelve stories included in this book will show you that love―the kind of love I experienced as well―is all around. In a mother’s embrace, in an elephant’s trumpet-like squeak, in the sea waves caressing your feet, in the passionate glance of a long-forgotten lover, in a handkerchief left on a table, in a piano song and the apparent hatred between two women, in a mail carrier letter delivery. Just open your heart, have faith, and reach for it.


  FOUR DOORS


  The living room had windows overlooking a quiet park. Patches of green, bright new grass grew along the winding alleys, made of fine, almost white gravel. Two kids were playing hide and seek in a pavilion with a bricked roof that stood near a small dried-up pond. She wondered when the boy, who was hovering around the place, would see the girl who hid inside, her back against one of the thick, wooden, beautifully carved pillars.


  The squeak of the parquet floor startled her. This was an old building, with high ceilings that smelled ancient. It seemed familiar although she had crossed its threshold for the first time. The girl was working on her bachelor’s degree thesis and her French literature teacher, who was supervising it, had invited her over. She was a short, stout woman, in her seventies. She had the hair cut like the Hollywood divas of the twenties, dyed in an artificial red.


  “I brought you some of that homemade rose jam I’ve told you about,” she said, putting a silver tray, adorned with geometrical patterns on the low table. “Also this water comes from a distant source that springs in the village where I was born, up in the mountains. Every week, a nephew of mine has things to attend in the city and refreshes my supply.”


  The teacher had no children. Her colleagues knew that she was married once, when she was younger, but her husband had died during the war. She kept a complete discretion about her private life and she had never been seen in public with a man, at least, not in romantic states. This situation, her fellow teachers believed, made her severe and distant.


  The girl was not afraid of her. On the contrary, she had chosen her as her mentor. She liked the woman’s style and French accent, as well as the kindness she had in her eyes from time to time, when she was addressing her during classes.


  “Thank you,” the young woman said and poured some of the water into a glass. She would have continued but the ringing of a telephone erupted in the hallway.


  “I’ll be right back and we can start working,” apologized the teacher.


  She took advantage of this respite, to have a closer look around. Until then, the girl had been absorbed by the outer scenery. Sipping from her glass, she started walking around the room that had ceiling-high bookshelves, packed with tomes, against the walls. The water tasted pleasant, a bit sweet. With every drop, her perceptions seemed to widen. Her sight was more penetrating. She was realizing that ink smelled differently on each book. She could hear the ants walking under the wooden floor and the birds arguing on the window jamb. She was suddenly present in this room as well as in the other rooms of the apartment. She was standing right here, in front of a bookshelf, but she was also so close to her teacher, that she could see her holding the receiver a bit off from her right ear. She was walking in the hallway that opened up from the bedroom with a solid, matrimonial bed. It was a poorly lit hallway, with doors on both sides. The doors had big handles, made of yellow brass. The teacher kept speaking on the phone without seeming to notice her. The girl decided to try one of the doors, randomly.


  To her surprise, it was suddenly dark. Beyond the open window, a window cut in an Arabian style, she could see the starlit sky. The moon was illuminating a valley and its low, whitish buildings. A mild, cooling wind moved the transparent drapes and made the candles in the table candlestick glimmer. Except for the red velvet walls, the room was austere. The table and a high-backed armchair were the only pieces of furniture. The girl was about to leave the chamber―her host must have ended her conversation and start to wonder where she was―when the door slammed open, pushed by a ravishing beautiful young woman. Strangely, the newcomer didn’t show any sign of seeing her. No matter how loud she would have screamed or how she would have thrown her arms around. Like they were separated by an invisible wall, transparent only on one side. The girl stopped and stared at the stranger. The woman was dressed in odalisque garments. The purple shalwars tightened around her ankles with broad turn-ups, embroidered with golden thread. Her chest was fretting in a tight corset set in jewels. She was wearing heavy bracelets at her wrists that made a nice jingling sound every time she moved. Her face was covered in a purple veil that she suddenly took off and let flow on the back of the chair. She reached the window and the moon threw sparkles in the tiara that was crowning her forehead and her dark, waist-long hair. She was not tall, but she was svelte, with wonderful proportions. She was resting her elbows on the jamb and looking into the distance, lost. From time to time, she would stop contemplating and turn around, to the door. She would stamp her foot, impatiently and bite her lips. After a while, she leaned so much outside the window that the girl thought the young woman might jump. Instead, she threw her arms to the sky, as a wordless imploring. As if she demanded an answer. A rooster’s crowing rose far away. As if she had received it, the Arabian princess turned around and covered her face with the veil. She took a thin, silken, handkerchief from her corset. She made a knot and put it on the table. Then she left. A short time after, a man came. His face was hidden by a silk turban adorned with a peacock feather caught in an emerald stone. Noticing that nobody was in the room, he stopped on the threshold, confused. After a second, he started looking into every little corner, searching for something. He only stopped when he caught sight of the handkerchief. He picked it up, having a hard time believing his eyes. He sniffed it while a deep, agonizing groan came out of his throat.


  At this very moment, the images started mingling and here she was again, back in that dark hallway that had many doors. She felt a little scared and wanted to return to the living room. All the doors being identical, she had no idea which one to open next. So, she just chose one at random.


  The sun was burning, mercilessly. The heat was unbearable, as were the smells that came in from the street. This place seemed familiar. The girl remembered the valley with low, whitish houses she had seen from the palace window. Now, she was inside one of those houses in the valley. A one-room, poor demure. The floor was made of dirt and square holes in the walls stood as windows. A cast-iron kettle was bubbling and smoking on the fire. A woman, who stood with her back to the girl and seemed to carry something in her arms, was looking at it from time to time. Because of the strong noises coming from outside, one could hardly hear her sweet but sad lullaby.


  The door made of logs tied together with rope almost fell apart when a man pushed it heavily. The woman turned, in awe. The girl almost recognized her. Either it was her, the Arabian princess, or the resemblance was stunning. The little baby at her chest let go of the rosy nipple and started crying. She covered her breast with her white and coarse tunic and put the child into a shelter made of rags, that served as crib. If he wanted to hurt somebody, let him hurt her.


  “Please, forgive me. The food is not ready yet. Our baby was bewitched by the evil eye and I had to take care of him. But I’m working on it, now. You’ll have your supper in a second.” She spoke in an unknown language that the girl was somehow able to understand nevertheless. The man jostled her violently and neared the kettle. Then he shook his head in discontent.


  “Ever since I first laid my eyes on you, you were worthless. You’re lazy, you’re unsubmissive and you gave me one son only. I’ll look for another wife,” he said kicking down the boiling pot. Then, he came close, as if ready to slap her. The young woman was standing with her head down, unable to look up at him. The man let his arm fall along his body, inert.


  “From now on, I’ll save even my blows for a woman worthier than you,” he told her in disgust. “And this boy you gave birth to is for nothing. He is crying so much, he makes me think that he is as feeble as his mother. I’m sick of both of you,” he spat as he left, slamming the door.


  The mother held her baby. She could cry now as much as she felt like. He kept on saying these things over and over but he always came back. Only each time he was more callous, more cold. Nevertheless, she was in love with him. And she knew that deep down in his hard-hearted soul, he felt the same. How could she make him see it? How could she give him more children when every time she tried to get near him, he would push her away in anger, yelling she was a slut. Allah was her witness that her husband was the only man she had ever known. At night, he would sleep with his arms folded and his forehead frowned. It was one time only, after she gave birth to their son, that he showed her he still wanted her. Some Europeans, somehow lost in those lands, had once made him drink an enchanted beverage that turned him into a fire burning with passion and tenderness. He had confessed to her how much he loved her. How much pain he endured every time he said bad words or hit her. He had told her that he couldn’t live without her. But the next morning, their life resumed the same as before, even harder. The young woman was living each day, hoping that those Europeans would return.


  “I have to go back,” the girl told herself. By some miracle, just like that, she was back in the hallway with many doors. Which one was the right one to her time? Maybe it was a good idea to mark those she had already opened. She discovered a lipstick in the back pocket of her trousers. And she put a tiny “X” next to the handle of the door she was about to enter. “Who knows, maybe this is the right one,” she thought.


  She easily recognized the surroundings. She was in Paris. The pedestrians were wearing clothes that had become fashionable around the 1800s. She was enjoying the sight of men wearing hard tops, high collars and pants so tight on their legs, like a second skin, and of women in long, ample dresses and bonnets. Without expecting it, she kept pace with a young lady, almost her age, who had long, dark hair combed in a ponytail with a red bow. The Parisian seems to be a younger, fresher version of the same woman she met during the two other travels. She is walking joyfully, her face lit up with inward happiness. She holds carefully to her chest a small package wrapped in paper. The girl doesn’t appear to belong to the nobility—if so, she probably would have had a carriage, but her clothing shows good wealth. After a while, she turned left to a side alley in Faubourg Saint Antoine, entered an interior courtyard and took a staircase that lead to the storey under the roof. Her knocking was determined. A young man, heavy with sleep, opened up. The sight of her put a large smile on his face, changing his composure at once. He invited her in. The room was small but cozy. It didn’t have much furniture but it is filled with books and schooners in miniature. The bed is a little untidy. An open Stendhal’s The Red and The Black lay on it as if he fell asleep reading.


  “I finished it,” she tells him happily while handing him the package.


  “I’m so happy,” he answered, taking her into his arms and spinning her around the room. “I’ve been waiting for this moment for so long!”


  A manuscript appeared from under the paper cover. It was her manuscript, her first book, the result of several months of hard work. Everything was just perfect now, that she got accepted to Sorbonne’s Faculte des Lettres. She would be free, she would have a new life and she would be able to travel all around France. All these, due to her best friend, who trusted her. Who encouraged her whenever she felt down, whenever inspiration was fading away. She was different from the women of her age. Unlike them, she was going to marry for love.


  “I would love to stay longer,” she told him. “But I have to get back to college. I’ll see you tonight, all right?” she promised. Left behind, the boy was kissing the manuscript pages. Unfortunately, the author forgot to come back. He waited for her in vain.


  It was not until long, long years, had passed, when the cozy room became just a refuge where he could work at his schooners in miniature, that an important lady paid him a visit. At first, he didn’t recognize her. Fashion had changed and so had she. She was calmer, quieter. She seemed happy although some kind of unfulfillment was dimming her bright and open smile.


  “I came here to ask your forgiveness,” she uttered before he could speak.


  “I’m happy to see you again. There’s nothing to apologize for, you have done nothing wrong…”


  “Yes, I have. I’ve betrayed you, your trust. Because of me, your effort was in vain. I wanted to come and see you so many times but I was ashamed.”


  She told him her story. Ten years ago, that day, she had panicked the moment she had set foot outside. What if she had no talent actually? What if she ended up marrying for money, a chubby bourgeois? What if she was to live her whole life, in the same small house, on the same street? What if she was never to leave Paris? Fate or not, the same day she had met the Count. And she had married him shortly after. He was a handsome and good-hearted man, who loved her dearly. He had a chateau and a large estate somewhere, in the south, he had to attend to. Consequently, she had dropped her studies and become a provincial. Of course, she had stayed a passionate reader. He was buying her all the books she wanted but he had one request: give up writing and everybody who encouraged her to pursue such weird activities, unsuitable for a woman and a Countess. She had fulfilled his request, without much regret. What were the odds of being successful in a man’s territory, anyhow?


  “Despite this, not a day had passed by without me thinking about you. Especially during the last years, when I felt that something was missing from my life,” she ended her tale.


  “I think that what is missing, is you…I believe you when you say your husband is a good man. But I’ll take the risk and say he’s not good for you if he doesn’t allow you to be yourself.”


  “What can I do now?”


  “It’s never too late. You may start all over again. Start writing. See where it leads you.”


  “If I was to do this, I should leave him. And this is beyond my control. We love each other, we have a child together. Our life is smooth and settled. Moreover, I haven’t written anything in ten years. It’s been too long.”


  “If you don’t believe in yourself, I cannot help you.” His voice had turned bitter.


  “I only wanted to see you. I have to go now. My little one is waiting for me, in the carriage.”


  The girl was waving her hands, in a desperate attempt to make the woman listen to the man. We’re grown-ups so stupid? Couldn’t they feel when they were unhappy and let go of their unhappiness? They both went down the already familiar staircase. The girl was back in the hallway. Two of them were marked with lipstick. There were only three left. She chose one, randomly.


  “I’m back,” she thought as soon as she recognized the alleys of the botanical garden, which she knew well. The sky was a bit cloudy and the trees had no leaves. Neither the heat nor the cold had any effect on her. She was wondering how she was going to explain to her teacher her sudden absence and return. She had to get to the house in the park as fast as possible. She was heading to the exit in quick steps, when a group of visitors made her stop in amazement. The men were wearing German military uniforms. The women were dressed as the forties dictated. This was too much. Had she become a prisoner of the hallway with doors? What if she couldn’t go back to her time?


  The girl headed to the sun house, abashed. She looked at the tropical plants, trying to get her courage back. For the first time, she passed beyond the protective fences, climbed into the trees and caressed the leaves. She was as light and invisible as thought was. From the top of the highest tree, she saw a woman. Hence, she was not the only visitor. Curious, she came closer. And she cried with surprise. Of course, nobody heard her. Right there, in front of her eyes, in tears, holding a black-and-white picture and piece of torn paper in her hands, stood her teacher. A younger, more beautiful version. The paper said that her husband had been killed in battle. The photo pictured them together during the happiest day of her life: her wedding day.


  “I shall never love another man, this much I promise you,” she was whispering while big teardrops were rolling down her cheeks. “I’ll carry on living, although I don’t feel like it, because I know you wouldn’t have it any other way. I’ll continue studying and dedicate my life to knowledge. So that one day, I may find out why you went away so soon my darling, darling!” Taking a good look at her, the girl noticed that her teacher bore a striking resemblance to the other three women, only this time her hair was shorter and lighter. Was it possible that she had travelled through the centuries, from the Orient to Europe, following the same person, like a detective? And being back to her country meant that she had reached the end? There was only one way to find out


  She was back in the hallway with doors. Without taking out the lipstick in her pocket, she pushed a handle. She was back in the living room with ceiling-high bookshelves. The glass was half empty. She could hear the happy voice of the little boy outside, who had discovered the girl hidden against the pillar: “I found you, I found you!” The teacher ended her phone conversation and returned to the chamber, throwing her a knowing glance.


  “Now, that you know all there is to know, let’s start our work!”


  A MOTHER


  All the households on the street, guarded by high fences and linden trees, were very clean and well looked after. It was obvious that this titivation was not perfunctory, but came as the result of a specific attitude that its inhabitants transmitted, unaltered from generation to generation. The young ones often stayed in their parents’ house long after they married or returned to live here when their parents passed away. The houses always had fresh paint, sparkling roofs and swept yards. A line of black and pink moist muses appeared from under the gates as soon as a stranger’s steps sounded on the cobblestone. The branches of the fruitful trees were stretching beyond the fences and above the pedestrian walkway, implying a great sense of responsibility.


  To cut a long story short, they were all beautiful but Mother’s was special. Not that she had the biggest garden or the highest building. Yet, any guest who passed beyond the entrance was swept away by a wave of peace and clearness. Like inside of a nun’s convent. Her warmth and merry heart was everywhere. In the apricot tree, blooming but fruitless, that was stretching out its branches over a piece of land where roses, tulips, hyacinths and a silver fir tree in its teens were growing all in a cluster. In the small details that made this place so charming: an ancient cuckoo clock, hung on the fence, the drawings she had made on the garbage bin, the window frames painted in orange, the shells and river rocks adorning the well in the middle of the yard. It was an April day, but hot as a summer. Yet, Mother was wearing thick clothes and no perfume. Her hair was slightly ruffled. She gave to her daughter a weak embrace and a sad smile that looked more like a grimace.


  “I don’t feel so well,” she said in that soft voice that drove her angry even when she was in high spirits.


  “If I knew you would act like this, I would have stayed home,” replied the guest, raising her voice a little too much.


  Mother cast down her eyes and reached for the plastic bag on the table outside. Her daughter felt sorry for being so harsh.


  “Think about us, of those who love you. Let alone time and energy, we ache when we see you suffer.”


  “You are right,” Mother murmured, her mind far away. It was her way of protecting herself, withdrawing the same as a snail entered its shell as soon as someone touched its sensitive antennae. She had developed a heart condition years ago, when her husband had died. In the beginning, the seizures were frequent, but as time went by and she learnt how to live without him, they reduced. Nowadays, only a bad dream, or an argument with one of the neighbours, made her begin the day pale and frail.


  “I’m a sensitive person, I cannot control myself,” she would stubbornly reply each time she got advice to ignore small matters.


  The daughter was looking to her mother in an attempt to discover her. She knew so little about this woman. They had always communicated poorly. She remembered her in childhood years, always busy with the household and the job. Mother did her best to cook, clean, iron and educate her, but she was a tough nut to crack. The fact that the disorder on her desk might show up in her life did not scare her at all. She was avoiding domestic activities as a lion avoided a cage. Mother would put on a sad face and cater to everything. As years passed, she preferred to keep to herself the thoughts and ideas she would have liked to pass on to her daughter, and went to church and prayed instead.


  This time, as always, the daughter had promised herself to stay calm. As usual, she had failed. May have been the planetary alignment or the number of the day in the calendar, but she finally realized that she was holding it more against herself than against the creature who had brought her to life. In an unconscious manner, Mother was initiating the victim and the perpetrator game and she was responding to it. She became aggressive, withdrew into herself and left, disappointed with herself, thinking about the next time when she would refuse to let things just happen.


  She unfolded the camping chairs in determination. Mother pushed one of them aside, into the shade.


  “The sun is bad for me now,” she said, fearing her daughter might interpret her action in some other way. The girl wanted to ask her where she got all these wrong ideas but restrained her words, remembering the way her mother has supported her, from the sidelines, her whole life. She particularly remembered the big, hardback dictionary her mother had bought her when she was a college student. The girl never told her she needed it but the woman had figured it out by herself. Words started pouring from the daughter’s mouth, like a river from its bed in flood season.


  “Do you know, Mother, that I brag about you everywhere I go? I mean, in front of friends and acquaintances. I’m so proud of you.”


  Mother’s eyes gazed even farther into the distance.


  “You are the reason that enables me to contradict all those people who think family has a crucial influence upon the individual. I give you as an example.”


  “Of course it doesn’t,” Mother mumbled, unaccustomed to such long speeches uttered by her daughter.


