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    Unexpectedly, I found myself confronted by her magnificent presence. In the middle of the road, very close to the area where I was staying, only ten minutes away from the centre of Paris.  
 
    I was on my mobile phone talking to a client when I saw her crossing the pavement next to me. My heartbeat started to increase rapidly. My mouth was dry.  
 
    ‘It’s her…’ I whispered, as I lowered the mobile that was pressed against my ear.  
 
    We gave each other a brief and hesitant look that took my breath away for a moment.  
 
    Looking into her deep blue eyes, I froze for a few seconds and couldn’t concentrate on anything else. Her face shone, she had a slim silhouette and she was walking in a graceful manner, while having a kind and charming expression.  
 
    I felt like I was reborn! It had been a long time since I had the wonderful feeling of my heart racing and this indescribable ache in my chest that seemed like an annoying tingle.  
 
    As I was walking, she was near me, the intense scent of her perfume was prominent in the air and I took a subtle and deep breath that made me smile. I had just passed by her, not wanting to let her out of my sight when I heard a noise behind me. I turned around to see what had happened and noticed the beautiful girl, who had drawn my attention, lying on the pavement. I ran towards her to help her.  
 
    “Are you ok?” I whispered, while holding her hand. The same sensation came back in my memory… her soft and slender hand that made my palms sweat.  
 
    “Yes, I’m sorry. I just got dizzy and tripped.” She looked at me a bit strangely. She frowned and was staring at me confused. As if she’d known me for years. I seemed familiar to her, from what I could gather.  
 
    “Do you want me to take you somewhere?”  
 
    “No, thank you and I’m sorry for the trouble that I caused you.” She faced me. “Do I know you from somewhere?” she asked perplexed.  
 
    I didn’t answer. I kept staring with my eyes fixed on her.  
 
    “Goodbye and I apologize for the inconvenience,” she said smiling and left.  
 
    “Wait,” I whispered spontaneously. She hadn’t heard me. She just gave a last charming glance and went on her way.  
 
    I had been subjected to her undeniable beauty. Her eyes, her voice, her figure, everything about her had charmed me.  
 
    A long time had passed, constantly thinking of how wonderful she was and I was praying every day to meet her again; in vain. I hadn’t seen her for months. Apart from being a beautiful woman she seemed like a nice person. At least that was my first impression. She looked like a girl who had morals and principles and that impressed me.  
 
    It was a rainy day in Paris and I was coming back from work when I saw her standing drenched on the pavement, while holding her handbag over her head to avoid getting further wet from the rain. I recognized her immediately and gave her a signal with my car’s headlights so she could see me. Thinking that I was someone who wanted to harass her, she turned her head the other way with indifference.  
 
    When I was beside her, I rolled down my car window and told her to get in and that I would give her a ride wherever she wanted so she wouldn’t get wet, for no reason.  
 
    She refused without taking any notice, until her eyes met mine and she seemed a bit confused. Then she remembered that she had seen me before and gave me the most beautiful smile of my life.   
 
      
 
    “Is it you again?” she asked, taking me aback that she had remembered me after so long, even though we had met accidentally for no more than five minutes.  
 
    “It’s me again.” I got out, opening the door for her as a sign of courtesy.  
 
    She hopped in the car hastily because it was raining even harder now.  
 
    “Jacques,” I introduced myself, while driving.  
 
    She stared at me awkwardly for a while. She seemed to be trying to remember something as she was looking at me. Then she introduced herself.  
 
    “I’m Eve.”  
 
    “Eve?” I asked, not being able to take my eyes off her.  
 
    “Eve. Why are you looking at me like that?”  
 
    “I’m sorry. I just remembered something, nothing important.” I softly sighed, after making sure it was her… Definitely!  
 
    “Are you from Paris?” I asked, breaking the silence.  
 
    “Yes, I grew up in Paris but I have Greek roots as I was told.”  
 
    “Incredible!”  
 
    “Why are you astonished?”  
 
    “Because I’m half Greek and half French.”  
 
    “What a coincidence… And you live in Paris permanently?”  
 
    “Yes, I’ve settled here, in the city of Love,” I replied, gazing into her expressive and mesmerizing eyes.  
 
    “I remember you; we had met on the street a while ago”  
 
    “I remember you too. You were passing by my house and I accidently saw you. I thought you were hurt” There was an awkward pause from both of us.  
 
    “I felt dizzy. That was all.” she answered, looking out of the window at the rain.  
 
    “So, where shall I take you?”  
 
    “I don’t want to trouble you and it makes me uncomfortable. Drop me off at a metro station and I’ll be on my way”.  
 
    “Don’t even think about it! I insist! With a storm like that I’m not letting you go on your own”.  
 
    “Thank you but it’s not necessary. I was just leaving work and I was going home but there was a strike in the centre as usual and I couldn’t find a taxi”.  
 
    “It’s okay; it was for the best…” I whispered on purpose and saw her smiling, letting me know that she understood my hidden meaning.  
 
    She gave me her address and after a while we arrived at the building where she lived. I got out the car and opened the door for her, giving her an umbrella that I had in the back seat of my car so she wouldn’t get wet.  
 
    I stood on the pavement, outside her building and I gazed at her, waiting for her to go in.  
 
    As she was walking hastily towards the doorway, she kept turning her head and waved for me to get into my car and not get wet.  
 
    “The umbrella? When am I going to give it to you?” she shouted in the storm, giving me an exquisite smile as usual.  
 
    “Don’t worry. It will give us a chance to meet again” I replied, winking at her.  
 
    A faint smile was present on her face and she thanked me with a cheerful gesture by placing her right hand on her chest. Then, with small and hasty steps in her high heels she arrived at the entrance and looked at me. When she was on the last step just before she entered the building she stood, while holding the door open and she smiled at me in the sweetest way, whispering one more time, “thank you”.  
 
    I was waving my hand, goodbye. The entrance door shut…  
 
    I was standing outside the building and was looking at her. I didn’t mind the rain at all at that point. I didn’t even mind that my clothes were clinging to me, I didn’t care about anything! The only thing I wanted was to gaze at her, even though I was standing in the storm… For me, it was a beautiful and sunny day!  
 
    I wanted to give her my phone number badly, to ask her if she wanted to go out, but I couldn’t do it. I was stumped and could not utter a word. Many years had passed since I had felt that beautiful sensation of shame and awkwardness towards a girl. I’d say since I was an adolescent.  
 
    From that day and every day since then, I passed by her house and gazed at where she lived without speaking. I don’t know what was wrong with me but I hesitated to go near her and I was content only to look at her house. I felt like a teenager! We used to do stupid things like that when I was at school and look; things were repeating themselves even though I was forty years old.  
 
    One night I saw her returning to her house weeping, while the distinctive tapping of her bright red heels on the pavement suggested that she was in a hurry and worried for some reason. She was walking at a quick pace crouched over, while wiping her tired eyes with a handkerchief. Watching the drops of tears roll harmoniously down her white cheeks, I was saddened. Honestly, I had a knot in my stomach that made me anxious. She was the one for me and so sweet that I couldn’t stand seeing her like that.  
 
    I didn’t know her phone number or I would have called her, so I walked up to the building’s entrance and scanned the doorbells one by one, trying to find her name written on one of them. When I saw it, I paused for a while and thought   
 
    of leaving, but I turned round quickly and without a second thought I rang it and waited for her to answer.  
 
    “Hello?” I heard her voice coming from the intercom, which made me even more nervous.  
 
    “Eve, I’m sorry if I’m bothering you. It’s me Jacques, if you remember me…” I hesitantly replied. I waited for a while outside the building’s entrance but I didn’t get an answer.  
 
    Everything was tumbling down inside me within seconds! I was greatly disappointed that she hadn’t opened the door for me and I had started walking away slowly, till I heard the entrance door opening!  
 
    I swiftly ran back before it shut and managed to get in! My joy was indescribable. I wouldn’t have been so happy even if I had been given permission to enter a royal palace.  
 
    There was only one problem… I couldn’t recall which floor was written on the doorbell and from my anticipation to see her I didn’t think to open the entrance door and look. I was going up the steps of the building, checking all the apartments and looking at the doorbells. On the bright side, every floor had only two apartments, on the downside she lived on the 4th floor!  
 
    When I arrived at the corridor of her apartment, I softly knocked on her door waiting for her to open it.  
 
    I could hear steps coming closer to the door and was lost in my own thoughts. My nervousness and my happiness had become one! I could hear the doorknob turning and much to my surprise a large man opened the door!  
 
    Everything went dark around me. I was shocked. I didn’t know that she was in a relationship or that she was living with a man. Whenever I passed by her house she was always on her own and I presumed that she wasn’t in a serious relationship.  
 
      
 
    “Good afternoon,” the man said in a deep voice.  
 
    “Hello, I just thought that…” I was speechless! I didn’t know what I was saying and fortunately Eve came in time to save me.  
 
    “Hello Jacques. Come in,” she said and looked as though she was happy to see me.  
 
    “No, I don’t want to impose. I accidently saw you in the street and I wanted to make sure that you’re okay.” I was confused.  
 
    She looked right into the man’s eyes and then turned her look on me.  
 
    “You’re not bothering us at all. Let me introduce you to Christiano. Come inside and sit with us.”  
 
    “Maybe some other time. I just wanted to see if you’re okay. Thank you anyway. It was nice to meet you Christiano,” I replied and left her apartment.  
 
    I couldn’t imagine her with another man. In my mind I had this image that she was single. I had even thought what her reaction would be, if I approached her and asked her out for dinner. In my fantasies there was a prominent idea of what are lives would be like if we lived together, planning our future. I was so determined and sure about us; or could it be that I was so in love that I was planning our lives together in my own world.  
 
    I came home and stood at the door, looking at my dark living room. I didn’t turn the lights on. I walked towards my bedroom and collapsed on the bed, still wearing my work clothes. I didn’t have the strength to do anything.  
 
    ‘She’s back in my life…’ I muttered and felt my eyes watering after many years. I sighed in distress and as I was staring at the ceiling I finally fell asleep around dawn!  
 
    Since then I’ve never passed by her house. There were many times I made the attempt but at the last minute I changed direction. There was no point; I didn’t want to cause trouble in her relationship. I didn’t want to get between her and her husband, so from the moment I saw them together in the apartment I had decided not to go near her again.  
 
    Time went by with the daily stress and routine but a day didn’t pass that I didn’t think of her charming smile.  
 
    It was a glorious Sunday morning and I had gone jogging down town and later on I sat at a café to enjoy a hot cup of coffee.  
 
    “Jacques…” there was a voice, it sounded like a women’s whisper. I thought I was delusional until I turned around and I was confronted with Eve’s glowing face.  
 
    “Eve?” I asked puzzled.  
 
    “Good morning Jacques.”  
 
    “Good morning to you too; is this a pleasant surprise or what?” I asked with a smile that covered my entire face.  
 
    “I came downtown for a walk and I saw you sitting by yourself and decided to speak to you.”  
 
    “I’m glad you did. Are you on your own?”  
 
    “Yes, alone…”  
 
    “Your husband?” I asked intending to find out more.  
 
    “My husband?”  
 
    “Yes, Christiano…”  
 
    “Christiano?” she asked perplexed and started to laugh. “He’s not my husband! Christiano is my brother,” she replied smiling and then I felt an indescribable sensation racing through my whole body. Electrifying; I was filled with happiness. I felt like I was flying, as though my feet weren’t touching the ground. But I remained calm; I didn’t want her to know how I felt. I stayed as composed as I could.  
 
    “Oh, okay. I must have misunderstood,” I said, while sipping my coffee.   
 
    “Obviously you misunderstood. Why did you leave in such a hurry the last time you came to my apartment?”  
 
    How could I explain how I felt right now… that I wanted to be with her; that I made plans about us and that I was in love with her. There I was, thinking that Christiano was her husband! She’d realized that I had been mistaken and didn’t say anything else so she wouldn’t embarrass me.  
 
    “I only came to your apartment the last time because I saw you crying in the middle of the street and I couldn’t bear not to come and see if you were alright…”  
 
    “Thank you Jacques; it was very kind of you. Indeed, it wasn’t one of my better moments,” she replied, tilting her head slightly.  
 
    “If I’m not imposing could I ask you what troubled you?”  
 
    “I had just separated from my husband and had other things on my mind but I’d rather not talk about it. Let bygones be bygones right?”  
 
    “Yes, you’re right. Let bygones be bygones…” I said giving her my full attention.  
 
    “Do you want me to order you a coffee so we can talk some more?” I asked, looking for the waiter.  
 
    “Wouldn’t you rather go for a walk round the city of Paris and we can talk while we’re walking?”  
 
    “Great idea; I’d like that.”  
 
    I left some money on the table for my coffee, which was a lot more than it actually cost but I didn’t have the patience to wait for my change and we left the café, walking side by side.  
 
    We started walking through the streets of this magnificent but cloudy city, talking freely.  
 
    “So, where are you working?” I asked while we were strolling.  
 
    “I’m a manager in an advertising company.”  
 
      
 
    “Hmm… that’s interesting. You must have good taste and a lot of patience, is that right?”  
 
    “Patience for sure; but why should I have good taste?”  
 
    “You must be able transform all the celebrities and famous people into beautiful and fit personas and not as they are in real life,” I replied and I noticed that her gorgeous lips had started to form a beautiful smile.  
 
    “You’re right, it’s true. What do you do for a living?”  
 
    “So it’s my turn now. Well… I work in an office that manages, restores and keeps secure works of art. We are like a bank for paintings and sculptures.”  
 
    “That’s very interesting…”  
 
    “It is. From a young age I was fascinated with art.”  
 
    “It’s you that has good taste and not me,” she smiled.  
 
    “I have good taste in paintings. You, for example, could be the most beautiful and attractive painting that I could ever imagine,” I said and stood in front of her pretending that I was taking pictures of her.  
 
    Eve was laughing out loud and seemed to enjoy our walk.  
 
    We were discussing various subjects and without realizing, it was late in the evening. You could barely see the sun behind the Parisian aristocratic buildings. It had started to get cold and windy.  
 
    We walked until we reached her house and when we arrived outside her building she looked at me with her deep eyes and told me:  
 
    “I really didn’t want this day to end. I had a wonderful time.”  
 
    The happiness I felt was beyond words! I stood outside the entrance for a while and waited for her to go inside.  
 
    “When am I going to see you again?” I asked pleading for a positive answer.  
 
    “I was just going to ask you the exact same thing!”   
 
    “Tomorrow?”  
 
    “Okay. Tomorrow’s fine, but I don’t know if I can walk for so long again.”  
 
    “Agreed! No more walking. I’ll pick you up for dinner. Is eight okay?”  
 
    “Okay, I’ll be ready at eight…”  
 
    “Perfect. I can’t wait to see you again.”  
 
    “Jacques, could I ask you something?” she said in an adorable way.  
 
    “Anything you want Eve.”  
 
    “When you came to my apartment that time…”  
 
    “Yes?”  
 
    “Had you seen me accidently in the street?” she asked making me feel embarrassed.  
 
    I was taken aback. She was clever enough to realize that I had been following her and that I wasn’t near her house by accident that evening.  
 
    “Yes, accidently. I was passing that way on my way home or rather work and…”  
 
    “And…?” she asked, having realized that I was talking nonsense.  
 
    “Okay, I’ll tell you everything!”  
 
    “I’m listening…”  
 
    “Since the day I saw you I couldn’t get you out of my mind and when I found out were you lived I didn’t miss a chance to pass by and look at you,” I replied and a weight was lifted off my shoulders.  
 
    “Well, why didn’t you talk to me?”  
 
    “I don’t know. I couldn’t. I hesitated.” I lowered my gaze.  
 
    She came close to me, softly touching my shoulder with her fingers and kissed me on the most delightful place; that fine line between my lips and my cheek. 
 
      
 
    I was gazing at her beautiful expression and felt bewitched. Even now, I can feel her warm lips on my cold face.  
 
    “Goodnight,” she said and walked into the lift.  
 
    “Goodnight!”  
 
    My hand was pressed over my cheek, where I had received the most wonderful kiss I had ever had in my life.  
 
    After waiting for a few minutes outside her building, I started humming and jumping with joy on the pavement, like a five-year-old!  
 
    I was standing in the middle of the road and as I looked up, I saw her watching me from her balcony and laughing! She was laughing out loud. You could tell that she was happy.  
 
    I can’t deny that I was really uncomfortable and no words could describe how embarrassed I felt, until she started waving both her hands in coordination with small dancing steps, joining me in my happiness. I didn’t feel embarrassed anymore and I kept on walking.  
 
    The next day I couldn’t think of anything else! I was at work, sitting distracted in front of the computer and every ten minutes I glanced at the damned clock, which seemed to go slow on purpose. The time seemed to have stopped! I waited anxiously for the moment to come when we would meet again.  
 
    When I finished work, I went home to get ready. I couldn’t concentrate! I didn’t know what clothes to wear or how to match them! I was acting like young girls do before they go out, taking them at least two hours to get ready, trying on various outfits!  
 
    My bed was covered with different shirts and trousers, creating a huge pile. I finally found the right clothes to wear that I thought she’d like. I put plenty of gel on my hair and my favourite cologne and I was off.  
 
    The time had come when I’d finally meet her and I was taking deep breaths so I could overcome my anxiety. It was the first time something like this had happened to me. She wasn’t the first relationship that I’d had but I felt totally different to that period in my life and with that particular girl. The girl who brought back to my mind all those bittersweet memories and unforgettable moments…  
 
    I parked outside her apartment and stepped out of my car to greet her, holding five bright red roses. I didn’t choose five roses by accident. It was symbolic. Five months had passed since the day I saw her crossing the road near my house.  
 
    As the entrance door opened, she hesitantly appeared. I was watching her as she came out, mesmerized by her beauty. She was wearing a tight black dress; black high-heeled shoes and around her elegant neck she was wearing a platinum necklace. Her thick, shiny hair had an unusual honey colour and her breath-taking smile left me speechless.  
 
    “Good evening. I’m on time as you can see.”  
 
    “You are beautiful…” I said, not being able to take my eyes off her.  
 
    She seemed embarrassed and had a shy expression as she came down the entrance steps and walked towards me.  
 
    I gave her the roses and opened the car door for her so she could get in.  
 
    “Thank you, Jacques. You are very sweet.” She gave me a hug before she got in the car.  
 
    On the way, she was talking about her husband and the difficult times she’d had with him and I was talking about different situations that I’d gone through in my life. There were good and bad ones, but they were all memorable… to be precise the bad moments always overshadow the good ones but you need all of them to complete the puzzles that are our wonderful lives!  
 
    After driving around for a while, we had dinner at a romantic French restaurant that was decorated with candles and had great service; although later we went and had something else to eat because the restaurant’s portions hadn’t satisfied our appetite.  
 
    Next stop wasn’t a stylish place or a fancy restaurant but a sandwich canteen.  
 
    I hesitated at first to suggest it, but discovered that Eve wanted to go there, so we sat in a luscious green park to enjoy our fast food.  
 
    “Thank goodness you suggested eating something because I’m starving,” she whispered with a smile.  
 
    “See? It’s like I’ve known you for years…” I told her in a soft voice and she gazed at me with a piercing and intense look paying attention to my every word.  
 
    2I haven’t eaten from a canteen since I was in school,” she said.  
 
    “It’s not that bad, is it?” I asked.  
 
    She gave me a nudge on the shoulder and we started laughing like small children.  
 
    Our image that night was a contradiction. Eve was wearing her expensive jewellery and her elegant dress and I was dressed smartly and we were sitting on a bench in the middle of nowhere eating two very simple but at the same time delicious sandwiches.  
 
    As we finished our second dinner, sat down on the bench I opened my arms and she fell in them like a baby. Her scent was magnificent. She smelled exactly as she did the day I saw her crossing over the road in front of me. I closed my eyes and my thoughts travelled.  
 
    “Jacques, can I ask you something?”  
 
    “I’m all ears.”  
 
    “Have you ever been married?”  
 
    “No. Unfortunately I haven’t found the right woman,” I hesitantly answered.  
 
    “Didn’t you ever have a girl that you were interested in? That you had dreams with? Planned your future together?” she asked, putting me in a difficult position.  
 
    “Now you are bringing up situations that I don’t want to remember,” I replied looking into her eyes.  
 
    “Come on tell me,” she said in a cute way.  
 
    “There was a girl once…she was the girl that I wanted to spend the rest of my life with, but our plans for the future didn’t help our relationship. Things took a different turn and we drifted apart,” I replied.  
 
    “Did you break up?”  
 
    “No, we just lost touch… I can’t really explain it,”  
 
    “I know what you’re talking about. I’ve felt this way many times. Even when I was married I felt that he may not have been the right man for me and my heart should have searched elsewhere. I always felt subconsciously that a part of love was missing, but I strongly felt that I’d given it somewhere else. I don’t know where. I can’t remember. At the end it turned out that my husband was not the one for me and we split up,” she said, shaking her head with sadness.  
 
    At that point she pulled away from my arms, took off her shoes and put them underneath the bench. She laid on her back, placing her head on my knees and looked at the bright stars that stood out like shiny diamonds in the pitch black sky.  
 
    “Look, look! A falling star; make a wish,” she whispered, gripping my hand.  
 
    I saw how good hearted and virtuous she looked and I smiled with happiness.  
 
    From the conversations we had she seemed very vulnerable and sensitive. She had faced many difficult situations in her life that had scarred her, she was left an orphan by the age of three and her misfortunes continued till very recently, having stayed in a very turbulent marriage with her ex-husband.  
 
    In general, our characters were suited and we had many things in common. From the way we looked at each other you could tell that we had a mutual affection for one another.  
 
    As she was resting on my legs and I was gently stroking her hair, she was gazing at me with a melancholic and expressive look that seemed like a rare painting; sorrow and happiness both in harmony.  
 
    All the time we were looking at each other, our minds were drifting in magical worlds. At some point she lifted her head up a bit and whispered to me:  
 
    “Five red roses…” she asked.  
 
    “Yes, five. It wasn’t unintentionally. Five roses because…”  
 
    “Because that was the number of months that have passed since we met. Right? That’s why there were five roses,” she interrupted me leaving me speechless! It was unbelievable the way she put together the five roses that I gave her and the number of months we had first met.  
 
    That was the reason that I chose five and not more or less. She impressed me that she thought of that herself.  
 
    “Exactly. Five months today from our first encounter,” I whispered.  
 
    “Why did you lose contact all those months? I’d been waiting to see you again and every day I couldn’t wait to go home and look over my balcony in case I saw you. I missed you, even though I don’t really know you…”  
 
    “Don’t you know me?” I asked with a hidden meaning, causing her discomfort. She gave me a strange look, trying to understand me.  
 
    “What do you mean?” she enquired.  
 
    I bent over her, coming close to her idyllic face with the intense desire to become a part of her. Our breaths had come very close. So close that you thought that one would devour the other. Our eyes were fixed with longing. My lips pressed against hers overflowing with passion! She placed her arms round my neck and couldn’t let go. I did the same.  
 
    I hugged her as tight as I could, feeling her fast and intense heart beat pounding against my chest.  
 
    “Let’s go…”  
 
    She bit her lip in an alluring way, confirming that she agreed with me.  
 
    Returning to the area where she lived, I walked her up to her apartment door and there the spontaneity we both had gave us an unforgettable night of passion filled of love and feelings that were overwhelming.  
 
    I couldn’t bear to flirt using only words and going inside her apartment. I threaded my fingers through hers and pushed her delicate hands high up on the wall, kissing her constantly on her wet and sensual lips and especially on the place that was just above her shoulder. She seemed to enjoy it.  
 
    I still can’t remember how I went from her front door to inside her bedroom. The only thing I remember is the sweet aroma of her body that had enticed me and our clothes thrown in the hallway before we had even entered the room.   
 
    I could only describe that night as magical. Her youthful body didn’t have a shred of imperfection and the way we made love was unique and extremely explosive!  
 
    Her kind and shy looks took on a different appearance, more feminine and more erotic; I was infatuated.  
 
    That night and after hours of making passionate love, she revealed that she hadn’t been in love before and it was the first time she felt such a great desire for someone. Even though we only knew each other for such a short period of time, she felt a mysterious attraction for me and didn’t want to lose me. Of course I didn’t want to either…  
 
    The following morning, I woke up by the bright sun light that had invaded the half open window of her room. I slowly opened my eyes, while lying half covered by her white sheets and half naked on the bed.  
 
    As I moved in order to stand up and say good morning to Eve, I came across a pleasant surprise. On the small table that was in the room awaited an exquisite breakfast consisting of fruit, honey and hot coffee.  
 
    She served it in bed, only wearing a very short black and almost transparent nightdress, which she accompanied with a soft kiss on the mouth.  
 
    I grabbed her from the waist playfully and I threw her on the bed while I felt stunned by the sight of her exquisite body.  
 
    “Magnificent!” I murmured, making her blush and she stubbornly covered her face with the pillow.  
 
    I didn’t miss my chance and I started to kiss her again, teasing her and touching her body gently.  
 
    After that wonderful morning we went for a walk in the nearest park and we sat together in each other’s arms, without doing anything… We were embracing and our silence spoke volumes.  
 
    The word ‘perfect’ could not describe our relationship! a sensual relationship; full of passion and surprises, with an intense feeling of love.  
 
    We had managed to create the perfect cocktail. We were a couple that suited each other but at the same time we were very good friends and that was apparent from our everyday routine. Pure love that made our faces light up with happiness and joy. Infinite moments of laughter and enjoyment…  
 
    You could tell from her eyes that she really needed all that and her enthusiasm revealed a childlike innocence!  
 
    These elements made me want her even more than any other characteristic she possessed! Her innocence and authenticity.  
 
    We experienced great and unforgettable moments, which we swore that we would have every day, every month and every year and at some point we would move permanently to Venice. It was her dream; to live in beautiful Venice. Somewhere lost in the historic cobble streets; both of us, together in a traditional Venetian house!  
 
    We planned too far ahead… a wise saying states that: ‘Whoever makes long term plans; God looks down at them and smiles…’  
 
    Her heart was beating only for me and she never let a day pass by that she didn’t remind me how much she loved me. I too felt the same way and every day I fell more and more in love with her.  
 
    Unfortunately, all this romantic and dreamlike fairy-tale had started to be overshadowed by the dynamic presence of her controlling aunt.  
 
    A domineering woman, who everyday was planting ideas in her head against me and was persuading her to leave me, to find someone else to continue her life with. This, of course, had a negative impact on our relationship.  
 
    Recently, Eve had changed her behaviour drastically and was behaving very strangely and that made me very suspicious and cunning.  
 
    She gave me a lot of excuses that were not convincing. I knew her well enough and I could tell whether or not she was lying! She wasn’t the kind of person who could hide it. It wasn’t in her character to keep secrets without the truth being detected.  
 
    She constantly looked tired, weary, was late for work and she was exhausted and lay in bed to sleep telling me that she wasn’t in the mood.  
 
    At first I didn’t mind at all, I was happy just holding her in my arms but after a while it was tiring and draining! The strange thing was that she kept on telling me that she loved me and she really believed it… You could tell that she wasn’t lying by the way she looked at me and kissed me but her attitude made me worry.  
 
    Her aunt didn’t want our relationship to continue under any circumstances. She didn’t like me at all and was trying everything to separate us! Besides, her niece was beautiful with dreams for the future that I couldn’t fulfil. I could never have children and her aunt knew about this. It was genetic and I couldn’t bring up my own children, something I made clear to Eve from the moment I met her and she assured me that she didn’t mind at all.  
 
    Unfortunately, her aunt didn’t see me in a good light and I didn’t have the strength to change her mind. Apart from that, she wanted to fix her up with a young man, an old school friend of hers, who had just finished his masters in America and had returned to France. The young man was the same age as Eve and to my knowledge they were once fond of each other.  
 
    Eve was in a very difficult position and didn’t know what to do. She had been brain washed by her aunt; she was giving her the wrong impression of me, and I, on the other hand, didn’t want to push her and see her miserable. Maybe her aunt was right, when it all boils down to it… Maybe I wasn’t the perfect companion for her.  
 
    My situation had become unbearable and one day I decided to take matters in my own hands and find out what was happening at last.  
 
    One afternoon I passed by where she was working and I followed her in my car, being careful not to be noticed.  
 
    I was astonished to find out that Eve was dating the young man! I saw her with my own eyes coming out the main door of the building where she worked and going in the young man’s car and driving away with him.  
 
    An awful feeling! I still have a hard time breathing when I think about it.  
 
    How can a person that is so wonderful, who has so much love inside her, spread so much misery?  
 
    ‘How could she cheat on me?’ I pondered constantly. ‘It can’t be; it can’t be happening!’ I kept telling myself, trying to convince myself that what I was seeing was an illusion and not reality.  
 
    The perfect woman for me, our marvellous relationship, our dream life, everything came crashing down within seconds.  
 
    As I was watching them drive off, my palms were sweating on the leather steering wheel, while my bitter tears rolled down, like a warm stream, on my cotton suit.  
 
    I still loved her… I didn’t know if I was crazy or if I’d misunderstood, but I loved her.  
 
      
 
    After this scene, I naturally couldn’t go back to work. I called my secretary and told her another lie.  
 
    “Hi, Maria.”  
 
    “Good morning, Jacques. We’ve been waiting for you.”  
 
    “You know, Maria, I was in a car crash and I won’t be able to come back to the office,” I said.  
 
    She immediately realized, after hearing me hesitate, that I wasn’t entirely honest.  
 
    “Are you okay?” she asked me.  
 
    “Yes, yes. Nothing to worry about. Just a small car accident and we are waiting for the police to arrive. I don’t know how long it’s going to take, so don’t wait for me. Please mention it to the manager.”  
 
    “Alright…”  
 
    I understood from the tone in her voice that she hadn’t believed me. She knew me too well to believe a lie like this!  
 
    “Okay, Jacques… don’t you worry. I won’t suggest that someone should come and pick you up because from what I can hear, you are listening to the same radio station as I am and you are obviously driving,” she said sarcastically.  
 
    “Maria, please cover for me. I’m asking you, as a favour.”  
 
    “Don’t worry.”  
 
    “Thank you. Thank you very much. I’ll explain some other time.”  
 
    “Take care,” she answered and put the phone down.  
 
    I went towards our apartment to think clearly what I had to do.  
 
    The first thing I did was to go into the bathroom to have a quick shower and relax. As soon as the hot water touched my back and trickled down, I felt my anger prevailing. With tears in my eyes, I punched to the wall hard and my fingers started to bleed.  
 
    “Why?” I shouted with protest. “Everything was great without a shred of imperfection. How is it possible to hurt me like that and hide it from me…?” I kept on talking to myself, looking at the dark red blood that had made a pool between my feet and was accumulating round the drain.  
 
    I finished my shower and went into the kitchen. I tightly bound my hand with a piece of gauze and opened a bottle of red wine. I walked towards the balcony and sat down to enjoy it, wallowing in my sorrow, with the view of dull, grey Paris.  
 
    Late in the evening, I heard the key turning to unlock the apartment door and her voice that said:  
 
    “Honey, I’m home!” and she ran to give me a hug.  
 
    “There you are!” I mumbled in a weird way and stood doing nothing.  
 
    “What’s wrong, baby?” she asked, as she slowed down her pace.  
 
    “Why didn’t you tell me?”  
 
    “What are you talking about, baby? Tell you what?” she wondered as she looked like she didn’t understand a thing.  
 
    “For some time, things between us have been terrible. You are acting secretive like you don’t want me to find out about something. Eve, what secrets are you hiding from me?”  
 
    “I don’t have secrets, my love. It’s just that I haven’t been very well psychologically! That’s all. What happened to your hand?” she asked me and stretched out her arm to touch me. I pulled away, keeping the same cold attitude towards her.  
 
    “Where were you this afternoon?” I asked. I didn’t get an answer. She averted her eyes from me and they looked lifelessly at the view of Paris.  
 
    “At work…” she answered with guilt.  
 
    “At work?” 
 
    “Yes, love, I was at work,” she made a move to kiss me.  
 
    “Sweetheart, you weren’t at work!”  
 
    “Where would I be then?”  
 
    “Please, tell me the truth this time. Where you at the office this afternoon?”  
 
    “Yes, baby. I was at the office and I was designing…”  
 
    “Designing? More likely you were designing with Thomas where to go when you left together,” I said full of grief.  
 
    She didn’t have anything to say. She looked like she was admitting her guilt. She lowered her head and she started to weep without speaking.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” she whispered.  
 
    “Shhh… don’t apologize. You cheated on me and I believed in you.”  
 
    “What are you saying, my love? Me? Cheating on you? Never! You are making a big mistake. I’ve never cheated on you and I would never do that. He invited me for a meal and I went…”  
 
    “Baby, it doesn’t matter. You hid something from me by lying to me. That means that you want him.”  
 
    “No, sweetheart, I don’t. I want you, I swear.”  
 
    “Don’t promise! I told you it doesn’t matter anymore. It might be best if you followed your aunt’s advice and left me,” I murmured, still looking sadly.  
 
    “I don’t want to leave you. I want to live the rest of my life with you.”  
 
    “Maybe deep down you want something else,” I said, holding her hand.  
 
    “My love, I want you and no one else. Aren’t we having a great time together? Didn’t we have dreams together? Don’t we love each other?”  
 
    “Yes, we love each other, but I can’t stand watching you being depressed and being affected by your aunt. And there is something else…”  
 
    “What else, baby?”  
 
    “The rest of your life… A life full of dreams, of happiness and joy.”  
 
    “That’s what I’m saying. Together we’ll follow our dreams! Happy and blissful.”  
 
    “Happy and blissful without our own children?” I asked loudly, as I glared at her.  
 
    “You and I are going to be happy forever. We don’t need children or babies to bring us together,” she said and bent over to give me a hug.  
 
    “Get away from me. It’d be best for you. That young man is more suitable for you and together you’ll create a beautiful and sweet family.”  
 
    “Don’t do this to me Jacques, I love you. Only with you do I feel so good,” she replied, tightly holding my hand.  
 
    “Don’t make it harder! Do it for me. It’s honestly coming from my heart, go!”  
 
    “Jacques, please…”  
 
    “I love you and I’d never let you waste your life. I want to see you happy and alive. You won’t live the way you deserve with me,” I replied, clenching my teeth.  
 
    I didn’t really want to let her go, but inside me I knew I was doing the right thing, so she could be happy in the future.  
 
    “Jacques, listen to me…”  
 
    “My love, it’s useless,” I interrupted her, trying to be tough and I avoided looking at her with difficulty.  
 
    “Are you sure you love me?” she asked with tears in her eyes.  
 
    “I don’t just love you. I adore you!” I said and stood up, giving her a kiss which was full of mixed feelings.  
 
    The more I looked at her tearful eyes that were begging me to understand her and to comprehend, the more I struggled inside me not to give in.  
 
    “Then why are you leaving me?” she whispered with a sigh of deep sadness.  
 
    “I’ve never left you and I will never leave you. You have to let me go for your own good. For your own happiness.”  
 
    “That’s stupid! You don’t want me anymore, that’s why you are pushing me away,” she answered somewhat angrily and went into the living room, holding her forehead so she could calm down from the tension that was between us.  
 
    “I’m not who you think I am,” I shouted in distress.  
 
    “What do you mean?”  
 
    “Go away for you own good.”  
 
    “You are talking in riddles, which I can’t understand. I don’t want to leave. I don’t want to lose you, ever!” she said firmly and looked me in the eyes with a forlorn expression that made me feel even sadder.  
 
    I took her in my arms and kissed her hair, whispering to her that I loved her.  
 
    “Maybe your aunt is right…”  
 
    “Don’t say that again! My aunt talks nonsense. I don’t want Thomas. I only live for you and no one else.”  
 
    “You have to think that you are young, beautiful, the same age as Thomas and mature enough to have a family and live happily. My words are bitter and cruel but unfortunately this is the truth. I could sit and tell you how much we are suited for each other, that my heart belongs to you and only you and that I never want to lose you, but this would be selfish and I know that you won’t be happy with my words.”  
 
    “Jacques, don’t talk like that, I beg you…” she said, while she was still leaning on me.  
 
    We kissed for the last time. The taste of her lips was unforgettable as a few salty tears had fallen on them.  
 
    After we hugged tightly, I closed the apartment door and she left quickly from the building’s stairs. I went straight to the balcony and went out to see her for the last time.  
 
    I was still madly in love with her and I wanted her like nothing else. I couldn’t imagine the rest of my life without her.  
 
    She was my other half or rather she was my whole existence. I observed her as she ran into the darkness. A desperate shadow running in the night. Seeing her drifting away from me, I closed my eyes to ease my pain, trying to realize that we had separated for good.  
 
    At some point she stopped running and turned her head, she looked towards me with tears in her eyes. Her hair was being blown, in the darkness, by a strong wind and she lifted her hand whispering with her lips, “I love you…”  
 
    The emotional tension was evident and as soon as she disappeared in the mist, I had already started to regret it!  
 
    I finished the bottle of red wine within minutes! I thought that this way I would defeat the pain…  
 
    I really wanted to hold her in my arms again and tell her that I loved her and that I wanted her back but I didn’t.  
 
    I wanted what was good for her and to see her smiling and I knew that with me she could never have that!  
 
    Maybe I’m dangerous. I don’t want anything to happen to her because of me.  
 
