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CHAPTER ONE
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March 11th, Saturday.

I take a deep breath, feeling the slightly purer air of the park invade my lungs as I walk. I allow myself to spend some time observing that the sky is blue in its most celestial shade, adorned with white clouds lazily drifting with the breeze, a perfect counterpart to the warmth, a climate that can only be defined as impeccable for aimless and unhurried walks.

I pass by a group of children kicking a worn-out ball, laughing loudly and shrilly. Then, a little further ahead, I stop to observe on the lake a pair of dingy geese floating in the dark water, showing off for a scruffy dog that watches them with impatient hops on the shore.

I keep walking, choosing a more secluded spot, away from the geese, the dog, and the children, and when I'm alone, or as alone as one can be in a public park on a perfect sunny day, I take out the soft pink blanket and spread it on the grass where I lie down, using my backpack as a pillow so I can stare into the absolute blue.

Since I was a child, I've always enjoyed sitting on the grass and watching the sky for hours on end. As far as I can remember, my mother liked it too. She used to sit beside me, with a jar of cookies and a steaming cup of coffee, and we would spend the afternoon together as she told me stories about her childhood. Although I'm sure they were wonderful stories, no matter how hard I try, I don't have specific memories of their content. But that, although somewhat sad, doesn't matter much. My mother seemed to love our moments. I remember seeing her always bragging to her friends about how I was an obedient and quiet child, a perfect daughter.

My father always disagreed with that, not that he thought I was a bad daughter. At least I don't think that was the case. What he found inconceivable was that a 7-year-old girl enjoyed looking at the sky instead of running around and getting dirty. Whenever he saw me doing that, he would crouch down beside me, touching the back of his hand to the side of my neck. I liked that, his hand was warm and rough, and he always gave me a tender and warm smile as he asked how I was and how my day had been. Then, he would listen patiently as he tucked away the most rebellious curls of my hair behind my ear.

Only later, as an adult, thinking about these memories, did I finally understand that he was probably checking to see if I was sick. But still, these are some of the most precious memories I have from childhood. Memories I have of them. Later, when I was about ten years old, a little before the accident, my parents had a terrible argument about it. Their raised voices echoed through the dark corridors of the house. I don't like that memory so much, although the memory is equally vivid. I was already in bed and should have been asleep, but I was awakened by the argument. They had never fought before that, at least not that I had noticed. Curled up in my bed, hidden under thick cotton blankets, I listened as Dad, shouting, said that I needed to see a psychologist. In even louder and certainly more shrill shouts, Mom replied that she didn't have a crazy daughter.

In the end, I did need to see a psychologist, but looking at the clouds never became the topic of the conversations I usually have with Dr. Aline. Maybe it should have been. It wasn't so clear at the time, but who knows, those afternoons lying on the grass might have been a sign of the melancholy I always carried and which spread and took over my life after the accident. But I have to admit that Mom wasn't completely wrong. She didn't have a crazy daughter, just one hell of a depressed one.

Unaware, I fall asleep. It was inevitable, lying down was my downfall. When I finally wake up, a slightly colder breeze blows, making me shiver. The sky is no longer so blue, now it has a lazy grayish tone. Beside me, I see Bruno sitting on the grass, reading a book, deeply focused. I watch as he furrows his thick and unkempt eyebrows, forming a crease on his forehead and squinting his eyes into tiny slits, as if he doesn't believe what he's reading. It must be a very good story. He seems to have cut his hair today, the more unruly brown strands are sticking up as if in protest. He's wearing the white shirt with green leaf and bird print that I gave him as a Valentine's Day present.

For a while, I remain still, watching him breathe heavily as he leans over the book and absentmindedly rests his chin on his hand, massaging his dark and tangled beard. I like watching him like this, unaware that he's being watched. Today it's especially gratifying because he looks even more handsome when he's distracted. "How long have you been here?" I finally ask, sitting up. My head still feels dizzy from sleep and my thoughts begin to unwind slowly.

Bruno leans over and kisses my forehead, then returns to his previous position as he closes the book and marks the page with a dry leaf he must have just found on the ground. He won't answer. I know what he's doing. It's a habit that I still can't decide if I find amusing or annoying. He wants to see me discover it for myself. As he lays out a towel and sets out the food, I rummage through my own bag for my phone. Four hours? Damn it, I slept for four whole hours? "You just stood here while I slept all this time?" My indignation reverberates in my voice. Bruno's smile widens. He seems to find everything hilarious. Our sense of humor is sometimes very different.

"In my defense," he starts, raising his finger as if he were a lawyer presenting his case or something, "I was reading, not watching you sleep... at least not the whole time." "The museum must have closed by now and I really wanted to go," I protest, unable to disguise the tone of a petulant child that involuntarily comes out. "We'll go next week, no problem," he replies simply, handing me a sandwich made of slightly squashed sandwich bread that doesn't look appetizing at all, but I'm hungry enough to face it.

The truth is, I know exactly what he's doing right now, and I also know exactly how I feel about it. He's forcing me to make plans, postponing things, tying me up in his webs of commitments. As if having an agenda were a way to keep me alive. No matter how many times I tell him that I'm fine now, deep down I always see his distrust through his actions. Aline constantly says in our sessions for me to try to see it from his point of view, that Bruno doesn't do these things to annoy me, that it's care, only care. But whenever he does this, what I see through his eyes is that he doesn't trust and never will trust me.

But I'm not going to argue about it again, it's not worth it. So, I content myself with eating in silence. The plan fails because Bruno knows me well enough to sense my frustration. He crawls over to my side until our knees touch. "Sorry?" he pleads, pouting, then tries to start a conversation about the book he was reading. Which on a normal day would easily distract me, but not today. Today, all his attempt to entertain me does is add bricks to the wall that's rising between us. I think we should break up. The idea pulsates in my head, it's not the first time I've thought about it. And it's strange because I'm like 90% sure I love him, that he's nice, kind, thoughtful, and statistically that's a lot for one guy. But still, things don't seem right between us. After eating, I end the conversation saying I need to leave. He doesn't object, and we say goodbye with a kiss on the cheek and a strange atmosphere, a very bizarre way to end a day that had started out perfect.


CHAPTER TWO
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March 11th, Saturday.

The atmosphere in the house is so somber it's almost funereal. The last boxes have just been loaded onto the truck, leaving my parents devastated. For a long time, having those things there seemed to be proof that I would always come back. I take one more look at my room, my small and lovely childhood room, with blue walls still bearing my childhood scribbles.

Since I was born, this must be the first time this room has been empty, with nothing but a small single bed. Well, I'll still come back even without the things, but convincing my loving parents of that has been a bit more challenging than I could suppose. Maybe it would be easier if I weren't an only child, or maybe if I didn't have such a complicated life. But since neither of those is the case, I have to deal with all this sadness that comes with my imminent and inevitable departure.

I walk through the house, my last suitcase is already packed, parked in the living room, next to the knick-knack shelf. I'm finally ready to go, but my father keeps insisting he needs to give the final touches to his old Del Rey so I won't have any trouble on the trip. He's tucked under the vehicle, grumbling and making noises. I know it's just empty talk; the car is as impeccable as it has always been.

Even he must know he can't keep me here much longer. It wouldn't be safe; she could end up showing up. The idea makes me tremble with nausea and a pinch of anguish. I need to get out of here, as much as it hurts to do so.

I find my mother in the patio, sitting in her comfortable wicker chair. She sips her afternoon tea, and the smell of fresh mint perfumes the breeze. It should be a moment of tranquility, but her forehead bears a deep worry line. I sit beside her, and she reaches out to hold my hand, casting me a glance so tender and full of love that it warms me. I had forgotten this feeling. If I had remembered the way my mother looked at me, I probably would have come back before things got out of control. "It'll be alright, little one," Mom says sweetly, as if she could read my thoughts.

"I'll come to visit soon," I promise, even though I'm not sure if I'll be able to keep it. "As soon as I'm settled." "Alone, in a new city..." she murmurs with a distant look, before finally turning to me and adding, "That makes me a little nervous." "It'll be alright, Mom, you know how good I am at making new friends." At least I used to be; maybe I'm a bit rusty on that point, but my mother knows very little about the time I spent in Holland. If she knew how isolated and lonely I've been these past two years, it wouldn't be so easy to tell this little lie.

The conversation stops when my father finally emerges from under the car, his red face all smeared with grease, he's really putting effort into his little act. He walks over to us, wiping his hands on a flannel cloth and sits on the steps leading to the garden, his shiny bald head streaked with grease draws a smile from both of us.

I can't help but notice that the day is very beautiful. I watch as my mother serves him a mug of tea, which he drinks without blowing on it only to then complain that it's scorching hot. He always does that; it's like a ritual. This makes my mother laugh heartily and scold him lovingly. I remember them doing this since I was a little kid. I hope one day I can experience a peaceful love like that.

Thinking about things like that makes my heart ache a little, half from sadness, half from hurt.

"Today is already late, stay here and you can leave early tomorrow," Dad promises, interrupting my reverie. "Then we can have a little farewell dinner." I refrain from telling him that this will already be the third farewell dinner. At this rate, I'm going to gain weight. But I relent and decide not to make a fuss. Let's see how much longer he can come up with tricks to keep me from leaving. Despite being risky, I decide to allow myself to be pampered just a little bit longer.


CHAPTER THREE
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March 11th, Saturday.

I watch with curiosity the small moving truck parked on the sidewalk, half-crossed with one wheel climbing the curb. It's past seven. It's a very strange time to be moving; the movers, stacking heavy cardboard boxes, seem to agree with that. With sour expressions, they don't respond when I wish them good evening. Rude. To make matters worse, the streetlight that should illuminate this segment of the road has been burnt out for weeks. So, they work in the dim light, illuminated only by the flash of the man's cell phone who seems to be the driver and leader of the operation.

As I lock my bike to the yard's railing, I watch them for a moment, carrying the boxes into the house attached to mine. It's a beautiful building, quite different from its twin house. It has large glass windows with modern black frames, a side garage, and a garden that's quite neglected, surrounded by an elegant metal fence. This house has been empty for the past 2 years, maybe more.

Remembering the old neighbors makes me shudder. Big family, shouts always echoing, loud gospel music making the walls vibrate every Saturday morning. The owner had renovated after they left, turned the place into a loft, hoping to get more tenants, but it hadn't worked out very well, at least not until now.

I hope, or rather, I hope that the new neighbors are friendly, calm, and quiet people, and maybe they have a cute little dog I can pet and take for walks occasionally. I finally decide to go inside and leave the rude men working in the dark. But as I pass through the door and turn on the light, I almost jump out of my skin. Uncle Fábio is standing in the darkness, leaning on tiptoe while he spies on the street's movement through the blinds. "Jesus..., What the hell...", " SHH, turn off that light, girl," he commands, and I obey with a smile. "I think they're hoarders...," he announces in a conspiratorial tone, picking up his coffee cup from the windowsill and drinking. If he made coffee, he must have been spying for hours already.

"Hoarders?", I ask, allowing myself to enter his paranoia. "I've never seen so many boxes, Ana, they've been at it since two in the afternoon, it must be the fourth or fifth truck by now." I join him in the observation post. Uncle Fábio offers the coffee, which I immediately accept and take a sip. It's already lukewarm, I note, surely it's been spiked, possibly with a shot of brandy. He's really enjoying himself. His thin and light hair is disheveled, giving him a somewhat maniacal look, and adding the tousled mustache, that just reinforces the whole thing.

"Have you seen the new neighbors?", "No, nothing... just boxes. What kind of people don't oversee their own move?", "I don't know..., but maybe they're nice," I venture, taking another sip, but he scoffs before taking the mug and adding in a pessimistic tone. "Nice? You and I are nice. With luck, they'll be tolerable."

But to Uncle Fábio's dismay, the neighboring house remained dark and uninhabited for some time after the moving truck incident. We were almost convinced that the owner had rented the house as a storage or something when, two days later, someone rang our doorbell in the middle of the night.

We were on the couch, sprawled with a bucket of popcorn, wearing tacky robes and slippers, with our faces plastered with blue rejuvenating masks. Upon hearing the first ring of the doorbell, we looked at each other, very unwilling to move. Uncle Fábio, reluctantly, paused the TV series, and we remained silent until the bell fatefully rang again.

"Are you expecting someone?", he asks, "Maybe your boyfriend?", "No... It's not him," I reply, almost letting slip that we haven't spoken in three days, but I haven't told Uncle Fábio yet that I'm thinking of breaking up. That's going to be difficult; he's always loved Bruno. "And what about you?", "On SkinCare night, Ana? As if," he cackles as if I had just uttered some heresy.

In the end, we opted to toss the coin with a round of impa-par to see who would be forced to open the door. But I already knew I was going to lose before we even started; somehow, it seems like Uncle Fábio always knows what my next move will be.

"Damn it," I grumble, wiping my face with a towel to clean off the cream and getting up when the doorbell rings for the third time. How insistent. Before opening it, I peek through the peephole just to make sure it's not some killer clown or something. Definitely not.

"Who is it?" Fábio demands, perching on the back of the couch. "If you're so curious, you should've come to open it... It's a woman," I reply reluctantly. But it's not just a woman, it's an incredibly beautiful, tall, and statuesque woman with black hair. Wow. I definitely don't know her; her face has a kind of classic beauty that must be practically impossible to forget. I close my gray robe to hide that I'm only wearing an old T-shirt as pajamas and crack open the door, keeping the yellow bunny slippers hidden in hopes of preserving some dignity.

"Hi?", I venture, "Hi, good evening," the woman replies melodically to my uncertain greeting, and for a microsecond, I hesitate. The stranger has a deep and grave voice, which catches me completely off guard. I definitely wasn't expecting that. "My name is...", she begins, but the sentence dies halfway, and I wait for about three seconds until she shakes her head in embarrassment and asks, "Is there... is there something blue on your forehead?" she points with a shy smile.

Oh crap. A big blob of cream seems to have escaped my efforts. With not many options, I wipe it off with the sleeve of my robe. "It's SkinCare night," I try to explain clumsily. "SkinCare night...," the stranger repeats slowly, as if savoring the weirdness of the situation, "Sounds fun... I'm sorry, you distracted me a little, my name is Elena, I just moved into the house next door."

"Welcome," I reply, a gasp sounds from the living room, Uncle Fábio, who most certainly was listening to everything, probably regretted not coming to open the door. He has reasons to regret it; the gossip is juicy. Elena is definitely much more interesting than the old neighbors. "My name is Ana," I finally manage to introduce myself and, on a whim of mischief, I open the door enough for her to see the back of the living room couch, where Uncle Fábio is perched with his face covered in cream, looking like a short member of the Blue Man Group. "That's my uncle, Fábio," I introduce, and immediately he shrinks back and lets out a squeal at the unexpected exposure, but he quickly recovers and waves to her with his friendliest blue smile. That's for the impa-par.

"Sorry to interrupt your evening, but it seems they still haven't connected my electricity, and I'm kind of desperate. Could you put my phone to charge for just a little bit? The battery is almost dead," Elena pleads. Her voice resonates through my body causing a weird sensation, as if I were made of butter and that voice were a heated knife. How bizarre.

"Of course," I respond immediately, perhaps a little too quickly. Talking to beautiful people always makes me nervous. That's a fact. "Why don't you come in and stay for a bit? We're ordering pizza," I offer, on a whim of courage and extroversion that makes me very proud of myself.

But Elena is going to refuse, because that would be the normal thing to do. However, even though she disguised it very well, I saw her eyes light up when I mentioned the word pizza. "Come on," I insist, opening the door even wider. Elena can't hide a little smile when she sees the slippers, "SkinCare night is much better than being grounded in a dark house," I say trying to sound convincing. Elena still hesitates, looking uncertainly at the house across the fence.

"You can invite anyone you want... if there's someone else...," I extend the invitation, trying to sound as cordial as possible. "No, it's not that... I'm alone," she responds quickly, shifting her weight from one leg to another. She has a wonderful body, with curves that catch my eyes even when I try to focus. For a moment, I lose myself watching her as she considers my offer, tucking a strand of absolutely black hair behind her ear. You can almost see the beautiful gears in her head turning behind the impeccably drawn eyebrows.

Finally, Elena decides. With great ease, she takes my wrist and places the phone and charger in my hand, "I left some candles on," she explains still holding me, "I'll go turn them off and be right back..." she promises, finally letting her fingers slide across my skin. But then she stops again, looking at her own clothes. She's wearing dark blue jeans, which mark the right places in a disconcerting way, a very nice pair of high boots, and a leather jacket full of patches from bands I've never heard of. "I think I need to take a shower first. I drove all day to get here."

"You can shower here," I offer without thinking much. The suggestion makes Elena blink a few times, and her eyebrows form an arc of doubt. Yes, it is indeed a strange offer. "Because... because you must be without hot water too..., since you don't have electricity, right...," I quickly add before she thinks I'm a crazy pervert. Elena sighs and nods, "I hadn't thought of that, they should have connected it a few days ago, I don't know what happened," she laments before adding, "But I don't want to bother," "Relax... it's no bother at all."

Elena thinks again. It makes sense, Uncle Fábio and I could very well be two psycho killers. But the expectation of a hot shower seems to outweigh her fear of being dismembered, and honestly, she doesn't seem like the type who would have much difficulty dealing with us if we tried anything.

"Thank you very much, I'll accept your generosity Ana, I'll be right back, I'll turn off the candles and get some clothes... maybe a robe," she adds with a little laugh and a wink that makes my ears warm. She has a damn beautiful smile.

When I return inside and join Uncle Fábio, he's still cleaning his face. So, I help him remove the cream that got stuck in his mustache and thick eyebrows. "You're diabolical, girl..." he murmurs and then adds even lower "Who would've thought the new neighbor would be a supermodel, huh?", "Supermodel? Yeah... she's quite pretty, isn't she...," I respond in agreement, trying not to let on that my impression was that she was almost too pretty for that.

"She must be about six feet tall, did you see those legs? She must have my height just in legs. I wish I had legs like those, it would be much easier to step on my enemies," "You don't have enemies," "I know, everyone loves me, but in case I did, having long legs would help."

Elena returned a few minutes later, and now, even trying, I couldn't help but look at her legs. Damn Uncle Fábio. I let her in, leading her to the bathroom in my room. We ordered the pizzas while she was in the shower, and when she finally came out, a cloud of steam and vanilla accompanied her and spread throughout the house. It must be the smell of her shampoo, I observed, almost hypnotized, as she twisted her still damp hair into a bun, until I finally noticed that Elena was serious about bringing a robe, an elegant plush and wine-colored robe. Now that she had changed out of her travel clothes into shorts and a loose blue t-shirt, we considered her dressed enough to be introduced to the wonders of SkinCare night. And it only took about fifteen minutes for Uncle Fábio and her to seem like old friends.

While he introduced her to his extensive collection of serums, creams, and facial tonics, shamelessly taking the opportunity to interrogate her and uncover Elena's life secrets. And the truth is, she offered very little resistance to his invasive questions. We quickly found out that she was single, going to live alone, didn't have any pets, but liked them very much. She was returning to Brazil after almost two years living in the Netherlands and moved to this place because she wanted to experience living alone to write; yes, she's a writer. "Ana is also an artist," Uncle Fábio announced, amazed at the coincidence.

"Really? Do you write too?" the neighbor asked, looking at me, who still hadn't gotten used to the intensity of her voice. Sometimes, when she speaks, it feels like liquid velvet dragging across my skin, if that makes any sense. But before I had a chance to respond, Uncle Fábio had already excitedly announced, "She paints beautiful pictures, my niece is a very talented woman." Immediately, Elena looked around, searching for proof of the statement on the walls of the house, but she wouldn't find anything there. "They're not very decorative," I try to explain, "They're... A bit... Morbid," I confess at last, feeling uncomfortable with the direction of the conversation.

"It's not true, they're full of sensitivity, they're sentimental," Uncle Fábio contradicts me with a grimace as he grabs his phone and opens the gallery. I want to beg him not to do that, but it's already too late. Uncle Fábio is like a force of nature, unpredictable and untameable. Before I can do anything, he has already handed the phone to Elena, and her long fingers scroll through the screen zooming in on my latest paintings, uncovering my secrets. "I would have a stack of them scattered all over the house, but Ana denies me that, can you believe it? And unfortunately, I don't have enough money to buy one yet," "Uncle...," I try to say something, but end up losing my train of thought when I realize that Elena is no longer looking at the phone. Her eyes are focused on me, and the new neighbor has big eyes, dark green eyes, a shade that I definitely have never seen before, like little black holes, they suck all the light from the room, eyes that perfectly match her skin and hair color. I don't know how I didn't notice before how intense and inquisitive those eyes were.

"They're wonderful," Elena speaks, holding eye contact. It's unsettling. She didn't do anything but look at me, but now I feel like she has invaded my personal space, I'm overcome by an impulse to run and hide under something, like a frightened guinea pig. I don't know what to say. Ironically, I've always been terrible at receiving compliments. But it's okay this time, fate has blessed me and I didn't have to say anything, because the doorbell finally rang, signaling that the pizza had arrived, and I took the opportunity to grab the food and escape from that gaze.

We decided to watch a movie, but since Uncle Fábio and I couldn't agree on anything, Elena ended up suggesting something. So, finally, we ate while watching a movie that was a horror-comedy with questionable zombies, a woman with a machine gun leg, and lots of explosions and absurd scenes. We probably would never have chosen something like that on our own, because, in general, we liked sad dramas and sugary romances, something to cry about. But we ended up having a blast. And when the credits rolled, the pizza boxes were empty and I realized that all that smiling had left my face hurting. It was past midnight, and Elena announced that she needed to go. While Uncle Fábio straightened up the living room, I escorted her to the door.

"It was so much fun, didn't expect pizza and SkinCare on my first day here, you guys were very kind." The normal response, the response Elena must have been expecting, would be a "it was nothing," said in a careless manner. But, for some reason, I was feeling bold in that moment. "It was a great excuse to discover the secrets of the lovely new neighbor." Why did I say that? Elena burst into laughter as we descended the little staircase that led to the small lawn. The street was dark and silent, so the sound resonated loudly and crystalline through the neighborhood. The initial plan was just to accompany Elena to the door, but the pleasant conversation compelled me to continue following her into the street, like an insect being drawn to the light.

"It seems like you always say something different from what I'm expecting to hear... I like that." I felt my face flush and inwardly thanked the darkness for being dark enough that Elena didn't have a chance to notice it. Was that flirting? No chance. It didn't seem intentional, but for a moment, Elena's voice had sounded even silkier when she said "I like that." And I can't deny that I liked it too.

"I'm a little weird sometimes," I admitted, embarrassed. "I think everyone is," Elena replied with a mysterious smile. I couldn't read what that smile meant, but it left me full of curiosity. Finally she stops, looking at the power meter, visibly frustrated. "The landlord assured me that the power was reconnected three days ago. I don't know what happened, look, it's on, but no lights in sight. They must have made some mistake," she speaks sounding a little stressed about the situation.

I start laughing, I can't help it. Elena looks at me curiously, perhaps wondering if I've gone crazy. Then I point my finger at the meter and, in a didactic manner, guide her gaze beyond the metal pole, to the black wire that crosses the night sky and goes straight to my house. I have the opportunity to watch her eyes widen, and she starts laughing nervously, before bringing her face closer to her hands, as if she wants to hide.

Still laughing at her, I head to the opposite side of the lot, where in the dim light, because no one has fixed the street light yet, her house's meter is half obscured by vegetation. I press the button on the meter, and the windows of the neighboring house light up. Let there be light, I think, as I make a dramatic bow, like a magician who has performed his best trick.

"Wow, you must definitely be my guardian angel," "No, I just take good neighborliness seriously," I reply with a wink, she smiles, "Well, I should be going then, thanks again for everything," "It was nothing, it was a pleasure to meet you, Elena." Taking a step forward, she hugs me, catching me completely off guard. Her hug is warm and comforting, and I allow myself to appreciate it for a moment before reciprocating, putting my arms around her. For a moment, we stand like that, embraced on the dark sidewalk, and I finally feel the nervous tension that had accompanied me all night starting to dissipate. It's as if Elena has a calming aura around her and me and my body are finally realizing that it's okay to relax around her.

When we finally let go, she gives me one more smile and waves before walking away. I watched until she disappeared inside the door. I sighed and went back to my own house, closing the door behind me. The night had been... strange? Perhaps, a rollercoaster of emotions? Definitely, but one thing was certain: Elena, my new neighbor, was far from what I expected, and somehow that made everything much more interesting.


CHAPTER FOUR
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March 15th, Wednesday.

Finally, I can see my house. My new house. It's the first time I step inside with the real lighting. I can see the long and spacious L-shaped living room with the dark wooden floor and large windows. I take a deep breath, feeling the comforting smell of freshly painted walls surrounding me. It's exactly as I imagined. I had to make the choice through photos on the real estate website, but I have no regrets. I'm sure I can learn to call this place home.

Despite the boxes. My God. There are hundreds of them everywhere. I feel tired just thinking about unpacking them. I tighten the belt of my robe around my body. The softness and warmth of the fabric remind me of the hug from earlier. How did I end up with a robe in the neighbors' house on my first night in this city? Oh yes, the lovely neighbor with ironic humor inviting me to take a shower. That was so unexpected and random that I don't even know what to think. A beautiful woman was not what I expected when I knocked on the neighbor's door, not at all. Damn, I have to admit that Ana is really cute. As soon as I laid eyes on her, I immediately found her a fascinating figure. If we had been closer, I certainly wouldn't have been able to resist touching her curly and unruly hair.

And it wasn't just that, she had something, a rebellious aura, all those tattoos and the eyebrow piercing, that attracted my eyes. Everything about her said something like, "You can be sure that I'm trouble," except for her eyes. Her eyes said, "I'm the sweetest person in the world." And maybe she was. Who invites a stranger to eat pizza and watch movies out of nowhere? But was she just being kind? This doubt always arises when I meet someone interesting. Are we really flirting or is it just in my head? She could just be being friendly, but if that's all, Ana must really be a well of kindness.

I return to the garden. The neighboring house is closed now; they must be getting ready to sleep. Alone, I walk through the dry grass in the dark. My new garden has potential, with some care and love, I know I can make it look like the beautiful garden my mother has at home. Maybe one day I'll even have tea in it with someone special.

I take a deep breath of the cold night air. I'm excited. I didn't expect to feel so good so quickly. Was tonight a sign that everything will be fine, and I can finally start to relax? Friendly neighbors, a beautiful house, a promising garden. Maybe. It's a bit early to say, but I promised myself that I would seize every opportunity in this new phase of my life.

A yawn brings me back inside, searching for my bed among the hundreds of boxes. It's quite possible that there are bedding, a pillow, and blankets somewhere, but where? I curse myself for being a chaotic and carefree young woman who never labeled her boxes. Only God knows what could be stored in each of them.

I give up. Okay, I'm resilient, like a cactus. I can withstand adversity. I fall asleep using the robe as a blanket and my backpack as a pillow, and manage to sleep heavily and dreamlessly, surprisingly peacefully. Which, unfortunately, doesn't last. I wake up only a few hours later, much earlier than I would like, with the merciless sunlight streaming through the large windows.

Shit. I urgently need curtains. I drag myself to the bathroom; luckily, my travel toiletry bag contains the basic survival items. After brushing my teeth, my second basic need is coffee, and, thirsty for a cup, I realize that I don't know if I have cups, a pot, or even if I have coffee.

Damn it. That's it, I need to go shopping urgently. A matter of life or death. I walk through the house, creating a mental list of everything I need: mop, broom, bathroom trash can, cleaning products, food, curtains, maybe cups. My God, I'm going to be broke like this.

Don't think about it, first, coffee.

The idea of something warm in my stomach propels me. After changing clothes and going out, I search on my phone where the nearest supermarket is. And it's very close, about five minutes away, but still I decide to go by car so I can come back with the groceries. Right away, I am blessed by the existence of a small and honest snack bar in the place, which provides me with a reasonable coffee and a not-so-good cheese bread. But that's okay, for today it will be enough, since my expectations were low.

Walking through the supermarket aisles is daunting. Yes, it has everything I need, but the problem is that I need many, many things. I realize that I have never actually lived alone. I have always lived in shared houses or dorms. As a result, I have never had the need to make a first purchase for a home. Houses need a lot of things. Damn capitalism. I decide to take it easy, also because I really don't know what I can find in the boxes. I start with just the basics: a cup, a plate, a pair of utensils, an emergency pot, easy-to-prepare food, and hygiene and cleaning items. That will have to be enough until I open all the boxes and find out what I really need.

And it almost was. I'm already on my way to the checkout when something catches my attention: a gardening kit with tools in matte black and beautiful wooden handles, a leather apron, and an elegant straw hat. I know I don't need this to take care of the garden, but screw it, it seems like a divine sign. I decide to take it, along with some bags of fertilizer, seeds, seedlings, and a lovely shiny metal watering can. That garden, I decide at that moment, will be my new hobby. I'm looking forward to starting watching tutorials on YouTube.

On the way back home, the car is heavy with so many bags. Although I didn't find everything I needed, not even close, like the damn curtains, for today it will have to be enough. I promise myself that I will only buy new things when I finish opening all the boxes. After arriving home and storing the purchases as best as I can, I prepare to start this work. It's strange, somehow, unpacking the boxes seems to make everything final, as if I were returning to a distant past that belongs to someone else, to several pasts, actually. But starting over was my choice, my decision, so there's no reason to avoid it. I sit on the floor, take a deep breath, and finally open the first box.


CHAPTER FIVE
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March 17th, Friday.

I arrive from the studio just before six o'clock, feeling tense in my back. Today was not a good day; I lost count of how many canvases I stained with sketches that I completely hated. I can't paint; at least, I haven't been able to paint anything original. It weighs heavy on my heart. For some time now, I've noticed that something is different. It seems like my fuel has dried up. The worst part is, I know exactly when it started; it coincided with the period when I improved. The better I feel, the more my art withers; my talent wilts. But I've been avoiding thinking about it at all costs.

For starters, painting was part of my therapy, a recommendation from Aline, in one of my darkest moments, when I needed to expel all the darkness; the canvases accepted my feelings readily. But now it seems that, the more alive and well I feel...

I really need to stop thinking about it. If Aline finds out about these ideas I've been having, I can already imagine the deserved lecture I'll receive. My studio is nearby, just a short walk from home, enough for me to feel like I have my own space, my personal refuge to work, or at least try. As I turn the corner tonight, still at the end of the street, I can already hear Uncle Fábio's unmistakable laughter and in the distance, I see him chatting animatedly with his new best friend.

I can't help but immediately feel nervous, although there's no real reason for it. Why does Elena make me feel this way? I barely know her. It's been a few days since the SkinCare night, and since then, I've felt a slight discomfort leaving the house. No, discomfort isn't the right word, it's more like anxiety. Like I have a bunch of butterflies in my stomach, and the anticipation of casually running into Elena makes the butterflies flutter. It's an uncomfortable feeling, but not exactly bad.

This is the first time I've really seen her, since it seems we have different schedules. She looks equally striking. Today, she's wearing a straw hat and a black apron, apparently engaged in renovating her garden. "Ana, my dear angel," Uncle Fábio croaks when he finally notices my approach. He gives me his usual hug and a smacking kiss on the cheek before dragging me into the middle of his conversation. "Good afternoon, neighbor," Elena greets melodically. And once again, I'm caught off guard by her voice. "Afternoon," I reply still somewhat flustered, trying to sound as casual as possible.

"Why didn't you tell me the story of how you solved Elena's power problem?" Uncle Fábio asks, giving me a little punitive nudge. "I felt like the dumbest person in the world. It seems like I'm completely incapable of figuring things out on my own," Elena confesses, once again bringing her hands close to her face. It seems to be a recurring gesture. "I thought you would have already told Fábio about that embarrassing episode," "I thought about leaving the whole thing as our secret," I reply. Only when I finish speaking do I realize that my tone sounded oddly provocative, although it wasn't intentional. It doesn't matter, I've triggered some kind of predatory instinct in Elena, and the new neighbor is once again staring intensely at me with her green eyes, making me feel like a helpless animal.

"We were talking about the night in the city. Elena hasn't even gone out since she moved in, we have a moral duty to fix that," Uncle Fábio interrupts, pointing his finger to the sky as if he had just declared independence for our garden. "Tonight we're taking this beauty out for a drink," I consider, for a millisecond, saying that I'm tired, but the truth is, the idea of going out with them and enjoying the night seems invigorating. Maybe it's exactly what I need to release the tension.

"So, I guess I need to take a shower and get ready, right?" "We leave at eight, girls," Uncle Fábio decrees. And as soon as Elena agrees with a wink, he drags me inside the house. We had barely crossed the door and he corners me, like a general, but since he's slightly shorter than me, he needs to hold my face between his hands to force me to look him in the eyes. "Is it just me, or did I feel a vibe out there?" I've never been good at hiding; I feel my face warming between his hands. I try to say no, but I can only let out a squeaky squeal. And then it's too late; Uncle Fábio will torment me forever. "There's no vibe at all, it's just... come on, uncle, you also saw that woman, she looks like a Twilight saga vampire, it's impossible not to... not feel a little attracted," I reluctantly confess. "Did you pay attention to her voice?".

He smiles smugly, "Oh, of course I paid attention to her voice, I paid attention mostly to the way she started acting when you showed up, seemed to be exuding pheromones," "Come on, uncle," "Believe me, baby, the hot neighbor is very into you," he announces, finally releasing my face and dramatically twirling the tip of his mustache before skipping around the house, ignoring my protests and arguments.

I take a long, hot shower. When I come out, I finally feel relaxed. The glass of the shower and the mirror are fogged up; I need to rub them with the edge of the towel so that my image stops being a blurry blur. The figure staring back at me is a girl with a slender, freckled face, with skin shiny and pink from time in the hot water. I dry my hair with the towel, massaging the strands until they curl and form soft, slightly chaotic curls. I've always been impulsive about my personal image: tattoos, the shiny silver hoop on my eyebrow, even my hair. Most decisions about my image were made without planning, but they are part of me. I feel comfortable in my own skin. Thinking about it is liberating. The figure in the mirror returns the satisfied smile as I finish getting ready. I choose a pair of earrings, small black metal hoops, and discard the idea of wearing makeup. It's just a casual night; I don't want Elena to think I'm trying too hard. Why am I worried about what she'll think?

I wanted to wear jeans and a T-shirt, but Uncle Fábio coerced me into wearing a black dress he gave me as a gift, shamelessly using emotional blackmail to get what he wanted. He, in turn, chose a surprisingly unassuming option: a monochromatic black outfit of dress pants and a lightweight cotton shirt that he left partially open, thinking it made him look more bohemian. I waited half an hour while he carefully combed his mustache, curling the tips into a delicately egocentric curve.