  “No, it doesn’t,” the girl went on, lively. “I mean, look at you! My grandparents were plain, ordinary people, with no education. There were no books, no radio or TV set in your house but you enjoyed reading, theatre and opera at an early age. You wanted to study, to acquire knowledge. And now, while other women of your age have trouble moving their legs and arms and lock themselves up in their houses with three locks, you have the guts to travel around the world. You are a super mum!”


  “I am a super mum, of course I am,” the woman answered, sounding a bit doubtful. “It’s perfectly true. I enjoy filling my life with things that give me pleasure. Reading, travelling, killing time. On the other hand, it is hard for me to believe I am so old. Sometimes, I forget about my age. I do many things, go from one place to another, and take effort. Every now and then, there are bad consequences.”


  “Pay more attention...”


  “You are right but I do not know when to stop. How can someone distribute one’s effort when nothing is wrong?”


  Mother seemed to wait for a solution to her problem.


  “I think you should make peace with yourself, Mother! And all these problems will disappear. There are people who are cured of cancer, you know. Why won’t you cure your heart?”


  “But I am at peace with myself! I am an honest person, without frustrations,” Mother rushed to deny her affirmation as if being frustrated was the most shameful thing in the world.


  “Come on Mum, admit it. All people are frustrated. Especially those who do not accept themselves. That does not change what I told you earlier. You make me very proud.”


  There were things in her past that had hurt her, Mother thought. For example, not being the preferred child out of the two in the family. Despite being morose and unattractive, her younger sister got all the attention.


  “All these sorrows gather in your body and surface from time to time because they need to be healed. This is why you are having these mood swings and heart problems,” continued her daughter.


  There were days when Mother carried on with life, hanging out with her friends, going on trips, without showing she cared for her daughter. Other times, Mother phoned her out of the blue only to scold her for not calling.


  “Don’t fret; there is no need to say I am right. Just think about it and it will do,” the daughter said knowing that, despite her kindness, Mother had much pride.


  Mother winked a lot and mumbled something, implying that she was going to look into this matter. It was the first time the daughter allowed herself to give advice to her mother. She would not do it even when Mother, helpless, would completely rely on her. Times were different now. Daughter was different too. Although Mather was unable to grasp all of her daughter’s ideas and actions, she trusted her. And, secretly, took pride in her child’s similarities. Daughter resembled her mother in beauty, stubbornness, courage, capacity of bringing things, people and places, to life. Well, maybe not as good as she did.


  For the first time during that day, a contented smile grew on Mother’s face. They were a breed of strong women, that was what they were. Mother was only a child when an elegant woman had knocked at the door of the same house she was now living in, saying,


  “Hello, it’s Grandma!”


  She could not wait to play with the nice toy brought along by the stranger. While looking at the ensemble, her mouth opened in awe, her mother appeared out of the woodshed, chasing the visitor away with insults.


  “What a nerve, to show up like this, after so long! She got rid of me, throwing me into a poor family. What does she want now? And why do you cry? You need toys, ha? Get back to work or you’ll get punished!”


  If there was something Mother’s mum could not forget, it was treason. Abandonment was a sort of treason. Better a poor life, next to her good-looking but drunkard husband, than rich and humiliated. Despite all, Mother had loved this woman with all her might. She had been harsh, she had sent her away to marry when she was eighteen, all her things packed in a small suitcase; she wanted to turn her into a tailor, against her will. And when, almost thirty years ago, Mother wanted to divorce her much older and easygoing man, her own blood had sent her away from home saying she was too poor to take her in. But Mother had spoiled and taken care of this woman until her last breath. And had waited all her life for affection. The baby sister seemed to suck it all up and always slept in bed with their mum whenever the drunken husband was losing his way back home.


  Mother had also silently endured other people’s mocking looks, whenever they saw her together with her older husband and the gossips generated by the birth of her only child. Mother had gotten the apartment. Mother convinced her husband to buy a car and their first colour TV set. Mother could move mountains when she decided to.


  A sparrow landed in the yard and started hopping until it reached a small pond of water. It ruffled up its feathers and started washing. The sun had moved and started to put some colour on Mother’s face zealously.


  “Mother look, a sparrow!”


  Mother turned her head in slow motion.


  “Mother, mother, I’m hungry!”


  Mother got up from the chair. She might have said, “Do it” or “help yourself,” but then she would not have been Mother. Mother who was so courageous, Mother who was so beautiful in her youth that, although she wasn’t gifted at all when it came to driving cars, she had mesmerized the police officer and had her driver’s licence after passing her first examination. However, this Mother would sometimes get scared and soften up. As she did during a holiday in Paris. They were having breakfast in the hotel restaurant. Mother was about to put a muffin into her purse for later when daughter gave her a bad eye saying she was embarrassing her. Mother had placed the muffin back on the plate, smiling awkwardly although she would have loved to share it later with Daughter. Both of them remembered.


  “Mum, do you remember that thing with the muffin that happened in Paris? Please, forgive me, I didn’t want to be mean,” Daughter said whilst sipping the noodle soup.


  “Mother always forgives,” answered the woman with a wave, but the girl was determined not to fall into the trap.


  “I don’t know what is going on with me when I’m acting like this. But I’ll do my best to keep it under control.” In fact, she knew, but was sceptical about Mother being able to understand.


  “This is great. I try to keep myself under control but sometimes, I miss it...”


  The girl smiled happily. A pleasant breeze was starting to warm the coolness that had dwelt between them for years. Of course, there was work to do. But it was a piece of cake for two such powerful women, who could move mountains, if they wanted.


  “Mother, what would you say if I stayed a little bit longer and we had a nap together? We could sleep in the new bed you bought recently.”


  Mother nodded in approval.


  “Wait just a second, I want to finish doing the dishes,” she answered.


  Colour had returned to Mother’s cheeks.


  DREAMING


  Just like that, hocus-pocus, she had written her application for holiday leave and placed it on the human resources manager’s desk. She had longed for a week at the seaside for quite some time now, for being there during that particular time of the year when beaches are still deserted and bodegas remain latticed. At this very moment, the shores and the water were inexpressibly pure, like a woman who turns back into a virgin after a prolonged chastity. She had longed for some time to live in that beautiful villa, up on the seawall. A villa that had gravel alleys and a short, blackened fence and only God knew why it was named “La Prison.”


  Anyway, it was better to dwell in “La Prison de la Mer” instead of “La Prison corporatiste.” This idea must have been building inside her mind for years but became crystal-clear only now, one morning, when she woke up from an agitated sleep. She had had such a bad dream that she had screamed and kicked her legs. The man, who was lying next to her, probably over tired, did not hear a thing. Or faked it, pretending to be sound asleep. It did not matter, anyhow. After two years of being a couple, sluggishness was the best word to describe their relationship. They interacted in the same way a car with an empty tank would slowly go down the road, rolling at only a few miles an hour and only because the road is slightly sloping. She had changed her position, lying on her belly and went back to sleep. When she woke up, she had puffy eyes. The corners of her mouth sunk. She felt a terrible urge to take action although she had no clue what she was supposed to do.


  You must do it, this is the right time! You’re running out of time! These thoughts were spinning around her head.


  She had made breakfast off-hand, given him a quick kiss—muah, muah—and jumped into her car. It was getting terribly late and it was obvious that she wasn’t going to be on time for her own activity assessment meeting. The general manager and the human resources manager were expecting her, already pissed off, in the Red Conference Room.


  Following an apparent benevolent introduction, during which they allowed her to brag about how smooth things in her department were going, the man showed his teeth. As sharp behind those pursed lips, as her intuition had fortold. “I’m afraid that the situation doesn’t look so good!” he said making a pause for the dramatic effect.


  Why on earth did they let me talk so much about it? the woman was thinking while trying to remember what had scared her so deeply in her sleep.


  “According to your colleagues’ assessments, you are having difficulties in the strategic thinking department. Communication does not look good either. I can give you some examples, if you want.”


  She nodded. No, she did not want any.


  You are an idiot. We haven’t had a proper talk in a year, she answered in her mind. And now you’re assessing my work relying on judgement made by some idiots whose only purpose in life, beside work, is to buy clothes at Top Shop and get wasted in pubs!


  “You have six months to improve your performance. Then, we’ll have a new meeting and draw a conclusion. I believe in your talent and I also know that everybody has bad days every now and again,” concluded the boss.


  You bloody corporatist, she thought. He doesn’t give a damn. He does not even prepare himself, he just takes a five-minute look at that crap written by others and poses as a good guy, giving me six months to come to my senses. In case the idea of asking for a raise was crossing my mind!


  She felt both guilty and exposed. She admitted that she had had her head in the clouds lately. She would come to the office, lacking excitement and dedication, do her job mechanically and rush out the door as soon as working hours ended. Those times when she stayed until late, her eyes in the computer screen, adding final changes to elaborate power point presentations, were gone. She seemed to have lost it.


  “There is something else,” the human resources woman broke her musing. “You are late every day. It seems to me a lack of respect for your colleagues.”


  Hearing this, the general manager stood up and excused himself, saying he had to attend another meeting. It seemed like the conversation was turning into a girl quarrel and he avoided being part of it. It was typical for someone like him, who had always kept a distance and was being a bit awkward in her presence.


  “Maybe they don’t mind but I take it personally,” the manager-woman went on, after blandly saying good-bye to her superior. “Especially considering that I have a husband and a child I take to the kindergarten every morning and you don’t!”


  Sure. You also have thick legs and a weak mind. You wear cotton underwear, three sizes bigger than my mother’s—and my mother’s are XL. Your husband must have been probably dead drunk when he got you pregnant, she was thinking while stating out loud that she understood her point of view and that she didn’t ever plan it. Being late, of course.


  This time she felt humiliated. It was as if the other woman was bragging about the wonderful family she had despite her poor looks, while pointing at her, so beautiful, so gracious, with perfect abs and round, hard buttocks and yet a failure in her personal life, yet unmarried. Under such circumstances, the only way to be accepted and absolved by society was to serve the corporation as good as she could, with all her might. To work from dawn until dusk, from Monday to Friday. Sometimes, even Saturdays and Sundays. Go out and get wasted every weekend. Until she would have injured her spine, her belly would swell big with too much junk food and her butt sagged. Bleah!


  That very instant, she knew what she had wanted to do that moment when she woke up earlier. As soon as she left the meeting room, she filled up the application for holiday leave and put it on her colleague’s desk. It was barely noon but she got into her car, without even checking her emails, and drove away, smoking her tires. Back home, she grabbed a few things and put them in a bag. She scribbled a few words on a post-it—Off on a business trip. Possible signal loss. Don’t know when—but then she crossed the word “when” and wrote “if,” if I get back, and placed it on the fridge door. She smiled imagining the bewilderment on his face while reading this note. He took her for granted; it was the right time to make him come to his senses. Not going back to him, this would have been a surprise.


  As soon as she entered the highway, she forgot about her boss, her lover and even about the human resources manager’s huge underwear. Her future was uncertain. Most likely, she would lose both her job and her man, but God it felt wonderful. The simple and yet so complicated gesture of making a decision, based on an inner impulse, made her feel empowered and free.


  She reached the anglers’ village at dusk. She pulled near the edge of the seawall, so near that one might have thought she planned to ditch the car by pushing it into the abyss.


  La Prison was quiet and empty. Nobody would normally visit on a Monday off-season. She was standing still, next to her car, leaning against the driver’s door, her eyes wandering up high. In fact, not that high because the sky seemed to have come closer, almost at an arm’s length, splashing bright, shiny stars on her.


  A street lamp lightened behind her and a shadow came forth, to the middle of the main alley.


  “Are you the city lady I spoke to this afternoon?” a deep voice asked.


  “That would be me!” she answered with a smile, walking away from the stars to her regret.


  “I thought you would never get here!” the shadow said, revealing itself bit by bit. “We’re not used to receiving guests at such late hours.”


  She finally saw a short but well-built man. He was wearing a white shirt, made of thick cloth, and a pair of deep blue corduroy trousers, adorned with braces. He had a scarf around his neck and a cap on his head, pulled over his eyes. His round, pointed, stumpy shoes were more appropriate for the rough tracks on the mountains than the fine sand of the beach. While helping her with the luggage, she also noticed his sunburnt arms.


  “Are there any pirates around,”she tried a joke.


  “There were, once,” he answered bluntly, in no mood for talking.


  The house had nothing in common with a prison. Except maybe, for the barred peepholes in the massive wooden doors of the chambers. The hallway walls looked like they were built of heavy river stone that kept coolness even during unbearable heat. She had a sea view room. It was not too large, nor too small, painted white. The closet was cast into the wall. A sailing vessel was trapped in a bottle and stood on a shelf. A cream-coloured paper shade was softening the lamp’s light.


  “How long will you stay,” the man asked her as soon as he put down the luggage.


  “I have no idea. This time, I did not plan anything. It just happened.”


  She had never met such a grumpy host before, a man who was so visibly displeased with strangers coming by.


  “I love this house,” she said, because this was how normally she was getting by in her job, gaining other people’s sympathy and approval. “Are you the landlord?”


  “No,” he answered briskly. “Goodnight! Moreover, please, bear in mind that we don’t serve breakfast. If you want to grab a bite, you have to go down the main road, turn right and, a few meters away, there is a small general store.” In other words it was like he was saying to her: “From now on, you are on your own. Stand on your own two feet and leave me alone!”


  She was too happy to mind his attitude. In addition, she thought that it would change, once he saw her in the daylight.


  “I almost forgot, the key,” he exclaimed, retracing his steps. “Anyone is free to come and go as one pleases!”


  Big deal! Everybody does, of course. They were paying customers after all. Moreover, they were paying good money and a little more kindness would do. She would have a word about it with the property owner as soon as she saw him. She had made up her mind: she disliked the man with the scarf. She waited for the noise of his footsteps to die away, rushed outside into the yard and greedily inhaled the air that smelled like seaweed. The display of her cell phone, abandoned in her room, was lighting up frantically, flashing on and off, the name “Darling.”


  The man had locked the gate with a key he had forgotten to give to her. Luckily, she had long legs and easily jumped over the small fence. She headed to the left, along the dusty path on the edge of the seawall. All the houses were in the dark. Now and then, a dog suddenly awoke from his sleep and started barking. They were the only ones to break the perfect silence. Even the small waves were rippling noiselessly. The pleasant wind made her shiver and tangled her long hair. She stopped on the highest spot on the shore, where the road was winding. She opened her arms, imagining herself on the top of a mast of a big ship, and gave a warm embrace to the sea. There she was, jumping from one rope to another, being on the watch for the Spanish ship they were planning to plunder. Bored with a noble’s life at the Royal Court, she had disguised herself as a man and enrolled on a sea rover’s ship.


  However, those heroic times were over. The lights she was seeing now in the distance belonged to either a merchant or a cruise ship. Nowadays, sailors had uniforms and graduated universities. They had their own cabins, with showers. They used napkins and covers during their meals. She felt regret for not being born three hundred years ago instead of into the modern world. Still, she was lucky to be there, almost touching the sky, breathing the fresh air, while other people were sleeping, locked in their concrete and brick boxes.


  The next day, with no help from the alarm, she woke up before dawn. She was going to see this show for the first time, seated in the front row. Dressed as the night before, as if he did not get any sleep, her host was already outside, watering the La Prison’s garden. Just seeing him was enough to make her heart sink. He saluted her with a short nod, without interrupting his work. The small gate was open, inviting her to take a stroll. Seeing the man’s nasty attitude, she would not have been surprised if the gate closed behind by itself with a clang and turned, fence included, into fortress walls. If so, what would she lose? A few rags and a cell phone that the so-called “Darling” had tried to reach forty-nine times.


  “I, I’ll follow you into the sun...la, la, la,” she was humming while going down to the beach, a song that she had listened to on the radio so many times that she actually heard it in her dreams. She wore a straw hat with a large brim, and a fuchsia tunic. Under her arm, she was carrying a beach towel that had a red bull drawn on a black background. A few loose locks of hair were dangling on her shoulders. The sea had eroded the shore until it had turned into a narrow strip of sand, full of stranded, brittle fungus. These were the seaweed that, as a child, she took pleasure in gathering and planting in a small bucket full of water. She looked for the cleanest spot and laid her towel. She sat, her eyes on the horizon, waiting for the miracle. It seemed like birds and water and wind were all holding their breath, feeling impatient. The sun showed up suddenly, unexpectedly, like a symphony that starts forzando. The shiny orange stripe, parallel to the horizon, was altering shape in front of her eyes, turning into a curved line, then into a semicircle, an arch and finally, into a yellowish-orange, coppered disc, blazing in all fiery colours, that rose above the water. Seagulls screamed in triumph while dolphins accompanied them from the depths. They rose to the surface of the water, into a revival dance, displaying their shiny backs and their bead-like, black, round eyes.


  Enchanted, she forgot to blink. She was wondering how she had been able to live her whole life away from this fantastic performance. And how only an image on her computer desktop was going to stand for all of it after returning home. Everything around her was shining. The water, the sky, the sand, herself and the marine creatures were united in a pleasant twirl where nothing and nobody had a beginning or an end. The dolphins came closer to the shore, making friendly signs. She went into water up to her knees, enjoying the cooling waves. Two of them delicately seized her toes with their round muses, tickling her and making her laugh.


  Come on, take heart and come with us, they appeared to say.


  She went forward into the sea, up to her thighs. The margins of her tunic were floating above the water. All of a sudden, in an inexplicable way, she found herself on a dolphin’s back. He took her far beyond the buoy. He plunged into the waves and swam along groups of copper seahorses that were graciously waving their tails and banks of lively rainbow fish. Along lazy medusas that the current made, by their speedy passing, turn upside down. Anyhow, it seemed that turning the jellyfish upside down, with their top facing towards the sea’s bottom, was their preferred amusement. Each time the dolphins would swim past one, they would put more strength in their movements. They would slow down as soon as they were moving away.


  Only a few minutes had passed and she already knew how to ride the animal. Completely free, she had raised her arms in the air and cheered:


  “Huraaaayyyyy! This is beautiful!”


  The salty water entered her nose, her ears, her eyes but it didn’t matter. She closed her eyes, to stop the burning sensation and opened them up when the turmoil quietened. Here she was, soaking wet, back on her beach towel. In the distance, she saw a black and shiny back above the water.