    For some time, I had forgotten what her expression was like when she smiled. She was having a hard time with her aunt putting pressure on her and besides Thomas was now in her life and everything was turned upside down! All of these combined together to forbid her from continuing her relationship with me and I understood it. Even though she loved me and adored me, I could understand her inner psychological confusion.  
 
    At night, I would sit on the balcony alone and gaze at the dull sky. It was our favourite spot. It was where we got together every day and spent infinite hours talking, always with a couple of glasses filled with wine.  
 
    ‘Is it possible that I won’t see her beautiful and expressive eyes again? Her passionate lips. Won’t I feel her in my arms again? That stunning smile was lost forever from my life… her smile is what I’ll miss most of all,’ I told myself, feeling that incredible pain after our break up, feeling my loneliness wanting to escape those walls…  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After a week, I had an unexpected phone call, which caused me great distress!  
 
    ‘Hello?’  
 
    “Was that a stupid thing that you did Jacques, or what?”  
 
    “Who is it?”  
 
    “Don’t you ‘who is it’ me and answer the question.”  
 
    “Camellia, is that you?”  
 
    “Yes it’s me! Eve is in a terrible state and she can’t get over your break up. Out of the blue? For no reason?”  
 
    “There were many reasons, Camellia, and you know them. She deserves someone else, someone better than me.”  
 
    “What can I say, Jacques? You know best. I see you as my best friend and I’m obliged to talk some sense into both of you because you’re both stubborn.”  
 
    “You can say that again! But I believe that at that precise moment it was the correct decision to make.”  
 
    “Correct?”  
 
    “Yes, correct. She wouldn’t be happy with me and if she’d stayed with me it would be like I wanted to harm her.”  
 
    “What are you talking about Jacques… you were the perfect couple. You were suited to each other and Eve would die for only one look from you. Don’t tell me that she wouldn’t be happy with you. You are just making excuses.”  
 
    “Camellia, if you saw her lately how she came home after the conflicts she had with her aunt, you would understand. She was filled with grief, almost crying and stressed all the time.”  
 
    “I know that she likes Thomas and he really is a very nice and educated man. At some point, they will be able to enjoy a family together, whereas with me…” I said, swallowing with difficulty.  
 
    “Whatever you say Jacques. I just called to inform you that Eve is a mess! She is withdrawn and lives with her aunt permanently. She looks like a zombie. She doesn’t eat or drink…”  
 
    “I want to speak to her, but I’m afraid I won’t be able to restrain myself and I’ll tell her to come back to me.”  
 
    “And why is that a bad thing? If that is what you both want, I don’t understand.”  
 
    “I explained it to you Camellia…”  
 
    “Yes, you explained. Anyway, we will talk face to face when you calm down.”  
 
    “Camellia?” I asked.  
 
    “Tell me.”  
 
    “Could you answer honestly a question that I’m going to ask you and please let’s keep it between us?”  
 
    “You’re going to drive me crazy both of you! Speak.”  
 
    “Does she want him?”  
 
    “Who?”  
 
    “Thomas, does she want him?”  
 
    “Goodbye Jacques. We’ll talk when I see you,” she replied, acting as though she hadn’t understood.  
 
    “Just answer me this question.”  
 
    “We’ll talk some other time. Goodbye.”  
 
    “Goodbye, Camellia. Thank you for calling,” I replied and put the phone down.  
 
    I admit Camellia’s reaction gave me a lot to think about. She wouldn’t answer my question whether Eve wanted Thomas or not and that saddened me a bit. It wasn’t right I know. The decision was mostly mine, and her aunt of course, who for several months encouraged her to leave me and not without reason. I never liked to blame other people for my own mistakes, so I took all the blame for our break up upon me. Even if it made me sad, even if the grief was killing me I would have to accept it and move on with my life.   
 
    I came home after a very tiring day. I sat comfortably on my sofa and my attention was drawn to a lovely photograph of Eve and myself, which was on the table. Instantly, a genuine smile lit up my face as I was looking at her. It travelled me back to a time of happiness and overflowing joy, a long time ago …  
 
    I had regretted my decision, but it was too late to bring her back. It was my fault, I know. I hadn’t been in a good mood lately. It was because of my job and it was because she had been distancing herself from me or that was what I thought and I was choking with the stress and the suspicions.  
 
    I was very confused and I was thinking constantly how she could have told me that she was seeing Thomas and if she still was.  
 
    I could sense, nonetheless, that when she said, “I love you,” it was truthful and spontaneous…  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After a month I felt the urge to see Eve again and I made the decision to phone her on her mobile. It was a long time since I’d heard any news about her and I couldn’t bear it, I’d really missed her beautiful face.  
 
    I kept dialling her phone number and erasing it immediately, putting my phone down. I repeated that at least five times until I made the decision and conquered my insecurity by pressing the calling button.  
 
    Her mobile phone was ringing. Four times it rang and no answer. I placed my thumb on the button that was going to end the call when I heard her sweet voice:  
 
    “Hello?”  
 
    I hadn’t heard from her for almost thirty days and I felt really weird.  
 
    “Eve, are you okay?” I asked, waiting for her to speak and to find out how she was and what she was doing and if she was thinking of me at all.  
 
    “Okay. I’m fine,” she answered briefly.  
 
    I frowned with curiosity because of her abrupt attitude towards me.  
 
    “I just want to know if you are alright.”  
 
    “I’m fine,” she replied abruptly again.  
 
    “I love you,” I whispered. Then there was complete silence. Silence, neither one of us spoke.  
 
    “We’ll talk sometime. Take care,” she replied with indifference and that sentence literally broke my heart!  
 
    Without realizing, I let my mobile phone fall from my hands onto the sofa and I placed my head on the large cushions to calm down.  
 
    “That’s it. I’ve lost her…” I said quietly.  
 
    Within a few seconds I got up again, suddenly filled with satisfaction and optimism, for I had just received a message on my mobile that said, ‘I love you too! Take care…’ 
 
      
 
    I realized that she couldn’t talk on the phone and that was why her reaction was a bit strange and abrupt. From my enthusiasm, I put the phone to my lips and gave it a huge kiss while having a smile fixed on my face!  
 
    Every day that passed I had my mobile close at hand, in case I received a message from her. Nothing… the months went by slowly and I had futile thoughts and notions going round in my head that led nowhere.  
 
    I’d tried repeatedly to contact her but her phone was switched off and she didn’t reply to my messages.  
 
    In the meantime, Camellia’s reaction had started to trouble me quite a lot the last few days. The other day when we spoke she kept avoiding mentioning Eve and was changing the subject.  
 
    When I asked about her and how she was doing with Thomas, she kept answering with a plain, “okay” without further comment.  
 
    I was sure that she was hiding a secret that she didn’t want me to find out so she wouldn’t upset me.  
 
    One cool afternoon, just before the sun had set, I decided to go and find Camellia so I could finally find out what had happened.  
 
    I wore a thick cardigan, went to her house and waited for her to come home from work.  
 
    I was standing for almost two hours behind a tree, waiting for her and I had emptied a packet of cigarettes.  
 
    At some point, a taxi stopped in front of her house and I saw her getting out, while buttoning her coat.  
 
    She was well dressed and stylish as always and with a straight back and strong femininity, she started walking towards her house. 
 
    I didn’t mean to scare her but I wanted to catch up with her before she went inside so I walked fast behind her and whispered her name...  
 
    “Camellia?”  
 
    She was quite startled. She turned her head to see who the secretive figure was that was following her!  
 
    “Jacques? You scared me! What are you doing here?” she asked placing her hand on her heart.  
 
    “I’m sorry if I scared you.”  
 
    “You didn’t just scare me, you nearly killed me!”  
 
    “I apologize.”  
 
    “What’s wrong?”  
 
    “Why are you avoiding talking to me?” I asked.  
 
    “Me? Avoiding you? I’m fine with you.”  
 
    “It has something to do with Eve, right?” I asked and she turned her back on me and continued walking towards her house.  
 
    “I’ve nothing to say to you, Jacques!” she replied while walking and I kept on following her.  
 
    When we reached her doorstep, she took her keys out to unlock the door. She was obviously uneasy and her keys slipped from her hands and fell on the doormat. I bent down to pick them up and I gave them to her, looking straight into her eyes.  
 
    I could tell that she was trying not to say a word. But she really wanted to talk to me and I was aware of it.  
 
    “Please Camellia, you know how much I love her…” I murmured and took a step back.  
 
    “I know. Honestly, it’s not the right time,” she said.  
 
    “Don’t do this to me…please,” I whispered. Tears started to form in my eyes. 
 
    “Come on, Jacques. You know how much I love you too. I’ve got a soft spot for you, but don’t push things,” she answered, while hugging me in the cold.  
 
    “I want to know if she is thinking of me at all. Has she said anything about me?”  
 
    “Let it go, Jacques, it’s been almost six months since your break-up. Besides, it was your decision don’t you forget that!”  
 
    “Is she talking about me?” I asked again.  
 
    “You know very well that Eve would die for you. You were the only man in her life.”  
 
    “I was? You mean now its Thomas? She got over me so quickly?” I questioned, frowning.  
 
    “You are my best friend and…”  
 
    “Is she not thinking of me at all?” I interrupted her.  
 
    “Fine then, are you ready to hear this?” she asked me in a scary way. She made me drown in my suspicions and wonder if I really wanted to hear the truth or not.  
 
    “I’m listening,” I answered hesitantly.  
 
    “Eve is thinking of moving in with Thomas next month,” she replied, causing me distress.  
 
    “Are they going to live together?” I asked.  
 
    Even though I was the one that had suggested it, it came as a shock. Eve was mine and we were happy together. It would be hard for me to get used to the fact that she would be living with another man.  
 
    “Yes, they’re going to live together. Wasn’t it you that said that she would be better off with him?” she asked, somewhat ironically.  
 
    “Yes… it’s just that I’m astounded by her sudden decision,” I said haltingly.  
 
    “You’ll get used to it. It was your decision and you should have thought what you were saying to her. Six months she’s been dating Thomas and then they decided to move in together. It’s not unreasonable.”  
 
    “No, it’s not,” I whispered sadly.  
 
    “Goodnight Jacques. I’ll call you some time so we can meet and talk. I’m very tired,” she continued, opening the door.  
 
    “Camellia?”  
 
    “What is it again?”  
 
    “It’s not only that, right? I can tell by the look on your face that there’s more.”  
 
    “Goodnight Jacques. We’ll talk tomorrow morning.”  
 
    “I want to know now,” I yelled.  
 
    “…Another time,” she said, looking at me with sympathy.  
 
    “Now!” I replied firmly.  
 
    “Okay. You’re right! It’s better if we get everything out in the open now. I don’t want to hide anything from you.”  
 
    “What are you hiding?”  
 
    “It’s not just what I told you Jacques. There’s something else…”  
 
    “What is it? Is she hurt? Is it good or bad?” I asked anxiously.  
 
    “It depends how you look at it…”  
 
    “You’re unclear and talking nonsense. I can’t follow!”  
 
    “Do you want me to make it plainer?”  
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    “She is expecting a baby!” she cried out with her mouth barely open. She closed her eyes and bit her lip with regret, thinking that she shouldn’t have said anything.  
 
    “What?” I exclaimed, somewhat shocked.  
 
    “Yes, Jacques. Eve is pregnant and she is to marry Thomas soon.”  
 
    “How? It can’t be…”  
 
    “Why can’t it be? You broke up and she started dating him, and by the way he is a great guy. They decided to get married and have a family. Isn’t it what you wanted?” she said sarcastically.  
 
    “Thank goodness you’re my friend,” I said ironically, casting my eyes down.  
 
    “Come here, you,” she replied in a low voice and gave me a hug, letting me know that she was sympathizing.  
 
    “Do you know what’s bothering me most of all?”  
 
    “What?”  
 
    “That she got over me in just a few months.”  
 
    “Who said anything like that?”  
 
    “So, she’s still thinking about me?” I asked myself, waiting anxiously to hear an answer.  
 
    She unlocked the door, turned her back and just said “Goodnight, Jacques…” shutting the door!  
 
    I was contemplating whether I should take her reaction as positive or negative.  
 
    “She can’t be pregnant. My little Eve is going to get married and will have a baby?” I whispered with a smile, which I hadn’t decided whether it was from happiness or from sadness.  
 
    Normally such news constitutes a happy event, but my happiness was followed by grief, preventing me from being happy with her joy…  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Weeks passed and my life went on as normal, except when I thought of her holding in her arms another man’s baby and then I got depressed.  
 
    I didn’t feel like going anywhere. My friends were begging me to go out with them and I cancelled every time at the last minute! Not on purpose. I was trying to push myself to go out and have fun, but in the end I couldn’t do it! I preferred to think and talk to myself and not to anyone else. At first, I thought that it would be easy and I would get used to our separation, but it’s not something that you can get used to.  
 
    She was living with another man and in a few months she was going to become a mother. I couldn’t forget her nor could I get over her, so I learnt how to live with my grief and my melancholy…  
 
    The big day had finally come! The day that Eve would marry Thomas and everyone would enjoy the happy event.  
 
    I, on the other hand, had an uncontrollable nervousness that I couldn’t discard and it was eating me away from the inside every minute that passes.  
 
    Needless to say, I was not invited to the wedding. I found out the time and place of the wedding from Camellia, after a lot of pressure and many phone calls, contrary to her recommendation, I decided to go.  
 
    I would go secretly to the wedding. Not only to satisfy my own heart and mind, but to see Eve dressed in white.  
 
    All the time I was driving, I sighed and softly tapped my fingers on the steering wheel from stress.  
 
    As I was approaching the church, I observed many cars parked outside and the cheerful guests with smiles on their faces, gossiping and giggling. I parked far away on purpose and stood in the churchyard, so I wouldn’t be noticed by Eve. I didn’t want to ruin her day not by any means.  
 
      
 
    I stood behind a thick column and waited to see her again, even if I wouldn’t speak to her.  
 
    After half an hour, a white sports car stopped in front of the church and sounded its horn constantly to portray the immeasurable happiness and extreme enthusiasm that they had.  
 
    The car door opened and Eve placed her shapely leg, wearing a white high heeled shoe, on the road. I still remember that scene like it was yesterday. She came out dressed in white, with a wonderful form fitting wedding dress, leaving me speechless. Her face shone and her smile looked so genuine and honest, which depicted her true happiness. She was an angel on earth.  
 
    I looked at her as she was coming out the car and for some reason I was happy with the image I had in front of me. Without thinking, I caught myself clapping my hands slowly and when I realized what I was doing. I stopped! I wanted to see her happy and nothing else. Of course, I would prefer to be next to her this moment and be in Thomas’s place but ‘C’est la vie’ I whispered.  
 
    I would never take her happiness away so we could be together. We could never be a couple however much I loved her.  
 
    Her aunt had interfered enough in order to take her way from me and turned the happy and smiling Eve into a bad tempered, walking zombie.  
 
    After pressuring her so much, she managed to talk her into going out with Thomas and she was partly responsible for our break up, even for my decision. As I said before, I must take all the responsibility for our break up because I uttered the last words! 
 
    As I was watching her from behind the column, I felt the intense urge to go to her and talk to her. To touch her, even kiss her! Everything passed through my mind that second.  
 
    Thomas was waiting for her on the steps holding a beautiful bouquet of flowers. When the bride approached, he kissed her with love and passion and everyone cheered. The loud clapping sounded like an annoying racket in my ears instead of a sign of joy.  
 
    The young man loved her. He loved her and wanted her for many years, since they went to school together. The love that he felt for her hadn’t faded. She was always fond of him but when he made the decision to study in America, they lost contact.  
 
    He could never have imagined that ten years later, Eve, his old school friend and loved one, would become his wife! Life is unexpected and you cannot plan anything.  
 
    Our dear friend, Camellia, was following Eve as she was her bridesmaid and would witness their wedding. I could see her glancing around the churchyard, trying to locate me somewhere.  
 
    She was a very nice girl and helped me more than she should have done after my break up. She supported me and comforted me many times when I was a mess, and she tried to make me feel better. Most of the times she didn’t succeed but it’s the thought that counts.  
 
    Just before they entered the church Camellia saw me! She managed to locate me amongst all those people and our eyes met. She looked very sad, I thought to myself, even though she was smiling. I saw her wiping her eyes with a handkerchief that she was holding in her hand.  
 
    Then she focused on Eve and went inside the church. I was standing there. Hiding in my place, behind the column and waited until the wedding was over. 
 
    After a long time, everyone started exiting the church, cheering and shouting, “Congratulations!”  
 
    At the end the newly married couple appeared, walking down the steps radiating with happiness or at least that is how they looked.  
 
    Thomas was holding her and was kissing her continually and she was returning his kisses, while looking into his eyes. They seemed very much in love and that bothered me.  
 
    I was looking at them with a melancholic look, putting myself into Thomas’s place, next to the bride.  
 
    My emotional tension was out of control and I couldn’t look at them anymore. I put out my cigarette by stepping on it and I turned around to leave.  
 
    “I’m sorry Jacques…” Camellia whispered as she appeared in front of me, startling me.  
 
    “Camellia! Why are you apologizing?” I asked, wiping my tears with a quick movement.  
 
    “I knew it wasn’t a good idea to tell you to come. That’s why I didn’t want to talk to you. I understand how you feel and I was stupid to tell you where the wedding was going to be. I shouldn’t have,” she said, hugging me.  
 
    “I’m fine, Camellia. Go now, I don’t want them to see us together and ruin the reception,” I replied softly.  
 
    “Yes, I’m going. I’m sorry…” she murmured and after she kissed me on my cheek, she left.  
 
    As I was walking towards the road leaving the church behind me, I turned my head one last time to where Eve was standing. I wanted to look into her lovely eyes that I’d missed so much.  
 
    The exact same moment, Eve lifted her head towards the churchyard and as soon as she laid eyes on me, her smile froze! She was standing outside the church entrance and I  was further away. It was quite a long distance between us, but we could see each other and read each other’s thoughts.  
 
    We stared at each other for quite a while. She seemed paralyzed. Like a statue! She didn’t make a move to get out of my line of vision nor did she avert her eyes.  
 
    I put on my dark sunglasses before I started crying like a small child and blew her a kiss from a distance. She kept on looking at me feebly and gave a deep sigh. You could tell by the movement of her dress that she was breathing heavily.  
 
    At some point the bouquet fell from her hands and Thomas approached her, looking at her strangely.  
 
    I didn’t want any of the friends or family to notice me and I started to walk with a quick pace, as I left the church.  
 
    My thoughts were in a labyrinth that was growing more and more without me being able to figure out what it was that made me so moody. I was happy for her and at the same time my grief was suffocating me.  
 
    When I returned to my apartment, I sat on the balcony and tried to put everything in order so a ray of light could find its way into my darkness.  
 
    The next day I decided to phone Camellia so we could meet, as we hadn’t spoken at length up close for quite a while.  
 
    “Hi, Camellia.”  
 
    “Good morning, Jacques. How are you?”  
 
    “I’m fine. I’d like to thank you for telling me about the wedding.”  
 
    “I didn’t want to upset you that’s why I hadn’t told you before. It must have been hard for you.”  
 
    “Yes, it was difficult, but I couldn’t miss it. I still love her…” I whispered.  
 
    “I know.”  
 
    “I was thinking that we haven’t spoken up close for a while and I was wondering if you wanted to go out for a coffee.”  
 
    “Yes, sure. I wanted to ask you too and to have a quiet talk. What time suits you?”  
 
    “Do you want to meet tomorrow afternoon at the Café de Flore?”  
 
    “Ok. I’ll see you there at two.”  
 
    “I’ll be there at two. Have a good evening,” I said to her.  
 
    “Goodbye,” she replied, sending me a kiss.  
 
    She was an attractive girl, with an outstanding character and a good heart. She was a sweet and easy going person. She’d been in a relationship from the age of 18 until the age of 24, but her boyfriend turned out to be a swine, as most women tend to believe that men are and unfortunately they are right in most cases. He left her for another girl on her birthday, which happened to be the day of their seventh anniversary! She was waiting for him at home, having prepared a lovely meal and having decorated her living room with scented candles for a romantic atmosphere, and he never showed up and with a cold phone call he announced that he was seeing someone else and that he was not going to meet her.  
 
    From that day on she hadn’t attempted to enter into another relationship. The break up was too painful and she couldn’t stand to go through the same psychological torture. She couldn’t trust men. From what Eve had told me, she nearly ended her life after her heart was broken. She knew her from primary school and was her best friend and then mine.  
 
    Returning to my dark apartment, I needed to rest and not to subject myself for the millionth time to the unsolvable riddles that were going through my head every moment of the day.  
 
    I cooked something to eat because I was hungry and as soon as I sat down to enjoy it, I heard my phone vibrating from a message that I’d just received.  
 
    It was my best friend Sebastian. He was asking me if I was alright and if I needed anything, to give him a call. He was a very good friend and an honest man. Our friendship was more than just being friends. We were like brothers. Even though I had lost touch with most friends and acquaintances at that time, Sebastian was always interested and asked me how I was doing.  
 
    I replied that I didn’t need anything and that we should meet during the week.  
 
    I ate my homemade hamburger, drank my wine and sat on the balcony, gazing at the stars in the sky. I was thinking of Eve dressed in white, who was now the wife of another man and I fell asleep on a small sofa we had on the balcony.  
 
    In the morning, I was woken up abruptly by raindrops falling on me, unpleasantly cooling my face.  
 
    I anxiously looked at my watch and I realized that in twenty minutes I had to be at a very important meeting at the office!  
 
    I wore a beige linen suit and after getting ready quickly, I got in the car and left for work.  
 
    Today was full of business meetings and with a lot of pressure from work and I wasn’t ready to handle it. Not because I couldn’t, but because it wasn’t my priority at that stage in my life and I think everyone around me realized that.  
 
    The meeting I had was with a very good client of our company and I wouldn’t say it went very well. Probably the opposite. I couldn’t focus properly and there was every probability that we would lose him as a client and a large part of it would be my fault.  
 
    It was afternoon and just before I left to see Camellia, I heard the manager’s voice calling me into his office. I was almost certain about the reason he wanted to speak to me.  
 
    I stood outside his door and he lifted his head and looked at me.  
 
    “Come in, Jacques,” he said with a fake smile.  
 
    “Good afternoon,” I replied and went in, closing the glass office door behind me.  
 
    “Sit down.”  
 
    “Thank you.”  
 
    “What was that in there?” he asked me in an abrupt way.  
 
    “I apologize. I did everything I could, sir…”  
 
    “What did you do, Jacques? The client is complaining that you hadn’t informed him correctly and that you didn’t answer his questions.”  
 
    “That’s not true! I answered all his questions, it’s just that…”  
 
    “What?! What is wrong with you lately?” he asked with a calmer expression.  
 
    “Nothing, everything’s fine, Oliver.”  
 
    “You are talking to me! I’ve known you since you were a baby, you can’t fool me. Tell me, what’s happening?”  
 
    “Honestly, nothing’s wrong. The truth is I’m a little preoccupied lately by some personal matters, that’s all.”  
 
    “Jacques, whatever is happening to you, keep it separate from your professional life. Whatever’s happened, don’t let depression destroy you. Keep in mind that life goes on. Okay?” he said, and finished lecturing me.  
 
    “Yes, I know. It’s not that I don’t like my job, but…”  
 
    “Don’t explain yourself to me,” he shouted, interrupting me, “I understand, but believe me I’ve been watching you and you’ve been getting worse as the days go by! Where has your enthusiasm for work gone? Where has you smile gone? Pull yourself together,” he said.  
 
    “You may be right, but I believe I put enough emphasis on my job. I’m doing everything I can and I like what I’m doing,” I replied.  
 
    “Look, Jacques, you’re not as you used to be and your sales have decreased a lot. I’m not saying it’s only your fault but you should try and get over whatever it is before melancholy takes over. Not only for the job but for you, personally and psychologically. I’m telling you as a friend and you know how much I care about you,” Oliver said with a smile, showing his fake teeth and he opened the office door.  
 
    “You are right,” I replied and left his office.  
 
    I couldn’t explain to myself why I was acting this way at work or for everything that my manager had just said. I didn’t care at that point in time and I ignored it.  
 
    I was in a hurry because I didn’t want to stand Camellia up and as I reached the Café de Flore I saw her already sitting and drinking her fruit juice.  
 
    “I’m a little late. I’m sorry,” I said.  
 
    I didn’t like to be late for my rendezvous. I always thought that time was a precious gift and we should manage it in the best possible way.  
 
    “Don’t worry, come, sit,” she replied with a smile and we kissed each other on the cheek.  
 
    “How are you? We haven’t spoken for a while,” I said.  
 
    “I’m okay. And you? You look upset.”  
 
    “I’m fine. I was just late because my manager was reprimanding me and some other stuff…”  
 
    “Reprimanding you? You are the best in the business.”  
 
    “I was… a lot of things have changed since then,” I replied, complaining. “I will have the same fruit juice please,” I told the waiter who was standing over me to take my order.  
 
    “I told you! You will eventually lose your job!” Camellia kept on warning me.  
 
    “But I can’t do any different. I’m thinking of her all the time. I want her back,” I said, as my eyes met hers.  
 
    “Please, Jacques, don’t start again. Forget about her. She now belongs to someone else,” she replied and glanced casually towards the road.  
 
    “Does she want him? Does she love him?” I asked. I could see that she wasn’t answering and she lifted her hand to call the waiter so we could pay.  
 
    “Jacques, I love you to bits and I once told you that you were the only man that I’d met who was always nice and pleasant, but I’m sorry. I can’t talk about Eve all the time. It makes you worse, can’t you understand that? I’ve already regretted seeing you at her wedding. You were a mess…”  
 
    “Yes, I was a mess, but I wish her happiness and I don’t mind,” I whispered. She lowered her hand.  
 
    “Why are you preoccupied with things that make you unhappy? That’ll kill you! Even if I tell you that Eve wants him and loves him, will it make a difference to you?” she asked with a pleasant expression.  
 
    “It won’t change a thing. It would be an answer that will give me peace of mind. I honestly want to know if she is still thinking about me and if she loves Thomas.”  
 
    “In my opinion, it’s not worth wasting your time on things that will not bring her back to you and you should get on with your life. You look tired and miserable and it saddens me to see you like that,” she replied, grabbing my hand.   
 
    “I know. You’re right, but I can’t control it. I’m overwhelmed by grief. I think about her constantly. At the office, in the house, on the street, everywhere!’ I replied, leaving money on the table for the fruit juices, and I stood up.  
 
    Her hand made a sudden move and grabbed my wrist, preventing me from leaving.  
 
    “You are my best friend and the best man I have ever met. I wish I could help, Jacques. Please, forget about her.” Those were her words.  
 
    A tear appeared underneath her black sunglasses. She put her handbag on her shoulder and stood up, subtly wiping away the tears that were rolling down her cheeks. She left. She started walking quickly towards the metro station.  
 
    I was just standing on the same spot and watched her as she walked away without being able to say anything else or to put any more pressure on her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Time went by…  
 
    Another excruciating month passed, tormenting me on an everyday basis and I still hadn’t managed to get her out of my mind.  
 
    Winter was coming and you could notice it from the morning frost and the yellowed leaves of the bare trees, which were scattered on the pavement.  
 
    At work things had started to worsen. My manager was making comments, even though I was once the best salesman and estimator in the office.  
 
    I wasn’t in the mood for working or for my personal matters and I wasn’t taking care of myself.  
 
    One cold evening, I was walking casually from the centre of Paris to my house. I didn’t take my car on purpose. I felt the need to walk alone and I confess that I regretted it later on because it was very cold! I had turned up the collar of my leather jacket over my chin, covering almost all my face.  
 
    “Jacques?” a voice sounded for far away.  
 
    I immediately turned around to see who the woman’s voice belonged to.  
 
    “Camellia, what are you doing here?” I exclaimed when I saw her waving at me from inside her pink car.  
 
    “Get in, let me take you home,” she blurted.  
 
    “It’s okay, I want to walk today that’s why I didn’t take my car.”  
 
    “Come on, I’ll take you. You can walk another day. It’s freezing today,” she said with a smile and I started to cross the road to go to her.  
 
    I observed that her happy expression was lost as soon as she saw me approaching.  
 
    “What’s wrong with you Jacques?” she asked, dreading the reply.  
 
    “Nothing. I’m fine.”  
 
    “Fine? You’ve lost ten kilos and you look awful,” she told me, touching my face.  
 
    “I’m okay. Nothing’s wrong with me,” I responded, knowing that I was a wreck.  
 
    “Are you eating at all?”  
 
    “Hmm… Very little. I don’t feel like eating,” I replied.  
 
    “You’re being silly. I can’t stand seeing you like that. I’ll come to your place so we can cook together.”  
 
    “You don’t have to…”  
 
    “Don’t argue with me! It wasn’t a question. I’m coming,” she said and kept on driving in a rather agitated manner, slamming the gear stick with her fingers all the way there.  
 
    We arrived at my house and I unlocked the door. Camellia came inside and stood still. She was speechless! She looked terrified. She came face to face with a bunch of photos I had taken with Eve, thrown everywhere as well as greeting cards and letters that we had written to each other. On the sofa, on the dining table, on the floor… everywhere was Eve’s image!  
 
    “Jacques, we won’t get along,” she exclaimed and started picking up whatever was in front of her.  
 
    “Don’t, please. It took me days to gather all this.”  
 
    “It will take you more than that to feel alive and fit, as you always were,” she replied, looking into my eyes and bent over to pick up more photos.  
 
    With her sad face it seemed like she was silently crying. I bent down next to her to make sure she was alright and I softly touched her on the chin. I lifted her head so she could look into my eyes, realizing that her beautiful face was full of bitter tears.  
 
    She wrapped her arms around me and squeezed me against her. Her concern for me moved me. I thought of her as a sister too. Unfortunately, her hug made me break out in tears and I started crying. We stayed in each other’s arms on the floor for a few minutes, without speaking.  
 
    “Don’t do this to yourself,” she whispered.  
 
    “But I can’t picture her in another man’s arms. In a few days she will bring her child into this world. Have you found out if it’s a boy or a girl?”  
 
    “Jacques, please. You are going to get depressed and there is no escape.”  
 
    “Boy?” I asked.  
 
    “Girl…” she answered sharply.  
 
    “I’m sure she’ll look just like her,” I replied with a sigh and I sat on the sofa.  
 
    “She is still thinking about you Jacques,” Camellia murmured.  
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked.  
 
    “I’m answering all the questions you have been posing for months. She thinks about you and she misses you a lot,” she said and sat on the sofa with me.  
 
    “It’s enough that she misses me,” I replied with a sad smile.  
 
    “Eve had only you in her heart and no one else. But now that she’s married and she’s having a child, it would be for the best if you never met again,” Camellia said. She was absolutely right.  
 
    “I had no intention of going anywhere near her. I would never do that. The only thing that I do sometimes is…” I said, pausing.  
 
    “I’m listening…”  
 
    “I can’t tell you.”  
 
    “Jacques! Speak!”  
 
    “I sometimes pass outside her house and I look at her as she goes inside. I don’t go near her, I swear!”  
 
    “If you continue like that you’ll go mad. I’m warning you!”  
 
    “It makes me happy. Looking at her gives me life.”  
 
    “It doesn’t give you life! It’s killing you, can’t you understand that?” she replied sharply.  
 
    “Maybe I like killing myself…” I whispered.  
 
    She hugged me again, showing her support one more time. I could see it in her eyes that she cared about me and she wanted to protect me.  
 
    While we were in each other’s arms my wet cheeks were pressed against her sleek hair and I didn’t want to let her go.  
 
    We were both in a terrible state and a little wine would be exactly what was needed in our situation. We sat on the sofa for quite a while talking about Eve and reminiscing the happy moments that we had all together.  
 
    After we finished our wine and were distracted for a while, it was time to say goodnight and for her to go home.  
 
    “Goodnight, Jacques,” she said, giving me a hug and she went to kiss me on the cheek.  
 
    Our lips met, resulting in me kissing her warm, bright red lips and not her cheek as I intended to.  
 
    I was so embarrassed and I took a step back, watching her expression. She felt uncomfortable too. She put her handbag nervously on her shoulder and left hastily from my apartment, taking the building stairs down so she wouldn’t have to wait for the lift and increase the awkwardness.  
 
    ‘That was stupid of me. I didn’t mean to…’ I said to myself, closing the door.  
 
    We got caught up in the conversation and we didn’t have time to cook. I promised her that I would eat something as soon as she was gone. Even though I hadn’t eaten all day, I wasn’t at all hungry. I didn’t feel like eating.  
 
    I knew deep inside that Eve was still thinking about me and was still in love with me. She wouldn’t be with someone else just to hurt me! She loved me a lot and you could tell. I loved her too and I will always love her even if she is in someone else’s arms…  
 
    Now the piece that I was looking for had completed the puzzle and I was so mad with myself that I’d let her go. The sadness that surrounded me was unbearable!  
 
    ‘Since we loved each other why did we break up?’ I was thinking. Her aunt was the root of all evil, I kept saying, trying to put the blame on someone else. The truth was that she was waging war with her every day that passed. Afterwards, Thomas entered her life and from my part I told her the final goodbye. I couldn’t give her the family that she wanted.  
 
    As I was having these painful and poisonous thoughts, I grabbed my mobile and I turned it off. I didn’t want to be disturbed by anyone today. I started pacing and making awkward and sudden movements so I wouldn’t have to think of her anymore!  
 
    After a while, I started picking up all our personal items, photographs, several gifts, some of her clothes from inside her closet and I put them in a suitcase, pushing it under the bed. Yes, me! I made everything that reminded me of her vanish. It was unbelievable but I did it…  
 
    I started packing my suitcase. A few things, only what was necessary. I hadn’t decided where I was going, but I didn’t care at all. I wanted to leave everything behind me. To forget about everything and go as far away as I could.  
 
    Even though we hadn’t been together for long, we had got used to one another and we could have had a whole life together, as we had always planned. Unfortunately, our plans changed and I’ll have to redefine my whole life on my own. I packed my suitcase, locked the front door and left the apartment…  
 
    It was dawn and the sunlight had already started to appear though the grey Parisian clouds.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I was saying goodbye to Paris after twelve years. I was 30 years old when I moved to France and I spent a big part of my life there.  
 
    Unfortunately, after my relationship with my only love ended badly, I couldn’t live in Paris any more. Everything reminded me of her and I couldn’t stand to live like that.  
 
    I knew that my friends would worry about me, but I had already made my decision to abandon this city once and for all. I didn’t want to speak to anybody, not to a friend, not to my father, not even to my boss obviously, who would be waiting for me the next day at the office.  
 
    It was a natural consequence that I would lose my job. A job that anyone would envy. A managerial position in a worldwide enterprise that was promoting works of art and estimating collectors’ items, with a good salary and envious bonuses. It was the last thing I cared about.  
 
    If my mother was alive, I would have probably told her where I was going to go because I had a soft spot for her, as far as I could remember her.  
 
    I was 15 years old when my father told us that he was going on a long trip and he never came back after that.  
 
    My father and I hadn’t a great relationship. On the contrary, we were fighting quite a lot and we antagonized each other. From the day he left Paris with his second wife and permanently settled in America, we lost contact. We talked once a month on the phone and sent some meaningless emails, trying to retain communication, without result as it turned out.  
 
    As I was making my way towards the airport, I had decided that my next destination would be romantic Venice.  
 
    I’d always loved that city. I called it dreamlike and for a good reason. It would certainly be hard to adapt to a different place other than Paris, with a new job, a new house and in a more compact environment. I would certainly try though.  
 
    I took the next flight to Rome and from there an internal flight to Venice.  
 
    Throughout the flight I was deep in thought, with a sad look, filled with disappointment. As I was observing the thick clouds from the plane’s small window, I saw Eve’s image smiling at me and I was certain that she was looking at me as well!  
 
    Venice… it was the place where we had created our dreams… Eve and I.  
 
    “Buon Giorno!” the voice of a traditional Venetian, who had a thin and well-groomed moustache, welcomed me as soon as I got off the airplane.  
 
    I was lost in my thoughts and couldn’t enjoy my trip and I could think of nothing else but the last look I shared with Eve at the church’s steps.  
 
    I kept thinking of returning to Paris but I always changed my mind. It was impossible for me to go back. It was beyond my powers. I knew that if I returned it would be the end of me…  
 
    As soon as I arrived at my hotel, that was overlooking the Grand Canal I put my suitcase on the floor in my room and I laid on the bed tormented by my dreadful and miserable thoughts.  
 
    I spent the whole day in my hotel room and out on the small balcony, gazing at the gondolas that were going back and forth with happy couples taking romantic rides.  
 
    The next morning, I bought a local newspaper so I could look for a house. I had made my decision and I was not going to back out. Paris was over for me.  
 
    The options for available houses were limited in Venice. One advert caught my attention. It was an old, stone house with an aristocratic character and it was selling at a reasonable price.  
 
    I immediately phoned the owner from my mobile, using my new Italian phone number that I had purchased from a shop in the airport and we arranged a meeting straightaway so I could view the house.  
 
    My Italian was fluent because of my job so I didn’t have a problem communicating like most people have when they move to another country.  
 
    “Good morning!” the owner of the house said, who was waiting for me in a café, drinking his coffee. He was a laid back guy, well off, you could tell at a first glance.  
 