Even so, we managed to be on the street promptly at eight. We stood still at the garden gate and heard Elena shouting for one more minute. In fact, it took almost twenty, but we weren't in a hurry. When she finally came out, I felt like every minute of waiting was worth it. She was dressed simply: jeans and a shiny black tank top, satin or something like that, the leather jacket hanging on her arms. It was a bit surprising how she didn't need to do practically anything to look amazing. As soon as I saw her, Elena hesitated for a moment before closing the door. "Nobody told me the Dress Code was casual chic," she spoke, pretending to be hurt as she approached. Before I had time to respond, she took my hand and spun me in a move that I executed as clumsily as possible, feeling my face warm. "How did you manage to become even lovelier?" she asked very seriously, "You... you look very beautiful too," I stammered disconcerted. "We're all fabulous," Uncle Fábio shouted to the night sky, while casting a smug glance in my direction that said "I told you so" better than any word.

But still, I doubted it, what's the deal? There was no chance that a bombshell like Elena would be interested in someone like me. Next to her, I barely looked like someone who just emerged from adolescence. We started walking, Uncle Fábio in the middle, intertwining our arms. He began introducing Elena to all the neighborhood gossip, then amused himself by telling her about his incredibly bureaucratic work as an accountant. He loves surprising people with that information; it's the job that least seems to fit him in the universe. I theorize that he chose this career just for that reason.

I couldn't help but feel admiration for their synergy, maybe a hint of envy. They really got each other; the conversation flowed very naturally between them. I, on the other hand, floated between topics; I've always been much better at listening. We strolled along the avenue where the best bars in the area were located, and after a few turns, we ended up choosing a new place that was particularly crowded that night, with great drinks but questionable music. And the following hours passed by light and increasingly alcoholic.

At some point, Uncle Fábio disappeared, possibly flirting with someone. He was even more uncontrollable under the influence of alcohol. "So, you and your uncle seem really close, huh?" Elena brought up the subject when we were alone at the table. "Yeah, he raised me after my parents died," I let slip. Oh yes, Ana, dead parents; what a great topic for bar conversation. "Uh..." she lets out, the atmosphere is palpably heavy. "It's been a while, I'm fine now. I was very lucky to have him. He's a unique person," I add trying to turn things around, but she's still giving me a look of pity that definitely wasn't what I was going for. Don't mess things up, Ana. I take a deep breath; I just have to change the subject. I spend all my charisma points in an attempt, "But what about you? You said you wanted the experience of living alone to write, but why did you choose our charming town?" I restart the conversation.

She seemed surprised by my question and leaned in to answer without needing to speak loudly, avoiding the horrible music filling the room. We were sitting side by side, just a few inches away from each other, and Elena leaned over the table towards me. Too close.

"You'll find it ridiculous... I literally googled: 'What's the best city to live in?' and found a blog where this was the top one."

"You can't be serious."

"Believe me, I'm dead serious," she responds, smiling even more as she pauses to take another sip of her drink before continuing. "And so far, I have to say it's not disappointing me... The neighborhood is... very welcoming," she finishes and I watch, somewhat hypnotized, as she moistens her lips with her tongue. I have the impression, possibly correct, that she's getting even closer. Under the table, our legs touch, and I feel a wave of electricity run through my body. It doesn't help much to smell Elena's perfume in the air, so close that I'm afraid she'll hear my heart beating faster and faster.

Very slowly, Elena shifts position, extending the hand that was previously supporting her head. She touches one of the curls of my hair falling over my forehead, her finger tracing and curling around the wave, brushing lightly against my face in the process. It's a playful, disinterested gesture, but I think I've never felt so tense in my whole life. "I've been dying to do this," Elena confesses with a slow, drink-emboldened voice, it was just a whisper, but she's close enough that I can still hear the words melting. "I've loved your hair since we met."

I hold her gaze for what must have been just a few seconds, but it felt like a thousand years. How do I respond to something like that, "Thank you? Yours too? Want some for yourself?" Luckily for me, Uncle Fábio returns with a new round of drinks that he claims to have won. Elena finally pulls away, giving me space to breathe again; another second and my head would have exploded. Elena casually asks Uncle Fábio how he managed that, and that's the cue he was looking for to tell us another of his absurd adventures. And it was almost as if that intense moment had never happened.

Did I imagine that?

At the end of the night, we staggered back home, laughing, clumsy. After saying goodbye, Fabio and I waited until Elena was inside to struggle with the lock until we managed to hit the key. At home, we can finally take off our shoes and collapse on the couch, tired and happy. "I was right, wasn't I, sweetheart..." Fabio teases. We don't turn on the light, but even in the dark, I can imagine the smug little smile on his face.

"About what?" I retort. But I know exactly what the conversation is about. "You know what."

"Uncle, you're delusional," I deflect, stretching out on the opposite corner of the couch, but I'm not so sure anymore. "You're in denial, everyone knows that's the first stage of hooking up," he sings with a sleepy voice.

"I have a boyfriend, did you forget about that detail?"

"I didn't forget, maybe you did. I saw you two, and I could bet all my coins that you would've hooked up at that table if I hadn't interrupted," Uncle Fabio exposes, I think about arguing, but I don't know how. There's a good chance he's really right, and anyway, he cuts me off before I can think of an explanation for what happened. "That's no big deal... I also remember when I was your age... And I was terrible," he finishes and then starts to snore softly. I spend some more time thinking about how to respond, but I'm too tired to fight this battle that's clearly already lost.




CHAPTER SIX
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March 18th, Friday.

I woke up feeling like death warmed over. Probably the worst hangover of my life. I've had some wild nights before, but the last time I got wasted, I don't know, I was like, 18? I'm almost sure that the next day, I was ready to drink more. But that's changed. Now, I feel the terrible sensation that my body is getting back at me for drinking too much. And yet, when I remember last night, it leaves me with a silly grin on my face.

Fabio and Ana, how lucky I am to have run into such amazing people. It's exactly what I needed to stop feeling so scared about what awaits me. Finding good, genuine people who are just plain good.

When I called my mom, she could easily tell from the video that I was horribly pale because of the hangover, but also strangely happy. Mom has a kind of sixth sense for picking up on that sort of thing. She dragged out of me the whole story about the neighbors, the skincare night, the pizza, the embarrassing power outage story, the night we had. Thirsty for details, she demanded descriptions, completely excited about her daughter's new friends.

"And this girl, Ana...," she teased, "Should I be worried?", "Worried?" I repeat slowly. "Maybe 'worried' wasn't the best word..., but you know what I mean, I noticed something in your voice when you talked about her.", "Uh... She's... I don't know how to explain...", "Be careful, sweetheart... I don't want to see you suffering again.", "Oh, don't worry, Mom, I don't even know if she likes women... She was just kind to me, but didn't give any clear signals..."

She stays thoughtful for a moment, looking at the screen before asking, "But you liked her, right?", "Well... She's beautiful... And funny... And has this cute little shy demeanor... while also being all badass," "I knew it... A mother is never wrong," "But I don't know... She's very different from the people I usually hang out with, in every way.", "Well... Let's agree that maybe that's a good thing," she responds with a nervous little laugh. "Yeah... Maybe," "Just promise me you won't dive headfirst into another relationship, that you'll take it slow, okay, sweetheart?"

This time it's my turn to stop and think, what am I doing? I shouldn't have created this kind of apprehension in her, I just moved in and she has like a million reasons to question my choices. "I know, Mom, sorry, you don't need to worry... Ana is just a friend, okay?", "And you swear you'll tell me if that changes, right?", "Of course I will... I have no secrets with my best friend, and I swear, I'll take care of myself..." she smiles, but once again she seems to have noticed the thoughts behind my words. "But between us, I really wish you'd find someone who treats you as you deserve... You're so beautiful, and you have such a good soul, my love... You need someone who loves you like mommy loves you."

"Don't make me cry, Mom, I'm already dehydrated," I joke to try to ward off the melancholy of the conversation. "I love you, Mommy.", "I love you too, sweetheart, drink lots of water and God bless you," she recommends before hanging up. I stay in bed, thinking until I fall asleep again. Someone who would treat me as I deserve, is it too much to ask for?


CHAPTER SEVEN
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March 22nd, Wednesday

J It's already Wednesday night when Bruno finally shows up at my doorstep, almost ten days since the park, ten days where we barely exchanged a "good morning" via text. He came uninvited, bringing microwave lasagnas and chocolates as a peace offering, and acts as if nothing is weird between us. But today, after another weird and unproductive day in the studio, I can only feel grateful to have him here. "Game night?" he asks after giving me a long hug and a kiss on the forehead. It sounds like a great idea.

While he prepares the food, I arrange the living room by stacking pillows and blankets. We snuggle there for the night, as we've done a hundred times before, taking turns playing and following the story together, giving advice and suggestions while one of us is in control of the character. "So...", he begins, while I'm sitting between his legs, leaning against his chest, it's my turn to play. "What do you think about going to the museum on Saturday?" he asks before pointing at the screen. "There's a chest behind that pillar." "Sounds great," I reply following his lead. "And why do you want to go there exactly, I mean, there's nothing different since the last time we went, right?" "No... Actually no, I want to see my paintings." "Your paintings...?" I can almost hear him thinking, "but you're the one who painted them, woman," but he doesn't say the words, just leaves them printed on his face. So I add, "Yeah... Not them... I want to see people looking at them," trying to explain, but I'm in a particularly difficult stage of the game and I can't find the right words.

He doesn't ask anything else, just stays silent as if he understood everything, although it's not possible that he understood, since I didn't explain my reasons. That annoys me. It's not the first time; whenever I try to talk to him about my work, about art, about my struggles, or anything like that, the subject dies very quickly. I don't know if it's disinterest or if he just doesn't really understand me. But I don't want to argue. Not today, when things are going relatively well. When the clock strikes ten, he starts to fidget, restless. I already feared this moment, although I knew it would come. Uncle Fabio is traveling, consulting at a branch office in the neighboring town; Bruno doesn't know that. If he knew, he certainly wouldn't have shown up, what he expected was for Fabio to be home, so his leaving would be natural. "Sleep over tonight?" I ask without taking my eyes off the screen. I immediately feel him tense up. "Ana... Your uncle...," ", he's going to be away tonight... and as I've told you a million times, he doesn't mind if you sleep over... Come on... We're adults, Bruno, and this house is mine too." "I can't..." he responds.

I already knew. He has given me this answer many times before. "Why?" I retort, even though I know what the end result will be. I decide I won't make it easy for him. "I need to wake up early tomorrow." It's a lie. "Why?" I repeat. "I have something planned, for my dad." It's a lie. "What thing?" "Sorting out some paperwork," he lies again, now even more tense. He can't think I don't realize he's avoiding being alone with me, as if he were a chaste maiden and I was a pervert trying to deflower him. "Bruno... Let's talk," I ask, the words almost coming out as a plea. But I know it won't work, because he's already standing up. "Sorry, love," he replies. "Today doesn't work, I really need to go." Another lie. Before I have the chance to say anything, he's already gone, fleeing into the night as if I were going to attack him.

I think we should break up.

I can't say when things started to get weird, or if they were always weird and I just couldn't notice because I also felt very strange. I think we should break up. I mean, we've had sex before, at least a few times, but it seems like it never happens naturally. I think we should break up. It's always complicated, bureaucratic, tense... It shouldn't be this hard. I think we should break up. Over time, it seems to be getting weirder. There's a barrier growing between us, and it feels like I can't cross it alone, even though I keep trying. I think we should break up.


CHAPTER EIGHT
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March 22nd, Wednesday

It's not been a good day. I knew this would happen sooner or later, and even though I had a lot on my plate to occupy my mind today, I still ended up remembering her and hating myself for it. I betrayed myself by searching her name on Instagram, a name that hurts so much that I can't even say it out loud. I scrolled through the social network where I can no longer have an account, so she can't find me, and then I betrayed myself even more by scrolling through the hundreds of photos where the two of us are smiling. I spent hours reading romantic captions with heart emojis. It's so strange that even though I know those photos didn't reflect reality, I still feel nostalgic, a painful nostalgia, as if my heart is closing in a tight grip, almost turning into a raisin.

How can I still love her after everything that happened? I know it's wrong, sick, I know all of that, but still, I can't help feeling nostalgic. I need to make a huge effort not to send her a message on WhatsApp. It shouldn't be this hard to stay away from someone who hurt me so much. But it is. I need to step away from the computer and the phone; I don't want to mess up. I can't do that, not again. I wish I could talk to my mom, but at the same time, if she knew how I'm feeling, it would make her suffer. What do I do?

This absurd feeling steals my breath; I'm breathless. I need air, so I rush to the garden. Maybe it's a panic attack, I'm not sure, because I've never had a panic attack before, but if I had to explain it somehow, it's what it feels like. The tightness in my chest seems to get stronger, along with the agonizing lack of air. I need to do something, anything that will make me stop thinking about her. I decide to stay outside. It's past ten, but this is a safe neighborhood. So, I sit on the bench near the wall and stay still, focusing on breathing in the cold air and feeling the cold against my skin.

In silence, I watch as a guy comes out of the neighboring house, looking a bit nervous. I think about saying good night, but he's in such a hurry to get on his red motorcycle that he doesn't notice me standing there in the darkness. Some time later, like half an hour, I'm starting to feel slightly better. The door of the neighboring house opens again, it's quite late; this time, it's Ana who comes out, wearing a pink and fluffy wool sweater, rubbing her arms to warm herself up. I can't help but think she looks beautiful, and just seeing her, I feel an inexplicable wave of calm.

Ana also doesn't seem to have noticed me until I say, "Good night," making her jump startled with an expression that brings a smile to my face, even though I still feel terribly depressed. "My God, Elena, what are you doing here alone?" Ana asks, concerned. "Just breathing," I try to answer. It's a terrible answer. "Are you okay?" she questions, approaching the fence that separates the gardens. I suppose, correctly, that my face must look terrible, because it's written all over Ana's big and incredibly expressive brown eyes. She looks like a puppy staring at me with concern from the other side of the fence.

"Not really, it's been a bad day," I allow myself to confess. I hear my voice sounding strangely defeated, and I feel awful for dumping this on someone I barely know. But I don't want to be alone anymore. Ana nods with a slow movement of her head, without further questions. She walks around the wall and enters the neighboring yard, sitting next to me in silence. We stay like that for a while, staring at the night sky that is absolutely dark tonight.

"I also didn't have a good night," she whispers softly before suggesting, grabbing my arm, "Do you want to take a walk?" Her warm touch sends a slight shiver down my spine that she doesn't seem to notice. "There's a 24-hour café nearby, they have really good hot chocolate," she promises still whispering, already pulling me to my feet with a sweet and friendly smile. "That would be nice. That would be really nice," I started walking with her, not very sure of what I was doing, but anything that distracted me seemed like a good plan.

But my body quickly disagreed, and I realized it was actually a horrible idea to take a night walk. It was freezing, the night breeze felt like scratching my skin, and Ana's cute and warm sweater brushing against my arm only made me more aware of that. But I didn't want to go back. "Aren't you cold?" Ana asked, putting her hand back on my wrist. I was ready to say no, but my arm hair was standing on end, and the feeling of her warm hand against my skin this time caused an involuntary shiver impossible to disguise.

Before I could say anything, Ana was already taking off the sweater over her head and handing it to me. "Ana, really, you don't have to, I'm fine," I tried to argue, but Ana wasn't listening. When I didn't move to put on the clothes, she started putting the sweater over my head without giving me a chance to say anything. "It's freezing, you can't be walking around out here in a tank top, you'll catch pneumonia and I don't want to feel guilty," "Ana..." "Look, I have another long-sleeve shirt," she explained, pointing to her clothes, and I finally realized she was wearing what looked like a flannel pajama full of blue kittens. "So, we both stay warm," she finished while forcing me to put my arm through one of the sleeves.

"Alright," I allowed myself to accept her generosity once again. Finishing putting on the sweater, luckily it must have been big for Ana, which made it almost the right size for me. It was soft and comfortable, fuzzy inside and out, and it was reassuringly warm since Ana was wearing it. Wearing it was almost like being hugged by a loving teddy bear. "It looks good on you," Ana commented with a proud smile. Taking off the sweater made her hair a mess, and that made me smile, possibly for the second time that day. I approached, and Ana was a little startled. It had become quite clear that I aroused something in her, I just didn't know exactly what yet. The line between repulsion and gay panic was always very subtle.

"Easy there," I reassured her. "Your hair is a mess, let me help you," I continued, fixing the curls on her face. "It's okay, it's always kinda messy anyway," Ana argued timidly, probably uncomfortable with the proximity. "Stop... your hair is perfect," I gently scolded her. This time, Ana almost disguised well and didn't blush, but her ears betrayed her, turning red when she bravely tried to hold my gaze. And for a few seconds, that was enough to make me forget all my problems. If you asked me, I probably forgot my name and ID number. Even under the dim light of the street lamps, Ana's eyes seemed like pools of honey, both in sweetness and in brightness. If I leaned a few centimeters, I was pretty sure I could kiss her.

But I took a cautious step back, not wanting to risk it at the moment. What would I do if Ana rejected me that night? So we distanced ourselves in silence and started walking again. A little later, already composed, Ana mentioned that Fábio was traveling for work. She explained that on cold days like this, she almost always came to this place. Besides the chocolate, she promised they had wonderful cakes. "Let's see... I'm pretty picky about cakes," I commented, and that made Ana chuckle. Little did she know that I never joked when it came to cakes.

The place was a small restaurant, with dark furniture mimicking a mountain chalet, with wooden and leather benches, questionable paintings of horses running in green fields, and an unmistakable smell of sweets lingering in the air. At the back of the room, a huge digital fireplace crackled, and the place was warm and cozy. At the counter, a blonde girl with a generous neckline greeted Ana by name as soon as we entered and then gave me a substantially sour look before measuring me from head to toe. What was that, jealousy?

"Hi Bruna, this is Elena," Ana introduced her, completely oblivious to everything. "My new neighbor. Elena, this is Bruna, she's always here on night shifts," "Good evening," I greeted, and without Ana noticing, I gave Bruna a cold and carefree look, which she responded to by wrinkling her nose and snorting disdainfully. How dare she. "What would you like?" Ana asked, stopping by my side with the menu in hand. "Uh... to be honest, I didn't bring my wallet, Ana," "Don't be silly, I invited you."

Of course. I could say no, but I wanted, I really wanted, hot chocolate, and that would give me a chance to think of ways to thank Ana for it later. "Alright..." I agreed, leaning closer to her, consciously too close. This time, Ana didn't seem to mind or notice the proximity, distracted talking about her favorite options. "Well, since you're paying, you can choose, anything you like will make me happy." This time, Bruna snorted loud enough for Ana to hear, but she was still very oblivious to the reason for it. "You choose a place for us to sit then, I'll bring it to you," I obeyed and chose a table at the back of the hall, far enough away so Bruna wouldn't be able to hear us talk, from there I watched her interact, and I noticed how excited Bruna seemed by the attention, completely melted by Ana. I could understand; few things are more seductive than a genuinely nice person. When Bruna finally finished, Ana brought everything on a tray, walking slowly with short steps to avoid spilling. She placed a tall glass in front of me, with still bubbling chocolate, covered with a wave of icing sprinkled with cinnamon. The sweet, warm, and absolutely delicious aroma enveloped me. While she also served me a generous slice of chocolate cake.

"What do you think?" Ana asked. "The forecasts are good," I replied, sipping the chocolate. The taste was dense and heavy, but not too sweet, just right. "It... I need to concede... It's fantastic," "It tastes like Christmas, doesn't it?" Ana asked with a certain euphoria in her eyes, as if she had always thought that but had never had the opportunity to say it out loud. "That's a wonderful definition," "I knew you would like it, you looked like someone who needed a good hot chocolate," "I really did," I replied, hoping and fearing that she would ask why. But the question didn't come, and she just stood there, looking very pleased to have made me happy. And that warmed something inside me, a flame of comfort and gratitude that made my spirit lighter.

"Okay, try the cake; I want to hear your expert opinion." I obeyed, smiling. It was decent, but it was almost too sweet, and the dough was kind of porous and brittle. It would be much better if it were moister. "It... It's not horrible."

"What? It's an incredible cake."

"No, obviously, you haven't tasted an incredible cake yet," I replied calmly smiling, but Ana didn't seem to give me much credit. Well, I was going to make her see she was wrong. Even with my back to the counter, I could feel Bruna's gaze, watching our every move, burning my neck. If she had laser vision, I would have turned to dust already.

"I need to ask you something..." I whispered, lowering my tone so Bruna wouldn't have a chance to hear. "Do you know that girl at the counter has a crush on you?" Ana immediately blushed, shaking her head in denial, as if the idea were absurd. Of course, she really had no idea of the effect she had on people.

"No, she's nice like that to everyone."

"Like what? she almost growled at me.”

"What? No, she was polite..." Ana argued, looking down as if trying to convince herself. "Only when you were looking... She was dying of jealousy... of us."

"Ah..." Ana let out, looking a little sideways at the attendant who couldn't stop staring at us.

"Damn... I think you might be right."

"Believe me, I am, I'm very good at picking up on these things."

"I'm not, I had no idea..."

"Well... If you're interested, you just have to..."

"No," she quickly cut me off. "Well, she's nice, and very pretty..., but... She's not my type."

The words itched my tongue. This would be the perfect moment. I had a hundred teasing options I could use right now. "What's your type?" "Does your type look like me?" "Do I fit into your type?" but I decided to let it go. Ana was already quite embarrassed. So I let her think while we continued eating.

"I don't think I can come back here anymore." Her reaction made me smile. "Come on, the girl likes you, it's not the end of the world. It would be bad if she hated you."

"You don't understand, I'm terrible with this kind of thing. I don't want to give her the wrong idea, but I also didn't want to upset her, she's always so nice to me..."

"I think I can help you with that."

"How?"

"We can do a little play... She already seems to think we're a couple anyway," I whispered conspiratorially. "We just need to pretend we're together and she'll relax."

"Do you think so?" she asked, seeming unsure about the plan. My intention to help her was genuine, but I couldn't deny the second intentions lurking in my thoughts. "I guarantee."

"And how do we do that?"

"Relax, I already know exactly what to do," I replied, winking, "Okay," Ana agreed, slightly calmer, as I finished my chocolate, feeling the sugar chase away the last remnants of the sadness that had been haunting my body all day.

When we finally finished, I asked, "Have you already paid?"

"I have..."

"Great. Then can we go?"

"Yes."

"Just trust me."

"Okay." I got up and reached out to her, and she accepted, a little uncertain. When our hands joined, I felt a strange warmth in my neck, but I went along with the plan as I pulled her close, wrapping my arms around her waist and bringing her closer to me as we started crossing the hall. "Good night, Bruna," I said distractedly with a wave. "The chocolate was great."

"Have a good night," Bruna replied, crestfallen. We took a few more steps to the door, where Ana stopped to open it. When she stopped on the doorstep, I gave her a gentle kiss on the neck, very aware that Bruna was still following our every move. It's just a play, I repeated mentally, reminding myself of our agreement. But I couldn't help but notice that Ana had blushed in surprise at the contact, even though she continued to be true to her character.

"I loved this place, love, it's exactly as you said... We'll come back more often," I said, loud enough for Bruna to hear before the door closed behind us. Then I wrapped my arms around her, and we started on our way back, passing by the glass window, looking like a very passionate couple of girls sticking together to avoid the cold. Before we were too far away, I took one last look inside the establishment and could see the desolate face of the girl at the counter. Maybe I had gone too far.

"Do you think it worked?" Ana asked. "For sure," I replied, making a motion to let go of her, but she didn't let go of me; on the contrary, she gently squeezed my arm back. "Can we keep going like this?" she asked with a shy smile. "It's freezing. My fingers are freezing," she confessed, squeezing a little tighter. "Sorry, you would be very warm if you hadn't given me your sweater."

"Don't even start," she quickly cut me off. "But then, apart from our play, did you really like it?"

"I loved it... it was a great ride. The play was fun too... Thanks, I really needed to clear my head."

"I'm available... You know, if you need it."

"Thank you." We finished the rest of the way in silence. At her door, I tried to take off the sweater, but Ana stopped me. "Give it back to me later," she said with a yawn. Then she stopped for a moment, unsure, and leaned in to give me a delicate kiss on the cheek, along with a hug. "Thanks for helping me with Bruna, and for going with me, it wasn't my best night and you were great... Have a good night, Elena."

"You too," I replied, slightly dazed, already heading home. Inside, I was glad to find it warm and comfortable. I took off the sweater, only now noticing that it had a drawing of a smiling blue llama. Without much thought, I pressed the fabric to my face and breathed deeply. It smelled like fabric softener, coffee, and a delicate floral perfume that made my heart race without an obvious explanation. Looking around, I saw the computer and the cell phone lying on the couch. Finally, I remembered the reason I had run out into the cold night. I remembered the reason, but the Elena from hours ago seemed incredibly distant now. I felt good. Somehow, Ana had swept all the worries from my head. Somehow, she had managed to warm me in all the ways I needed. Wow... I think I really like her.


CHAPTER NINE
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March 23rd, Thursday.

I woke up late; the alarm didn't ring, and I completely lost track of time. Great. At least, I don't have a boss to warn me about being careless; I just have to deal with my own bad mood. But upon reflection, I remembered the reason for staying up so late. Well, it was for a good reason. Elena seemed so helpless alone in the cold on that lawn. I had to restrain myself from comforting her with a hug. Elena needed me, and somehow I have the impression that I really helped her.

Still lying in bed, I remember the moment we exchanged glances on the way, those damn green eyes, and also the kiss Elena gave me on my neck during our little act. I touch the spot, and maybe I'm going crazy, but I feel like the skin is still tingling. Then I remember kissing her cheek. Did I really do that? I wonder, feeling my face heat up. It doesn't seem like something I would do. What a strange night.

This reminds me of why I went outside at that hour. I wasn't having a good night to begin with either. I keep thinking about Bruno, running away in the middle of the night. I think we should break up.

After brushing my teeth, I have a cup of black coffee, but the idea continues to swirl in my head as I get ready and leave. Why does he have to act like that? Things would be easier if we just sat down and were honest with each other, if he just told me what's going on.

Usually, the weather is cool and pleasant when I walk to the studio, but today, due to the hour, the sun is already shining mercilessly. Oh well, I guess I deserve that. Thinking about Bruno soured my mood again. I even think about going back home because I'm sure I won't be able to do anything decent with this state of mind.

But as soon as I step out onto the street, I come across Elena crouched on the sidewalk, staring fixedly at the pavement. This time, the butterflies don't have time to flutter, since we never meet in the morning. Running into her didn't seem like a real possibility.

"Damn ants," I hear her grumble before she notices my presence. "Elena?" I call uncertainly about whether I should interfere or not. She looks at me, taken aback at being interrupted in her hunt. "Is everything okay?" I venture, seeing Elena's expression soften as she stands up. "There are ants invading my garden," she says seriously. "I don't know what to do to get rid of these damn little devils."

"Yeah... They're terrible... I think."

"Are you going to your studio? I usually never see you leaving."

"I overslept, the alarm didn't ring," I reply again, becoming a bit grumpy again. "I like to leave early; I usually produce more in the morning."

"I'm just the opposite, something decent only comes out of my head after two in the afternoon..." Elena confides, smiling, her mood completely renewed, nothing like the helpless woman I saw yesterday. "You know, I'd love to take another look at your paintings."

It was just a casual comment, it didn't seem like she had ulterior motives with it, but considering that I'll hardly be able to paint anything given my mood, maybe having some company to distract me isn't such a bad idea.

"Are you available now?"

"Is that an invitation?"

"Only if you say yes."

"I just need five minutes, Ana," she replies eagerly, leaving me at her house gate, with a small army of ants keeping me company until she returns. Alone there, I realize, and this fact made me feel a little nauseous, that I like Elena's voice, and that I especially like it when she says my name, in her mouth it was as if those three letters had a completely different meaning, that resonated in me in an ancestral way. I don't think I can explain that to anyone, in fact just thinking about admitting it out loud was something that made my ears warm up, no, that was a secret that I would definitely keep just to myself.

She didn't take long, "Ready?" I asked as soon as she returned, "Excited," Elena replied as we started walking. Despite the sun, the weather isn't so bad, the wind is blowing hard, shaking the trees and swirling the fallen leaves on the sidewalk.

"I think it's amazing that you have a place to work. I can barely organize myself to use a desk... Half of the things I write were done lying on the couch."

"At least it must be comfortable."

"My back disagrees."

"I make a lot of mess, with the paints and everything. It's not a very clean process... Besides, if I worked at home, Uncle Fábio would be snooping around, so it's better this way," she smiles at my comment, we fall silent for a moment, from the corner of my eye I notice that she is staring fixedly at me, I think about saying something, but she starts first.

"You know... There's something about you, we've only known each other for like... A week, a week and a half? But it feels like I've known you for like a thousand years, like a childhood friend that I reunited with... Sorry, I'm just rambling," she finishes, unexpectedly digging into the defensive.

"No, you don't need to apologize... I have the same impression... Like, as if we speak the same language," she laughs out loud, "We speak the same language.", "You're right, it's more like... like we're in tune, right?", "That's it, that's a perfect word, and the crazy thing is that I don't know almost anything about you," "You can ask anything you want, consider me an open book," "I like books," she jokes thoughtfully, "How old are you?", "23, and you?", "Guess," "That's not fair," I protest, making her smile again, "Okay, I'm 27, date of birth? No wait, I want to guess your zodiac sign.", "Do you believe in signs?" I ask with a skeptical look, she responds to my comment with an exasperated expression, pretending to be offended.

"Too rational... Could be Aquarius."

"No," "I said it could be, not that it was," "Alright," "You have those tattoos, and that kind of wild vibe... maybe Sagittarius?", "Is that your final guess?", "Yes," "Wrong," she throws her arms up, indignant at not having guessed correctly. "So what is it?", "I'm a Virgo," "No way, I would never have guessed Virgo," "That's why I don't believe in signs..., but still, I think I can guess yours.", "Go ahead," she challenges, and even though I don't believe in signs, knowing that she does tells me that she must fit very well into the definition of hers, so the answer seems pretty clear to me, "Leo."

Her jaw drops, "How?", "Maybe I have a gift."

We finally arrive at the "Studio," it's actually a kind of warehouse/garage that I rent from an old man at a friendly price. It's only two blocks away, it's basically a large hall with white walls, air conditioning for hot days, and a bathroom in the back. The main door is a classic moss-green garage gate. To avoid dealing with it, we enter through a side door.

I turn on the lights, a strong smell of chemicals hangs in the air, but I'm already used to it. On the side wall, two shelves house all my paints and brushes, piled up more haphazardly than I would like. A box on the floor holds a bundle of rags and thinners. Three easels of different sizes are scattered around the room, as well as stools of different heights. In the center of the hall, there is a metal table where I usually sketch the works. And on all sides, stacked and suspended by hooks on the walls, a multitude of finished and unfinished paintings fight for space with empty canvases.

"Wow," Elena exclaims, walking around the room. "Give me a minute, I need to put on my uniform," "Uniform?" she inquires. "You'll see," I reply, trying to sound mysterious, as I go to the bathroom to change. I come out minutes later wearing one of my old and stained painting overalls. "I need this so I don't completely destroy my clothes," I explain quickly. It's a classic white painter's jumpsuit, or it used to be one day, now the thick fabric and short sleeves are irreparably stained with a multitude of colors.

"You look cute in it," Elena teases, making me blush once again. "It's a necessary evil," "I like it, it has a special charm," she replies, walking around me with her hand on her chin as if I were a sculpture on display.

"So, is it everything you expected?" I ask, trying to divert her attention by gesturing to the hall. "It's much more interesting, I didn't expect anything like this," Elena replies as she approaches a large canvas leaning against the back wall. "It's like a little secret private museum," she adds, staring at a canvas. The composition depicts a modern battlefield with trenches and bodies piling up on all sides, it's the largest painting in the hall at the moment, I think I worked on it for almost two months until I was finally satisfied.

"I know I shouldn't, but I feel like touching it... Feeling the texture of the paint." I approach and take her hand, guiding it to the canvas. Her fingers timidly trace the brightest parts, where the overlapping layers of paint seem to jump and make the scene come to life. I understand the impulse, I feel that way sometimes too. "It's okay to touch this one, I haven't varnished it yet, so theoretically it's not finished...," "It's not?," she asks, incredulous, leaning over the canvas to see even more closely each of the details. "What's still missing here?," "I don't know, it's still maturing. I don't like to finish them immediately... I always think of something I want to change later."

"Do you have a favorite?," "I don't know, I have conflicting feelings...," "I hope you won't get mad at me..., but looking like this, at you... I wouldn't say that you would be the person behind these canvases... Don't get me wrong, they're amazing.," "But they're brutal," I risk, I know, I'm very aware of that.

"Like that," she agrees, making a slow head movement, her eyes still fixed on the canvas, her fingers wandering through the scene, slightly hypnotized. "What kind of painting do you think would suit me best?" I ask. She smiles, "Hmm... let's see," she says thoughtfully, finally stepping away from the canvas and twirling around the room as if trying to decide. "On one hand, without knowing you, you seem like a badass woman, the type I would call to help me in a fight," "No chance, I'm a pacifist," "Yeah, I said without knowing you, but now, knowing you, even though not very much, I think something like flowers and unicorns would be more your style," she jokes, grabbing a huge brush from one of the shelves and pointing it at me as if it were a magic wand. "Something cute like that."

"Flowers and unicorns?" "Yeah," "cute, but I'd never go for that." "That's what I thought..." "No way. I'll give you another chance." She takes another turn around the hall while thinking, "How about portraits then? You seem like someone who could paint beautiful portraits." "Maybe... I like it, it's been a long time since I've done one... I could give it a try, want to be my muse for today?" She blushes at the proposition and looks away. Okay, that was fun.

I grab the old apron hanging on one of the shelves and put it around her neck. For a moment, as I do this, our gazes meet, and I realize I'm too close again. But this time I manage to control the urge to step back and run away. "What's this for?" "So you don't get dirty while I paint you." "What?" "Yeah, I'll paint a portrait of you, you paint one of me, and then we exchange." "No way, that's not fair, you're a professional," she rolls her eyes at me, "Then you paint whatever you want, and I paint you. And then I keep everything for myself," I counter with a mischievous smile. "I'll just ruin the canvas and waste paint, you know, right?" "Loss is part of the process," I respond professionally, finally stepping away. Then I set up an easel in the middle of the room and gesture for Elena to sit on it.