  Was it a dream or was it real, she asked herself. She had read somewhere – she could not remember where, that the human brain cannot tell the difference between imagination and reality, generating similar body responses. She tried this theory on herself once during a posh event, seeing herself doing abs exercises. As soon as she got back home, she took off her clothes and looked in the mirror. She had been concentrating for almost an hour with minor interruptions but the result failed to manifest. Nada, nothing! She had given up.


  Is it so important if it was for real or not, she said to herself. It was an awesome experience. One that my colleague with panties as big as a truck cover, shall never live!


  The noise of smashed shells broke off her train of thought. An old man with greasy garments, stinking of fish, came forth.


  “You’re not from around here, are you, girl?”


  A girl, really? She, who had come into the full age of her thirties, who was a hotshot in an advertising agency, who wore only famous brand clothes and had all-inclusive holidays. Leaving in a rush, she had forgotten her whole stock for painting her face. Thus, the freckles on her cheeks and nose, usually hidden under a thick layer of foundation and powder, were now displaying in the daylight for everyone to see.


  “Noooo, I’m not,” she answered, playing the spoilt child she had suddenly become.


  “That’s why you are sitting here when the storm is coming. Go and get some shelter, it’s something you don’t want to mess with. At least if it was a lightning rod somewhere around,” he said, pointing to a formation of dark clouds that was already taking bites from the sun. He knew what he was talking about, the old man.


  “Thanks,” she said. And smiled as if this word she had so rarely uttered during the last years, had taken a load off her chest.


  “To whom do you belong? Am I right or this is the first time we have met?”


  “To nobody!”


  The old man looked surprised.


  “I mean nobody in this village,” she added in one breath. “I’m a tourist, I arrived late last night and I’m staying at La Prison de la Mer.”


  The wind was rising, waving the old man’s cheeks while he has scratching his head as if he tried to figure out something.


  “The first cottage on the sea wall. Up, there,” she said pointing to the abrupt bank...


  “Hum! Such a treat, what can I say!”


  The gusty wind had started to rise up the sand, whipping their feet. She wanted to ask him what did he mean, but he signalled her to hurry:


  “We’re running out of time for talking. We must seek shelter!”


  They left in opposites directions. He went towards some wooden shacks built on the breakwater edge. She started mounting the steep slope. It would have been difficult for her to tell what frightened her the most—the flash in the sky or the Prison’s taciturn keeper. The clouds shattered all of a sudden with a sonorous roar. She stopped by a concrete pole that was holding some wires in the air. The woman felt as if she played a part in this noisy show. She belonged on that stage. Nature would never do any harm to her because in doing this, it would harm itself. The last time she had taken time to watch the rain, she had tried to catch it in the small bucket she was playing with in the sand, at the seaside. She was a few years old and she had climbed onto a stool, leaning over the balcony’s edge, with her arms wide open. Her mum had shown up quickly and pulled her in. She had slapped her, telling her she must not do that again.


  The sea was getting rough, the waves foamed. Water drops, as thin as a pen’s nib, kept falling by tens of thousands—by hundreds of thousands. It was dark in the middle of the day, a dark thorn by flashes of light far away, in the offing. The universe was giving a percussion concert, marked by acute accents resembling screams coming out of the throats of some invisible, winged creatures. All of this, because she was standing there, as an enthralled spectator who was watching, breathless.


  The performance ended unexpectedly. Music stopped, clouds withdrew, making way for the light to warm and dry. The sand was moist, her clothes were moist. The angler was still hiding in his wooden shack. He had fallen asleep, probably. It was time to go back to her warden. Yes, this was exactly how she intended to call her host from that moment on. He really had a warden’s face, gestures, and everything. Still, such a deep repugnance for someone was unusual. Especially because he had not done anything particularly wrong. Maybe in another life, she thought. She had read an article run by UK Daily Mail that enounced the theory of a travelling soul that goes from one life to another, from one body to another, through different centuries. To her, the idea was bizarre but somehow credible. Being a woman during one lifetime and a man during the next seemed even odder. She enjoyed being a woman. She would not want any of the responsibilities of a man. Hunting and erection included. She may have been a man, too. All women were once men mentioned the article, because the soul would incarnate into a woman’s body only when it reached a certain degree of wisdom and comprehension. This was the reason for women’s complexity.


  The Prison’s yard was deserted. Some of the rose bushes had been flattened. The air smelled like crushed petals and the warden was nowhere to be seen.


  “He must have other things to attend to,” she told herself in relief.


  The storm had reached inside her room. One of the windows must have clapped against the wall until it broke. The curtain was damp. Outside, the light regained her kingdom, making the greenish seawater shine.


  “Everything is warmth, everything is colour,” she thought.


  She took off her wet clothes, wrapped a towel around her, lay on the bed and closed her eyes. She was a pirate again. In fact, a woman disguised as a pirate. She had been captured and locked up right here, in this room. A cold, unfurnished cell. She was lying on the floor, her joints captive in heavy chains, fixed into the wall. The jailer—now the man had a chestnut, soft beard and long hair, combed in a ponytail–had brought her water. She had seized the moment to speak to him with a soft, alluring voice. She spoke to him every time he came to bring her food or water. Until, one night before her hanging, she convinced him to let her go. The next day, it was he who was given the hangman’s noose.


  She opened her eyes, feeling remorse. Was this the reason why the man scowled at her? Did he remember? Did he recognize her?


  Her body shivered. Why scare people with such stories? Humans had only one life to live—nobody returned from the dead to disavow it, right? Why live in fear? In fact, having one more fear to think about: that you will never get away with it. Anyhow, fear and adrenaline were her faithful daily companions. She was scared of missing the deadline, of being abandoned by Darling for a younger chick, of getting a speed ticket or a flat bottom because of too much sitting, of hitting menopause too early. She imagined having a hard time gaining the big prize during the advertising festival, the Inland Revenue emptying her accounts because of an accountant’s huge mistake, the building officer’s unexpected check of the water meters in her house, losing her job. Life was a struggle, what the heck!


  She was dizzy. She was experiencing the whole army of dark soldiers for the first time. They usually walked alone or in pairs, when she least expected them, hiding behind friendlier thoughts but always being there. She must have been very tough if she managed to live under such circumstances without going completely nuts.


  Her stomach had been asking for his rights for some time but being caught in the train of thought, she did not pay attention. For the first time since she had started working in a corporate company, she felt a sound, healthy hunger. Usually, she would leave home in a hurry, without having breakfast. She would stop by a drive-in, grab a croissant and some coffee she would finish up in her car, after pulling into the five-hundred-space parking lot.


  She put on a white, vaporous linen dress and her roman sandals, combed her hair in a ponytail and left. Her image, reflected in the mirror for a second, put a smile on her face. The sea was doing wonders and the angler had been right to consider her a “girl.” Colour came back to her cheeks, her skin was glowing and her eyes glittered with inner joy.


  The warden was outside, trying to mend the storm’s effects. He was gathering up the rose petals scattered on the ground with tender gestures. As if he wanted to ease their suffering. Instead of throwing them into the bin, he put them in a terracotta bowl. It could have been this picture or maybe the image of the noose that made her stop and look at him with compassion and understanding. Their eyes met, for a second, before he turned his back on her, mumbling something, she was able to see his features soften into a smile.


  The anglers’ village, so vivid and full of tourists in the height of the season, was deserted. There was nobody in the long, narrow yards that all looked the same. Various green plants, such as vines, multicoloured irises and flowering tobacco, mingled with date trees and jasmine, were hiding the houses, leaving only visible the roofs and the first floors, with its white and blue shades. Everything looked motionless, a stillness that was so consistent that someone could cut in into slices. She would have put aside a few of those, to have them at hand when she became agitated. To take a bite and instantly return to this place right here, right now. The stillness slices might have given better results than the violet, plush cushion she kept in the back seat of her car. It was a very nice cushion, with a yellow moon and a black-and-white little cow raised printed on one side. It came along as purchased with a baby magazine, as a gift. Each time she needed a break, she would get into the back seat of her car, put her head on the pillow, close her eyes, rest her mind and eyes until a creative idea for her advertising campaign appeared or her phone rang.


  For the time being her hunger was the only real thing. A drab street directory pointed towards the pedestrian area, where the stores and restaurants were. During a normal summer day, young girls wearing traditional garments, would invite her to taste the freshly made dishes. The shades at the first floor would be open, pouring forth the curtains made of running flowers. The shops would lure her with one hundred per cent vegetal clothes, handmade, as the local custom implies. The shop assistants, charming, would tempt her with leather sandals, brown bags that smelled of new leather, large brim hats and colourful scarves.


  Fridge magnets, mugs, wallets with the village name on it, blankets, plenty of stuff to fill her bag and eventually her cap, to bring them to those who stayed at home, in captivity. However, today the place looked like an angry woman, who kept her arms and legs crossed, unwilling to show anything. It seemed that Darling performed a miracle, in a desperate attempt to bring her home through starvation. She was determined to hang on. Even if she had to eat fried fish and fish soup from a cast-iron kettle, together with the anglers.


  “This is a good idea,” she told herself. “I might join them for lunch and go into town for provisions later in the evening.” She retraced her steps. In the meantime, the clouds had travelled away and the ground was drying up. From up there on the sea wall, she saw some silhouettes moving down the gulf? Curious, she quickened her pace. The storm had buried three fishing boats into the sand. As the boats lay there parallel, with their bows coming out of the ground and pointing to the sky, they appeared to be a visual installation made by a gifted artist.


  Three greybeard men, including the one she had met earlier, were hovering about in amazement.


  “I never saw such a thing in my life. It looks like the devil’s work,” the oldest said.


  “It’s a warning! We must have upset the sea. We have to take measures or she’ll eat us alive.”


  As the three anglers seemed gentle, she intervened:


  “Will you manage without boats?”


  “Look who is here! The girl on the beach! The rain must have gotten you wet to the bones, hasn’t it?” her greybeard answered, showing a pair of golden metal teeth. Or maybe pure gold, assuming he had caught a fish that had swallowed a golden necklace.


  “It got me wet, I admit.”


  “This is exactly why it is best to listen to older people’s advice. You were saying?”


  Before she opened her mouth, the angler spoke again:


  “Well, well! I am not as soft-headed as I look. I remember your question. We do not use these boats currently. They were put ashore, for mending. Even if they were our only boats, our hands know what to do. We’ve seen much worse. Remember, Long John, twenty years ago, when the sea took your house, your wife and children away?”


  This Long John, with long, greasy hair, a scar on his right cheek, thick and black eyebrows, might have been more or less in his sixties.


  “It was tough, very tough but it’s over now,” he answered, sighing and opening his mouth in a toothless smile.


  “The sea took everything from him. There was nothing left of the woman or the kids. It only brought back to the shore some of the roof’s rotten joists. He knew it was the roof because some pots were still hanging there. Miraculously.”


  Long John kept smiling.


  “The sun feels so good,” he said with sincere gladness.


  “I don’t get it!” the woman said.


  “What don’t you get?” the greybeard with gold teeth asked.


  “I don’t understand his attitude. How can he be so calm? How can he put up with this situation? He didn’t love them at all? Forgive me, I don’t want to hurt anybody’s feelings but, where I come from, this is how we see things.”


  “You don’t enjoy so much, there, lately, do you?”


  “Well, I admit there are things I hate. I don’t like myself too much. I live a pretty good life and yet, I don’t feel satisfied with it. Something is missing and...”


  She stopped, suddenly. What had happened to her that made her open her heart in front of some random strangers, some yobs who probably could not spell their name?


  “Still, people value me, there are many good things in my life,” she went on with a changed attitude. “Including the fact that such losses are grieved.”


  “If, by grieving, you mean pulling your hair off and running away from life, I agree with you,” answered Long John. “I do believe that my wife and children are well off wherever they are now. I strongly believe they continue their existence in a place I cannot see. If God decided to move them away, it means it was best for them. Why grieve? I admit, I miss them a lot. But my heart tells me we’ll meet again. Until then, I have a duty towards myself and the other people in the village that I have to fulfil. For as long as I can.”


  “It is a reasonable point of view. Impossible to verify, though. Nobody knows what happens after we die,” she argued, because she was accustomed to always being right.


  “As I told you, my soul knows and this is enough for me.”


  She was speechless. Especially because deep down in her heart, she was aware of those things. She was aware that her “Darling” was not her real darling but a man who had gotten used to her.


  “This sea air makes me very hungry. Don’t you feel the same, girl?” the first greybeard man broke the silence, while the third one was checking the boats with his knuckles. “Join us for a fresh fish borsch!”


  “Gladly! I’m starving and all the shops in the village are closed.”


  They aimed to the wooden shacks on the shore. A huge cast iron kettle, hung by three high poles was steaming above a merry fire, tickling her nose with a tasty smell. Long John entered one of the shacks and brought out four small bowls, made of clay, and four wooden spoons. They sat down to eat in the shadow of an old cloth.


  The borsch, although a little greasy, was tasty. It was a bit sour and tasted like lovage. Each sip empowered her, making her feel alive, as if she fed herself with the sea’s vigour. She asked for a second portion.


  The sun was about to set and she was still on the beach. The cell phone, abandoned in her room, kept listing Darling’s missing calls. As well as a message from the advertising agency manager, informing her that he had rejected her application for holiday and, unless she showed up the next day, he intended to fire her. But she had so much to live for, so much to find out. The anglers were both fun and wise. Cooking a fish borsch was serious business, impossible to learn in one day. The sand had a thousand different colours, and it ran through her fingers a thousand ways. The stars in the sky made up constellations. Those constellations had a meaning and a name she wanted to find out. She wanted to sail, to learn how to catch fish.


  Late, after midnight, when she went to bed, she realized one week was too short for everything she wanted to do. At the end of the day how much did she know about the creature she was about to become? About her talents, needs and wishes?


  She was determined to find out. As much as she could. All, if possible. And to stay in the village as long as it took.


  THE ELEPHANT


  (Dedicated to my childhood elephant)


  The elephant was fluttering his huge frayed ears lazily, arousing joyful clapping and trampling from the kids who were watching him from behind the protective fence.


  “He’s blinking, he’s blinking!” shouted a little boy with a face full of pink candyfloss.


  “No, he’s not, bottle bottoms!” answered back a chubby little girl, with colored half-hoses, reaching out swiftly for his round spectacles and snatching them up his nose.


  “See, now?” she asked in a mocking voice, raising up her arms and juggling the glasses from one hand to another. The boy, who was a head shorter, started to jump around her, whining:


  “Give it back to me! Don’t make me squeaaal…”


  “Go aheaaad, go aheaaad!” the plump one sneered, sticking out her tongue at him.


  “You’re both losers!”


  The velvet-like but dignified and superior voice put the kids at silence. It belonged to their colleague, the coolest girl in class. The only one who had a cell phone. And designer sunglasses. Who was so thin that anything looked good on her. Including the shorts that were now showing a pair of skinny, translucent legs, with bluish veins.


  “Elephants keep their eyes closed all the time,” she added, while turning her back on them. The mouths of the children fell open, into a long “ahhhhh.” The elephant made some noises, as if he was laughing. The chubby girl let her arms fall down. The little boy snatched his glasses from her hand, put them on, and rushed off to the far corner of the enclosure.


  “He’s blinking,” he shouted again, but this time, in his mind. Although he could clearly see the elephant batting his long-lashed eyelids, the skinny girl had spread doubt into his mind. What if he was imagining it? Nevertheless, the elephant was blinking and just for a moment turned his head towards him, rising up his trunk and opening his mouth as if he was mimicking a friendly smile. However, where were his teeth? Where were his fangs, the little boy asked himself.


  The children kept on shouting and gesturing in a vain attempt of bringing him closer to the enclosure fence. Some would lure him with peanuts and potato chips.


  “Stop fidgeting! You’re scaring him!” The teacher’s voice, loud and clear, put down the clamor for a second.


  “But I want to play with him. At least, a little bit,” a reply came from some kid in the silenced group.


  “And I want to feed him. My mother taught me that loving and feeding the animals is a good deed,” another tiny voice said.


  “I want to know where he comes from. Is he born here?” another voice took over.


  “Can’t you see he is tethered? This is as far as he can move!” Here she was again, the girl with legs as thin as chopsticks. The shrimps muffled. One of the flappers broke into tears:


  “I don’t want him to huuuurt…”


  A caretaker, who was passing by, overheard the conversation and got near. He was wearing high boots, made of rubber, trousers made of thick fabric, and a khaki shirt, with the upper buttons undone. A hat with a large brim shadowed his cheeks. He put down the bucket he was carrying and, with one flick, threw his hat back, showing a tanned face and a gentle but penetrating gaze that was lit up by a warm smile.


  “Crocodile Dundeeeee!” a few kids exclaimed.


  “Well, I’m not him. Crocodile Dundee has a knife. I don’t. I don’t kill animals, or crocodiles. I am just a caretaker. And I look after her as well!”


  “Her?????,” the choir of surprised voices erupted.


  “Yes, her! It is a ‘she’ elephant and her name is Gaya. Just like our mother earth.”


  “Gaya, Gaya, Gaya,” the children choir started. The animal put her trunk up in the air, making a trumpet like noise.


  “Where was Gaya born? Here?”


  “Gaya is an Asian elephant and was born in a far-away country...”


  “Where, where?” eagerly screamed the children.


  “India!”


  The little boys and girls silenced, wrinkling their noses and searching their unripe minds for some information about the whereabouts of this India they had not heard much of. “How can she understand us? If she was born in India…”


  “Gaya is very special. She understands all languages. Especially the language of love. You see, she knows that you love her and she’s very happy about it.”


  That very moment, the animal made another trumpet-like noise.


  “This is her way of telling you that she loves you too. That she is happy every time you come and see her.”


  “How old is Gaya? Her skin is so crinkled that she seems ancient…” said the bespectacled kid before he could control himself. The skinny girl nailed him with a defiant look.


  “Good observation, you are a clever little fellow. What’s your name?” asked the caretaker.


  “My name is Mickey and I’m six,” he answered like a gunshot, surprised that somebody, a real person, was thinking so highly of him.


  “To tell you the truth, Mickey, Gaya isn’t very old. But she’s not very young either. You could compare her to a woman in her forties. As fine as possible!” The teacher smiled, flattered because the man seemed to have looked at her while uttering these last words.


  “And how did she get here? Did she walk?” little Mickey kept asking. The pale little girl started laughing but the caretaker ignored her.