    “Good day to you!” I replied with a smile.  
 
    “My name is Domenico.”  
 
    “Jacques, nice to meet you.”  
 
    “Jacques, where are you from?”  
 
    “I was actually born in Greece but my mother was French and for the last few years I have been living in Paris.”  
 
    “Paris is beautiful. The city of love. And of course Greece is a lovely country, I love it.”  
 
    “It’s unique indeed, though I haven’t been for years.”  
 
    “Do you like Venice? Have you been here before?”  
 
    I froze. I hesitated to answer.  
 
    “I have visited in the past and I admit that it had enchanted me as a city and it’d given me good memories.”  
 
    “I imagine you didn’t come alone…”  
 
    ‘I came one time alone because of my job and once with my girlfriend. To tell you the truth with my girlfriend we were planning to stay permanently here,” I replied and lowered my head without realizing.  
 
    “That’s nice. You never know it could be your lucky house. Are we going to wait for her or are the two of us going to go to see the house?” he asked. I felt a nasty tingling in my hands from nervousness.  
 
    “Wait for whom?”  
 
    “The girl.”  
 
    “No, you misunderstood or rather I wasn’t clear. We are going by ourselves, no girl is coming. To be exact, she is my ex-girlfriend,” I answered with difficulty.  
 
    “Okay, I understand and I apologize… shall we go then, it takes five minutes from here,” Dominico said and we started walking through Venice’s cobbled alleys.  
 
    He seemed like a nice man and very sociable. In other words, a chatterbox. He wanted to engage in conversation and to talk continuously, something that I couldn’t do at that precise moment in my life and I wasn’t opening up easily nor was I talking a lot despite his efforts.  
 
    As I was observing the cobble road that was leading up to the house, I started to turn pale. As soon as I laid eyes on it, a frozen smile was imprinted on my face, causing me to have mixed feelings.  
 
    It was a traditional and unusual two storeys stone house that was in an enchanting and quaint alley.  
 
    “This is it…” I whispered in a low voice.  
 
    “Excuse me?”  
 
    “I just wanted to say, is this the house for sale?”  
 
    “Yes, don’t you like it?”  
 
    “On the contrary…it’s amazing!” I said, placing my hand on the cold house wall.  
 
    “Have you seen the house before? You look like you have seen it before.”  
 
    “Yes. I’ve seen it! It’s the same house I was planning to live in with Eve someday… unbelievable.”  
 
    “Indeed! I am stunned. To have seen the same house is an incredible coincidence. I am the new owner. I bought it a few years back from an elderly man.”  
 
    “It’s not a coincidence. It’s destiny,” I replied, smiling and I kept on softly stroking the outside wall.  
 
    “Eve is the ex I presume,” he asked hesitantly.  
 
    “Yes, she’s the ex…” I answered with tears in my eyes.  
 
    “Are you okay?” he asked, completely unaware.  
 
    “No… the truth is I’ve not been feeling very well lately, but I am still alive,” I said. “It’s hard for me to get used to it because she meant more to me than just a girlfriend,” I kept on saying, breathing heavily.  
 
    “I understand. I split up with my wife a long time ago and up until now I can’t get used to her absence.”  
 
    “Can I have a look at the interior of the house?” I replied, changing the subject on purpose.  
 
    “Of course. That’s why we’re here,” he exclaimed, having understood that I didn’t want to continue with our previous discussion.  
 
    Unlocking the huge entrance wooden door, I was confronted with the interior of the house, I stood still and was staring at it like I was hypnotized.  
 
    The immense entrance hall with the marble table was spread out in front of me like an illusion. On the left, there was a velvet sofa with big cushions and at the centre of the living room there were wooden stairs, which led to another floor, thus completing the impressive scene.  
 
    “I want it,” I said hastily.  
 
    “Won’t you go inside to have a look?”  
 
    “I don’t need to.”  
 
    “What do you mean? Have you seen the interior before?” 
 
    “It’s exactly what I was looking for.” 
 
    “Are you sure? Let’s go upstairs to have a look at it.”  
 
    “There’s no need to. I told you, I want it. When could you have the papers ready?” I asked, catching him off guard.  
 
    “Today if you want to, I could have them ready for you this afternoon. As far as the cost is concerned it’s…”  
 
    “Don’t worry about the money, I’ve got cash and it’s already in my bank account.”  
 
    “So, we have a deal,” Dominico said, offering me his hand for a handshake.  
 
    “Deal. I’ll come during the afternoon so we can sign the contracts,” I said and gave him my hand.  
 
    After we parted and had confirmed our meeting for the afternoon, I decided to go for a walk and wandered in the alleyways to take my mind off things.  
 
    As I was walking around aimlessly, I saw a girl with her back to me, who had the exact same hair and figure as Eve.  
 
    Without wasting any time, I ran towards her so I wouldn’t let her out of my sight and I softly touched her shoulder, as I was positive it was her.  
 
    The girl turned round frightened with a grim look and stared at me rather strangely. She thought I was mad! She was definitely not Eve, but a stranger who looked just like her.  
 
    “I’m sorry…” I murmured in a soft voice and I left.  
 
    I didn’t know what I was doing. Every minute that passed, I was thinking of her and I was worried in case I was starting to go mad, like Camellia had pointed out.  
 
    I was trying to repel the dreadful image I had constructed in my mind, having the same nightmare every night! My Eve making love with Thomas, whispering how much she loved him, while smiling! The nightmare, which made me get up in a haze from bed, came to me every night in my dreams.  
 
    I wanted to remember only our happy moments and not to imagine situations that caused me distress.  
 
    I continued walking, going from one place to another and waiting for the time to pass so I could become the new owner of the magnificent and unique house.  
 
    We arranged to meet at Saint Mark’s Square. I started walking towards our meeting point.  
 
    I spotted him from a distance. He was waving his hat at me so I could see him and I walked up to him.  
 
    “Good evening again,” I said.  
 
    “Good evening, Jacques, everything is ready. That’s the advantage of being a good lawyer,” Domenico said, jokingly as he’d mentioned he was one of the most prominent lawyers in Venice.  
 
    He read and explained the terms of the contract to me, which I knew but I wanted to be completely covered and in the end we both signed.  
 
    “Perfect. Here’s the cheque with the down payment and tomorrow I’ll give you the rest when you hand over the house as we agreed,” I said, giving him 50,000 euro as a down payment.  
 
    “Okay. Thank you and tomorrow we’ll meet so I can transfer the house to your name and give you the key.”  
 
    “Tomorrow?”  
 
    “That’s how it’s done. Do you mind?”  
 
    “Couldn’t I have the key today?”  
 
    “Usually it’s not allowed until it’s in your name but I can make an exception for you and I will give it you. Either way, you can’t escape from me. I know where you live!” he said smiling and gave me a key ring with the house keys on it.  
 
    And who wouldn’t smile, when in such difficult times he found a good buyer and a quick and easy one at that.  
 
    “Thank you again, I’ll see you tomorrow,” I said and we exchanged a firm handshake.  
 
    I went to my hotel to collect my things and pack my suitcase and I departed for my new home.  
 
    The hotel staff greeted me with smiles since I had visited the place many times before and I was a familiar face to the employees and a very good customer.  
 
    When I arrived outside the grand house, I put my suitcase down and stood facing it. I looked at it reflectively, remembering my lost love and the unforgettable moments I shared with her, my one and only, at the flamboyant Venetian Carnival.  
 
    I couldn’t forget the conversations that Eve and I had about how much we wanted to move to Venice together in an old traditional house, near the main canal and we would live with each other forever.  
 
    “Forever… an important word and not at all realistic,” I murmured, putting the key in the brass keyhole of the house. The key turned with difficulty because of the rust.  
 
    As I entered my new house I felt weird. I could have sworn that I had lived here before. The place seemed very familiar.  
 
    The shiny grey floor was entirely made of marble and decorated with different kinds of patterns that gave you a feeling of uniqueness and classic design.  
 
    I little further to the left, at the back, was a small kitchen fitted out in dark chestnut wood and separated from the living room with a large wooden door.  
 
    The house’s furniture was classic and most likely it contained some antique pieces. It was an imperative part of the deal that I made with the owner that he would give me the house with all the old furniture that came with it.  
 
      
 
    The bright sun came in from the large, long, narrow windows that were situated in the living room, giving a dull glow in the aristocratic house. I put my hand out and touched the engraved wooden staircase that led to the upper floor. I was contemplating different things. My thoughts and memories from the past didn’t leave me in peace.  
 
    I took a deep breath and the unforgettable and intense smell of the wood carried me away. On the upper floor, there were two large high ceiling bedrooms with wooden floors and a substantial marble bathroom at the end of the hallway. At the back of the living room and behind the staircase I discovered a door that led to an untidy cellar. My face changed as soon as I saw it and I hesitated to move on! I was scared! I was filled with horror that something strange was in the basement and I had goose bumps! I gathered all the courage that I had and descended ten shaky steps that led to the dark room.  
 
    I pressed the switch that was on the wall and a yellowish light came on. Dust covered all surfaces; Spiders’ cobwebs hung everywhere. It was very untidy and in a terrible condition but with a little work I pictured it as a beautiful atelier…  
 
    I touched a long table, which was placed in the middle of the room, and I peered with my eyes wide open behind a gigantic wooden bookcase. I turned off the light and went back upstairs quickly.  
 
    After feeling melancholic for quite a while, I was relieved to go out and get some fresh air having got rid of all the tears that I had left over.  
 
    The weather changed quickly and I became aware of it when I looked at the reflection of the dark clouds on the surface of the Grand Canal. The first raindrops started to fall timidly and people ran underneath the stone arches to take cover from the rain. 
 
    Some people had happy faces, holding bags of well-known brands after having finished with their shopping and others had gloomy and downcast eyes, running and moaning about the weather.  
 
    I stood calm and didn’t mind the rain. I would say that I longed for it. It was raining hard and I was walking slowly towards the Bridge of Sighs. When I arrived at the end of the bridge, I leaned over and sat on a low wall facing the Venetian canal, with my legs only a few centimetres above the water.  
 
    The legend is that the Bridge of Sighs was named because prisoners were carried across to be tortured, with no hope of ever returning and everyone could hear their sighs and groans…  
 
    “Was I a prisoner with no hope?” I wondered as I was sitting under the heavy rain.  
 
    The view was remarkable! Magical Venice, with its traditional alleys and enchanting canals, was cooled by the downpour.  
 
    My clothes were soaking wet and my hair covered my tired eyes. A smile appeared on my face but it wasn’t from happiness but from mental confusion. I stretched my arms open wide and stood up, lifting my head up to the darkened sky.  
 
    Because of the overwhelming love I felt for her, I believed that I would meet her one day and I couldn’t admit that I would never see her beautiful eyes again. I knew that she’d loved me and that she still does! It was too late to think about all that. My only love was lost forever from my life and it took away my feelings…  
 
    The rain hadn’t stopped and I was the only one walking blithely on the Venetian roads.  
 
    Slowly, slowly I started taking the road back to the house, always with a slow pace, disregarding the cold and the weather conditions.  
 
    As soon as I went through the huge front door of the house, the grey marble floor of the living room started to get wet from the rainwater that was dripping from me. I immediately took my clothes off so I wouldn’t create a puddle inside the living room and I went in the bathroom to have a hot shower. It was exactly what I needed.  
 
    I was so tired that right after my satisfying shower, I placed a clean sheet on the mattress and I lay down on my double bed to go to sleep.  
 
    Eight months had passed since our break up and I still felt the same pain as the night she left the apartment and was gone from my life.  
 
    Every day that passed I sat alone on the bridge and I was thinking about her.  
 
    From the day we broke up, I started smoking again. A bad habit. Eve didn’t like seeing me smoke and if we were together she would take them off me and without a second thought, throw them away. She was always telling me to quit smoking and I had achieved it. But that’s something I can’t do now because I need it. Smoking is my companion.  
 
    I’m a relatively easy-going person and I had started adapting to the everyday life of Venice without a problem. The days were passing and I didn’t feel like a stranger any more.  
 
    Thankfully the house was fully furnished and therefore I didn’t need to go and buy electrical appliances and furniture. I only bought some clothes, sheets for the bed and food because I couldn’t eat out all the time. Besides, I was an excellent cook and I enjoyed cooking. I was creative. I used my imagination and didn’t use a cookbook.  
 
    One sunny morning, I was home reading my favourite book and I had a strong urge to phone my best friend in Paris. While I still remembered his phone number I dialled it on my mobile and I waited for him to answer.  
 
    “Yes?” he said.  
 
    “Sebastian it’s me, Jacques.”  
 
    “Jacques! Where are you my friend? Are you still alive? What a relief,” he replied.  
 
    “I’m alive and I owe you an apology for not keeping in contact for so long!”  
 
    “You only say sorry? You nearly gave me a heart attack. We thought that something happened to you. Are you okay?”  
 
    “I can’t stand thinking of her, my friend, I want her back…”  
 
    “Get a grip on yourself, Jacques. I understand how you feel and I’m sorry about your break up. You know though that you spent hours on end talking about whether you should be together or not and finally it was you that decided to say the final, Goodbye!”  
 
      
 
    “I know, Sebastian. Am I not allowed to have regrets? I can’t live without Eve.”  
 
    “You are allowed to change your mind, my friend, but that won’t change anything. Her aunt drove her crazy and was brain-washing her every day! It was natural that Eve had started to have strange behaviour from what you said and it showed. She had become more distant, sadder and was in a bad mood. So, don’t think about her anymore and move on.”  
 
    “Maybe, but I know that she still loves me.”  
 
    “I don’t disagree with you, but now she’s with someone else and they are living together happily. Forget about her!” he said, wanting to bring me to my senses.  
 
    “You are right. I’ll try,” I replied.  
 
    “We’ve been calling you on your mobile but it kept on going to voicemail and we were very worried. What happened?” he asked.  
 
    “Yes… it broke,” I said with a tone that suggested that I wasn’t telling the truth.  
 
    “And all this time couldn’t you call me, Jacques? What kind of friend are you? So, I’ll come by your house tonight so we can talk.”  
 
    “You can’t do that.”  
 
    “What do you mean I can’t?” he asked puzzled.  
 
    “I mean you can’t…”  
 
    “Be more specific!”  
 
    “I mean that in order for you to come to my house you have to take an airplane,” I replied ironically.  
 
    “An airplane?”  
 
    “Yes, Sebastian. I don’t live in Paris anymore,” I said, wiping my eyes.  
 
    “What are you saying?”  
 
    “I’m telling you, my friend, I’ve left the city a few days ago.”  
 
    “Are you in your right mind? You left Paris?”  
 
    “I left and I can’t come back and not be with her.”  
 
    “I understand, my friend, you went through a lot but you must come back. You won’t achieve anything this way. Come back to see us, your life is here,” he said, revealing the true friendship that we had.  
 
    “From now on my life is in Venice,” I said sharply.  
 
    “In Venice?” 
 
    “Yes, in beautiful Venice. It was where Eve and I were planning to move to, remember?”  
 
    “Of course I remember, but it’s not logical to leave everything and go to live in another country.”  
 
    “I never said whether it was logical or not… definitely what I need right now is not logic.”  
 
    “What can I say, my friend, do whatever you want. You should know that I will always be here for you and you should try and calm down and relax. I know it will be hard, but time heals.”  
 
    “Thank you. I knew I could always count on you,” I replied and our conversation ended.  
 
    I felt strange. I was here all alone and the life I was used to for so many years was far away. My friends, my job, my routine, they were all there waiting for me. Life is so real and at the same time so tragic if you think that you drown in sorrow after a sad event occurs and the rest of the world keeps on going smoothly and happily like nothing has happened…  
 
    I lost what I prized the most and I was torturing myself every day. The sadness and grief had surrounded me and my feelings were becoming a burden every time I met smiling faces and cheerful people. Happy and loving couples going on walks and young people holding hands, who were overflowing with love. It was so beautiful and so romantic but unfortunately I couldn’t see at it in that way. I didn’t envy them nor did I want to see miserable people around me, I just needed to feel that innocent passion and without me realizing I was becoming part of their happiness.  
 
    I observed their expressions and their romantic teasing and I always smiled when I put myself and Eve in their place. 
 
      
 
    As I was getting used to the rhythms of Venice, I realized that I had to work somewhere and not sit doing nothing and being lazy. Laziness has always been against my disposition.  
 
    I always hated people that didn’t work and I hated even more those people, who with little or barely any work felt tired and moaned about how insufferable their job was.  
 
    I couldn’t also just sit and not contribute anything. Besides, I had enough money to live decently for the rest of my life without working, as my father had taken care of it.  
 
    He was one of the most renowned collectors and estimators of valuable works of art. He possessed numerous houses and off-shore companies as well as cash in different banks in Europe. One of his companies was where I was working until recently, which now belongs to my past.  
 
    I had studied management. I never wanted to get involved with accounting or with finance so I decided to follow my father’s recipe, since it was my secret passion.  
 
    I knew several important secrets of the trade that concerned rare artefacts and how to repair and estimate them; I also knew perfectly the technical procedure of this job because since I was five years old my father used to take me with him to workshops and taught me the details of painting and valuable artefacts. That is how I got involved with the restoration of classical works of art and with a big return.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I had chosen that particular house not only because it was beautiful and aristocratic but also because I always had at the back of my mind that I would start my own business based on works of art and here in Venice and I did it!  
 
    Having worked for my former company, which had a very good reputation in that domain and because I knew four languages French, Italian, English and Greek, the local people and the foreign permanent residents of Venice kept on calling me so I could take care of their pieces of art, whether they were oil paintings or even small personal sculptures and other objects.  
 
    It was a very interesting job from my standpoint and I had learnt the craft from an early age and it seems that something good came out of it.  
 
    As time went by, through my new job and as a new resident in the area, I began meeting with the local people.  
 
    On an everyday basis many residents of Venice were greeting me without even having introduced ourselves; only because we were seeing each other every day and that gave me a sense of belonging.  
 
    The Italians are very genuine and happy people, something that is important and rare nowadays.  
 
    I had become addicted to my job and I had reached the point where I was sitting at nights studying paintings that needed repairing, always in my dark atelier, with low lighting and only my loneliness keeping me company.  
 
    I didn’t have a personal life at all and I wasn’t involved with anything else. My only escape was work.  
 
    It was almost time for the start of the famous Venetian Carnival and I was feeling like depression was creeping up on me. It was romantic and at the same time mysterious and extraordinary. I was just observing without taking any part. 
 
    I couldn’t enjoy the atmosphere because I was in such a bad state.  
 
    I wish Eve was here, she would be overwhelmed with happiness.  
 
    Several months had passed since my break up with my beloved princess, but for me it was like it happened yesterday!  
 
    Everybody was wandering around happily in the street, dressed in beautiful costumes and outfits that were reminiscent of previous centuries.  
 
    I was shut up in the house. All alone. Without a mask on my face or a costume as the carnival required.  
 
    Although, I was most probably wearing a mask without me even knowing it. The mask of my hypocritical smile that was hiding my pain and suffering!  
 
    From the small square window that was in my basement, I glanced at the streets and felt good watching the people walking happily. On the other hand, I was afraid with so much happiness around me!  
 
    Everybody was embracing one another. Some were dancing, doing happy pirouettes and others more professional were doing their best, dancing tango to different kinds of music.  
 
    I was once like them. Just a few months ago, I was dancing carefree and happy with her.  
 
    We would get lost in the crowd and we would meet again surrounded by people. Maybe that’s why I was afraid of all this happiness. Because now I know it can end from one day to the next.  
 
    There is no absolute happiness, there are only a few moments of happiness that we must cherish and not let them pass by with indifference because finally they will end and then unhappiness will find a way to root inside us. You cannot define the word ‘happiness’! As long as unhappiness stays away from you and doesn’t come close, that is what true happiness is all about, according to me. Not to feel unhappiness…  
 
    I didn’t care about the carnival, neither for the people that were entertaining themselves in wild rhythms. I was putting the final touch on a painting that was brought to me from Cairo that needed restoring because it was in a very poor condition.  
 
    The carnival was coming to an end and the summer had slowly started showing its face. Summer has a different feel to it. More pleasant and more carefree. Without any apparent reason our emotions change towards the better.  
 
    The bright sun made the pale tourists sweat until they were soaked through. Although, they enjoyed it and yearned for it as Venice was flooded with them.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Years later… as time went by, I got more used to my life in Venice.  
 
    The basement and the damp cellar had become my favourite place. I relaxed in the darkness alone; with a cigarette in my mouth and soft jazz music playing from an old gramophone.  
 
    Of course, more than a few times I went on some trips to Milan or to historical Rome, but for short periods of time and mostly one day trips for business. My base was in Venice and in my house, where I spent many hours reading, relaxing and of course working on pieces of art that collectors entrusted me with.  
 
    Three years had passed since our break-up and all this time I hadn’t returned to Paris not even for one day. I was attached to Venice and to my small atelier, where I found refuge from my tormenting thoughts.  
 
    I hadn’t managed to have a serious relationship all these years. Unfortunately, I had succumbed to the pleasures of prostitutes. The prostitutes were keeping me company nearly every day, as I had cut all ties with my friends and acquaintances and I didn’t want to enter into a new relationship. It’s not as simple as it sounds! Sometimes they were terrified by my commands and my brutal behaviour! Commands with Eve being the centre of my sick fantasies. I’ll never forget Melissa; a nineteen years old girl from the Czech Republic, who sold her services. When I told her that I was going to call her Eve, she started smiling ironically. I felt like she was mocking me. I slapped her on the face, throwing her on the floor! I clenched my fists and grabbed a sharp knife from the kitchen and threatened her! I turned her round, face down, placing the thin blade on her slender neck. She started crying. I shouted for her to stop, because if she kept on crying I would cut her and I meant it! When I’d realize what I’d done to her, I threw the knife on the floor and took a few steps back. Her face was filled with smudges. Her mascara was mixed with tears creating straight lines on her cheeks. That wasn’t me! It wasn’t Jacques! I felt like someone else had taken my place and I was watching like a spectator.  
 
    I, who was once so sociable, so alive, so active, how could I have reached this ultimate point of degeneracy?  
 
    ‘Shame…’ I whispered, every time I looked in the mirror. Every time a prostitute would leave my house, having performed her duties, I was feeling the humiliation!  
 
    I didn’t care at all about my existence, about my wellbeing or about my isolation from the rest of the world. I didn’t have the need to even think about it. I wasn’t missing it. I had lost my interest for material possessions and the only thing I cared about was my job and a way to forget about Eve. Not to get over her but to forget about her!  
 
    Three years and I was still falling asleep and waking up with her sweet image in my head. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was a night different than any other; I was lying on the sofa with a glass of wine in my hand and I heard someone knocking gently on the front door and I instantly got up, spilling some drops of wine on the floor by accident.  
 
    “Who is it?” I exclaimed, waiting behind the door for an answer. “Who is it?” I shouted a little louder, but still no one answered, so I took the initiative to unlock the door and see who it was that was knocking in the middle of the night.  
 
    Opening the front door, a cool breeze came in my living room. I put my head out the door and saw an elderly man approaching me. He was eccentric, with a scary appearance! A total stranger.  
 
    I can still remember that my heart was pounding from fear. I didn’t close the door. I waited for him to come closer so I could find out what he wanted from me at that hour.  
 
    As he approached, I noticed that he was holding in his right hand an object that looked like a painting wrapped in a white sheet.  
 
    “How can I help you?” I asked the elderly man, when he was a meter away from me.  
 
    “Please, keep it safe. It’s precious…” he replied, placing the object he was holding in a corner, against the wall of the house.  
 
    “What is it?” I asked puzzled.  
 
    The mysterious man didn’t answer. He smiled coldly, having a gloomy look on his face, totally unhappy and he left limping from my house.  
 
    “Hey! Sir! I don’t want this. Come and take it back,” I yelled.  
 
    He didn’t take any notice of me and kept on walking away. I didn’t know what to do. Take the mysterious object or leave it there? 
 
    I went to close the door and leave it there. To pay no attention to it, but I changed my mind immediately and before I shut the door I put my hand out, grabbed it and brought it inside the house.  
 
    I was sure it was a painting only by touching it. I placed the square frame, which was obviously some sort of wooden engraved framework, on the wall and looked at it. I didn’t want to unwrap it. I couldn’t have known what was behind the white sheet. Besides, at this hour in the dark, who in their right mind would give me a painting to look after? What the mysterious man did, didn’t make any sense and after I thought about it for a while, I decide that I didn’t want to keep it.  
 
    I opened the door and went outside looking for the unknown elderly man, who had left the painting outside my house.  
 
    I saw a hunched figure fading away in the dark from a distance and I followed it, shouting to come back and take the painting. When I arrived at the corner, no one was there, except for a thin layer of thick mist that spread across the streets of Venice’s centre and some happy couples who were returning from their night out.  
 
    I had no other choice but to keep the painting and return home with it.  
 
    He might have been a well-known collector or artist and he probably wanted to entrust me, with complete secrecy, with one of his works, I thought.  
 
    Coming back home, I placed the painting, covered with the white sheet, in the corner of my living room and quickly went towards the kitchen to drink a glass of water to quench my thirst. Just before I switched on the kitchen light, a cat jumped between my legs, startling me! 
 
    “Hey! How did you get here?” I shouted at the cat, shocked.  
 
    She calmly jumped on the velvet sofa and gave me a funny look. She was black and chubby. She was not scared of me at all. On the contrary, I’d say she wanted company. Like I did.  
 
    I came near her and stroked her behind her ears, putting my fingers through her thick fur and immediately the echo from her purring sounded in the living room. I realized that she felt comfortable with me and I sat next to her on the sofa and started stroking her. The feeling of touching the soft, smooth fur, relaxed me incredibly.  
 
    As I was stroking the chubby cat, my eyes were distracted from time to time and focused on the covered painting, giving me an unsettling sensation.  
 
    “It’s just a regular painting. What else could hide underneath a white sheet and is square. It certainly isn’t a bomb…” I murmured and got up the sofa to make sure.  
 
    “Maybe it’s an old painting that needs restoring or some rare and collectible piece,” I said to myself.  
 
    In the case that it was a rare and unique item, how could I get in touch with the owner? I didn’t even have his phone number. I didn’t even know his name!  
 
    I put the painting under my arm and headed towards the dark basement until I decided whether or not I would uncover it.  
 
    I placed the painting carefully on the large engraved, wooden table; opened the small curtain that hung in front of the rectangular window and the basement lit up from the exquisite full moon.  
 
    I held steadily, with my right hand, one corner of the painting and with my left hand I started unfolding the white sheet…  
 
    “What have they done, it’s been wrapped so many times as if it were made from gold.”  
 
    Unravelling the final corner of the sheet, the painting was revealed. I was stunned and petrified by the sight that unfolded in front of me! My eyes popped and the veins in my neck stood out from my rapid heartbeat! I clenched my teeth from nervousness. I thought that my jaw would break. I stared at it captivated and took a step back keeping my distance from the enigmatic painting.  
 
    The beautiful portrait that was wrapped in the white sheet depicted my beloved Eve in an exquisite oil painting! Many years had passed since I saw her and suddenly a stranger gave her to me even if she’s only in a painting!  
 
    “Totally bizarre! Absolutely mad!” I mused and murmured, walking in circles.  
 
    I put my hand out and touched her sweet face with my fingertips and I burst in tears.  
 
    I cried over the painting filled with sorrow, feeling confused and distressed! I lifted my head up and felt something wet dripping from my chin and it was definitely not my tears. I wiped my chin with my hand and brought my face closer to my fingers to see what that fluid was. At the same time, I tasted it with the tip of my tongue.  
 
    Its taste was sharp and salty that reminded me of rusted iron.  
 
    “Blood…” I whispered.  
 
    Wet and warm blood that gushed from my nose with a continuous flow, most likely because of the sudden pressure I felt.  
 
    I took some tissues and pressed them on my nostrils to stop the blood. After a few minutes the bleeding ceased. I threw the tissues on the table and I tried to calm down. 
 
    Looking at the painting, I noticed that a drop of thick blood had fallen on it and had already dried. I grabbed the portrait of my beloved one, I covered it with the white sheet and I placed it behind the old bookcase I had, so I wouldn’t look at it.  
 
    I don’t know why I did that, but I didn’t want to have it in a place where I could see it. Even though I had no idea who the owner of the portrait was, I wanted to keep it and my instinct was telling me that the mystery man gave it to me for that reason.  
 
    I spent all night in the basement, lying on a thick blanket. Me, Eve and the full moon.  
 
    The next morning, I woke up early and I started looking for the old man who gave me the painting unexpectedly.  
 
    I knew that it wouldn’t be easy to find him but I wanted to find out who the man was who owned Eve’s portrait and why he gave it to me.  
 
    Five long hours of walking and no result. I didn’t see him in the streets, nor did I see him in the shops and no one else had seen him from the description I gave the neighbours and locals. He was tall, thin, around 65 years old, with curly white hair. The most important information that I could recall was that he was limping on one leg and was holding a black, thin cane.  
 
    How many people could there be with the same characteristics in Venice. I thought that someone would have seen him!  
 
    After hours of fruitless effort, I returned home tired and I laid down on the sofa, where Niki was waiting for me. The cuddly cat helped me conquer my anxiety, even if it was only for a moment, and I named her Niki; from the Greek word “νίκη”, which means that I won, I was victorious. I was lying on the sofa playing with small worry beads made out of amber when I received an unusual phone call that was enough to change my bad mood.  
 
    “Hello?” I said, pressing the phone against my ear.  
 
    “Good morning,” a woman’s sweet voice was heard.  
 
    “Good morning, how can I help you?”  
 
    “Jacques, is that you?” the stranger asked, taking me by surprise.  
 
    “It’s Jacques. Do I know you?” I was puzzled.  
 
    “Jacques. It’s Camellia. If you remember me of course,” she replied.  
 
    “Camellia?? Of course I remember you. How are you?” I replied with great joy as she was Eve’s and my best friend and besides that, I hadn’t spoken to her for a while. Many years.  
 
    “I’m fine, you?”  
 
    “I’m trying my best to be okay. It’s been years since we last spoke but I still haven’t lost my mind,” I said jokingly. “How did you find my new phone number?”  
 
    “Why? Is it unlisted?” she asked in a funny way as she usually did.  
 
    “No, it’s not unlisted. But only Sebastian knew it, that’s why I’m asking.”  
 
    “Yes, Sebastian… it’s a shame,” she whispered.  
 
    “A shame?” I asked, frowning with ignorance.  
 
    “Yes, don’t you know?”  
 
    “Know what?”  
 
    “A drunk driver…”  
 
    “Yes? What happened with the drunk driver? Talk to me!” I exclaimed, clutching my mobile tightly in my hand, realizing that bad news would follow.  
 
    “He was involved in a fatal car accident about a year ago.”  
 
    “No. Don’t lie to me!” I whispered, not wanting to believe that my best friend had died.  
 
    “Do you think I’d be joking with such matters?”  
 
    “And why didn’t anyone call me?”  
 
    “Jacques, without wanting to be mean, you wrote everyone off and left. You changed your mobile number and didn’t care whether we were dead or alive…”  
 
    “That’s not true! I think about you all every day and I miss you. If you knew how much I’ve missed everybody, you wouldn’t utter such harsh words against me,” I said, shutting slowly my eyes.  
 
    “Yes, but you broke all communication with us. As if you had forgotten about us.”  
 
    “That’s the reality, Camellia, but I always held everyone close to my heart. I’ve always reminisced the beautiful moments in Paris. I didn’t have a choice though.”  
 
    “What are you saying, Jacques, of course you had a choice. We didn’t send you away. You left!”  
 
    “Did Sebastian tell you everything?’  
 
    ‘Yes. I got your phone number from him. He told me that you’d left Paris to go to Venice years ago, without having said goodbye to us and you specifically told him not to give your phone number to anyone else. Do you know how worried I was until I found out where you were?”  
 
    “I can’t blame you because you’re right. I don’t want to argue through the phone and after so many years,” I said, trying to change the subject.  
 
    “But it’s why I called you…”  
 
    “For what?”  
 
    “To tell you that I moved to Rome a few months ago and if you wanted to meet to go for a coffee, so I can tell you about all the changes in my life.”  
 
    “Are you serious? You’ve moved permanently to Italy?” 
 
      
 
    “If you remember I’d studied architecture in Florence and then I returned to Paris. Now I’ve moved to Rome to work for a company that hired me.”  
 
    “Good for you, Camellia! Of course we should meet. I want to take care of some loose ends that I have regarding my business and next week we can arrange it.”  
 
    “Okay, I’ll be waiting for your call.”  
 
    “Bye.”  
 
    I put the phone down and remained silent, staring at the wall in front of me. I was battling inside with the raging wrath, which was closing in on me, thinking that my best friend had died and the worst thing was, I never knew! I had distanced myself from everyone and everything. The only friend I had the last few years was myself.  
 
    I kicked the chair that was in front of me, overturning it on the floor and I stood up. I went to the bathroom and splashed some water on my face to pull myself together.  
 
    ‘I isolated myself… I eliminated everyone! Camellia was right,’ I said, looking with hatred into the bathroom mirror.  
 
    After having a hot bath and calming down, I inspected myself for imperfections. I wanted to be handsome and well-groomed for Camellia. I felt the need to impress her after all these years and I would change everything about myself so she wouldn’t see me in the horrible condition I was in recently.  
 
    I had to start by shaving, cutting my unkempt, curly hair and most of all by wearing different clothes! I couldn’t appear with my baggy trousers, my brown sandals and my long white shirt.  
 
    I took care of some obligations I had, I finished two paintings that were assigned to me and I phoned her, telling her to wait for me tomorrow afternoon in Rome for coffee. 
 
    She was pleased to hear from me and that made me even happier!  
 
    Inside the airplane I folded my arms from nervousness. I hadn’t seen her for quite a while and I didn’t know how I would react.  
 
    The moment came when I would meet my best friend after many years and I felt an inexplicable enthusiasm.  
 
    As soon as I set foot in Rome I felt a bit lost and looked at the streets and the cars perplexed. I hadn’t visited the city for over a year and had lost touch.  
 
    Looking straight at the Basilica di San Giovanni in Luterano, one of the finest sights in Rome in my opinion, I saw a ravishing girl with red hair approaching.  
 
    “It’s Camellia…”  
 
    She was always a beautiful girl and didn’t go unnoticed, but now she had become a stunning beauty!  
 
    “Jacques…?” she shouted from a distance and then I was sure I hadn’t mistaken her for another woman.  
 
    “Camellia. Wow! You’ve really changed,” I exclaimed with a smile, waiting for her to come closer.  
 
    “I hope I’ve changed for the better, right?” she asked with a classic expression that women take to get reassurance.  
 
    As we approached we kissed each other on the cheek and tightly hugged one another, which hid years of friendship!  
 
    Her scent was unforgettable and it took me back a long time ago, when I was living in Paris.  
 
    “Why are you asking? Of course! You’re close to perfection.”  
 
    “You’re exaggerating as always.”  
 
    “Only through excess you can describe the true image sometimes,” I said.  
 
    “Come on…you’re embarrassing me,” she replied lowering her head.  
 
    As I was looking at her, she reminded me of Eve! “Shall we go for a coffee so we can chat? We have so many things to talk about,” I asked.  
 
    “Can you wait for minute, they must have gone somewhere and we can all leave together.”  
 
    “All? Who’s all?” I questioned.  
 
    “Oh Jacques, you haven’t heard about anything! You withdrew and you didn’t keep in touch with anyone,” she said, taking my hand.  
 
    “We’ve already talked about this Camellia. Unfortunately, I lost touch. It was my decision and I will accept the consequences. Who are you waiting for exactly?”  
 
    “My husband and Christopher.”  
 
    “Excuse me?” I asked, raising my eyebrows with surprise.  
 
    “Yes… I’m married now and I have a son, he’s so sweet,” she replied, overwhelmed with joy.  
 
    I fell in deep depression when I heard her exciting news. I don’t know why I was disappointed, but I felt an unpleasant pressure while breathing.  
 
    “Congratulations,” I replied, giving her a fake smile.  
 
    After five minutes, a tall man with dark hair, who was carrying a little boy on his shoulders, came walking towards us.  
 
    “They’re here!” Camellia exclaimed.  
 
    I felt uncomfortable and unpleasant. I wanted to leave straight away and return home, but I stayed with her because I cared a lot for her.  
 
    “This is my best friend, Jacques. Jacques, this is my husband, Paul,” she said, introducing us.  
 
    Paul smiled at me and shook my hand so tight that I thought my bones would break. For the moment, I thought he had cut the circulation in my hand!  
 
    A typical narcissistic type of man. Fit, clean shaven, with smooth skin and smelling of coconut and avocado scented creams, the ones used for face and body care.  
 
    At a first glance he seemed like a womanizer and a ‘playboy’ type, but it was not my problem.  
 
    “Who are you?” I asked the smartly dressed and shy little boy.  
 
    “I’m Christopher,” he answered, putting his finger in his mouth.  
 
    “Nice name. I’m Jacques.” I gave him a pat on the head.  
 
    “So, are we going for coffee?” Camellia asked happily.  
 
    “Of course.”  
 
    Paul lifted Christopher on his shoulders again and we started walking towards the nearest café.  
 
    I was walking next to her and we constantly glanced at each other and gave quick smiles that had an innocent underlying meaning.  
 