"Are you really going to paint a portrait of me? I wasn't asking for anything... when I said that... I was just kidding." "If you let me, I will... it'll be an interesting exercise, nothing too serious." "Am I bothering you, Ana? I shouldn't have come, sorry," she suddenly laments, seeming regretful for being here. "I think I should go..." "No," I interrupt, maybe a bit too quickly and loudly, desperate? And then I ask more gently, lowering my tone. "Don't go, actually, I've been kind of uninspired lately... It'll be good to do something different to relieve the tension." "Ah," Elena exhales, finally sitting down and looking a bit more convinced. So I hand her a palette with some colors for her to start.

"How do I begin?" "Usually, I start by applying a layer of paint all over, to prime the canvas. The white of the fabric can be kind of intimidating sometimes." "And what color do I use for that?" "It can be any color, you'll paint over it with other layers later. Maybe a lighter color would be easier for the first time."

Once I give her everything, I position my own easel diagonally to Elena's, to be able to see her face. I've painted using models as reference before, even naked people, strange people, strangers, and naked, but I don't remember any of it being as disconcerting as consciously staring at Elena, capturing every detail, the sharp nose, the well-drawn curves of her cheekbones, the absolutely green eyes.

"Is it okay if we talk?" Elena asks timidly, pulling me out of my reverie. I notice she has already started her painting, moving the brush smoothly across the canvas from side to side. "No... No problem... What are you going to paint?" "Flowers and a unicorn, if I can," "How did I not predict that..." "You know... I've had creative blocks before... I know how it is... Last time, I went almost a year without writing a single decent page."

"I'm not sure if I can call it a block... Actually, I've been feeling strange about the things I've been painting lately... I can't explain the feeling," it's a lie, but I don't want to tell her that I think I've lost my talent because I'm not as depressed and disturbed as I used to be.

"How did you become a painter?" "I started painting as a therapy activity, about seven years ago. It was good for me, so I took some courses, and a teacher ended up finding me promising... He encouraged me to enter some art contests... I won some awards, and things kind of naturally took off... It wasn't very planned..., but I love painting, I think I would have ended up here one way or another. And what about you, how does someone become a writer?" "I wrote a lot of fanfics when I was a teenager... Some of them became quite famous on the internet. It's always been my dream since I was a child to be a writer... So one day I wrote a book, sent it to a hundred publishers, and used the fanfics as my 'resume'. I got a lot of 'No', but eventually I got a chance. It was slow, very slow..., but it got easier..."

"A childhood dream, nice, I don't remember well what I wanted to be when I was a child... Maybe a dentist." "Dentist?" she repeats incredulously. "Don't look at me like that, it was my mom's profession..., but I think I also wanted to be a veterinarian." "That sounds much cooler... Are you really painting me?" "You bet." "Can I see?" "Not yet, you'll have to wait for me to finish."

Elena pouts in response. We need to stop in the middle of the day to eat, and just as I didn't let her see my painting, Elena doesn't let me see hers. We order Mexican food for lunch, spicy tacos, tortillas, and a generous portion of guacamole, and we eat sitting on the floor, going back to painting as soon as we're done.

"Can I ask you something?" "I've already said, open book," "You seemed a bit upset this morning... Did something happen?" "Nothing much, I just remembered something that's been bothering me for a while, but don't worry," I reassure her. I've completely forgotten my bad mood by now. I don't think it would be fair to talk about problems with her. "I was afraid it had something to do with something I did yesterday...," "No... Yesterday was great," she agrees, and after a little silence, "I think I'm done," she announces with a yellow paint stain on her face.

"I still need a few more minutes here," I reply, she patiently waits for me to finish. That was good, with her looking directly at me, it was easier to capture the nuances of her eyes. What eyes. I'm sure I could fill an entire gallery with paintings of those eyes. And it would look amazing.

As I make the final strokes, the set is complete. Internally, I congratulate myself because this portrait turned out amazing, the light reflecting on her skin and eyes, her shy expression, but at the same time challenging, inherently seductive, as if it were part of her DNA. Everything about it had the ideal conditions as if it were destined to be perfect. Maybe I should just do portraits; I would just have to find other incredibly beautiful neighbors. Yeah, that would definitely work.

"Alright, I think I'm done," I finally say. We decide to play rock-paper-scissors to see who would see the other's canvas first, and I really shouldn't keep insisting on this game, as apparently I'm unable to predict my opponents' moves. Resigned to my defeat, I show Elena my portrait first. She stands in front of the painting for a long time, in silence.

"I'm sure I'm not this beautiful..." she finally says in a whisper that I can barely hear, our shoulders touching in an intimate way that's making me restless, "I disagree... I'm very talented and quite meticulous with details." she avoids my gaze, seeming embarrassed by the comment. "Now yours," I ask, and we walk to the other side of the room, while Elena once again hides her face in her hands. "You can't laugh." I would never do that, even if it were just a smudge, but I'm even a little impressed with the result. On a light blue background, she painted a cute, slightly disproportionate yellow unicorn, but clearly identifiable. You can see she put in a lot of effort, and besides the cute mystical creature, the rest of the canvas is covered in delicate flowers and stars that make everything simply cute.

"I loved it." "You're lying." "Of course not. I'd never lie to you... Are you really going to let me keep it?" "I will, my first and only masterpiece, a very limited edition that could be worth millions in about two thousand years. When an alien race has wiped out humanity and there are no more art critics or sensible people." "I'd pay for it." "Shut up," she asks smiling.

"And about your portrait, you really don't want it?" "Are you crazy, woman. I've read The Picture of Dorian Gray, I know what happens to those haunted by a painting prettier than themselves." "The portrait is, at most, equal to you... I couldn't do a better job than the original," and before I can control myself, my hand touches her face, it's not a lie, but I don't know why I did it. Elena avoids my gaze and touch with a nervous laugh, it's not enough to prevent me from seeing her cheeks blush before she says, "So it's a good reason to leave it here... So it can keep an eye on you for me."


CHAPTER TEN
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March 24th, Friday.

I sit on the couch, feeling mentally and physically exhausted, the boxes had finally started to decrease, only to be replaced by piles of random and disjointed things. They came from different times of my life, like time capsules full of chaos and rubbish. The worst part is that whenever the idea of just getting rid of everything and starting over crossed my mind, I always ended up finding something truly meaningful, like, for example, the first book I ever wrote, printed on time-yellowed sheets, filled with scribbles. There weren't enough pages for it to be published, and the story was pretty bad, to tell the truth, but it was the first thing I completed. A milestone. The moment I realized that this was what I wanted to do.

Finding things like that in the boxes was like getting to know myself again, after a long time, it's like reconnecting with the person I used to be, full of hope, with more dreams than time to fulfill them. If the girl who wrote those pages knew that I actually make a living with books, I'm sure she would be happy, and that is absurdly comforting. Although having to explain to her the current state of my life would be difficult, she would certainly call me an idiot for letting things get off track as they did. That would make a good story. Before I forget, I pause to jot down the idea on my phone's notepad.

As soon as I finish typing, the phone vibrates, pulling me out of this reverie; it's my editor, sending a cute cat sticker wishing a good afternoon, the kind of silly thing I am unable to ignore. I quickly type, "Good afternoon to you too, André," "Whoever is alive always shows up, everything okay with the move?" I reply, sending him a photo of the open boxes. "Yes, still sorting things out, but everything is progressing."

I arranged a two-week break with the publisher; I needed time to recover, they were quite understanding considering everything, but the break was ending, they wanted to keep the deadline for the next book, so soon I would need to get back to the routine. "I'm working on a chapter, I'll send it to you for review next week," "Looking forward to it."

Actually, I was almost finishing the book I should be working on; the whole thing flowed very quickly, but I wouldn't tell him that yet; it's important to set deadlines and establish a pace that I can handle, not always things came easily, and having something ready gives me a breath of tranquility for when I have writer's block or need a break.

Thinking about writer's block reminded me of Ana, and consequently, it made me feel a gentle tingling in the nape of my neck. No, Elena, focus. I try to focus on what Ana had said, about being in an uninspired phase; she had seemed so uncomfortable admitting that. Seeing the absurd portrait she had painted just to unwind, it seemed like a bad joke; the girl seems to exude inspiration, but, truth be told, I understand very little about paintings to be able to say that. And here I am, thinking about the neighbor again. It might be a delusion, but now I was about seventy percent sure that Ana might be showing signs of being genuinely interested.

And for the first time since I was 16, or something like that, anticipation was making me nervous, truly nervous. Hitting on the new neighbor I just met seemed like a terrible plan; if everything went wrong, it would ruin a friendship that started off wonderfully well and very likely end the whole good neighbor vibe. But what if everything doesn't go wrong?


CHAPTER ELEVEN
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March 24th, Friday.

Finally, Bruno takes me to the museum, and this time I asked to meet at the door to avoid any mishaps. He doesn't comment on the Wednesday night incident, nor do I; we just act as if none of it had happened. After greeting me with a hug, he takes my hand and guides me smiling through the colossal portal. The museum has cream-colored walls, long corridors, and a beautiful staircase with a mahogany handrail. I've been here recently, when my paintings were put on display. They gave me a big pair of scissors, and I cut a ribbon, we took photos, and smiled. It was a tiring event, but it left my managers jumping for joy.

As we pass by the ticket counter, I internally thank the fact that I'm not a very notable person. Nobody remembers me, and that's great. This wasn't my first exhibition; my paintings are already out there, scattered across various galleries. Once they're sold, I let go of them, I release them to the world. But there's one thing I've been fantasizing about doing for a while, a small secret pleasure that I long to allow myself: to enter the museum and see them. Not them exactly. Actually, what I want to see is people looking at them. You know, just passing by quickly, reading the metal plaque that tells their story, ignoring them. I know, it sounds like a strange ambition, but when people see the paintings in front of me, they seem compelled to praise me, to speak difficult words, to explain the painting that I painted myself. I hate that.

I sit in the gallery; there's only one woman there. She strolls through the place carelessly, looking at the artworks. Sometimes she stops, messes with her phone. Is she talking to someone? Doing research? I eagerly hope she passes by my paintings; I long for her reaction. And I am rewarded. She stops in front of them; her mouth opens in an "oh". I delight as she leans in, looking at the details, almost touching the glass with her nose. I wish she would touch it. She reminds me a bit of Elena in the gallery, her mesmerized gaze. I know you're not supposed to touch artworks in museums, but I imagine the feeling of seeing her being compelled to break that rule.

These are not my favorite paintings, to tell the truth. Although I'm proud of the work I do, sometimes they disturb me. These are especially brutal; I was glad to get rid of them. Uncle Fábio is right; my art is sentimental, but not all feelings are good. These were paintings I did on some of my darkest days.

We stay there all afternoon; Bruno wanders through the museum. He must have memorized every piece and is visibly bored, but he doesn't rush me. Even though he doesn't understand, he calmly accepted my little whim. And that's one of the reasons why I love him so much. We only leave when the museum is almost closing. I'm ecstatic. I needed this. I don't really know why, but I needed it.

It's almost seven in the evening, as we agreed that after the museum, we would go out for drinks with his friends. They pick us up by car, and my personal hell begins. I make an effort to smile, be friendly and amiable; it's part of the personal challenge I'm currently working on. Making these little sacrifices for him. But it's really a challenge. I don't understand how a kind person can have such jerk friends. I can barely count to ten without one of them saying something completely inappropriate and offensive. And it escalates as they drink. It doesn't help that they always ask me questions like "Don't you think about getting a real job?". They have no idea how much my paintings are worth. Sometimes, I almost feel like showing them my bank account, but then a little voice in my head reminds me that I don't need to prove anything to them.

The girls in the group are almost worse; they only communicate to gossip about other people. Empty conversations about things that seem from another world to me, conversations I'm zero percent interested in, even when I try to be. The fact is, I'm the odd one out in the group. But I have a tactic: I wait for Bruno to finish his fourth beer, that's my benchmark, the point I eagerly await. Then I can whisper to him that I'm leaving; he tries to negotiate, but he's weak with alcohol, gets distracted when I kiss his neck, a shiver runs down his body. He has already lost this battle before it even started.

"It was a wonderful day. But I'm tired. Stay with your friends," I argue, already getting up. Then he accepts, accompanies me to the door where I pay my share of the bill and we say goodbye with a kiss that tastes like beer and spicy chicken wings. I can't remember the last time we kissed like that. The kisses are good; when we kiss, I almost forget the insistent voice telling me we should break up. But we've been kissing less and less, I only get these moments when he drinks, or when I insist a lot. "You could come by the studio tomorrow," I risk. It's been a while since we've spent time alone.

He grimaces, he's even worse at hiding it when he drinks. "No... I can't," he lies. "I already have plans." So, when my Uber arrives, I accept it and just leave. This time, I won't bother asking what the plan is; it'll just be more trouble for him to try to make something up. I can't help but wonder how long he plans to keep this up.

The Uber drops me off at my door; it's past nine o'clock. I want a shower and I want my bed; the past few hours have drained my social battery. I'm already about to open the door when the voice calls out to me. "Ana?" I look around; I don't see anyone, but it was Elena's voice, unmistakably soft. Am I hearing voices now? Aline will freak out if I start hearing voices.

"Here," the voice calls again, coming from the low wall that separates our small balconies. I walk over there and lean over it, looking at the lawn; she's there, sitting on the ground, her fingers buried in the dirt. "What are you doing?" "Gardening," she replies, as if it were obvious. "At this hour?" "There's no right time for gardening," she counters as if it were even more obvious. So I fall silent and watch her plant a small seedling in the soil and tamp the soil around the roots. Then she jumps up and cleans her dirty fingers on her black apron. "I was hoping to see you..."

"Was?" As soon as the word escapes my lips, I know I sounded too excited, but she doesn't seem to mind. "I'm going nuts. I'm definitely a social animal, I need to talk to someone and I don't know anyone within a 100-kilometer radius," she whines. "Nobody except my wonderful neighbors..." she adds, before lowering her voice to whisper in my ear. Her hair brushes against my cheek, and the sweet scent of vanilla envelops me. "I tried to introduce myself to the people in the front house, but no one there invited me for a shower. Can you believe it?"

I can't help but laugh, imagining the old couple from the front house inviting Elena for a shower is disturbingly funny. "People don't respect the old customs of good neighborliness." "Come on, I beg you, have a tea with me? I made an orange cake and I don't want to brag, but that's one of my five secret talents," she invites, and I don't have the strength to say no. I walk around the fence while sending a message to Uncle Fábio, telling him I'll be a little late, not to worry because I'm next door. The response is immediate; he doesn't even bother to write anything, just sends me the sticker of a child staring at the screen with a mischievous look.

I invade the neighbor's garden; apparently, she's been working hard on it. The grass is now carefully trimmed and looks much more vibrant; all the flower beds are turned over, filled with a wide variety of small seedlings just planted. "Is gardening also a secret talent?" I ask. "No, I've never planted anything in my life before this week," she explains, guiding me into the house. I realize I've never been inside that house before; the previous family wasn't very welcoming. The walls have a soft light blue hue; the floor is wooden with an intricate hexagonal pattern. It's a beautiful house, a spacious loft, with more or less the same layout as ours.

It's impossible not to notice the absurd amount of closed and half-opened boxes, hundreds of them, everywhere. Several have already been unpacked, creating piles of books and knick-knacks fighting for space everywhere. "I'm not a hoarder," she justifies herself, almost immediately. "I didn't say anything," I comment, shrugging. "You didn't have to; I can read your eyes." God, I hope she doesn't have that talent because my eyes keep wandering over her when I get distracted.

I follow her into the kitchen, where she points me to a chair where I obediently sit. The "kitchen" consists of a large and modern counter on one of the walls and, like the rest of the house, has boxes everywhere. She picks up the kettle and starts boiling water. "I left my parents' house when I was 17," she starts telling me without me asking anything. "I moved into a shared house near college. When I graduated, I moved in with friends, then with a girlfriend, but we broke up. Then I ended up in another shared house, and then I think friends again, and then I went to Holland," she adds, taking a long pause. "So I never had a place, a corner that was really mine. Every time I moved from one place to another, things ended up staying, and they piled up in boxes, scattered around, in my parents' garage, in storage sheds, with friends. Out there... it's the first time I gather all of this in one place. I know the rational thing would be to just get rid of all this, but I'm not a rational person."

The kettle's whistle informing that the water had boiled interrupts her. I watch patiently as she fills two cups decorated with rose petals and offers me a wooden box to choose a tea flavor. There are several options, but I've always been more of a coffee person. "What do you recommend?" she points out a sachet labeled mint. I put the sachet in the cups, and she covers them to concentrate the flavor before continuing. "There are things in these boxes that I haven't seen literally in ten years, but I can't just throw them away... It's like they're... pieces of me that I'm finally putting back together... Maybe I'll feel complete when I manage to open everything."

She serves me a generous slice of cake; the sweet and citrusy scent of orange and caramelized sugar spreads throughout the entire house. "Wow," I finally say before tasting the cake. It's soft and airy, smoother and less sweet than I expected. I understand the secret talent thing; it's the kind of thing you do when you want to show off to someone. I have to admit; she's really damn good at making cake. I take a sip of the tea and am surprised to realize that the minty bite pairs perfectly with the sweet and citrusy flavor. "What's wrong?"

"First, this cake is damn good; second, is it always like this? Talking to a writer? It always seems like everything you say just came out of a book?"

"No, actually, that's because of my deep, gravelly voice. I'm not that kind of writer," she jokes. "So you're aware of the effect your voice has on people?" I retort, pretending to be surprised and dropping my jaw, while she smiles at me shyly. "Come on, Ana? How many times do you think I've heard people saying that I have the voice of a sexy radio announcer," she replies in a strangely provocative way.

I almost choke, and I almost spit tea all over the kitchen. From her face, it almost seems like she calculated the perfect timing for that to happen. "I don't do it on purpose; it's a natural thing," she adds, again using an even more seductive and deep tone. A little more, and she would purr. Not on purpose, my ass. I need to change the subject. So I have another piece of cake. "This is one of the best things I've ever eaten." "Secret talent number five, I told you." "What are the other four?" "They're secrets; as if I would tell you." "But you told me about the cake." "You deserved to know about the cake," she interjects seductively, tucking a stray strand of hair behind her ear. A distant part of my mind wonders if she's doing this on purpose or just existing, and the problem is with me. I can't come to a conclusion; maybe it's a bit of both.

"What did you mean by 'I'm not that kind of writer'?" I ask when I finish devouring my slice, hoping she offers more, which she does without ceremony. "I'm not a very serious artist... I wanted, you know, to do things like those paintings of yours...," "Don't change the subject," I interrupt. "How is it not serious? What kind of book do you exactly write?"

She smiles, hiding her face in her hands. Seriously, is she embarrassed? "I write about fairies...," she confesses with her face covered. "Like, fantasy? Children's books? Why does that sound pretty cool...," "No... something like... lesbian erotic novels between fairies," she replies, taking her hands off her face. She's red; it's funny, but she holds my gaze, as if challenging me to laugh. Is she really embarrassed to tell me this?

"Is there a literary market for that? Seems... very specific." "You'd be surprised." "I just realized that I need, really need to see this." "Come on...," she whines, leaning her head on the counter as if she's defeated. "I'll completely lose credibility with you if you read any of them." "And is that very important to you?" I ask. Once again, I feel like it sounds provocative. I've been letting things like this slip one after the other. "I've seen your paintings; I wanted to be an artist like you, to write serious and intense things." "Isn't it intense?... among the fairies?" I tease her. This time it's on purpose, but I regret it when she gives me another one of those killer looks that sends a shiver down my spine. "Shut up," she pleads, but resigned she goes to one of the piles in the living room and fishes out a book.

The cover is very beautiful, varying between shades of purple and pink, adorned with shiny golden runes. "This was the first one I published; the story isn't horrible, but I know people aren't interested in the story." "If it bothers you so much, why don't you write other things then?" "I've tried, but it seems like the market is already saturated with everything else. The only thing I can sell to my publisher are stories like this, and I'm not complaining, well, maybe a little... I still want to write this; I just wish I had other options." "Alright, I'll respectfully make the sacrifice of reading this... purely critically. From one artist to another."

She responds, giving me a smile full of mischief. It almost sounds perverted, and she gives me a look that sends a new shiver down my spine. "You have no idea what you're getting into."


CHAPTER TWELVE
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March 24th, Friday.

Most people would think there's a limited number of stories one could write about lesbian erotic fantasy between fairies, but those people have no idea how deeply perverted and complex the fairy universe can be. I don't mind writing about it, to be honest; I enjoy it, have fun writing; it's exciting, and I love the success the books have. I love even more that it pays my bills. I could talk about fairies for years and barely scratch the surface of it. It's not that I want to stop writing this kind of story; I just wish I could write other things too. Things that my mother could read and show off to her friends without me wanting to throw myself in front of a bus.

It's not even such an ambitious request, but no matter how much I argue with my editor, my proposals always come back with a "no," "better not," "we're not sure," "it doesn't seem like the kind of thing readers will like," "maybe at another time."

I could try other publishers, but that's risky. My contract with the publisher is my only source of income, and that's important. Even though I really want to, I don't think risking my relationship with the publisher is something I can afford at the moment. Maybe I just have to settle for continuing to write the same kind of story.

I drown my disillusionments in a slice of cake. It's already late at night, but I miss my mom. I try calling her; she picks up on the first ring, her black hair curled in rollers, glasses and a book almost falling off the end of her nose.

"Everything alright, honey?"

"Everything, Mommy. Sorry for the late call, just wanted to chat. Saw you were still online."

"Oh yes, I was watching a documentary about elephants," she explains.

"And Dad?"

"He's here," she responds, turning the phone screen so I can see him sleeping beside her with his mouth wide open, snoring.

"He fell asleep in the first few minutes."

"Must be tired."

"Tired of what? He's been lazy all day," she adds with a smile, poking him, but it only makes him snore even louder.

"Hard life, huh?"

"We try... And you, sweetheart, how are you?"

"Still in the eternal struggle against the boxes. I think I've tackled about 20 percent by now."

"God help you, endless boxes."

"I know, right?"

"And what else can you tell me?"

"No big news, found some shapes, made my famous orange cake."

"Did you now? And what was the occasion for the incredible secret orange cake?" She asked, her eyes shining through the screen.

"Nothing special... Well, I invited the neighbor to have a slice."

"I knew there was something going on there."

"It was just a friendly invitation, Mom."

"I see... And how's this 'friendship' going?"

She asked, making quotation marks with her fingers in front of the screen so I could see. I rolled my eyes in response.

"Nothing much... Yet... I spent a day with her a few days ago. Visited her studio."

"Studio?"

"Oh yeah, I hadn't told you. She's a painter... She makes some incredible paintings."

"Is that so? An artist like you, how interesting."

"She painted a portrait of me."

"Where is it? Send me a photo later."

"I didn't take one... She wanted to give it to me, but I was too embarrassed to accept..."

"Why, didn't it turn out well?"

"On the contrary... I think it turned out even more beautiful than the reference," I blurt out with a nervous smile, remembering again the image and how it had left me unsettled.

"I doubt that, she could at most have made something similar, but it would be impossible to surpass your beauty."

"How funny... She said something very similar to that."

"She did, huh? Hmm, I think I might like this girl as a daughter-in-law."

"Don't get ahead of yourself."

"I think you don't even need to... You talk about her as if you're already in love. I've known you since you were born, Elena,"

"I... Well, maybe I'm a little attracted... It's crazy, Mom, I shouldn't be all giddy over the first pretty girl who smiles at me."

"But you also don't need to shut yourself off for such a silly reason, right? We don't control our hearts, my love, and you just need to follow yours, I know everything will be fine."

"You think so?"

"I know. It's part of being a mother." She corrected sweetly, "I love you, Mommy."

"I love you too. Now I'm going to sleep, take care, sweetheart," Mom said, giving a big yawn.

As soon as the screen went blank, I kept thinking about what she said until I fell asleep. For her, talking is easy, she and Dad have been together since... Forever? She's never had difficulties in love; she definitely doesn't have a place to speak. Thinking about it until I fell asleep gave me a bunch of bizarre dreams, about boxes, Dad snoring, and even one where I accept Ana's portrait and it really haunts me like Dorian Gray's portrait, gross.

The dreams wake me up long before the alarm goes off. I still hadn't managed to get curtains, but I found some blankets that were covering the windows. I could sleep more, but it was a beautiful Saturday, with perfect weather to be outdoors, so I made my coffee and decided to drink it in the backyard, watching the street like a nosy old lady would do.

I had been sitting there for a few minutes, in perfect peace, with my robe and my coffee, saying good morning to random people passing by when the door of the neighbor's house opened, and Ana came out wearing very little clothing as she stretched her arms.

"Good morning?" I greeted, trying not to stare too much. So far, in all our interactions, except for the day at the bar where she wore a dress, Ana seemed to enjoy wearing simple, loose-fitting clothes. This is not a criticism; I respect someone who prefers comfort over aesthetics, but the point is that these clothes covered almost her entire body, and that hid the glorious fact, I have to say, that she had an incredibly toned body, with muscles that I really don't have the knowledge to name, as well as many more tattoos than I had initially assumed.

I had only seen something that looked like a snake coiling around her left arm and relatively confusing foliage on her right arm, but it was all part of a bigger thing. The snake was actually a dragon coiling around her arm, crossing her back, and circling her shoulder with black flames that marked a part of her collarbone and rose up at the beginning of her neck. The foliage was like ivy spreading over the dragon, as if it were actually a statue coming to life, just as it spread over her as well. Disappearing inside her clothes and going down the left side of her body, passing through her waist to her leg.

I guess I never really stopped to think about what kind of woman attracts me. Looking back, almost always my girlfriends had been older, experienced women, kind of prim. But apparently, I'm also very into muscular and heavily tattooed women. Why am I almost drooling as I admire her and think: How sexy.

To make matters worse, she was only wearing a sports bra and very short shorts that left very little to the imagination. She opened a huge smile when she saw me.

"Was that a question?" she asked me, already walking around the gardens to sit on the bench next to me, seeming to be in a great mood.

"Maybe, you seem to be... working out at seven in the morning on a Saturday, just wanted to check if no one is threatening you or anything," I teased, and she responded to my funny comment with a delightful laugh.

"I like to exercise," "I noticed," I replied, shamelessly letting my gaze wander over her body. But this time, she was surprisingly confident and didn't shy away from my gaze, just letting her smile widen with my observation.

"And you, what are you doing?"

"Oh, well, nothing, but I'm doing nothing consistently,"

"I understand, and wouldn't you like to stop doing nothing for a bit, and come jogging with me? I'll just take a couple of laps around the block while Uncle Fabio finishes preparing breakfast. It would be nice to have your company."

"I couldn't do a lap around the block running even if my life depended on it," I argue, although it's pathetic, it's probably true.

"I thought you'd be the type to kill it at the gym, to keep that body," she said playfully. Is that a compliment, Ana?

"Diet and genetics, sometimes just the right clothes. I think I'm on the verge of overweight," I confess reluctantly and then add, "Actually, starting to exercise is on my list of goals. But I'm like, 99% sure I couldn't keep up with you."

"What if you go by bike?" "Bike?" "Yeah, I have one," she said, pointing to the bike attached on the other side of the fence.

"Do you know how to ride?" "I do," "You can go on it, and I'll run alongside."

I reflect on this. Exercising on a Saturday morning would be the kind of thing I wouldn't even consider doing for a million dollars, but I'm seriously considering it because Ana is asking with a sweet smile, and I'm totally fallen for her.

"To hell with it, will you wait for me to change out of my pajamas?" "Of course, I'll do some stretching." She responds as I set out to find some clothes that could be used for exercise. I find a shirt and denim shorts that will have to do. I take off my robe, my pajamas, and put on a pair of sneakers. Am I really doing this? I ask myself as I check my face in the mirror. Yeah, it seems like I am. When I come out, Ana is already waiting for me on the sidewalk with her bike, which she hands over to me.

"Let's go then." I climb on somewhat awkwardly, and it takes me some time to get used to it, but it's actually fun. As they say, you can't forget how to ride a bike.

I pedal. It must be a pretty expensive bike because I don't remember ever riding one as light as this. It gains distance with ease, and I feel the pleasant breeze against my hair as I accelerate. To me, I seem to be super fast, but it must not be the case, because Ana accompanies me effortlessly and doesn't seem anywhere near starting to sweat.

"Do you always do this?" "Run with you? No, I think it's the first time," "Funny," "Exercise keeps my mind working. It's one of the things that helped me stop taking medication, I need it," "Look, double benefit then, because your body is... amazing," she smiles at the comment. Maybe she's really getting more confident, because something like this a few days ago would have definitely made her blush.

"I could get used to doing this," I say, pedaling a little faster. My legs are already protesting, but I have to admit it's a pleasant discomfort.

"Cycling is a great exercise. I can lend you the bike whenever you want, and you could come with me to the gym, it's nearby. It would be nice to have company," she offers, running even faster. I seriously consider the idea, moving once in a while wouldn't be bad.

My God, what is this woman doing to me?

We complete two laps around the block before Fabio calls her, letting her know that breakfast is ready. She invited me to come in and eat with them, but these few minutes of exercise left me sweating like a pig, a pig on the verge of death. I needed a shower, and maybe sleep for the rest of the day. Meanwhile, all Ana exhibited was a healthy glow on her skin from the exercise, which only made her even more beautiful. Oh please Elena, control yourself woman.

"So, what do you think about my proposal for regular exercise? Available?" "Whenever you want," I reply breathlessly, returning her bike. My legs are slightly shaky protesting against this idea as I start walking home, but apparently that doesn't matter. I would even consider running a marathon right now if she told me it was a good idea.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN
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March 27th, Monday.

Aline opens the door for me, and I have to say, people are right when they say pregnancy makes future moms glow; I've never seen her look so vibrant. I smile as she leads me through her cozy TV room. It's been almost three years since she started seeing clients at her home. Naturally, she gestures towards a comfortable gray armchair. Soft music plays on the radio, which she lowers until it's almost inaudible.

Aline is a beautiful woman. I'm not sure how old she is, because despite not having a single wrinkle on her enviable dark skin, she has strands of gray hair peeking through her dense, curly hair. Although they don't resemble each other, she reminds me a bit of my mom in her gentle and calm way of speaking.

"Tea?" she offers as if presenting a tray of cookies. I nod in agreement. She opens the door to the hallway, allowing an orange cat to invade the room. He briefly explores the space, familiarizing himself with his surroundings. Then, noticing that nothing has changed, he jumps onto my lap and settles in. I scratch behind his ears, and he immediately starts purring. This is therapy.

When I met Aline, I was in a bad place, a really bad place. Uncle Fabio practically forced me to go to her office downtown. As always, I thought it wouldn't lead to anything; it wasn't even close to our first attempt. But until that moment, I hadn't clicked with any therapist, which was driving Uncle Fabio crazy, desperate to save me.

Even though I hated the place from the start, with its white walls and a medicine smell that made me nauseous, it was there that I met her. I'm not sure what was different with Aline, but she had exactly what was needed. She was patient, but not in a mechanical way, and something in her words made me think that maybe she really understood and cared about me. That was the first step to saving my life. But I prefer it now, with old and comfortable armchairs, the cat purring, the homely atmosphere. It was much easier to heal this way.

She serves coffee and hands me a cup. Then, she walks to the other side of the room and sits down, resting her notebook on her huge belly. By my calculations, she must be almost eight months pregnant by now.

"Shall we start then, Ana? How have you been feeling since our last visit?" I think for a moment before responding. "I've been feeling really good." It's true. "I went to the museum again, saw my exhibition, it was really nice to see people looking at the paintings, not knowing I was there."

"Tell me more about how you felt," she asks, squinting her eyes. "It was really nice..." I weakly repeat. For a disturbing moment, that's all I can think of before finally adding, "Seeing people reacting to them, without having to justify myself... Knowing that the paintings exist apart from me."

She ponders this, sipping her coffee. "Sometimes, when you talk about your paintings, it seems to me that you enjoy the feeling of distancing yourself from your creations, am I right?" "Maybe... I didn't like it very much, especially those paintings." I feel a slight anxiety talking about this. I never admitted to her how I feel about my paintings. We've had a few conversations on the topic, but only scratched the surface. "And why is that?" I never admitted to her how I feel about my paintings. But she's getting close, as if she has a magic finger, very good at knowing exactly which wound to poke.

"I don't know... Look, can we talk about something else today?" I wouldn't dare tell her how I feel about my paintings, especially in recent days. She squints her small black eyes even more and makes a note in her notebook. She won't forget this.

"What do you want to talk about then?" "About Bruno." From one delicate subject to another. I decide to talk to her. I need to tell someone, externalize, at least that. I start by telling her about the day at the park. "I've been thinking, I don't think Bruno will ever be able to trust me. I get the feeling that he always thinks I'm on the verge of a breakdown, heading for a crisis. But I'm fine. I don't think I've ever been this fine."

She reflects for a moment before starting, "I invite you to consider that Bruno met you at a very complicated time, Ana." "I know that," "He had never seen you well before. Maybe he needs more time to get to know you this way and learn that you have changed."

"There are more things. Lately, I've been thinking all the time that we should break up. It seems like nothing is right between us. First this trust issue, then there are his friends. They are important to him, but I can't stand them. This is the kind of thing that should be easy, but it feels like torture to me."

I stop talking. I wanted to tell her about sex, or the lack thereof, the feeling that he's avoiding me, but I can't. Even though she's a therapist and it's her job, exposing him like that seems too inappropriate. So, I keep that just for myself. Another thing I keep just for myself.

"You know that my role here is not to tell you what to do, Ana. Your feelings are important and need to be validated, but I invite you to reflect if it's not the calmness that's scaring you. You went through a lot with Bruno by your side, a constant. Now things have calmed down, but he remains exactly the same as before. Now, you feel like you don't need that anymore."

I know she's right. Bruno hasn't changed; I have.

I leave the session and go straight to the studio. I go there, but I never manage to paint anything after our conversations. Her words keep swirling in my head like a swarm of bees. Normally, I like to reflect on them, but not this time. The bees seem particularly violent today. I just want to think about something else. So, I grab Elena's book from my backpack and decide to give it a chance.

Elena was right. I had absolutely no idea what I was getting into. The story was hot. That's not up for debate, but Elena was so wrong. It wasn't just about the erotic part, although the quality of that part was frighteningly good. The whole story had an intoxicating, engaging pace. Basically, once I opened the book, I only stopped reading when I reached the word "end". It was a small book, 150 pages, clearly a debut novel, still full of uncertainty, a bit raw, but a classic enemies-to-lovers romance, full of tension, suspense. Are they going to end up together? Please, they need to end up together! If they don't end up together, I'll kill Elena.

They ended up together, at least for now, the question is that when I reached the end, I found out it was a trilogy. It was too late. I needed to know what was going to happen. And before I could think about it, I had already put the deluxe hardcover box set in my Amazon cart, entered my card details, and chosen the most expensive shipping option, which promised express delivery.