  “Yes, she walked…but she also sailed. She travelled on wheels, in a truck. Some circus people found her more dead than alive, while she was still a baby. They took care of her until she recovered. However, they grew fond of her. And she grew fond of them as well. The humans decided to keep her and turn the elephant into a circus attraction. Gaya knows how to use a towel after taking a bath. Gaya is a star!” The children listened, mesmerized. Even the elephant stood still.


  “One day, bad fortune fell upon the circus. The owners went bankrupt. It was too late for Gaya to go back into the wilderness. The other elephants would have rejected her. They could have sold her to another circus but they weren’t acquainted with anyone decent. Instead, they chose to send her to a zoo, where she would be loved and looked after properly. After a thorough selection process, they chose this zoo. Thus, Gaya started the journey on water, crossing the ocean on a ship. She continued by land, in a big truck. And walked from the entrance to her enclosure,” the caretaker ended his story. The children clapped their hands, in delight.


  “I understand that Gaya is a friendly and peaceful creature. The kids are upset to see her tethered. Is it really necessary?” asked the teacher.


  “I’m sorry but we had to tie her up because she was chasing kids down the zoo’s alleys and stole the candies from their pockets. I’m joking! Although I heard, she used to do it to the children in the front row at the circus. I mean, checking their pockets for candies, in the cutest possible way. The truth is that, no matter how gentle she may be, she is still a beast. It is difficult to predict her reactions. There are also ill-disposed people that it’s safer to keep her away. Imagine Gaya would approach the fence in full confidence. And that somebody would sneak something into her trunk. Let’s say, a mouse. Or maybe put a stick into her eye. You wouldn’t want anything like that to happen, would you?”


  “Noooo, noooooo, we wouldn’t!” a choir of tiny voices answered back.


  “Gaya can move freely both in her summer and winter house. Let me tell you something else, but first you must promise that you can keep a secret. Do you promise?”


  “Yes, yes, we can. Do tell us, do tell us!”


  “That’s not good enough. Let me hear you: we promise to keep the secret!”


  The teacher was watching them in delight. This man had a gift she had rarely seen. Even she had to work hard in order to polish her skills of dealing with the little ones. Actually, she was still improving them.


  “We promise to keep the secret, we promise to keep the secret, we promise to keep the secret!” they uttered in one voice, same as they did every morning, when they were standing up to greet the teacher.


  “Very good, I knew I could trust you! Every now and then, during the night, we set Gaya free and let her wander the zoo’s alleys.”


  “Awesome!” exclaimed little Mickey. How he would have enjoyed walking with her, eventually up on top of her head, just as he had seen in a movie.


  “I’m glad we met, children! I hope I’ll see you again. Go see the other animals. They could use some friends as well,” said the caretaker, pulling his hat down his forehead. “I need to carry on with my work.”


  The teacher approached him, holding out her hand,


  “You’re doing a great job here. It seems that you’re good not just with beasts, but with children as well.”


  “Thanks, madam,” he answered touching the brim of his hat with two fingers, as a salute, while taking her palm into a big and rugged hand. “It’s just nature.”


  That evening, Mickey was agitated. He barely touched his food and, right after dinner, he rushed into his room, saying he had homework, loads of it, to do. He even put the Do Not Disturb plate on his door. He was determined to go back to the zoo that very night. Somehow, he knew Gaya would be set free to take a stroll through the park. As his destination was pretty far and the bus service wasn’t available at night, he had to take a cab and needed cash. Walking with Gaya in liberty was worth a thousand times more than the bicycle with the green tires he wanted for his birthday and was saving money for. He opened the lid of the moneybox, a miniature of the red phone booths in his hometown, and threw its contents on his desk. It was made up of a few crumpled notes and many coins. Some of them rolled under his bed. Here was the money that his grandparents had given him at Christmas, for his birthday, and his fee for helping his father clean up the garage. After counting, he shook his head, satisfied. He had enough money, he thought, not only to get there but to also come back. Unless Gaya suddenly decided to go back to India and wanted him to accompany her. The only thing left to do was to choose what to wear. He needed clothes that would make him look like a grown-up person, so that he could make the cabdriver take him to the zoo, and that were strong enough for a long trip. He ran over the clothes in his closet but nothing seemed appropriate.


  He pouted for a few seconds and then suddenly, his face lit up. He rushed under his bed and got a big box out. It was the box where he kept his cowboy outfit. The vest, the checkered shirt, the leather pants, the boots, even a hat. Swell! The large brim, as large as the caretaker’s from the zoo, would hide both his face and age. He would present himself to the cabdriver as an American cowboy visiting his European relatives. The only issue left was getting inside the zoo that closed at seven p.m.


  “It would be so nice if Gaya waited for me at the gate. She would put her trunk around me, raise me up in the air and take me inside.” Mickey was dreaming with his eyes open. “Except that Gaya has no clue I am coming so she can’t meet me. It’s ok, I shall clear the fence. I might bring the washing line from the garage. A cowboy is no cowboy without his lasso.”


  It was barely nine o’clock. The TV set was making noises in the living room. Had these parents of his no intention of going to sleep? He was running out of patience. His schoolbag lay on the floor untouched. He decided to try on his cowboy outfit. It had been a while since he had last put it on. What if he had outgrown it? Luckily, it still fit. Maybe the sleeves were a bit short. The TV set silenced, implying that his parents were getting ready for bed. Every night, they would come into his room and kiss him goodnight. All dressed up as he was, he hid under the blanket which he pulled up to his chin, pretending he was half-asleep.


  He had no idea how long he stayed like that. When he opened his eyes, it was dark in his room and silence ruled all over the house. A soft noise, knock, knock, was coming from his window. What could it be? The trees grew on the other side of the lawn. And he had a visit to make. He hit the ceiling and went to the window to find out what was making that sound.


  There she stood, almost as big as the house. Gaya was knocking at his window with the sole finger of her trunk.


  “Come on, hurry up!” she said. “They’re expecting us!”


  “I’m coming, let me just grab my hat!” answered Mickey who was suddenly able to perfectly see distant objects and did not need his eyeglasses anymore. “Get off the lawn. My father will kill me”


  The elephant backed away, right in the middle of the road.


  “I’m ready,” he said, opening the window.


  Gaya stretched out her trunk, putting it delicately around his waist. Finally, she placed him on top of her head, just as he had wished.


  “You can hold onto my crown,” she said. The elephant was wearing something on her head comparable to a tower-shaped jewel, adorned with colourful butterflies and precious stones. She had massive golden bangles at her feet, with gold tassels jingling at each step. Her eyelashes were dark brown and longer than he remembered.


  “I am glad to see you again, by the way. I think you are a great little fellow,” Gaya told him, as she moved at an unusual speed for an elephant.


  “I don’t know, not everybody agrees with you,” he answered a little sulky and still sleepy.


  “If you are implying those two girls, your class-mates, the skinny one and the chubby one, there is one thing I know: they suck. Su-ck! They need a cold-water shower to come to their senses. But I did not want to scare you. The truth is that it is not their fault. They hold nothing against you. They just do not feel loved, that’s all. Therefore, they withdraw into themselves and treat other people badly. Either they look people up or they make fun of them.”


  Poor things, Mickey thought. Not to feel loved must be terrible. Not to be kissed goodnight. Not to see the Easter Bunny. Not to be able to speak to animals.


  “I’m glad to see you too, Gaya,” he said almost kissing her wrinkled head with an enthusiasm he tried to hide because his father had taught him that a man had to control himself. And, hell, he was a man. He had left home all by himself.


  “I knew you could speak,” he whispered.


  Gaya smiled. “You can whisper as softly as you like, I can still hear you. I can hear even your thoughts!”


  The streets they were passing looked bizarre and strange. Moreover, they were very different from those he knew so well. The two-story houses, aligned impeccably alongside concrete sidewalks, where tiny trees were growing at a specific distance between each other, had been replaced by hovels painted in bright colors. As dawn approached, he could see that some of them had a dirty cloth at the entrance instead of a door. Fistfuls of withered grass were growing on the curb.


  “Where are we?” he asked curiously.


  “We are in India. We’re going to the circus. I am the star of the show and you are my special guest!”


  Mickey stood up and started swinging his arms. Before Gaya was able to make a sound, he slipped and almost fell. Most obligingly, the elephant waved his left leg so that the little fellow may grab it.


  “Do not try standing on a walking elephant without previous training!” joked Gaya.


  “I didn’t mean to do this! I was just happy about being in India and about being properly dressed. Look, I have a hat! Is the sun strong in India?”


  “Yes, it is quiet strong!”


  “How do you get by without a hat? Don’t you get a sunburn?”


  “Never! My skin is thick, so thick that I feel nothing. When I’m hot, I cool down. Just like this!” she answered sucking up a finger of water from a puddle and sprinkling it on him. Mickey giggled, delighted.


  “Tell me, Gaya, don’t you ever get bored being locked up in that enclosure at the zoo?”


  “I don’t have much time to get bored.”


  “How come?”


  “Firstly, I get plenty of guests every day. And not just children, like you. But other creatures as well like animals or insects. Then there are birds that are flying in from remote places to recount to me what is going on in the vast world. Pigeons sent to get advice on a circus number. Ants who know the latest news from inside the earth. Marvelous things happen around me all the time. A blade of grass is growing. Dandelion seeds learn to fly. A cloud changes shape. A star rises. How could I ever get bored?”


  “Then why do people get bored? Maybe it is better to be elephant than a person. Look, sometimes on Sundays, when we are all at home, I see Mummy walking back and forth in the dining room. My father watches TV, pretending he doesn’t see her. Until she places herself right in front of him, hiding the telly, and yells: ‘I’m bored!’”


  “I’ll try to clear this up for you. Did you ever go to the circus?”


  “Sure, I did! But never to an Indian one.”


  “Did you notice how the magician was hypnotizing the rabbit until it stood totally still?”


  Mickey nodded his head in affirmation.


  “It goes the same way with people. Somehow, they act like this rabbit. They never live in the present. All they do is think about what happened and what is going to happen. Sometimes, these thoughts seem to get tired. This is when, having forgotten how to listen or to observe, they start feeling bad. Like being hungry. They say they get bored. And rely on a familiar activity to push away the nasty feeling.”


  Mickey was confused. Why were grown-ups thinking so highly of themselves when it was obvious that they were less intelligent than an elephant?


  The air was lighting up and vibrating with merry music sounds. They were approaching a huge tent, with purple and red walls. A same-coloured flag, with two golden strips, was waving on the highest point of the tapering top. The elephant and the boy stopped near the artist entrance. Gaya made that trumpet sound again. A chimp wearing a white vest with big, silver buttons and red, baggy, silk pants appeared at once. Massive bangles hanged at his wrists. The turban on his head, artfully made, bore a huge amethyst.


  “Raj will take you to your seat,” said Gaya lowering him on the ground. “Stay calm, be patient and you will see me as no one in your country has ever seen me before.”


  Gaya became impressive, majestic, superb and very different from the grey and burly animal at the zoo. All dressed up, prepared for the show, she seemed to be more than an artist. She was a goddess of creativity, luck and abundance.


  The chimp took Mickey’s hand and pulled him inside the tent. The backstage was animated with humans and beasts who, in perfect harmony, prepared for the show. The little boy sat in the front row. His heart was pounding heavily. He did not know where to look first. To the swarthy people around him. Or to the merry orchestra that was making the wonderful music, the clowns who were playing tricks in the middle of the arena. Or to the dazzling, colored lights, shining from the ceiling.


  It was before he could come to his senses, that clowns were leaving the arena and drums announced an important moment. A white cloth was being stretched from one end of the arena to the other, dividing it in two, while the master of ceremonies was proudly announcing:


  “And now, ladies and gentlemen, our number-one star, Gayaaa!”


  A roar of applause and cheers made the tent tremble. Mickey looked to his right and felt full of pride as if everyone knew he was the star’s special guest.


  “Ladies and gentlemen, you all know Gaya is a perfect artist, who takes great care of her appearance. Please, give her some time to prepare herself for you. Ladies and gentlemen, I give you Gaya!”


  The elephant entered the stage while the audience acclaimed and made her trumpet noise that seemed to drive them crazier. She stopped behind the white cloth. All you could see were the top of her head, her eyes, and her spine. She must have put her front legs on something because she rose above the curtain, in a diva-like pose, her head leaned backwards, her trunk rolled up in the air and her mouth open in a smile.


  “Gaya, Gaya, Gaya,” shouted the crowd.


  The elephant hid behind the curtain. She slowly took off the crown on her head and put it aside, on the board. A few seconds later, her golden bracelets fell next to it. Afterwards, the audience heard a water splash. Meanwhile, the orchestra was playing a happy song. Gaya was completely out of sight when, out of nowhere, a gazelle appeared, chased by a huge Indian disguised as a lion. They both tangled in the white cloth and tossed until it detached.


  The audience cheered. They could now see all of beautiful Gaya. She was sitting on her back legs, in a big water basin, pretending she had no idea that all eyes were on her. She was holding a brush in her trunk and washed her back, her ears, and her feet. Now and then, she would put the brush aside and pour on it some odor-free liquid from a porcelain bottle. She would grab it again, continuing the embellishment process. After a few similar gestures, thoroughly made, she would put her trunk into a smaller basin, get some water, and let it flow on her body.


  One thing was certain: Gaya was the brightest elephant on Earth! Not only did she knew how to take a bath but she knew how to use a towel as well. A big, white one. Children and adults were equally mesmerized. Gaya seemed to notice finally, the crowd around her. Her eyes had a cocky glow. She moved to the center of the arena, waving her ears as if she was saying:


  “Ok, you caught me again in the act! But you loved it, I know that!”


  Starting the tour of honor, her trumpet-like voice sang again while a dozen men were taking out the water basins. Children approached the board, their hands full of candies. Gaya stopped in front of a little girl, with curly hair. She gently caressed her forehead with her sole finger. The kid handed her a big, red lollypop. Gaya gently grasped it with her trunk and put it in her mouth. For a few seconds, she moved her lips and kept her eyes closed as if she was enjoying it to the fullest. Afterwards, she resumed her triumphant march and disappeared in the artist entrance tunnel.


  From this moment on, Mickey’s memories got unclear. A bunch of sounds, colors, and smells. He left the tent with the other Indian children. It got cold and dark. He almost broke into tears when a familiar trunk grabbed him, putting him somewhere high up and chasing his worries away.


  “Don’t worry, we’re going back home. I’m so proud of you. You are the bravest little boy in the whole world. Don’t you ever forget it! You’re the bravest little boy in the world!”


  The gentle touch in his hair made him open his eyes:


  “Gaya?” he murmured.


  “Mum, yes, it’s me, Mum,” the voice answered, holding him. “My brave little boy who fell asleep dressed up as a cowboy.”


  Mickey is rubbing his eyes, his fists clenched, having a hard time believing he is back in his bed. Somehow, his mother’s smile reminds him of Gaya’s. As she takes him into her arms, tears gather in his eyes. Few tears. Because he is the bravest little boy on Earth.


  “Mum, can I ask you something?”


  “Of course, honey! Anything!”


  “Can we go to the zoo on Saturday to see Gaya?”


  GREEN EYES


  The hard soles of his shoes were leaving marks in the cobblestone, melted down by the heat. The narrow asphalt strip went by the steep barren lakeside for a while, when suddenly it turned right and followed the highway, leaving behind a whitish dusty path. It was this path he chose daily as a short cut to his home. His shirt was glued to the skin of his chest and back because he hated wearing an under-vest. The man’s strides were heavy and rhythmic. He looked straight ahead, with a frowned set gaze. It might have been the daylight, as heavy as it was, making his wedding ring glow. He was tired. Tired from all the dust, tired from the scorching heat, tired with this forsaken place where he has been living for the past two years. He felt trapped.


  He had settled down here right after being betrothed to Mary. He had met her at the movies. They were total strangers and yet, they had seats next to one another. The film was utter crap and he did not refrain from commenting and laughing out loud. She had told him to behave himself, otherwise she would have the usher throw him out. The man was puzzled. He was used to women performing a somersault to get into his good books. But not this one. Mary was all determination and self-confidence. A different female species he had to explore. At the end of the movie, he had made a short but irresistible apology that had put a smile on her face. “Piece of cake,” he had said to himself, thinking that the war was won before any battle had taken place. He had pursued her to the bus station, extracting a phone number and the promise of a date.


  It had not been love at first sight but still, it was love. He had fallen for her lively spirit, her wits, her ambition, and her openness. She fancied him for his good looks, his wonderful body, his passion. After a while, they were inseparable. They enjoyed climbing the mountains, taking long strolls in the park, eating ice cream, dancing and making love for hours and hours. To cut a long story short, they were happy.


  So happy that, once the autumn came, they got married. A small wedding—just family and close friends, with no white, princess garment and no tuxedo. Actually, Mary had a stout figure and thought a mid-length, straight dress made of cream brocade would suit her best. As for him, he wanted to make her smile like the first time they had met. Thus, he adorned his best office suit with a pair of new Converse sneakers. Right after the ceremony was over, the newlyweds packed their bags and moved to Mary’s hometown. He had just graduated from college and got a job as an engineer at the nearby nuclear power station. The man had grown up in a similar small town and, during his first year of marriage, he did not miss the life of the big city. Moreover, he loved his job and he loved getting back home every evening to his Mary, who was always greeting him with tender caresses and exquisite food. She had landed a job as a nurse in a state-run dispensary and seemed to have forgotten her old ambitions.


  Right where the small town began, the path wound by some shabby cottages, inhabited by gypsies. Rumor said that they had come a long time ago, from a distant realm, travelling by water and by land. They were rarely seen on the streets, except for the Sunday fair, where they came to trade handmade copper kitchen utensils in different sizes for groceries, bread, meat and cotton. Once they had closed their deals, they simply vanished while the other merchants would sigh with relief. They were a bad omen, wise men said.


  He knew it too, but mocked Mary whenever she begged him not to take the shortcut.


  “This is rubbish! Childish stuff! What can they do to me? Come on, grow up! It’s the same thing as if you told me you still believed in Santa Claus!”


  Nevertheless, whenever he passed by their yards, he would quicken his pace. The toothless old ladies, the big-bellied greybeards, and the naked children that he usually saw inside put awkwardness into his very soul. Only on this occasion, something was different. For the first time, he was seeing one of their young women. In fact, very young, barely out of her teens. A lithe creature with long, dark hair, perfect, white teeth like small pearls and a bright, green gaze that marked his heart. He kept on walking, without turning his head. Nevertheless, there she was, in front of his eyes, raising up her frail arms and hanging out the washing. He tried to banish her out of his mind. All of a sudden, he was getting superstitious.