    It was barely two minutes later when we sat down at a traditional Roman café, which had old looking metal chairs and burgundy awnings.  
 
    Camellia and her husband ordered cappuccinos and when my turn came I ordered a third one.  
 
    “So, do I look that bad?” I asked, leaving her puzzled.  
 
    “What are you talking about, Jacques? Did I say you look terrible?”  
 
    “You said it and in the worst possible way…” I replied with a smile.  
 
    “How’s that?”  
 
    “You didn’t comment on it at all. You didn’t comment whether I look good or bad, nor did you say if I’ve changed at all. It’s very strange since we haven’t seen each other for three years, don’t you think?”  
 
    “Oh Jacques, always quick witted and perceptive. You don’t look bad, you just seem weathered and I wonder; why are you doing this to yourself?”  
 
    “It’s what he wants! Leave him!” Paul cut in, taking a sip of his cappuccino.  
 
    “That’s what I want…” I said, repeating Paul’s words and Camellia shook her head and continued drinking her coffee.  
 
    Today was not what I expected. She was preoccupied with Paul and little Christopher for most of the time and it was completely normal.  
 
    She found some brief moments to take a break and talk to me, but still it wasn’t enough. I knew that she also wanted to steal some time so we could talk alone. After so many years I can’t say that I felt comfortable when I saw the three of them together. I found it even stranger that I was in Rome with them having coffee.  
 
    Just before we left, I stood up and went to the restroom. It was the coffee and the two glasses of water.  
 
    As I reached out to flush the toilet, I heard Paul’s voice talking conspiringly on the phone. I went out the toilet carefully but he wasn’t there. I could hear his voice clearer as I walked. I approached the door that led from the back of the café, to a small, overgrown garden and managed to hear everything…  
 
    I was right! Paul was having an affair and from what I heard, for quite a while.  
 
    You don’t say to a stranger or a friend: “Get ready baby. Kisses…”  
 
    I was shocked! Not to Camellia. Not to this woman! She’s too sensitive, too sweet and too unsuspecting. She’s so naïve and kind-hearted that even if I told her she would think that I’d misheard! She wouldn’t believe me.  
 
    She had been fooled in the past and I remember the pills she had to take for years so she could get over it and to my knowledge she had two suicide attempts!  
 
    “How was I to tell her now? Why damn it? Why Camellia; the man is obvious!” I thought, blaming her subconsciously.  
 
    Coming out from the restroom, Paul, who was standing in the corner holding his mobile with secrecy, was startled when he saw me and immediately changed the tone of his voice.  
 
    “Yes sir, I will see you this evening at the office,” he said, pretending that he was speaking to his boss.  
 
    “You have a very peculiar boss! You should watch him…” I mumbled ironically, passing by him and walking towards Camellia, who was sitting on her own with the little boy.  
 
    He was red from shame and nervousness. You could see it in his eyes that he was begging me not to say anything. He was begging silently. Without saying a word.  
 
    For the rest of the time I didn’t take part in the conversation. I was distracted. I looked at her and felt sorry for her. A woman like her should have a better man! A real knight and not a show-off womanizer!  
 
    When it was time to leave, after arguing over who would pay, Camellia invited me to their apartment to have something to eat but I wasn’t feeling comfortable and I refused. I was overpowered by the desire to look at her constantly and to talk to her but not with him next to her! I wanted her all to myself.  
 
    It was my turn to invite them to Venice, not for a day but to spend a holiday. I had a big house and we would feel more relaxed and would have a nice time. They talked about it for a few minutes and didn’t turn down the offer! She was taking time off from work in three weeks and they arranged to come to my delightful, captivating city so she could take her mind off work.  
 
    After giving Camellia a firm hug and a handshake to Paul, we parted and I took the next flight back to Venice.  
 
    On the airplane I kept thinking of her. Eve or Camellia? Camellia or Eve? I couldn’t tell who was who! The confusion I felt was terrifying. I saw two images in one face! I desired her. Many times, one face had the same expression as the other and they got confused in my head, causing me to lose my mind. Same lips, same fingers and that innocent look that’s so pure and at the same time so mysterious! I was fighting with my other self. My alter ego…  
 
    ‘Oh, god…’ I whispered out loud, looking out at the thick clouds from the airplane window.  
 
    The man sitting next to me started at me and pulled away alarmed, thinking that I was crazy and justifiably.  
 
    When the airplane landed and I disembarked, I took a water taxi. I couldn’t wait to go home and look at that portrait. I was fixated with it! Obsessed!  
 
    I opened the front door and Niki came purring to greet me. I picked her up and started to stroke her underneath her neck, making her happy. I then put her down on the rug and ran down to the basement to check on my painting.  
 
    I moved the heavy bookcase and lifting the white sheet I was relieved to see Eve, she was there, waiting for me.  
 
    I looked at her eyes and kissed her lips, enduring a foul taste of dust and dried paint from the canvas.  
 
    “I’m sorry…” I said to the painting, addressing my love.  
 
    I was thinking of Camellia every minute, who was drawing me into strange and sinister thoughts, that made me feel like I was cheating on Eve to whom I owed an apology. 
 
    I understood that what I was doing was crazy. Insane, but I did it anyway! I knew that my brain could not tolerate any more confusion and it was tormenting me on purpose.  
 
    I put the painting where it belonged, pushing it behind the bookcase and I ascended into the living room. I sat on my soft sofa with Niki and reflected on what had happened today until I fell asleep.  
 
    I was counting the days and even the hours until the time would come when she would stay here in my house.  
 
    From the moment I first held the painting in my hands, I didn’t miss a night that I didn’t look at it, charmed and dazzled by its beauty. It sounds irrational and strange. I had lost control. I couldn’t handle it. That was probably guiding me and not myself…  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The day had arrived when Camellia was coming to Venice for a seven day relaxation holiday with her family; insufferable Paul and little Christopher.  
 
    They came out of the airport and I was waiting for them filled with joy and willingness to welcome them in my house. Their faces were not what I expected. They didn’t seem happy. They looked angry and gloomy.  
 
    Most definitely a big argument had occurred for them to be in such a condition. Besides that, I couldn’t see the little boy anywhere.  
 
    They approached and we greeted each other with hugs and kisses and then they announced that they had decided to stay in a hotel!  
 
    “No, I can’t allow that. Please. I want you to stay in my house as we had planned,” I said firmly.  
 
    “We are disrupting you, Jacques. Let us stay in the hotel and we’ll see,” Camellia said.  
 
    “I insist; you’ll stop at my place. Where is Christopher?”  
 
    “Christopher is with his grandma. We wanted to come alone and enjoy our trip and relax,” she replied with a smile.  
 
    A short discussion followed and after they insisted on staying in a hotel, I let them decide what would make them feel more comfortable. Besides, I had noticed the tension between them and didn’t push them any further.  
 
    I walked them to the hotel and they went up to their room to leave their luggage.  
 
    I waited for them in the reception so we could go for a morning coffee in beautiful and sunny Venice.  
 
    All the time I was waiting for them, I was looking through a magazine, which depicted hotels from all over the world, that was on the table in the lobby and before I could turn the next page I saw Camellia coming out the lift. With a weak smile she approached and stood in front of me and waited.  
 
      
 
    “So, are we going to go for a coffee?” she asked.  
 
    “Yes, I was waiting for you two.”  
 
    “Come on.”  
 
    “Just the two of us?”  
 
    “Yes, Paul is not coming,” she replied, wearing her dark sun glasses.  
 
    “I see…” I said satisfied, without asking for the reason.  
 
    I really wanted to go somewhere with her and talk. Only her and me.  
 
    We went to my favourite place. A small, delightful establishment with a wonderful view and Camellia really liked it. We started chatting and we talked for hours! All the years we hadn’t spoken and hadn’t seen each other, we managed to cover everything today, in this meeting!  
 
    She told me about Sebastian’s tragic accident and as I heard her describing it, I felt horrified. I was really upset because he was my best friend and the only person who was really close to me. She also opened up about her husband to me. She hadn’t had a serious relationship for some time, especially after what she’d gone through with her first love, but she had convinced herself that she had to try once more and in that quest, she found, for better or for worse, handsome Paul.  
 
    At first she didn’t want him at all. He wasn’t her type. I’d noticed from the first moment I saw them together, because I knew Camellia very well. No way would she fall in love with a narcissist. A man with no humour, pompous and with no manners. They met through a mutual friend and it all started from that point. He told her that he was infatuated with her; he sent her flowers every day and did everything to please her. In the end the baby came and then they decided to get married and live together.  
 
    “You are not in love with him, are you?” I asked, looking into her eyes.  
 
    “And what’s love, Jacques? And before, when I fell in love, did it make a difference? Love comes and goes and sweeps us away like a strong hurricane; there are moments of weakness that you can’t control. You feel bewitched and you don’t think logically!” she said, tapping the side of her head with her finger.  
 
    “You’re right. I don’t believe in love either! There are only moments of enthusiasm and spontaneity. It’s exactly like the grains of sand… you collect in your fist thousands of grains of sand and you believe you are happy and satisfied. But when you try and clench your fist to grip the sand even tighter, it slips away all the more…”  
 
    “Precisely! When you think you’re close to having found something ideal for you, you are even closer to losing it. Anyway, enough of me. Have you got used to Venice? Any new girlfriends?” she asked, making me feel a bit uncomfortable. I didn’t answer straight away. I stretched leaning backwards, supposedly to relax.  
 
    “I’m used to it here. To be precise I am passionate about Venice. As for a new girlfriend, no. I don’t want one,” I said, lowering my eyes.  
 
    “You are not serious! Are you still thinking about her?”  
 
    “You don’t understand.”  
 
    “Understand what, Jacques? Get over it, sweetheart. Forget about her. She’s married and has a baby now.”  
 
    “Does it look like her?” I asked with an expression filled with interest and unease.  
 
    “Jacques…Please.”  
 
    “Does it look like her?”  
 
    “A lot! They look exactly the same…”  
 
    “I knew it. I was certain that it was a girl and that it would look like her,” I said, blinking my eyes quickly, stopping the tears before they started appearing.  
 
    “You’ll destroy yourself! Take care. Don’t neglect yourself. Get on with your life,” she replied, holding my hand tightly.  
 
    “Why? It’s not like I can give myself something pleasant or make myself happier, is it? No. Our personal happiness doesn’t depend on ourselves alone, but on the responses we get from other people and not only on ourselves. Whether it has to do with business affairs or love. So that’s what I’ll do. Someone else will give me my happiness, so I prefer to do things for other people and not for myself. I’ve lived a love and I can’t relive it,” I replied. A pause followed.  
 
    “What can I say… the way you put it you are not entirely wrong,” she said sceptically.  
 
    “So, to change the subject from our unpleasant conversation, would you like to come and see my house?”  
 
    “I would really like to but it’s late. Paul is on his own and we’d had a fight as well, so I don’t know. Definitely some other time.”  
 
    “Come on, please. I know your taste and I’m sure you’ll love it,” I said, waiting for her to answer.  
 
    She was thinking silently, playing with her ring on her finger.  
 
    “Okay, let’s go. It’s not my fault I have a soft spot for you,” she said with a disarming smile.  
 
    We started walking side by side and sometimes our hands touched by accident. Even though it happened accidently I can’t deny enjoying it. I sneakily sought for it.  
 
    We arrived outside the house and I stood in front of the door, showing it to Camellia. I saw her looking at it with wonder, she was speechless.  
 
    “Magnificent!” she exclaimed, blinking her sparkling eyes.  
 
    I unlocked the door and told her to come in. She entered stepping in with her right foot first as a sign of good luck and she went into the living room. She examined it in detail and was mesmerized by the building’s architecture.  
 
    “Isn’t it beautiful?” I asked, knowing her answer already.  
 
    “Are you joking, Jacques? It’s a masterpiece.”  
 
    “I know your taste. It was always in sync with mine,” I said, reaching to hold her hand.  
 
    “Can I go upstairs?” she asked hesitantly.  
 
    “Why are you asking? Let’s go,” I replied.  
 
    She was going up the stairs in front of me and was wearing a short white dress that revealed her elegant and well-shaped legs and more besides… I tried very hard not to look at her but I couldn’t resist. I was infatuated by her beauty and by her exceedingly alluring appearance. Even after so long, she remained genuine and feminine as always.  
 
    When we were upstairs and after having a small tour of the bedrooms, Niki came up to meet us.  
 
    “Awe, what a sweet cat,” she said and bent down to stroke it.  
 
    “This is Niki,” I introduced her, bending down next to her.  
 
    As we came face to face with each other the distance between us grew less, our faces were so close that made us feel uncomfortable. She stood up and sat on the end of the bed. I approached her and sat next to her, sinking into the soft mattress.  
 
    We stopped our conversation. We spoke with our eyes and we understood one another in a strange way. As I was looking at her luscious lips, I couldn’t restrain myself and gave into temptation and sliding my hand through her hair, 
 
    I came slowly nearer to her lips, tasting her silky skin and her bittersweet lipstick!  
 
    Even though she didn’t resist, she was startled and she stopped me, pushing me away softly with a slight touch to my shoulder. She stood up from the bed frightened and tears appeared in her eyes.  
 
    “Are you alright?” I asked her.  
 
    She gave me an intense look and slapped me hard across the cheek.  
 
    “Jacques, get hold of yourself!” she said, confusing me.  
 
    “I’m sorry! It was my mistake. I know, it shouldn’t have happened. Let me explain.” I was trying to stop her but she had already started to go down the stairs and was heading towards the front door.  
 
    “Wait, Camellia!” I shouted hopelessly. I hardly managed to see her tearful eyes looking at me filled with frustration and despair before the entrance door slammed shut making a loud noise that sounded throughout the interior of the house.  
 
    I felt that I was in love again, after so many years… “Camelia you are my new Eve,” I whispered, sitting on the stairs with my head bowed.  
 
    For no reason, I suddenly stood up and started running towards the basement again. I felt the need to see her face once more.  
 
    At first, it seemed quite crazy but during that period of my life I found it perfectly normal and didn’t see my behaviour as irrational.  
 
    I moved the bookcase with difficulty and took out the painting, standing it in a corner of the atelier, gazing at it as if it were alive. I spoke to it as if I was talking to a real person and not an oil painting.  
 
    I had confused reality with lifelessness in my mind. According to me that painting had a soul, beauty, life and was speaking to me. I looked at the portrait and started to explain to Eve that her friend was going to be her substitute, since she was the only person that I knew so well and was filled with beauty and kindness and resembled her in so many aspects.  
 
    I sat all night with the painting keeping me company, feeling that I had to explain myself and had a responsibility towards Eve.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The strong sunrays managed to pierce through the basement’s small window and irritated, it forced me to open my eyes. I put the painting back where it belonged and climbed up the stairs to the living room.  
 
    I didn’t have the courage to call Camellia again, but I wanted to see her. As I was sitting and drinking my hot espresso, I heard my mobile ringing and I stood up with slow movements to see who was calling.  
 
    My face changed suddenly when I saw Camellia’s name appearing on my mobile!  
 
    I clumsily put my coffee down on the table, spilling some of it and staining the white tablecloth and I answered the phone.  
 
    “Good morning, Camellia,” I said hesitantly.  
 
    “Good morning, Jacques. Paul and I would like you to show us around Venice, if you can of course,” she said sharply.  
 
    “Of course, it would be my pleasure to take you wherever you want,” I replied, realizing that her attitude towards me had changed.  
 
    “Okay.” she answered abruptly.  
 
    “Please, Camellia. It was a mistake. I didn’t mean to,” I whispered.  
 
    “In an hour, we’ll be waiting for you. Bye,” she replied coldly, without referring to what I had just said to her.  
 
    “Alright, I’ll be there in an hour.”  
 
    On the one hand, I didn’t feel like going, on the other hand I had to see her, I wanted to meet her again.  
 
    I took a gondola belonging to a gondolier, who was familiar to me and I waited for them outside the hotel to take them on a ride on the wonderful Venetian canals.  
 
    I saw them waiting outside the hotel and I stood up in the gondola focusing on Camellia.  
 
      
 
    She was wearing large dark glasses that mysteriously hid her amazing eyes and her thick hair fell gracefully down her back adding a wild femininity! Through her stripy maxi dress her attractive curves were showing, which made her look even more desirable.  
 
    They didn’t expect me to arrive in a gondola and they were looking left and right at the streets searching for me, until Camellia turned her head and saw me!  
 
    I raised my arms waving at them and Camellia’s seriousness broke as a bright smile lit up her face.  
 
    She pulled her husband by his hand and walked towards me.  
 
    “Buon Giorno!” I said cheery, stretching my hand to help her get in the gondola.  
 
    “Oh Jacques, unpredictable as always!” she said, giving me her hand.  
 
    “Good morning, Jacques,” Paul exclaimed in a smug way and showed me that he didn’t want help to get in the gondola. He acted like an expert having a know-it-all look on his face and he came close to falling in the water. What an idiot…  
 
    “Good morning, Paul,” I said out of courtesy. I then addressed the gondolier in Italian and told him to take us for a small tour around the sights of Venice.  
 
    The route was magical! The Rialto Bridge, Murano isle on the opposite side, Casanova’s stone house and the exquisite architectural house of Marco Polo. They were excited with all the buildings and scenery. They were happy and seemed to enjoy it.  
 
    Numerous times he took her in his muscular, steroids-induced, arms and gave her quick kisses on the cheeks and mouth, forcing me to avert my eyes from them out of awkwardness.  
 
    We had such a good time that when the time came to go back I could tell that they were sad. I got out the gondola first so I could help them disembark.  
 
    “Thank you, Jacques!” Camellia said, getting out the gondola and gave me a tight hug.  
 
    “Everything was great,” Paul added, getting out the gondola with difficulty.  
 
    “The pleasure was mine, guys. I hope you enjoyed it as much as I did.”  
 
    “So, what else is in the programme?” Paul asked.  
 
    “Whatever you want.”  
 
    “You could show us your house, if you want of course,” he said, making me and Camellia nervous, since he was unaware that I had already taken his wife to my house the previous day.  
 
    “Oh Paul, the man might have work to do. Another time,” Camellia told him without looking at me.  
 
    “I don’t have any work to do. We can go if you want,” I replied calmly.  
 
    She gave me an angry look, biting her lips and started walking without uttering another word.  
 
    On the way to my house we didn’t talk a lot, we only engaged in conversation about today’s sights and the history of Venice.  
 
    As we arrived outside my house, Paul studied the house and took some photos with his mobile phone.  
 
    “What year was it built?” he asked.  
 
    “The building was constructed entirely from stone in 1880. It’s a listed building,” I said, lighting a cigarette.  
 
    “Camellia, don’t you like it?” Paul asked her perplexed.  
 
    “It’s beautiful.”  
 
    “But you don’t seem excited and classic architecture is your passion. You act like you’ve seen it before,” he replied, startling her.  
 
    “I said that it’s a very nice house. What else should I do, start jumping up and down?” she replied in a tense tone and he gave her a stern look to stop their upcoming argument.  
 
    “Come inside,” I told them to brake the tension that was in the atmosphere.  
 
    They entered the marble living room and gazed at it with wonder. They then sat on the sofa with Niki, who jumped on them as soon as she saw them.  
 
    Paul was allergic to cats and didn’t like animals at all. I knew it! I was a hundred percent certain that he was one of those people who hated animals. Exactly the opposite of Camellia, who always had dogs and cats in her apartment.  
 
    I made three cups of hot coffee and we drank them, while chatting about old times. About Paris, our life there, our good times, but also about unpleasant events that changed the course of our lives drastically and most of all mine.  
 
    As we finished drinking our coffees, Camellia went to the bathroom before they left and I was left alone with Paul. Just the two of us.  
 
    While we were waiting for her, I started picking up the cups and took them to the kitchen. At that moment, his mobile rung with a very discreet sound and I saw him looking at it but not answering.  
 
    I was standing at the kitchen door, as though I was waiting for something and I kept on staring at him until he answered and he spoke in a suspicious way once more.  
 
    “I will call you later,” he whispered in a low voice, putting his phone down.  
 
    “Speak freely, I’ve no problem,” I told him ironically, going back to the living room and I sat on my chair calmly.  
 
    He stood up and approached me, bringing his face close to mine.  
 
    “Listen to me, you idiot; if you say anything about what you heard or saw no one will believe you and I will beat you so badly that you’d wish you were dead. Do you understand?” He was whispering in a threatening way and he was certain now that I suspected his affair.  
 
    “No, I don’t understand. Could you explain it to me please?” I asked sarcastically, making him even angrier.  
 
    At that moment Camellia came out the bathroom and she started gathering her things and getting ready.  
 
    I walked them to the front door while her husband’s angry looks kept on targeting me with hatred.  
 
    Closing the door, I started breathing heavily while circling the low coffee table that was in the living room.  
 
    ‘I’ll tell her! She can’t live like that, not knowing. It’s a shame such a special girl wasting her time with him,’ I exclaimed to myself. I had different thoughts going round in my head that kept me from speaking to her about her husband’s illicit affair. Maybe it would be best if she didn’t find out about it. I’ll pretend that I didn’t see anything, besides it’s stupid to interfere between a couple.  
 
    If she found out about it, she would get depressed, especially now that she has a child with him and I would make matters a hundred times worse. There was always the possibility of her attempting to commit suicide and if I take into account that she had tried this in the past, it was not at all unlikely that she might repeat it.  
 
    ‘No, no, no… I won’t say a thing,’ I told myself, thinking of all the effects and catastrophic consequences of such a revelation.  
 
    The sun had started to set and was sinking in the sea just before it disappeared, painting the sky with an impressive and romantic maroon colour. I didn’t want to stay home so I decided to take a walk.  
 
    All the time I was walking, I was thinking of Camellia and I together, in each other’s arms in the same bed! Wicked and forbidden thoughts, which I couldn’t expel from my imagination. On the contrary, the more I saw of her, the more intense they became.  
 
    I’d started to think illogically and I thought I was losing my mind. Pure insanity and logic are but a fine line away and this is very true indeed.  
 
    My break up with Eve had affected me more than I thought. My inner world had been turned upside down, even though years had passed since our last encounter.  
 
    I’d decided not to walk any longer but to go towards the hotel, where Camellia and Paul were staying, hoping that I would run into her. And that was exactly what happened!  
 
    As I arrived at the hotel, I started scanning the balconies of all the rooms so I could spot her. At the far end of the hotel, on the second floor, I noticed from a distance two bare legs covered in oil that were propped up on the balcony’s railings. Taking a better look, I noticed that these admirable legs were Camellia’s, who was enjoying a glass of red wine on the hotel’s balcony.  
 
    “Unbelievable! Exactly what Eve did,” I murmured.  
 
    I waited for a while outside, in case her husband appeared but he didn’t come out onto the balcony. Then I signalled her, whistling indifferently so she would notice me. When she heard my gentle whistle she lowered her legs from the railings and bent her head over to see who was whistling in the night. Our eyes met in the darkness.  
 
    “Jacques?” she inquired in a low voice.  
 
    “Come on down, let’s go for a walk.”  
 
    She turned her back clumsily and went inside the room, closing the balcony door angrily. I acknowledged this reaction as a very negative one. I really wanted to take her in my arms again but this time there was no way she was going to come down by herself to me. It was logical. After that unexpected kiss in my house she must have been terrified. Now she had a husband and a child and the initiative I had taken was wrong and not easily forgiven…maybe I handled it the wrong way but at the same time it was the sweetest mistake I had made in the last few years.  
 
    A few minutes later and as I kept on staring up at her balcony, I turned around to return to my lonely house. To my own hiding place!  
 
    I took two steps when her velvet voice stopped me.  
 
    “Jacques, wait!” she shouted.  
 
    “Camellia? I didn’t expect you to come down.” I turned round to give her a hug, this time with careful movements so as to avoid any wrong impressions.  
 
    “Where are you going? Leaving already,” she said with a cute look.  
 
    “But I didn’t know what you were going to do. I was watching you for a few minutes and I waited for Paul to come out. Finally, he never came out and as soon as you saw me you stood up and went inside the room, closing the door behind you. How was I to know that you were going to come down?”  
 
    “I wanted to see you,” she whispered and changed my mood immediately.  
 
    “I really wanted to as well. But I thought that after what happened yesterday you…”  
 
    “Nothing happened, my sweet Jacques,” she said, interrupting me. “You are going through a difficult period and I understand how you feel. I had once broken up with the only love of my life and I know how it is to be crazy for someone,” she continued saying.  
 
    “That’s true. Thank you for understanding. Paul? Is he coming?”  
 
    “He is in his own world. There’s a football match today with his favourite team and he can’t miss it. I begged him to go for a walk but there was no way I could convince him!”  
 
    “I want to ask you something as your best friend.”  
 
    “Ask away.”  
 
    “Are you sure this man is your type, Camellia?”  
 
    “Now you are delving deeply and I’ve no answer. I only know that we have an adorable little boy and that I’m very happy with that.”  
 
    “With the child only…” I whispered affirmatively and she nodded her head, agreeing with me. “Haven’t you noticed anything suspicious that might indicate that he may want another woman?” I continued, hinting, in case she realizes something.  
 
    “Oh, come on, that’s nonsense. He’s crazy for me. Even though sometimes he seems indifferent towards me, I don’t think he would ever do something like that to hurt me,” she said confidently, so I didn’t continue the conversation.  
 
    “Did you tell him we’re together now?”  
 
    “Yes, he doesn’t mind. He is very sure of himself and especially of me,” she said, complaining.  
 
    “You can’t be certain about anyone or anything.”  
 
    “You are right Jacques; I tell him that but he never listens. So, are we going to go for a drink?”  
 
    “A drink? Won’t your husband be worried?”  
 
    “But I told you, my dear, he hasn’t got a problem. On the contrary, if I stay in the room with him he will get on my nerves.”  
 
    “Why?” 
 
      
 
    “I know what I’m talking about. Whenever there is a match on I always hear the same remarks: It’s your fault, you bring bad luck and other comments like that and he gets on my nerves,” she said whining.  
 
    “Okay, then let’s go.”  
 
    “Good, you suggest somewhere because it’s my first time here in Venice and I haven’t got a clue,” she said.  
 
    “I know of a perfect place for a drink. It’s quiet and its classic. You will like it.”  
 
    “It sounds nice. Is it far from here?”  
 
    “No, it’s very near.”  
 
    “Where?”  
 
    “It’s my house… if you want of course,” I asked with courage and determination.  
 
    “Jacques, please. You were my best friend’s boyfriend! Besides I have a family now. I don’t want to get into a situation like this,” she stated quite angrily.  
 
    “No, you’re wrong! I didn’t want to say that. I’m sorry if you got the wrong impression. I didn’t mean it.”  
 
    “It’s not that, sweetheart. You know I like you a lot and I can’t say no to you, but going to your house will be a bit suspicious,” she smiled.  
 
    “Okay, you may be right but I didn’t mean anything by it. I suggested it so we could have our drinks quietly. I thought it would be a chance to talk more freely and to forget about what happened last night.”  
 
    “At your house?”  
 
    “Yes. It’s two minutes from here. All the bars are further away. Just one drink and we’ll be back soon,” I said, looking into her eyes.  
 
    “Such a meeting could be taken the wrong way and could be seen as not being so innocent, so it would be better if we left it.”  
 
    “I’m begging you… you are my only company.”  
 
    “Awe, what can I do, being that you’re so sweet! Okay, only one drink!” she answered in a cute way and we started walking towards the house.  
 
    We went through the living room and she stood for a second at the entrance, stunned! She covered her mouth with both her hands, shocked by all the preparations I had made for her.  
 
    There were white candles everywhere; soft music could be heard throughout the whole house and a bottle of expensive French champagne was accompanied by two tall crystal glasses.  
 
    “What’s all that? Did you expect company?” she asked.  
 
    “I arranged this for you.”  
 
    “No, Jacques. It doesn’t feel right and I think I must go…” she said, putting her handbag back on her shoulder.  
 
    “What isn’t right, Camellia? That I made some preparations for my best friend?”  
 
    “So, you knew I was going to come! You took me for granted?” she asked somewhat annoyed.  
 
    “No! Nothing like that,” I answered, denying it.  
 
    “I see… then explain it to me, what’s with all the candles and the champagne with the two glasses?”  
 
    “Camellia, if you hadn’t come, I would have offered the other glass to my loneliness because there is no other woman I would expect in this house apart from you.”  
 
    With a sweet smile, she took off her coat and left it on the sofa. I rushed immediately towards her to pull out the chair so she could sit, like any gentleman would do.  
 
    “Chivalrous!”  
 
    “For you, always…” I started lighting the candles and filling our glasses with champagne.  
 
    One glass led to another, accompanied with some snacks that I had made, such as smoked salmon and brioche and without us realizing the bottle was empty!  
 
    She started feeling an intense euphoria, as she was smiling at anything I said without it being funny and made me laugh, even though I still had all my senses!  
 
    “Camellia, it’s time to go. To go to your hotel,” I said, trying to lift her off the chair.  
 
    “I don’t want to,” she replied with laughter.  
 
    “Please. It’s late and you are drunk,” I replied, trying to bring her back to reality.  
 
    “I am not drunk. Let me go!’ she exclaimed and sprang out from her chair straight into my arms.  
 
    “Camellia, come to your senses!” I said, as I watched her moving to the rhythm of the music and I admit that I was starting to become captivated by the whole atmosphere that was created between us.  
 
    While she was dancing passionately, swaying and moving her incredible body, suddenly she approached me and gave me a quick kiss on the mouth and kept on smiling!  
 
    I was trying to reason with her and I was begging her, so we could leave the house and I could take her to the hotel, but she wasn’t listening to a word I was saying to her.  
 
    The truth was that as I was watching her dance so passionately, I couldn’t resist and I started moving towards her slowly and hesitantly, lured by the enchanting scent of her perfume and from the way she moved.  
 
    I was a breath away from her face. I bent down and started kissing her softly on her neck. I was barely touching her, making her tremble slightly. At first she resisted, giving me a playful look but within a few seconds I had won her over!  
 
    I gently bit her smooth skin just beneath her ear, while with my hands I slid down her straps, taking her dress off and I led her up to my room. Her dress fell on the stairs and her hot body was naked just for me!  
 
    Mind-blowing! There was not an inch of imperfection on her. Soft skin, smooth stomach with sexy abs, firm, toned breasts and curvy hips all of which completed a perfect image.  
 
    I threw her on my soft bed and as she laid face downwards I bent over her, breathing in her ear. I firmly held her hands stretched out, sinking in the mattress and I pressed her back with my body. Then she turned her body around to face me and she looked at me, her eyes filled with passion, biting her lip. My tongue slid from her soft neck down and round her breasts, giving her slight, gentle bites and from there down to her belly button, causing her to let out deep moans from desire.  
 
    I kept on kissing her and gently touching her while at the same time I was throwing my clothes off until I was completely naked! My knees touched her thighs and spreading her long and silky legs she pulled me close to her, scratching my back slightly!  
 
    She was so hot! Her whole body was on fire. I wanted her and desired her more than anything! You can find out your limits only when you surpass them, I was thinking and this is so true!  
 
    All the time we made passionate love, I couldn’t think of Camellia. In her face I could see Eve! Even though she was stunning, a real goddess, I couldn’t bear to look at her. Even the small spasms when she was in orgasm and her intense expressions in her eyes and lips, they all reminded me of my old love.  
 
    Every time I closed my eyes, my mind subconsciously drifted to Eve! The more the two merged together, the more my movements became stronger and more violent! My fingers dug deeply into her ribs, causing her immense pain and I didn’t stop for one second moving harshly and forcefully inside her!  
 
    I grabbed her by her hands and I immobilized her on the bed, satisfying my irrational urges in the most violent way.  
 
    Her image from behind was a masterpiece! Slender and athletic back, a tiny waist, firm and rounded buttocks and a small tattoo that depicted a fairy at the base of her spine. As I focused on her, I increased the intensity and force that I put on her, with one of my hands holding her head pressed in the pillow.  
 
    I continued without stopping with the same exploding intensity and unbelievable passion moving on top of her. Her body was covered with red marks and slight bruises from my ruthless touch!  
 
    At some point everything round me darkened! I saw her begging me to let her go and I was shocked with myself! How could I harm her this way? It wasn’t me. Surely, it couldn’t be me! I stopped straight away. I pulled the sheet and covered myself in shame and crawled to the corner of the bed and curled up. I can’t have committed such a terrible crime and to my best friend nonetheless. I didn’t mean to harm her. I swear it wasn’t me. It wasn’t Jacques, but my other self…  
 
    My muscles had started to relax. I calmed down from the exquisite pleasure she had given me.  
 
    Her pillow was soaked with tears and saliva from her screams; she was crying so hard that every time she took a lungful of air, her breathing stopped.  
 
    “Eve, I love you!” I whispered to her.  
 
    She frowned and looked at me with disgust. She looked mortified! She stared at me with her large red eyes and stood up silently from the bed. -  
 
    My eyes focused on her and she quickly started to pick up her clothes from the floor and ran towards the stairs to escape from her insane rapist. Me!  
 
    Her crying sounded throughout the whole house and only stopped the moment the loud noise from the wooden entrance door was heard, which shut with hatred.  
 
    I descended into the hallway, wearing only my underwear and stood at the front door without shouting for her to come back. I just watched her as she was lost in the wild night, half naked and upset.  
 
    ‘Oh my God!’ I murmured and closed the door to go down to the basement. I felt once more the urge to look into Eve’s eyes.  
 
    Fetching the painting from behind the bookcase, I unwrapped it and looked at it, experiencing an enormous shock at what I saw!  
 
    On the mysterious portrait there was now Camellia’s image and not that of my first love!  
 
    I wanted so badly for Eve to be near me, that I confused her with her friend, as though they were the same person!  
 
    I covered my eyes with both my hands and sat on the floor exhausted, telling myself that this could not be happening.  
 
    ‘Why?!’ I yelled in a loud voice and breathed a sigh of relief. I opened my eyes again and on the portrait there was Eve, as in the beginning, soothing my fears!  
 
    I could not explain why I had experienced that illusion, but I was scared. My brain was not functioning normally and thank goodness, I was able to realize that.  
 
    All the rest of the night I spent inside the house, as I used to, together with Niki.  
 
    I felt terribly depressed and constantly worried for Camellia, who I was madly in love with! I didn’t want to be violent towards her, neither did I want to treat her in that monstrous way, the situation got out of control. It wasn’t me! I swear even as I say it. That monster wasn’t me! It was almost certainly someone else. Someone hidden inside me.  
 
    ‘She will never forgive me,’ I told myself and held Niki in my arms, who had already come next to me and was brushing against me.  
 
    The next morning, I was a wreck. I was exhausted. I hadn’t slept at all. My wicked and unethical thoughts travelled to what I had done to Camellia and the worst part was it still aroused me as I thought of her!  
 
    I had confused the two women in my mind and I couldn’t think straight. I was subconsciously searching for Eve’s replacement that would fill in the void she left, unfortunately without success. I had to fill in the emptiness of my lost love and without realizing I was becoming my own victim.  
 
    I wanted to call her out of concern. To find out how she was and to explain that I didn’t want to scare her with my behaviour, but I hesitated to call her. I was afraid of her reaction, so I decided to go by the hotel where she was staying and if I bumped into her, I would talk to her.  
 
    I sat a few hours outside the hotel, right under the balcony, where I had seen her before and I waited for her to show up.  
 
    Suddenly, the balcony door flew open and I stood up so I could talk to her. At the edge of the balcony, an old lady stood with a pleasant smile on her face and gazed at Venice.  
 
    “What happened?” I thought to myself baffled and with swift movements I entered the hotel.  
 
    “Good morning,” said the polite receptionist.  
 
      
 
    “Good morning. The couple from Rome? Camellia and Paul?”  
 
    “Ah, Camellia and her husband checked out early this morning from our hotel.”  
 
    “But how? Weren’t they supposed to stay for more days?”  
 
    “Give me a second so I can check… Yes. They were scheduled to leave in three days. I don’t know why they left earlier than their scheduled reservation,” the smiling receptionist replied.  
 
    “That’s strange. Did they say anything else?”  
 
    “No, sir. I didn’t notice anything. They seemed to be acting normally.”  
 
    “Thank you.”  
 
    “Good day to you,” said the girl and picked up the phone that was ringing persistently on her desk.  
 
    I left in a frenzy! I couldn’t lose my second Eve as well! No, it was impossible for me to lose her… I had to find her and apologize to her. After being friends for so long, the last thing I wanted was to leave her with such an appalling and humiliating impression! Pure disgrace!  
 
    I had ruled out the fact of her having talked to Paul about last night, so it was certainly her decision to leave unexpectedly from Venice.  
 
    I had called her over twenty times but with no response. Her mobile phone was switched off. Dragging my feet and filled with disappointment and sorrow, I returned home. I hadn’t eaten anything all day and I was nearing forty hours with no sleep.  
 
    Everything seemed really calm, until I received a message on my phone. I immediately held it in my hand, obviously shaken and I started reading it…  
 
    Jacques, I’m in a sad position to inform you that you are unwell. You need psychological support and help from a specialist. You have to erase last night from your memory, because it was one more mistake you’ve made and the biggest mistake for me. I beg you, don’t neglect yourself anymore and don’t drag yourself down into this tragic situation. Eve doesn’t belong to you anymore. She has her own life, her own dreams and her own family and the best thing you could do is to erase her. She will never come back to your world!  
 