After that, I was hyped, inspired by the story, excited? I don't know. I unexpectedly felt an urge to paint. I needed to let out the strange euphoria that lingered in me. Unlike my previous attempts, this time the brushstrokes flowed. It was just a small canvas, smaller than an A4 sheet. So, I finished it quickly. To my surprise, the result didn't resemble the things I usually produce. In fact, it definitely didn't look like anything I've ever done in my life. But I don't hate it. To my surprise, I like it. On the canvas, I painted my vision of Elena's book protagonists, fighting in a clearing. A scene she described with such great detail in her book that it almost made me feel like I was there. I composed it in a way that it's not clear whether they're going to kiss or kill each other in the next move.

I feel a rush of euphoria running through my body, the kind that I haven't felt with painting in a while. The pleasure of finishing something and being sure I did something amazing. I'm satisfied. And it's nice to realize that I can still create new and original things.

I need to give her the painting. I'm not exactly sure why, but it feels like the right thing to do. I close the studio and go home with the painting wrapped in brown paper. Much later than my usual return time. Between reading and painting the new canvas, I completely forgot to look at the clock. I sneak up to her door. Uncle Fabio will never forgive me if he finds out I gave a painting to the neighbor who just moved in when he's been begging for one of my paintings for literally years.

I ring the doorbell. It takes a while until I hear her approaching. Elena appears through a crack in the door. The house is dark, and she's a bit disheveled, a pen tucked behind her ear, wearing a loose t-shirt. I feel butterflies in my stomach fluttering. Why? I'm just giving her a gift, it's nothing special; I try to convince myself. But the butterflies don't seem to care.

"Hi," she greets me with a warm smile, "Am I interrupting?" "No, you never interrupt me. I was writing a bit, but I really needed a break. Come in," she invites. I take a step inside, but the house is all dark. We stand face to face in the small hallway. I'm anxious, and I can't wait. I hand her the package, which she accepts, confused.

"What is this?" she asks, furrowing her brows in confusion, "Open it," I request, slightly euphoric. Why am I feeling like this? She agrees and obeys, tearing the paper while giving me side glances, until she finally widens her eyes as she understands the painting.

"That...," she starts, but I can't let her finish, "I read your book... I..." "Is this for me?" she interrupts, "It is... Elena, I loved your story. It's just amazing," "Please, that's just....," "No, I know what you're going to say, but it's so engaging. I was tense the whole time... I even bought the sequels," "Man, you didn't have to do that. I could have given them to you. I have a bunch of copies. In one of those boxes," she replies, gesturing vaguely, "I didn't think properly... I just... I really needed to know if they would end up together in the end."

I stopped talking, because she was looking at me again in that disturbing way. That way that made me feel like a small defenseless animal, a defenseless animal targeted by an especially bloodthirsty predator. I stood still as Elena bent down and placed the painting on the floor. When she stood up, she reached out and held my hand, intertwining our fingers in a very slow and natural movement, as if we had already done that a hundred times. Then, she leaned in, pressing her body against mine, pinning me against the wall and making me stop breathing. Now she was really too close.

I was betrayed when I felt my heart racing and my body warming in response to her unexpected proximity. Pinned against the wall, I needed to look up to meet her eyes, eyes that sparkled with an almost feverish intensity. With her face inches from mine, very slowly, her other hand roamed the side of my body and settled on my waist, each touch generating a burning sensation on my skin.

She wasn't holding me captive. I could have easily left, moved away. But, for a moment, a small moment in which I had a lapse of character and maybe conscience, I couldn't make my body move. I was completely ecstatic to have her attention.

She wants me. Finally, my two neurons managed to unite to conceive that idea, and for a moment, a small moment, having that realization was indescribably good.

She leaned in, I felt her lips brushing the side of my neck, soft and smooth. Her heavy, hot breath burning against my skin. I shivered. Every hair on my body stood on end. "Can I kiss you?" she asked with her deliciously hoarse voice against my skin. I felt the words float through me, and they took almost too long to make sense.

She wants to kiss me?

Holy shit. She wants to kiss me!

The realization snapped me out of my trance. She's going to kiss me, and if she kisses me... It's better not to think too much about what would happen. So, I gather all my strength, and when she was inches from my lips, I finally manage to delicately push her away. She didn't resist, took a step back, looking at me in a painfully confused way.

"I... I have a boyfriend," I confess. Although I was the one saying it, the words sounded strange and distant. They cut through the atmosphere like a razor-sharp knife. "Wow... that sucks," she murmurs, immediately letting go of my hand. As if she had been shocked, then she moved away from me until she leaned against the opposite wall of the hallway, where she slid down until she was sitting on the floor. "You have a boyfriend. Of course you had to be straight... I'm such an idiot," she added, once again hiding her face in her hands.

I took a deep breath and sat down beside her. She recoiled even more.

"I didn't say I'm straight... I said I have a boyfriend," I corrected. Very aware of her warmth beside me and my heart still beating out of rhythm. If only she knew how I was feeling, maybe she wouldn't feel so bad.

"I'm sorry... seriously, I don't even know what to say... I thought you... I don't know what I thought," "It's okay," I try to reassure her, although I'm anything but calm, "I may have... Given mixed signals," I confess, feeling like the worst person in the world.

"So we were really flirting, and it wasn't just in my head?" she finally asks, looking at me through a gap between her fingers. "Maybe..., but it was innocent. I didn't think someone like you would be interested in me," I add, avoiding eye contact. What am I doing? I'm turning a horrible situation into something catastrophic. "Come on, Ana." She groans helplessly, banging her head against the wall in frustration, "I've been interested in you since the damn moment I saw your blue-cream-covered face appear at that door."


CHAPTER FOURTEEN
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March 27th, Monday.

Damn, damn, damn. Did I mess everything up? Well, at least I wasn't imagining things. Ana confirmed to me that she had given me, how did she put it... "mixed signals"? Come on! It wasn't just in my head, and now I'm sure that we're like 200 percent compatible, that woman... The way she talked about my story, the way her eyes were shining... Hell. Why did she have to have a boyfriend? A boyfriend? At least now I knew she wasn't straight. Big deal, what's the point of her being Bi if she has a damn boyfriend?

I spiraled out of control, and as I always do when I'm frustrated, I started cooking aggressively and compulsively, only stopping when I put the cake in the oven and had nothing else to do but wait for it to bake. What a mess.

I grab my phone, Mom answers the video call on the third ring. On the other side, I see her with cucumber slices on her eyes, relaxing in her bed. "Hi sweetheart," she sings on the video, immediately feeling guilty for disrupting her happiness with my emotional problems. "Hi Mom," I reply. She takes a small pause to eat the cucumber on her eye. "Everything okay?" "Sort of," I groan, discontentedly throwing myself on the couch while she eats her second cucumber slice and finally manages to look at me through the screen.

"What happened?" "Ana has a boyfriend," I lament, still in disbelief at my bad luck. "Oh dear... I'm sorry, but if she likes boys, there's not much you can do in this case then." "No Mom, that's the worst part, she's not straight, she's Bi." "Bi?" she repeats confused, as if she had never heard that syllable before, "You mean she likes men and women." "How modern." "Mom..." "So she has a boyfriend... how did you find out, did she tell you?" "She did... when I was almost kissing her." "You almost kissed her?" she returns incredulously as if that wasn't what I had just said, "Yeah... I swear, I wasn't being hasty, I was sure she wanted it too..., but then, she said she had a boyfriend." "So you didn't kiss." "No." "At least you know she's a serious girl... That's good..." "How can that be good?" "She's a trustworthy person Elena, enough to not go through with it, to respect her relationship." "Yeah... but I almost wished she wasn't..." "Don't talk nonsense Elena," "I know... I'm sorry, but I don't remember ever feeling like this before... And she said she was really flirting with me."

"She said? Why was she doing that if she had a boyfriend?" Mom questioned, furrowing her eyebrows, I could feel a slight displeasure in her voice, "She thought I wasn't interested in her... That it was all in my head. That someone like me wouldn't be into someone like her, can you believe that?" she tilted her head, reflecting on it, "I'm sorry dear," "What do I do Mom?" I whine on the phone, curling up on the couch before confessing, "I think I really like her."

"Elena, you can only control the things that are within your reach, my dear. If you like this girl, keep being her friend, and be a good friend. She has a boyfriend, there's nothing you can do about that, nothing to torment this girl's relationship." "You know I would never do that." "Great... Then just be yourself, my girl, having a good friendship isn't so bad either... And if it's meant to be one day, it will be." "Do you think so?" "I really do. Calm your little heart down. Did Mom help you?" "Yes, she did... Love you mommy." The screen went dark again. Mom was right, a friendship with Ana was better than nothing, and if that's the only kind of relationship I can have with her, well. I'll find a way to deal with it.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN
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March 27th, Monday.

I needed a long cold shower to calm my body, but the water didn't have much effect on my racing thoughts. What the heck was I doing? Of course, she was flirting with me; it was all there. I was just in denial. How can I be so stupid?

"You have a boyfriend," I repeat to myself, staring disdainfully at my reflection in the fogged-up mirror. Okay, a boyfriend who avoided me whenever he could, but he was still my boyfriend. A commitment. Right? My mind was splitting, as if the two hemispheres were at war. One of them said that maybe Bruno had his share of the blame in this. I mean, I wouldn't be blatantly feeling so attracted to another person if we weren't in the middle of a crisis. Meanwhile, the other half was laughing cynically. Bruno and I could have the most active sex life in the universe and still, I think Elena would be able to mess with me, because everything about her attracted me much more than I would like to admit.

I had to talk to someone, and I knew who the right person was. I picked up the phone, sent a message to Amanda, "Are you going to violin class today?" I had to wait about five minutes before the response came. "Of course, the question is, are you?" "I think so, I really need to talk to you." "Hmm, suspense... Alright, see you there. Kisses."

Violin class was the third attempt, after dance and ceramics classes, to find something that would help me. I think it was also the one I tried for the longest time before painting. Unfortunately, despite admiring it, I have no musical talent whatsoever. I grabbed the violin case, completely dusty. It had been a while since the last time I attended a class. Being realistic, seeing Amanda is the only reason I still subject myself to this.

When I leave the house, I almost have a small panic attack. What if Elena is in the garden? I hadn't processed our last turbulent encounter. How would I react? Fortunately, I didn't have to deal with it. The street was deserted, and the neighboring house was dark. I grabbed my bike and headed to the municipal theater. Amanda was waiting for me at the door. She's one of those people for whom distance and time don't matter. Friendship with her always remains the same. She adjusts her long blonde hair and winks at me as I lock up my bike. As soon as I approach, she gives me a long and overwhelming hug. "You look beautiful," she screams in my ear, shrill and happy. "So do you." "I know, kitty. How are you? It's been almost a month since you've been to class. I thought you'd forgotten about me. I was worried," she says, holding my face with concern. "Did something happen?"

"Something happened, but I'm okay. I needed to talk to someone, to a friend," she smiles, calmer now, and guides me to the class. "I went to the museum, saw your paintings. They're so powerful, Ana," she comments as we prepare. I respond with a grimace that she ignores. Amanda knows exactly how I feel about those paintings. I watch her tune her violin, and then when she does a little warm-up. She's great, producing long and delicate sounds from the instrument. The notes transition smoothly, while all I can do is grunt like a tortured animal. The violin is a merciless instrument for the untalented. You can't fake it with it.

But somehow, I survive the class, and despite the discomfort of being terrible and clearly not knowing what I'm doing, it's actually fun. When it's over, we go to the ice cream parlor across from the theater, choose the largest tubs and fill them with the sweetest options possible, sit at a beautiful table in front of the place, enjoying the delightful evening weather.

"Come on, end the suspense, what brought you here," she asks, sticking a generous spoonful of ice cream into her mouth, and then adds with a mouthful, "The desire to play the violin wasn't it." "I met someone," I declare, and see her eyebrows arch, almost forming a question mark. "A girl," I complete.

She lowers the spoon and leans towards me, incredulous. "Wait a moment, kitty, are you still with Bruno?" "I am." "Okay... And since when do you like girls?" "It's not a new thing. In fact, Bruno is the first guy I've dated," "And why didn't you hit on me?" "Several reasons," "Several?" "You're married," "And you have a boyfriend," "Touché, but definitely you're not into girls," "I thought the same about you," "Really? I always thought I had a pretty evident gay aura," "Maybe a little bit," she reluctantly concedes, "And you're not my type, you know, several," "Know that the last one offended me, but please, continue or I'll explode with curiosity. Who is this mysterious girl?"

"She's my neighbor, moved in less than a month ago, her name is Elena," "Elenaaa," she repeated slowly, elongating the last letter, as if savoring the name, full of suspicion in her voice. "We watched a movie, went out for drinks, had tea... We spent some time together," "So far so good," "Yeah, but there was a thing, she keeps... teasing," "How so?" "It's hard to explain, she's super tall, super hot, and has a super sexy voice, and she keeps saying things," "Like, flirting?" Amanda suggested, "I didn't think so. She's way out of my league, you know?" "I understand that you need to work on your self-esteem. You're amazing, Ana," "Maybe, Uncle Fábio was convinced she was into me, but I still didn't believe it," "And then?" "Then we almost kissed, she almost kissed me earlier today, and I'm freaking out now," "Almost?" "I stopped it, said I had a boyfriend," "Got it, and then?" "I didn't want to stop it," I finally confess, feeling my face heat up as I say it out loud, and again the butterflies flutter like a hurricane inside me.

She reflected, while eating a little more ice cream. "How are things between you and Bruno? Still weird?" "Kind of lukewarm... maybe less than that... Kind of weird sums it up," "Look, I think you don't have a problem here, Ana. Break up with him, kiss the hottie," "It's not that simple," "Then, please, enlighten me," "I think I might be... confused. Things have been weird with Bruno for a while, and then this girl showed up... I don't want to be unfair to him, I love Bruno, and we've been through so much, Amanda, you know," "Yeah, I know. Bruno is an amazing guy. I get you... I think. I think your priority needs to be sorting things out with Bruno, for better or for worse. You need to talk, and until then, you need to keep your hands and mouth away from your hot neighbor, to be fair to everyone," "I think you're right," I murmur continuing my ice cream, "I really need to figure this out".


CHAPTER SIXTEEN
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April 1st, Saturday.

I wake up on Saturday with the smell of coffee invading my room. On Saturdays, Uncle Fabio always religiously prepares an elaborate breakfast, it's our family moment, the aroma drags me out of bed, but I freeze before I can reach the bathroom when I hear Elena's melodic and deep voice on the other side of the wall. She's in my kitchen, most likely drinking my coffee.

It had been a week, and so far I had been very good at avoiding her, but I shouldn't have underestimated her, if the woman described the tricks of the fey war with such precision, she certainly knew how to lure the frightened neighbor out of her den.

I brushed my teeth and splashed water on my face, procrastinating would only make things worse. If Uncle Fabio noticed my hesitation, he would pry the story of the almost kiss out of me and then my life would become a hell. So defeated, I opened the door and marched into the kitchen, where I found them talking, wearing pajamas, robes, and holding cups, full of familiarity, as if it had happened a million times before.

"Good morning, little flower," Uncle Fabio chirped, tilting his face for me to kiss his cheek, he's in a great mood, "Look, Elena brought us an orange cake for breakfast. Simply divine." Again, secret talent number five, she was playing dirty. "Sit down and keep her entertained while I take the bread out of the oven," Uncle Fabio ordered, and before I could do anything, he had already disappeared through the kitchen door. Alright, I couldn't avoid it forever anyway.

"Good morning Elena," I murmured, sitting at the table, being careful to avoid her eyes. But my efforts were powerless against her, Elena grabbed my wrist and forced me to meet her gaze, and I was surprised to notice that she seemed absolutely regretful. "I messed everything up and now you're going to keep avoiding me, right?" she asked in a whisper so Uncle Fabio couldn't hear, her voice full of bitterness. "No... I wasn't avoiding... maybe a little...," I could lie, it was April Fools' after all, but what good would it do? Besides, her expression completely disarmed me, "Please, give me another chance, I get it now, you have a boyfriend, I swear it's okay, it's all forgiven, but can we still be friends, right? Let's just forget about that embarrassing scene I created," she pleaded, with a slight blush spreading across her cheeks and her voice slightly louder, I couldn't help but look apprehensively at the kitchen door, but all of Uncle Fabio's attention was on his bread, we were safe to conspire. "We got along so well... tell me I didn't mess everything up...," she finished.

"Sorry Elena, of course we can be friends," I reassured her, "I promise I won't avoid you." I added and she sighed in relief and let her hand slide off my wrist, a second before Uncle Fabio crossed the door carrying a tray with slices of warm bread and orange cake. I felt horrible for avoiding her the past few days, I complain about Bruno for running away from me and avoiding complicated conversations, but when it's me, I do the exact same thing. How hypocritical of me.

"I have to confess that I was drawn here today by more than just this delicious smell of coffee," she let out as we ate, I had to struggle not to choke, she noticed my expression and gave a crooked smile, it wasn't about that she was talking. "I need to buy some shelves, the mess in my house is driving me crazy and if I don't start getting things in order, I'm going to lose control, I wanted to know if you could go with me, show me some stores in town?"

"I would love to," Uncle Fabio begins, but there's something treacherous in his voice, a hint of mischief that I learned to recognize. "But I already have commitments for the whole day, Ana can go with you," he decreed, "What kind of commitment?" I retorted, but he didn't pay any attention to my question and continued chattering about where we should go, and the charming restaurant where we should have lunch if we didn't come back in time. Very subtle.

But indeed, I could go with her, and if I was going to commit to this friendship thing, this seemed like the kind of thing we could do together without much risk. So a little later I'm sitting next to her in her car, while she tries to decide between a huge collection of tapes what kind of music would be the soundtrack of our adventure. "I'm not a car expert, because I don't have one, but haven't they invented radios with Bluetooth or at least that accept CDs?" "The car is my dad's, he likes antiques, he restored this one practically straight from the garbage, but he's also a purist, which is sometimes a pain, he says CDs lack class, and I don't even want to imagine what he thinks about Bluetooth." "I think I understand, it has its charm." "It may have charm, but the music options are questionable and limited," she replies, putting on a tape of old country songs and folk music, and then starts driving following my directions.

"So, how's the thing about putting the pieces back together going?" I start before any awkward silence sets in, "Going well, slowly, but well... I'm discovering a lot of things about myself," "Like what?" she smiles, but becomes pensive. "I think I have a kind of obsession with bouncy balls." "Bouncy balls?" "Yes, those from the supermarket, that you buy for a coin, wow, I think I must have found dozens of them, maybe even hundreds, from different times in my life, besides books, it's the only thing that seems to be a constant, isn't that crazy?" "A little crazy. There must be some branch of psychoanalysis focused on the obsession with bouncy balls," I tease her, and she chuckles in response, "You think it's a joke, but isn't it strange? not to remember something that has always been in your life?" "Sorry, I didn't mean to make light of it." "You don't need to get all serious either, it's good to be able to talk about it with someone."

We spent the rest of the morning between big stores and second-hand furniture bazaars. Elena was very meticulous in her choices, for me any of the shelves we found would be good enough, but she looked at things like the wood color, shelf resistance, and the type of screw they used, and mainly if the colors would match the rest of her furniture. In the end, she managed to choose three that satisfied her strict criteria and we struggled to fit all the boxes and parts into the car, some parts even had to be tied to the roof.

"And if it's not enough? you have a lot of stuff, right?" I comment, remembering all those boxes, "We can see if we find something else you like," "No... it will be this, at some point I'll have to start getting rid of some things...". It seemed sensible. When we returned home it was already past two in the afternoon, curiously both of us had ignored Uncle Fabio's suggestion about the charming restaurant, so we ordered pizza and I joined her in the heroic task of assembling her new acquisitions. "It turned out really well," I declared at the end of the work, exhausted and sore as I watched her put some books on the shelves, maybe I could skip the gym today, that wasn't exactly how I expected to spend my Saturday. "I think so, thank you for helping. You were a sweetheart," she said giving me a smile, blushing immediately afterward. "Sorry...," "It's okay, I am a sweetheart indeed," I replied with a wink, "How conceited."

"So... Next week, I'll be away, for about three days, I know I've already abused enough, but could you take care of the house, you know, just keep an eye on it? Maybe water my garden," "Sure, Uncle Fabio kinda already does that without you asking," I joke, and then a little awkwardly she gives me a piece of paper with her cell phone number. "In case of an emergency," she informs, but even if it was just a simple gesture, perfectly acceptable among friends, I feel my heart racing.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
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April 5th, Wednesday.

 I'm sure I wouldn't be cut out to be a lawyer. The legal environment makes me nervous, as if at any moment someone would appear from one of these rooms and declare me guilty of some crime that I probably must have committed without knowing it was a crime, and then my life would be over, and I would be a disappointment to my parents. Thinking about these things, even if it's just nonsense in my head, made my hands start to sweat.

My father sighs beside me, bored by all the waiting; no one is going to show up. I calm down, because, for starters, this is just a law office. No one is going to be judged for anything, because it's my lawyers who are here, and their interest is to defend me, not accuse me of something. I shift in my chair, and my father finally seems to notice my restlessness.

"Everything okay, little girl?" he asks, smiling. His shiny gold tooth greets me. "Everything... Just a little nervous," I reply. "Relax, dear, we'll sort everything out."

As if the universe agreed with him, a young man in a blue suit approached, very well-dressed and handsome, I might even say if I were the kind of person who liked guys in suits. He extended his hand for a formal handshake and introduced himself with a brilliantly white smile.

"It's a pleasure to finally meet you, Miss Elena. I'm Edgar, I'll be the lawyer handling your case."

"Pleasure, Edgar. This is my father, Antônio."

"A pleasure, Mr. Antônio."

"Likewise."

"Please, follow me. Let's talk in a more private location," he commanded, guiding us to a nearby conference room, where he accommodated us and offered coffee before sitting across from us.

"Well, Elena," he began, opening his folder. "First, I need to say that I'm sorry for what happened to you. It's horrible that you've been subjected to such a traumatic experience, but know that we're here to support you in your quest for redress and justice."

Alright, I've heard the speech before; let's get straight to the point. He continued very professionally.

"As we've discussed before, currently, the defendant..."

"Can you not mention her name?" my father interrupted politely, as I shrank into my chair.

"Of course, I apologize, Mr. Antônio. As we've discussed before, the defendant..." he ventured uncertainly, my father accepted the term with a nod of his head. "Right, the defendant in this case is currently on probation, as a first-time offender. But we have a clear case of attempted murder on our hands. Even if the sentence is mitigated, conviction is almost certain."

"Almost certain?"

"Well... She will also have lawyers, and speaking professionally, it's quite possible that the defendant will claim psychological issues or something related to try for a reduced sentence."

"And would that work?"

"We have to work with this possibility."

"So, all of this is a waste of time," I ask, finally feeling my chest tighten. "Not quite..., but it's hard to say for sure, Elena. You can't have guarantees without a trial."

"And in a trial... I would need to be there, right..."

"Yes, as a victim, your testimony is essential."

"I don't want to see her again, ever..." I sigh tiredly.

"I understand, Elena. In that case, we can think of alternatives." I take a deep breath, but it feels like the air in the room has become heavy. The idea of seeing her again destabilizes me.

"What kind of alternatives?"

"Like a settlement."

"A settlement?"

"Yes, something like, if the defendant confesses to her actions and commits to an alternative sentence, such as community service or donations to a charity of her choice, we can establish a restraining order to ensure she can't come near you anymore and finalize all this."

"And do you think she would accept that?"

"I would say yes, considering your case. The opinion is favorable to you, Elena. If I were the defendant's lawyer, personally, such an agreement would be the best scenario to consider."

"What do you think, dad?"

"It would be a quick way to put an end to all this... although I really want her to end up behind bars. We know it's not that easy... It's... I think it's the best thing to do."

"Alright, then I will draft an agreement and contact the defendant's lawyer to discuss the terms. As soon as we have news, I'll inform you," Edgar concluded, getting up again and extending his hand again in a new handshake, this time goodbye. Yeah, I have to admit that of the lawyers I know, he was quite decent.

When we finally left the building, my father massaged my shoulders, and only then did I notice how tense I had been in the last few minutes.

"It's going to be alright," he reassured me calmly, holding my hand. "It's better this way; you've already started your life over, so it's better for us to just put an end to all this and move on."

"I think so too."

"Shall we have lunch then?"

"That would be great," I agreed, although I didn't feel hungry. Spending time with dad could be exactly what I needed.

"So, darling, how's the writing going?"

"Very well; at least one part of my life had to go well for a change."

"Come on, Elena."

"Just kidding, Dad... Actually, things are calm."

"And the house?"

"Very good, the neighborhood is nice, very quiet... I even started working on the garden."

"And the car?" he asked eagerly, finally getting to the point of the conversation he wanted.

"It's been a lifesaver, couldn't be better."

"The old Del Rey, I worked a lot on that old thing," he said proudly before adding, "Now I'm thinking about the next one."

"And what does mom think about that?"

"Haha," he chuckled playfully. "She doesn't think anything; a man needs a hobby, right."

"I guess so, and what did you think about?"

"I always wanted a Beetle, I think it's charming. I think even your mom would like a red Beetle."

"She would, if it makes you happy, she will."

"If that's the case, I should just buy about ten old cars right away."

"Let's not exaggerate, okay."

He let out a hearty and deep laugh as he guided me down the street to the nearest bar, where he ordered the daily special and two beers, while we settled at a sidewalk table to savor the scorching heat.

"Too bad mom didn't come."

"Yeah, but you know these lawyer things make her nervous."

"I know, I do too. I inherited that from her," I replied as the waiter arrived with the glasses and the beer, which he served with a huge smile and finished by winking at me.

When he stepped back a bit, dad burst into laughter.

"I think the boy liked you; he has no idea you both like the same fruit," he cackled as if he had told the best joke in the world. "Dad," I reproached him with a little smile, "I've had boyfriends before."

"Yeah, you have, but before you understood yourself, right; you never liked them."

"I did like them, but it's different."

"I'm just kidding here, girl. Even if he had a chance, your mom told me you're all in love with the neighbor."

"She did? What a gossip."

"What did you expect? We don't have secrets."

"She also said the neighbor has a boyfriend?"

"Mentioned something, but it's better this way, this thing of dating right away doesn't work. Let me give you some fatherly advice, first thing is to become friends, get to know each other, and only then date. That's how it was with your mother and me, and we're still together."

"That's romantic; this could be your speech if you renew your vows one day."

"Nothing like that, I can be much more romantic than that."


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
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April 8th, Saturday.

I hate bus trips; it's related to my parents' accident. Although they were in a car, it was a bus that threw them off the road. It's hard to explain; the human mind doesn't come with a manual. I don't feel this alarming anxiety when I'm inside a car, but bus trips are stressful, as if, at any moment, I would kill someone or something terrible would happen. But I never told Bruno about this, so he had no way of knowing it when he surprised me by putting me on a bus for four hours towards the beach, surrounded by his hateful friends.

They were friendly, at least, they thought I was feeling nauseous because I was sweating, with glassy eyes; the symptoms were similar. But the motion sickness pills made me drowsy and heavy, drifting in and out of sleep filled with nightmares. It was, without a doubt, one of the top 3 worst trips of my life. Still, the prospect of spending time alone with Bruno and maybe sorting things out with him motivated me to continue, to insist.

The person who arrived at the beach was just a rag, a weak and malnourished remnant of the human being I am, without strength or spirit. It was only when we were checking in at the inn and the receptionist confirmed a total of 2 rooms for eight people that something in my being reacted. Two rooms? The improbability of a room with six beds hit me. I finally understood Bruno's plan; the beach was a horrible scheme of boys in one room, girls in another. What kind of adult plans such nonsense?

Immediately I pulled him aside; he became worried, thinking I was feeling sick again. "Can we stay in just one room for ourselves?" I plead, but all Bruno elicits is a grimace. "It would be weird," he justifies. "We already arranged everything with the guys." "We didn't arrange anything; you arranged it, Bruno, come on, please." "I don't have money for another room; please, don't make a fuss about this; it's nonsense." "I'll pay. How can this be nonsense? It's been almost three months now since we spent any time alone. It's impossible that you don't find this strange." As I finish the sentence, I'm almost yelling, but he remains impassive. "We can talk about it... Later." He ends and simply walks away, leaving me alone to brood over my resentment.

And I try; I swear I try. I take my bags to the room and choose a bed, but when I'm in the bathroom, I hear the girls talking about me. They comment on everything, from my "drama" of getting sick on the bus, to always wanting to be the center of attention. They comment on me seeming like a spoiled and weird child, and, finally, about the episode at the reception, where I hear them comment on how I "think" I'm too good to share a room. None of this should matter; I don't like those people and shouldn't care about them. But I'm too tired of all this, and today these words only worsen my state of mind. So, I leave the bathroom straight to the beach. I want to leave; I need to leave, but I simply can't take another bus back. Another four hours of that torment would be too much for me.

So I do the only thing I can think of and send a message to Elena. "HI." It takes half an hour for her to respond. Since she came back from her trip, I had only briefly seen her to say that everything had gone well and that her house was safe; then, nothing more. So, finally, the answer comes, "Ana?", "Me," "Is everything okay? Fábio said you traveled with friends," "I'm okay. Sort of. I'm at the beach," "Sounds good; it's been ages since I set foot on the sand," "It's not that good; I'm kind of desperate. I wanted to leave here," she took a while after that, almost ten minutes until she finally replied. "Which beach are you at?", I sent her the location. "I'm coming to get you," "No, are you crazy? It's a four-hour trip; that's not what I wanted; I just wanted to talk to someone," "You're not happy. It's important to me that you're happy; I would do this for any friend," she replies, ending the discussion. I can almost see her, adding the last part of the reply, but I latch onto the phrase "it's important to me that you're happy." It spins in my head and awakens the butterflies that were asleep in my stomach. "I don't know how to thank you," "You don't need to thank me; you just need to wait a little."


CHAPTER NINETE
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April 8th, Saturday.

Am I doing the right thing? It was she who reached out to me, and deep down, I wonder if I would really leave home in the middle of the morning to drive for four hours just because a friend asked. Okay, I'd probably do that for a friend, knowing that reassures me. On the other hand, I know it's not just the loyalty between friends that is compelling me to hastily pack a suitcase. I need to make sure she's okay.

Fábio had invited me for coffee. I think we must have compatible signs, aligned stars, I don't know. I used to be good at making friends, but very few times have I felt such a quick connection with someone, especially with someone so different from me, an extravagant accountant who was about twenty years older and about one and a half meters tall. What madness. That morning, we ate while talking about old movies; he had many opinions on it, and it was clear that he could talk about the subject for hours on end. However, I must have been staring too fixedly at Ana's room door, hoping she would appear to the point where he would have to tell me that she had traveled with her boyfriend.

When he told me about it, I could tell he watched very attentively how I reacted to this information, trying to decipher if she had already told me she had a boyfriend. I had already noticed that Ana apparently didn't share her thoughts with him, like my mom and I used to do. That was a relief; if he knew about the kiss fiasco... Oh darn. On the other hand, between the lines of the things he said (and I'm great with reading between the lines), I had already figured out that he knew there was a mutual interest between us. In that sarcastic and provocative way, my theory was that he was stirring the pot. And I know it's wrong, but that only increased my fondness for him, because it's good to have an ally even if the battle is lost.

When the messages arrived, I had already returned home. I was determined to work a little. I don't know, I felt a chill when the messages started coming up; it was the first time we exchanged messages. Ana wouldn't have talked to me if it wasn't serious, and knowing that she wasn't okay was making me tense, upset? It was one thing to accept that she had a boyfriend, but if this guy wasn't treating her well... Yeah, I didn't need to think much to decide; I was definitely willing to make his life hell.


CHAPTER TWENTY
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April 8th, Saturday.

As soon as she stopped responding to the messages, tension seized me. Could I just run away from there? Would Bruno understand? Probably not, and even more likely, it would only make everything a thousand times more complicated. And Elena, why was I dragging her into all of this? If I wanted to leave, I should have just taken an Uber like a normal human being. The trip would be expensive, but that was my problem, not hers. But no, I was making the girl travel for four hours to rescue me as if I were some darn princess in distress. I'm really such an idiot. Still, I couldn't bring myself to send another message to her, telling her not to come, or lying saying that I had made a mistake.

Moreover, something in me said that neither of these two responses would make her give up her plan. Despite the strangeness and tension, I felt something else, a warm and comforting feeling. It was good to know that there was someone who would come if I needed them.

I walked along the beach; it was still early, so there were few people around. We had taken the early morning bus to "enjoy" the day more. I had four hours to think, then. I found a chair at a kiosk and sheltered myself from the sun. In the distance, I saw when Bruno and his friends left the inn and skipped towards the water. He searched the beach until he found me and waved when he saw me. He didn't bother to come and find out why I had hidden so far away. For him, everything must have seemed fine, as long as I was there, and we didn't have to face our problems.

I saw Elena as soon as she stepped onto the beach, everyone saw her, and it seemed like she made sure of it. It was already noon, and I had been dragged into a lunch of fish, fries, and overpriced caipirinhas. Bruno was sitting next to me, with his arm around my shoulder, red as a shrimp for neglecting sunscreen. He laughed when one of his friends made a disgusting joke about Elena, and I felt my stomach churn as if it were made of aluminum foil.

I didn't know what to do. How to explain that I knew her and that she was there because I basically had asked for help? With every majestic step she took on the sand towards me, I felt paler. She had come prepared, wearing a black swimsuit that highlighted her generous curves, had a red beach cover-up tied around her waist that swayed dramatically in the wind, huge sunglasses, a floral bag slung over her shoulder, and the straw hat that must have been the same one she wore for her gardening excursions. I tried not to think about how beautiful she looked because that definitely wouldn't help.

It was funny when she approached the table, and everyone fell silent. Even funnier when she leaned over me, gave me a hug over the shoulder, and a kiss on the top of my head, with all the naturalness in the world. Then, she pulled up a chair and sat next to me, while everyone remained silent, slightly disturbed.

"Guys... This is Elena," I stuttered, "She's my neighbor," "Sorry for the intrusion, when Ana told me she was at the beach, I simply forced her to call me," she lied casually, and very casually stole my potatoes and took a sip of my drink. "Your neighbor?" Bruno asked confused, "Yes, from the house next door, the one that was empty, she moved in recently," I explained. Recently, which seemed like a lifetime. "Oh, that's nice, the more the merrier," he said cheerfully, and everyone at the table agreed. "I'm Bruno, Ana's boyfriend, nice to meet you," he introduced himself, extending his hand. When he realized I wouldn't do it, after the greeting, he introduced his friends.