  She might cast a spell on me, he thought. He suddenly realized that he had never seen a young female gypsy. He remembered the talk he had heard once, while waiting in line at a store. Somebody had said that the power of these people lived within their women. The young ones, able to breed. They were so beautiful that all men who laid eyes upon them fell in love. In order to preserve their power and to avoid quarrels with the small-town inhabitants, the gypsy sage had forbidden them to be out in the open. Whoever trespassed the interdiction was heavily punished. How they were punished remained a mystery.


  Mary overwhelmed him with her kindliness. She had cooked dinner but he was not hungry. He had spent long minutes in the shower, thinking about the young gypsy woman. He told his wife that he was feeling tired and went to bed.


  He woke up, sweating in the middle of the night. Mary was asleep next to him. Same short, curly hair as when they met. Her cheeks had filled out though and her features seemed to have lost their edge. Her calm, steady breath soothed him. What on earth was going on in his mind? He got slowly out of bed.


  He needed a cigarette. The air was fresher now. He would go out and have a puff. However, as soon as he went outside the house, his steps, as if suddenly granted with a life of their own, took him to the town’s outskirts where the gypsy cottages were. A dog, alerted to his presence, started barking loudly. The yards were empty. He must have hallucinated earlier that day. The sun had been so strong.


  “It is best to take the other road, even if it’s longer. Get a car, maybe,” he told himself.


  He stood by this decision for about a week. He even took Mary to several secondhand car dealers in order to pick a car. They had the money but could not agree on the model. She wanted a family car, big and sound, in a dustproof color. Light grey would do. He would have chosen a more sporty vehicle, bright red or deep blue, since they were still very young and did not expect any children soon. They were both to put money into it and they had to agree. Mary, who always had her way, chose to postpone her decision knowing that, in the end, her husband would indulge her. In the meantime, he was growing restless, dissatisfied. He was taking the long road home but he barely touched his wife. In fact, it had been almost a month since they last made love. He still respected her. A lot. He was grateful for her love and devotion. Nevertheless, he had stopped lusting for her. He needed a change. Maybe they needed a change. Their love might have gotten a bit of fresh air if they moved somewhere else. Back to the big city, as a matter of fact. So, he started a frantic quest for a new job. But nothing popped up that suited his educational background and professional experience, as well as their financial expectations. So life went on just the same.


  One day, again he decided to take the shortcut. He walked through the dust, past the gypsy cottages. And there she was! Sitting on a bench attached to a fence, playing with two small children. The red scarf that was covering her head made her eyes look even greener. Just one glance at her, made him feel alive. He came closer. He needed to touch her, to convince himself she was not a dream. The girl gave him a cocky, curious eye and pulled back a little.


  “Well, if gentleman believe that any stranger can lay his hand on me, he is very, very wrong,” she said, in an uneducated yet mesmerizing voice.


  “Don’t fret. I mean no harm or disrespect. I just want to make sure that you’re real and I’m not dreaming,” he answered in the gentlest manner he could.


  “The gentleman makes fun of a simple, common gypsy girl,” she replied, casting her eyes down. The arrogance in her tone implied that she believed the opposite.


  “Whenever a girl is so beautiful, I need to make sure that I’m not dreaming. Please, tell me, what’s your name?” He was speaking in a soft voice, as if she were a fairytale creature that he would not want to scare away.


  “I’m Margaret, sir. But my folks call me Martha.”


  “Margaret suits you better!” He felt like he was back in college, trying to lure in the girl he fancied.


  “Do you know, Margaret, how happy you could make me if only you let me hold you in my arms?”


  The girl looked at him in anger.


  “Sir forgot the ring on his finger!”


  “Damn this ring!” he burst out, snatching it off his hand. “You’re totally right, I forgot. Thank you for reminding me. I should have done this a long time ago!”


  He was not lying. In fact, he was feeling so free as if, together with the ring, he had removed the burden he was carrying on his shoulders. The girl was hiding a smile in the corner of her lips. She knew she was beautiful. Besides, she was not to blame for this other woman’s inability to please him or her belief that, once he had put a jewel on her finger, he would stay for the rest of her life. She was just a plain and simple gypsy girl. But she knew her good looks would not last forever so she kept them. She also knew that men were hunters and needed to be lured all the time with new decoys. A woman needed to stay the same to make a man feel as secure as necessary, but must remember also to reinvent herself a little, day by day, so that he can discover her over and over again. Most importantly of all, play with mystery. Unveil it just a bit only to make it deeper.


  From that day on, he took back the old way home but he said nothing to Mary. Deep down in his heart, he was hoping his feelings would pass and that he would manage to stay a respectable fellow. He thought that his forbidden love affair might reignite his passion for his wife, as it happened to other men. Nevertheless, with each glance, touch, and kiss, Margaret took a stronger hold on him. She would meet him halfway and go down below the steep, barren, lakeside. They would hide under the long branches of a willow, the only tree left by the water. There, he would fill himself up with the taste of her lips, and the silk of her skin that smelled like grass and fire ashes. He would caress her soft curves, her flat belly, amazed by her little waist. In the evening, he would go back to his flat on the third floor, the very one he had chosen months ago for being spacious and light, only to feel like a drowned man into a sea of tiny objects and big pieces of furniture. His odorant had developed in a bizarre way so that the man was able to sense each and every little smell. The more he inhaled Mary’s expensive perfume, the odor of synthetic soap, woman’s body and face lotions, the more he longed for the scent of grass and fresh water, for Margaret’s sweet faint sweat. Yet, he had a hard time seeing himself living with the gypsies. What if he persuaded his beloved to elope with him, to another city? Get a fresh start. He spent evenings in a row imagining and planning before daring to speak to her about it.


  “I would never, ever, betray my people, do you hear?” Margaret screamed to his face. “Go away with you, turn into one of these pale, dead creatures, abide by some false rules we despise. Be cut off from the trees, the water, and the animals! Never!” He could never have imagined such a fierce look in her eyes and stayed there, defeated. This was it. Almost a curse of being half-living, whenever they were together, half-dead, as soon as he played the part of the respectable husband and engineer.


  “They would find us and kill us both, anyways, if we eloped,” she added in a soothing voice. “Unless you decide to join us. I bet they would accept you. As tanned as you are now, you look a little bit like a gypsy!” she giggled.


  “Margaret, you know I love you but I couldn’t possibly...”


  “It’s all right my love, no worries. We’re good. At least, until my father decides to marry me.”


  For the first time, he understood why men and women committed passion crimes. He would have been up for it as well if such horror happened. He took her into his arms, into a passionate embrace, and laid her down into the rich clover under the willow.


  As deepened into his thoughts as he was, he still noticed there was something wrong as soon as he returned home. Mary had puffy eyes and a swollen face. She, who always smiled and started talking about everything the moment her husband set foot in, was now silent. Her lips, tightly pressed one another, turned into a thin line of indefinite color.


  “Good evening,” he said, wearily thinking she was upset because he was too late, later than usual. “I’m sorry, I’ve got caught up in a million of things at the office. Piles of paper to sort out, this kind of stuff…”


  “Stop!” she replied in a dry voice. “I know!” she added heading for the living room and sitting on the couch. The man followed her, puzzled. What on earth could she know?


  “You were seen today. I mean, you two were seen. Now, I understand why you have been hiding this from me,” she added by pulling out of a pocket a rumpled piece of paper. “You turned it down, right?”


  His head was spinning. It was perfectly true. A major company in the capital had offered him his dream job, yet, he did not take it. However, he had thrown this paper into the garbage bin a long time ago. Besides, nobody ever passed by that place, at the seaside.


  “Who is she? Is she someone at work? Do I know her?”


  “She is a gypsy…”


  The words went out of his mouth by themselves, lightening up his heart. He was sorry for Mary, yet, he was relieved with telling the truth. For a second, the curse seemed to fade away. But to his astonishment, the woman’s face lit up.


  “It’s a spell. She must have put a spell on you!” she said throwing her arms around him. “Today, when that kid’s mother told me about it, I knew that you were unable to act like this out of your own will. Now, I have the confirmation. We must go to church.”


  “Mary, you don’t understand. I’m in love with her!”


  “Of course, my darling you are. Because she made you believe so. She made you see her as a goddess while she may be as ugly as a toad. I shall talk to Father Thomas tomorrow morning, see what we must do.”


  Her cheeks were red with excitement and she was determined to save him.


  “Have it your way,” he answered, sure that no priest could change his heart and happy to see her cheering up.


  The problem was solved for now, but what about the curse? Well, the curse continued working its magic. The next day, somebody, somehow heard the conversation between Mary and Father Thomas. It was a matter of days before the news crawled through the town, like a snake, reaching the respectable society members’ ears. They were watching him, willing to see repent and regret. Yet, he carried on, as before, with his life refusing to seek help from God. The only love potion Margaret had given him was her lips. He told Mary he should move out but she begged him to stay.


  “This would be the supreme shame,” she argued. “I still believe you are under a spell and I feel like I haven’t done all that I can to cast it way. Think how it would make me look, being ditched for a gypsy. I could never get out of the house.”


  A month passed by. People started avoiding him and eventually, he lost his job. Now, he had all the time in the world for Margaret. He let his hair and beard grow and started wearing colorful shirts. Eventually, Margaret gave birth to a baby boy. That day, he went to his apartment, while Mary was away, took a few things that he held dear and wrote a short note, asking her to forgive him.


  “I must have been a gypsy all my life, only now I realize it. I wish you always stay true to who you are and I thank you for all your love and caring.”


  Since that day, neither him nor Margaret were ever seen again. Even the gypsies packed their shawls, kettles, their hats and their mustaches, put the horses to the carts and moved out. They were the talk of the town for months. Some women stood by him: it must have been the curse. Give up a good life, to become a bum. Or maybe die, after all. Some people said the girl’s father must have killed him. Others swore that they had seen him in one of the carts, together with a very young woman who was feeding a baby at her breast. Others blamed him and his kindred: men go crazy whenever they see a skirt lifting up.


  As for Mary, she packed her bags and moved back to the big city, for fear that the curse might harm her as well. She remarried an older, almost bald man of substance, and turned into a big lady.


  THE LEATHER BELT


  The little boy was looking at his father with dry, wide-open eyes. He still sensed the touch of the thin, brown leather belt. So much pain just for spilling the soup! The bowl had fallen on the rug with a stifled noise, then rolled and smashed against the wall, into two big equal pieces. It had been just a moment of absentmindedness, and his mum knew it. The woman had left the table murmuring, “It’s all right, it’s all right,” and went to fetch a brush to clean up the carpet before it stained. The child had stood stock-still while his parents glared at him. He was still hungry and wanted another helping of soup but he was afraid to ask.


  The man grabbed his arm and dragged him to his boyish room. Taking off his belt, he started hitting him in smoldering anger.


  “I do not care for a molly-coddle in my house. I need a man. My son will be a real man no matter how many belts I shall wear out on his butt!” His voice grew louder and louder until it turned into a scream.


  “How will you handle life? How will you be able to master other people while you cannot master a spoon?”


  He was on the verge of hitting him again, when the mother came in and grabbed his hand.


  “That’s enough! I think he got it! You’ll pay more attention to it next time, won’t you, honey?” she told the boy, holding him with infinite tenderness.


  “Great, now you spoil him! It is you who will later take the consequences, not me!” He spoke in a heavy, angry voice but the worst was over.


  “We get back to it now, finish our lunch, right? And everybody behaves!” said the woman, taking her husband’s arm and pulling the little one along with her spare hand.


  The boy fought a little before allowing himself into the dining room. He was afraid. He was hungry. He needed to cuddle against his mother. She always made him feel secure. This tiny woman, with big, green eyes and long chestnut hair, with her light, flowered dress looked like a teenager next to her husband who was already turning grey. He was no more than five years older but since he had been appointed school headmaster, he had become a different person. He was paying more attention to his looks, especially his garments. He wore a tie, shirt, and suit trousers with a perfectly ironed crease during his spare time, too. He smiled less and walked with his hands behind his back, feeling important. He had a mission now and great responsibility weighted his shoulders, he would say, that of building strong characters. He was a role model who was not allowed any flaws.


  A year after his appointment, a scandal related to a wealthy family’s student broke into the school. He had been caught fooling around with a junior female student. They were being very intimate when someone spotted them and sounded the alarm. The principal intended to expel him. Both families were pressuring. Eventually, the wealthy ones had prevailed. The headmaster developed a sort of pain, a sense of failure and his authority diminished for good. He started graying despite being in his early thirties and became more demanding.


  Right after lunch, the man retired in the master bedroom, for a midday nap. The little boy helped his mother clean the table and joined her in the kitchen. She did the dishes, humming Frank Sinatra songs, and he wiped them up. She had put her hair into a loop, looking even younger.


  “I’m so happy to have you, my dear,” she told him, embracing the boy when everything fell into place. “Would you like to watch TV together?” He nodded affirmatively. The little boy would have kept this embrace for eternity. He nestled against her on the couch, inhaling her rose perfume greedily, the same he knew since he was a baby. It melted all his sorrows away. Soon, the woman fell asleep.


  The little boy got up and turned off the TV set. Going to his room, he passed the master bedroom. Through the ajar door, he saw his father’s trousers and brown belt lying on the back of a chair. The child stopped, listening to his father’s steady breath. He must have been sound asleep. The kid made up his mind at once. He carefully pushed the door open, tiptoed to the chair, grabbed the belt and left as silent as a cat. He went to his room, his heart pounding. He took out of his desk the penknife his father had given him as a birthday present and started cutting the brown leather belt into teeny-tiny pieces.


  THE POSTMAN STORY


  I would turn myself into a small, tiny person, seal myself into an envelope, and send it to an unknown address. I would certainly not mention names of streets or cities. However, I would write down a few coordinates: clear sky, tall, green grass caressing the thighs, birds singing. Shady trees. One hill, two hills. Warm. Happy face.


  Out of the dark red mailbox, I would get into a sack made of strong cloth. In a pell-mell with other letters. Some of them would smell like ink or ballpoint pen. Some of them would be merry, others, on the verge of a breakdown. A few of them, a bit wet. You know those letters that cannot wait to be opened so that they flood you. The sack is full of noises. Deep voices, with moustaches. Young voices, with caps. Wheels squeak on rails. Huuhuuhuuu in smoke. Engine contact. Here comes the maiiilllll!


  I would take a pair of sunglasses out of my right pocket of my jeans overalls. I would wear them to avoid going blind because of the sun that is heating me up through the white paper envelope. She would open the envelope in surprise.


  “Are you sure that is for me?” she would ask the postman.


  “Of course,” he would answer. “Clear sky, tall green grass caressing the thighs, birds singing, shady trees, two hills. Hot.” While saying “happy face” he would blush, he would lose his head because he is the old-fashioned kind, for whom a woman is an unearthly creature. Moreover, he was still waiting to receive the manual of good behavior with unearthly creatures he had ordered in the county town.


  “It will take three months,” he was told. “And you have to pay a search fee. It has been so long since somebody ordered this manual. We have to look for it. We have forgotten where we put it.”


  She would tear open the envelope impatiently, while the postman would become even more confused, astonished by her perfectly oval, pinkish nails. She would find me and she would put her hand to her mouth in wonder. The envelope would slowly flow down and an obliging breath of wind would carry it straight into the garbage bin.


  The girl would boldly kiss the postman on the cheek. Because she fancies him. And because she thinks that I was his idea. Then she would start examining me, on both sides: front and back. She would feel me.


  “Put my sunglasses back on, put my sunglasses back on,” I would shout and she would act as if she was able to hear me. Then, I would burst into laughter. Because she is tickling me.


  “Cling, cling, cling,” she would laugh merrily back at me. Everybody knows that toys, no matter how small, can laugh.


  “I have to go,” would pout the postal worker’s voice because the girl was preferring a little man to a big man. “If only I got the manual faster,” he would tell to himself. “So that I learn how to become a little man.” She would frown at him, reprovingly. That is how women are, they see everything, and they know everything. The big man would shrug his shoulders: “It wasn’t me, it was my voice. My voice has a strong personality. It chooses its tone and I have no control. So I’d better shut up and be on my way.”


  “Let’s forgive him,” I scream from the palm of her hand. “Otherwise, he will deliver only the weeping letters today. This beautiful valley will be flooded. And who knows where we shall end up…”


  “Thank you,” the girl would say and she would kiss him on the other cheek. “And pay attention to the road.” She would say this because the earthen road turns to the right and to the left whenever it feels like. It goes up and it goes down. That is nothing compared to the fact that this is a very funny road. Somebody may feel like walking on a cloud when the road plays a prank and puts a hole right in front of him. Not big enough for a man to go down but large enough to make his cap fall off his head.


  The girl promised to herself that when she grows up, she would map it. So that the postman who, by then would be her husband, would not lose a cap each day. However, this will happen a long time in the future. Until then, he has ten thousand seven hundred and twenty-three letters to deliver. Riding his black bike that has big wheels with silver spokes. And a brown leather saddle, like a triangle. A saddle with springs—two nickelled, splendid springs. “Creak, crack, creak, crack,” they sing whenever the bicycle passes by a house because they know that they have to replace the old horn hanging by the handlebars for decoration.


  I am in the girl’s palm and I am good. I feel like climbing on one of her thick, plaited tails, up to the top of her head.


  “I needed a companion for my walks,” she speaks to me while she lifts me to her face. She has such big and blue eyes, with black middles as large as doll buttons.


  “I would like to take you to…I would like to take you to…”


  She could not be more undecided. As if the postman had infected her with indecisiveness. She bites her lower lip—a dry, chapped lip—narrows her eyelids, and wrinkles her freckled nose.


  “Yes, I know. I’ll take you to the saint!”


  As all other girls of her age, she wears a two-pocket apron. She puts me in one of the pockets. I take advantage of being out of her sight to have a snack. It has been a while since my last meal. I take out of one sleeve a hazelnut chocolate. I hold it in one hand while with the other I grasp the margin of a tiny hole, through which I can see outside. The tiny hole appeared when the girl tore the apron in a thorn hedge, while hurrying to hide from the mailman. She had this habit of following him and collecting the caps he was losing. Without him knowing, of course. That is why she had learned to turn into a bird, a bush, or a willow.