    Your last night’s cruel behaviour does not leave me any room to support you. You have always been a very good friend and you have comforted me many times in the past, but now I don’t even want to know you. You ruined everything with your behaviour. I would really like to able to help you with anything you need but I can’t! I love you… but I can’t speak to you again. I don’t want to… be careful because you’re becoming very dangerous!’  
 
    It was sent from ‘Eve’. With that name I had her number saved in my mobile phone!  
 
    As soon as I read her message, I sat quietly on my sofa, not thinking about anything in particular and I deleted the message instantly. I started to read a book so I could take my mind off things.  
 
    Her response really annoyed me and from the moment I read the message, I deleted her phone number and erased her as a friend. I know it was my fault and I deserved all this and even worse. I am the only one to blame and I am completely responsible for my terrible actions and for the way I think, but that’s the way I am. I felt sick, mentally and psychologically.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The months went by, the years passed like the grains of sand in an hourglass and I continued with my miserable and futile life.  
 
    I did what Camellia had told me. After three month’s treatment with a psychiatrist and after immense efforts, I could say that I was over Eve. I hadn’t forgotten about her, I was over her or at least that was what I thought.  
 
    I had matured as a man and I had managed to convince myself that I had to leave some situations behind me if I wanted to get on with my life and live normally.  
 
    It was dusk and I remember that I was attending to a remarkable painting in my basement, which was brought to me by a Spanish painter in order for me to correct some imperfections and appraise it.  
 
    “Good evening!” I heard a girl’s voice speaking in English and I was taken aback.  
 
    I left my coffee on the dusty table that was in the basement and I went upstairs to the living room to see where that young voice was coming from.  
 
    When I was upstairs, my eyes gazed at a young girl with an angelic face, who was standing shyly on the doorstep, waiting.  
 
    “Good afternoon. Can I help you?” I asked, drawn by her youthful innocence, as she was not more than twenty years old.  
 
    “I’m sorry I came inside like this, the door was open and…”  
 
    “It’s alright, sweetheart. I am quite careless and sometimes I forget it is open. Tell me, what do you want?” I said, interrupting her, holding a paintbrush between my fingers.  
 
    “We’ve just moved to Venice and I was told that you speak both Italian and English,” she said, crossing her fingers gracefully.  
 
    “Yes. That’s right. I speak both languages. How can I help you?”  
 
    “I am from London and I came with my father because of his job, so I have to learn the language to communicate.”  
 
    “Very well. And what do you want from me?”  
 
    “I was thinking if you could teach me some Italian, since we both speak English. It would be easier for me if I spoke the language that the residents speak.”  
 
    “Unfortunately, sweetheart, I don’t teach private lessons. I may speak the language but I don’t know how to teach.”  
 
    “I understand… I just thought I should ask you. I thank you again and I’m sorry for the intrusion. It was nice meeting you,” she said, taking a step backwards.  
 
   
  
 

 “It was nice meeting you too, little one, and I’m sorry that I can’t help you,” I replied, escorting her outside.  
 
    “Eve!” she introduced herself, giving me her hand.  
 
    I froze! The paintbrush slipped from my fingers and fell on the floor, leaving a slight stain on the shiny marble.  
 
    “Excuse me?” I asked in a sharp tone and bent down to pick up the paintbrush.  
 
    “Eve is my name,” she stated again, glowing with her beautiful smile.  
 
    “Eve?” I was staring at her white teeth that were barely covered by her youthful pink lips.  
 
    “Yes, Eve. And you?”  
 
    “Eve… a beautiful name’,” I whispered, touching her tender hand. “My name is Jacques,” I continued, still holding her hand in mine.  
 
    “It was nice to meet you. Goodbye.” She turned round to leave, shaking her straight, blond hair.  
 
    “Eve, wait!” I called.  
 
    “What is it, sir?” she asked, disarming me with her blue eyes.  
 
    “When do you want to start?”  
 
    “Start what?”  
 
    “Italian.”  
 
    “But you just said…”  
 
    “I didn’t say anything and call me Jacques. I’m not that much older.”  
 
    “In a week we’ll be permanently settled here, so I presume that we could start in two weeks. If you can of course.”  
 
    “In two weeks, it’s perfect! I’ll be waiting for you.”  
 
    “Thank you, sir.”  
 
    “And what did we say… No more ‘sir’. Just Jacques.”  
 
    She gave me a smile one more time with her sweet lips and started to leave.  
 
    Her flowery dress blew with the breeze in the small alley, giving my neighbourhood a more pleasant atmosphere. More youthful and childlike.  
 
    For so long I was torturing myself continuously here in Venice by the conflicts of my inner world and now the time had come that I felt my heart pounding and the darkness I felt inside was vanishing slowly!  
 
    I watched the charming girl as she vanished at the end of the picturesque pathway! The paintbrush was still dripping on the floor without me noticing it! I woke up from the daydream that I had fallen into caused by the unknown girl and I went down to the basement to finish my work. I glanced behind the bookcase and the painting was still there! Covered with the white sheet and I was trying to resist looking at the damn portrait again.  
 
    I hadn’t touched it for almost four years! 
 
    I followed the doctor’s advice and Camellia’s, who both brought to my attention the danger that lurked inside me. So, when I’d realized the monster I could be transformed into because of my obsession with Eve, I decided to keep the portrait wrapped in the sheet, once and for all and never confront her face again… never again!  
 
    I cried many times silently in the basement and was torturing myself, trying not to uncover it; to take just one look, but logic always prevailed and in the end I preferred to scream, shout, weep than look at the damn face that belonged to my lost love… her beautiful face that had literally haunted me.  
 
    It was the same today. After the brief conversation I had with the young girl, I had the intense desire to look deeper into the image of that enchanting painting that I had hidden away.  
 
    That young and innocent girl excited me from the moment I saw her! In her timid and shy eyes, I could see my Eve. True, pure love. All the time I was talking to her, I swallowed with difficulty from uncontrollable anxiety and I filled my lungs with air, taking deep breaths so I could hide my nervousness.  
 
    ‘Jacques, calm down! This young girl is half your age! You should be ashamed!’ my subconscious was telling me and was absolutely right.  
 
    My morals as well as all my principles and values, didn’t allow me further thoughts and unsavoury connotations. I, an unstable and badly groomed man, with no interests and frail because of my bad psychological condition, what could I ask from her or worse what could I give to such an amazing flower, who is passionate and has dreams for her wonderful life? The answer is nothing! I would only contribute to her destruction and nothing more.  
 
    Is it because she didn’t notice me that I think of all these things? Do I use this sort of defence because I can’t accept her indifference? This is one way of feeling good about myself. Everyone has thoughts of something similar! Everyone has woven fictional excuses to explain situations that don’t suit us or to ignore words that they didn’t want to hear.  
 
    Whatever the truth is, I was certain that I shouldn’t let myself fall in love with the young one however intriguing such an encounter would be.  
 
    Besides, she might have a boyfriend. She is at an impressionable age so whatever she experiences and goes through in these years may, to a great degree, define the rest of her life and I am not going to be the one that is going to ruin that. A worthless bachelor.  
 
    After all my negative thoughts, I went back to work to prepare the rare painting for the Spaniard, who was going to come over next morning to pick it up.  
 
    It started to go dark. I was tired of restoring that painting and I couldn’t sleep. Instead of going to bed and lying down, I felt an inexplicable tension. I desperately needed to go for a walk. I wanted to walk around and not to sit inside the house.  
 
    I wore my black gabardine and started walking aimlessly through the traditional alleys of romantic Venice. I was just wandering.  
 
    As I reached my favourite place, the Bridge of Sighs, I sat at the edge of the bridge to rest. My breath was creating small clouds of mist in the cold darkness and it seemed like they were forming ghostlike figures and were then lost in the black veil of the night. The cold was freezing my face. I rolled some tobacco in the thin piece of cigarette paper I was holding and I licked it, I put it in my mouth and I lit the end with a match, breathing in deeply the unique smell that the burnt tobacco left. I closed my eyes and when I opened them again they were fixed on the amazing view of the city. The bright stars in the sky were reflected on the peaceful water of the canal and the scene literally left me speechless.  
 
    As I was smoking my cigarette, overwhelmed by the beauty of this magnificent city, I suddenly heard male voices and a loud racket. I turned around, looked right and left but I couldn’t tell where the voices were coming from.  
 
    I was completely relaxed, in total peace, and I sprung up to see what was happening. I threw down my cigarette, stubbing it out with my brown boot, leaving behind a grey smudge on the flagstones.  
 
    I was trying to find out what was going on but I couldn’t see anyone in the street and I could hear the voices becoming more aggressive.  
 
    I began to follow them to see where they would lead me. I followed the commotion and the loud noise and as I got closer the voices got even louder.  
 
    As soon as I turned into a small, dark alley, I saw two men drunk, harassing a girl and terrifying her!  
 
    I headed towards them straight away, quickening my pace and I reached them.  
 
    “What are you doing? Aren’t you ashamed?” I yelled in Italian and I pushed one of the men with both my hands, throwing him on the ground. He didn’t react. He kept on laughing showing the few remaining teeth he had left, holding onto a bottle of cognac in his hand and spilling it on the rough asphalt.  
 
    The girl was hunched over and scared. She didn’t seem to be hurt but she was certainly in shock. I went behind her and took her hand to calm her down. She turned her head to look at me and we were both astonished! 
 
      
 
    “Jacques?”  
 
    “Eve? What are you doing here by yourself at this hour?” I asked her, looking again at her innocent and angelic face.  
 
    She grabbed me and clung on to me and was begging me to take her away from that place. I held her around her waist and we started walking quickly to get away from the drunken men.  
 
    “Thank you, Jacques,” she told me, blinking her bright blue eyes.  
 
    “You didn’t tell me, Eve, what are you doing here all by yourself?” I asked again with a strict tone this time.  
 
    She opened her bag and took out a camera. I couldn’t tell what she wanted to show me and she moved closer, holding the camera in front of me.  
 
    She turned it on and started showing me amazing photographs of beautiful scenery and traditional alleys of Venice and more.  
 
    “Are you a photographer?” I was looking at the pictures.  
 
    “Not yet…but it’s my passion. In a year I’m going to begin my studies in photography and I’m hoping to become a very good photographer someday.”  
 
    “In a year?” I asked her with an angry look, when I heard that she hadn’t started studying yet.  
 
    “Yes. In a year I’ll begin studying, Jacques,” she replied with a naïve and frightened look.  
 
    “Eve?”  
 
    “Yes, Jacques.”  
 
    “How old are you?” I was making her nervous.  
 
    She immediately took the camera from my hands and put it in her bag and she turned to leave without saying a word. I grabbed her by her shoulder and stopped her.  
 
    “Eve?” I asked, raising my eyebrows.  
 
    “Let me go. You are hurting me,” she said, trying to get away.  
 
    “How old are you?”  
 
    “Let me go; I’ll tell my father,” the young girl replied.  
 
    “Good. Let’s go to your father together. I want to meet him,” I said, taking her by surprise and I let her go.  
 
    She stopped trying to get away from me and remained standing with her back to me, without walking away.  
 
    “We can’t go to my father…” she whispered, bowing her head.  
 
    “Why can’t we?”  
 
    “Because I don’t even know him,” she murmured.  
 
    “What?”  
 
    “What I said. I haven’t seen him and I have never met him,” she exclaimed and began running into the darkness.  
 
    “Eve wait!” I shouted, as I ran after her to catch up with her.  
 
    After an exhausting chase, I caught up to her and I stopped her.  
 
    “Please, leave me alone,” she said and when she turned her head to look at me, her eyes were red.  
 
    “Calm down I won’t hurt you,” I said reassuring her.  
 
    “You don’t understand.”  
 
    “Understand what, sweetheart?”  
 
    “That my father does not exist. My mother took off and left me when I was young and I grew up in England with my stepmother.”  
 
    “I’m so sorry.”  
 
    “Don’t be. I’m used to it after so many years.”  
 
    “Yes, I understand. And how did you end up here all alone?”  
 
    “‘My stepmother wasn’t a nice person,” she replied with tears in her eyes. 
 
    “What do you mean by that?”  
 
    “You can’t imagine what I was going through every day.”  
 
    “Like what? Talk to me.”  
 
    “When I was younger she beat me continuously for no apparent reason. And there were more than a few times that she brought different lovers in her house and they were mocking me and taunting me.”  
 
    Her cheeks had turned a slight red colour that made her look vulnerable and scared.  
 
    “I’m truly sorry. I understand you completely.”  
 
    “You don’t understand anything. My life was a continuous hell,” she whispered and crept into my arms.  
 
    How much pain must this young and innocent soul have felt! I asked myself. So much terror and so much hatred she must have endured…  
 
    “And now? Alone in Venice?”  
 
    “Now I’m alone. When I came here I wasn’t alone…” she answered with a riddle.  
 
    “What do you mean?”  
 
    “My stepmother was from a very rich family of Venetians. She had roots in Italy and recently she inherited an apartment in Venice, as well as other properties in Italy.”  
 
    “So you came here with your stepmother to live together?”  
 
    “We used to live together…”  
 
    “Why are you taking in the past?”  
 
    “Because my stepmother died the day before yesterday from a heart attack,” she said in a low voice.  
 
    “What?”  
 
    “Yes. In our apartment in Venice. Very near Saint Mark’s square.”  
 
    “And now are you telling me you are here all by yourself, without anyone?”  
 
    “Yes…”  
 
    “Stand up, let’s go!” I exclaimed, pulling her by her arm.  
 
    “Go where? What are you talking about?” she asked, scared.  
 
    “We are going to the police.”  
 
    “No. Please. Don’t do this!”  
 
    “I have to, Eve. You are a girl all alone in a city you know nothing about. The dangers are immense for a girl your age. We must find a relative of yours and contact them immediately.”  
 
    “There is no one!”  
 
    “Not even a cousin, a sister, a grandfather? Someone must know of your existence?” I asked perplexed and Eve lowering her eyes, shook her head.  
 
    “If we go to the police they will send me to an orphanage because I’m a minor!”  
 
    “A minor?”  
 
    “Yes, a minor. I’m under eighteen…” she whispered, frightened.  
 
    “How old are you?” I noticed that her eyes were sad.  
 
    “Almost eighteen,” she responded softly but wasn’t very convincing.  
 
    “Eve, look at me and tell me, how old are you?”  
 
    “But I told you…”  
 
    “The truth!”  
 
    “It’s the truth, Jacques.”  
 
    “…If you are nearly eighteen as you claim, you should be getting ready for college and you wouldn’t have said that you are going to begin your studies next year. So tell me, how old are you?”  
 
    “Okay. Don’t shout!”  
 
    “I’m listening…”  
 
    “I’m seventeen and four months exactly!”  
 
    “That’s crazy! It’s unthinkable! You are only a child, a baby!” I screeched, pulling my hair gently and holding the back of my neck to calm myself down.  
 
    “Please, not the police,” she pleaded in tears.  
 
    “And what do you want me to do? Why did you come to me?”  
 
    “I asked in the neighbourhood where I could learn Italian, but not in a language school because they would certainly ask about my parents and such. I wanted private lessons and the grocer on the corner spoke highly of you. In fact, he said that you are the most decent man in the neighbourhood.”  
 
    “The grocer? Oh, Luciano in what kind of trouble did you get me into,” I said, addressing my friend.  
 
    “No, no. I didn’t want to get you in any trouble. Really, I will disappear and you’ll never see me again,” the young one said with absolute honesty.  
 
    “Where are you going to go Eve? A young girl, seventeen years old, wandering alone in the streets.”  
 
    “Seventeen and four months…” she interrupted me.  
 
    “Anyway, you are way too young to keep wandering around by yourself.”  
 
    “Jacques, I have enough money to rent a flat and I will live there.”  
 
    “Do you think that money is the only problem? How can a child sign a lease without its parent’s consent?” I asked rhetorically and sat on a small wooden bench. “Everyone will take advantage of you! They will try to ruin you” I kept on saying.  
 
    “But how?”  
 
    “How? In various ways. You will be in danger of being stolen from, of being deceived, of being led astray down the wrong path or even your life being put in danger. I insist that we have to go to the police.” 
 
    She sat next to me and didn’t speak. I admit that her expression worried me. I turned towards her and saw her looking down at the road.  
 
    “I don’t want to go to an orphanage; nor to any other kind of institution. Please don’t tell anyone and I will disappear from your life.”  
 
    “Don’t you say that again. I won’t let you be manipulated by any alcoholic pervert. Come on, get up,” I blurted out and stood up.  
 
    “What?”  
 
    “Let’s go.”  
 
    “Where are we going?”  
 
    “I will put you up for a few days until we see what we are going to do,” I told her and began walking towards my house.  
 
    “Jacques, I don’t want to be a burden. From what you said I’m trouble and I don’t want to be a nuisance, so I’m going to leave and you’ll never see me again.”  
 
    “Follow me…” I uttered and kept on walking.  
 
    Eve smiled. The attractive contrast between her bright smile and the tears on her face created a beautiful image. She looked like a real life portrait! Just like a painting!  
 
    She took her bag, put it on her shoulder and started walking, following me.  
 
    To give a defenceless, young girl somewhere to stay was definitely a nice gesture and I felt good with myself.  
 
    When we arrived, Eve threw her bag on the floor and stared at the house.  
 
    “Wow… it looks like an old castle,” she whispered, taking her camera out of her bag and began taking pictures of every corner of the house.  
 
    “I’m glad you like it. Come on up so I can show you your room,” I told her and led her to her room that was separated from mine by only a wall.  
 
    “It’s awesome! It’s huge!” she exclaimed and fell on the bed with her clothes.  
 
    The sound of Niki’s bell was heard, as she came in the bedroom to welcome the new member of our family.  
 
    “What a pretty cat she is,” she said and took her in her arms.  
 
    “May I introduce you to Niki. Besides being just a cute pet, she is my best friend.”  
 
    “She is gorgeous and as it seems you feed her well.”  
 
    “I found her by accident when I moved in and I let her stay in the house. I didn’t want to send her away.”  
 
    “You are an animal lover as well…”  
 
    “I love animals.”  
 
    “Me too. We had a lot of cats and a lovely dog in my house,” she replied with a childlike expression.  
 
    “I’m glad. I hope you feel comfortable in the house and whatever you need I’ll be downstairs.”  
 
    “Very nice. Everything is great and the room is big and comfy,” she said, glancing at it once more.  
 
    “Make yourself comfortable. If you want me to get you something to eat just tell me.”  
 
    She got off the bed and came close to me with an expression that was oozing childlike innocence and her mesmerizing eyes… Glorious. I could look at them for hours, days, months!  
 
    “Thank you!” she said, whispering in my ear in her sweet voice.  
 
    “I thank you, little one…”  
 
    “You?”  
 
    “Yes, me.” 
 
      
 
    “But why?”  
 
    “Do you know what it’s like to live all alone for so many years? The house has come to life now. The atmosphere in the house has changed,” I responded with a smile. I shut the door and went down to the living room.  
 
    I turned on the television that I hadn’t watched for a long time. I was never very fond of it. I took my shoes off and put my feet on the wooden coffee table.  
 
    She is too young to be turned out in the streets. It would be cruel of me. On the other hand, I can’t pretend to be her father, nor her saviour! Even though she is a minor, she is nearly a grown woman and very beautiful nonetheless. I couldn’t take her father’s place especially at that age. No way! Her guardian, maybe. I will try to be a very good friend who wants to help her and nothing more.  
 
    As I was thinking of her lovely smile and her blue eyes, I realized the resemblance she had to the painting I had hidden in the basement! After a while, I couldn’t keep my eyes open and I fell asleep on the sofa.  
 
    Next morning, I gently opened my eyes and saw on the coffee table two slices of bread with honey and a cup of coffee. I opened my eyes wider and got up nervously having nearly forgotten that someone else was living in the house with me.  
 
    “Eve?” I shouted. She didn’t answer. I heard water running from the upstairs bathroom and I assumed she had gone for a shower.  
 
    I sat on the dining table chair and began eating my breakfast, when out of the corner of my eye, I saw the little one on the upstairs floor, wrapped in a towel, coming out of the bathroom and heading to her bedroom tiptoeing.  
 
    I was left with my mouth full without being able to swallow! As I watched her, she turned and looked at me with a pure and innocent smile and waved her hand greeting me with a cheerful, “Good morning”. She then made her way to the bedroom.  
 
    I still had my mouth full and was staring at her bedroom door!  
 
    “Pull yourself together, you idiot! She is just a little girl! A baby.” I was thinking.  
 
    Every now and then my conscience rose like a giant wall in front of my unspeakable fantasies and reminded me of what was logical and moral.  
 
    Her body was so fresh and pure but at the same time so beautiful and tempting that I couldn’t get her out of my thoughts. Smooth legs that seemed so delicate you thought that they would break if you touched them. Perfect, sensitive white skin. All of these combined with the innocent expression of her face, made her explosive!  
 
    I shook my head left and right to dispose of those wild and crazy fantasies and I continued with my breakfast while watching television.  
 
    After about fifteen minutes, Eve came down to the living room, wearing skinny jeans that were slightly ripped and a tight black t-shirt.  
 
    “Good morning,” she said again with a smile.  
 
    “Good morning.”  
 
    “I hope you liked the breakfast I prepared for you.”  
 
    “It was perfect. You shouldn’t have though. Thank you.”  
 
    “The pleasure was all mine.” She stood up, taking her bag with her.  
 
    “Where are you going?”  
 
    “I’m going for a walk to buy some new clothes.”  
 
    “Aren’t you going to eat anything?”  
 
    “No, I’m not hungry.” 
 
    “Wait a minute so I can give you some money.” I got up from the chair.  
 
    “You don’t need to, Jacques, I have money.”  
 
    “How could you have money, little one, since you can’t go and draw out money from the bank on your own?”  
 
    “I have my own bank card and I draw from the cash machine,” she said and went out, shutting the door behind her.  
 
    The young rebel left and I started laughing to myself inside the house. I hadn’t done that for almost four years and it was definitely a sign of happiness. I laughed alone, thinking about the childishness and immaturity that a girl her age has. It really transported me to a fairy-tale land, like I was on a ship that lifts up its sails and lets the wind guide it freely.  
 
    When you can find happiness and beauty in small things, then you have found true happiness…  
 
    What a romantic, vulnerable but at the same time rebellious age.  
 
    A simple kiss from a boy could mean absolute happiness. A simple present, a card or even a promise could mean everything. A simple word, saying, “I love you”, you can’t exchange it for all the gold in the world!  
 
    Why is it that as we get older we lose those simple values and those small beautiful moments that are certainly more beautiful and real than ours? I wondered.  
 
    I got up from my chair and picked up my plate, leaving it at the kitchen sink. I walked towards my room so I could get dressed and leave.  
 
    When I went upstairs, I found myself standing outside Eve’s room and I pushed slightly the half opened door.  
 
    Her camera was lying upside down on the floor. The wet bathroom towel was thrown on the bed and her clothes that she’d worn yesterday were scattered everywhere; some were hanging off the wooden chair and the rest were creased on the floor.  
 
    I wasn’t angry, nor did it give me a bad impression. On the contrary, I smiled and I liked the chaos that was prominent in the room. As I was looking at her clothes, my eyes fell upon her white underwear that was lying next to the pillow. A tiny bra and a very sexy G-string, which at a first glance I thought was a piece of string that looked like a thin ribbon. My expression changed and I became more serious. I didn’t want to look at her personal belongings any longer and I slammed the door shut with all the force I possessed.  
 
    I went into my room fuming. I don’t know what bothered me but I knew that I was angry for some reason. Probably with myself! I dressed smartly because I had a very important meeting with a client, who wanted me to estimate two art pieces. I wore one of my good suits, shaved, something I hadn’t done for a while and went off to my meeting. I had informed Eve already that I was going to leave her an extra key underneath the doormat so she could come in whenever she liked.  
 
    Late that night I came back from my meeting tired and sleepy. I couldn’t wait to lie down and rest.  
 
    My mood changed for the better. As I opened the front door of my house I was faced with a completely different house than mine! Everything was spotless! Everything was organized and all the furniture had been moved around. They were beautifully arranged and most important of all was that, with this décor, the interior of the house had taken on a happier and more positive atmosphere.  
 
    “Eve?” I shouted, while entering.  
 
    “Yes,” her soft voice was heard from the bedroom and she ran to greet me.  
 
    “What have you done in here?” I asked, standing still and examining everything round me.  
 
    “If you don’t like it, I can put them back the way they were,” she replied apologetically.  
 
    “What’s not to like? What you’ve done is fantastic. You gave a different perspective to my house.”  
 
    “I’m glad you like it,” she said, placing her hands behind her back playfully.  
 
    “Yes, it’s really beautiful. Have you had anything to eat? Do you want me to cook you something?”  
 
    “I’ve eaten, Jacques. Don’t you worry.” She returned to her room with quick steps.  
 
    I had eaten out at my business meeting and I wasn’t hungry. I only wanted to enjoy a hot bath.  
 
    I headed towards my room and took the necessary clothes in the bathroom so I could get ready. I thought about looking inside her room again but, fortunately, I rejected that thought immediately and climbed into the bathtub.  
 
    The water that trickled from my head down my spine seemed like a river in a narrow channel and was unbelievable soothing, relaxing me to the point that I wasn’t thinking about anything.  
 
    When I came out, I heard her talking on her mobile phone to someone and I cannot deny that a feeling of jealousy came over me! There was nothing going on between us and I was twice her age, but I was jealous! I heard her telling him that she wanted to see him and that she missed him and kept on talking to him sweetly, which nearly made me explode.  
 
    She finished her phone call and I was still standing outside her bedroom, thinking. I knocked twice on her door… 
 
    “Yes?” she said with a soft voice.  
 
    As soon as I heard her say ‘Yes’, I entered her bedroom.  
 
    When I opened the door I was confronted with a magnificent scene! She was lying on her stomach on the bed, preoccupied with her mobile phone and was wearing very few clothes; some tiny black shorts that revealed her firm thighs and a loose t-shirt that covered only half her back. She had her legs bent in a way that I could see the small soles of her feet, which were a soft shade of pink.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” I said and went to close the door thinking that I had disturbed her.  
 
    “Why are you sorry, come in. It’s your house after all,” she sat with her legs crossed on the bed.  
 
    “Who were you talking to?”  
 
    “Well, that was my boyfriend,” she replied, with a playful look on her face.  
 
    “So, we have a boyfriend, do we?”  
 
    “Yes, yes… we have, we have. But I haven’t seen him for days. Since we moved to Venice and I miss him terribly,” she mumbled.  
 
    For some strange and inexplicable reason, I got angry again. I didn’t like that she had a boyfriend from such a young age or subconsciously I wanted her all to myself.  
 
    “Aren’t you a little bit young to have a boyfriend?”  
 
    “I’m not that young! Don’t be such a prude.”  
 
    “What’s his name?”  
 
    “Mike.”  
 
    “Mike… did you go to the same school?”  
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    “And how long have you been together? I mean, are you in a relationship or are you just dating?” I asked her hesitantly. I didn’t know how to handle it. I hadn’t had a conversation like this one before, talking about such delicate matters with a young girl.  
 
    “Oh, Jacques. You probably want to ask me if I’ve had sex with him. Right?” she replied, without feeling ashamed and without hesitating, which made me blush!  
 
    “No, I didn’t mean that. What I’m trying to say is it’s not proper for a girl your age to have done anything like that. Besides, it’s not my place to interfere, it’s your life,” I responded and I began shutting the door and leaving, before she made me feel even more uncomfortable.  
 
    “No!” she cried out as soon as I closed the door.  
 
    “No, what?” I shouted.  
 
    “I haven’t done anything yet! I know it’s not proper and I’m not going to do anything until I find the right man,” she yelled again.  
 
    I pressed my lips together and swallowed nervously with a grin on my face.  
 
    The next day was Sunday! My favourite day. Resting, reading and a bit of work… this Sunday, however, was different from the usual ones, as it turned out.  
 
    Since I was the first to wake up, it was my turn to make breakfast. I hadn’t made breakfast for any other girl except Eve.  
 
    “The breakfast is ready!” I shouted to wake her up but she didn’t respond.  
 
    After a few minutes, I heard her bedroom door opening and saw her sleepy face looking at me with a wonderful childlike expression. Her eyes were half open and her lips were slightly swollen from being asleep, making her look appealing and sexy.  
 
    She was wearing the same clothes as last night and she came down and sat next to me, putting her feet on the cushions of the sofa.  
 
      
 
    “You shouldn’t have made all this, Jacques,” she said with a hoarse voice from just waking up.  
 
    “It wasn’t any trouble. Something quick for you to eat.”  
 
    As we were eating together next to each other, I kept glancing at her slim legs and her sculptured stomach, which was naked up above her bellybutton and I craved to touch her and kiss her!  
 
    I was insane! I couldn’t control my sick fantasies. Her face looked like it was made from porcelain. I studied in detail everything about her and couldn’t find one flaw. I don’t know whether I was thinking in a sexual or furtive way, the only thing I knew was that my eyes kept landing on the young girl without being able to control them and I enjoyed it.  
 
    “Eve, don’t you want to put something warmer on so you won’t get cold?” I was trying to get her to release me from the strange looks I was giving her.  
 
    “No, I’m not cold. I’m fine,” she answered, smiling and kept on watching the television.  
 
    “Do you want me to make you a fruit salad?”  
 
    “No, I’m full. Thank you for making me breakfast, Jacques.”  
 
    “Okay then. Let me take the dishes inside and we can start our lessons today if you want. I have no other work to do.”  
 
    “I don’t want to start today!” she said with a complaining expression on her face and lay down on the sofa on her back, stretching her body. I glimpsed between her legs unintentionally and at her hip bones that stuck up as she sucked in her stomach to yawn.  
 
    “Hey! Jacques. What’s wrong? Is there something strange about me?” she asked, after noticing that I was staring at her intensely!  
 
    “…No. you’re fine. You don’t have anything. I was just lost in thought. Well, I’m going to get ready for our lesson.”  
 
    “But I told you… I don’t want to have one today.”  
 
    “What do you mean you don’t want to today? Hadn’t we arranged to begin our Italian lesson?”  
 
    “Please, I beg you let’s start another day.”  
 
    “What’s wrong with today?”  
 
    “It’s Sunday, Jacques!”  
 
    “So, what?”  
 
    “Sunday is supposed to be a day of rest. We can have the lesson another time. Now, get ready,” she said, surprising me.  
 
    “Get ready?”  
 
    “Yes. Today we are going out,” she replied and sprung up from the sofa.  
 
    “Excuse me?”  
 
    “We are going out, for a walk.”  
 
    “A walk?”  
 
    “Yes, a walk. A stroll. What’s strange about that?”  
 
    “Nothing, it’s just that I’m not used to it…”  
 
    “How long has it been since you last went out for a coffee with someone, Jacques?” she interrupted me and I really didn’t know what to answer.  
 
    “Now you are asking me a difficult question little one. Probably over three years.”  
 
    “Are you serious?” she exclaimed, surprised.  
 
    “Okay, it could have been two and a half years. Anyway something like that.”  
 
    “Quickly go upstairs and put something nice and modern on and let’s go out together,” she continued saying stubbornly while pulling my hand and we began to go up the stairs.  
 
    Without leaving me any choice I followed her upstairs. I went into my room and within five minutes I was ready for our walk.  
 
    “What’s that?” she asked as soon as she saw me.  
 
    “What?”  
 
    “What are these clothes you’re wearing?” she asked again with a sour look.  
 
    I looked at myself and obviously brown shoes with black trousers and especially with a checked shirt didn’t go together.  
 
    The truth was that I had forgotten how to dress more modern, more free, more ‘normal’. For many years I hadn’t had to pay much attention to my clothes, so I wasn’t bothered about what clothes I was going to wear. I wore whatever I found and whatever made me feel comfortable. I don’t know whether the rest of the people around me were looking at me strangely or if they were talking about me as if I had come from another planet. I felt fine. Or at least I tricked myself and was convinced that I looked fine.  
 
    “Come in,” I told her, signalling with my hand for her to come in.  
 
    She stood in front of my wardrobe and placed her fingers on the handle, she was looking at me as if she was waiting. She was waiting for my consent to open it. I shrugged my shoulders, implying that she was free to open it and she didn’t lose any time. She opened the wardrobe and started throwing all my clothes out. All of them! She didn’t leave anything inside! I watched her and I loved the mess she was making. She was energetic, stubborn, lively!  
 
    It’s the best age I thought, leaning my hand against the door and waiting for the choice of style of a seventeen-year-old girl. She was picking up clothes that I hadn’t worn in years and in the end she came up with faded blue jeans, a 
 
    pair of black moccasins, which I hadn’t seen for a long time and a black linen shirt, which she advised me I should leave the top button undone. She made me shave even my small beard and reminded me to put gel on my hair.  
 
    I followed the stylish instructions of the adorable teenager to the letter and stood in front of the full mirror that was in my bedroom. I looked at myself impressed! Even I couldn’t believe it was me! I looked like I was at least five years younger and if I got a haircut, that Eve was insisting I should, it would definitely be a massive change for me.  
 
    As I was staring in the mirror, she came out of her bedroom, where she had gone to get ready, and stood at the doorway locking her eyes on me…  
 
    “Wow!” she exclaimed, winking at me.  
 
    “Oh, come on… you’re overreacting.”  
 
    “No I’m not! You look perfect.”  
 
    When I used to take better care of myself, I admit I was quite a handsome man. Dark hair, masculine, always smiling and my dark brown eyes were mysterious and my whole appearance came through as being trustworthy!  
 
    I hardly had time to pick up my wallet when the little one grabbed my hand and pulled me downstairs so we could leave.  
 
    “Wait a second, I’ll check on a painting that was just brought to me and pick up the dishes and then we can leave.”  
 
    “You’re not serious! You’re going to look at the painting now? Now we’re leaving and when we get back we’ll see to the painting and wash the dishes,” she said in a way that I couldn’t argue with her and she opened the door, waiting for me anxiously.  
 
    As I went outside the house, the sun’s rays blinded me and I shaded my eyes with my hand so I could see. I can still remember Venice’s priceless houses covered by the sun’s bright rays, which added even more grace to this beautiful city.  
 
    It was Sunday morning and I was taking a walk. If someone had told me yesterday, it would have seemed impossible. Every Sunday I spent at home, relaxing and working.  
 
    Eve was linking my arm and we were walking like father and daughter… or better still like a couple in love. We looked suited as a couple, despite the age difference of course.  
 
    This young girl made me feel alive! She was like a breath of fresh air to my miserable and boring routine. I felt like a teenager around her. I didn’t feel my age at all. That day was like I travelled in a time machine that took me back twenty years. She was like a living time machine.  
 
    We walked through all the alleys; we sat at a lovely café where I drank a hot coffee and Eve ordered a fresh orange juice and after that we had for dessert a couple of ice creams. She sneakily stood up, whistling indifferently and then began chasing me with the ice cream so she could smear it on my face. I started running so she wouldn’t catch up with me! Yes… I ran! I had forgotten what it felt like and I really enjoyed it, if I leave out the part that I couldn’t breathe because I was out of breath.  
 
    She wouldn’t be parted from her camera and was taking pictures of all our moments, spontaneously and not posed.  
 
    It was a beautiful day that made me feel alive again!  
 
    We returned home and Eve went upstairs to have a shower. I began preparing a quick dinner, I thought of making eggs with potatoes because I was hungry and I couldn’t wait.  
 
    “Jacques?” she shouted from upstairs.  
 
    “Yes, Eve, what do you want?”  
 
    “Where are the towels?”  
 
    “Wait a second so I can bring them to you. I’ll finish cooking and I’ll be there.”  
 
    I had taken all the towels so I could wash them and I had forgotten to replace them with fresh ones. Thank goodness I’d forgotten…  
 
    I went upstairs and went into my room. I opened the drawer were I kept the towels and I was pleasantly irritated by the smell that came out. It smelled of freshness and gave me the impression that I was in an endless pine valley! I took two white towels and left them hanging outside the bathroom door.  
 
    “Where are you?” she yelled.  
 
    “I’m here. I’ve brought them. I’ve left them outside the bathroom.”  
 
    The door opened! The young girl just popped her head out to look and smiled at me. An unforgettable image! An oasis was unfolding in front of me. Water was dripping from her face and her shinny hair was wet and tangled, falling on her small and sculptured shoulders.  
 
    She put her hand out, stretching her small, thin fingers and took the towels from my hands. I stood still with a stupid look on my face!  
 
    With a playful expression she grabbed the towels and shut the bathroom door, shouting, “thank you”!  
 
    Even though I had only seen her face, I created images with my imagination of how the rest of her body would look when she was getting wet under the shower. I began to walk down the steps one by one at a very slow pace, as if I was hypnotized.  
 
    When I reached the kitchen, I was confronted with my half burnt eggs, which were spitting like firecrackers, in the frying pan but I hadn’t the energy to make more. I served them on the dining table in the living room and I waited for her to come downstairs so we could eat.  
 
    “They’ll go cold!” I cried out.  
 
    I saw her coming out her room in a short dress, drying her hair with a small towel.  
 
    “I’m coming. Don’t rush,” she said as she was walking down the stairs.  
 