We continued with lunch; Elena's presence was comforting, but it made me realize that I must really be the problem. Quickly, she became the center of attention, laughing loudly and telling stories. She only needed to give two or three quick and precise retorts to Bruno's friends for them to realize that she wouldn't tolerate their infamous jokes while at the table. After that, I must say they almost became agreeable people, as if all this time they just needed to be properly trained.

When everyone finished eating, Elena declared that she would need to "steal" me for a while to catch up. No one opposed as we walked away along the beach. She let me lead to the kiosk where I had spent the morning hiding. As soon as we sat in the shade, she looked at me very seriously and asked, "Tell me, do you still want to leave?" "I don't know," I replied in a whimper. Now, all my problems seemed small and childish. "It's okay," she reassured me gently, "I'm here for you, and I'll continue to be here, okay?" "I shouldn't have made you come here, I'm so ashamed of dragging you into this," "Ana, going to the beach isn't exactly a sacrifice," she said with a tender smile. And as proof of her point, she waved to the kiosk guy to bring her a coconut water, "You didn't force me into anything; everything you said and wanted to talk about, well, I prefer to do that in person, okay?" she paused, waiting until I nodded. "Great, let's talk then; tell me everything that happened."

I took a deep breath, gathering courage to start, "It wasn't just one thing... It was... situations," "Okay, start from the beginning; I'm not in a hurry," she replied, receiving her coconut water. "Alright... I had some kind of crisis coming here; it's hard to explain. I have a thing with buses, it's related to my parents...," "You don't have to go into details about that if you don't want to," "It's okay... I'm okay with having lost them; it took a long time, but I'm finally okay. But I still have a thing with buses, a nervousness... I even get sick. It's not very rational," "They made you get on a bus knowing that?" she vociferated with clenched fists and furrowed brows. I felt like if Bruno were close enough, he might take a punch.

"They didn't know... I never told anyone about this except my therapist," I explained, watching her expression soften a bit. "But why didn't you say anything? Before getting on the bus...," "I don't know, probably because I'm an idiot... I was hopeful that this trip would sort things out, I thought I could handle it... and then there are his friends," "You don't need to explain that part... Your boyfriend might be okay, but the rest of them definitely aren't," "You handled them well," "Just because I have a lot of experience dealing with idiots... They're in this eternal competition to see who's more cynical, no... They're not nice, Ana," "But they're his friends; I should be able to tolerate them, shouldn't be so... challenging," "Who told you that? Look, you have a relationship with Bruno. Period. Attachments are not part of it, Ana. No one has to put up with someone else's friends to make things work. And if Bruno likes you, and it seems like he does, he'll understand that. I doubt he's not aware of the kind of friends he has. You don't have to solve this kind of thing for your relationship to work."

"Actually, that wasn't exactly what I wanted to resolve with this trip," I let out, then took a deep breath again. Alright, I think I can tell Elena this. "Me and Bruno... we're kind of distant," "Oh..." she said not understanding, "He seemed calm and attentive... at lunch," "Intimately distant," I explained sinking into my chair, as I saw understanding dawn on her, "I had a really dark time, years ago; I met Bruno in that bad moment, and he was really important in helping me get out of it... Besides the meds, of course, and I took a lot of them, and while I was taking the meds, I didn't feel very 'disposed,' and he was patient and didn't seem to mind, so it was perfect. But as I got better, the doses were reduced, and six months ago I was finally able to stop taking the medication 100%, and that was great, a victory, right? It should be... but it created a mismatch, because now I feel good, and I want... things.

But he remains the same; I realized it wasn't patience he always had, it was simply disinterest. And I know there are people who simply don't think sex is important, or who don't like it, but I'm not one of those people, and if that's his case, he should talk to me, shouldn't he? But he just keeps avoiding... me and making excuses... And he's really bad at making excuses... At the same time he seems to like being with me, he seems not to want to. Does that make any sense?" "Of course it does," she replied and pulled me into a hug, a friendly and comforting hug that lasted less than I would have liked. After letting go of me, she looked me in the eyes and said, "There's no easy way. You need to talk to him, Ana. Rip off the band-aid, maybe it'll hurt, but you're already suffering anyway."

She was right. It sounded terribly obvious, maybe because it really was the obvious thing to do. I stayed with her on the beach, but I wouldn't have the energy to sleep there. When the sun disappeared on the horizon and the cold breeze began to blow, I warned Bruno that I would go back with Elena. He tried to argue, but I wasn't open to negotiations. When he came back, we agreed that we would talk, personally and without beating around the bush this time.


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
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April 9th, Sunday.

I promised Mom that I wouldn't sabotage Ana's relationship. And I really, really am committed to our friendship. More than that, I promised myself that I won't try anything with her anymore, and I absolutely stopped our flirting thing, but you can't change feelings, at least not so quickly, and knowing that there are issues between Ana and her boyfriend ignited a small spark of hope that I'm struggling to extinguish, but everything seems to indicate that it will become an environmental disaster. Why do I have to be like this?

Okay, he has idiotic friends, but if they really want to resolve things, that's not even a problem. The worst part is that he really seemed like a nice guy, and knowing that he had helped her overcome her depression made it difficult to have any animosity towards him. But back to the issues at hand, the mismatched sexual desire thing is another story. Asexual people have relationships, love, and can maintain relationships, but this is a challenge that requires much more maturity than this Bruno guy seems to have; he didn't even seem to have come to terms with it himself.

They could do couples therapy, they've been together for so long... Actually, I'm assuming that Bruno is asexual, but he might have some hormonal issue that would be even easier to resolve with the correct treatment. Damn, why am I trying to solve their problems? Oh well... that's probably what a friend would do. Okay, it's decided, I'll talk about this with Ana next time we see each other.

I wonder if I should go right now, before I have the chance to change my mind, but it's still so early, the neighboring house is still closed, Fabio had told me he would be out today, so maybe she hasn't woken up yet. My phone rings, interrupting my daydreams. An unknown number. Probably some telemarketing company, so I answer without paying much attention. "Hello," I speak. First there's a pause on the other end, then a heavy breath. Panting. Triumphant. "Did you really think you could hide from me?" The voice on the other end asks amidst laughter.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
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April 9th, Sunday.

On Sunday, I woke up late, after ten, my body craving for a cup of coffee. Thirsty, I dragged myself to the kitchen even before brushing my teeth. On Sundays, Uncle Fabio vanished, and I didn't mind. I always liked these opportunities to be alone, to have a moment just for myself. I put the water to boil, brushed my teeth, and had a quiet and silent breakfast on the couch. Only then did I find the package next to the door. It must have arrived on Saturday while I was at the beach. It was my eagerly awaited hardcover box set, much more beautiful and elegant than the book Elena had lent me. That version indeed betrayed all the lust those pages held.

I read, feverish and compulsive. Book two had a much darker pace. You could see Elena's evolution on every page, detailed, engaging. Then, when I least expected, she introduced a second element into the story: a romantic rival. Doubt, hot and frantic scenes, and the devastating ending where the protagonists end up hating each other again. How dare she? I felt betrayed. Used. I almost, almost succumbed to the temptation to start the third book, but I had been reading for almost five hours straight, and my eyes were tired.

I needed a break, an interval, and maybe torturing a writer for answers was what I was looking for. So I ran to the neighboring house, frantic, full of questions. I hesitated at the door, the windows were closed, the house dark and silent. Did she leave? I knocked, silence, I decided to test the doorbell, silence. Okay, she wasn't here, resigned, I turned away. Did I really have to read the third book if I wanted to know what awaited me?

Then the door opened, just a crack. Elena appeared in the dim light, her face pale as paper, swollen eyes, she looked terrible, defeated. "What happened?" I asked immediately, but she didn't answer. Made a feeble attempt to close the door again, but I stopped her. Something was wrong, very wrong. I entered without asking for her permission. Again, we stood still in the hallway. Again, she leaned against the wall and slid down to sit on the floor. I sat beside her, close enough to hear the choked sobs she was trying to contain.

"Elena... What happened?" I pleaded.

But again, she didn't answer me, she seemed too small, too wounded. So I gave up demanding anything from her, even just answers, I wrapped my arms around her shoulders as protectively as possible, squeezed her against my chest, and kept her there. I really don't know how long that lasted, it felt like an eternity.

Slowly, her crying turned into a sob, then spaced sighs, and finally her breathing became heavy and rhythmic, and I knew she had fallen asleep. Still, I stayed there, motionless, watching over her sleep, until I fell asleep myself. When I woke up, it was even darker. It must be night already, Elena was awake, but she still remained in my arms, breathing slowly, calm now. "Thank you," she whispered. The tone sounded almost as if she were telling a secret. "Are you feeling better?" "A little." "Do you want to tell me what happened?"

She took a deep breath, and before answering, she searched for my hand in the dark. I found it, and our fingers joined like pieces of the same puzzle. "I wasn't completely honest with you," she began slowly, her voice so weak it barely sounded like a whisper, "I didn't end up here because this is a beautiful town... I ended up here because I'm running away," she finally managed to complete after a long hesitation. "Running away from what?"

"I used to live with someone in Holland. Someone who, for a while, I thought was the love of my life, and for a while she was... Like a fairy tale," she spoke and then laughed sadly at her own bad joke, "But she wasn't... I can't even say how it started, we used to fight a lot, over anything, she was very jealous... Sometimes the fights went too far... One day she hit me, the first time was just an accident. At least it seemed like an accident, she begged me to forgive her, and I forgave her, I loved her so much, Ana...," she whimpered and I hugged her tighter in response before she continued her painful story.

"We were okay for a while..., but then it happened again, and again, and again, and each time it got worse, but she would apologize, and I would forgive... I believed... I was in another country, away from my family, my friends, I only had her and didn't know how to get out of it... I didn't have the strength... But one day she grabbed a knife...," I felt Elena shudder in my arms, "That day I managed to escape, ran out in the middle of the night in just my pajamas, almost froze to death, but I managed to escape and return to my parents' house..."

"You left... It's all right now." I try to reassure her. "No... She came after me... And as always, I forgave her...," in the darkness she guided my hand under her blouse and I felt the raised skin that marked a huge scar that started at the hip and went up to the waist, "She almost killed me the last time... I was hospitalized and she was arrested for a few days... But they let her go, and when I was discharged, I went to stay with friends for a while, but she found me... And I just didn't go with her again because my friends wouldn't let me, but then I couldn't stay there anymore, she was going to come back and they couldn't watch me all the time... So I ended up here... where she couldn't reach me, where I should be able to start over, safely."

"And what happened?" "She got my number... The number that no one should have besides my parents and closest friends... It should have been safe...," she explained in a tearful tone again. "She won't find you, it's okay," I reassured her, "We just need to get a new number...," "She will, Ana... She always finds me, and that's not the problem. The problem is that I'm too weak to say no...," "You don't need to be strong... I'm here, Elena, I'll help you," I replied, squeezing her against my chest again.


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
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April 10th, Monday.

I let the water wash away the bad feelings; the bathroom filled quickly with steam, which I deeply breathed in, letting the heat invade my body and trying to calm myself down. "Everything will be okay," I repeated mentally a hundred times. The smell of onion and garlic came along with the steam, the intoxicating aroma of the kitchen where Ana was now preparing something to eat at two in the morning.

How did she find me? There shouldn't have been a way; none of the people who had this number should have passed it on. I had been so careful. But only Mom and Dad have my current address; there's no chance they spoke to her. So I know she can't find me; otherwise, she would already be at my door. I hung up when I realized it was her voice on the other end; automatically, messages started popping up, followed by more and more calls. I tried to block the number, but quickly a second number started calling, and my phone turned into a time bomb.

I want to believe that I wouldn't have succumbed to the pressure, that I would have been strong enough to stay away. But the truth is, before Ana rang the doorbell, I was just minutes away from responding to her. I'm so stupid.

But that didn't happen; Ana showed up. With the hot water running down my face, I can remember the exact feeling I had when she hugged me; for a moment, I felt so safe. Loved. I felt like I could rest and stop feeling so afraid. I'm in love. Realizing this makes tears stream down my face, mingling with the shower water droplets. My face must be swollen. From a horrible and toxic relationship to unrequited love, I'm a damn joke.

But she's still my friend and had acted like a friend, and she's right now, in my kitchen, making something with a great smell, to make sure I feel good. I look at the palms of my hands, damp and wrinkled from the time in the shower; this is a habit I've always had when feeling restless, unable to tame my racing thoughts. In moments like this, searching for answers seemed like the only thing I could do. I had lost a bit of that habit because the grooves in my skin hadn't been telling me anything very promising in the past few years. But this time, my eyes noticed a mark that I had only seen a few times before, and it made my heart race: it was a thin pink line running alongside the thicker line that circled my thumb.

I'm sure that mark wasn't there last year, absolutely sure, because I've been looking for something like it all my life; finally seeing it there made me smile to myself as I stared at my hands, the hot water still pouring down on my shoulders. I can't explain it, but for a moment, it was as if all my problems had just been solved.

That seemed like a sign, even if it was a sign that only I could read. Finally, I get out of the shower, put on some old pajamas, and wrap my hair in a towel so I don't drip around the house when I go to meet Ana in the kitchen. I sit on the counter, and she immediately serves me a hot cup of coffee.

Watching her, having just come to the conclusion that I'm in love, is unsettling; it feels like, at any moment, a confession will slip through my lips, as if I couldn't control my tongue. I stop staring at her and finally spot my phone a few inches away, now silent, with the screen facing up. "I turned it off and took out the SIM card," she explains, showing me the small plastic plate before tucking it into her own pocket, keeping it safe away from me. "Thank you," "I'll buy a new one tomorrow, and transfer the contacts for you," "I can do that...", I try to argue, "I know you can, but I want to do it for you," she quickly cuts in before changing the subject, "I'm making soup; I'm not great in the kitchen, but it's turning out alright," "Thank you," "It's nothing; I was hungry too," "Can I ask you a favor? I need to let my mom know; if I don't answer her calls, she freaks out... Can I use your phone?" "Of course," she replies, handing me the device, "But it's kind of late already," "Yeah, I'll just send a message; sometimes she stays up pretty late."

I spend some time thinking about what to write; I had to tell the truth, but I didn't want to alarm her. "Good evening, Elena here," I typed after saving Mom's contact, "Can I take a picture of us? She'll feel more at ease if she sees that I'm not alone," "Sure," Ana responds with a smile, immediately posing with a spoon. I stretch my arm and take a selfie; my face looks really terrible; she'll know that something's wrong immediately, but I send it anyway. "This is Ana's number; she lent it to me so I could talk to you. I'll need to change my number. SHE found a way to find me. But it's okay."

Minutes later, the phone started ringing; I answered with a heavy heart. "My love, how did this happen? Are you okay?" "I'm okay, mom; sorry, I didn't mean to worry you; I'm fine now; Ana is here with me," she breathed deeply on the other end, I'm sure she was almost in tears. "Your father and I are coming there tomorrow morning," "No," "Elena...," I take a deep breath. I know she's afraid that I'll be weak and end up answering a call or replying to a message. She's afraid I'll go back to square one again. She's right to be afraid; I'm probably weak, and this wouldn't be the first time I've screwed up.

"Ana has my SIM card; she's going to keep my phone and help me change my number," I explain, feeling defeated as I release the words, like an addict admitting their addiction. "I'm safe; she's taking care of me. I just wanted to let you know because I won't be able to talk for a little while." "Ana... Is she there with you?" mom asks; I look at her, stirring her soup calmly, trying not to pay attention to my conversation. "She is," "I want to talk to her," "Mom...," "Please, Elena...".

What right do I have to say no? I hand the phone to Ana, and she looks uncertainly at the device, as if it's not hers. "She wants to talk to you," I explain reluctantly. "Okay, can you stir for me?" she asks, handing me the spoon and taking the phone. I obey and take the opportunity to taste; it's a bit spicy, but the flavor is really good; while they talk, I try not to pay attention, but it's stronger than me.

"Hi, good evening... Yes, I'm Ana... Does she speak?... No, it's okay... I know, she told me... I promise... Elena is a great friend, and I'll be by her side for whatever she needs... Yes... Of course, feel free... Have a good night Elisa, it was a pleasure talking to you... I will," I think I can almost piece together the conversation between the pauses; okay, it didn't seem to have been so bad. "She hung up?" I ask, turning off the stove and looking for something to serve the soup, "Yes... She asked me to wish you good night," "Sorry about that," "It's okay, she was just worried... Your mom's voice sounds like yours," "I know... I must have inherited it from somewhere, right?" "She asked me to keep an eye on you," "Sorry about that," "Stop apologizing," "Sorry," "Idiot," "Thank you."


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
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April 10th, Monday.

I arrive at the park almost an hour early; I decided that it would be a good place to talk, as we always had good moments sitting on the grass. Coming early was intentional; I needed time and space to try to align my thoughts. "Rip off the bandage. Resolve this." In theory, everything was very easy, but theory rarely considers feelings as a variable.

I remember exactly how I met Bruno; if I close my eyes, I can replay the scene. He was always a friendly guy, with an easy smile, the annoyingly friendly type who strikes up conversations with everyone in a supermarket queue. And that's exactly how it happened.

I don't remember where Uncle Fábio was, possibly in the car, breaking down in tears, desperate because he couldn't control his rebellious and depressed niece. I was quite a challenge for him. I was at the express checkout, holding a bottle of vodka, which I really, really shouldn't drink because of the medication. But I didn't care. I just wanted some kind of relief, and the numbness from the alcohol helped.

I remember how he asked, "Having a party?" in a casual tone when he stopped behind me; I had to turn to look at him, I think I hated the question. I didn't look like someone who would throw a party; anyone could see that. "Personal consumption," is what I think I replied, and he smiled at that, as if it were the best joke in the universe. And somehow, that warmed something up, sparked a little flame.

It was very unlikely, in a hundred days, that I would ignore that round-faced, good-natured guy, but my subconscious must have been desperate, struggling to cling to something. "In that case, if I may say so, my recommendation is whiskey; vodka hangovers are ruthless," was his careless reply, speaking as if he were a professional in the matter, and I almost told him that I didn't intend to be alive to feel the hangover, but his carefree sentence broke through the shield, and I ended up chuckling, and that was all he needed to feel confident to continue. We exchanged numbers that day; I still don't know how that happened. I didn't drink that vodka; in fact, I think after that, despite having even worse days, I didn't drink anything until I finally stopped taking the medication.

Bruno was the right person at the right time, the perfect measure for my need. He stood by me through ups and downs, always understanding my pain, my reasons for suffering, and the persistent desire to end it all. He went through all of that by my side, always patient when no one else could. Even the thing that I find so uncomfortable today, making plans, was his favorite strategy to make me think about tomorrow optimistically, and there was a time when that was all I needed.

He planted a seed in barren and hostile soil and tirelessly nurtured it until it took root and spread. I didn't think I would be capable of falling in love; I think, in fact, I wasn't, but he made it possible. And among all the problems, this feeling that connects us has too solid and undeniable foundations; even if I wanted to, it's not so simple to resolve. You can't just erase a love story like that.

I saw him crossing the lawn from a distance, his shoulders slumped, looking beaten down, his face as sad as a homeless puppy's. Knowing that I was the reason for his apprehension made my heart ache. He found me without problems sitting under the tree, the tree that we said was ours, where we had carved our initials a few years before. Bruno sat down next to me and kissed my cheek gently. "I love you," he said softly, his voice trembling, betraying that he was about to cry at any moment. "I love you too." "I know, but you're still going to break up with me..."

It hadn't been a question. "We need to talk," I finally say, taking his hands. "We're having issues, I know it and you know it too, and pretending everything's fine won't help anything get resolved." He agrees with a nod, moving until his back is against the tree trunk. I follow suit, and he hugs me, making me lean against his chest; I've slept in this place a hundred times before, listening to his breathing, safe in his arms. Bruno places his right hand on my head, letting his fingers sink into my hair. To anyone looking from afar, we must have seemed like just another loving couple enjoying the pleasant weather.

"Okay... You can start..." he finally requests. "Sometimes, I feel like you don't trust me. Like you'll never be able to trust me." "Of course, I trust you, my angel." "For normal things, Bruno..., but you still see me as the girl you met, the girl who needs help, who's on the brink. But I'm fine; I've been fine for a while. But you keep acting the same way. Treating me as if I'm still unwell. Putting me in a bubble." "Ana..." "Aline thinks..." "Have you talked to your therapist about this?" he asks, a little shocked. "I have... I needed to talk to someone about it." "I'm sorry... I shouldn't be a source of anxiety for you," he lets out softly, the tears that were once just a threat now streaming down his face. "And what did she say?" "She said that you're still the same. It's me who's changed, and I agree with that; you're still the amazing person I met, the person I fell in love with. But I'm not the same person anymore; I'm not so fragile anymore." "I'm sorry..., but that's something hard to change, Ana... I got used to taking care of you..." "I know..., but it's not just that.... You know..." "I know..." "Why do you keep avoiding me?" I say directly, trying to see his face; he averts his gaze, though he still keeps me close to his chest, but now he's tense.

"I... I can't explain. I love you; I swear I love you, but..." "But you don't like... this kind of physical contact... right?" "I'm sorry... I really enjoy being with you... I like hugs and even kisses, sometimes..., but beyond that, it's not... easy for me. You and I used to agree on this point." "It was the medication... The medication took away my libido." "I know... I researched it when things started to change... And now you don't need the medication anymore... Or me..." "It's not like that... Why didn't you ever tell me anything, Bruno? We could have figured it out... talked about it, sought help..." "It's not a very easy conversation... When would you bring something like that up? I was so afraid of losing you... I didn't want to be another problem for you to deal with; I thought it could be temporary, that I might get used to it, maybe even come to like sex." "But that's not how it works..." "I guess not...".

We were silent for a while before I could speak: "You should talk to someone about this." "I don't know if I'm ready." "I'll always need you..." "But not as your boyfriend... We have different needs." "But you're my best friend..." "We'll always be friends; I'll always be here for you," Bruno interrupted, wiping his face with the back of his hand, speaking very seriously now. We remained silent after that, hugging until his tears dried. We said goodbye when the day was already ending and the weather had started to cool down. He gave me a tender hug and a gentle kiss on the cheek. Then he asked me to let him know when I got home. We started walking in opposite directions; the park was still full, people sitting on the grass everywhere, chatting animatedly. I needed to replay the conversation in my head a hundred times to be sure of what had happened. And even then, I wasn't sure.

Before leaving the park, I sent him a message. "Is this the end?" I felt like the dumbest creature in all of human existence as soon as I sent the message, but he read it immediately, so there was nothing I could do. "I think so," he replied and then added immediately, "But we're still friends." "Yes, we're best friends," I confirmed, feeling my heart calm down, and a huge tension that I had been carrying for weeks, maybe months, finally dissipated, and I could breathe. "Game night on Friday?" I suggested. "Sure. I'll bring the pizza," he replied, and I knew everything would be okay.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
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April 11th, Tuesday.

Today, I wrote until my head felt foggy, pages and pages, endless paragraphs. I needed that. In the middle of the afternoon, I finally received the email from the editor approving the last chapters I sent, accompanied by a generic phrase indicating eagerness for more. Overall, that's how it was; he never asked me to change anything, his interventions were extremely rare because, after so much time, I was already more than familiar with what my readers want in my stories. I reply to him that I will send more next week. That pleases him greatly. A good relationship with the editor is essential.

Little does he know that I'm once again dedicating myself to another of the stories that he possibly won't take seriously. A dramatic romance, full of pain, suffering, redemption, but no fairies. I know the story is good enough. What is it, I'm already an experienced writer. It's a simple story, about a couple of ex-lovers who meet by chance at an inn in the middle of nowhere, where they used to go when they were together. But this encounter happens years after they broke up, and in itself, the fact that they're both there already betrays that after all this time, they still feel something for each other. Otherwise, what would make them end up there? Then, a storm hits, closing the roads, cutting off the power and internet signal, and then they have nothing else to do but face their ghosts. A bit cliché, but in a good way. One thing is writing about love is much easier than living it. Of that, I'm sure.

The truth is that the story is almost ready, but I'm delaying the ending because, when it's ready, I'll have to send it, and I already know it will be rejected, like everything else. I feel like a mother watching her children fail. Maybe I should take a chance, send it to another publisher, try for a deal. But thinking about these things makes my head ache. I have an exclusivity contract; there's no way I can do this without my current publisher finding out. I miss the time when I could just post my texts on Facebook. Of course, at the time, I only received likes as payment, but I was also free to do whatever I wanted with my words.

Once again, I reach for my cell phone. Then, I remember the horrible episode from two days ago, which makes me shudder. And then, I remember again that Ana took it and has it, solving my problems, because my mother asked her to. Would I be able to solve them on my own? I'd like to say yes, but the truth is, it's hard to say. Having my mother involved in the whole thing just makes everything even more embarrassing. Still, I don't know what I would have done if Ana hadn't rung the doorbell at that moment.

Thinking of her makes me open the Google tab again where her name appears. It wasn't difficult to unravel her life, even though she never told me her last name. Fábio, like a proud uncle, had told me about the exhibition at the city museum, so all I had to do was check the online collection to find her full name and a short biography, the key to her past and secrets.

To be fair, she hadn't tried to keep it a secret. She had already told me about the depression and about losing her parents in the accident, about starting to paint as a form of therapy. In summary, she had told me everything, right? Sort of. I had no idea how influential her name was in the art world; her paintings were worth small fortunes, and yet, galleries and modern art museums seemed to fight over receiving her pieces. The list of awards was endless, and then there were the blogs, hundreds of art blogs full of articles about her, a whole subworld obsessed with Ana, explaining her obscure art, her past, her drawing inspiration from pain. According to several articles, Ana was a kind of symbol in the struggle against depression; much of her earnings were donated to institutions that promote life appreciation through art.

I scrutinized all the photos of her paintings that I could find. The truth is, I didn't need blogs and interviews to tell me that Ana is amazing at what she does; I knew that from the first day, when Fábio showed me the somewhat crooked photos of her paintings on his cell phone gallery. I'm almost certain I stared at her somewhat obsessively for a few minutes because the feeling I had was that I had casually stumbled upon a kind of genius, and that was strangely exciting. There was something about her paintings that tingled in the back of my neck, a pleasant discomfort, amazement? It wasn't the kind of painting you see in museums and think, "I could do that." No, that was raw and irrefutable art. The kind that would make you feel something, regardless of the type of person you are.

On a blog that brought detailed analyses of each of her paintings, in the article that dealt with her exhibition called "Nightmare," in the comments section, I found a link to the article that talked about the accident that killed her parents. About the brakeless bus that had thrown the car off the road while the family was on a weekend trip, celebrating the daughter's birthday. The only survivor. My stomach churned reading that; I spent a long time feeling that strange nausea. She was just a child. Damn it.

Some of her paintings were really disturbing. Deeply sad. I lost count of how many spoke about death and how many made me feel like crying. Finally, I was able to understand what she had said about having an uninspired phase. The girl I had met, the one who seemed like someone who would paint something like flowers and unicorns, was absolutely different from the person who had painted those paintings. And apparently, this was something new. I imagined myself moving into this house two years ago. Who would I meet by knocking on the door next?

I found photos of her from this period, surrounded by suited art critics; she must have been about ten pounds lighter, pale as paper, and the impression her face gave was that there was only an empty shell there. Even though I knew she was okay now, I felt anxious. If there were a way, I would go back in time solely to give her a hug. Well, if I went back in time, two years ago, maybe I should also take the opportunity to save myself from agreeing to move countries and avoid all this infernal complication. Unfortunately, the most I can do with these ideas is write a science fiction story.

After hours of delving into her history, I started to feel guilty. Why exactly was I doing this? We are friends; I could just ask her if I'm so curious about her life. It's just curiosity, not a platonic passion. I tell myself that, but the truth is, I'm not convincing myself of that.

The doorbell rings, and I jump off the couch; my heart races, even though I know I'm safe. I figured out how she got the number; Edgar, the clumsy lawyer, provided my contact details to her defense. He didn't think it would be a problem. Fortunately, he only had my parents' address, and by now, she knew I wasn't living with them anymore. Still, I could only open the door after checking the peephole and seeing Ana standing on the other side. Did she have to be so beautiful?

I open the door, giving her my best smile. "I'm really sorry, I couldn't go get it yesterday. I got caught up with some things, but now everything's fine," she says in a flurry, handing me the phone.

She seems nervous. I notice this in her rapid speech and the fact that she didn't even remember to say good evening. "Is everything okay?" I ask. She looks at me puzzled, as I accept the phone she still held out to me. "Is... Why the question?" she questions me, seeming even more nervous. "You're... Speeding," I reply cautiously, trying to remember if there was anything on my phone that could have disturbed her so much. But there wasn't. For the past few months, I had been a perfect modest maiden, with nothing to hide or be ashamed of. "No... Just... Maybe, the day was hectic," "Come in a bit," I invite, grabbing her wrist and pulling her inside before she has a chance to refuse. "Sorry for all the trouble," "It was no trouble at all," "Do you want something to drink? Water, tea, coffee, beer?" "A beer would be great," she says, finally seeming slightly calmer.

I grab two cans from the fridge, open one, and hand it to her. She accepts it and, between sips, seems to remember something, grabs the phone, and starts typing. "Can I take a picture?" "A picture?" I ask as I feel my eyebrows arching. "Yeah, for your mom," she explains casually, already posing for the selfie with her can in hand, while I try to make an effort not to seem as desperate as I just became. When she hits send, I catch a glimpse for a second of her screen and see the long list with dozens of messages that seem to have exchanged in the last two days. "You... Have you been talking to my mom?" I allow myself to question, trying to appear casual, but slowly feeling my eyes closing into small slits of displeasure. "Yeah... She's really nice," Ana replies naturally.

WHAT? WHY THE HELL?

I feel myself paling. I try to calm down. Mom would never tell her the things I had confided in her. Or would she? I turn on the phone that until then hadn't received my attention. "I already saved my number," she tells me after taking another sip of beer. I open the messaging app and see the flower emoji she had forwarded to me. The device is now clean of all messages and call history. Secure again. "Seriously, sorry for making you go through this trouble," I say again.

I would have time to confront mom later to find out what kind of conversations she might be having with Ana. "I already said it was nothing," she replied, sounding slightly annoyed by the repetition. "I just didn't find a way to make you understand how much what you did meant to me," I justify defensively. "I don't know how to thank you," "Seriously Elena, it's fine," she reassures, "But you can start by giving me another beer." I smile, serving her another can. "So," she restarts, "How was your day disconnected from social media," "Pretty productive, to tell the truth," "More fairies?" she asks with a strange feverish gleam in her brown eyes. Wow, a fan, who would have thought.

I can't help but smile at her expression. "No, actually, I'm working on another story... A serious romance," I confide in her, returning to my computer. "And what kind of serious romance are we talking about?" "It doesn't matter much, it probably won't ever be published anyway." My defeated tone provokes in her an expression full of concern. "You can't be sure. I mean... If the story is as good as the others, I'm sure..." "It's not that simple," "You don't feel confident?" "It's not about that, I like the story..., but there are issues with my publisher. I'm stuck in my current label, there are contracts and bureaucracy, and they're not excited about the idea of me writing other things," "Can I read it?". I feel a shiver run up my spine. I've never shown my other books to anyone other than my editor, my little library of secrets, I immediately feel shy with the expectation that she'll read something that hasn't been reviewed yet. A raw text.

But what could be worse? Would she dislike it? "What's your email?" "Are you really going to let me read it?" she asks, her eyes widening, as if I had just said I was going to share with her the secrets of the universe and everything else, and not the draft of an unfinished book. "It's not ready yet, but it's almost there... You'll be the first person to see it," "Wow, now I feel special," she says, with a somewhat dreamy air as she informs me of her email. She has no idea how special she is. I smile at her flattered expression. "It's nothing special, it's just a draft," I justify as I forward the file to her, "I know it's going to be amazing," she says very excitedly, finishing her second beer, and as I watch her smiling, I feel my heart melting.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
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April 12th, Wednesday.

  I didn't tell anyone about the breakup, not even Uncle Fábio. The truth is, especially not him. I knew exactly what he would associate my breakup with because I didn't have the courage to tell him about the problems I had been having with Bruno. But I couldn't avoid it for long; Friday would be game night, and Uncle Fábio would need that information to avoid any possible awkwardness. I didn't know how it would go; I hoped that our plan to remain friends wouldn't backfire.

And then, there was Elena. I won't be hypocritical; there was a primal impulse begging me to tell her that I no longer had a boyfriend, and we could pick up where we left off last time. Except now I knew that her side of the story wasn't as simple as she had made it seem with her laid-back demeanor. In fact, her side of the story, the part about her trying to escape, the violence, seemed to be much more complicated than mine. And yet, the impulse was there.

I nearly went crazy when I saw her for the first time after the breakup. As if she would sense it in me. What madness. But above all, I decided that I needed to take it slow. First for myself, to understand how I was really feeling, and then, for her, because I didn't want, at all, to hurt her and ruin our friendship.

But it didn't help that my only refuge was the studio, where the yellow unicorn and her painting watched over every one of my steps relentlessly. I needed to cover the canvases to think clearly. But then there were the books, the fateful book three, which would finally end a cycle in the terrible and brutal fairy war. Since the end of book two had been slightly traumatizing, I decided to take it slow with this one. I had started, committed to reading no more than one chapter per day every morning before leaving the house. And as if it had foreseen this, Chapter One of book three was absolutely incredible. What kind of writer does that? Stopping reading had been torturous.

I didn't even want to think about what awaited me in the file she had sent me via email. The anticipation of being the first to read something she had written caused a strange vibration in my stomach, a nice kind of anxiety mixed with excitement.

Stop thinking about Elena. I need to work, and although I was apprehensive about how my brushstrokes would turn out after breaking up with Bruno, when I forced myself to do it, the result surprised me, really surprised me. For the second time, my art wasn't brutal, nor lukewarm like the things I had been producing in the past few weeks. No, in this painting, I finally had something new and authentic, but in a way that made me feel comfortable.

It took me a while to realize that the inspiration for what I was painting were the settings and scenes from the fantastic world that Elena had described in her books. The magical world of fairies. Okay. That's not bad; inspiration doesn't matter much if the result is good, right? This painting had feelings, but they were different feelings, feelings I could deal with.

I picked up the phone and dialed César's number. It rang only once before he answered. "Aninha, my dear, how are you?" he asked sweetly, his deep, rough voice echoing through the receiver. "Very well, César, and you and Francisca?" I replied, hearing a female voice shout in the background of the call. "We've never been better, darling, but tell me, what made you remember me? Normally, we have to beg for your attention," "You know that's not true..., but you know what, I have some ideas, but it's quite different from what I usually do..." "Interesting, if you painted, it must be good," "Can you guys come over? You know, I wanted your opinion, and we could discuss the concept a bit to see if it makes sense?" "Of course we can... let me see, next week doesn't work, how about, Friday, two weeks from now, is that good for you?" "That would be perfect," "Then it's settled, my dear, we're looking forward to it."