  We kept on walking and walking. We passed the one-storey houses. The road travels up to the ridge and then down to the bottom of the hills. From the top, one may see the vast valley underneath a blue sky with white clouds that seem to have been put there by a carefree hand. The girl goes hippety-hoppety and hums all sorts of songs. She suddenly composes herself when she gets to the stone wall and the high, towered, gateway.


  “Welcome, my dear,” the old woman sitting on bench at the entrance tells her. I reckon that it is the first time I have seen such an old, old woman. She makes me think that there must be such creatures, as there are stones and water and fire. Born old, for guarding such entrances.


  “My respects to you, dear mother! I’m glad to see you are in good health!”


  On the other side of the wall, the road splits in two. One part goes to the left, the other goes up, passing by an edifice under construction and surrounding a small church. The girl continues on her way, by the woods. The road hurries to catch up with her and go ahead. It is panting a bit because it has to climb. And to struggle against the tree roots that come out, above the ground, standing in its way. One can hear just the shadow and ouzel’s trills.


  “Here we are, finally,” says the girl and takes me out of her pocket. The air smells nice. Beautifully coloured flowers grow on the nuns’ tombs.


  “It’s such a beautiful place, isn’t it?” she asks me as if she knew I could answer. “Wait until we get to the saint and you’ll see. I’ll share a secret with you: you can ask him anything you want and it will come true.”


  I am all eyes. Until now, I have only seen a picture of a saint. Dressed in a long habit, growing a white beard, carrying a stick and all the rest.


  “Here he is…he is here all the time,” whispers the girl and stops in front of a bed of imperial lilies that are oozing a suave odor. “This is saint stuff,” I tell myself when, without getting sight of him, I feel him. I am about to become a little fellow in tears—God knows why, to show a sensitive heart and this must not happen. Because the girl would get scared, she would drop me off, I would tumble and tumble and lose my sunglasses. A fox would find me and abduct me. She would hide me in her den and force me to clean it up and comb her furry tail. I admit I panicked. “Help me, help me,” my eyes would beg. However, nobody pays attention. Nor the three women, two slim and a chubby one, sitting on the benches in front on him. They have tears in their eyes as well. Nor the man, who genuflects. Nor the lady with bright red hair who seems to be searching for something she cannot find here.


  The girl kneels on a cushion, near the bed of lilies.


  “Here I am, Saint, as I promised you,” she murmurs. “Yes, I behaved myself. I have a hard time doing this, I admit. However, I am doing my best. He is doing fine as well. He came by today and brought me a tiny, tiny man. You like joking, dear saint. It could not be possibly spying on me. It is just a gift. I love it. I told him to ask you whatever he wants and you would take care of it. I will pay attention. I shall not forget. You know, dear saint, I have no idea how I could manage without you. Yes, I do trust you. I love you, too.”


  I was nothing more but a tiny, tiny man in the palm of a girl, facing a saint. I could figure his shape now, as a haze made of light. This saint bore such a resemblance to my late grandfather, so gentle, so good, but without his pipe, it made me want to hug him. I reached out for him and, instead of vanishing, the shadow grew denser, into the flesh and blood human, whom I still cherished so much. Can you imagine that?


  The girl stood there, mute, her eyes clasped at her chest, apparently unaware of anything. Family business should be kept private, indeed!


  The smell of lilies was stronger now, and so was the saint’s fleeting embrace. I was feeling again as the child that once, years ago, had grabbed Santa Claus by his beard to see if he was real or not. However, this man was not Santa. He was a saint who looked a lot like my grandpa. And saints were renowned for performing miracles and skipping meals, not for their sense of humor.


  “Come on, I know you are dying to grab my beard, see if it’s real,” he said in a whispered voice, like a gentle wind, while pulling a ebony pipe out of his long tunic and lighting it up.


  “Am I dreaming? I asked. “Is it you, grandfather?”


  I was bewildered with his stunt, although strangely enough, transforming myself into a tiny person and travelling in an envelope had seemed, so far, rather common. “I am whoever you want me to be,” he said back with a grin.


  “You keep on being my grandpa,” I said. “It works for me.”


  All kinds of silly questions were crossing my mind. Like why you never wrote to me and how are you over there, where you live now? Do I have to come here to see you? Do you want me to say anything to Mother? He kept nodding and beaming, as if he heard it all. Still, I was having a hard time finding that one, unique, most important question to ask him. As minutes passed, his image faltered. The more I was racking my brains, the faster his humanly silhouette was turning in fumes.


  “What is the right address? Is there such a thing for me?” I finally uttered remembering the beginning of my journey, a little uncertain.


  “All addresses are right,” he said. “You will always get where you are supposed to be. Just have faith and will.”


  The girl opened her eyes, caressed my hair, and headed back home, with a happy smile—that meant I knew it, on her face. As for me, I decided to stay for a while. After all, she was such a well-behaved damsel.


  What happens later on? Well, the girl sewed up the hole in her pocket. Anyway, she outgrew the apron and she offered it as a present to a cousin. The postman finally got hands on the manual of good behavior with unearthly creatures and took a week off to learn it by heart. Just in case he lost it. As soon as he delivered all the ten thousand seven hundred and twenty-three letters, he and the girl got married. They had a beautiful wedding, exchanging not only vows but also wonderful gifts. He offered her a set of seven bicycles painted in different colors, one for each day of the week. She offered him a barn full of caps. All the caps he had lost while delivering ten thousand seven hundred and twenty-three letters. As for me, well, it was time to move to a new address and the girl, now a married young lady, was very helpful. The day after her wedding, she put me in an envelope and sent me to her best friend as a good luck charm.


  THE RETURN


  They were in the Lebanese restaurant on the corner, sitting in front of each other. The TV set was spitting Arabian words. A yellowish stain, barely visible, decorated the white tablecloth. A tiny waiter, wearing a white shirt tucked into his slightly too large trousers, brought them two menus with worn-out margins. The woman took off her long gloves slowly, pulling one finger after another. Her bright red painted nails had a perfect oval shape.


  The man lit up a cigarette. His hand was shaking a little. What was he thinking when he asked her out here, to this dive bar? He had seen her pictures, he knew she was different. Turning into a woman, a sophisticated, stylish one. Was he expecting her to put on leggings and spiked boots just for him? She was swinging her hips now. Back then, her stride was brisk and heavy. Her thick eyebrows were now beautifully arched. The hair, once rebellious, was falling onto her shoulders in a calm cascade. The woman wore stilettos and a dress that clung to her body. Her perfume, well, it was that kind of perfume that haunts somebody’s senses. He knew there was something more, something he was yet unable to grasp.


  They were both silent, but then, they always had spoken little. Communication always broke down after a few phrases.


  “You look gorgeous,” he said after a long time. The man was forcing the words out of his mouth.


  “Thank you. You haven’t changed much either.” It was true. He dressed the same, acted the same, spoke the same as he did when they met. He had the same life, trying to make ends meet from one month to another, moving from one rented flat to another, from one nice, intellectual woman to another. They had warm souls, minds filled with information and elbows slightly rugged because of the many hours they had spent reading in the library. He impressed them with his wits, his knowledge, his “no” attitude—“fuck the system”—his allegiance to the misunderstood. With his alpha male attitude. With his way of turning them upside down. With his need of them.


  “I can understand you. I am here for you. You do not have to run from yourself anymore. Put that bottle away, leave it!” Then, tears in her eyes, a bottle smashed against the wall, neighbors’ shouting, disgusted look on his face. Disgusted with himself and with her, so gorgeous, so wonderful and yet, so thick. All those women were cowards—all of them wanted stability, they wanted children, they all did only missionary in bed. They wanted to change him, to help him become a responsible man. To dress him in uniform. Castrate him. They all thought they might. Until the day, he left. He changed his address, his phone number, became untraceable.


  They continued to stay silent. Both sharing an aversion for commonplace, complaisance conversations. Besides, what happened beyond words was becoming far more interesting and intense.


  In the beginning, he had been nothing more than a voice on the radio. Maybe not the best she had heard. Certainly, the manliest one. A voice that was sometimes cheeky, provoking, that seemed unaccustomed with sweet words but found itself at ease speaking about post-modernism, Bauhaus, Kerouac, Ginsberg, Nazis, industrial music, poetry, history’s abject forgery, Tarkovsky, consumerism shallowness, Lou Reed, woman’s inferiority compared to man, David Bowie. So many things left out of the high school curriculum. At this moment, the voice had a face and body. A face made with minimum of means. A strong, well-built body, with an unusually soft and sleek skin for a man. It happened like this: she had written him a letter and won a contest. She had gone to the radio station, accompanied by her best friend, to pick up her prize. The other girl had pulled a wry face finding him uncouth. She was still a virgin but she desired him. Right there. On the spot. His show was over. They had left at the same time and traveled together for a while because all three were living nearby. It was winter. The bus was gliding, playing with the passengers inside. With unexpected kindness, he had offered his assistance.


  “Lean on me, if you want,” he had said.


  He had also gotten off two stations earlier, just to walk her to the door, and invited her to have tea in his apartment. She had accepted, eagerly seizing the hour and the day.


  His blood was running wild even though it would have been hard to describe her piece by piece. The only thing he knew for sure was that the girl was limitless. She was driving him crazy, making him want her with an urge that even the most experienced women rarely aroused in him. She had something that was missing in his tepid relationship.


  What about her? Well, she was crazy with joy. Especially as he was the man she looked up to. She had bought the recordings he listened to. She had borrowed books written by his favorite authors. She wanted him to fancy her, completely. She wanted to be taught by him. However, she had to prove she was worthy. Yet, how much can one assimilate in a couple of days? As soon as she crossed his threshold, everything faded away. She let him take her in his arms and taste her lips passionately. She even let him caress her breasts. But as soon as he would try taking her clothes off, she would grasp his hands. He kept provoking and teasing her, in vain, until he grew tired. She was just another hypocrite, a woman who did not know what she wanted. Typical for a high school girl! For a woman! He felt like bursting out while she lay motionless on the bed, with bitten, dry lips, her hair and clothes helter-skelter. This time, he left her to walk home alone. He just sat there, on the threshold, watching her going away to the elevator, down the long, dark hall with brown doors.


  He was wrong. She had entered his blood. He needed to feel her, to have her. However, she was sturdy and she would not give in. Besides, she had started to feel a grudge. He knew more than her, that was sure, but he had no right to humiliate her. It had happened several times. He had invited her over while his male friends were there. She had stood incongruously in a corner for hours, waiting for them to finish their drinking and chattering. One of them had tried to draw her into the conversation but she had refused to speak. It also happened that during one of her visits, a woman came knocking at his door. He had hid her in the kitchen until he made the other one, his official girlfriend, go. At one point, she’d had enough and stopped it. She was tired of waiting to be treated as an intelligent human being. To tell the complete truth, she had started seeing somebody else.


  A few years later, when she was already a woman and a student at a prestigious university, they met again. It was winter, like the first time. Being alone and a little down, she had accepted his invitation to a glass of wine. Her black underwear and perfect curves made him dizzy.


  “You could make a saint a sinner!” he exclaimed.


  That night, for the first time, they had one another. Except her soul was now empty. And empty it stayed even when he was inside her. The shabby place suffocated her. Despite his airs, this guy was a loser. It was a pity! He had brains. She had left, telling herself that it would be the last time they saw each other.


  Another time, different goings-on, new lessons. Here they were again, together in a restaurant as shabby as the apartment she had seen the last time. Nevertheless, the food was good.


  “I never told you before. I wanted to see you because you aroused in me a vivid, visceral way. I strongly believe that some human interactions need no words. There are many forms of communication. I am myself when I am with you. You are yourself when you are with me,” she broke the silence. Life had shown her that it was impossible to run away from who she was. The best moments were those when she expressed herself. She was a fire that burned in many ways. He was the first to make her burn with desire. Still did. Or maybe it was her imagination. She wanted to find out!


  They got up before the waiter took their order and left.


  THE SISTERS


  They both had big black eyes, long chestnut hair, almost identically curly, and everybody believed they were sisters. At all of the places they went together, there was always someone congratulating them for their parents who had managed to produce two such beautiful girls. At the beginning, either out of an innate sense of rightness, or lack of imagination, they would precipitate to deny and reveal the truth: we are just friends that’s all. Little by little, the girls started enjoying the idea of being blood relatives and playing along with it, becoming known as “The sisters.”


  “Are the sisters joining the party? Do invite the sisters!” were sentences that their friends and acquaintances uttered often.


  The young women had met by pure chance, during a vintage and handmade jewellery clothing fair. They had stopped in front of the same shop display and reached out for the same ring. It was a silver ring, with a black, round gem. Their arms had frozen mid-reach as their eyes met, invitingly. However, neither of them had dared to take it, and their palms went obediently down to their sides, in perfect synchronicity.


  “If I may say so, I think it suits you better,” said the salesgirl, taking the jewel and handing it to the less curly one. “I’m sure you’ll agree to lend it to your sister anytime she wants to wear it.”


  “Are you the artist?”


  “Yes, I am. All the stuff you see here is made by me and my family who lives in Mexico. Each piece, including this ring, is absolutely unique,” she added with a touch of pride in her voice.


  “Superb,” whispered the young woman, putting the jewel on her finger. It was a slender finger, neither long nor short, harmoniously carved, that ended with an oval bright red–polished nail. She lifted her hand up in the air, catching the sunlight and making the stone throw sparkles, only to stretch it out to the other young woman.


  “I’m Isabella! I’ve always fancied having a brother but a sister could do as well,” she said to the Mexican’s astonishment.


  “I couldn’t agree more. I’m Mathilda but friends call me Mattie. Anyways, you should buy this ring. It suits you well. In my case, it would be an oddity.”


  Isabella was wearing a long, khaki, bare-back frock and golden Roman sandals. A matching sophisticated bangle ornated her left arm above the elbow. Her deep eyes, outlined with black kohl and her dark, tanned skin, added more mystery to her exotic appearance. On the other hand, Mattie looked like somebody who had just ended a workday in the office: white, short-sleeve shirt, knee-length navy blue skirt, pointed flat shoes, a black synthetic handbag. Such seriousness would not fool someone who knew his way around the world, who would have noticed right away her innate yet curbed proclivity for coquetry hidden in the inconspicuous make-up and the matching of the necklace with the skirt.


  “Um, maybe some other time,” replied Isabella melancholy. She sat silently for a few seconds and then, suddenly cheered up:


  “I am very thirsty. Would you care for a lemonade?”


  Mattie nodded enthusiastically. Whenever she liked something or someone, her gaze became intense, bright, and engaging as an irresistible, catchy tune. She mesmerized people—especially men, who would take to her as to a life water spring.


  “I’d love to. Especially that I love this place. It’s so peaceful…”


  The place was, in fact, an ancient garden transformed into a summer terrace. The dirt had been covered in big, square stone slabs, in symmetric patterns broken here and there by old trees with rich, shadowy top crowns. The terrace belonged to a famous bookshop. It had glazed-wooden chairs and forged iron tables. According to each table capacity, two, four, or six books stood permanently on their top. Many of them had worn out, faded, covers and dog-eared pages. Sometimes sand would fall out of them because everyone who stopped by for a drink or a tasty dessert was allowed to borrow one, on two conditions. The number of books on the tables had to stay the same so the borrower would have to replace it with another one. And, of course, he would have the obligation to return it after reading it. Thus, these books travelled a lot, sometimes a dozen of miles in distance, to the nearest beach, sometimes to a mountain top, often enough, to the other end of the world, bearing inside them the marks of their journeys. In summertime, as soon as the final semester examinations were over, students would spend a whole day at a table, sipping one drink after another, not being able to tear themselves away from a book that fascinated them. The sun would move in the sky, from one end of the horizon line to the other, the gig lamps would turn on, but it would take someone else, usually a fellow student on a summer job at the terrace to pat them on the shoulder and let them know it was closing time. The thick brick walls around the terrace, kept the noisy city downtown at a distance and, at twilight, the humming birds would make room for live smooth jazz music.


  The young women sat at the only free table, being greeted by a strange party: Murakami, Saint Exupery, Kafka and Kinsella.


  “Look, here it is one of my favourite books!” said Mattie in delight, touching with her delicate fingers the cover of The Little Prince.


  “And now here is my secret, a very simple secret; it is only with the heart that one can see rightly, what is essential is invisible to the eye,” Isabella replied.


  “I can’t believe it! It’s your favourite, as well.”


  “Yes, I admit it is one of them. I like the writings that make you look inside your soul. See your own beauty. That leave a good taste in your mouth. Like an almond and chocolate ice cream. The kind of literature I hope to write, one day...”


  “This is wonderful! So far, I am unaware of any artistic talent. However, I do love cooking, inventing dishes. Sometimes, I spend hours and hours in my kitchen, surrounded by ingredients, plates and pots and other cooking gear until I come up with something really tasty.”


  “At least, you have results. For me, it is only wishful thinking. I can feel it inside me but I never get to grab the pen and the paper.”


  “But why?”


  “I do not know. More important things to do right now. Not feeling inspired. Somebody told me it might be fear. Fear of failure. But I don’t think so. The truth is that the PR projects I am currently involved in draw each and every bit of energy and creativity out of me. You should put up a culinary blog, by the way. They are huge right now...”


  The conversation was running smoothly, as if they had known each other for years. At moments, they would interrupt one another, take the words right of each other’s mouths, complete each other’s sentences in a way that old friends or sisters usually did.


  Mattie discovered that Isabella particularly disliked working in an office, and was strongly against being a slave, that was to say, being an employee on a payroll, with a card to punch. She deeply believed that life had a higher purpose than social prestige, having a family and becoming rich. No longer than a year ago, the young woman had decided to unveil her own purpose and abandoned a well-paid job. As she confessed to Mattie, who was listening to her in awe, there were only glimpses of it for the moment. But she stayed confident, lived by her savings and made experiments: a blog dedicated to the city, a weekly online radio show, some basic ideas for a novel inspired by a trip to South America. Isabella enjoyed going out and seeing beautiful places, meet beautiful people and be part of beautiful happenings.


  Mattie confessed that her biggest wish was to find the man of her dreams, to marry him and have a child. Two maybe. Professionally speaking, she was happy, taking pleasure into her position as an assistant at an important financial company. She felt very lucky having a steady job during these precarious times and, despite the sometimes long working hours and not so good wages, she didn’t think about looking for something better.


  “I think, for once, my mother is right: if I stay here long enough, I may get promoted. And, in my thirties I can even get into management,” she admitted. “Having all these, maybe a bigger apartment as well and I wouldn’t ask anything more from life.”