    I was completely frozen still thinking of the scene where I saw her wet in the bathroom. That particular image was stuck in my mind and I refused to take it out of my thoughts.  
 
    “Hey mister! Where have you drifted to?” she said again, waving her hand in front of me.  
 
    “I’m okay. I burnt them a bit but they taste good.”  
 
    “It’s fine,” she said, eating a forkful.  
 
    As soon as we finished eating, her mobile phone began ringing and she ran towards her bedroom. I was almost certain that it was her boyfriend. It was more than obvious that she wanted to go and speak with him.  
 
    I washed the dishes and followed her upstairs to go to rest. Just before I went in my bedroom, I heard whispering coming from her room. I stood for a while outside her bedroom, trying to hear what she was saying to her boyfriend.  
 
    At first it was all sweet talk but then the conversation took a turn to a wilder and sexual nature that made me breathe intensely.  
 
    I heard her tell him what underwear she was wearing and what she would like them to do if they were together tonight and other teenage playful chatter.  
 
    I felt really uncomfortable and even though I didn’t want to leave that spot, I returned to my room, closing the door quietly. The hours went by and I was trying to sleep. I closed my eyes and forced myself to rest. I couldn’t sleep. I twisted and turned in my bed thinking of that young girl’s face looking at me in an erotic and sexual way!  
 
    At four in the morning I went downstairs to drink a glass of water and when I went back up, I heard Eve in the next room whispering and panting softly.  
 
    From curiosity, I turned towards her room and was ready to knock on her door to see if she was alright.  
 
    Lifting my hand, I hesitated to knock and I pressed my ear against the door to figure out what was going on. To my surprise, I realized that it wasn’t talking I could hear from the room but sensual moans!  
 
    Inside her room there was no one else, nor would she bring a boy without telling me. She wasn’t that kind of girl. She had morals and principles!  
 
    “Alone?” I whispered.  
 
    I kept my ear pressed against the wooden door. I couldn’t leave! It was impossible for me to go away!  
 
    Her groans were very soft and cautious. She was trying to restrain herself so she wouldn’t shout out loud and I wouldn’t hear her. Her bed was squeaking slightly, clearly from the sudden movements she was making with her pelvis and her legs. At one point, she let out a soft shriek, a girlish scream and it seemed like she was enjoying a vigorous and intense orgasm.  
 
    I knew that what I was doing wasn’t right, but I was so focused on this magical image that I had created in my mind that I was literally turned on by this erotic and passionate teenager! She really aroused me and I couldn’t resist.  
 
    As she finished, I heard her breathe out with relief and then there was silence.  
 
    I left her door and returned to my room.  
 
    “Seventeen years old!” I thought…  
 
    But still it was absolutely normal for a girl of her age.  
 
    I couldn’t sleep all night! The uninhibited sexual activity of the teenage girl aroused my brain and body in levels that I hadn’t felt before!  
 
    The next morning, I woke up exhausted, after two hours sleep and I made a hot cup of coffee before I set off for another business meeting.  
 
    Her bedroom door opened. She looked at me half asleep, ready to fall down from tiredness.  
 
    “Good morning,” she said barely waving her hand.  
 
    “Good morning, Eve.” I turned my eyes away, so I wouldn’t start having those thoughts again.  
 
    She went into the bathroom and I drank my coffee quickly and left.  
 
    Neither during the way there, nor at work could I think clearly! I was tortured constantly by the sexual images that were going round in my head and wouldn’t let me concentrate on anything else but the alluring image of the pure and innocent young girl, who I had staying in my house.  
 
    As I was returning home late in the evening, I felt a strange nervousness that I couldn’t understand. I felt like I was pressured psychologically and emotionally to the point that I could hardly bare it. I went in the house and saw Eve sitting and watching television, chewing chewing-gum.  
 
    “You’re leaving,” I suddenly exclaimed.  
 
    “Hello, Jacques. Where am I going? Will we go together somewhere?”  
 
    “No, it’s you that’s going…” I continued, putting my bag angrily on the table.  
 
    “What are you saying? I don’t understand,” she said naively.  
 
    “You can’t stay here any longer,” I said sharply, knowing that from the day she set foot here, I couldn’t rest and I was tense all the time. On edge!  
 
    “But why? What did I do? Tell me. If I did something to annoy you, I want to know and I apologize.” She was upset.  
 
    “It wasn’t anything you did.”  
 
    “Then what? So suddenly. I thought we were having fun.”  
 
    “We are having a great time sweetheart, but this can’t keep going on. It isn’t possible.”  
 
    “Why, Jacques?” she was waiting for an answer.  
 
    “I am a bachelor, all alone, with only my loneliness for company and I can’t have you staying here forever. You are a young girl. A little girl full of life and enthusiasm,” I said and sat on the sofa.  
 
    “Does that matter?”  
 
    “Of course it matters! It matters a lot!”  
 
    She said nothing. She put her head down, went up the stairs and headed to her room.  
 
    My eyes were wide open and I was preoccupied staring around the living room in a way that revealed that I didn’t know what I wanted. I didn’t want her to leave nor did I want her to stay! I couldn’t leave her alone in the streets or send her to be taken care of at an institution. Then again how could I live with her! Living with a teenage girl would be very hard.  
 
    This girl really excites me! She brings alive all my erotic fantasies and she is not even eighteen years old!  
 
    “Oh, god, why did I have to meet her?” I murmured, pressing my thumb against my forehead.  
 
    I had my eyes closed, I heard a noise. I was startled and open my eyes again. It was her bedroom door. She shut it and started coming down the stairs, holding a suitcase.  
 
    “What are you doing?”  
 
    “Didn’t you say that I had to leave?”  
 
    “And where are you going to go?”  
 
    “I don’t know. Probably I’ll stay in a hotel for a few days until I see what I’m going to do. I might even go to the police.”  
 
    “Don’t the police know that you are here after your stepmother died?”  
 
    “No. Nobody knows whether I exist or not. My stepmother hadn’t adopted me officially. She just took care of me at her house and I wasn’t registered anywhere. Nobody is going to take any interest in me’ she responded and kept on heading towards the front door.  
 
    “Then what are you going to do?”  
 
    “I don’t know, Jacques. I’m going to leave and I hope we’ll meet someday,” she said softly.  
 
    “No, no. Stay with me, please.”  
 
    “But you just said…”  
 
    “I’m sorry…I’m sorry! I was pressured from work. I don’t want you to leave. Honestly, I need you,” I said, closing my eyes to calm down!  
 
    I didn’t know what I wanted. Or rather I knew that I wanted her and I desired her a lot, that was why I was confused.  
 
    She dropped her suitcase on the floor and sat next to me.  
 
    “Thank you,” she said.  
 
    I turned around and saw her delighted look and this made me want to protect her even more and not let anything harm her. It’s a shame such a good and pure soul to get crushed in the hands of ruthless men. I pondered.  
 
    “Do you want to go for a walk?” I asked her. Her face shone instantly. The joy I gave her was indescribable. With a single sentence I made her happy again! She sprung up and climbed the stairs quickly so she would get dressed!  
 
    The endless energy she had and her wild manner, made me not want to ever let her go from my house. Something that was impossible and I knew that one day we’d have to say the final goodbye. Until then, though, I would surrender to her carefree adolescence!  
 
    We went outside and her soft hand tightly held mine. She walked in front of me at a quick pace. It looked like she wanted to lead me somewhere. I watched her smiling as she walked and I kept asking her where she was taking me. She wouldn’t answer. The only answer I got was, “Shh…patience.”  
 
    At some point we took a sudden turn around a corner and she pushed open a barber’s door, dragging me inside. I was surprised!  
 
    “What are we doing here?” I asked, stepping backwards.  
 
    “Didn’t I tell you that you had to have a haircut?” she said charmingly and kept on pulling me.  
 
    The barber smiled at me and signalled for me to sit down on the chair.  
 
    “Your daughter is beautiful,” he said.  
 
    I gave him a look and didn’t answer, even though you could tell on Eve’s face her embarrassment after hearing the barber’s comment.  
 
    I indulged her once more and sat on the chair. The barber began cutting my hair and then to finish, he took the hair clippers to make it even shorter.  
 
    I looked at myself in the mirror and I was literally transforming into somebody else.  
 
    “A new man,” the barber commented.  
 
    I stood up and noticed that Eve was looking at me with a strange look. 
 
    “What? Isn’t it nice?” I asked, as I paid the barber and we went outside.  
 
    “With all the respect I have for you, sir…”  
 
    “We said not sir, only Jacques,” I interrupted her.  
 
    “Okay, Jacques. I’d like to tell you something but I don’t know how you’ll react.”  
 
    “Come on, tell me! I’ll take it just fine don’t worry.”  
 
    “I just wanted to say that you’re a very handsome man.”  
 
    “Yeah, right… I wouldn’t say I’m handsome, but thank you anyway,” I said, feeling somewhat uncomfortable with what she had said.  
 
    I didn’t let her know, but she made me feel like a small child who is happy to be flattered and complimented. She made me regain my confidence, which I had lost completely over the years.  
 
    We spent another fantastic evening, walking around, chatting and joking. I laughed a lot and I really needed it. We returned home refreshed and I, after many years, with short hair.  
 
    “Thank you for taking care of me and for letting me stay at your house.”  
 
    “No, I thank you for the moments you are sharing with me, little devil.”  
 
    “So, what are we going to do tonight?”  
 
    “Like what?”  
 
    “Do you like movies?” she asked happily.  
 
    “Even though I don’t watch television much, I enjoy good films. Why are you asking? Have you any suggestions?”  
 
    “Yes. I went to a video club this morning and rented two good, romantic films. If you want, we could watch them together.”  
 
    “I’d really like that. I’ll go upstairs to have a shower and I’ll be right back.”  
 
    As I was in the shower under the hot water and the steam, I was thinking of her face when she was having her intense orgasm and her groans of pleasure and I couldn’t control myself. I was aroused physically and mentally by the idea. I was trying to erase the image of her and think of something else, but I couldn’t. When I finished my shower, I put on a pair of casual tracksuit bottoms and went downstairs.  
 
    “Eve? Where are you?” I shouted. “Eve?” I cried out again.  
 
    “I’m coming,” she said from upstairs and came out her room. I saw her walking down the stairs wearing a short, pink nightgown.  
 
    “Eve, don’t you want to wear something more…”  
 
    “More? Tell me,” she asked naively and with innocence.  
 
    “Pyjamas, some trousers? So you feel more comfortable.”  
 
    “Jacques, I feel so comfortable around you, like you are my brother,” Eve replied innocently and unsuspectingly.  
 
    “Your brother? Good job you didn’t say like your father,” I said, laughing.  
 
    “Well, not my father. You look a lot younger than your age.”  
 
    “Thank you, but I’ve only known you for a week. I’m merely a stranger. Haven’t you thought that I could be dangerous or that I could want to take advantage of you?” I asked, trying to talk some sense into her. She began laughing.  
 
    “You? A dangerous man? I’ve asked all around the neighbourhood about you and they only had good things to say. All these years you haven’t created any problems and you have always been very discrete.”  
 
    “Yes, that is true. My whole life has been work and home.”  
 
    “Besides, you took me from the streets to protect me. How is it possible that you would want to harm me?”  
 
    “Harm you? No, for heaven sake.”  
 
    “You see… you are a great person. I can tell. As for my nightdress, I feel very comfortable. I don’t mind, except if it bothers you,” she responded.  
 
    “Me? No. Not at all,” I said. I was at a loss for a few seconds. I couldn’t explain to her the sick and violent fantasies that were overtaking me! Nor did I dare verbalize my previous wild erotic behaviour! With what she was wearing she turned me on and made me have forbidden and sexual thoughts. It hadn’t even occurred to her that my imagination could roam free and she thought that I could never look at her in an erotic way. She was a trusting girl and meant well. In her mind everything was harmless without any dangers or cruelty.  
 
    We played the DVD on the television and we started watching the film. I’d put a chilled bottle of wine on the table and I drank some during the film.  
 
    At some point she stood up and went in the kitchen. She took a glass and sat down to drink some wine with me.  
 
    “No…” I said, moving my finger from side to side. I grabbed the bottle from the table and placed it next to me.  
 
    “Come on. I’m not a baby, I’ve drunk wine before.” She pulled the bottle towards her.  
 
    “I shouldn’t let you because you aren’t eighteen and it’s not allowed.”  
 
    “Jacques, I think you are wrong. I’m not as young as you think,” she said with a grin and began filling her glass.  
 
    One glass led to another and she was beginning to get drunk. She seemed dizzy.  
 
    “Stop!” I said, trying to take the glass from her hands.  
 
    “Jacques! I’m seventeen years old and I am responsible for my actions. I’m not ten!”  
 
    I sat down again in my seat and continued watching the film. I didn’t respond to the young girl because she’d drunk plenty of wine and I couldn’t have a sensible conversation with her. But from the way she was speaking she looked like she meant everything she said.  
 
    “Do you like the film?” she asked after a while, looking sleepy and dizzy.  
 
    “The film is good, Eve, but you are drunk and I’m the one to blame for that,” I exclaimed, taking the empty bottle away from her.  
 
    “I really like you,” she whispered and started laughing, light-headedly.  
 
    “Eve, pull yourself together! You’ve had too much to drink. The best thing would be for you to go to your bedroom and go to sleep,” I said and nudged her to wake up and get up.  
 
    “Just a little while longer,” she whispered softly and stretched her legs, placing them on mine.  
 
    I had already started to feel uncomfortable. That young girl was driving me crazy with her casual and laid back manner.  
 
    Her nightgown was so short and by the way she had placed her legs on mine I could see her black, lacy underwear. I knew it was sick and irrational but I did it. It was impossible not to look and my eyes were distracted from the film and had focused on her!  
 
    I touched her slim calves with my palm. They were so smooth and soft that I could caress them for infinite hours and gaze at them. Not only that, she had stretched her arms behind her head and through her nightdress I could see outlined the shape of her hard and youthful nipples.  
 
    The erotic pose she had taken on the sofa combined with last night, made me fantasize and break out in a sweat. I stretched my arm to slightly touch her hard nipple! When my hand was a few centimetres above her breast, I withdrew it immediately! This couldn’t go on any longer and I stood up quietly from the sofa without her realizing. I went into the kitchen and poured a glass of cold water to pull myself together!  
 
    Going back into the living room, I saw her in an even more provocative pose! She was lying face down and her nightdress had ridden up a bit higher, revealing her firm and well-shaped buttocks, which were raised up. Perfection!  
 
    What a strange image! A young, sensitive girl, a tender teenager, who looks so humble and pure and at the same time an explosive woman! A wild girl with passion!  
 
    “What a contrasting and wonderful combination,” I whispered, gazing at her.  
 
    I opened the front door to go out and have a cigarette. The cold breeze cooled my sweaty face and I came to my senses!  
 
    I finished my ever so enjoyable cigarette and went inside to the living room. The film had ended and Eve was still in the same position.  
 
    “What careless positions do young girls take?” I whispered. “Hey… Eve… you fell asleep,” I said quietly but there was no response.  
 
    I kept nudging her and at some point she woke up. She lifted her head with her hair all tangled and she looked at me like puppies do.  
 
    “What happened?” she asked.  
 
    “You fell asleep that was what I’ve been trying to tell you all this time. Go upstairs to lie down.”  
 
    ‘Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t realize,” she said and before she got up from the sofa, she realized that her nightdress had ridden up so high that she touched her naked behind with her hand and got embarrassed!  
 
    I saw the way she sprung up with red cheeks, while pulling her nightdress down to cover her buttocks. She bit her lips nervously because of her awkward position and started going up the stairs towards her bedroom.  
 
    “Good night,” she said, as she continued tugging down her nightdress with both her hands.  
 
    “Good night, Eve.”  
 
    I wasn’t sleepy and I stayed down in the living room, reading my book. Two hours passed and I couldn’t stay awake any longer. I yawned from tiredness. It was definitely a sign of exhaustion and sleepiness.  
 
    Before I went to bed, I stood outside her bedroom door and pressed once more my ear against the door. This time there was absolute silence. No groans or erotic breathing, nothing.  
 
    The door was ajar and I couldn’t bear the curiosity. I pushed it slightly and managed to peep in the room.  
 
    She had tossed all the sheets on the floor and was sleeping wearing only her sexy underwear, revealing her slender and firm body, lying completely relaxed on the bed.  
 
    I shut the door and slapped my cheeks hard to bring myself around. I laid down on my soft mattress and cleared my mind from every thought I had, so I could fall asleep.  
 
    That night I had a dream of making love to her. I can’t say whether it was crazy or irrational but I can say with certainty that it was the best nightmare I had ever had.  
 
    The next day I didn’t have any important work to do. I just went down to the basement to take a look at some of my own work and then I went up to the living room so we could start the Italian lessons, which we had delayed already. 
 
      
 
    “Buon Giorno, Signorina Eve,” I said loudly. “Scedere!” I exclaimed again, shouting her to come downstairs.  
 
    “Good morning.” she whispered, coming out of her bedroom. “What’s the matter with you, talking like that first thing in the morning?” she asked from upstairs and began walking down the stairs with difficulty.  
 
    “Didn’t we say we would start Italian lessons?”  
 
    “Yes, we did. Please, let’s start tomorrow and not today.”  
 
    “No, sweetheart. Today…”  
 
    “Please, let us at least wake up first; have something to drink, go for a walk and then we can begin!” she said half asleep, letting her body drop down on the sofa.  
 
    “Your breakfast is waiting for you, as is your juice and we’ll have our walk after we have finished our lesson!”  
 
    “Okay…” she said, frowning.  
 
    “Bene!” I responded in Italian.  
 
    She was very clever and a quick learner. She took in the vocabulary very fast and the structure of the sentences from English to Italian.  
 
    We were sitting at the dining table, opposite each other and our first lesson was about the basics. The alphabet and some vocabulary. I teased her sometimes telling her that she had to repeat a sentence over and over again and she got angry. She threw the pen at me or whatever else she could find.  
 
    There were more than a few times when I asked her a question in Italian and she looked at me stupidly. I did it on purpose because I liked the cute way she reacted.  
 
    Many times she got up from the table intending to quit, but I caught up to her and dragged her back, sitting her down on her chair.  
 
    I hadn’t taught before and I didn’t know how, but it turns out there isn’t any specific way. The main thing is to come close to your students and figure out the way they think. Then you have won them over.  
 
    After an enjoyable two-hour lesson, we went for ice-cream like I had promised her.  
 
    We laughed a lot again. The little one was teasing me continually, blurting out nonsense words in Italian while we were walking.  
 
    Day by day, I became more alive and I was turning into the old happy and charming Jacques. I didn’t want this fairy tale, which I was living with her, to end and every day we were coming closer to each other.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The carnival weekend had finally arrived and I couldn’t wait to take her to see it up close up. She’d always wanted to go to Venice’s carnival as she’d told me repeatedly!  
 
    All the streets were like works of art! Lights everywhere, streamers scattered in the alleys and everybody was wandering around wearing masks and beautiful costumes that were reminiscent of medieval times.  
 
    These were the best days of the year in Venice…  
 
    As I was coming back from work to my house, I heard my phone ringing. I saw that my one and only companion was calling me. My young rebel!  
 
    “Hello,” I said as soon as I answered her call.  
 
    “In half an hour at St. Mark’s square.”  
 
    “What?”  
 
    “At St. Mark’s square, where the big carnival party is taking place. Bye!” she said abruptly.  
 
    “Hey, wait Eve…” I exclaimed, but it seemed like I was talking to myself since the reckless teenager had already put the phone down!  
 
    Standing in the middle of the road, I began smiling, still holding my phone in my hand. I was bewitched and a slave to her innocence. She was beginning to be a part of me.  
 
    Since the young lady hadn’t left me any choice, I left my things at home and went out to meet her as she had told me! Or rather as she had instructed me!  
 
    As I walked, I observed the crowd that seemed carefree and cheerful and you could tell this from the energy and enthusiasm that radiated from them.  
 
    When I arrived at St. Mark’s square, I was confronted by hundreds of people that were gathered there. 
 
      
 
    “Eve, how on earth are we going to find each other in this crowd?” I wondered, whispering softly and I called her on her mobile phone, which she had switched off, of course!  
 
    “Okay, little girl… I’ll play your game,” I said, having already taken the decision to wear a costume and lose myself in the crowd.  
 
    I went into a small shop and my attention was drawn to a mask that was half white and half black and came with a tall hat. I took them and walked towards the cashier.  
 
    “A very fine choice, sir,” the cashier said.  
 
    “Why is that?” I asked, pulling some money out to pay.  
 
    “This particular mask portrays the personality and our hidden self. It shows that every man has two sides. The good and the evil…”  
 
    I looked him in the eyes for a few seconds! I took the receipt and wore the mask.  
 
    “You are absolutely right…” I whispered and opened the shop door.  
 
    The cashier kept on staring at me with a strange look until I went out the shop. I glanced at him once more through the shop window and I was on my way.  
 
    After leaving the shop I took a deep breath and began walking through thousands of people, believing that I would find her!  
 
    Everyone was accidentally pushing me. There were so many people it was unbelievable, but I enjoyed the experience immensely after so many years.  
 
    As I was wandering along, having covered my face with the mysterious mask, a stranger, wearing a gold mask with feathers on his head, gave me his hand and waited for my reaction. It seemed like he wanted to invite me to dance. It wasn’t something unusual in Venice’s carnival. On the contrary, it was very common. It wasn’t the time for meeting new people and dancing. I had to find Eve and I gently pushed the stranger on the shoulder so I could pass through.  
 
    He stood in front of me and blocked my way! I tried to look past the mask at his eyes but it was dark and with the commotion that was going on I couldn’t tell who it was or what he looked like.  
 
    I touched the stranger’s hand and felt my heart pounding fast. From the slender fingers and the small silky palm, I could tell that it was a woman’s hand and its texture made me certain that I had touched it before!  
 
    “Good evening, Jacques…” the girl whispered in a young voice and my eyes immediately focused on her!  
 
    At that moment, the yellow light coming from the tall lamppost in the square shone on her bright blue eyes that were radiating with happiness!  
 
    “Eve?” I asked hesitantly.  
 
    “Yes, Jacques, it’s me…”  
 
    She found me! It’s impossible! Among thousands of people she managed to find me!  
 
    Dragging me to the centre of the square, we began dancing a superb tango that sounded from the square’s loudspeakers. My inhibitions and caution disappeared when I heard the song. I could dance the tango very well since it was my favourite dance!  
 
    She guided me with her steps and we continued to dance opposite each other, like we were two strangers that had met at the carnival.  
 
    I held her around her waist and pulled her closer to me. I pressed my face against her mask so I could see her, but she turned her head right so I wouldn’t look at her and kept on dancing passionately, drawing me in this sensual dance.  
 
    We danced surrounded by dozens of people who gave us room to let us show our skills in dancing. She turned swiftly and pressed her body against mine. She wrapped her leg around me and leaned backwards. I held her tight. Her head was nearly touching the floor! She then lifted herself onto the tips of her toes, coming closer to me.  
 
    “You can’t escape me, Jacques…” she whispered, gazing into my eyes through her golden mask! She did a charming pirouette, unravelling her body and returned to my arms. Suddenly, she freed her hands and stopped holding me! She looked at me and started running, lifting her long dress and signalling for me to follow her.  
 
    “Wait!”  
 
    I ran after her, pushing the people that were in the way so I could catch up to her. At some point I naturally lost sight of her! I had managed to push through the crowd in the square and found myself in a steep, dark alley a short distance away.  
 
    I took off my mask and looked around to find her. She was playing an exhausting but exciting game with me.  
 
    “Eve?” I shouted. Total silence. The voices and the music that were coming from the square could be barely heard.  
 
    All of a sudden, a black scarf appeared in front of my face and covered my eyes tightly.  
 
    “Who is it? Eve?” I exclaimed terrified and tried to move the scarf with my hand.  
 
    “Shhh… don’t be afraid. It’s me, Jacques,” the little one responded and put my hand down preventing me from taking the scarf off my eyes. I remained in the darkness. She led me, holding my hand and made me sit on a wooden bench.  
 
    “Is it necessary to be blindfolded?” I asked.  
 
    “It is…”  
 
    “How did you recognize me, you nuisance, in that crowd since I was wearing a mask?” She sat next to me and placed her legs on mine.  
 
    She reached out her hand and ran her fingers over my cheek, bringing her face closer to mine. I couldn’t see her but I felt her warm, youthful breath on my lips and my heart was pounding like never before!  
 
    “No… it’s not right!” she mumbled smiling and put her mask back on again and continued running.  
 
    “Wait!” I exclaimed, taking off the scarf and began running after her.  
 
    After our playful chase and the delightful dance, we arrived outside my house and I saw again her childlike and bright face smiling at me.  
 
    “Only the word ‘amazing’ could describe that day.”  
 
    “And for me, Jacques, it was an amazing experience. I really wanted to go to the carnival.”  
 
    “Where did you learn to dance so well?”  
 
    “I’ve loved dancing since I was very young and took ballet and tango lessons.”  
 
    “Eve?”  
 
    “Yes?”  
 
    “I’m alive because of you.”  
 
    “Excuse me?” she said, puzzled.  
 
    “I want you to know that you give me strength to keep on living and because of you I am alive again.”  
 
    “You are exaggerating, Jacques,” she said in a soft voice, giving me a sweet kiss on the cheek and said good night and went to her room.  
 
    My blond angel was the most precious thing I had in my life!  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Εight months had passed since the day I had met her and we felt more comfortable with each other and the little one didn’t keep a distance from me any longer. She felt more familiar and comfortable and clearly felt freer with me.  
 
    One beautiful summer evening, I returned home filled with joy, holding a colourful box!  
 
    “Hello, little one!” I exclaimed as I opened the door.  
 
    “Hi,” she said and got up from the sofa to embrace me!  
 
    “How are you?”  
 
    “What’s wrong? You don’t look very well.”  
 
    “Nothing…” she murmured.  
 
    “Happy Birthday!!!” I shouted out loud, giving her the box with the cake in it! Her expression changed at once! She transformed from dull and indifferent to happy and jolly! She grabbed the box from my hands and was acting like a small child that gets excited with presents.  
 
    “Thank you, thank you! You are great. You remembered me…” she said looking at me in the eyes.  
 
    “How could I forget my favourite girl’s birthday?”  
 
    “You are so kind…” she said. She put the cake on the table and came near me, giving me a tender hug. I felt her breasts pressed against me and her arms were wrapped around me so tight that I could hardly breathe.  
 
    “You are the best man I have ever met,” she said, looking into my eyes. I was lost in her blue eyes and gazed at her as if I was hypnotized.  
 
    She approached me somewhat threatening and with a swift move she held my head in her small hands and immobilized me so she could stare in my eyes. I didn’t know what she intended to do and she caused me great confusion and nervousness with her attitude.  
 
      
 
    She had a playful expression that overflowed with passion and she pressed hard her juicy lips on mine, sucking softly my bottom lip!  
 
    I felt my soul separating from my body! The feeling of the girl’s moist and juicy lips on mine was dreamy! She didn’t know how to kiss well but that was what attracted me most and what made me desire her.  
 
    She kissed in a very childish and awkward way. She was so voluptuous and had such passion in her that made even the simplest kiss feel like real heaven.  
 
    She didn’t stop there! With another movement she merged her lips with mine, this time hesitantly using the tip of her tongue, which gave me a pleasant tingling sensation.  
 
    I was in ecstasy and was drunk from her youthful taste but I couldn’t go on! Something inside me was telling me that, as much as I wanted, I couldn’t start a romantic adventure or relationship with such a young girl.  
 
    “Sweetheart, please…” I whispered in her ear and I lowered her hands from my face.  
 
    “You are right. I’m sorry, it was my mistake,” she mumbled and she picked up the cake from the table awkwardly, putting it down on the kitchen counter.  
 
    When she returned to the living room, her white cheeks had taken on a pale pink colour from shame and her eyes were downcast.  
 
    “Eve?”  
 
    “I know, Jacques! I’m an idiot. I’m stupid! It was silly of me,” she said, feeling angry at what she had done.  
 
    “No, no, I didn’t mean that, little one…”  
 
    Inside me I was thinking that I wanted her like nothing else in my life! I would die only to hold her tight in my arms and hear her shouting out in pleasure! To feel her warm and pure body move on mine with an intense, frantic rhythm and  
 
    unrelenting tension! To kiss her soft lips for hours and touch every inch of her body. But it was impossible! With this particular girl it was different! I was unable to fulfil my impure desires! I couldn’t act on my vile pervasion with her! She was an angel!  
 
    I stood up and gave her a regular kiss on the cheek, embracing her casually. I walked to the kitchen to calm myself, crying silently. I didn’t want her to notice. I didn’t want her to see me cry! I was a sick man and dangerous for her! For any human being that came near me, I felt like a wild animal isolated and hidden in its cave. On the other hand, I couldn’t send her away from me. I wanted her near me, next to me.  
 
    I splashed plenty of cold water on my face and I tried to change the uncomfortable atmosphere that was lingering between the two of us. I came out the kitchen and began singing ‘happy birthday’, holding the cake in my hands and I headed towards the living room. I instantly saw her beautiful lips form an incredible smile.  
 
    I lit all eighteen candles on the cake and I waited for her to stand up and blow them out.  
 
    “Before you blow them out, make a wish,” I reminded her.  
 
    She fixed her eyes on me and after smiling with satisfaction, she took a deep breath and blew out all the candles at once.  
 
    “Thank you again,” she said, looking with sadness at the candles, which were smoking slightly. She was probably still thinking of the kiss she had given me and was feeling a bit annoyed, I thought.  
 
    We had already forgotten about the sudden kiss or rather we were pretending that we had forgotten about it and we started greedily eating our chocolate cake.  
 
    “Very tasty,” I said.  
 
    “Yes, chocolate cake is my favourite,” she said, putting another piece in her mouth.  
 
    Her lips were covered with bits of dark chocolate. I reached out to clean them with my fingers using gentle movements. They were so soft and tender that I kept on stroking them even though I had cleaned all the chocolate from them.  
 
    She was laughing and pressing her lips together playfully. As soon as I took my hand away, she used the tip of her tongue to lick round them to make sure I had completely cleaned them. She was one of a kind!  
 
    “And because you can’t have a birthday without presents, I would like you to stand up.”  
 
    “Jacques, what are you saying?” she said, with the spoon still in her mouth.  
 
    “Come on, stand up,” I instructed her, pulling her by her hand.  
 
    The unsuspecting teenager looked confused and she didn’t know what I was trying to do.  
 
    “Regalo,” I said in Italian and took out a maroon box from my jacket.  
 
    “Jacques, what have you gone and bought?” she shook her head.  
 
    I came close to her and as soon as I was in front of her, I made a sudden turn and stood behind her.  
 
    She stood still, waiting for what would happen next, until a brilliant platinum necklace lightly cooled her warm, slender neck.  
 
    I placed my hands over her head and I fastened the beautiful jewellery, slightly touching her elegant back. 
 
    I chose a simple, plain one and not too fancy because I knew what she liked. I brought a small mirror so she could see it on herself.  
 
    Her eyes popped and raising her eyebrows she whispered the word: “Amazing.”  
 
    “Are you sure? Tell me the truth. If you don’t like it, you can change it.”  
 
    “Amazing,” she exclaimed again, and made a move to kiss me on the cheek but at the last minute she backed down. We both remembered the unexpected kiss and took a step back so we wouldn’t be tempted to give any more kisses that could create more problems.  
 
    “Wait a minute!” I added, walking towards the kitchen.  
 
    “What?” she asked puzzled.  
 
    “Wait!” I shouted from the kitchen and returned to the living room holding a bottle of champagne in one hand and in the other, two tall glasses.  
 
    “Champagne as well?” she smiled.  
 
    “Of course. Today I will allow you to drink a glass because it’s your birthday,” I said and began shaking the champagne.  
 
    “No, don’t shake it; you’ll make a mess,” she cried out, closing her ears and eyes.  
 
    The cork popped out of the bottle and flew off with great speed, hitting the ceiling and ended up on the floor. The rich froth began to spill on the floor like a waterfall.  
 
    It didn’t bother me that the champagne had made a mess of the living room, I only wanted to see her happy and I thought I had accomplished it.  
 
    “Jacques, you are so nice. I’m speechless.”  
 
    “Take care of yourself and always be happy,” I exclaimed, pouring some champagne in our glasses. 
 
    We clinked our glasses and began drinking the champagne as though it was water! I put some loud rock music on the CD player and soon a second bottle followed!  
 
    She had drunk almost three glasses. Not only because I forbade her but because she didn’t want to drink any more either. After our small party, we were numb and were in a state of nirvana. I was half on the sofa and half on the floor and the little one was lying on her back on a warm white carpet that dominated the room.  
 
    “Jacques?” she asked, softly.  
 
    “Tell me!”  
 
    “After two hundred and forty-three full days how does it seem to you having me here?”  
 
    “Are you counting them?”  
 
    “One by one. Every day since I met you,” she replied, fixing her eyes on me.  
 
    “You brought me to life again Eve! Honestly, I’m living unforgettable moments.”  
 
    “And when the time comes for me to leave?”  
 
    “Don’t say that… that time will never come! When it comes, we’ll talk about it,” I said, stretching my back sitting up.  
 
    “I don’t want to…”  
 
    “What don’t you want, my little Eve?”  
 
    “I don’t want to leave,” she said with certainty.  
 
    I noticed that from her eyes, tears of melancholy had started to well up.  
 
    “You won’t leave, my little one. We’ll stay together and for as long as I live, I will take care of you.” I moved closer to her.  
 
    “No, you don’t understand.”  
 
    “What don’t I understand?”  
 
    “I don’t want to leave, and not because you are protecting me and taking care of me.”  
 
    “But why?” I asked, mystified.  
 
    “Because… Oh, let it go.”  
 
    “No, I’m not letting it go. I want you to tell me.”  
 
    “I can’t tell you. It’s too hard for me.”  
 
    “I’m waiting, tell me why…”  
 
    “I can’t…”  
 
    “Say it!”  
 
    “Because I’m in love with you, Jacques!” she said, embarrassed!  
 
    Her pale face was covered with tears, which she kept on wiping with her small hands.  
 
    I looked at her speechless. Wordless. Without being able to tell her that I felt the same way.  
 
    I was in a very difficult position. With no way out!  
 
    She started crying and her blue eyes had turned red from nervousness and distress. After she saw me looking at her without having answered, she got up from the carpet and began running towards her bedroom.  
 
    “Eve?” I cried out but the only answer I got was the loud thud of the door.  
 
    I desired her passionately, I fell in love with her from the first moment I saw her and I was suppressing my feelings so I wouldn’t reveal them to her.  
 
    We had spent eight months together… the best months of my life.  
 
    This young and vibrant girl had given me unbelievable moments of happiness and joy, bringing back to the surface my good mood after many years.  
 
    For two hundred and forty-three days my love for her was controlling me without me being able to express my feelings because she was just a young girl. A very young girl who could be my daughter!  
 
    I craved for the idea of touching her pure and virginal body and I would die for another kiss from those fresh and youthful lips!  
 
    All of this, though, remained in my dreams because of my age. Pursuing something with her wouldn’t be logical or moral.  
 
    Besides that, I loved her and wanted her to be happy. If she stayed with me she wouldn’t be. I could never give her what she needed. I could never give her the life she wanted or anything more. My everyday routine was miserable and meaningless. I found my happiness in my dark basement and on my sofa. These four walls and the paintbrush in my hand were the only things that gave meaning to my existence. I couldn’t make her live with me like that. However much I desired her, however much I was in love with her, it was impossible for us to be together.  
 
    ‘Time… why should it pass so quickly? Time saddens us but it also makes us happy. It takes a man deep down into hell and fails to resurrect him! It is a healer though. The best healer that makes us forget bad memories filled with poison,’ I whispered, emptying the second bottle in my glass.  
 
    The night found me lying on the sofa with two empty bottles of champagne on the floor, two small plates with left over cake on the table and Niki in her small hiding place in a tiny part of the garden behind the kitchen.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Αt the crack of dawn, the sun shone on my face through the tall, narrow windows waking me up.  
 
    I jumped up. Troubled. I couldn’t remember how I ended up sleeping in the living room. I looked at my watch and it showed 6:17.  
 
    My head was banging from last night’s drinking.  
 
    ‘It’s too early…’ I murmured and stood up to pick up the plates.  
 
    As I was about to pick them up, I noticed that the plates were no longer in the living room. Neither were the bottles of champagne. I opened my eyes wide and the floor was shining as if someone had mopped it. There was no sign of the split champagne on it.  
 
    “Eve?” I exclaimed quietly, so I wouldn’t wake her.  
 
    She had tidied up everywhere. She had cleaned, mopped and washed the dishes while I was still dizzy and sleeping!  
 
    I went up the stairs and headed towards her room so I could thank her for what she had done. I had in mind an idea that would change my life dramatically! Today, I would take her on a ride in a gondola and I would probably tell her that I was in love with her too; I didn’t care about my age… I didn’t care at all. I defy time. I would declare my love and tell her that I can’t live without having her near me. I can’t suppress my feelings any more. My heart wouldn’t let me act any other way. I would die for her!  
 
    I knocked gently on her bedroom door but there was no answer. It was very early in the morning and it was natural that she would still be sleeping, I thought.  
 