The phone hung up. Did I rush into this? No, calm down. Breathe deeply, Ana. I just needed not to overthink it.

I carefully wrapped the painting I had just finished; I would have two weeks, more than enough to paint other canvases to present to César and Francisca. Ideas were already popping into my head, but I had a special destination for that first painting that gave me hope that I could continue painting.

I returned home with it carefully wrapped under my arm; the streetlights had finally been changed. Elena was nowhere in sight, only her garden where she had installed blue reflective lights that gave everything a slightly ghostly air. I should talk to her, I needed to talk to her, but not now, soon.

First, there was Uncle Fábio. It was almost seven, so he was already home. When I entered, the smell of strongly garlic-seasoned food wafting from the kitchen confirmed that, his trademark. I placed the package beside the couch and called for him.

He emerged from the kitchen, with a dish towel over his shoulders, smiling, carrying a huge nearly empty wine glass; the slight flush on his cheeks betrayed where the wine had gone. "Good evening, sweetie, you arrived late today; I was about to call you, want some wine?" "No... Maybe later. Actually, I want to talk; do you have a minute now?" "Well... Always, my dear," he replied immediately looking worried. "The meat is in the oven; we have a few minutes. Is everything okay, darling?" "It is. Sit here," I pointed to the seat beside me; he obeyed still looking concerned. "Uncle, please, don't be shocked; Bruno and I broke up," I noticed he was about to say something; his concern dissipated, replaced by an expression of 'I knew this was going to happen,' but I didn't let him interrupt me. "It wasn't because of Elena. In fact, Bruno and I have been having... Some issues for a while. We talked and decided that maybe it's better for us to just be friends," "Issues? What issues, you never told me anything," he asked slightly hurt.

I took his hands, which he had been rubbing frantically since the beginning of the conversation, and squeezed them gently, "I know, sorry uncle, but everything is fine now. I'm fine. And you were right; maybe I do have a little crush on Elena. But I'll deal with it calmly for now; Elena also has complicated issues, and I don't want to ruin things by being hasty."

He smiled sweetly and stroked my face. "Oh, Aninha, I'm so sorry you didn't feel safe to talk to me about something, my angel. I didn't realize you guys were having problems and I must not have helped at all with my jokes. I'm a terrible uncle," he declared melancholically; maybe it was the wine taking effect, but I was sure that a little more and he would start crying. "It's nothing, uncle. You are, and always will be, the most amazing uncle in the world. And much more than that, you were my father, my best friend, and my rock, and you always will be, and as proof of that, I have a present," I replied handing him the painting, "A small offering of peace. I finally painted something that I think is good enough to give to you."

I watched his eyes light up; he delighted in caressing the brown paper. "Is this serious? And even for me," "it is, and there will be more in the future," I promised, urging him to unwrap the package, happy for his enthusiasm. He opened the package very carefully; his fingers delicately roamed the side of the painting as it revealed itself. "It's so different...," he spoke softly. "So happy," "I know...," "I loved it," he replied hugging me, feeling the warm tears touch my neck, "Now I can almost forgive you for making me wait so long for this."


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
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April 12th, Wednesday.

I need to change my focus, I mean, I can't be forever obsessed with Ana; it's not healthy and makes it really difficult for true friendship to think it would be great to kiss her. So, to solve my problems, I downloaded Tinder. I guess solving problems and Tinder have probably never been coherently used together in the same sentence before.

But that's it, I needed to change my focus; maybe a new and innocent love born from a dating app was what I really needed. Although the feeling of using a menu to choose my next relationship bothered me. Mom would be mortified. Yes, if I actually managed to find someone on Tinder, I would have to come up with a plausible, lovely, and romantic story for my parents; they would never accept that an app was an acceptable way to find love.

Well, let's not rush; maybe finding love is pushing it, but browsing through the photos, some of them seemed like quite acceptable candidates for a casual hookup. But still, even when the app notified me of a Match, I was stuck at the crossroads of "now what?". How do you start a conversation with a complete stranger when all the information you have are a few, sometimes not so good, photos, and a Bio that most of the time doesn't say anything beyond the zodiac sign, what the person likes to eat, what kind of music they like to listen to, and their preference between dogs and cats, what is it? Can't you like both?

My phone rang the minute I finally gathered the courage to send a "hi" in a conversation that had been open for half an hour. Of course, it was Mom, even hundreds of miles away, she must have felt some disturbance in the force, like a Jedi knight, only without the lightsaber. "Good morning, my love," she chirped, overly excited. "Good morning, Mommy," "Am I bothering you?" "Never," "Your father and I talked, and if it's okay with you, we thought about coming on the last weekend of the month and finally getting to know your house and this fabulous city you chose." "Is this serious?"

The question was rhetorical, of course it was. She would want to check if I wasn't having a meltdown after the last incident, and she was subtle enough to try not to be too obvious by showing up the next day. I wouldn't even find it strange if the plans were to come next weekend; she was taking it easy on me, giving me almost two weeks to prepare. "Bad idea?" "No, of course not, this is going to be amazing," "Then make a nice schedule, I want to see everything in the city, and of course, your lovely neighbor. I'm eager to finally meet her," "Take it easy, too much pressure," "That's right. Positive pressure. Mom loves you," she concluded. "I love you too."

When the call ended, the screen stopped displaying Mom's smiling photo and went back to the terribly empty chat window on the app. Before I could think too much, I typed a "hi" and then sent "hi's" to all the other unstarted conversations. What's the worst that could happen?


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
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April 16th, Sunday.

At nine on the dot, Elena's message notification lit up my phone screen, making my heart race; at some point, I was going to have to get used to this. The message came from her new number, the number I had helped her get after getting rid of her old line, not before seeing the hundreds of unread messages and missed calls from her ex. Just remembering the whole thing gives me chills. I understood her fear; the person behind that was obsessed with her, in a very unhealthy and very scary way.

Another message beeped, and the butterflies in my stomach fluttered even more. Her nightly invitations to her place, and also spending time together, had become part of the routine in the last week. Watching a movie, grabbing something to eat, dragging her to the gym pretending not to notice that she hated it with all her might, chatting, or just spending time together without any special reason, like any pair of friends would do. But now that I was single, whenever I saw her, I felt this excitement spreading through my body. How am I going to tell her? I hoped the opening would come naturally, a flirtation that she would let slip. But she had been very careful about it. Almost too much.

"I made a cake, want a slice?" was what the first message said. "Enjoy it while it's warm," she added shortly after. "Orange cake?" "No, chocolate this time. It's not as good as secret talent number five, but you know I'm pretty good at it." She didn't need to convince me; by the time the last message arrived, I was already at her door.

"It's open," she shouted from the couch when I rang the doorbell. "The cake is on the counter, help yourself," she added absentmindedly. She was sitting on the couch with her legs curled up in a rather ergonomically unfriendly way, her laptop next to her as she typed on her phone. "Writing?" I asked as I helped myself. Again, she hadn't lied about being good at it; the cake looked amazing. "No... done for today, just killing time now," she replied, stretching on the couch like a cat.

I sat on the counter to eat; the house now looked much more like a home, the shelves we had bought were almost full of books and knick-knacks, but still, there were quite a few unopened boxes in the corners that she seemed to be avoiding. I noticed she was typing something excitedly on her phone, but I didn't pay much attention. After a giggle, she put the phone down and picked up her computer again.

"I made a lot of progress in the story today," she excitedly told me, "I'll send it to you later." "I'm still reading book three; I still can't believe you had the courage to end the second book like that. That was mean, and then that first chapter..." "Don't hold a grudge, it could get worse," she threatened after a diabolical laugh. Her evil queen moment was interrupted by a characteristic notification from her phone. I could identify that ringtone anywhere; I had seen it make Uncle Fabio bounce around the house a hundred times. I almost choked on the cake.

"Was that Tinder?" I couldn't control my voice, and the question came out in a disbelieving squeak. "Maybe," she replied timidly, again putting the computer aside to pay attention to her phone. "I thought I'd take a look at what's around, try to meet someone," she added casually as she typed something.

Damn it. Had I been too cautious?

"And... How's it been?" I immediately stuttered, tense with anticipation for the answer. "Hmm, not very good," she said thoughtfully, "It's been a while since I used Tinder, I think I've lost my touch, or people don't know how to flirt anymore..." "What do you mean?" I asked, taking my phone out of my pocket. I didn't think much about what I was doing; I just knew I needed to do something. "Didn't you find anyone who caught your eye?" I added trying to sound casual and uninterested as I opened the Play Store and downloaded the app; the download bar started crawling slowly.

"I did find... there are some pretty cute options, but there are a lot of clueless people... like, there was this girl who sent me a nude, before even saying hi, can you believe it?" I believed it. What a disaster. "And what did you do?" The app finally downloaded; sign up, damn it, I've never used this damn app; need a photo? I don't have photos; all I have in my gallery are references for painting. I take advantage of Elena being distracted and take an awkward photo, putting a piece of cake in my mouth. It looks funny. Okay, it'll have to do.

"What was there to do? I ignored it, I don't know what she expected to happen, what she wanted me to say? 'Wow, nice breasts, congratulations?'" she replied playfully, "Anyway, I don't know why I matched with her, she's not my type; I'll just pretend it was a big delusion." I need a Bio, damn it, what the hell is a Bio? What are my interests, let me see, beautiful writing neighbors. Cakes. Erotic books about fairies. I type hastily. "Maybe she expected something less formal, like, 'Nice boobs'," I reply; the bad joke elicits a laugh from her, but despite the lame joke, I'm so tense that my back hurts.

I quickly skip through the registration steps until I can finally access the candidates. I swipe nervously, hoping; will Tinder think we're not a potential couple because of the geographical proximity? I hope the algorithm works in my favor and not against me. I swipe left a dozen times on smiling unknown women before finally her photo appears. Aggressively beautiful, almost enough to make me lose focus. I swipe right. I wait and hope. It has to work, it needs to work. I keep staring at her, while I finish the rest of the cake slice, but I'm too nervous to enjoy it. She keeps switching between reading something and typing. Damn it, she's talking to someone. Finally, she seems to return to the app; her fingers start to roam the screen back and forth. Yes, keep looking, please, I beg internally, feeling my insides compress, a little more and I'll turn into an anxiety black hole. It has to work. I clearly see the moment she finds my profile, her fingers freeze, suspended over the screen, she furrows her eyebrows, which I find so beautiful, and even from across the room, I hear her let out a long sigh.

She looks at me over her phone, too serious. I hope I haven't messed everything up. Still without saying anything, she swipes her finger to the right; my phone vibrates in my hand, informing me of the match. She types something, still staring at me intently; the message notification pops up shortly after. "WHY ARE YOU DOING THIS?" I take a deep breath; my heart is racing. Here we go, now I need to go all the way. "Liked your profile," is the most spirited message I can type: "It matches what I'm looking for."

She sighs even louder on the other side of the room; the sound is filled with frustration. I don't look at her; I don't have enough sanity or courage to meet her gaze right now; I need to focus. She starts typing, endlessly; it takes a while for her response to come. "Why are you teasing me? You have a boyfriend, and you made it clear you're not interested. WHY ARE YOU DOING THIS, ANA?"

Damn it.

I type the response as fast as I can; my fingers stumble on the screen. "In my defense, I never said I wasn't interested," she scoffs angrily from the other side of the room and starts typing furiously, but before she can finish her next message, I've already sent my response. "I don't have a boyfriend anymore." She stops typing immediately; I risk a glance and see her let the phone slip onto her lap; her green eyes look at me full of uncertainty.

Come on! I encourage myself; I started this, now I have to see it through. I get up and go to the couch, sitting next to her, and she turns to face me, her legs curled up against her body. "Why didn't you tell me?" she asks in a whisper, "It's very recent, there hasn't been an opportunity... I... I thought about not rushing things." She nods with a movement of her head, and we stay in a disturbingly long moment just staring at each other. Staring into her green eyes is mesmerizing and, at the same time, scary, like being sucked into a whirlpool in the middle of the sea; at some point, you just accept that nothing will save you.

Without thinking much about it, our hands meet and intertwine, sending a shiver down my spine; it's so good to finally be able to do this without guilt. "You seem nervous," she finally comments, breaking the silence. Her voice scrapes against my skin like soft fabric, "I am," I confess without breaking her gaze, "Do I make you nervous?" "A lot," "Why?" she prompts with an even lower voice; I don't know why we're whispering, and to be honest, I don't care. "I don't want to mess this up," I reply, and she smiles, resting her head on the couch, her black hair falling in waves over her body as her fingers stroke my hand, making it very hard for me not to get distracted, "And now, have you given up on your idea of not rushing things?" she whispers again, "Not exactly..., but you were on Tinder receiving unsolicited nudes, and I got a little desperate."

She gives a knowing smile. With her free hand, she grabs her phone, unlocks it, and presses the app until the word "REMOVE" appears over it; then, she clicks, and I see it disappear with the sound of crumpled paper. "There... I'll let you decide what comes next."

Be brave.

I lean in until there's almost no distance between us on the couch, forcing myself to hold her gaze even though it's more intense than ever. Be brave, I repeat to myself like a mantra. She doesn't move, but her hand releases mine and moves up my arm, a caress that leaves a trail of electricity on my skin, until it stops inches from my neck.

I finally muster up the courage and say: "I think I don't need to go so slowly." Elena leans in, and that's the invitation I need to finally kiss her; our lips touch first softly and then with increasing intensity and urgency. The butterflies that had been tormenting me for weeks calm down, finally satisfied. Elena is sweet, warm, and melts into me, and it's so much better than any dessert could dream of being. I let her arms wrap around my body and her warm lips wander from my mouth to my neck. I shiver when her teeth graze my lips, and it's even better when our tongues meet, everything about this kiss is breathtaking and makes my body heat up.

She pulls away a bit. Which is great because I feel a little dizzy and really need to breathe. "That was... Intense," she murmurs, almost like she's purring, her voice causing a delicious shiver down my spine. "It was, wasn't it...," I weakly agree, sounding strangely like a drunk person. "Maybe we need a little calm," "Whatever you want," she agrees, but her gaze is overflowing with a kind of lust that's almost pornographic.

"Seriously... I wanted to do things right between us.," "I want that too," she responds with an increasingly soft voice. How did I think I could handle a woman who writes erotic books? Damn voice. I can't resist and kiss her once more, struggling to control the intensity, but it's hard to concentrate because at some point her hand slipped under my shirt and now her fingers are parked there, casually caressing my waist, and with each touch, I feel my skin burning, making me want to rip off my clothes and send calmness to the fifth hell. But I recover, and someone should give me a prize for that, I manage to pull away a bit, making her protest with a long sigh. It's going to be really hard to negotiate like this.

"We could go on a date... a real date," I propose, "I like that idea... What did you have in mind for us to do?" she asks. I know she's teasing me, but I resist. "Movies?" I risk, tucking behind her ear a strand of her black, soft hair that got a little messy after the chaotic last few minutes. "When?" she demands, "Tomorrow night?" "I'd love to go on a date with you," she responds, finally seeming interested in my proposal, her hand leaves my waist and goes to my face, where she gently strokes my cheek. "I promise I'll be calm and patient, or at least as calm and patient as you want me to be. How about I pick you up at your place at seven, we can go in my car," she adds before giving me another kiss, this time deliciously delicate and slow. There's something in the way she looks at me that makes me feel like I could melt at any moment and be absorbed by the couch. "Sounds like a plan, actually it gave me an idea that will make everything even better," "What?" "It'll be better if it's a surprise," "Alright then," she finally agrees and I kiss her one last time before saying goodbye and floating back to my house.


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
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April 16th, Sunday.

I have a wonderful childhood memory, a vacation trip with my parents when I was seven or eight years old. We went to the beach, and I believe it was the first time I saw the sea.

I remember vividly being mesmerized and fascinated by the vast blue-green expanse and the raging waves crashing against the rocks, as if the sea had a life of its own. I also recall the sound it made; it was incredible, a continuous roar. We arrived late at the beach due to heavy traffic, but we still managed to catch the sunset. As night fell, my father lifted me onto his shoulders, and I watched as a dozen fireworks burst in the sky, a beautifully colored sky of red, orange, and lilac, being sparked by the spirals of light. I think I've never experienced such pure and genuine joy, such intense wonder at the beauty of life as I did that day. However, kissing Ana had evoked that same feeling in me.

Everything was there: lights illuminating the sky, the sound of the sea vibrating in my ears, even the warmth of the beach and the salty taste of the breeze. It may sound crazy, but that moment was exactly like watching fireworks on a beautiful sunset at the beach. When the door closed, and she left, I still felt a slight dizziness, as if my blood was still running too fast through my veins.

I have plenty of experience with relationships, enough to confidently say that I've never felt this way before. She likes me, she really likes me. I knew, I knew, I knew. Actually, I didn't know, but I had intense suspicions, and they were correct. Now, we had kissed and were actually going on a date. Wow. I sat back on the couch to reflect, but my mind kept going back to the recent memory of kissing her on that couch. Thank goodness for Tinder.

For a moment, I regretted deleting the app. I wish I could save that conversation, maybe take some time to look at the profile she hastily created, which probably only made sense to me. That adorable photo of her eating cake, what a complicated and cute way of doing things. I really didn't expect installing that app to work so quickly. Of course, it wasn't in the usual way, but the end goal was achieved; so who cares? I'll leave a great review.

I need to call Mom. No, wait, Elena. Don't rush it. Ana wants to take it slow, and calling my mom in the middle of the night to tell her about the kiss seems to go directly against that idea. Maybe after the date is a better time to think about it. A date. Of course, she would want a date; that's so like her. And the idea of going on a date with her gave me a pleasant dizziness, a feeling I can't even remember the last time I felt. She likes me. I repeat it again, and having that certainty is so good that, even knowing that I probably won't be able to sleep properly tonight, it doesn't matter. Because she really likes me.


CHAPTER THIRTY
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April 17th, Monday.

Anxiety kept me from sleeping, but in a good way. I feel like a teenager again, except that during my adolescence I was busy being deeply depressed and rebelling against everything and everyone to feel this way. Yes, definitely not that kind of teenager. But now, I feel like if I had a diary, I could spend a few pages writing "ANA + ELENA," surrounded by little hearts. If Uncle Fábio didn't keep giving me suspicious looks, maybe I'd be skipping around. In a moment of distraction, I touch my lips with the tips of my fingers and recall the kisses we exchanged; the memory sends tingles down my spine and makes my heart race.

"Are you okay, sweetie?" Uncle Fábio finally gathers the courage to ask as he finishes tying his tie. I hadn't realized he was looking at me through the bathroom mirror. "You're making a weird face... You seem spaced out," "I'm fine," I quickly respond, returning to focus on my coffee. "What are your plans for today?" "I have a session with Aline shortly. Then I'll head to the studio... And I don't know... maybe I'll go out tonight." I'm definitely going out tonight; I spent hours planning the perfect date, but I don't want to raise expectations just yet. "Elena said she wants to go to the movies," I casually concede. It wasn't the whole truth, but it wasn't exactly a lie either. "I see. I think I'll be home very late tonight, don't worry about me," he finally responds, ready, after giving his mustache one last twirl. "We still have the Skincare Night tomorrow, right?" "Of course, Uncle."

He smiles and kisses my cheek before finally grabbing his bag and heading out to work. My Uber arrives minutes later, and I can head to Aline's house. Today's session is going to be very interesting. I can't wait; my life seems to have completely changed since the last time we spoke.

Upon arrival, I ring the doorbell and wait. I'm almost considering ringing again when she finally opens the door. Unlike the last time, today Aline looks terribly pale and exhausted. Her face has a slight feverish glow, and under her eyes, there are deep gray bags as if she hasn't slept in weeks.

"Good morning, Ana," she greets with a gentle but tired voice. "Good morning, are you okay?" I immediately question as she guides me inside, walking slowly through the living room. "Yes... Just had a rough night," she lets out, rubbing her huge belly. "Don't worry," she adds as she reaches her armchair, where she collapses heavily with a slightly distressing groan. "I can leave if you're not feeling well, Aline. We can reschedule," "No, we need to talk. This might be our last session before the birth. I have to finish your report for Dr. Fernando. You'll get along with him very well, I'm sure."

It's the first time I've seen her look so tired since I've known her. Even though she's clearly trying to disguise it, I can't hide my concern. I continue to assess her as I sit in my usual spot. The orange, nameless cat is lying at the foot of the armchair, purring loudly. It gives a long, lazy meow when it notices me.

"I've already said, don't worry," Aline repeats mechanically, shuffling through her notes. "Let's start, Ana. How are you feeling today?" The question reignites the euphoria that my concern for her had momentarily made me forget. "I'm wonderfully well," I confess. The strength of the assertion surprises her; she arches her eyebrows, unable to hide her curiosity. "Really? Can you describe the reason for this feeling?" "Well... Yes, there are several things." "That's good. And where do you want to start?" she prompts me again as she fidgets restlessly in her armchair. "With the paintings," "Your paintings..." she flips through her notebook again. "In our last session, we started talking about this, but we didn't continue the theme," "Yes... Well, I was having issues with my paintings..." "Continue..." she encourages me again. "I never really liked my paintings... I mean, I liked painting, but not the result. We've talked a bit about this. I know what people see in them, but for me, they just remind me of how I was feeling when I painted them... But since I got better... Yeah, since I got well, stopped taking medication and all, I just couldn't paint anything decent," "Ana..." "I know I shouldn't think this way, but artistically speaking, I was inspired by my depression, and now that I'm well, those paintings just remind me of those feelings I want to distance myself from." She looks at me, thoughtful for a long moment.

"You seem to have thought a lot about this," "I have," "And why haven't we talked more about this, Ana?" I sense a certain discontent in her voice. "I didn't want to think about it. I was avoiding it," I confess sincerely. "That's okay... And now, you don't think like that anymore?" "I do. My feelings about the paintings I used to paint haven't changed, but now I realize that I can just find new inspirations. My art can be based on feelings, but they don't have to be those kinds of feelings," "That's a very optimistic approach. It's good to see that you've come to this conclusion on your own. It shows how you've matured, Ana," "Well... Not entirely on my own...," "No?" "No, I met someone. But before talking about her, remember the conversation we had about Bruno last time?" "Yes," "Bruno and I broke up."

Aline has to make a considerable effort not to grimace. "You broke up..." she repeats slowly, perhaps remembering that I started our conversation by saying I was wonderfully well. "Tell me more about it. What led you to make that decision?" "Bruno and I talked about what we discussed, about me changing and him not, and the mismatch... And there were other things bothering me too. He understood, he's really a great person. We broke up as boyfriends, but we're still friends," "Is that so?" "Yes, we even saw each other last Wednesday. He came to my house, and we played video games," "And how did you feel seeing him after you broke up?" "It was good... Really good, to be honest. I think it had been a long time since we had so much fun together. Being just friends eased things," "I understand. It's good that you were able to redefine that relationship. You mentioned something about meeting someone new?"

"Yes... Elena, she's my neighbor, a writer... She and I kissed." Aline falls silent, blinking several times. I decided to just get it out instead of beating around the bush, but I didn't expect this reaction. "You kissed," she repeats again in a slower, more careful tone, then lets out a groan and shifts uncomfortably in her chair. "Sorry, the baby is restless today...," she explains, "Was this before or after you and Bruno broke up?" "After... It was yesterday, we kissed yesterday," "I don't think we've ever talked about sexuality before. Is this kind of relationship new to you?" "No, I've had girlfriends before, in adolescence, before I met Bruno," "I see. Tell me more about Elena... She's your neighbor?"

"So, yes, she moved recently. She's a writer. I've read two of her books... They're very good. That's when I figured out the inspiration thing... It was after reading her books that I felt inspired to paint again," "I see... And about your relationship... You've just been through a recent breakup, very recent. How does the prospect of a new relationship make you feel?" "Elena and I agreed to take it slow, but to be honest, I think I'm in love."

She seems surprised, opens her mouth to say something, but can't. Her face closes into a mask of pain, and she leans over her belly before letting out a piercing scream that makes me shudder. I rush to her, crouching down beside her. Her fingers are dug into the upholstery, she looks at me in desperation, and I see her body collapse in front of me. Immediately, with every cell of my body, I feel that this is not good.


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE
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April 17th, Monday.

Of course, I woke up early, how could I sleep? I swore to myself that I would keep my mind occupied, and I made an effort to do so. I made a nice breakfast, replied to all my emails, cleaned the windows in the living room, and washed the bathroom. But every five minutes, my mind returned to the previous night, and I became all cheerful again. Should I send a good morning message? What's the protocol? I wanted to, but I had never done it before and didn't want to make things awkward. But wouldn't it be weirder not to send one?

I was there, staring at the dark screen when a notification lit it up. My heart almost skipped a beat, but it wasn't Ana, was it Fábio? "Good morning." He had my number for weeks, but until now we had barely exchanged a few stickers and cat memes. What did he want? It was a curious coincidence that he was texting me just today. Did Ana regret it and ask her uncle to let me go? No chance.

"Hello," I replied, and I had to wait for painful five minutes until he finally sent me something back. "Available for lunch? I wanted company." "Sure, at your place?" "No, I'm at the office today. There's a great restaurant nearby. Can you come?" an invitation to lunch out of the blue, suspicious. "Sure, send me the location." "I'll send an Uber to pick you up. Let's have some good wine." He had style, I had to admit, but the invitation left me with a feeling of doubt.

I researched the restaurant. It seemed to be one of those somewhat fancy places that companies use for business meetings. I opted for a basic black dress and heels that made me almost two meters tall. Simply killer, I could wear it at night, but I wanted a more "cute" tone for the date with Ana, because maybe she would freak out if I showed up like this on our first date. The mystery of lunch made me anxious throughout the trip, but Fábio's warm smile waiting for me at the door relieved my insecurity.

He opened the car door and offered me his arm, a perfect gentleman. He was wearing a blue suit that had probably been custom-made. I confess that when I imagined him at work, I always thought of him wearing a pineapple tie or something like that, something that matched his eccentric mustache and exuberant personality. But in reality, he had enough class to make his mustache look like a luxury accessory. It was as if he had two personalities, and one of them was a refined accounting magnate.

He guided me through the restaurant to the table he had reserved, stopping only to compliment my dress. Too serious. When we sat down, we were immediately attended to. He asked if he could choose my dish, and I let him. The waiter took our orders, and in an incredibly quick service, brought the promised wine and a bread, olive oil, and black olive paste appetizer before finally leaving us alone.

But Fábio remained silent, with an enigmatic little smile. "So?" I ventured almost impatiently, "So?" "Any special reason for the invitation?" "Hmm..." he released thoughtfully, scratching his chin before adding, "Ana can take you to the movies, but I can't invite you to lunch?" he teased. How much did he know? I doubted she had told him it was a date. It was her who said she wanted to take it slow, so what was all this about? Boldly, I held his gaze in silence. He smiled and poured the wine, handing me a glass. We toasted still in silence, and he took a big gulp.

"Okay, enough with the games, sorry, Elena, you're much tougher than Ana. She would have spilled everything already," "Everything what?" "That's what I'm talking about," he replied with a new toast. "I like you, Elena. I really do," he said, pulling the chair closer to mine. Then, he took my hand and looked intensely into my eyes. "I need you to listen to me, listen to everything I'm going to tell you very carefully, because I like you and I want to keep liking you, okay?" "Okay," "Did Ana tell you she broke up with her boyfriend?" "Yes," "Alright... And what has she told you about her parents?" "Well... partly, but kind of everything," "Okay, so I'm going to tell you my version of the story, okay?" "Okay."

"The Ana you met is something new, Elena. She's the heroine who won the damn war, killed monsters, overthrew kingdoms, the whole damn thing. I know she's beautiful, sweet, captivating, and brilliant, but all of this is the result of an endless journey. She had medication, therapy, painting, exercise, and a lot of love. Ana won a fight that many people can't fight, Elena. Just hearing this will never give you the dimension of how hard it was, how many times I feared for her, how many times she tried...," his voice dies for a moment, his eyes are moist and his voice heavy, "Do you understand? She's the heroine, but she's an Achilles-type heroine, she has a weak spot, and you can't know where it is because the monsters are always lurking, all the time. Do you understand?" he asked me with tearful eyes, holding my hands tighter and tighter. "I think so."

"I need you to understand, Ana is my reason for existing. I know I'm not her father, but I feel like the reason for my existence was to raise that girl, and I'll do everything, absolutely everything, to protect her. Elena... I had the same conversation with Bruno, many years ago when he asked her out. I love that boy, he helped Ana in ways I couldn't, but I knew he wasn't the guy for her. They're much better off as friends... And I'm not saying you're going to be the right person, it's not about that, but I feel this thing emerging between you two, it's potent and bright, and I really wanted to just tell you to dive into it, but I can't. You seem like someone who has lived a lot, so if Ana is just an adventure for you, if it's just something you're thinking of doing to kill your boredom, please, Elena, stop now," "Fábio...," "I'm not saying you have to buy a ring and make an engagement contract. It's not that. But I need to know if it's serious for you, if you're committed to this feeling, because this morning she was at the kitchen table staring into nothing with a silly look on her face, and I know the reason is you. So, please, if it's not serious for you, step away now, because I don't know what a broken heart would do to that girl, and I don't want to find out," he finished with tears covering his face.

I hugged him tightly, letting him cry against my shoulder. I think I had never heard someone be so raw and sentimental. In every word, you could feel the strength of his love. I pushed him away, kissed his forehead, and used a napkin to wipe his face. "Fábio, I really like your niece. No... It's not just that. I'm in love with her," I confess to him, feeling my heart skip a beat again. Finally saying this out loud seemed to make it even more real. So, I took a deep breath, took a sip of wine, and held his hand again as he looked at me with seriousness and concern, "I left a terrible relationship not long ago, absolutely terrible Fábio. I won't tell you the details now, but they're not good. I moved to this city to start over, and I was so scared, so alone and so lost," I feel his fingers tighten around mine in a friendly gesture, "But since I knocked on your door and Ana answered with her face covered in cream... I don't know... I even denied it, and I swear I tried to avoid it, but I can't stop thinking about her. It's serious to me, very serious, I swear to you, I will never do anything to hurt her, never, because I've been hurt and I just want... just want something calm that I can live without fear. I promise that if it's not like that, I'll pack my bags and disappear, and you'll never hear from me again, but I really want, really want the chance to try to be happy with her."

He evaluated me for a long time, and slowly a tender smile appeared on his previously serious face. He leaned in and tucked my hair behind my ears, then rested his hand on my face and murmured softly so only I could hear. "Then I give you my blessing."


CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO
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April 17th, Monday.

"Aline..." I call out, supporting her, my voice sounding like a plea. For a moment, she doesn't respond; her body is limp and unresponsive to my touch. My God, what am I going to do? I blow on her face trying to revive her and tilt the armchair she's in so it doesn't put pressure on her belly. Slowly, she starts to come back, blinks her eyes, and lets out a groan, "I think the baby is going to..." she tries to say, but her voice turns into a scream again. I don't need her to finish; I know what she was going to say. The baby is coming. This becomes even clearer because her water seems to have broken, and liquid starts to drip from the upholstery to the floor as she groans in pain.

I have no knowledge of childbirth, but I know with every fiber of my being that this situation is not a normal delivery. I grab my phone and call emergency services, informing them of the address and the situation. They say they'll send someone. Aline is trembling, her face covered in sweat. "I'm sorry, I'll look for something to dry your face, okay?"

She nods weakly. I enter the hallway; nervousness makes my temples throb. The orange cat follows me through the house; he seems equally restless about his owner's pain. I easily find her room. Next to the bed, a beautiful mahogany crib is set up; inside it, a blue maternity bag. She was already prepared for this moment, although I believe not for it to happen like this. I grab the bag, a light dress, and a towel. When I return, I pass through the kitchen and dampen a part of the towel in the sink.

She seems even more exhausted now, and unfortunately, the minutes drag on as we wait. I try my best to keep her comfortable, clean her face, and, very awkwardly, help her change out of the wet clothes into the dress. She is relieved to see that I found her bag. I hold her hand and remain silent, hoping everything will be okay. I don't know what else I can do beyond that. "Do you want me to notify someone?" I ask uncertainly. "My mom," she requests, handing me the phone as she tries to breathe calmly.

I find the contact in the address book and make the call. I tell Ana's mother about her imminent grandchild's birth. On the other end of the line, the woman gasps with a mix of emotions. She tells me she's in another city and will take a few hours to arrive. The baby came early; he wasn't supposed to come for another two weeks. Well, it seems the baby had different plans. I reassure her and inform her that I'll stay with Aline for as long as necessary. She thanks me in tears. "Everything will be fine," I promise, even though I don't know if that's true.

It seems Aline's pain comes in waves, sometimes especially cruel. At times, her grip is so tight that I feel like she's going to break my hand, but I endure. I'm not the one having a child; this shouldn't be anything. Finally, the ambulance arrives; the paramedics are quick and attentive. In less than ten minutes, they are already moving her to the ambulance. "Are you coming?" one of them asks. I reply yes, close the house as we leave, and go with her in the back of the ambulance. While one paramedic checks her blood pressure and asks some questions, Aline remains holding my hand.

"How many months?" the paramedic asks me, her voice calm. I imagine she must have been through situations like this a thousand times before, and I have no freaking idea how to respond. "Eight," Aline interrupts with a groan. "It'll be okay," the woman reassures her. "Do you have any allergies?" she asks Aline. "No," she responds. "Then I can administer a mild anesthetic to relieve your pain, okay?" the paramedic proposes. "Okay," Aline agrees. Her face is covered in sweat again; I lean in to dry it. "Are you her partner?" the paramedic asks amiably. She just injected something into Aline's arm; the effect of the medication is very fast. "Just a friend," I reply. I don't even know if I can say that, but saying that I'm actually her patient seemed too strange, so I stick with this little lie.

"I see. Has the father been informed?" she asks delicately. I don't know how to respond, but I don't need to; Aline seems slightly better. "There's no father, it was insemination," she explains briefly. "Okay... Any family member, then?" "I already told her mother," I intervene, finally glad to be able to provide some useful information. "She's coming, and until then, I'll stay with her."

The paramedic nods with a head movement, seeming finally satisfied. We arrive at the hospital shortly after; apparently, having a siren really helps with traffic. Aline is taken to the emergency room, and as her companion, I am responsible for her registration. Her organization made this task easy; in her bag, I find a folder with all her documents and plan details carefully prepared, so all the bureaucracy is quickly resolved.