  Isabella dreamt about travelling around the world, Mattie would rather stay near home. One of them looked for a man who would enjoy taking long journeys with a backpack and a camera hung round his neck. The other preferred a guy dressed in a suit, serving a powerful company or brand, coming to pick her up from work in a big car with an automatic gear box.


  As many the differences, as many the resemblances. They found out that, without knowing each other, they had attended the same concert and shed tears hearing the same song. They both enjoyed dancing salsa, reading romance, going to the theatre, riding bicycles. Having a good laugh. With roars, until the muscles of their tummies hurt. And, above all these, something more profound that could not be named yet.


  Several months had passed by and their casual encounter at the Book Terrace had turned into a strong friendship. Everywhere they went, they were like fire and breeze. With every move, gesture or word, Isabella, confident yet playful, burned like a torch. Mattie was more like a pale of wind, which varied from a strong gust to a gentle breeze. It would start off impetuously only to die out, scared away out of nothing. Her gait would falter, her gaze would be stuck down to the ground and her luminous beauty would fade, turning her face into a tired and common one, as many other millions fell into oblivion. This metamorphosis occurred whenever, out of retort or for fear of saying something stupid, she would turn into a spectator of the conversations Isabella and other friends brightly held. Whenever a boy would pass her by, as if she was invisible, taking another girl to the dance floor. She would usually hide in a corner waiting for somebody in her group to leave. However, that night, she had rushed outside on her own, taking big steps, without watching the road. Isabella hardly had time to grab her coat and had to run to catch her.


  “Did anyone upset you?” she asked, grabbing her arm.


  Mattie startled but did not stop. Only her stride became slower. She gave Isabella a silent, sad look. She wanted to confess, because she had grown fond of her, but she felt ashamed.


  “Is there anything I can do for you? At least—watch your step!” Isabella screamed.


  That very moment, the distressed girl found herself up to her knees into a large pothole hidden by water. Many small drops of water rushed up on her fabric coat sleeves, into her curly hair, mixing with her tears and the rain that, all of a sudden, started pouring heavily.


  Mattie began laughing. Everything reminded her of a childhood holiday at the seaside. She was only a few years old and enjoyed walking by the sea, playing with her feet into the water, stepping into every little pond made by the waves. Until one day, when, just like today, she simply fell into one, up to her neck, dressed in her bathing suit.


  “I shall tell you but promise me you will not be angry about it...” Mattie took heart.


  Isabella nodded and helped her out.


  “Well, the evening started just fine, I enjoyed it. I danced with a bunch of nice guys. After a while, everything changed, I bumped into one who made me feel very uncomfortable. I got off the rhythm, stepped on his feet. He patronized me, told me I should practice more...”


  “If I were you, I would have given him a piece of my mind! Or I would have rather turned my back on him and given him the slip right in the middle of the dance floor.”


  “Right! However, we are different. The truth is that it made me feel bad. I wanted to disappear, to hide. Then I thought such an attitude would be unworthy of me. I thought about you, about what you would do in such a situation and I pulled myself together. I had another mood swing when I saw you dancing, all shiny and happy, while people were watching you in admiration. I realized I could no longer be in the same room with you. As if, you were the cause of my unhappiness. I ran away...”


  Isabella kept silent and let go of Mattie’s arm.


  “Please, forgive me, there is no logical explanation for it and it is crystal clear that it’s not your fault. You have always been so kind to me. I feel guilty.”


  “Take it easy.” Isabella finally opened her mouth, giving her a warm embrace. She enjoyed hugging dear people, pressing them close to her chest. Although she did not want to admit, she had also mixed feelings. Sometimes, she loved Mattie as a real sister, from the bottom of her heart, that she wanted to protect her while, at other times, jealousy urged her to break their friendship and never see her again.


  Neither of the girls had an umbrella. Rain was having its way with them. They were soaking wet. The mascara had spread on their cheeks, down to the chin, the curly locks of hair had glued to their faces so that they looked like two spectres, lost on that long and dark street. They advanced carefully, looking for a hiding place to rest and be able to use the cell phone to call a cab. It was one of the city’s oldest areas, with narrow alleys, no vegetation and two-storey houses. Isabella would usually pass by this kind of place in a hurry because it made her suffocate. Although she had passed by many times, going dancing, she had never taken the time to look around. Or up, as she did now. If so, she would have been aware of the fact that all the roofs were equal and barely surpassed the walls. She would have also noticed the small balcony, surrounded with forged iron, decorated with storksbill pots, leaning on two marble caryatids, beautifully carved.


  “Let’s get in here,” Isabella said as soon as she noticed it, pulling Mattie under it. She took the cell phone out of a small purse and started touching the keypad, nervously. Every attempt was in vain. The cab’s office lines were busy. Mattie’s cell phone was dead.


  “This is it. We stay here until the rain calms down and then we try to reach the boulevard and hail a cab,” Isabella suggested and Mattie agreed. She was feeling safe now. Isabella turned on her cell phone light and started looking at the statues. They were dressed differently. Their countenance was different. The one next to her was holding the balcony with her left hand while the right one was lifting up the rich folds of her long frock, showing a delicate leg. She had a firm and determined expression on her harmonious face. Her attitude was that of a person about to move forward but who had stopped for a second only to allow an artist to immortalize her quickly in a drawing meant to become a sculpture. The other statue seemed to have found comfort in staying there and carrying the balcony for as long as it was meant to last. The sculpture had been so gifted in portraying her suffering and submission, that the statue looked alive.


  “I can see that you like my daughters!” The deep voice that uttered these words startled them. Neither of the girls had seen this strange creature approaching. The sound of the pouring rain must have been so loud that hid all other noises. The creature lifted up to their heads an old–fashioned lamp. It was an old man.


  “Don’t worry, I‘m a good person.”


  So must have said Jack the Ripper! The girls clung close to one another. They had seen too many bad things happen to good people on the evening news. Moreover, they both agreed that great boast usually meant small roast. Isabella and Mattie would have shown a clean pair of heels but the old man and his lamp stood in their way. He was surely crazy. Escaped maybe from a lunatic asylum. Isabella was racking her brains trying to remember if there was any in the neighbourhood, when she felt her friend easing her grip. It was only then she had the courage to look at the stranger. His grey, bushy hair made him look silly. He had thick, still dark eyebrows that seemed glued to his face, to a skin as scorched as a leaf in October. Only his eyes were lively, soothing and familiar.


  “Have we met before?” asked Isabella, hypnotized.


  “Maybe yes, maybe no,” he answered playfully. “You’re sitting in front of my house and it would be impolite of me not to invite you in, for a cup of coffee and find out the right answer. Anyways, it is the best thing you can do right now!”


  Isabella wanted to reach out for the man’s face, grab him by his cheeks only to convince herself it was not a Halloween mask.


  “Let’s go in,” Mattie said. “He’s just an old man. What harm can he do? I’m cold, pretty frail and I’m sure I’ll get ill if I stay outside in the wet.”


  “All right, we accept your invitation. But bear this in mind, old man, we have strong lungs and powerful voices.”


  He smiled, took a big key out of his sleeve and unlocked the gate. They entered a slightly sloping courtyard, with a fountain in the middle. He led the way up to a wooden staircase, to a veranda that surrounded the first floor. He unlocked a glazed door. They entered a large room, with a ceiling so low that they could have touched it with their fingertips if they stood on tiptoe. The old man pressed a hidden button and light flooded in, revealing unexpected glamour and luxury. Isabella and Mattie stopped in front of the Persian carpet margin. To step on it with their wet shoes would have been a sacrilege. Their host urged them to move forward. He disappeared behind a folding screen and brought them two cashmere robes, one in pink, the other red.


  “Nothing could be better right now than some dry clothes and a tea made of fresh ginger. Please, make yourselves comfortable while I’m going to the kitchen to prepare it.”


  The girls looked at one another, not knowing what to do.


  “I leave the door unlocked. If you need anything, just give me a shout.”


  “And how we are supposed to call you? You haven’t introduced yourself!” Isabella confronted him.


  “But you know, lovely lady. Old man, you called me that before. Although I’d much rather have you calling me...father.”


  His words and attitude appeased their suspicion.


  As much as she loved adventure, Isabella had never imagined that she would travel into a fantasy. As she was sitting there, in the middle of the cosy room, preparing to put on the precious garment, she was feeling like a wayfarer into a story that was about to be written. Mattie was feeling as if she was awakening from a long and deep sleep, into her real life. Being here, dressed in a robe provided by a stranger was natural.


  “If you want your clothes to dry up faster, put them next to the fireplace,” he said before leaving the room.


  It was this fireplace, and the orange dancing flames, that made the room so pleasantly warm. The whole decor was exquisite. The silky window curtains, the sofas covered with precious fabrics, the silver fruit baskets, the crystal glasses, the soft pillows on the floor, they all made their expensive clothes look shabby.


  “This is incredible. It is a different world. Too bad that the old man is so old,” said Isabella, sitting down in front of the fireplace on one of the large pillows.


  “This place looks familiar,” Mattie uttered in a dreamy voice.


  They stopped talking. The crackling of the fire was the only sound that broke the silence. The perfumed air and the heat were making them feel drowsy.


  The old man returned to the room carrying a silver tray, with three crystal tea cups with silver handles, as well as a small teapot. He sat down next to the girls, pulled nearer a coffee table and poured the ginger beverage.


  Mattie grabbed a glass and inhaled, greedily, its pleasant aroma. Her sight grew dim until she saw nothing. She felt like she was sliding down into a chasm of darkness. At some point, it stopped and she started seeing again. Bits and glimpses, a powerful light and, finally, full images.


  She was in the same room, only the people looked different. Yet no, it was a wrong impression. She knew both of them in the room. The young lady was blonde, had voluptuous curves and a perfect nose. She has Isabella’s eyes and gaze. The man looked like a much younger relative of the old man.


  “That’s enough my girls, stop fighting,” he was saying. “Yolanda, you are the eldest and you should have taken care of your sister, make her happy instead of stealing her betrothed. And you, Michaela, bear in mind that if he were meant for you, no woman on this planet, your sister included, could have taken him away. Sometimes, the universe knows best what is good for us or what brings us real joy. You are my daughters, I love you both and I wish you to have the courage to follow your dreams. Have the life you want. I have faith in you and in your dear mother—as she watches over you from up there in the sky, helping you make the right choices.” Michaela threw herself into her father’s arms while Yolanda stood tall and asked:


  “Therefore, I have your blessing?”


  “You do, my child. After all, it’s God’s will.”


  Yolanda gave them a patronizing look, making Michaela hold on to her father even tighter. What did she do? Where did she go wrong to make her sister hate her and act like this? Yes, she was deeply hurt by the loss of her beloved, yet not being loved by her sister created an even deeper pain within her. As for Yolanda, she was convinced that what had happened had more to do with her beauty and wits, with her silvery voice and her gift of charming men.


  Michaela remembered it all. Their unplanned encounter, while she was strolling down the riverside, observing the plants, the insects and the animals that went by her without fear. How they started spending long hours together. They enjoyed talking philosophy, imagining how the Earth would look like in a thousand years. Their first kiss, chaste and shy. The day she had brought him home, to introduce him to her family because he had implied a more profound relationship. The moment she saw him, Yolanda did her best to charm him. Each time she knew he was visiting, she would put on her most beautiful garments, draw him into the most absurd dialogues, tease him only to overwhelm him with praise a few seconds later, sing with her most mesmerizing voice. Any woman would have seemed flat and boring compared to this swirl of ice and fire from Yolanda. Any man would have lost his head. And he did. One day, he confessed to Michaela that he had fallen for her sister, that he had asked her to become his wife and that she had accepted.


  “Stop crying, my girl. You have no idea what beautiful things await ahead, I promise you. Have a cup of tea, it will soothe your pain.”


  Michaela sipped the flavoursome drink, pleasant vapours going into her eyes and nose. Her vision blurred a little and then cleared up. She was inside a monastery, dressed as a nun and felt calm and happy. She was sitting on a bench, next to a stout woman, whose ageing beauty was fading away. Michaela had made peace with herself and the world, experiencing nothing but compassion for her own sister Yolanda, who was now complaining about how tired she was of being beautiful and witty, about living a life with a husband she had grown tired of, shortly after their marriage, of concealing her lovers and her affairs.


  “I’m jealous of you,” Yolanda confessed. “For this peaceful life, for being true to yourself, for liking yourself. Now I hate myself! I hate myself, I hate myself, I hate myself...” These words echoed in Isabella’s heads while she was touching her cell’s keypad automatically. The tea, the fireplace, the old man were all gone. She was back in the street, in dry clothes. Only the caryatid opposite her looked like Michaela. All of a sudden, the call to the cab’s office went through.


  “I managed to get the operator,” she said gladly, after she hung up. “The taxi would be here in a few moments. Please, forgive me,” she added, giving her a tender hug.


  Mattie smiled, happily. Finally, she had a sister who loved her.


  THE PIANO PLAYER


  The piano player peeked through the tiny hole in the screen at the edge of the stage. The auditorium was full to the brim.


  “10, 9, 8, 7…”


  As seconds threaded slowly, you could see she was starting to breathe faster by the faint tremble of the soft purple petals of the orchid pinned to her black corset. The orchestra members, all dressed up in tuxedos and evening gowns, passed her by, in a steady confident pace, and took their places on stage, to the sound of the audience’s applause. Then, everybody stood in utter silence, waiting. However, she remained there behind the screen, completely still. The conductor gave her an encouraging smile and urged her out on stage with an almost unperceivable nod of his head.


  “ And 1...”


  This was it. She had it coming. The pianist rushed out from behind the screen. One step, than another. All that she needed was to get to the rosewood-legged stool by the piano and then she would be safe. The people in the front row could hear the margins of her long silk dress rustle while sweeping the floor. They jumped up to their feet, cheering and all the others followed. The promotion campaign had paid off. Her face, framed by thick, plaited pigtails, bound at the back of her head, with her sleek and lofty forehead and a mysterious and wistful mien, spread all over the big city on larger-than-life posters, some of them as grand as a three-storey building. The short footage taken at the airport, during her arrival, broadcast by the most important evening news shows, announcing the return of the wonder child. Her refusal to give interviews. The promise of a quick dinner party, after the concert, together with those who paid for a VIP ticket. She stopped and bowed, holding her right hand to her heart, as if, she was feeling grateful to the audience. And so she was, indeed. Although the pianist believed that most of them did not dig the tiniest bit of classical music, she blessed their snobbishness for allowing her to live to the fullest a one-of-a-kind love story with the most exquisite partner.


  She sat down. The stool had become warm from the bright light of the spotlights on stage, sending pleasant shivers up her veins.


  The conductor made a sign. The fiddlesticks started floating on the strings while the brass came to life. Like a caress on the cheek of a sleeping child, the pianist’s fingers delicately touched the ivory keys, arousing velvet sounds only to stop, dutiful, for a rest in her lap, a few seconds later. The woman was as tight as a panther watching over her prey.


  The orchestra began a sforzzando and, as if started by an unseen signal, she threw her arms up in the air and then let them fall, heavily, over the instrument. With each note, her fingers seemed to take over all the clavier. From under the piano’s lifted lid, cascades were falling, rain was pouring, and happy birds’ trills were being heard. Merry sunshines and cold moonbeams were glowing. The smell of grass was spreading and insults distorted into love whispers could be heard. The pianist had floated over the keyboard, barely touching it. Her hands were moving swiftly, frantically, as if driven by an invisible, cosmic energy. The time contracted and one hour magically became one second. The music carried her away, into a fascinating journey through the galaxies.


  The few moments of calm, followed by standing ovations put a brisk end to her trip. She was back in the auditorium, her cheeks covered in small drops of sweat, her temples pounding. She pulled a tiny handkerchief out of one sleeve and pressed it against her face, then stood up to face the crowd. She had conquered them once more. In fact she thought that she had actually tricked them once more. She smiled, her first smile during that evening, pleased it allowed her to indulge in the wonderful love story she was living. Until she was going to be exposed, of course. Until her faithful audience would realize the truth and nail her. It was enough for one of them to set the tone. The rest would follow.


  However, tonight they worshipped her, overwhelming her with ovations and flowers. A tall man, dressed in tuxedo, got up on stage, kissed her hand and offered her a bouquet of orchids, the only flowers he knew she fancied. She felt like she was dreaming. All that she wanted right there and then was to wake up so that she may live again that sensation of utmost bliss and freedom.


  People and objects seemed covered into a semi-transparent veil that muffled their voices and softened their lines. Everything was strange and different. Even her body, which acted like it had gotten a life of its own while she, the pianist, was watching helplessly as an unseen witness.


  She accompanied her body to the backstage cabin which was full of flower baskets. In this heightened state she witnessed her own body changing the silk dress to a comfortable wrapper, sitting down in front of the makeup table and leaning heavily on the padded chair’s back. She saw herself taking a few deep breaths and then refreshing her face and hair, by adding some powder to the cheeks, some violet on the eyelids and some gloss on to her lips. Also, tightening her pigtails. Putting on a violet dress made of net, she, the princess of the ivory keys.


  A hasty knock at the door and another woman entered the room. She gave her an enthusiastic embrace:


  “You were stunning, as always! You knocked their socks off! They could have applauded you for hours. Coming back home was the smartest move you could do. I’m glad you took my advice,” she said in French.


  This woman was the pianist’s publicist, the same person who, after the failure in New York, encouraged her to disappear for a while until the scandal’s echoes would die away and then return home as a world-acclaimed star.


  “Whenever I feel lost, I go back home,” she had told her. “I turn off my cell phones, disconnect my Internet connection and cuddle into my mother’s arms, in the house I grew up. It is the best way to get back on my feet and find the right answer to any problem. Why don’t you give it a try as well?”


  The pianist had agreed right away. She wanted to get back to her roots, to the very place where their love story had begun. Forget about all the hatred. As long as they had loved one another, her career thrived. Nevertheless, as soon as ill blood crawled in, everything unraveled, like a worn-out tissue, and reached its peak during that night in New York, when she got off her piano right in the middle of the concert, leaving the stage.