    I turned the doorknob quietly and as I opened the door, I was confronted with an empty room! It was exactly as it was when I had bought the house!  
 
    Where are her clothes? Where is the untidiness that was prominent? Where is her scent? Where is Eve? I wondered. 
 
      
 
    “Eve? Eve?” I yelled like crazy and I pushed the door hard.  
 
    I was acting like a madman! I began pulling the covers off the bed and throwing things on the floor, overwhelmed with anger.  
 
    As I was wandering in the room, searching for my young companion, an envelope caught my attention addressed ‘To the man of my life.’  
 
    My hands were shaking from nervousness. I held the envelope tightly and opened it, ripping it at the side and began reading carefully:  
 
    «Jacques,  
 
    You are the best man I have ever met in my life. I really had a great time living with you all these months. You are unique and special and I thank you for everything. I owe you my life for all the things you did for me. If it wasn’t for you, I don’t know where I would be now.  
 
    Lately, I couldn’t look at you as someone older, who took care of me, nor like a guardian because I had started to feel differently about you. I had lost control over my feelings and began to fall in love with you! I couldn’t control my mind and my heart was racing, ready to explode every time we hugged. This feeling is so intense. I hadn’t felt like that before and I can’t expel it from inside me!  
 
    As for the kiss, forgive me, but I really wanted it. I needed it and I haven’t regretted it, not for a second. It was probably the best and most impulsive moment that I have ever experienced.  
 
    I know… you’ll say that I am young and I don’t know what I’m doing but it’s not like that. Only you existed in my thoughts and my imagination and no one else. I had even planned our future in Venice in my mind. Together in the house with our routine. Me, a photographer and you, a brilliant art restorer and a writer one day, you never know… you always enjoyed writing your thoughts down on a piece of paper. Never say never! 
 
    I know your answer! There is difference between us. A big age difference! Unfortunately, it’s taboo and it can’t be overcome.  
 
    I am younger than you and you are twice my age. It’s heart-breaking, but what can I do? Suppress and bury all the feelings that I have for you? No! I can’t do that! I’m telling you the truth now and I confess that I’m extremely in love with you and for that reason I don’t want to cause you any problems, so I made the decision to leave your life…  
 
    It’s harder for me, but you see, we all face what we ‘must’ do… I hope you can make room in your heart for me and not forget about me.  
 
    Goodbye Jacques, and I wish you all the happiness and joy.  
 
    I love you,  
 
    Your young rebel…» 
 
      
 
    ‘No, no… Please don’t leave’ I said to myself, as I sat on the floor overwhelmed by tears of disappointment!  
 
    ‘Eve come back!’ I cried out, holding in my clenched fist the screwed up bitter letter she had written.  
 
    ‘I should have told her sooner; I should have poured out my heart to her. I wanted her as well and I’m in love with her,’ I mumbled, sobbing.  
 
    All day I remained curled up on her bedroom carpet and I wept with bitterness and grief.  
 
    The time had passed. It was late in the evening and I felt an inexplicable hatred and anger towards myself! I stood up and began walking from the bedroom down into the dark cellar full of rage and temper!  
 
    Going inside, I approached the large wooden bookcase and looked at it as if it was my biggest enemy! I pushed it down on the floor with great force, leaving the basement in a great mess.  
 
    After many years, I confronted again the white sheet that was covering the mysterious portrait. 
 
    It was quietly shouting at me, ‘Go away…!’ I shouldn’t’ have gone near it and I knew that. But I couldn’t resist. I began hysterically unravelling it like a maniac, until I came face to face after a long time with the portrait that depicted my first love… Eve!  
 
    All my muscles relaxed from the tension. The hatred disappeared from my face and after taking a deep breath, I propped up it opposite me and I stared at its perfection, giving it my full attention.  
 
    ‘Don’t you leave as well…’ I whispered, touching the painting with my fingers. Depression, sorrow and sadness had overtaken me, unable to defend myself against my bad mood.  
 
    I went up to the living room, wore my jacket and put my warm cap on and began to walk around the streets in case I met her somewhere!  
 
    I walked fast, frowning, so I could prevent the tears coming up to the surface. I couldn’t make it! Within a few minutes down the road, I felt my cheeks cool from my tears that burst from my eyes in a continuous flow, like water in a spring.  
 
    My breathing increased rapidly and I stopped a little further down, leaning against a street column so I could take deeper breaths. I kept on searching for quite a while but with no result. I couldn’t find her anywhere. I looked even in the most absurd places within the area but my Eve was nowhere to be found.  
 
    I desired her like nothing else in this world and I would have given everything to see her pretty smile.  
 
    ‘I love you Eve…’ I whispered all alone in the middle of the street.  
 
    “Look at that mad man!” I heard a male voice and giggling from a bunch of youths that were watching me talking to myself.  
 
    They kept on mocking me and swearing at me, calling me crazy, dumb and other many similar names…  
 
    I was outraged! I snapped! I began walking quickly towards the unknown gang and saw them scatter instantly! There was only the apparent leader of the gang left, the most daring and he was looking at me with a smirk on his face. The rest of them were watching from a safe distance.  
 
    “What do you want, old man?” he asked me.  
 
    I was standing in front of him with a dangerous look and a good dose of craziness!  
 
    “Go, leave now and keep on talking about your Eve!” he continued saying mockingly! When I heard Eve’s name, I swiftly reached out and grabbed his ear, nearly ripping it off his head! He was swearing and sobbing, having surrendered in my murderous hands! I couldn’t let go of him. I didn’t want to! I was in a frenzy! Shouts and screams were heard from the rest of them yelling at me to stop. I threw him down and stood on his hand with my heavy, muddy boots! He was in pain and was begging me to stop! I wasn’t listening! I could only hear my disturbed mind…  
 
    The young boy’s eyes were ready to pop out from their sockets from the panic and fear he was experiencing!  
 
    “You shouldn’t talk like that you know?” I shrieked, not caring about anything.  
 
    “Yes! Yes. I’m sorry!” he kept on crying.  
 
    His friends didn’t come near us. They were terrified and they were threatening that they would call the police.  
 
    His lips were soaked with tears. He was keeping his eyes shut so he couldn’t see. He wouldn’t look at me since he didn’t know what my next move would be!  
 
    In my mind, I had plotted the most extreme murderous scenarios so I could punish him. Scenarios that you could only find in horror films! In the end, I didn’t hurt him. I stood up and left him in the middle of the road!  
 
    He remained with his eyes closed and with his heart pounding. I removed my boot from his bruised hand and began running in the dark alleyways, like I was being hunted! His friends ran to him and were shouting from a distance that they would find me and I would go to prison!  
 
    ‘Thank goodness I didn’t kill him! I was so close… oh God, thank you,’ I said to myself, taking the road back to my house.  
 
    I returned a wreck and very tired after three excruciating hours. Walking in my empty and lonely house, I stood for a while in the entrance staring at the living room, thinking about how the two of us would live in this city, in this house… together.  
 
    ‘Where is her energy? Where is the immense happiness she brought to this house? Her sweet voice and her unforgettable youthful scent,’ I wondered.  
 
    The more I was thinking of her, the more my grief became stronger and it had literally taken over me. I kneeled on the cold floor and stayed there with my head bowed, exhausted by my thoughts and ideas!  
 
    I held in my hand a small photograph that we had taken together and I smiled slightly, taking a brief moment from my sorrow.  
 
    Every day I had been gazing at the same photograph that was taken on one of our wonderful walks. I had a smudge of chocolate on my cheek and she was sitting next to me, supposedly not having noticed, with a cheeky smile and holding an ice-cream cone in her hand.  
 
    My favourite photograph! I put it in my wallet and began walking up to the bathroom dragging my feet! I took off my clothes with slow movements and went in the shower. I turned on the cold water! All my body was freezing. I was shaking from hypothermia. Without drying myself with a towel, I headed towards the bedroom and lied wet and almost unconscious on the bed.  
 
    I opened my eyes from the lethargy that had overcome me and another day had gone by. The sun was setting, adding more sadness to the scenery. I hadn’t realized how many hours I’d been sleeping; I had lost track of time.  
 
    I wasn’t going to sit around doing nothing and I got ready to go and look for her again for a second consecutive day.  
 
    I was wandering for hours around the streets and canals of Venice, feeling certain that at some point I would come across her fresh face; all alone, lost and so young! She would be confronted by many dangers. So vulnerable and sensitive that she won’t make it, I thought…  
 
    After quite a while, I sat on the pavement out of breath from walking and I was thinking were she could have gone! I was racking my brain to find her and to bring back to me!  
 
    I was possessed by panic and worry for the defenceless girl that had so unexpectedly shown up in my life!  
 
    My efforts to find her turned out to be fruitless once more. I returned home and stood again at my front door, not being able to comprehend that she had left me so suddenly.  
 
    ‘Why, baby? Why did you do this?’ I muttered to myself and sat on the sofa with tears in my eyes, staring into space. I couldn’t stand sitting idle inside, while my love was probably having a hard time in difficult conditions.  
 
    The large hands on the clock were pointing at four o’clock in the early hours and I was worried sick. I was tapping my foot nervously on the floor and was biting my fingernails from anxiety.  
 
    After a while, I stood up and opened the kitchen cupboard and grabbed a bottle of whisky! In the morning, the bottle was empty and with it, I was as well! I was empty, hollow and deserted without the smiles and liveliness of my young girl. I hadn’t slept not even for a second and the next morning I had arranged a very important meeting about a significant job that would bring me a lot of money. I cancelled it! I cancelled that very important meeting, losing around ten thousand euro and I kept on looking for her everywhere! Over and under bridges, in narrow and dark alleys, in every street even those that were a great distance away from my house.  
 
    ‘Nothing’ I whispered, clenching my teeth.  
 
    My eyes were watering, preparing to unleash my tears of frustration for the millionth time!  
 
    The days that followed had exactly the same intensity and depressing atmosphere as that evening when she abandoned me and left!  
 
    I left no stone unturned so I could see her again. I asked the neighbours, Luciano the grocer, everybody! Every day I took long walks in case I could spot her somewhere. My efforts and attempts were all in vain. My little angel had disappeared! Maybe she had left the country, even though it would be very hard for a girl of her age and she didn’t know anyone and didn’t have any relatives! I was in despair!  
 
    Time went by and my life was passing exactly as it did before I had met her. Miserable routine, work in my atelier in the basement and locked inside those four walls with my loneliness…  
 
    Four months had passed and I hadn’t seen her anywhere. My condition had started to get worse. I couldn’t work properly and I was losing my clients day by day! I had lost my sense of humour and I was destroying myself, neglecting myself, letting myself go.  
 
    My hair had grown so long that it was covering the back of my neck, while my face was hidden behind a thick moustache and a long beard. I looked pale and tired and I uttered hardly any words and when I did, it took a great effort.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Οne beautiful dusk, as the sun was beginning to sink into the sea and was hiding behind the bridge, I was coming back from work, miserable as always.  
 
    I unlocked the door and for the first time since I set foot in Venice I felt like I was suffocating inside the house and I wanted to breathe some fresh air.  
 
    A little further down there was a bar that looked like an Irish pub and I decided to go and drink something strong, since the cold outside was unbearable! Gloves, cap, thick coat and cigarettes were all I needed. I began walking towards the pub.  
 
    As I walked in the bar, I saw strange faces. Dubious faces. Lonely drunk men laughing and drinking their liquor, coarsely teasing the waitresses. Older men playing dice, crudely swearing and the prostitutes were giving their own show on stage.  
 
    That scene didn’t suit me, nor were such places my style, but I had to get out the house today. I couldn’t stand to stay locked inside with my thoughts torturing me at every level. I sat at the bar and ordered a drink.  
 
    “A double whiskey on the rocks.”  
 
    The bartender nodded and went to bring my drink.  
 
    “There you are,” he said after a few seconds, serving me my whiskey.  
 
    “Thank you.”  
 
    I touched the edge of the glass with my lips and took a bitter taste from the strong liquor. Pure alcohol. It was adulterated.  
 
    The whiskey combined with the noise that was prominent in that awful place made me feel unpleasant. Holding the glass in my hand I went outside the pub to have a cigarette.  
 
    I wandered off; with my cigarette and my drink in those godforsaken streets, realizing that I was the only one there. I knew that particular area and I can’t say it was one of the finest ones. On the contrary, it was well known for being a rough neighbourhood and not that safe for someone to be walking alone.  
 
    Passing under a huge stone arch at the end of a narrow street that led to the sea, a figure began to appear, sitting down on the flags stones, crouched and covered with a blanket. Somewhat scary I’d say.  
 
    I stood for a second uneasy. I thought that I should probably go another way but in the end I kept on my course. I didn’t consider that it was someone dangerous. Just a beggar. A tramp.  
 
    As soon as the stranger realized that I was approaching, he put his hand out asking for money, muttering.  
 
    I immediately put my hand in my pocket and took out some coins to give him. For me it was nothing, but for him, in the cold and dampness, it was everything. I gave him a few coins in his hand and I went on my way.  
 
    “Thank you…” a sweet and terrified woman’s voice said.  
 
    At the sound of that voice I stood still, curious, with my cigarette in my mouth and my back turned to the beggar. I didn’t expect to hear a woman’s voice coming from a person that lived in such an awful condition and I felt sorry for her.  
 
    It was a dark place, not even my shadow could be distinguished in that small tunnel. I turned round and went near her to give her some more money.  
 
    Her head was ducked under the blanket protecting it from the cold. I reached out, pulling the blanket away from her and uncovered her!  
 
    “What’s your name?” I asked, bending over her.  
 
    The girl lifted her tired eyes and with dread I was confronted by Eve’s eyes! She was in a very bad state. Ready to collapse!  
 
    The cigarette that was hanging from my lips, fell on the ground. The glass I was holding, fell from my hands! The broken glass shattered everywhere and the cobble road was soaked with the whiskey that trickled between the grooves.  
 
    I looked at her closer to make sure it was her!  
 
    “Eve?” I asked hesitantly and I begged that it wasn’t my Eve. I honestly prayed that I was wrong…  
 
    “You look good with the beard, Jacques…” she replied.  
 
    Tears welled up in my eyes with mixed feelings of sadness and anger.  
 
    “What’s going on? What are you doing here?” I asked. My hands trembled from shock. I was upset when I saw her lying beneath those dirty blankets, as if she was some kind of animal.  
 
    “Can’t you see what I’m doing?” she replied sharply. In a way she never used to talk.  
 
    “What have you got yourself into?” I said with sadness, stroking her cheeks softly.  
 
    She made a sudden move, turning her head the other way. She didn’t want me to touch her or even go near her. Her attitude alarmed me. Bizarre!  
 
    At some point our eyes met. Her blue eyes were fixed on mine with a frozen look. She remained still and looked at me scared with the same innocence she always had.  
 
    “You were right.”  
 
    “What are you saying, love? I was right about what?”  
 
    “Everything!”  
 
    “What do you mean? Talk to me.”  
 
    “I messed up, sir…” she whispered and began crying like an innocent child.  
 
    “That’s obvious, little one. You’re in trouble, but how? Explain it to me, please. You disappeared with no warning, I was looking for you, day and night to bring you back. Not even your mobile phone was working!” I said complaining and went near her and sat next to her on the cold road.  
 
    I wrapped my arm around her and held her in my arms to keep her warm.  
 
    “Only you loved me. I know that what I did was wrong. I trusted the wrong man, Jacques,” she said and cuddled up even more in my arms.  
 
    “Who did you trust, love? Tell me.”  
 
    “I managed to get away.”  
 
    “Where from?”  
 
    “From Venice.”  
 
    “How?”  
 
    “By train to Rome.”  
 
    “Rome? What were you doing there?”  
 
    “The guy I was renting the apartment from in Venice…” she said, scowling.  
 
    “What happened with him?”  
 
    “He blackmailed me!”  
 
    “How?”  
 
    “He said that he would call the police to come for me if I didn’t work at his bar in Rome and that was what I did. I had run out of money and I didn’t even have enough to buy something to eat! I had no other choice! Besides, I was afraid of the police and he took advantage of me.”  
 
    “And why didn’t you come to me, my love?”  
 
    “You think I didn’t try? He wouldn’t let me leave the apartment and he made me work in his bar against my will.”  
 
    “So?”  
 
    “I worked there for a few days, surrounded by disgusting and perverted men.”  
 
    “Did they harm you?” I asked, angrily.  
 
    “No, no, they didn’t. But they spoke in a filthy and sickening way, but what could I do?” 
 
    “Damn it, I’d warned you to be careful. You should have come straight to me,” I said, holding her tightly.  
 
    “I couldn’t. I’d tried to get away and come to you many times. I missed you and I yearn for you but he had people watching me all the time. Guards! They beat me up and carried me back to the apartment!”  
 
    “Low lives.” I said, full of anger!  
 
    “He had taken my passport and was forcing me to stay in the apartment and at the bar. I had no other choice.”  
 
    “And how did you get here?”  
 
    “Jacques, have you any money?” she was looking at me with those red, tearful eyes, changing the subject.  
 
    “Money? I have but I’ll give you some only if you come with me.”  
 
    “No.”  
 
    “No?”  
 
    “I can’t come with you. You’d better leave,” she murmured.  
 
    “Leave? No way my love. I’m not letting you go now that I found you! Do you know what I went through to see your beautiful eyes again?”  
 
    “I didn’t want to be a burden.”  
 
    “What are you talking about, my little one. It’s my fault.”  
 
    “I thought you didn’t want me… you told me to leave and I thought I was causing you harm.”  
 
    “My mistake. I didn’t want to tell you to leave. Only with you, did my life matter. From the moment you left I fell apart! I wandered the streets hoping that I could hold you in my arms again. I searched the whole city so I could find you and now you’re telling me to let you go?”  
 
    “No, you don’t understand!” she replied, lowering her head.  
 
    “Understand what? Tell me.” 
 
    “I have to go!”  
 
    “Good. Let’s go together to my house like we used to. We’ll be together like before. Nothing is going to change.”  
 
    “I can’t!”  
 
    “Why?”  
 
    “I have to find money now, Jacques!” she said, begging me.  
 
    “Why can’t you explain Eve?” I cried out, sharply.  
 
    “It’s not all pretty as you want it to be! So much has changed.”  
 
    “What’s changed, baby? Why do you need the money?”  
 
    “I need it!”  
 
    “Why?” I yelled!  
 
    “I have to get my fix! Are you happy now?” she replied, clenching my jacket with her thin fingers, with all the strength she had left.  
 
    I was astounded! My jaw dropped and I was gasping for breath. I breathed out creating a mist in the cold air. I shut my eyes and rested my head on the stone wall. I sat motionless without being able to utter a word. I was shocked with her answer and stood still and silent for a few seconds.  
 
    “What did you say?” I whispered. I was starting to get scared.  
 
    “Go away, Jacques. I can’t be with you. Nothing can be the same anymore,” she responded.  
 
    I immediately lifted up her long sleeves that were covering her beautiful arms and was faced with the horror!  
 
    Her once white and soft arms were filled with bruises and surface puncture marks.  
 
    “What have you done, Eve? Why, my love?” I cried out, shaking her by the shoulders.  
 
    “No, Jacques. Please, don’t yell at me. I can’t take it!”  
 
    “Why sweetheart?” I kept on saying.  
 
    “They made me!” she answered, crying.  
 
    “They made you?”  
 
    “Please, calm down. At first I didn’t want to take any and they kept telling me that I would feel great, freer and with no worries… then they became more ruthless and after using me to carry drugs from Venice to Rome they tossed me on the streets,” she said softly.  
 
    “No! It can’t be happening. Tell me that you are joking. Baby, I can’t leave you here. I can’t!” I stood up.  
 
    “They used me as a drug carrier. Nobody would suspect a young girl of carrying drugs on a train. I was above suspicion and they took advantage of me.”  
 
    “A drug carrier? Drugs? What am I hearing? Oh, God! You have to come. You have to come with me,” I said, keeping my eyes shut and with my hand I held my head so I could pull myself together.  
 
    “I can’t leave, Jacques, I have to find money for my fix. I beg you,” the little one said, shivering. Her whole body was trembling.  
 
    She kept on pleading to leave her alone and go. She didn’t want me to see her in that state. She felt embarrassed and shameful. Within four months she had managed to fall into the hands of drug dealers and they ruined her! They turned her into a wreck. From the sweet creature that she was, she ended up grovelling in the streets searching for a fix! Unthinkable!  
 
    “Get up!” I stood in front of her.  
 
    “I told you… I can’t stand it. Go!” she shouted.  
 
    “Do you love me?” I asked her, looking into her eyes.  
 
    “Excuse me?”  
 
    “Do you love me?”  
 
    “Jacques, don’t make it any harder.”  
 
    “Tell me!” 
 
    “You know that I was, I am and I will always be in love with you! I love you. A lot…” she said, wiping her eyes with her blanket.  
 
    “I love you too.”  
 
    “Do you mean it?”  
 
    “You can’t imagine how much. That was what I wanted to tell you a while ago and not under these circumstances but I’ve no other choice. I love you and I won’t let anything bad happen to you.”  
 
    “If you love me, please leave! It’s the best thing you can do for me.”  
 
    “My love, stand up,” I instructed her, calmly.  
 
    “Don’t call me, your love. I don’t deserve it,” she mumbled.  
 
    “You deserve it more than you think.”  
 
    “No. Don’t say that. Look at me! I’m pathetic. I’m ashamed that I’m still alive.”  
 
    “Don’t say that again! I don’t want to listen to such nonsense! You are the rarest girl alive!”  
 
    “Jacques, don’t you understand that if I don’t get my fix I will die?” she said, looking into my eyes.  
 
    “I’ll take you home and we’ll talk about everything.”  
 
    “In my situation, talking won’t solve anything.”  
 
    “Alright.”  
 
    “Alright, what?”  
 
    “I’ll give you money for your drugs!” I said, breathing heavily.  
 
    “What?” she asked, surprised.  
 
    “You heard.”  
 
    “I thought that you’d tell me off. You’d yell at me for getting in trouble…”  
 
    “And what do you want me to do, Eve? Let you die like a dog in the street? No way.”  
 
    “You are so kind… thank you. Honestly, I’m ashamed of myself.”  
 
    “This has to stop. You will die!”  
 
    “I know, but I can’t do anything. I’m only asking for some money.”  
 
    “Only if you promise me to come and stay with me.”  
 
    She nodded and craving, she looked at my pockets! I took out two hundred euro, it was all I had on me and gave it to her. She grabbed it as if it was a rare treasure and gave me a big hug.  
 
    “I’ll wait for you here.”  
 
    “Okay…” she exclaimed and began walking by herself to meet the dealer of death.  
 
    There was no way I would let her go on her own in the condition she was in so I followed her secretly, walking behind her. She passed though dark alleys and derelict houses that induced fear. Even I was feeling terrified, let alone a girl. She then headed towards a small, old house with broken roof tiles and she waited outside the door until they opened it. I was standing a little further away.  
 
    The door opened. A fat arm with a gold chain on the wrist appeared suddenly, making a gesture for her to come near. She approached him afraid, she reached the entrance and showed him the money she was holding. A fat, bald guy with a black moustache came out and looked around making sure no one was watching. I was hiding behind the bridge’s arch and I observed ready to jump him in case he attempted to hurt her.  
 
    She gave him the money and he threw at her from the door a small plastic bag, which I couldn’t make out whether it was coke or heroin.  
 
    She put the small plastic bag inside her jacket so she wouldn’t be conspicuous and left in the opposite direction, thinking that she could avoid me and trick me! Did she really think that she could get away for me that easy!  
 
    She was walking all alone, holding her jacket tightly. She looked like a thief that didn’t want to be detected.  
 
    “Come here!” I shouted and grabbed her from the waist, taking her into my arms. I dragged her with me.  
 
    “Let me go!” she screamed.  
 
    “Don’t shout!”  
 
    “Please, put me down,” Eve begged, hitting me on the chest.  
 
    No matter how hard she tried, how much she squirmed, I wouldn’t abandon her and see her one day dead in a dark alley.  
 
    “We are going to go to my house or rather our house from now on.” I told her without giving her a choice. She kept on hitting me weakly, screaming and pleading to let her go. Fortunately, no one had seen us in the street because they would have called the police to take us in for sure.  
 
    Reaching the house, I let her down and unlocked the door.  
 
    Weary and completely addicted as she was, as soon as she looked at the house after four months she started weeping emotionally.  
 
    She hugged me and kissed me on my cheek with her dirty lips, leaving a slight grey mark on my face.  
 
    “Why did you walk away from me?” I asked her, feeling that she had let me down.  
 
    “I didn’t walk away…”  
 
    “I saw you! You secretly walked in the opposite direction. Do you want to leave and never see me again? I’m asking you! Answer me!”  
 
    She didn’t speak. “There you are. You’re free. Go!” I told her, holding the door open.  
 
    She was standing outside the house with her hands crossed and didn’t leave.  
 
    “Come in!” I said angrily.  
 
    “Thank you, Jacques.” She ran to the sofa, taking out the small plastic bag from inside her jacket.  
 
    “Baby, stop! Stop!” I exclaimed, grabbing her arm from the elbow.  
 
    She looked at me with an innocent look and whispered: “I can’t help myself… I’m sorry!”  
 
    She went into the kitchen to bring all the necessary equipment that would lead her to certain death.  
 
    I remained standing and looked at her sweating and shaking! I couldn’t believe that this sweet girl, who had so much energy inside her, so much life, would end up in such a desperate state in a few months! A swift self-destruction!  
 
    She put a small amount of white death on a piece of foil and began preparing it. A beautiful but fake smile appeared and she sat on the floor with her legs crossed and began the process. She bent over with great desire, placing her nose close to the powder and sniffed in frenzy, inhaling deeply. Her veins popped like stretched ropes ready to snap and her nose had a bluish, red colour from the broken veins.  
 
    I couldn’t bear to watch her dying! It was pure suicide, what she was doing! I couldn’t watch that beautiful, pure flower wilt and reduced to such an awful state. My eyes were blurry from tears all the time I was looking at her! It was bizarre and unprecedented for me. Having in my house a drug addict and not being able to prevent it because I am madly in love with her! I love her and I am watching her dying…  
 
    I went out to take a breath to relieve the tension. I hit the wall with hatred, throwing some strong punches from anger and when I calmed down I leaned with my back against the door, filling my lungs with some fresh air. I tried to keep calm and let go of the anger inside me before I went back in.  
 
    “Are you alright?”  
 
    “Hmm…” she whispered. She was half asleep on the sofa, curled up like an infant!  
 
    I was worried like never before. My mouth was dry from concern. She was lying down for over three hours!  
 
    Every five minutes I went next to her and made sure she was breathing to see if she was still alive! What a hideous and dreadful image, watching that young face, addicted to drugs!  
 
    She came around and asked me if she could eat something because she was very hungry. Willingly, I made her a sandwich and a salad.  
 
    “Are you alright?” I asked.  
 
    “Yes. I feel a lot better,” she replied, somewhat dizzily.  
 
    All the time I was watching her falling apart and yet totally relaxed, I began to lose my temper and get angry! I swung my arm suddenly and threw everything off the table, grabbing her arm!  
 
    “Let me go. Where are you taking me?” she screamed.  
 
    “You are going to cut all this shit, or else I don’t want to even know you!” I told her and led her to the bathroom.  
 
    I pulled her clothes off, ripping them with rage and left her wearing only her underwear. Under other circumstances that image would’ve aroused me and she would have made me explode from her beauty and immaturity but now it made me unbelievably angry!  
 
    I admit that she was stunning. An amazing silhouette and an incredible beauty, and was now torturing and wearing herself out, having signed a contract with death!  
 
    “Leave me. I’m ashamed,” she said and began smiling flirtatiously. I wasn’t used to her being so provocative. She was always a modest girl with morals! Shy and timid. Her attitude has changed a lot with the lowlifes she’d been hanging around with all these months.  
 
    I grabbed her in my arms and held her. She resisted in every way she could. Her legs were kicking. Her hands were slapping my face weakly. I put her into the bathtub and turned the hot water on until it was overflowing!  
 
    She made futile efforts to get away but every time I submerged her in the water again.  
 
    When she calmed down she realized that she couldn’t avoid me that easily and relaxed and enjoyed soaking in the warm bath. I waited for her standing and gazed at her all the time she was taking her bath. She rubbed her long legs gracefully with the sponge and she was covered in bubbles that coated the surface of the water.  
 
    “Do you want to make love?” she asked, turning her look on me.  
 
    She took me by surprise! Without giving her an answer, I saw her enticingly throwing her bra off.  
 
    I focused unconsciously on her aroused, youthful nipples that appeared above the water’s surface. Her pale, smooth skin was sprinkled with a few freckles that made her even more attractive!  
 
    She didn’t know what she was doing because of the drugs she was taking. It was natural after all these months she was working for those low-lives to have lost control.  
 
    “No, Eve. I don’t want us to do anything. You have to take a bath and clean up,” I said, trying to avert my eyes away from her perky breasts even though they were remarkable!  
 
    “Come on, you want me. I know it. I want you too,” she continued, taking off her tiny G-string! She held it in her hand wet and threw it at me with a teasing smile on her face. She was naked, lying in the bathtub, right in front of my eyes!  
 
    Not even in my wildest dreams could I have imagined this sight!  
 
    Her remarkable and firm body was soaked and wet underneath the hot water. She waited for me to enjoy it! To take it!  
 
    I, on the other hand, had freaked out! The modest and humble girl that I had once met, wouldn’t behave like this. The image that was in front of me didn’t make me desire her. On the contrary, she disgusted me with her attitude!  
 
    I looked her in the eyes with disgust and I reached out with my hand and gave her a strong slap on the cheek, sending her head the other way.  
 
    She was upset and became serious instantly, holding her cheek, which had turned red from the slap.  
 
    “Clean up and come out!” I shouted angrily and I went out the bathroom.  
 
    As soon as I closed the door, I began pulling my hair and crying, like a small, disappointed child! I banged the door with my fists and kicked the chairs in the living room, making a huge mess in the house. I acted like a madman, who couldn’t be stopped by anyone! A maniac!  
 
    ‘How did the most beautiful creature on this planet end up like this? Her attitude had changed for the worse and who knows what she was doing all these months all alone, away from me, searching for money!’ I thought and kept on throwing objects everywhere to dispel my anger. To let off steam! I broke valuable vases, porcelain plates and overturned the sofa, overwhelmed with rage!  
 
    I barely caught sight of my cat’s fluffy tail, which as soon as she saw me in this state, disappeared. From the violence I released that night I wasn’t sure that she would come back to the house.  
 
      
 
    Exhausted, I began weeping softly and I sat in a corner of the living room, holding my head with both my hands to pull myself together.  
 
    As I raised my eyes to the top floor, I saw Eve with a towel wrapped around her looking at me repentant! I bowed my head again and said nothing.  
 
    “I’m sorry…” she whispered, standing there full of shame. “Are you alright?” she continued saying, coming closer to me.  
 
    I sighed deeply and shook my head.  
 
    “I didn’t mean to hit you! It’s unacceptable,” I replied with sadness.  
 
    “It’s okay. I understand you. You were right. I didn’t know what I was saying.”  
 
    “I had a really bad time while you were away from me. You can’t imagine what I was going through every day! From the day you left, up until now when we met again…” I said and paused.  
 
    “Tell me, don’t be afraid. You are ashamed of me and how I’ve ended up, now that you see me again, isn’t that true?”  
 
    “You’ll stay here, with me!” I shouted, determined to keep her near me.  
 
    “You still want me back?”  
 
    “And when didn’t I? I always needed you. You were the only reason I existed and you left and ruined your life, taking me with you down to hell.”  
 
    “I know. You are right. I can’t turn the clock back to prove to you that I have made a mistake. I should never have left here! I was being reckless!”  
 
    “It doesn’t matter anymore. We have to see what we are going to do from now on… together!”  
 
    “Thank you, Jacques and I am sorry about everything,” whispered Eve.  
 
    “You’ll stay with me on one condition!”  
 
    “Whatever you want!”  
 
    “You’ll stop the drugs!”  
 
    “… I’ll try,” she said quietly.  
 
    “I can’t accept this answer! We are going to go together to doctors, to different rehabilitation programmes and you will be as you were when I first met you. My young rebel.”  
 
    “I’ll do my best. I’ll do anything for you!”  
 
    “I hope so, baby. Try. Please.”  
 
    “I promise you because…” she said, hesitating, without finishing her sentence.  
 
    “Because what?” I asked her.  
 
    “Because… ‘ti amo’,” she said in Italian and her beautiful lips formed a smile. She then began descending the stairs and stood in front of me.  
 
    “Ti amo anchio…” I said back.  
 
    Our eyes locked and we remained still, facing each other. I slipped my hand behind her neck and came closer to her, pressing my rough beard on her delicate face. Our lips met with passion and couldn’t be parted! This time I kissed her first and as soon as I tasted her youthful lips I felt like I found my old self back. She may have changed and wasn’t as she used to be but her youthful scent remained irresistible and compellingly charming.  
 
    With very slow movements I took her slim waist in my hands and turned her to face me, lying her down on the white carpet and removing the wet towel from her. I began kissing her, scratching her slightly with my whiskers on her neck and shoulders and moved from her small chin down to her fragile breasts. The scent of her youthful body had taken me aback. I continued further down her neck and felt her hard nipples pleasantly tickling my tongue. I spent several minutes on her untouched breasts, I went even further down with slow movements and the sensual pleasure I was giving her was obvious!  
 
    From her young belly button to her pubic area there were only a few blonde hairs that revealed her young age. Suddenly, she stopped me, pulling my hair and looked me in the eyes.  
 
    “I haven’t done it before,” she whispered, biting the tip of her finger subtly.  
 
    “Do you want me to stop?” I asked, looking at her pale face.  
 
    “No, no,” she said and closed her eyes, pushing me downwards so I could continue…  
 
    As I was kissing and stroking her erotic zones, she cried out with small groans from pleasure. I sucked at every inch of her. I didn’t leave one bit of her that I hadn’t touched with my lips and my tongue! I wanted nothing more in my life than a passionate night with this girl who had aroused me so much! She was so feminine and so youthful that it made me take deep breaths. I felt young myself!  
 
    She was a lot younger than me but at that moment neither of us was thinking of it. In that beautiful and passionate atmosphere that we had created, we both had the same age.  
 
    As she was lying down, enjoying my kisses and my affectionate touch, she stood up with passion and pushed me with force, throwing me on my back and bringing her body on top of me.  
 
    She took off my jumper with sudden movements and kissed my chest with her warm, wet lips. Her piercing blue eyes looked at me suggestively. She began unbuttoning my trousers’ buttons one by one and made me want her even more and I was uncontrollably aroused!  
 
    So young and inexperienced, but at the same time so dynamic and lively that I surrendered to her charm. I was naked and was lying on my back! She looked at me and touched me with her fingers, scared! She hadn’t done it before and she wanted to satisfy me! She spread her slim legs, placing them next to my ribs and pressed her body down hard so she could feel me inside her. I saw her clenching her teeth and pushing her pelvis downwards with force, closing her eyes so she could enjoy it. She really wanted it! She was in pain but continued pushing her body, yearning for our bodies to become one!  
 
    After great difficulty and many efforts, we did it! She began moving up and down slowly and with great sensuality. I noticed that her stomach and hands were trembling every time she sat on me and she didn’t want to stop.  
 
    Her wet hair erotically covered her face. She had placed her small hands on my chest so she could keep the rhythm as she was enjoying making love for the first time in her life.  
 
    She breathed fast and groaned loudly, biting her juicy lips out of pleasure. She moved her body, rubbing it against mine slowly and hard, increasing her speed gradually. She looked at me with a modest and innocent look. Her mouth was half open and she groaned melodically.  
 
    The best moment of my life! The young girl, who I always lusted and dreamt of, was on top of me, making love to me!  
 
    Her movements were awkward and clumsy, justifiably of course since it was her first time. As I had her in front of me, I stood, grabbed her by her beautiful, velvet waist and placed her on her back. I spread her long, slender legs and found myself on top of her, embracing her. I wrapped my arms around her back, holding her tightly and slid inside her! I could feel her burning… she was hot all over! She had intense spasms and breathed quickly, while she kept on  
 
    swaying her tiny pelvis the same way she had when I heard her masturbating in her room!  
 
    Her pelvic bones were sticking out enough encouraging me to take hold of her from both sides and increase the intensity and speed. The pleasure was magical for both of us.  
 
    With a sensual moan that seemed more like a cry, she came to orgasm and she relaxed. After some time, when we had finished, we laid next to each other on the floor, perspiring and gazed at each other. I was stroking her hair and she was touching my face gently with her fingers.  
 
    “It was dreamy…” she whispered to me. Her smile lit the whole room.  
 
    “This night was exceptional for me as well,” I said and gave her a kiss on her forehead.  
 
    Our love was so strong and we had chemistry when we made love! Romance, love and passion was the secret to this unforgettable night. We were lying in each other’s arms on the living room floor when night fell. On our faces satisfaction and happiness was imprinted.  
 
    Next morning, I opened my eyes and reached out my arm to embrace her. The little one was not there!  
 
    “Eve?” I cried out, anxiously and stood up hastily. I couldn’t bear the thought that she might have left again.  
 
    “Yes?” she replied with a towel on her head. She was carrying a metallic tray and approached me, bringing me breakfast in the living room.  
 