Then, finally, they let me in. I'm informed that Aline is already in the room, properly medicated and receiving care. One of the doctors tells me that although labor started prematurely, the pregnancy was advanced enough for it not to be a major problem. And Aline insisted on having, if possible, a natural birth, so it would be necessary to wait until she reached the necessary dilation. Extending that suffering seems crazy to me, but who am I to question a mother.

I am guided to her room, where she is lying in bed, looking fragile but slightly better. I sit by her side and hold her hand again; she returns the grip. Although this touch now feels familiar, the whole situation is strange. I can't deny it; although Aline knew everything about my life, on the other hand, I know nothing about hers. Even though I was trying my best to help her, it felt like I was intruding into her life without consent. "Thank you," she murmured, seeming to notice my momentary discomfort. "It's okay," I reassure her.

Hours pass; the pain comes and goes. From time to time, a nurse appears to assess her and see if it's time, but despite all the pain, it seems that childbirth is not a straightforward procedure. I only realize how much time has passed when the message sounds on my phone. It was from Elena, "Ready in half an hour." "Oh, damn it," I let out, and my restlessness caught Aline's attention. "Is something wrong?" she asked concerned. "Well... I forgot I had a date with Elena," I explain, feeling her eyes shining with a mixture of understanding and guilt. "You can go, Ana, you don't need to stay here, my mom should be arriving soon," "I would never leave you here alone. Elena will understand." Or at least I hope so.

"Please, don't hate me," I typed quickly. "Are you standing me up?" "Not by choice, I'm in the hospital."

There was no response, my phone started ringing, so I got up and went to answer it in the hallway. "Is everything okay?" was her first question, full of concern. "No... I mean, yes, but not with me, I'm fine," I reassured her, hating myself for making her worry. "My therapist, Aline, fell ill while I was with her this morning, she went into labor, I'm at the hospital with her until her mother arrives," I summarized briefly.

"Oh my God... Which hospital are you at?" "São Lucas... why?" "I'm coming there," "What?" she didn't respond; she had already hung up. OK. I went back to the room; Aline was waiting for me with curiosity. "I think she's coming here," I explained.

The next time the nurse came, he informed that the time had finally come. I was apprehensive; I couldn't go with her to the end because I wasn't family, he said. But he assured me that she would be fine and that her mother could come in when she arrived. Fortunately, I didn't have to worry for long. Less than ten minutes later, a call in the room informed me that someone was there to see Aline; it was her mother. As soon as they arranged her entrance, she brought her things to the room and, before being guided to the delivery room, she gave me a long, tight hug of gratitude. And there I was again, waiting alone.

The phone rang again about fifteen minutes later. I went out to meet Elena in the waiting room, as she had no connection to Aline, they didn't let her into the room. When I reached the reception, she was sitting in the waiting chairs. Before she saw me, I stopped for a moment to watch her from a distance. She was impeccably dressed, wearing a light yellow dress under her leather jacket, black hair falling in soft waves over her shoulders. She drew admiring glances even from the dying people waiting for attention. I immediately felt nervous, as it was the first time we had seen each other since the kiss.

She finally noticed me standing at the door, walked up to me, and hugged me before taking my hand and leading me to a place with empty chairs. "Is everything okay?" she asked. "Everything... She's already been taken; it should happen any moment," I replied. "That's crazy, huh?" she commented a bit calmer, still holding my hand protectively. I liked that, I allowed myself to relax and realized I was tired. It had been a stressful day in an unpredictable way. I leaned against her and rested my head on her shoulder.

"Sorry about our meeting. I really wanted it to be perfect."

She smiled, wrapping her arm around my shoulder and nestling her hand in my hair, where her fingers started playing with the curls. "You won't get rid of me that easily," she murmured in my ear. We were silent for a brief moment, watching a young couple arrive at the reception. The woman was also in labor, and the man was on the verge of a nervous breakdown, which was not cute to watch.

Elena started smiling, absentmindedly her hand left my hair and, with the tips of her fingers, began to trace the outline of one of my tattoos. "What's up?" I asked. "Nothing... Well, actually, I remembered the last time I was in a hospital," she replied. "And when was that?" I asked absurdly slow, realizing in sequence that I already know the damn answer. When she was literally stabbed. How can I be so stupid and insensitive?

I looked at her alarmed, but she had a calm and playful smile. Her finger continued to trace the design on my arm, passing through the strap of the tank top I was wearing to the point on the collarbone, making me feel a slight shiver down my spine.

"That's one of your drawings, right?" she asked, ignoring my previous question. "Yes," I replied. "Does it have any meaning besides showing how badass you are?" "Badass?" I repeated, amused by her comment. "Just an observation. So, does it?" she insisted, "Maybe yes, maybe no... Dragons are associated with evil and terror, but also with protecting treasures, the things that matter... I like the duality... And also how it makes me feel badass," I replied. She smiled again, but there was something else, a second layer of feeling that I couldn't read.

"I had lunch with your uncle today," she announced. She didn't need to give me more explanations; I knew what happened. I felt an immediate knot in my stomach. I can't believe he did it again. It was traumatizing enough when it was with Bruno. If there were a hole big enough nearby, I would certainly jump into it. But there was nowhere to hide in this well-lit reception. "And did he manage to scare you?" I finally asked, mustering up some courage. She smiled at my reaction. "He tried a little... No, just kidding. Actually, it was one of the cutest things I've ever seen in my life. I think he's one of my favorite people in the world now," she replied. I breathed a slight sigh of relief before she continued. "You've always been very open with me, Ana, about everything. You never hid anything about your depression, your parents, even without reasons to tell me any of that... I was the one trying to hide things from you, and I feel kinda stupid for that," she whispered in my ear.

"The last time I was in a hospital, I thought I was going to die. It was fucking traumatizing. I never wanted to step into a place like that again... I broke out in a cold sweat just thinking about getting a blood test. When I needed to remove the stitches after surgery, my parents had to hire a nurse to take care of me at home because I almost had a breakdown. But today, when we talked on the phone, I didn't remember any of that. I just wanted to be with you. Isn't that crazy?" she asked, kissing my neck in a way that for a while made me forget my own name. It didn't seem crazy to me.

"Is Ana here?" I snapped back. I don't know how long she had been calling me, as I really ended up getting distracted. "I am... It's me," I replied, feeling the stress returning. The woman behind the counter held a phone in the air. She seemed to notice my concern, smiled kindly before reassuring me. "It's okay. Miss Aline has returned to the room. You can go see her now, if you want... She authorized your entry too," she said, looking at Elena now, "but you need to hurry because visiting hours end in fifteen minutes."

I felt a wave of euphoria running through my body. Everything worked out in the end. I like this feeling. I dragged Elena through the corridors that I now knew. We stopped in front of the door. "Do you want me to come in?" she asked when I held the doorknob. "I mean, I don't know her. She just had a baby. I don't want to intrude on this moment." "It's okay," I reassured her, holding her hand tighter. "It'll be nice."

We entered. The room setup was slightly different now. In addition to the bed where Aline was lying, nestled among blankets, there was a glass incubator, where a bundle of wool moved delicately, being watched with every movement by the grandmother. "I was dying of fear that you had left," Aline said as soon as I entered. Although she looked tired, her face had again that glow from weeks ago, a lively aspect that only someone who had just created a new life could have.

"I wouldn't leave until I was sure everything was okay," I replied, approaching the bed. Aline looked at Elena and quickly to our still intertwined hands before giving a sad smile. "It's nice to meet you... I'm sorry for ruining your evening," Aline said. "It wasn't that bad," Elena replied with a kind smile. "Besides, it's always good to have the opportunity to see a cutie like this," she added, letting go of my hand to approach the glass protection. It really was an adorable little thing.

"This is Oliver," Aline introduced, her voice choked with love and pride. "He's so cute," Elena said. "The doctor said he won't need to stay in the incubator for long. We should be discharged this week... I don't know how to thank you for what you did for me today, Ana. I really don't." "Come on... You've saved my life more than once," I tried to sound funny, but the words came out too heavy, like something I should have said a long time ago. I realize she's crying, what a jerk, I'm making someone who just had a baby cry. I feel my eyes fill with water too and complete with a choked voice. "It's the least I could do."

I comfort her in an awkward hug. Everything is fine. Then a nurse knocks on the door, interrupting the moment to inform us that visiting hours are over and we need to leave. We say goodbye and are guided out. Elena takes me home; it's too late for a movie now. She stops on the street in front of my door for me to get out, turns off the car, and we stand in the dim light, dimly lit only by the lamppost and the lights of the surrounding houses.

"I know our date didn't happen, but can I give you a kiss?" she asks. I can feel the nervousness in her voice before she completes her proposal, "A goodnight kiss." I lean in, our lips meet in the darkness, and, as before, things escalate quickly. Her hands find and roam my body, one holds my nape, bringing me closer, and the other pulls my waist urgently. Each of her movements is both a tease and an invitation. I touch her leg, pressing the soft skin of her thigh under the yellow dress, and she gasps, tilting her head back. The sound she makes sounds like a growl. I take the opportunity to kiss her exposed neck as I feel her hand move up the inside of my shirt to find the fabric of my bra and press my chest, making me shiver.

"You should come in with me," she invites seductively. At that moment, I understand exactly how sailors feel when they hear the sirens' song. I'm ready to dive into the sea; screw the calm, screw everything. But before I jump, she adds, "But I won't insist, I know we agreed to take it slow." "We're terrible at taking it slow," I reply, eliciting a laugh from her as she finally backs away and takes her hands off my body. "I still haven't given up on our date," she asks, pressing her forehead against mine, her face inches away so I can't escape from her eyes. "Tomorrow?" "Sorry... What, do you have plans to save another therapist tomorrow?" "Tomorrow is SkinCare night," I reply sadly. "But you can come if you want," "That won't count as a date, will it?" "No... It would be more like friends who flirt," "Like the old times," she murmurs, giving me another slow kiss. "I'm trying to decide if I can handle that." "It can be quite challenging," I reply, making my hand slide a few more inches up her thigh and making her shiver. "If that hand moves a little further, I'll drag you to my house, and I won't be responsible for what comes after," she sentences with a voice even huskier than usual. It sounds like the perfect mix between a threat and an invitation. Provoking her is not a good idea, at least not yet. I take my hand off her leg; she pouts, pretending disappointment.

"SkinCare night tomorrow, we go out on Wednesday," I propose as a truce. "Do you promise?" she asks, finding my hand and intertwining our pinky fingers. "I promise," I reply, giving her another kiss before finally saying goodbye, and I stumble out of the car.

It would be easier to take it slow if she didn't kiss so well. I'm thankful that Uncle Fabio isn't home because I feel like all the euphoria running through my body must be written all over my face. I think it would be too easy for anyone to see, and right now I feel like keeping this feeling to myself. At least for now.


CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE
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April 17th, Monday.

It seems so unfair to have to say goodbye when the girl you like lives about 15 steps away from you, because why can't we just keep kissing each other forever? It would be so much more practical. Oh right, we're trying to take it slow. But that's been a kind of challenge I'm not prepared for. Everything about her attracts me, and as an erotic novel writer, I have to admit that my mind has been wandering to very inappropriate places whenever I touch her. Not that she isn't playing a considerable part in my lack of control. I still feel the touch of her fingers burning on my thigh.

I wait until she enters her house before starting the car again and driving it to the garage. Then, I stagger to the couch and collapse onto it, running my fingers through my hair. What a complex day. My phone rings, snapping me out of my reverie. It's Mom. We haven't spoken today, so she must be freaking out. I answer before she calls the municipal guard to find out my whereabouts. "Good evening, princess," "Good evening, Mom," "I tried to reach you all day, is everything okay?" "Everything's fine, just a busy day. Went out to lunch with the neighbor and..." I let the sentence die, thinking about how to tell her without giving everything away. "Is that so?" she asks, indignant at my hesitation.

"It's a bit of a crazy story, so I'll start from the beginning. Ana was at therapy, and her therapist suddenly went into labor. She had to rush with the woman to the maternity hospital because she didn't have anyone else who could go," "That's crazy," Mom says, relishing the gossip. "I thought so too, and we kind of had plans to go to the movies today," I see her mischievous expression through the screen, indicated by raised eyebrows, "The movies?" "Yeah, the movies," I confirm, feigning innocence, "So I went to pick her up there," "At the hospital?" she asks, somewhat incredulous. "Yes," "And how was it? Are you okay?" "That's what's weird, Mom. I simply didn't think about how much I hate hospitals until I was sitting with her in the waiting room, and even then, I didn't feel anything," "That's fantastic, Elena. I think that's a sign that you're finally getting over all of that, my dear," "Maybe," "And then?" "Oh, the baby was born, Oliver, very cute. Then visiting hours ended, and I brought Ana back home," "But what about the movies?" she asks, disappointed, "It was already too late, but I think we'll go another day," I dodge.

"You know, I like Ana," Mom declares, very decided, and it gives me a pleasant flutter in my stomach, as if I'm riding a roller coaster, because Mom always categorically hated all of my romantic interests. "You don't even know her yet," I tease her, "You think so, but she and I have been talking a lot," "Yeah, I heard. I really wanted to ask you about the subject of those conversations," "It's none of your business," "How is it not my business? She's my neighbor," "Don't be possessive," "Mom..." "We didn't talk about anything important, and we didn't talk about you. I mentioned that you told me she was a painter, we started talking about art, and other topics came up. She's very interesting," "I'm almost jealous," she smiles, "Of me or her?" "I haven't decided yet."

I decide to make a small concession and give her a piece of information, "She broke up with her boyfriend," but Mom doesn't seem surprised at all, "You already knew?" I demand, incredulous, "No, but she told me they were having several problems, poor thing," "She told you that and you didn't tell me anything?" "I didn't want you to interfere, my love, or to get false hopes," "You're unbelievable," "But if they broke up, that leaves the door open for you," she sings. You have no idea, Mom, "Mom. Please..." "I won't say anything, just that you two would make a cute couple," "Mom..." "Don't be grumpy, Elena," she retorts with a yawn before adding, "I'm going to sleep, we'll talk more later, my love," "Of course, love you," "Love you too... And dear, I told you, if it's meant to be, it will be... You just have to trust," she says lovingly before hanging up. I didn't lie or anything, but I feel a little guilty for not telling her everything at once, because I really wanted to tell her about every feeling I've had in the past two days, maybe skipping the hottest parts. Mostly, I wanted her to know that she was right, and it worked out, or was working out. But it's okay, I'll have the opportunity to make it up to her later, because I have no plans to let Ana slip away.


CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR
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April 18th, Tuesday.

It's not even eleven in the morning, and I'm already exhausted, but it's a positive and comforting exhaustion, the kind I like and have been searching for months. I'm tired after really working hard, and that's wonderful. I sit with my back against one of the walls of the studio, needing a moment. On the other side of the room, Elena's portrait watches me, ruthlessly beautiful. I'm a lucky girl.

I just wish she didn't have such a tense past, and I didn't have a complicated present. Then we could just dive headfirst, but on the other hand, maybe we wouldn't even know each other. She would still be in Holland with the woman she thought was the love of her life, and I would still be dating Bruno.

My phone vibrates, and a notification lights up the screen. It's Bruno, did he sense that I had thought of him? Creepy. "Hey, how are you?" he asks. "Very well, in the studio, and you?" "All good, bought a new game, are you free today?" "Sorry, skincare night," "Got it, tomorrow?" "Sorry, I have something tomorrow too," he takes a while to respond to these. The three dots keep showing that he's typing something, but the message doesn't come. It takes like 10 minutes for him to finally ask, "Did I do something wrong?" "What do you mean?" "It seems like you're avoiding me," "No, I swear it's a coincidence. Actually, if you're free now, you could come over, and we can order pizza for lunch, how about that?" "I'll be there in 10 minutes."

Bruno always used to come here. Before starting to work with his dad, he used to spend the afternoon watching me paint. Until one day, in a rare alignment of the stars, things heated up, and we ended up having sex on the armchair I have in the back of the studio. I remember it being nice, but after that, he started avoiding the studio as if it were a slaughterhouse. So it's strange to know that he accepted this invitation so easily. Truth is indeed a liberating thing.

Before he arrives, I order the pizza to speed things up. Half Stroganoff and half broccoli with bacon, our favorite, with zero Coke to accompany. He takes longer than the promised 10 minutes, arriving practically at the same time as the delivery guy bringing the order. He opens a huge smile when he sees me wearing the painting jumpsuit, gives me a hug and a kiss on the top of my head that feels very familiar. We grab the pizza box and the sodas and head back to the studio. He takes some time looking at the canvases and the new stuff, as it's been a while since he's been here.

"That's really beautiful," he comments somewhat incredulously looking at the canvas I'm working on. "I mean, everything you paint is amazing, but this is..." he lets the words die as he stares at the painting of an ethereal city hidden among millennia-old trees of a forest, inhabited by creatures vaguely reminiscent of humans but little more than blobs of paint. "It's a new project, I'm revisiting my style," I reply, sitting on the floor. He joins me and opens the box between us. I delight in a slice, the warm cheese stretching into a long and delicious line. "Sorry if I freaked out," he speaks with his mouth full, "It's nothing," "The game was an excuse, I wanted to talk to you," "Well, we're here now, spill," "I made an appointment with a psychologist, next week," "That's great, Bruno," "Yeah, well, I'm still not sure if I'll muster the courage to show up, but I guess it's a first step," "Do you want me to go with you?" "No, that would probably just make me more nervous," "Bruno, do things at your own pace, it'll be better," "I know, I really want to know, understand..." "That's good."

We fall silent for a while, as his eyes wander around the studio until inevitably landing on Elena's portrait. He gives a calm smile, and I enter a small panic wondering if I should tell him, if he'll be upset, if he'll be hurt, if it was too fast. But he interrupts my panic asking me calmly, "You like her, right?" and before I can control my tongue, the words come out in a whirlwind, "We kissed."

I wait for his reaction. He smiles a little wider, trying to assess if I hurt him. Definitely not the best way to approach the subject, but I know him well enough to notice that he doesn't seem upset. "My God, you can tell from your face that you're freaking out, Ana," "A little, sorry," "Hey, we're friends now, and I want you to be happy," he says casually shrugging, reminding me exactly why I love him so much.

"I just didn't want you to think it was because of that we broke up," "I know it wasn't, it's okay Ana, now stop stalling and tell me, did you guys kiss?" "Twice," "And then?" "We're going on a date, on Thursday," "Now I get it, what are you going to do?" "Movies," "Movies on the first date, was that your idea?" he asks with a grimace, "Movies are a classic date," "Kind of cheesy," "How dare you say that," "But if she wants to be with you, she'll have to get used to cheesy dates," "What? When did we have a cheesy date?" he pretends to think, while grabbing another slice of pizza and taking a sip of soda, "Let me see, Picnic? Paddle boat? Oh sure, community service," "All of those were amazing dates, my god how did I put up with you for so long?" I squawk and he gives a hearty laugh.

"I want to meet her," "Um, you already know... The beach, remember?" "No, seriously, I want to chat, see if she deserves you," he says with a smirk giving me a wink, "Uncle Fabio already did that," I surrender with a tired sigh, "What? She went through Fabio's mega-sentimental speech? Okay, point for her," I smile at his joke, "Alright, I guess we can arrange something, like maybe a beach 2.0, but without your annoying friends," "They're not that bad," he adds defensively, "Seriously Bruno, the only good thing to say about them is that they're your friends," he chuckles, but doesn't counter-argue.

"Beach would be cool, we can go out for drinks too, I don't know," "Do you really want to do this?" I ask seriously, he takes a deep breath before answering, again speaking with his mouth full, "Well, I'm not going to leave your life, Ana, and in the long run, I think it would be kind of unfeasible for you to hide a friendship with your ex-boyfriend," I smile thinking about it. Will Elena understand the relationship we have now? I hope so, because he's right. He'll continue to be in my life, "When did you get so smart?" I tease him, "After we stopped dating," "Idiot," "You started it."


CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE
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April 18th, Tuesday.

Ana is late, but it's okay because Fabio is doing my nails, and that should be one of the things he adds to his own list of secret talents. He makes it look easy to turn my nails into beautiful works of pearly red art. I feel 200% sexier, and he hasn't even finished the right hand yet.

"So, how are things going?" Fabio asks.

"Well?" I release, confused, "With Ana, Elena, seriously."

"Wasn't it better to ask her, Fabio?" I retort, making him let out a long sigh of despair.

"She's the worst member of the LGBTQIAPN+ community, what kind of person is so discreet about their relationships?"

"Bisexuals, apparently."

"So, is there a relationship?" Fabio asks, raising an eyebrow.

"Fabio," I reprimand him, smiling, "Cut me some slack, girl, I gave you my blessing."

He begs exasperated, "Okay," I say, lowering my voice because I sympathize with his paternal despair, and I can't stand keeping this secret anymore, "But you'll never tell her that I told you this."

"I swear on my soul."

"We kissed," I reveal. He drops his jaw and shakes my hand, smudging the nail he just painted. I enjoy his little outburst overflowing with excitement. I add, "She asked me out on a date tomorrow."

"That, that, THAT!" he screams ecstatically, cleaning up the mess he just made on my hand. He seems ready to say something, but we hear the key being put in the door.

"Not a word," I warn him in a whisper as we watch Ana enter, still wearing her painting jumpsuit, with her hands full of bags.

"Sorry, I was painting and completely lost track of time," she says, rushed. I can imagine her racing back on her bike. She's so excited and cute that I can only stare at her dumbly without saying anything.

"It's okay, Elena needed to do her nails. Now go take a shower and get rid of that thing so we can start the party," commands Fabio, getting up to help her with the bags. He gives her his customary smacking kiss on the cheek and takes the shopping to the kitchen.

As soon as he's out of sight, she walks toward me, stopping in front of me. Her honey-colored eyes wander longingly over my wine-colored robe and the black silk pajamas that I may have bought especially for tonight. She glances at the kitchen, but there's no sign of Fabio at the moment. We only hear him humming something and the sound of bags being opened. We're alone.

So, of course, she leans in and kisses me. I stay still because I can't ruin the nails Fabio just did. Her fingers sink into my hair and caress my neck. Besides the usual soft floral perfume, today she smells like paint, which is kind of intoxicating. I savor her warm, salty lips, she kissing me slowly and carefully, and I can hardly understand how this can be so intense. Too soon, she pulls away and whispers so only I can hear, "Goodnight, neighbor, you look beautiful," then she goes into the bedroom and leaves me there, completely destabilized on her couch. When did she become so forward? I can barely remember her blushing at anything I said weeks ago. Tonight is going to be really tough.

"Look, kitty," Fabio calls, snapping me out of my daze when he comes back from the kitchen with glasses of wine filled to the brim, and then adds in a conspiratorial whisper as he resumes doing my nails, "It's going to be really hard for me to pretend I don't know anything if you keep staring at her like a love-struck calf."

"Some things can't be avoided," I reply, taking a generous gulp. Maybe alcohol will help distract me.

Fabio starts chattering about the secret to perfect nail polish. I try to be a good disciple and listen attentively, but my eyes end up wandering around the room, and I notice something that definitely wasn't there before: a canvas with a black frame hanging on the wall in a prominent spot. I don't even know how I didn't notice it before. Definitely, it's one of Ana's paintings. Nobody's dying in it, on the contrary, it's an idyllic landscape overflowing with peace. It looks a lot like the canvas she gave me the day I almost kissed her, and the curious thing is that, even though I've never seen it before, I recognize it very well. Effectively, it's something that came out of my head. Having this realization sends a shiver down my spine that runs through my entire body.

"What's that?" I ask.

"Oh, you noticed? Ana made it for me," Fabio replies, excited, as I continue to stare at the painting bewildered.

When I described that place in my book, I imagined it very vividly. If I close my eyes, I can see myself walking there. Descriptions are one of my strong points, and I dedicate myself to it. But seeing the scene come to life outside of my head ends up being disturbing in several ways. It was like realizing that she had actually delved into my thoughts. And I know that, in general, that's how books work and what writers aim for when they write something, but I had never had confirmation that I really could convey my vision so clearly until this moment.

Ana's bedroom door opens, and she comes out wearing her gray robe, sweat shorts, and a gym top, shamelessly displaying her abdomen, as well as, of course, her adorable yellow bunny slippers. She watches me staring fixedly at her painting and comes to sit beside me.

"Can you do mine after?" she asks Fabio before adding, seeing the nearly empty wine glasses, "Wow, you guys started drinking without me?"

"I'll get one for you," Fabio offers, already getting up. As soon as he turns his back, I ask, pointing at the painting, "Is that mine?"

The sentence comes out strange, but she understands the meaning. "Didn't you like it?" she asks with a shy and slightly nervous smile.

"It's not that... Just that you didn't tell me anything..." "Can we talk more tonight? After we finish here," she suggests, looking a little guilty.

"Sure."

Fabio returned with the promised glass and also brought the bottle, to make sure we wouldn't run out. While he continued his dedicated manicure work, we delved into the world of beauty products, applying masks that made us look like a low-budget version of the Texas Chainsaw Massacre guy. I even had the opportunity to try the fabulous blue face mask, and together we concluded that we would be grotesque Smurfs. For dinner, we ordered burgers this time, masterpieces of dense and greasy meat, accompanied by an obscene amount of fries and, of course, Coke Zero, because we didn't want to overdo it.

Despite the lingering glances I sometimes couldn't help but exchange with Ana, I must say I behaved surprisingly well, although we lost count of how many glasses we emptied. Unfortunately, the night passed faster than I would have liked, and before I knew it, we were trying to choose a movie. Since Ana and Fabio couldn't agree on something, I intervened and allowed one of my wonderful recommendations, choosing a movie called "The Pool." An incredibly bad story about a guy trapped in a pool with a poorly made giant reptile.

During the movie, with the lights off amid moments of agony and sighs of despair, Ana's hand crept into my hair, and her newly painted matte black nails caressed my head, making me feel like I could melt at any moment.

"My God, Elena, what's going on here?" Fabio asked, pausing the movie with only about ten minutes left. Ana almost jumped off the couch in shock, pulling her hand away from me as if she had been shocked. However, he didn't seem to be talking about the head massage, although I'm pretty sure he noticed it because of her exaggerated reaction.

"What's wrong?" I ask.

"First the girl with a machine gun leg, now this monstrous CGI alligator. What is this, girl?" Fabio inquires.

I smile at his despair. "Didn't you like it?"

"That's the problem. It's terrible, but I loved it. How is that possible?" he wonders.

"Secret talent number two," I assert.

"What's that?" Fabio asks, not understanding.

"She has a list, of 5 secret talents. Like that cake she brought for breakfast a while ago," Ana explains.

"It was a wonderful cake," Fabio concedes, still looking confused, "That was talent number five, and this is my secret talent number two: collecting the best worst movies."

"That's not a talent," Ana interjects indignantly.

"Of course, it is, it's like being a sommelier. I know when a movie is so horrible that it comes back around and becomes wonderful. I have a special knack for it," I defend.

"You're pretty crazy, that's what you are," Fabio declares.

I think this talent will have to be under evaluation," Ana returns thoughtfully before adding, "I guess I'll have to watch a few more movies with you to prove your point."

It should be a provocation, but it sounds like a promise. "Don't worry, I have an endless list," I reply as Fabio resumes the movie.

When the night ended, I helped with the mess by washing the dishes while they tidied up the living room. "Goodnight, cuties," Fabio sang amidst a yawn, then gave each of us a goodnight kiss and went to his room, leaving us in the living room.

"Talent number two?" Ana resumed the subject as soon as we were alone, casually taking my hand.

"You have to admit it's cool," I reply.

"You're not going to tell me your other talents?" she asks, temptingly getting closer, being much more seductive than she should.

"I already said, you have to earn them," I retort, and she pretends to pout, letting go of my hand and crossing her arms.

I smile and ignore her sulking, then I get up ready to leave and gently push her toward the door. "Come on, walk me outside."

"You don't have to go," she suggests, holding my wrist and pulling me back until our bodies and lips touch in the hallway. This time, it's just a peck, but her gaze is hungry, and clearly, she thinks I'm the main course.

Unfortunately, her heavy voice betrays her state. "You're drunk," I inform her, stepping back.

"I might have had a glass or two," "or five. Seriously, I should go," "But you wanted to talk," Ana reminds me, slightly more conscious. I look at the painting again.

"I was just a little thrown off, I didn't know you painted one of my scenes. I loved it, it's exactly how I imagined it when I was writing."

"I'm working on an exhibition, all based on your books," she confesses, holding my gaze. For a moment, I don't know what to say. Then she continues, "You have no idea how much you inspire me."

I feel the air getting heavy and hot, it's hard to breathe. I need all my strength not to do what my body asks, and it's asking for very heavy things. I've definitely never felt so much desire for someone. I take a deep breath, hold her face, give her a soft and restrained goodnight kiss, and whisper, "Can't wait for tomorrow," before leaving her standing at the door.


CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX
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April 19th, Wednesday.

The next day passes by in a blur. In the studio, I produce frantically, at a pace I don't recall ever having before. Brushstrokes come easy, I have ideas for dozens of sketches. I'll have good canvases to present to César and Francisca when they finally come. But I feel like something is missing, a fundamental piece to make everything connect, yet I can't access what it is.

Elena's books are on the table, for consultation and reference. I finished the third book in the morning, and the arc had closed perfectly. No lingering questions, no loose ends. An elven war that will still continue to exist, but the two rivals gave up everything and went on to live their love, regardless of anything else. I confess I even shed a few tears.

Enveloped in that characteristic mourning of people who have just finished an incredible book, I finally read the first chapter of her new book. The one that was supposed to be just an incomplete work, but it completely captivated me, even though I only allowed myself to read about 10 pages. Although her trademarks were there, in the rich and deeply felt descriptions, in the profound and captivating dialogues, it seemed like that book had been written by a completely different person. It had a layer of maturity that shook me, if I hadn't been already shaken, probably those pages would have been enough to make me fall in love with her.

This brings me back to last night when, after five glasses of wine, I was ready to drag Elena to my room and do terrible things with her. Good thing she didn't accept those terms. It would have sucked if our first time was like that. But even drunk, I remember very well the way she looked at me before saying goodbye. There was so much heat there that I think if I had been an inch closer, I would have caught fire.

During the day, I try not to think about Elena, because it makes me distracted and slightly dizzy. So, I push her out of my thoughts, or try to. As the hours pass, these moments become more recurring until, by late afternoon, Elena is all I can think about.

On the way back home, I stop at the supermarket. I want to buy something for her. Yes, I'm cheesy, but Elena doesn't seem like the type who wears a lot of jewelry, and I wouldn't dare buy flowers when she's absolutely obsessed with her garden. The truth is, I already know the answer: the perfect gift. When I asked the girl at the checkout to wrap it, she frowned in displeasure. Whatever, I don't care what she thinks.

I skip back home. I have a moral duty to try to look as impeccable as possible, enough so that people who see us together have no doubt that I would have the ability to take a girl like her on a date. It won't be an exactly simple task because she seems like someone a movie star would casually be seen with.

But I have to try. From what I saw on the day of the hospital, she'll probably wear a dress. I choose leather pants, boots, and a white silk tank top, in a rock 'n' roll vibe that I have to admit suits me very well. I take a long, leisurely bath and also a glass of wine because I don't want to mess everything up by getting too nervous. Then, I dress up and gather the things I bought to make this the ultimate perfect date of all time and put them in the backpack, which doesn't quite match the evening's look, but it'll have to come along for functionality.

At eight o'clock sharp, I hear the horn. Uncle Fabio didn't show up, which is a shame because he would have loved to see me dressed like this. I'm sure he's figured everything out by now because drunk 'me' is not very good at disguising things. So, it would be a good time to tell him everything. But okay, tomorrow is Saturday, and this can definitely be the agenda for our breakfast. I feel nervous until I open the door and see Elena standing leaning against her car, obscenely beautiful, wearing a light pink dress, with her black hair tied up in a loose bun, giving her an elegant yet effortless look. I spend a few minutes just looking at her.

"So, is your plan for us to stand here staring at each other?" she breaks the silence by taking a step towards me. "I could live with that," I reply. "I too, definitely could," she responds, getting even closer, her predatory gaze sweeping over my body. I don't think I'll ever get used to this. She hands me a flower that, too distracted by her gaze, I hadn't noticed yet. It's a yellow flower with large petals that I clearly don't know the name of, but it has a delicious sweet aroma, very similar to the perfume I usually wear. I know, without needing to ask, that this is why she chose it.

"I have something for you too," I say, rummaging through the backpack for her gift. She looks at the bag, also noticing it now with a confused look. "We didn't talk about gifts, miss," "Nor about flowers, neighbor," she accepts my argument and also my gift, and undoes the bow delicately. Inside, she finds a bouncy ball, transparent with a red heart inside. I'll never tell her, but I had to bribe the supermarket manager to give me exactly the one that seemed perfect for my purpose.

Her eyes light up when she sees the ball. She immediately hugs me tight, almost lifting me off the ground. I take the opportunity to smell the vanilla scent surrounding her. "And you keep outdoing yourself," she says as she pulls away, looking at the ball as if I had just given her a diamond. "That's because you don't know what I planned for us tonight," I reply mysteriously as she guides me to the car and opens the door for me.

As soon as she gets in, before starting the engine, she kisses me, this time without asking, which is great. Today, her kiss tastes like mint and strawberry gloss. When she tries to pull away to start the car, I pull her back for one more, because this one probably is my newest favorite flavor combination. "Aren't we going to be late?" she says with a smile, freeing herself from me. "Unfortunately, you're right," I concede, letting her start the car, "So, are you going to give me the address?" "No, I'll give you the directions," "Such mystery," "Part of it," "Can I at least know if there's parking there?" "Hmm, I think I can say yes and no," she smiles as she starts driving, "You know that answer made absolutely no sense, right?" "You'll see how wrong you are very soon."

She agrees with me as we arrive at the drive-in theater. I've always wanted to go to one of these, but the absence of cars was a somewhat difficult factor to overcome. And not only did this seem like an amazing date, but on that specific night, they were showing a rerun of the Twilight saga, which seemed perfect for Elena. She gave a radiant smile when we arrived at the location, and the signs revealed my plan. But she grimaced at the poster advertising the movie of the night. "Okay, points to you for the drive-in, I've always wanted to go to one of these, but Twilight?" "What? You don't like it? You could literally be one of the Cullen siblings," she smiles at my response, "I've read the books, but never seen the movies," she confesses, "And you claim to be a collector of best worst movies? Elena, this is literally the best 'best worst' movie of all time, the whole saga could make it onto your list," "You're building up too much expectation with this," she murmurs, guiding the car to our spot in the parking lot.

There were already a few cars parked, but it would still be a few minutes before the session started. We take the opportunity to stock up while the roller-skating guy tunes our radio to the movie frequency. We're in our seats by the time the sad little tune and Bella Swan's depressive thoughts start sounding through the speakers.