  At last, she was back home, to the same place where, years ago, a little girl with a serious countenance and plaited hair had set foot on a stage for the very first time. It was nanny’s day off and her mother, a flautist, had to bring her along to the orchestra rehearsals. She was a big-eyed, quiet child—maybe too quiet, with a wondering gaze, and it was unlikely that she would cause trouble. The pianist remembered everything as if it happened yesterday. Despite her tender age, the moment she had seen him, she had fallen in love. Forever. Pour la vie…She remembered his looks, she remembered his voice and his touch. She remembered also that she had wandered on stage, grazing the violas, the violins, and the cellos until she had found herself in front of the piano. She had climbed the stool and started playing. Her mother was in shock: her child had never taken any music lessons yet her fingers were flying over the keys, making the instrument sound beautiful. Shortly after, the press were speaking highly about the wonder child pianist.


  “I totally agree with you,” the artist answered with her best mood in weeks. “Especially that tonight I had felt him supporting me, like in the good old days. He was there for me, unconditionally.”


  “I saw it coming, I told you. You two are indestructible, not to worry.”


  The limo was waiting for her at the back entrance. The restaurant was nearby, at a walking distance but her publicist decided that she had to make a stunning, diva–like appearance. As she got out of the car, camera flashes started to light up. The pianist took a few steps with a serious smile on her face, without turning her head to the right or to the left, and disappeared behind the massive doors. All by herself, like so many times, but feeling him close to her, so close.


  She sat down, at the big, round table circled by posh ladies and gentlemen. Ambassadors, executives, even two very well-renowned actors had gathered there to see her. To sit next to her and look at her, because everybody knew how generous she was when it came to her talent, being ready to sing from dawn until dusk, as skimpy as she was with her words. Whenever in public, she spoke little, putting on a display of mystery and reticence.


  The truth was that all these people, as gifted or fascinating might have seemed to others, bored her to death. The pianist kept hearing only his voice all the time. These people’s chit-chat was nothing but an annoying buzz that prevented her from listening to him. Especially tonight, when he had started making himself heard again, after a long and painful silence.


  It was almost dessert time when the pianist got up from the table, excusing herself and telling the guests she would be back in no time. Instead, she headed to the exit and, without asking for the limo, headed to the concert hall. The door attendant at the back entrance greeted her with utmost respect, a little surprised to see her again at such short interval. She passed him by without replying, went through a corridor and then reached the auditorium. The chandeliers were off. Only the green exit lights threw some faint, green rays that softened the darkness. The stage had been emptied of all instruments and stands, except for the piano. There it was, majestic, the concert grand piano.


  The woman sat down on the stool, opened the clavier, and touched the keys. At once, the etheric being that, since the end of the earlier concert had floated around as a silent witness, was now reunited with the flesh and blood being. She gave a sigh of relief. Her gaze, usually one so serious and deep, became playful and intense. At last, she could be herself.


  “Hello again, my beloved,” she whispered while embracing the piano and gently touching the pedals with her toes.” It feels so good not to pretend anymore. You know you are the only reason I play. I do not care at all about them. Their applause, their adoration leaves me cold. I couldn’t possibly end such a magical night away from you.”


  The song of love was heard throughout the darkened auditorium.


  THE SPANIARD


  The darkened room was filled with couples, swinging to the rhythm of salsa music. The bodyguard had greeted her as usual, with a large and friendly smile. As if he said: “Here she comes again, this incredible beauty!”


  Here in this nightclub she hated when it had opened, but where she had been returning week after week after week. It had been a year since she began living a life that was strange to her. Same, as it happened on the dance floor, she indulged into being led, instead of leading. There were times—not few, she would say, when she would have liked to take other steps, interpret music differently, have a break or a styling movement, but the tide was too strong and carried her away.


  There were no familiar faces on the floor that night. Luckily, she knew some of the people who were hanging out by the bar. Among them was the Spaniard. He must have been in his forties. He was a tall, well-built man, with a resigned look on his face that might have been easily mistaken for kindness. He lived in a luxurious mansion and always ordered the best champagne. There was something about him, nevertheless, that screamed unhappiness. What was really going on under that exterior?


  She liked him only because they communicated. This had always been the missing ingredient in her love affairs. They communicated with words, with gestures, with glances. He was not a dancer—he had never taken dancing lessons but had this innate gift of feeling music and expressing it in a swirl of steps, poses, and arm movements. The evening before, he had asked her to dance rumba. With no previous preparation, with no input from a trained director, the dance unraveled graciously as if from a music video directed by a gifted choreographer.


  “Eres todo en mi, solo tu, mi amor...”


  The singer’s coarse and sensual voice transported them into a parallel world inhabited by only the two of them. The walls around the dance floor were its boundaries, the amber, yellow and red lights in the ceiling, its sun. In this world there was no air only cigarette smoke. Temperatures were always high and the skin, slightly moist and shiny from sweat.


  He had fallen onto his knees. She had turned slowly, lustfully around him, with feline moves. Had not her lover been there, she would have pushed the Spaniard with the tip of her red leather ankle-boots, making him roll on the ground. She still found it awkward that a stranger clung to her like this, holding her so tight that she could barely breathe, his sweaty shirt wetting her white lace top, her arms and her palms, but this was the way dancing went sometimes. In fact, these were the ways of this world. A world where music, booze and smoking broke down all barriers and taboos. A world she had entered by accident, where she did not belong. The household usually left around five or six in the morning. She got sleepy around two a.m. They would keep drinking shots. She would keep drinking still water. They would be very friendly. She would find it odd to be so friendly with people she saw only at night.


  Unlike yesterday, the Spaniard had company. A petite, long, blonde-haired woman was hanging from his neck, kissing him passionately. As she entered the room, while kissing the other woman back, he stared at her. As if he was undressing her with his eyes. She felt a mix of disgust. All right she was provocative enough. She was wearing a short, olive dress that revealed her smooth, bare back. However, he was making out with another woman. The Spaniard was just one among many who were giving her the eye. As much as she enjoyed being an object of desire, the dull atmosphere bored her. She would have rather been at home in her bed.


  She went into the entrance lobby to get some air and sat in one of the swinging chairs. The bodyguard had fled and the place was deserted. She swung back and forth for a few moments until boredom gripped her more intensely. She was preparing to go back to the dancing floor, when the Spaniard came forth. It was the first time they had spoken that night.


  “How are you? Do you think we can dance later?” he asked straightforwardly. “I enjoy dancing with you.” He had also confessed this the night before.


  Indeed, she enjoyed it too. She enjoyed his close proximity, but up to a point.


  “Of course,” she answered. “Provided that your girl doesn’t get upset.”


  “Nor your boyfriend…”


  “I’m sure he wouldn’t mind.”


  “She wouldn’t mind, either. Even if she would, who gives a damn?”


  “Let’s go back….”


  The blonde welcomed him with a prolonged kiss. Watching them, she was wondering who was a greater liar: him, for accepting the love gestures of a woman he did not care about or her, who settled for so little when she could have so much.


  They finally danced, a bit more formally than usual, keeping the distance, because he had company.


  Before leaving, while her boyfriend was holding her hand, the Spaniard whispered to her ear:


  “I’m here every weekend night. On Fridays, I am alone. Will you be here next Friday?”


  THE ENCHANTED SLEDGE


  The sledge was running fast on the beaten path. The driver was making the horses gallop. They were big, stout, dark horses with plaited manes. She would have happily given up her warm blankets for them but the man had told her that horses did not feel the cold. Given their merry high-skip steps, he seemed to be right. From a distance, the sledge seemed empty and unusual. An absentminded passerby might have noticed just a pile of fabrics standing upright in a strange manner. On closer inspection, one might have observed a white-tufted cap on the top of the pile. That was all that could be seen of her: a white cap with a white rabbit fur tassel and a pair of round and dark eyes that were squinted because of the light. The sun was shining along with everything that existed on earth. She had become one with the valleys, hills, trees and the animals hidden in the feverish heart of the soil, pulsating with energy despite their apparent stillness. Each second that passed was sealing her union with this vibrating world. She was alive, more alive than ever in past years. She was smiling, with her face and with her entire body. She was as shiny as the landscape.


  This sledge ride was not an ordinary one, I must say. Nor this realm. Legends and stories spoke of a magical land, where everything was possible for those who had eyes to see and ears to hear. No wonder that those who stayed within the comfy confines of the sky slopes, nightclubs and modern hotels were unable to discover these mysteries. They were taking fast slides, without noticing the curious squirrels in the trees or hearing the birds’ songs. They were going on sledge rides, without asking for “the magical tour” for fear that they might miss dinner. There was only one man who was giving the magical tour. Not to everybody but only to those he believed would appreciate it most. To those who had messages to unravel in legendary places he was the only one to know. “The Magical Tour” was not to be found in travel agencies’ catalogues. People were telling other people. Therefore, it was easy for him to turn down the unwanted:


  “It’s just a rumor, nothing more,” he would answer.


  “But we would love to see the evergreen tree,” the visitor would insist.


  “There are plenty of green trees around you,” he would answer with a mild smile. “I suggest a half-hour journey so that you can enjoy them. The snow is so perfect for a sledge ride.”


  At this moment, children would become frantic, clapping their hands and clattering with joy and eagerness while their parents, eager for a slice of supernatural would give in, get in the sledge, and settle for a mundane experience. The owner of the sledge and the four black horses could tell a seeker of the truth from a seeker of lurid. Still, that morning, he was unsure about her. He was able to read people at a glance. Now, he was hesitant. The young woman looked at a loss and abashed. Nothing but the usual tourist, lost in her own life. Yet, beyond this, he could sense utter beauty.


  “Are you here for the magical tour?” His question popped up from his lips before he controlled it.


  Why was she here? What made her leave her cozy hotel room and get out in the cold? Some last night images flashed in front of her eyes. The fight in the nightclub. Feeling incomplete. His vomit scattered all over the bathroom. Snuggling up on the other side of the bed, trying to put as much distance as possible between them. The urgent need of purification she felt as she woke up. She had dressed quietly—she would not want him to wake from the world of dreams—and left in a hurry. Her steps had brought her here.


  “The magical tour? I have no idea what you’re talking about, but why not. Let’s have it.”


  “There is one thing I should tell you before we go. We know when it starts but no one knows when it ends. The duration is up to you and only you.”


  “I’m fine with it.”


  The man helped her into the sledge and tucked her in the blankets. She looked at him from head to toe. It was her way of giving men a searching look, hoping to recognize the right one. It was hard to tell his age because he had muffled himself up. His deep and penetrating eyes spoke wisdom and cheerfulness. He appeared to be nimble and strong.


  As the sledge was rushing on the plateau, she was thinking that she wouldn’t mind if he abducted her. If he took her away from the person she was at that moment. As if he heard her thoughts, the driver pulled the reins and got off the main road, entering a glen guarded by gentle slopes. As they were moving forward, the trees grew thicker. Their branches were joining over the path in a tender embrace, dimming the sunlight. It was not long before the sledge stopped. A small hill was barring the road. He helped her down. Right in front of them, there was this clear water spring, flowing slowly and steam was rising from the small pond in front of it.


  She stood there, waiting. Since he was saying nothing, after a while, she felt like breaking the silence.


  “What’s the story?” she asked.


  “The story that you are about to discover. Drink the water and you will find out.”


  She obeyed him, like being in a trance. As soon as her lips touched the water in the palms of her hands, the scenery became completely different. It was still her, drinking water from a spring. However, she had a hard time recognizing herself, dressed in that long and fluid dress as she was, with long, golden hair wrapping her shoulders. The clearing was vibrating with happy laughter, the grass was green and tall, and the trees were whispering. What a happy day. The master had confessed in front of everybody that he had accomplished his mission. There was nothing left for him to teach her. She had become a master, too. Her paintings were going to be shown in the galleries of great castles. She was going to be free, free of the bondage of an arranged marriage demanded by her noble origins. She was going to dedicate her life to the gift that God had granted her. She felt alive only when she stood in front of the easel, with a paintbrush in her hand. Then, she was able to bring to life the images that came to her mind, one after another. She came here today in order to give her thanks to the spring that supplied her with strength and courage.


  “Whenever you will feel discouraged or hopeless or lose your direction, this spring will be of assistance. Each time you drink the water, imagine the mist around your soul and thoughts scattering away,” her nanny told her. She had taken her advice.


  “Yes, you’re right. This is the guiding water spring. The one that helps you unveil your gifts and bring them to life...” The voice of the sledge master was lapping over the nanny’s. Here she was, back in the frozen valley, wearing a white cap with a white teasel. Her hair was dark.


  “Now you see why it’s the passenger who tells the story and not me...”


  “I used to be a gifted painter,” she whispered in a melancholic voice. “I who cannot draw a single, decent line.”


  “You never lose a gift. At most, you forget it. You cannot draw a single line nowadays because you believe so,” answered the driver. She liked his voice. His tone. A sensual, caressing voice...


  “Let’s go!”


  As if under a spell, the roads were unwinding in front of the sledge, through valleys and trees. From time to time, a narrow path where the sledge fitted perfectly opened up from a thicket. The four horses had a merry, heavy stride. She was sitting with her head tilted back and gazing at the sky when the sledge stopped for the second time. They were surrounded by several circles of fir trees. Right in the middle, at a few feet distance, a majestic oak with branches covered in green leaves stood proudly. That was impossible. She jumped out, not waiting for his help. Then she walked around the great tree and touched the trunk. Wood. Pure wood with wounds, rings, traces and holes. Light, fragile leaves, so pleasant to touch. The expression on her face, more explicit than a thousand words, made him smile. A smile that was bringing the tide into her heart, a sensation that seemed long forgotten and now came back.


  “You wonder how is this possible? Give the tree a hug and he will tell you.”


  She put her arms around it, eager for the rest of the story. It was still winter but she was realizing that these were different times. Some time at the dawn of humanity. Or maybe earlier. She let go of the tree and turned to the clearing. She put her hands together in prayer. The men and women in front of her imitated her gesture. The ceremony was over. This morning, like every other morning, they had gathered in this sacred space in order to connect to the universal energy and create a wonderful day. The oak they embraced daily was both a binder and a barometer. As long as it stayed green, their lives and souls were in harmony with the universe. She felt more at peace with herself and the world like never before. She was a tiny piece of cosmic light.


  “I’m beaming with light. Come on, feel it!” she exclaimed, taking the man’s hand. She was back in the modern world, renewed. He slightly withdrew. The tide was starting in his soul as well. Nevertheless, he was a story keeper. He was forbidden to get involved. Unless…


  “We should hurry. There are some more things to see and the sunset is near,” he said, putting an end to the joyous moment and pushing her to the sledge. But when? How? She had spent little time in each place. It seemed that the journey had begun only minutes ago. Despite not having breakfast, she was not even hungry.


  They returned to the snowbound plateau with far margins that were out of sight. The sledge was running incredibly fast, making the tiny black dot in the distance become bigger and bigger. Until it became a huge statue, a wolf statue. The beast had a peaceful attitude. In this sitting position, he looked like a guardian on watch. She was dazzled. Everybody could see the whole plateau from the nearby driveway. She must have seen the sculpture. Yet, she had never noticed it before.


  “Back then, you had no eyes for it,” said the man. Is he really able to read my mind? she asked herself. Obviously, he could. For him, this was another sign. Even though he begged to be spared of such an experience. Last time he had it, he endured too much pain. He was satisfied with the sledge and his horses. He was at peace.


  “What do I have to do this time?” she asked.


  “You don’t have to do anything. Just relax and watch.”


  As she sat in front of the sculpture, she noticed the attention that the artist had given to each detail. The wolf seemed to be once alive and turned into stone by a dark witch. Little by little, the animal’s chest began to move as animated by a throbbing heart. Finally, the wolf got down from the pedestal, licked her hands, and spoke:


  “There’s no need to worry. The forest is sealed to the north, south, and east. My brothers are protecting the west. No one and nothing can ever harm man.” The young woman petted him, without being surprised. The night fell and so fell the attack. It was the night when she found out that man was able to hurt both his own kind and innocent, loving animals. The happy era, when they lived together in peace, was over. Only she and her friend, the wolf, stayed alive. They hid in the forests. Her heart was burning with rage and pain. She had lost everything: loved ones, her home and her roots. No wonder she already planned a merciless revenge. Find allies, mount an expected counterstrike and destroy them all. Including the traitor. Instead, the wolf had felt forgiveness. He could have easily entered their homes at night and eaten them one by one. Nevertheless, he had chosen to withdraw into the deepest part of the woods. Attack only when threatened only those who adventured into his territory and showed no respect. “This was meant to be,” he told her. “Let them live their lives covered in guilt and don’t carry their burden. Pursue your path with gratitude and confidence knowing that what seems wrong may be a step further in your evolution and that of the others. We’ll meet again when you are ready.”


  And here he was, right in front of her, a giant of grey stone. Compassionate thoughts about the man she had abandoned in the hotel room, about his fears and weaknesses came to her mind. It was time to let him go. She whispered “thank you” to the wolf and mounted the sledge. The team started again, silently. A small bump created an unbalance, unveiling one of the lateral handles, beautifully crafted. In a hidden place, two letters altered the model carved in wood. She couldn’t help but touch them with her fingers.


  It was the same sledge but the age was different. A thick fur covered her up to the neck. She had a strange feeling of not being alone. It was true. She had no longer the flat tummy that made her proud but a round belly. She had missed this sensation, this unique bliss so much! The driver, a different one, turned around and told her not to worry. They were almost there. Soon, they were pulling up in front of a wealthy manor. The master of the sledge and the four horses stood in front of the entrance. He carefully took her into his arms and held her to his chest with infinite tenderness. The woman’s eyes filled with tears because finally, after travelling for so long, she was home. She had taken heart and flown away from her husband by name, in order to join the one man who was meant for her. The day was a blessing. A night followed when every touch, every breath, every gesture had become a fulfillment of their love. A night when everything, even the wildest inventions of the imagination, turned into life. The next morning, she got back into the sledge despite his bad feelings. The day was bright and she wanted to go see her mother and bring her the news. Besides, getting some fresh air would be good for her and the baby. He agreed. The horses were striding merrily, the coachman was humming a song, and her heart was thriving. When suddenly, another team appeared in front of them. She only saw the horses rising up on their back feet and the driver being thrown away. She felt an excruciating pain. Then, it was dark.


  And here she was again. The woman she once was, with a white cap with white tassel. Motionless, with her hand clinging to the wooden handle. The man took her in his arms and put her on the ground, as he did in another life. He had tears in his eyes. She never returned to the hotel, into the nightclubs or the skier’s world. Her mother received a note in which she told her not to worry. She was fine and taking a trip around the world. The driver, the sledge and the horses simply vanished. Instead, visitors could see a well-crafted, wooden bench. And people stopped talking about the magical tour.
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