    “You scared me to death.”  
 
    “Don’t be afraid. I won’t leave you now that I found you again, even if you beg me,” she smiled.  
 
    “Thank you. You are remarkable,” I said, taking the tray with the breakfast she had prepared.  
 
    “Only a small favour, Jacques.”  
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “I think you should shave your beard. It doesn’t suit you after all!”  
 
    “Yes, I know. I didn’t have the time or the energy to focus on myself.”  
 
    “Oh, Jacques, I’ve missed you so much,” she whispered, charmingly.  
 
    “You don’t know how much I’ve missed you! I really had a hard time without you,” I said, bowing my head. “So, I’m going to shave and take care of myself a little. But first we are going to go for our walk and enjoy our ice creams, right?” I joyfully asked.  
 
    “Yes…” she murmured, hesitantly.  
 
    “What is it, Eve? Don’t you want to go out?”  
 
    “No, it’s not that.”  
 
    “But, what’s wrong?”  
 
    “I don’t know how to tell you…”  
 
    “Tell me, sweetheart.”  
 
    “It’s not easy…” she said, lowering her eyes to the floor.  
 
    “What is it?” I asked. “Talk to me,” and sat next to her on the sofa.  
 
    “I need money!”  
 
    My eyes widened! “No!” I said firmly.  
 
    “You said that you would give me some!”  
 
    “Eve! You should stop using that stuff! Do you want to die? Don’t you like life? Don’t you want to live?”  
 
    “I do like living… with you.”  
 
    “Then why are you doing this?”  
 
    “I can’t control it. I just want to.”  
 
    “Did they give you cocaine?”  
 
    “Coke at first and then I began using heroin when I was homeless and alone.”  
 
    “No, damn it! This can’t be happening to you. I remember when you were full of joy and vitality. Don’t do this to yourself. Please, baby. Get over it! We can do this together.”  
 
    “I’ll quit. Besides I’m not over using. Once in a couple of days and I’m fine!”  
 
    “It doesn’t matter, little one! This stuff will kill you!”  
 
    “I’ll try and quit. I promise you.”  
 
    “My love, I adore you and I can’t let you fall apart and someday find myself collecting your pieces from the streets! Do you understand?”  
 
    She didn’t speak. She sat in the corner of the sofa curled up. I sat next to her and hugged her affectionately. We sat together and watched a film on the television that was humorous and comical, which made her smile from time to time and forget about what she has gone through.  
 
    At some point she fell asleep in my arms and we sat like that for hours. I didn’t want to wake her so I stayed with her until late in the evening!  
 
    When she opened her eyes and saw me she gave me a kiss while holding my hand tightly.  
 
    “Are you awake, sweetheart?” I asked.  
 
    “Yes,” she replied, stretching her slender body to relax.  
 
    “Do you want to go for a walk? Are you hungry?”  
 
    “I’m cold…”  
 
    “Cold?” I asked baffled and went up to my bedroom to bring her a blanket to warm her. I made her a hot cup of tea so she could feel better, but she insisted that she was cold.  
 
    “Are you better?” I asked, but she didn’t look well. She was sweating and was feverish.  
 
    “Do you think I’ll make it?” she asked herself and when she looked up I realized that it wouldn’t be easy for her to quit.  
 
    I began putting on some warm clothes. I put my leather jacket on and grabbed my keys from the coffee table, walking hastily towards the door.  
 
    “Where are you going?” she asked, alarmed.  
 
    Her body was shivering inside the blanket and the sweat was literally pouring off her.  
 
    “Stay here!” I said, sharply.  
 
    “Where are you going?” she asked again.  
 
    “I’ll be back soon!”  
 
    “Where are you going? Tell me. I’m scared.”  
 
    “I’m going to get you some!” I replied loudly, the veins on my neck were ready to burst from the anger I suppressed inside me.  
 
    She buried her head under the thick blanket, leaving only her eyes showing and she was looking at me terrified but calm. Her tears shed on the cushion. They weren’t tears of sorrow but of anxiety and fear.  
 
    I locked the door so she couldn’t escape and I went on my way to get her drugs!  
 
    Me! Who love her so much! Who adore her! I would give my life for this girl and now I, alone, will give her the substance that I know will kill her! It’s like I’m killing her with my own hands. But what can I do? Let her torture herself and lose her mind! I can’t do this to her… I can’t bear it!  
 
    ‘Unbelievable!’ I said to myself and began weeping as I walked down the streets like a ghost. I vaguely remembered the way to the small, abandoned house that Eve had visited many times. The house where the drug dealer stayed. The distributer of death…  
 
    I saw it at the far end; I approached it and knocked with my hand the old wooden door.  
 
    “Yes?” a deep voice came from inside. 
 
    “I want some!” I said, pretending to be an addict.  
 
    “Tomorrow.”  
 
    I kept knocking on the door persistently, waiting for him to open the door.  
 
    “Now,” I shouted.  
 
    “Go away, junkie. I told you tomorrow!” he exclaimed and I heard him chuckle with someone else inside the house.  
 
    “If you don’t open the door, I’ll break it down,” I screeched with a serious tone and then I heard the door unlocking. I saw the door opening slightly. A soft yellow light lit the darkness.  
 
    I saw his hand! It was the same man! The chubby hand with the gold chain!  
 
    “What do you want? I told you tomorrow,” he yelled, looking at me from the half open door and pulled it so he could shut it.  
 
    I swiftly put my foot between the door and the door frame, preventing it from closing. I pushed hard, pulling the crude man towards me.  
 
    At once, two guys stood up, pointing their guns at me with mathematical precision! One of them was aiming at my head and his finger was sliding slightly on the thin trigger.  
 
    “I said, I want some now! I’ve got cash,” I shouted with a fierce look, while I continued holding the dealer from the throat.  
 
    “How much have you got?” he asked with his rough voice.  
 
    “Three hundred…”  
 
    He signalled them to stop pointing the guns at me and ordered one of the other low-lives to bring me the stuff.  
 
    After a few seconds, that seemed like eternity inside that house, a young man full of tattoos approached me and threw a small bag at my feet.  
 
    “Give me the money,” he ordered me.  
 
    I let the scumbag go and I threw on the floor six fifties. I left hastily and ran quickly through the alleys so I wouldn’t be followed.  
 
    I was so afraid in the house but I made a great effort not to show it in front of them and let them think I was a coward. I tried to look as cool and as street smart as I could.  
 
    On the way home, I thought many times of throwing away that damn small bag, but then I thought of the shock and the ordeal the little one would go through and I hesitated.  
 
    I unlocked the door…  
 
    “I’m back. How are you?” I asked her anxiously.  
 
    My eyes focused on the floor with terror! I saw her in a comatose state!  
 
    She was lying still on the cold marble floor with her eyes closed and her lips all dried up. They looked dehydrated!  
 
    “No!” I cried out like crazy and I ran to her.  
 
    “Wake up, my love, wake up, please!” I said as I slapped her on her cheeks so she would come round.  
 
    She remained unconscious and was completely out of it.  
 
    I broke out in tears and straight away called the emergency department of the main hospital in Venice!  
 
    I took her in my arms unconscious and was continuously talking to her and was kissing her cold cheeks, with no response. No reaction. She looked dead but I didn’t want to believe it! I refused to lose her in vain and for no reason.  
 
    My confusion was immense. I can’t remember how everything happened so quickly. The disturbing sirens of the ambulance that took her were heard all around and rang in my ears! 
 
    They took her to the emergency room of Venice’s hospital in a critical state but fortunately the doctors told me that her heart was still beating.  
 
    They told me of course that she needed to be transferred to Italy’s general hospital, which was in the capital.  
 
    “Is she going to live?” I exclaimed with a serious tone.  
 
    “Sir, the girl is in a coma and it will be difficult to bring her back to normal. She will probably recover. I don’t know what complications might arise after such a serious incident. I can’t rule out anything!” the doctor said.  
 
    I didn’t answer, nor did I continue our conversation. I didn’t want to hear any worse news about my young rebel.  
 
    They didn’t let me go in the ambulance with her, for safety reasons, they said. So, I packed my things and took the next plane to Rome.  
 
    In the airplane I was very anxious. I couldn’t eat or drink anything. I couldn’t imagine how her angelic face would look sleeping eternally! It couldn’t be that this girl is dead! Could it be that the only girl that gave meaning to my life wouldn’t be able to look at me with those beautiful eyes again? Impossible!  
 
    When I arrived at the eternal city, I took a taxi and went straight to the hospital. The traffic in the streets was unbearable and was making me even more anxious and nervous.  
 
    “Leave me here!” I instructed the taxi driver.  
 
    “Here?” he asked baffled.  
 
    “Yes, here!”  
 
    “It’s three kilometres from here to the hospital, sir.”  
 
    “I don’t care. Here you are,” I told him and gave him some money. I opened the door and got out in the middle of the street.  
 
    “Your change!” the taxi driver shouted, but I slammed the car door in his face. I wasn’t interested in the change no matter how much it was.  
 
    I ran without stopping. I passed between parked cars, through parks and even I didn’t know how I managed to do that. Half way there I got a stitch in my side from running and I paused for a moment. Every step I took I could feel it putting pressure on me but I didn’t give up. I kept on walking quickly, pressing my stomach and defying the pain I was in.  
 
    After a few minutes, I arrived at Rome’s general hospital and I stopped to ask at the information desk in which room she was in.  
 
    “Hello,” I said.  
 
    “Hello sir,” the nurse at the reception said.  
 
    “Eve?”  
 
    “Eve, who?”  
 
    “Eve Bresia. A young girl.” I was upset.  
 
    The nurse looked at the patients’ names that had been admitted to the hospital and that made my nervousness even more excruciating!  
 
    “Fourth floor, room 405.”  
 
    I was relieved! I went up the stairs quickly, arriving at the fourth floor and I opened the ward door suddenly, startling a couple that were in the same room.  
 
    “I’m sorry…” I whispered and walked to the end of the ward, seeing my beloved sleeping again.  
 
    I read about the state of her health from the medical chart that hung from the bed and checked her pulse to make sure that my girl was alive! Thank goodness she was alive!  
 
    “Thank you God…” I whispered with tears in my eyes and sat next to her, gazing at her while she was sleeping.  
 
    She was so beautiful and her expression, even though she had gone through so much, remained authentic and innocent and made me melt as I watched her. I was begging for her to get well and leave as soon as possible. To go to our house and to begin our lives from the beginning…  
 
    I stayed with her until dawn, without having slept at all! I had placed my hand into her soft palm and was watching her breathing. That was more than enough for me! Having managed to survive was more than enough for me!  
 
    At some point, I felt her hand clenching my fingers. She blinked, looking lost. I immediately stood up and looked at her, touched.  
 
    “My love…” I said softly.  
 
    “Hi,” she answered with an abrupt tone.  
 
    “Eve, are you alright?” I held her hand.  
 
    “I’m sorry?” she asked, frowning.  
 
    “Baby, it’s me, Jacques,” I said but she looked like she didn’t understand what I was saying.  
 
    The door opened and the doctor came in and saw us together.  
 
    “Good morning. How are you doing?” he asked and checked her pulse and the drugs in the drip.  
 
    “Is she alright doctor?” I had an anxious voice.  
 
    “Yes, she’ll be fine. Are you her father?”  
 
    “Yes… I am,” I replied with a false cough.  
 
    The doctor began to leave the room and stood by the door making a gesture for me to approach him.  
 
    I was petrified when I saw his signal! I knew that things were much more serious and I began walking towards him, trembling about what I was going to hear.  
 
    “Tell me doctor, what’s going on?”  
 
    “The girl…” he took off his glasses. 
 
    “What’s wrong? Is she okay? She’s going to live, right?” I asked with a nervous grin on my face.  
 
    “Calm down. Concerning her health, we managed to save her from certain death. She had taken an impure drug dose that put her in shock and into a coma.  
 
    “But she is okay now. She woke up,” I said, interrupting the doctor.  
 
    “She is alive. There is a possibility of brain damage,” he said, touching me gently on the shoulder. A gesture of sadness and compassion!  
 
    “What do you mean, doctor?” I was terrified.  
 
    “I mean there is a chance that your daughter might not remember absolutely anything from the moment she went into shock and before that.”  
 
    I looked the doctor in the eyes, feeling lost and I couldn’t utter a word! I stood like a statue in front of him with my mouth open. My body froze and so did time… my tears trickled down my cheeks and fell on the blue hallway floor. I could hear them! I could hear the tears dripping on the hospital’s floor like drops of water in the kitchen sink. I couldn’t bear to hear anything else. Even though inside the hospital people were running around like mad, for me there was only pure silence and peace.  
 
    “Are you telling me she has amnesia?” I asked, breaking the silence.  
 
    “Yes. The girl has a slight damage to the brain probably from an overdose or from some blow to the head that caused her to erase all memories from before the incident. It is possible that after a few hours she will have forgotten everything you have said to her right now.”  
 
    “Everything?”  
 
    “Everything! In one week to ten days when her condition is stabilized she will remember everything from that moment onwards, but certainly not previous situations or conversations.”  
 
    “So are you telling me that now that I’m talking to her, tomorrow she won’t remember anything?”  
 
    “That’s right.”  
 
    “So it’s amnesia?” I asked again.  
 
    “Yes, amnesia,” he said again calmly.  
 
    “Doctor, can I ask you one more question, please?”  
 
    “Whatever you want.”  
 
    “Will it be permanent or temporary amnesia? I mean is it possible for her to remember someday what happened before she fell into a coma?” I asked, placing my last hope in his words.  
 
    He gripped my shoulder tightly, shaking his head and left the hallway. My eyes were wide open and my head was ready to explode!  
 
    “Amnesia? Everything that we went through has been deleted?” I wondered. “Her life, her dreams, her studies and the unforgettable moments we had together, everything is dust in the wind?” I pondered.  
 
    ‘How strange can life be… one day you have dreams and the next nightmares. What can I say to her now, since in a few hours she won’t remember a thing,’ I whispered to myself, wiping my eyes and I was trying to look normal before I went into the room again.  
 
    Opening the door, I waved my hand happily and went near her.  
 
    “What did the doctor say to you?” Eve asked me with her sweet voice.  
 
    “Everything’s good!” I answered, smiling.  
 
    “Yes, but I don’t remember you. I can’t remember where I live, how I got here, nothing.”  
 
    “It’s temporary. Don’t stress yourself and you will remember everything.”  
 
    “Who are you? Friend or family?” she asked me in complete ignorance and shocked me!  
 
    “I’m friend and family… just a second and I’ll be back,” I said to her and stepped out of the room. I couldn’t stand looking into her eyes and her not recognizing me.  
 
    I sat on the floor in the hallway and began sobbing and pulling my hair, banging the back of my head on the wall.  
 
    “Are you alright?” a polite nurse asked me as she approached me and bent down next to me.  
 
    “No,” I replied in an abrupt tone.  
 
    She seemed to acknowledge my pain and patting me gently on the back she left and went into the lift.  
 
    I went back in the room and saw the little one with her head bent over, sleeping. The doctor had warned me that the first few days she would feel sleepy because of the medication they were giving her.  
 
    I sat on the chair next to her, holding her hand and I slept like nothing unpleasant had ever happened.  
 
    When she woke up, she looked confused and couldn’t remember many things from the previous day. Exactly like the doctor described it would happen. I didn’t lose my faith. ‘Don’t give up’ I always used to say…  
 
    Faith was giving me strength to carry on and hope. Without hope dreams die and when dreams die, the meaning of life gets lost with them…  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Every day I visited her, bringing her colourful flowers and I sat with her for hours even if she didn’t know who I was. The same conversations, the same questions and of course the same answers. I was always smiling and not once did I show my disappointment. I was happy just knowing that she was alive and I didn’t care about anything else. Deep inside I believed that she would someday remember who I was and what we had gone through and she would come back to me. But all these were only thoughts that didn’t resemble the unfortunate reality.  
 
    One fine evening, I left the hotel, which was in the centre of Rome and after buying some beautiful red and yellow roses, I went to see my favourite angel again.  
 
    She would look at me again as if I was a stranger and wouldn’t recognize me. She would ask me again how I was and what I did, but I didn’t mind. I didn’t mind at all! I only wanted to look at her and sit next to her.  
 
    I wanted to feel her close to me and to breathe in her scent.  
 
    Making my way into her room, I noticed with terror that the last bed, where she had been, was empty and had been changed with clean white sheets! In those few seconds when I faced those fresh sheets, my thoughts raced, imagining the worst case scenario in my head!  
 
    I left the flowers on the bed and ran to the doctor’s office to find out what was going on.  
 
    “Good morning…” I said, pushing open the office door with force.  
 
    “You can’t come in like that sir? Don’t you knock?” the doctor asked justifiably.  
 
    “I’m sorry, doctor. Where is the young girl?” I asked in confusion and upset.  
 
    “Do you mean Eve, Eve Bresia?”  
 
      
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    “Eve, sir, is in Paris with her aunt.”  
 
    “Where? What? In Paris? What aunt?” I asked confused.  
 
    “You heard me, sir. The girl is with her aunt, who was informed about what happened to her niece and came to pick her up from the hospital.”  
 
    “Her aunt?”  
 
    “Yes, sir, her aunt! And from what I was told, Eve never knew her parents, “the doctor said, insinuating. So it would be wise if you left right away from here before I inform the police,” he continued threateningly.  
 
    “I was just taking care of her, doctor. I was like a father to her,” I said apologetically.  
 
    “Get out, sir,” the doctor shouted and from his look he seemed like he meant it.  
 
    I left the hospital and I didn’t know what I should do. Everything around me was spinning and I felt lost! For the first time in my life I couldn’t think of anything.  
 
    I walked towards a large park, which was filled with trees and grass, and sat on a bench, tormented and confused, trying to find a solution.  
 
    ‘She had a distant aunt from what she had told me once. They probably informed her because she was the only living relative,’ I mumbled, giving a logical explanation to my questions.  
 
    ‘Eve, my love… we can’t lose each other! I have to find you!’ I whispered to myself.  
 
    After quite a while, contemplating and racking my brain about what to do, I returned to my hotel and packed all my things. I was going to leave Rome.  
 
    The same day I took the airplane and went to Venice feeling sad and upset.  
 
    I went by the barbers and had my hair cut really short, like Eve liked it. I had been meaning to do it for some time now but I kept postponing. In the end, she didn’t manage to see me as she wanted…  
 
    The rusty lock made an annoying noise and the door opened. Going into my deserted and lonely home, I felt melancholic. I began to shave in front of the bathroom mirror so I could finally get rid of my thick, ugly beard. I got ready and packed my things. I was abandoning Venice… with a heavy heart I was leaving behind the city that gave me my most intense memories and thrills.  
 
    I closed the large wooden door of my house with an enormous sigh. I turned round to look at it, feeling sad that I was parting with it.  
 
    Niki was being mischievous and was brushing against my foot playfully as if she had realized that I was leaving her and was going. I couldn’t do that though, so I decided to take her with me; on my trip to Paris…  
 
    On the airplane, I asked them to bring me a newspaper. I had good reason.  
 
    I held it in my hands and read only the front page:  
 
    ‘A gang was caught for dealing drugs! Two dead and four men were taken to prison in Rome…’  
 
    On my lips was portrayed a feeling of great satisfaction. I folded it and left it on the seat next to me and took a sip from my coffee…  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    ‘Unfortunately, this is how the most romantic and at the same time most adventurous story of my life ends,” I say, taking off my glasses.  
 
    “Impressive! Really, I’m speechless. Father, can I ask you something?”  
 
    “Whatever you want, sweetheart.”  
 
    “The young girl, little Eve, was she the same person as the Eve you’d met in Paris, right?” my daughter, Lily, asks me.  
 
    “Precisely. The beautiful girl, who was lost in Paris, is the same person with my little Eve, who I had met in Venice,” I say with a sigh and I get up from my chair.  
 
    “Wow! Amazing story.”  
 
    “It’s a true story. It’s the story of my life and it’s the first time I’ve told it to anyone.”  
 
    “And all these years?” Lily asks.  
 
    “All these years, what?”  
 
    “Didn’t you try to win her back?’  
 
    “No. I wasn’t good enough for her. She lives with Tomas from what I’ve heard. They have three children and still live together happily. I prefer to see her smiling in the arms of another man than unhappy in mine.”  
 
    “Oh, dad, you really loved her,” my adorable daughter says, who I had adopted when she was a year old in Rome. I adored her from the moment I saw her.  
 
    “Yes, I loved her and I still love her. My feelings for her can’t be erased so easily.”  
 
    “Still? After all these years?”  
 
    “I was 43 when I left Paris and now I’m 65. I saw her for the first time in Venice when I was nearly 30 years old and since then I think about her every day,” I say with a sad expression.  
 
    “So, you narrated your story from the past to the present until today,” my young daughter asks.  
 
    “Precisely, sweetheart. I first met Eve in Venice where she came to my house. Then she left with her aunt for Paris and after many years I accidently bumped into her in the street and I recognized her immediately. Her smile, her eyes, everything remained the same through time … when I saw her cross the road and I walked by her, I was stunned! She didn’t remember me of course,” I say with tears in my eyes.  
 
    “So, you first met in Venice and then after years you accidently saw her but she didn’t recognize you?”  
 
    “Yes! She didn’t remember me once in France, even though we had gone through incredible moments together. We were in love and happy but she didn’t remember me.”  
 
    “It’s too bad… I’m so sorry.”  
 
    “Indeed. Do you know how it feels when the person you adore and adores you doesn’t recognize you… it’s an awful feeling.”  
 
    “And the painting? The portrait? The man who brought it?” Lily questions.  
 
    “It might seem strange to you but Eve’s image was a figment of my imagination!”  
 
    “But dad, you said that you still have the painting down in the basement. So it exists!”  
 
    “Who said that it doesn’t exist?”  
 
    “So, how is it possible?”  
 
    “The painting exists and I have it because I painted it, sweetie,” I say, surprising her.  
 
    “How is it possible?” she asks herself.  
 
    “This particular painting didn’t come into my possession through a stranger but I painted every brushstroke…” I say, smiling.  
 
    “You painted Eve before you had even seen her?”  
 
    “Sort of… I began painting her, putting a piece of my soul in the portrait. I brought it to life and as soon as I laid eyes on her, I lost my mind due to the resemblance the painting and my beloved one had for each other.”  
 
    “And the stranger?”  
 
    “He was an invention of my own! I wanted an anchor. A psychological support to keep me alive. The painting I was given by the strange man portrayed a different image. A different face and in my melancholy I fabricated it in my mind. I gave life to a non-existent person.”  
 
    “That’s remarkable!”  
 
    “Not remarkable. That’s destiny…” I say, looking into her eyes.  
 
    “Dad, why didn’t you speak to her when you saw her in Paris? Why didn’t you try to make her remember you? You were together for a year and you acted like nothing had happened?”  
 
    “I didn’t want to press her. That’s why I broke up with her after all.”  
 
    “Right! You loved her and that’s why you broke up with her…”  
 
    “It’s crazy but it’s true. Besides, she didn’t remember me. Since she couldn’t remember our beautiful times together, there was no point for her to be with someone who was much older than her and who couldn’t give her children and happiness. So I decided that it would be better to see her happy with her own family, like she always wanted, than with me and unhappy.”  
 
    “Since then haven’t you been to Paris to look for her, to find her?”  
 
    “After twenty-two years?”  
 
    “Yes, why?”  
 
    “I would only cause problems, sweetheart.”  
 
    “What can I say dad. You must have had a hard time all these years.”  
 
    “It’d be better if you never experience it. It was awful and I had isolated myself. I couldn’t find comfort after our break up and I desperately wanted to love! To give as much kindness as I had inside me. I was filled with strong and pure love and only when I saw your eyes for the first time, I wept and decided to become your father.”  
 
    Lily comes close to me and gives me a tight hug.  
 
    “You are the best dad in the whole world,” she says, kissing me on the cheek.  
 
    “I don’t know if I am but I have tried a lot. You should know that you were very naughty when you were young.”  
 
    “Yes, I know,” she smiles.  
 
    “Go on then. Your mother is waiting for you outside. And let the story I told you stay between us, right?”  
 
    My twenty-year old daughter winks at me, gives me a wonderful smile and leaves the house and gives me one more kiss on the cheek.  
 
    She is going to go to her mother, Cecilia. I married this wonderful woman ten years ago in a civil ceremony. She is very pleasant and cheerful. I had told her that I had adopted a little girl and she accepted her with love. She already had two children from her previous marriage and didn’t mind.  
 
    We have been living in Venice for the last ten years very happy and devoted. I believe that we gave everything to Lily and I hope we have been good parents.  
 
    Unfortunately, Cecilia and I recently made a decision to separate. For two months now we’ve been living apart although we still have a great relationship. We see each other almost every day and talk like friends.  
 
    Every day that passed since I’d met my young Eve, I’ve been writing in a diary and I’ve been noting down all the carnivals in Venice.  
 
    Since I’ve returned to Venice from Paris, I haven’t gone to any of the carnivals. They remind me of the love of my life and it is too emotional.  
 
    As I am sitting in my rocking chair, I fall asleep with a huge smile painted on my face as I have brought back into my memory the story about Eve…  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Another six months pass. One day I hear my daughter shouting to me:  
 
    “Father, get up!”  
 
    “What is it Lily?” I ask from my sofa.  
 
    “Get ready, today we are going outside.”  
 
    “Sweetheart, you know very well that I can’t go to the carnival. There are too many people, it’s chaotic…” I say, hesitating.  
 
    “That’s an excuse!” she says with humour.  
 
    “What are you saying?”  
 
    “It’s Eve, right?”  
 
    “Pardon?” I act like I don’t understand.  
 
    “It’s about Eve, I’m saying.”  
 
    “Yes, it’s about that as well.”  
 
    “Not as well! It’s only about that. Come on, today you’ll make an exception for your favourite daughter. Please.”  
 
    “No, way, honey. If you want to go for a walk somewhere quiet, but not at the square and at the carnival.”  
 
    “We’ll go somewhere quiet. We’ll eat at a nice restaurant in St. Marc’s Square.”  
 
    “St. Marc’s Square? Are you crazy? There will be thousands of visitors there and besides everything will remind me of Eve and I don’t know how I’m going to react.”  
 
    “Come on dad! Do it for me. It’s been so many years, forget about her. I know how you felt and what you went through all this time but it’s over now. Turn a page in your life,” Lily says.  
 
    “It’s hard…it’s something else as well…” I hint.  
 
    “There’s more?”  
 
    “Of course and it’s very serious.”  
 
    “What is it dad, you are scaring me!”  
 
    “What business does an old man like me have at the carnival?’’ I ask, raising my eyebrows.  
 
    “You are joking, right dad? You don’t even look sixty. So, get ready. For me… for your favourite daughter…please…” she says, blinking her eyes charmingly.  
 
    “Please, Lily.”  
 
    “Perfect! Be ready at eight,” she says and springs up from the chair, walking fast towards the front door.  
 
    “What do you mean perfect? Did I say that I’ll come?” I ask.  
 
    “Yes, yes… you said it!”  
 
    “When did I say it and I can’t remember?”  
 
    “You said it.”  
 
    “I didn’t say anything!”  
 
    “Yes…you should have in mind one thing. Whenever you say ‘please’ and then stop talking, you always do what I want in the end,” she whispers and she shuts the door smiling.  
 
    “Come here! Lily! No, I can’t come!” I shout but she has already left.  
 
    I put my book on the coffee table and begin laughing on my own at my daughter’s reaction. That youthful way of thinking always intrigued me…  
 
    ‘Okay. I’ll go!’ I murmur.  
 
    I go up the stairs and take a quick shower. I wear my finest clothes, gather all the positive energy that I possess and wait for the time to pass until my daughter and Cecilia come to pick me up.  
 
    I manage to look in a good mood and I stop thinking about Eve. Today, I am going to dinner with my daughter at the carnival and we are going to have fun, without feeling blue and without thinking about incidents that would ruin the night.  
 
      
 
    Time: 7:40…Someone is knocking on the door hard and rapid. It isn’t difficult to tell who it is because only Lily knocks this way.  
 
    “Hello?”  
 
    “Come on, we are waiting for you,” Lily shouts.  
 
    “Hello you two,” I say, while opening the door.  
 
    “Well, father, you look smashing! Handsome!” she says and kisses me on the cheeks.  
 
    “Good evening Jacques,” Cecilia whispers.  
 
    “Good evening. As you see, my daughter convinced me to do something I hadn’t done for many years.”  
 
    “Yes. I heard.”  
 
    “Shall we go then?” Lily asks and we start walking to the restaurant she had suggested.  
 
    I walk behind them, manoeuvring my way through the crowd. I observe all the people in the carnival. All these happy and blissful faces and I can’t resist my thoughts in the end. Eve’s image keeps popping in my mind. I am certain that I’ll see her appear in front of me!  
 
    As we are reaching the restaurant we confront a crowd that is dancing in an intense rhythm. The square is not crossable.  
 
    “I told you, Lily. It’s too crowded,” I shout.  
 
    “You are whining all the time. Come on…” she says, giving me a mask.  
 
    “What’s that?”  
 
    “Don’t you know what that is? It’s a mask. Put it on and have fun,” she says, giving a mask to Cecilia, who wears it and begins dancing in a slow rhythm. I wear my mask and follow them.  
 
    “Don’t lose each other!” I shout, trying to catch up with them. “Lily! Lily?” I scream but they can’t hear me in this commotion and noise. I can hardly see them as they vanish in front of me. They continue to disappear into the distance.  
 
    At that moment, my favourite melody is playing on the loud speakers. The most beautiful tango! Hearing it, takes me back years …  
 
    Still wearing the mask on my face, my eyes land on a couple that are already dancing in the middle of the square. A beautiful image.  
 
    The boy misses his step a little. Apparently tango isn’t what he’s best at. Suddenly, the girl’s eyes land on me. She makes me feel very nervous. She approaches me quickly and anxiously. My palms are sweating. I swallow and take a hesitant step backwards.  
 
    “Do you dance?” she asks, giving me her hand.  
 
    “Of course,” I reply, touching her velvet hand.  
 
    We start dancing to the rhythm of that song. We are totally synchronized.  
 
    Through my mask I see the girl’s bright blue eyes and I am stunned!  
 
    She is also startled and we mix up the rhythm and our steps until gradually we come to a standstill.  
 
    I observe her eyes in detail. They are ready to pop through her tiny mask. Her hand is uncontrollably clutching mine, making me nervous. It is chaotic all around us. We remain still. Like statues! One opposite the other, in the centre of the square. I reach out my hand and pull her mask off. Slowly, slowly… her face is revealed…  
 
    “Eve…?” I whisper.  
 
    “I remember you,” she answers.  
 
    “Eve, is that you?”  
 
    “Yes, Jacques,” she says with her dazzling smile ready to burst into tears.  
 
    “After all these years. We meet again, here,” I say, feeling my heart pounding like a drum.  
 
    “Yes, Jacques. After all these years. I started to remember you, occasionally, for some time now. My memory, though, came back after many years but I didn’t know where to find you. Every day that passed, I was thinking of you,” she murmurs and she can’t believe that she has met me again.  
 
    “Eve… I still love you,” I whisper in her ear and I immediately feel a sting in my chest.  
 
    “Jacques! Jacques?” she shouts.  
 
    I feel dizzy! I am lying on the floor in the middle of the square and everything is blurry. I can’t see clearly! What’s happening to me?  
 
    “I love you too, Jacques!” she shouts but I can’t do anything. I can hear her, I want to hug her, to kiss her but I can’t. I can’t get up! The pain in my chest is immense and I remain lying on the cobbles.  
 
    “Dad!” Lily’s voice is heard.  
 
    Many voices and a lot of noise! Many people on top of me, staring at me and talking to me. I don’t understand what is going on! I can feel my daughter’s tears dripping on my cold face, unable to react. Am I paralyzed? This can’t be happening!  
 
    After a few seconds I began to realize that my time was up.  
 
    “I’m going to die,” I murmur.  
 
    ‘I’m going to die, but I don’t care. I’m smiling and I’m very happy. Both of my angels, my daughter and Eve, are here with me and they truly love me.’  
 
    Slowly, slowly the voices and crying begin to fade and a faint white fog covers everything and total silence overcomes me.  
 
    ‘My young rebel…’ I whisper. My last words…  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Ι open my eyes in a cold hospital room.  
 
    “Dad are you alright?” Lily asks.  
 
    “Where is she?” I ask back.  
 
    “Who?”  
 
    “Eve. She was there. I saw her and she spoke to me!”  
 
    “Shhh… calm down dad. Everything is going to be okay,” she reassures me.  
 
    “Didn’t she want to come and see me?” I ask and I notice that my daughter is starting to shed tears. She is trying to hide it.  
 
    “What’s the matter, sweetheart?”  
 
    “Dad, there was no Eve! She never existed. You were shouting for her!”  
 
    “What? But I saw her. We danced together! We danced wonderfully!”  
 
    “She doesn’t exist, dad. Forget about her! She is a figment of your imagination!”  
 
    “What are you saying, sweetheart?”  
 
    “I told you. You created a painting that would make you feel alive again! You put a piece of yourself in that portrait and gave it your soul! You were very disappointed and decided to invent Eve to cure yourself psychologically as your psychiatrist advised you to do!”  
 
    “That’s not true! Eve exists! She exists and I know it!” I say and I stand up from the bed.  
 
    “Jacques, Lily is right,” Cecilia says, who is standing in the corner of the room.  
 
    “I am not crazy!”  
 
    “Father, sit down on your bed and calm down! We nearly lost you last night. You had a serious heart attack,” my daughter says, holding my hand.  
 
    “I don’t care about that, only about my little one…”  
 
      
 
    “Stop it! It was all a fantasy! That portrait was killing you, day by day! Can’t you understand that? You were seeing in it a face that you thought existed and you were living every day with the illusion that a young girl loved you; a young girl, who was giving you a reason to keep on living,” Cecilia shouts.  
 
    I sit comfortably on the bed thinking and gazing at the sky outside the window. A tear rolls slowly down my aging face.  
 
    I am paranoid! If everything they say is true, I’m mad and I need a psychiatrist and immediate therapy…  
 
    Ten days later, we return to my house in Venice.  
 
    The doctors have given me something to keep my heart going that is supposed to help me. Nonsense!  
 
    “Dad, are you alright?” my daughter asks me.  
 
    “I’m fine.”  
 
    “Are you sure?”  
 
    “Yes, I’m great.”  
 
    “Would you mind if I went out for a quick coffee with a friend, I’ll be back soon.”  
 
    “Mind? What are you talking about, sweetheart? Go on and have fun.”  
 
    “Thank you!”  
 
    “And by the way…”  
 
    “What is it?”  
 
    “Give my regards to your boyfriend,” I hint.  
 
    “My boyfriend?”  
 
    “Yes… your boyfriend.”  
 
    She closes the door and approaches me.  
 
    “How did you know? I mean about the boyfriend?”  
 
    “You can tell…”  
 
    “How?”  
 
    “From your eyes and from your mobile that’s on fire from all the messages you’ve been receiving,” I say.  
 
      
 
    “Oh, dad, you are amazing!” she says and gives me a kiss on the cheek and leaves the house.  
 
    I stand up from my armchair to stretch out and I go to brew a cup of tea to pull myself together.  
 
    The door knocks. The bell starts ringing persistently.  
 
    “Now, I’m coming. Wait a minute,” I shout and hurry to open the door.  
 
    “Good morning!” an unknown woman says.  
 
    “Good morning! How can I help you?”  
 
    “Are you Mr. Ioannou? Jacques Ioannou?”  
 
    “Yes. It’s me.”  
 
    “I’m glad. I don’t want to trouble you.”  
 
    “I don’t understand. What do you want?”  
 
    “I’m Elizabeth, Eve’s friend.”  
 
    “Whose friend?” I ask in distress!  
 
    “Eve’s!”  
 
    “Eve who?” I ask, keeping in mind that the young girl might be pulling my leg.  
 
    “The Eve you once knew. Who you lived with, here, together. In this house. That’s what she told me anyway,” she says with a smile.  
 
    “And what do you want from me?”  
 
    “I’m on business here in Venice and she asked me if I could come by this house and see if you were alright. She only wanted to know that you’re alive! She was really worried! She has permanently moved to America with her family. She stopped by the hospital to see you but you had already left and she’d just missed you.”  
 
    “My Eve…” I whisper, feeling true happiness.  
 
    “Yes, Eve. I have to go now. It was nice to meet you.”  
 
    “Me too. If you see her, tell her that I love her a lot,” I say while looking into her eyes.  
 
    “I’ll tell her…” she answers and is ready to leave… “One minute!” she says.  
 
    “What is it?”  
 
    “I forgot to tell you something else she told me.”  
 
    “What?”  
 
    “If I remember right, she told me a phrase in Italian.”  
 
    “What phrase?”  
 
    “Piccolo ribelle… something like that.”  
 
    “Thank you. You’ve given meaning and happiness to my life,” I say.  
 
    “I didn’t. Eve did… goodbye.”  
 
    “Goodbye…” I say and close the door.  
 
    I go down the stairs to my cellar and take out the dusty portrait that is hidden and which I’ve kept for decades.  
 
    I look into Eve’s image and I whisper…  
 
    ‘Piccolo ribelle’… young rebel… 
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