Several times since I bought the tickets, I thought it might be a silly idea. But my initial instinct was right. Elena loved the movie. We laughed at all the clichés, the cringeworthy scenes, and exaggerated expressions that kept coming, one after another. Definitely, this will make it onto her list. "How did I survive my adolescence without seeing this," she asks me as the credits start rolling on the screen, "I have no idea," I reply, and indeed, I have no idea. I'm sitting leaning against her, holding the last pack of gummy bears we're sharing. Her arms are around my body. It's not a comfortable position, but still, the idea that I'll have to pull away from her makes me a little bit depressed because the last few hours have been simply perfect, and I wish this could last forever.

She seems to be able to read my thoughts, kisses my neck to distract me as she steals the last gummy bear. Then she asks me, "And now? Where is your plan going to take us," "To be honest, I only planned up to here," I confess as she tosses the gummy bear in the air and catches it with her mouth, "Then I'll contribute, a perfect date at a drive-in can only end with a huge ice cream eaten in a square, preferably one with a very big church and a fountain in the middle, to keep the traditions," "Oh my God, you literally described the downtown square," I reply pulling away, the plan sounds great and it cheers me up enough to accept that we need to leave or we'll be kicked out by the roller-skating guy, "I know, every town has one of those," she replies smiling as she starts the car.


CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN
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April 19th, Wednesday.

Perfect encounters do exist; that was the discovery I made today. Ana takes my hand, and I help her balance on the fountain's edge while she holds a strawberry ice cream and gives me the most beautiful and sweet smile in the world. I wouldn't change a single second of this night, and judging by the size of her smile and the tenderness in her gaze, I think she feels the same way. She looks so beautiful, so happy, and the night is so perfect that I just wish we could extend this moment infinitely.

We stroll around the square; we're already on our second round of ice creams. "Favorite food?" she asks. We're comparing our tastes, and I don't even remember how we started this game. "I think lasagna. What's your favorite color?" "Purple. How old were you when you had your first kiss?" "14..." I haven't thought of the next question when she interrupts me, "Boy or girl?" "Hey, no cheating. One question, one answer. A place you want to visit?" "Egypt. Come on, boy or girl?" "Boy, and you?" "Age first," "16, favorite fruit?" "Avocado, boy or girl?" "Girl," she replies with a wink, "I guess I was hoping to be your first girl," I tease her, and she laughs, "Not really, I was raised by Uncle Fabio since I was 11, and he's like the gayest guy on earth, it was never an issue at home," "It wasn't for me either, my parents were always very understanding, I never had to, you know, come out, one day I just brought a girl home and that was it, but it's just that the guy from my first kiss was really cute and had a great pick-up line," "Now I'm getting jealous."

We burst out laughing. Further ahead in the square, we notice a small commotion. Several people gathered and music playing. "What's happening over there?" "I think it's an adoption fair," I reply, reading a poster in the distance. I see her eyes light up, almost like two little lanterns. "Do you think they have puppies?" she asks excitedly, "Maybe. Want to take a look?" I ask rhetorically, because she's already dragging me in that direction. "You really love animals," "How could I not?" "And why don't you have one? Doesn't Fabio like them?" she seems pensive, slowing down a bit. "No, he loves animals. We never had one because of me," "You'll have to explain that to me," she hesitates, stopping in the middle of the way, remaining silent for a while. It seems like I asked the wrong question, but I can't understand why.

"Elena," she begins after a long silence that I didn't interrupt because I didn't want to pressure her, "I've always been honest with you," "Yes," "So I'll be a little more. Today was a perfect night, and I hope this doesn't ruin everything. But if this is going to continue, I should make things clear," "That's okay," "I'm fine today, now, but you know, depression isn't like a broken leg. The cure isn't certain. There's always the possibility of something happening...," "You don't have to continue if you don't want to," I say, noticing her hesitation, "I have to speak, because if you want to be with me, you need to be aware of this. It might come back someday. That's the reality," she reveals, but that's not news.

"I can handle that," I say bravely. She looks at me as if I don't know what I'm saying. Her eyes, which were sparkling before, now carry so much melancholy that I feel an urge to hug her, but I refrain because I don't want to interrupt. "I've never adopted an animal because it's a lifelong commitment. You can't just take an animal and give up. And for a long time, giving up was all I thought about," she confesses, and it takes me a long time to understand the meaning of those words. The real understanding only hits me when she guides my index finger along the huge transverse scar of almost 10 centimeters that marks her skin, disguised among the lines of her tattoo.

My throat tightens. I know myself well enough to know that this is a sign that I'm about to cry at any moment. "It wasn't just once," she adds, avoiding my gaze before continuing, "I lost count of how many times it seemed like the right choice. I know Uncle Fabio loves me, but he suffered so much because of me. Things didn't have meaning...," "But you're okay now," I murmur weakly, "Now, but there's still a part of me that remembers how it felt when I did that and that is afraid of involving anyone in my life," "I understand," "Do you? And what does that mean? Are you going to bail out?" she asks with a slow, low voice, no more than a whisper, "Because if you are, you better do it now," she adds even lower.

I blink a few times, and a smile spreads across my face, "Bail out? Of course not. It means I'm going to adopt a pet," "What?" "I'm not going anywhere. I already told Fabio, and now I'm telling you," I reply, caressing the marks she showed me, "You said you're afraid to adopt an animal because you don't know how committed you can be to it, right?" "Right, but..." I don't let her continue, "Part of it is a selfish impulse. I already wanted to adopt a pet. That house feels too empty with just me inside," I explain, she doesn't seem to believe it. So I grab my phone, open my notes app, and show her my list of plans, which includes things like buying an air fryer, taking guitar lessons, and also adopting a cat/dog.

"Elena, I just can't figure out why you would do this now, you know?" "Because it would make you happy. You'd have a pet within reach of your beautiful hands," I argue, giving a light kiss where the scar was, and then I put her arms around my neck so she's forced to look me directly in the eyes before I continue. "Because maybe that would attract you to my house more often, and that would be great. Because I can say that it, or she, will be our pet, like joint custody, but let it be clear that I have custody. You'll be like the absent father who visits occasionally," I explain, making her give a promising little smile, "And because this way, you can have something you really want without feeling pressured or anxious about it. I'll be here for it, or her, just like I'm here for you," I finish. She doesn't say anything, neither do I. I wonder if I said the right thing or not, because she takes a long time to react. Then, when she finally speaks, she asks. "Do I have to pay child support?" "Only if you don't want to go to jail."

She laughs. The heavy atmosphere finally dissipates. I'll never forget this conversation. The things she told me today will haunt me forever, but now the breeze has taken away the bad feeling. So, I take advantage of the fact that we're in a poorly lit area of the square and kiss her. I hold her hair and press her against me, tasting the sweet ice cream still on her lips, her floral perfume, the warmth of her skin under my fingers that only increases the magnetic attraction of her body against mine. I would do anything for her, and adopting an animal doesn't even seem like a challenge, to be honest, it seems more like a reward, like a prize, something like: find the perfect girl, and she comes with a pet.

We walk to the fairgrounds hand in hand, but when we get closer, we notice that the commotion at the fair is because it's already ending. Everywhere, NGOs were collecting banners and dismantling structures and cages. Some families were still walking around, strolling and taking photos with their newest members, showing off their happiness, and I must have made a very frustrated face because my plan was failing right from the start, why did the whole city decide to adopt animals on the same day?

"That's fantastic, I mean, all the animals found a home, right?" Ana comments trying to disguise the grimace of discontent that I must be making. "Yes, well, I think there's still a black kitten left. She was very nervous, poor thing. But there's always next time. She'll have another chance."

"Black kitten?" I asked, feeling a glimmer of hope rekindle, "Yeah, Little Fairy. The sad thing is, the whole litter was adopted, and she's very playful, she'll take some work to get used to," he commented, shrugging, "Little Fairy?" Ana and I asked together, "Oh, it's a joke. We always give temporary names to the litters, characters from series, foods, car brands. Her litter was of magical beings, there was the satyr, unicorn, mermaid, Pegasus, centaur, and the Fairy, but only she stayed." I believe in signs, I always have. Sometimes, the universe gives you hints, and you just need to pay attention. This seemed like one of those moments when life seems to be in tutorial mode. "And where is she?" he looked around before answering, "We've already taken her to the car," "Sir, please, I know you've closed, but is there any chance we could see her?" I almost begged, making him open a huge smile.

"Really? Oh, forget it, of course it's serious. Wait a minute, my wife should be coming back and she'll take you there. It won't hurt," I jumped with excitement. "What's your name?" I finally remembered to ask, "Robson, and what are your names?" "Elena and Ana," I introduced, extending my hand which he shook amiably, "That one over there is my wife, Bia," he pointed to a tall woman with short hair, who approached with a big smile and then introduced us, "Look honey, these are Elena and Ana, they wanted to meet Little Fairy. Would you take them there?" "Sure," she replied, grabbing a box, "Follow me," "Do you want us to help?" Ana offered, because there were still many boxes on the ground, "That would be great," she accepts, so each of us takes a handful of things and start following her through the square. But I notice that she didn't seem super excited about the idea of showing us the cat.

"I have to say she's very nervous today, girls," she carefully warned, "Which is a shame. Some pets miss out because they get too scared at fairs and around people."

I knew she would be mine; I had already decided when I heard the name and it didn't matter, it could be the devil himself dressed as a cat and I would still want to take her home. So, her comment didn't discourage me. The car was an old Kombi, parked on the side of the square. Full of carriers, cages, and rolled-up posters stuck to the ceiling, covered with a million paw prints, Bia opened the back door loudly and picked up a blue carrier that was on the seat, lifting it so that the door was at eye level. Inside, a black and bristly little ball growled the cutest and least threatening growl in history. It was love at first sight when she looked at me, and I noticed that her big eyes were a shade of yellow very similar to Ana's eye color.

The woman handed me the cage; inside, the kitten wriggled, giving angry little paw punches in the air, trying to be threatening, but with no credibility for that. "Please, I really, really want to keep her," "Seriously?" The woman asked incredulously, because the cat wasn't trying to help herself. I nodded, passing the cage to Ana, so she could have her own section of growls and threats. "She's so cute," she murmured melting, and the kitten responded with an outraged meow.

"Well, first you have to pass the interview, and you have to agree to a home visit during the week to check adaptation. Also, for cats, we have an adoption fee of R$150.00, but you also get the care kit, which includes the litter box, litter, the food she's used to, some sachets, a blanket, and toys," she explained before asking, "Are you really interested?" "Yes," "Then we can do the interview right now." Bia said, turning to pick up a bunch of papers and terms from one of the cardboard boxes on the ground in the car. Then, I was grilled with a myriad of questions that basically boiled down to 'if this cat destroys your house, you won't kill it, will you?', and the answer was, 'of course not, I'll probably find it cute', because I was already completely in love.

Ana insisted on paying the adoption fee, muttering something about alimony that made me laugh. We were almost done with the paperwork when Robson appeared pulling a cart with the last items from the fair he was dismantling earlier.

"They're going to adopt her," Bia announced excitedly, as if she still couldn't believe it. "Wow, that's great, a night with 100% adoptions, I don't even know if that's ever happened before," "I know, do you want to take the picture?" "It would be an honor," he said, taking Fairy out of the carrier. "Let's get this little girl out of here, and I'll give her to you. She's scared, so please, hold her tight. If we lose a black kitten at night, it could be a problem," he joked, handing me the cat.

As soon as I held her, she gave me a frightened look. So, I held her tight and hugged her. She was a tiny and very furry thing. Between her protest growls, I positioned her near my neck so she would feel protected, and she curled up even more. Ana positioned herself next to me, and Robson took a picture of us. "We'll post it on the NGO's Instagram later," he promised, showing us the screen of his cell phone. It was perfect; that was great because I would definitely want to frame our first photo together. Then, Bia put her in a cardboard carrier, and the two of them said an emotional goodbye to her before handing her over to us, along with our new kitten, the adoption kit, and another ton of leaflets and instructions on vaccination, sterilization, and things I would need to know now that I was officially a cat owner.

The trip back was a blur of excitement to take her home. As soon as we arrived, Ana and I took her inside and completely melted when she came out of the carrier, taking wobbly steps on my bed while meowing desperately. "She's so perfect," "Did you notice she has your eyes?" Ana smiled with the comment, "And she has your hair color," "Yeah," I agreed, delighted, because it couldn't be better. It was already very late, but the two of us sat on my bed trying to calm her down and make her feel at home, until at one point, overcome by exhaustion, she finally gave up hating us and fell asleep in Ana's arms, who in turn, unable to move, ended up falling asleep too.

And this definitely wasn't how I thought this encounter would end. In fact, it was infinitely better than anything I could have imagined. So, I covered her, lay down next to her, and also fell asleep holding her hand. She woke up startled many hours later, tried to get up, but Fairy, who was now nestled between her neck and the pillow, protested with a meow that woke me up. "What time is it?" she asked when she noticed I moved beside her. Sleepy, I found my cell phone under the covers. "Four o'clock," "Four o'clock?" she repeated with a hint of despair in her voice, "That's what I said," "I need to go," she declared, trying to get up, but once again, Fairy meowed disapprovingly, a clear ally in my cause. I stretched my arm and stroked her, taking the opportunity to hug Ana in the process.

"You can't go," "But it's already four o'clock," "Exactly, what difference does it make?" "But Uncle Fabio...," "I told him, sent him a picture of you with Fairy, explained that you fell asleep with the cat, and that it would be an unforgivable crime to wake you up, see? It's all good," I reassured her, snuggling even closer, "Did you take pictures of me while I slept?" "Maybe a few, you guys were too cute for me to resist," "How did we end up sleeping together on the first date?" she asked with a sleepy voice, seeming to finally accept that I wouldn't let her escape.

"We fell asleep together," I gently corrected her, "It's very different, and besides, now I've fantasized about waking you up tomorrow with breakfast in bed, and you can't ruin that for me," I concluded my argument by kissing her neck.

"Okay, but just one cup of coffee, if I don't go back for breakfast with Uncle Fabio, he'll disinherit me," she replied, making me smile. Then, I felt her body relaxing. It was dark enough that I couldn't see her face, but I was sure she was smiling when she fell back asleep in my arms.


CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT
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April 28th, Friday.

César sends me a message informing that they are almost here, and that automatically turns me into a bundle of nerves. Although I am very confident in the quality of the paintings I made to show them, the feeling that something is missing has only grown over the last week. No matter how much I think about it, I don't know what it is.

And to make matters worse, this past week has been so intense and perfect that now, minutes before my managers arrive, I feel somewhat guilty because I'm not sure if I dedicated myself enough to this. I was too distracted with Elena, Fairy, and being incredibly happy.

But I won't be able to paint a canvas in five minutes, so I stop and take a deep breath. Maybe César and Francisca will shed some light. They have a lot of experience and have always given me great advice and guidance. I don't even know if painting would have become a profession if they hadn't supported me so much. Since the day my old painting teacher introduced us at his gallery, they have been committed to making me a great success. They saw something in my paintings that I wasn't able to see.

A knock sounds at the door, bringing me back to the real world. They have arrived. Time for the truth. I open the door, and they greet me with overwhelming hugs. César is a short man, with a shiny bald head and very white teeth, while Francisca is a nearly two-meter-tall woman, with broad shoulders and asymmetric Chanel hair. I can't think of a more unlikely couple even if I try hard. But they work.

"Ana, my dear and brilliant favorite painter, you look so beautiful, radiant, I would say," Francisca speaks, holding my face maternally. "You look wonderful too," I reply. Meanwhile, César walks through the studio, very familiar with my space, but today he has an expression that I can't read. His eyes are squinted into small slits as he scrutinizes each of the paintings and sketches I made in the last week to show them.

Francisca moves away from me and starts doing the same. They whisper things to each other, ignoring my presence. Francisca takes a magnifying glass out of the velvet coat pocket and closely examines a large canvas depicting a water mirror at the door of a cave, where an elf princess bathes. I especially like this canvas. This is the scene where the protagonists meet for the first time. Attentive eyes can notice the silhouette of her rival among the trees, but it is very subtle.

"This is so... familiar..." Francisca murmurs. I gulp. I don't know if that's a good thing. It could just be a kind way of saying it's generic work. "Tell me a little about these canvases, Ana. It's clear that this is a turn in your style. I want to understand your inspiration and concept," César asks me still looking at the canvases. Okay, how am I going to explain this.

"I fell in love," I start clumsily. They both raise their eyebrows at the same time. It would have been funny if I weren't so nervous. "Don't you already have a boyfriend?" César asks confused, and Francisca elbows him. "We broke up, long story," "I understand, dear," she speaks sweetly, "So you broke up with him and fell in love, is that it?", "It's a crazy story. My new neighbor is a writer, and she writes fantasy books. I read her first books, a trilogy, and they're just..." "Are we by any chance talking about the Fey War trilogy?" Francisca interrupts me with widened eyes, "Yes, but how...", "I just love those books. I knew I felt that these images were familiar, Ana. My God, you brought those books to life," she speaks fascinated analyzing each of the canvases again, "Yes, now I can see, every detail, and there's so much... Feeling and light," "Fey War?", César asks confused, "Yes, dear, I told you about those books, about the women and the war between Fairies," "Oh yes, she reads those books as if there was cocaine on the pages," "César, is that any way to speak?" she reproaches him with a smile on her face.

"This is fascinating, Ana," Francisca says ecstatically. "So you met the author of these books and fell in love with her and her art? That's a very powerful story," "It has a lot of potential," César agrees, "I think we can agree that quality was never a question. You're doing technically impeccable work as always," "But didn't you think that... something is missing?," I risk, "What do you mean?," "Not individually, but as a whole? I don't know, I have this feeling, that there's a lack of connection in these paintings, a link..., but I can't find the answer," César reanalyzes the works carefully, moving away and approaching them.

"No, honestly, to me, it looks perfect. I can already imagine the exhibition, the portrait in the center, highlighted, a journey through the mind and work, a link between two artists...," "Portrait?," "Yes," he says pointing casually to Elena's portrait on the wall watching us. "The way you painted all the pictures as if the light were coming from it... simply touching. Let's strive to recreate this feeling in the exhibitions," "The portrait," I repeat weakly. He was right. I hadn't at any moment regarded Elena's portrait as part of the whole, but unconsciously, every light source in each of the canvases individually seemed to be coming from it. As if she were shining.

I'm overcome by terror. This made everything perfect, completed the work, and I don't think I could think of anything better than this. But I could never exhibit that portrait. It was almost a realistic photo of Elena. There was no chance that anyone who knew her would look at that canvas and not immediately know it was her. And if this somehow reached her ex, there would be no way she wouldn't track Elena through it.

"The portrait is not part of the set," I state categorically. "No? I assumed it would be that writer, your muse," Francisca says, confused. "It is... but... I can't use her image like that," I try to explain without exposing her terrible story. "Ana, have you shown her these paintings?" "No, you're the first ones to see them," "Listen, darling. All this work you're doing exudes this girl. That's very clear. I haven't even read those books and I can tell. There's so much feeling in it... I think she needs to be part of this conversation. Is there any chance you could bring her here?"

I can't think of anything to say, so I grab my phone and send her a message, "Are you busy?" "For you, never," "Could you come to the studio? My agents want to meet you," "Nothing in that sentence made sense, sweetie, but I'm on my way," she replied quickly, adding shortly after, "I'll be there in 10 minutes."

"She's coming," I announce, unsure of what this encounter will generate. "Great," César says euphorically, "This girl, does she have other books?" "Several, she's like a writing machine, the Stephen King of Fairys," Francisca responds before I have the chance. "But she publishes under a pseudonym of Fayre Queen. What's her real name, Ana? Wow, it'll be an honor to meet her. I wish I had a copy with me to get an autograph."

"Elena, actually, she writes other types of books too, but she hasn't been able to publish anything outside that niche, even though they're... perfect," "Then she must need a better agent," César comments with a mischievous smile. "I'm not even sure if she has an agent, César," I reply and immediately see his eyes light up with this information. "Really?" "You can ask her yourself. She should be arriving soon. In fact, I'll wait for her outside. Feel free," I inform them, already heading out the door. I need to breathe a little, but Elena doesn't give me much opportunity for that. She arrives well before the promised 10 minutes, slightly out of breath because she may have been running.

As she approaches, she slows down a few steps when she sees me at the studio door and claps once with a silly expression on her face before saying, "I can't get over you dressed in that jumpsuit." She hugs me and gives me a long kiss to endorse her argument. I've lost count of how many times we've kissed, but I still can't get used to it. Every time our lips touch, my heart races as if I were running on a treadmill at a speed faster than my legs can handle.

I'm distracted by this thought when I notice a deep, red scratch on her neck. "Wow, Elena, what's this?" "Can you guess?" "Fairy?" "Dig dig dig, your prize is... well, another kiss?" she replies, and well... I won, right? So I kiss her again, this time even more eagerly. I'm breathless when our mouths part, and she says, "But this time it was my fault, you know, I tried to interfere with her vengeance against another toilet paper roll, my mistake." "We have to admit she has a very difficult temperament," "I think she got that from you," I make my best offended expression, "I'm a pacifist, Elena. If she had gotten that from my side of the family, at most she'd be giving sassy meows to that toilet roll," "You're right, but it must still be your fault, being an absent mother and all. She still can't handle our broken home," "I literally visited her every day since she arrived," "Does a broken home make it better?" "Fine, I'll pay for the cat's therapy."

She smiles, resting her forehead against mine, as if trying to read my thoughts with her beautiful green eyes that now seem so familiar to me. "Are you going to explain the reason for this unusual invitation?" "Yes, I told you I'm painting pictures about your books," "You did," "César thinks... Well, I think it would be better if we went in and talked to him, but the important thing is that if you don't like it or don't want to be part of it, just say so, okay?" "Sounds easy... But before we go in, what are you doing tonight?" "Go to your place? Play with Fairy? Kiss you until your face hurts?" she smiles mischievously at the last part, "Tempting, but I have a proposal, how about a second date?" "Second date?" "Yes, I found a place in town and I really want to take you there," I look thoughtful, "I don't know..." "You don't know? What do you mean you don't know?" "I don't even know if you liked the first one. I mean, you didn't even call me the next day," "Because you slept in my bed," "I'm not sure if that's a valid argument," she smiles at my joke, "I have something that will definitely make you want to go with me tonight," "And what's that?" "If you say yes, I'll show you one of my secret talents," she proposes mischievously, "You're playing dirty," "I always play dirty, kitty. That's how I always win," "Okay, I accept your proposal." I step back, take her hand, and finally lead her inside.

As soon as we open the door, César and Francisca, who were very involved in discussing one of the paintings, turn to greet us. "Elena, these are, César and Francisca, my agents, and guys, this is Elena... mine... Well, you know who she is." Francisca introduces herself first, giving Elena a hug. "I must be one of your biggest fans. Having the honor of meeting the person behind those works is fantastic." "I thought Ana might have let her feelings alter her perception when she painted that portrait, but I'm seeing now that she's just a very, very lucky woman," César said gallantly, taking Elena's hand and giving her a kiss, which made Francisca elbow him again. "What's wrong? You didn't think the same thing?" he said to her amidst a groan, "He's right, you're beautiful, darling." "She hears that a lot," I interrupt them, taking her hand and guiding her to the paintings.

"These are the canvases I've been painting," I present, avoiding her gaze. "I know I don't need to explain any of them to you because basically they're yours too," I add. She stands still, looking at the paintings for a long time. "The scene where they meet, and there's where they kiss and then where they break up, and that's the field where the war happens, and one of them gets hurt... This is... I don't even know what to say, Ana... It's like you got into my head..." she murmurs with her deep voice sounding even huskier, and there it was again, that predator aura, that intensity in her gaze that said if César and Francisca weren't there, maybe she'd try to devour me.

Despite the kisses and cuddles we've been exchanging uncontrollably in the past week, Elena always stopped a second before everything actually caught fire. She was truly committed not to rush things between us, which was great, because around her I had a strange tendency to let myself go too easily. And that was wonderful, it made me sure that when we finally decided to take that step, it wouldn't just be a matter of desire, it would be much more than that.

"The reason we found it essential for you to be present in our conversation, Elena," César begins, interrupting our gaze, "is that, to me, and to Francisca too, that portrait is a key piece of this set?" "My portrait?" she asks confused, which makes César smile, "See," he says, standing next to her and guiding her gaze, "This work, it's more than just canvases inspired by a book. Observe how the light falls on the canvases, the projection of the shadows, the shine, all of that comes from a central point, your portrait, you. This is a work about two creative minds meeting... completing each other, do you understand the beauty and strength of this concept? Like two worlds colliding," he explains poetically, and hearing someone talk about my work like this makes me feel like I'm being stripped naked in public. "Ana said that your portrait is not part of the set, that your image couldn't be used, but personally I think this work needs not only your portrait but you, this is a joint effort, a collaboration. What do you think?"

I imagined she would take a while to respond, and it seemed obvious to me that she would decline, but no, to my surprise, and even to César and Francisca's surprise, she immediately spoke, "You're right." "Elena..." "No, Ana, he's right... It won't be complete without the portrait," "Elena," I repeat slightly exasperated, "I know the art world is kind of underground, but this will be in magazines, articles, it will end up on the internet, it will be your face... do you understand what that means?" "I understand," she simply says, very calmly, "Elena, please, think better about what you're saying. It's your face... She'll be able to find you," I whisper the last part, but it doesn't cause any reaction in her. "I want to do this with you," "What do you mean?" "I want to do as he said, let it be a collaboration... between us, our worlds colliding and all that," she replies, taking my hand, "I'm not afraid anymore," she adds, holding my gaze, and this time it's all she needs to make my heart race.


CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE
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April 28th, Friday.

When did the tide turn? Sitting on my couch, with Fairy biting my fingers as if tearing them off were her life's purpose, I keep searching for that answer. When did I stop feeling afraid? It's been two days since the law firm called, the agreement was accepted, the restraining order will be issued soon. I even directed the agreed donations to Robson and Bia's NGO, but I think the fact that I'm not afraid has nothing to do with it, since at no moment did I think of her.

Even though there wasn't yet a label on what we had, it was something strong, intense. Ana erased all the bad things I had been struggling to overcome effortlessly. The realization of this gave me an impulse, the motivation to do something I had been postponing for a while: finish unpacking the last boxes that were in a corner. I don't know why I avoided them, maybe it was a kind of escape. As long as they were there, untouched, it wouldn't be real. But now, there was no denying that it was real. This place had become my home, much more than any other I had lived in since leaving my parents' house. Fairy loved the idea. Cats and cardboard boxes are like two sides of the same coin.

As I unpacked the last remnants of my move, I found more books, another dozen of toy balls, which I stored with the others in a huge glass jar on one of the shelves, some photos from my last year of college, where I seemed to be incredibly drunk in each one of them, which must have been the case. In the end, there was nothing particularly symbolic about those odds and ends, except for the fact that I was avoiding them, and when I finished arranging them, I was overwhelmed by a huge relief, a freedom, a desire to sing, I don't know, I was overwhelmed by the realization that I was finally where I should be, at home.


CHAPTER FORTY
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April 28th, Friday.

I don't think I've ever seen Cesar and Francisca as ecstatic as they were at the end of the afternoon when they left. That's it, Elena and I will have a collaborative exhibition, with her texts and my paintings, and I'm terrified of the consequences this could bring. I know she said she's not afraid anymore, but I am, I'm really scared that her homicidal ex-girlfriend will show up straight from hell and ruin everything, or worse, that she'll do something to Elena. Just thinking about that possibility makes me nauseous, as if I could vomit at any moment.

The not-so-bad part of the day is that Cesar became very interested in Elena. He seems determined to represent her, and I know he has contacts and skills to get anything she writes published. He handed her a card before leaving and made her promise to send him her original, but it didn't seem like she was very sure about it. Maybe I can talk to her later and try to help her feel more confident. After all, what harm could it do?

But I can't think about that now because Elena is sitting in my living room gossiping with Uncle Fabio, and I'm already late for our second date. She told me I should wear light clothes, that jeans and a T-shirt would be perfect, and that's definitely my comfort zone. So, I finish getting dressed and put on my sneakers so we can go. I can't deny that I'm curious to know what she planned, especially since our first date was simply flawless, so the expectations are sky-high.

I leave the room, Uncle Fabio looks me up and down and quips, in a sly manner, "Is this how you dress for a date? That's not how I raised you, girl." "First," Elena interrupts, "She looks adorable, and second, I asked her to dress like this; it's related to our secret destination," she interjects on my behalf. Uncle Fabio responds to her with a smirk, "You young people are very strange. My definition of dates involves wine glasses, expensive dinners, and if the other person is lucky, a large bed with a ceiling mirror." "Gross, uncle," I reprimand him with a grimace. I don't want to imagine any of that. "Puritans," he replies with a mischievous smile, while Elena gets up and takes my hand.

"Well, anyway, have fun, girls," he says as we're leaving, and before the door closes, I hear him shout, "Let me know if you're staying out overnight." I blush like a pepper, and I thought I had already overcome this phase, but Elena doesn't seem to mind, as always she's all smiles. She hugs my waist and walks with me to the car, opening the door for me to get in.

"Can you tell me where we're going now?" I ask when she gets into the vehicle and fastens her seatbelt. "Of course not." "Figured." "But..." she speaks theatrically, "there's something I need to tell you." "Hmm," "My parents are coming tomorrow, and if my mom doesn't meet you, she might have a nervous breakdown." "But I want to meet your mom." "You do?" "Why the surprise?" "I just don't want you to think that I'm, you know, rushing things. It's just that since... Since that day with the phone when I freaked out, she's been worried. She just wants to make sure I'm okay... I haven't even told her that we're... dating." "It's okay," I reply, putting my hand on her leg and leaning back in the seat before adding, "You can tell her; we're dating; that's not a lie." She sighs in relief, "I'll handle it." "It would be nice if your parents came to dinner at our place. Uncle Fabio loves to show off his culinary skills." "Are you sure?" "Very sure."

I delight in her cute nervousness and seize the opportunity, "Can I ask you a question?" "You already did." "Idiot." "Just speak, woman," "Are you going to send your book to Cesar?" "I still don't know." "Why?" "Why what?" "I want to understand what's holding you back." "I'm a coward, isn't it clear? I'm afraid it will screw up my relationship with my current editor." "Elena, Cesar and Francisca are professionals. Some people would kill to have him as their agent because he has... the Midas touch, you know, everything he touches turns to gold." "Do you know how this story ends?" she asks with a nervous laugh, finally starting the car. "Elena, they won't jeopardize your career, I can guarantee you that, and as your fan, I think you really should try. People need to be able to know your other books." She sighs deeply, "I promise I'll think about it," she concedes, and I accept her answer.

We continue chatting until we reach our destination, but when we get there, the facade reveals her diabolical plans, and I immediately regret not forcing her to tell me the truth, "Rollerblading?" I ask, not hiding my indignation, "You brought me to rollerblade on our second date? When did you start hating me?" I question her as she parks the car.

"You're all athletic; I thought you'd like it; rollerblading is my thing." "Nothing involving wheels on my feet sounds like a good plan, Elena. I have -20 balance." She ignores me, getting out of the car and opening the door for me. When I step out, she corners me between her arms and gives me a peck on the lips before whispering in an overly seductive manner, "You don't need to worry about anything because rollerblading is my secret talent number 4." "Seriously?" I blurt out incredulously, "I've told you, I never joke about that. I'm the queen of rollerblading."

Okay, curiosity made my legs move onto the rink, but why did it have to be rollerblading? I could handle bad movies and wonderful cakes just fine, but rollerblades? Where did I get myself into? Bruno already tried to bring me to this place, about four years ago; the result was that I almost broke my leg while he sprained his ankle, it was quite traumatic, enough for me to swear I'd never go there again, but here I am, eating my words as I'm dragged to hell by my ridiculously beautiful and persuasive neighbor.

She ignored my nervousness, ignoring isn't even the word, she actually seemed to be enjoying my reaction. I sat on the bench while she rented the skates with our sizes. Mine was black, and hers, purple; the hundreds of scratches on the sides seemed like a sign of what awaited me. I put on the helmet, elbow pads, and knee pads that also seemed like bad omens. If you need so much protective gear, it's because you're clearly in danger. Do I like her that much? I thought as I put on the socks. The worst part is that the answer was yes.

Then, I walked hesitantly across the soft carpet to the gate of hell, where I held onto the railing of the desperate and stared at my personal nightmare, the huge arena with shiny wooden floors, smoke being blown, bright lights that made everything look like a disco, and 80s music, an atmosphere that I could actually enjoy if I wasn't predicting my imminent death. Elena passed by me and went ahead, fearless and smiling. Of course, she hadn't lied; she glided away from the door like a pro, making smooth movements, almost a dance, complete with spins and tricks. She was showing off, and everyone on the rink stopped to look at her shining. As she moved with speed and grace, her black hair followed her like a magical cloak; it was the height of her magnetism, and I thought I couldn't find her any more beautiful. If I weren't already bisexual, I'd definitely be becoming one now.

She approached the door and reached out, "Come on, I'll hold you?" she invited. "If you let me fall, our relationship will be in serious danger," I threatened, accepting her help. She pulled me quickly before I had time to lose my balance, and held my waist, standing me up with our bodies pressed together, disturbingly too close. "The secret here is the knees," "Is your plan to make them wobbly? Because you're very close," I replied trying to move away because people were still watching us, but she didn't let me move, on the contrary, she squeezed me even tighter, pressing her waist against mine, "If you let go of me now, you'll fall," she warned in a husky voice, "just do what I say," she continued sliding her right hand down my thigh, "Your knees need to be slightly bent, that will help you regulate your center of gravity. The position of your feet will tell you where you're going, but you don't have to worry because I'll guide you today," "When did you become so bossy?" I asked, bending my knees a little as she instructed. She moved to stand next to me, still holding my waist firmly, "Now, try to imitate what I do with your feet, short movements for now," she said demonstrating, and against all my expectations, although it wasn't as easy as she made it seem, we started to move.

At one point, I almost lost my balance; I saw the movie of my life pass before my eyes, but she easily reversed the situation by supporting me at the last second and even gave me a kiss on the neck to tease me. As time went by, she felt more confident to increase the pace, making me slide faster and faster, and I had to admit defeat. It ended up being fun, especially because of her proximity; her hands and body didn't leave mine for a moment, and I didn't remember that rollerblading could be so exciting. But it's not just that; she seems so happy to be doing this with me. I can't help but be infected; only after almost two hours of skating do I start to feel tired. Then, she guides me to the snack bar, where we order a portion of fries with an unhealthy amount of cheese and bacon.

"And then?" she asks with her mouth full, sitting next to me with our legs touching. "It wasn't so terrible," I concede, "Admit it, I'm good?" "You're amazing, you could do this for a living if you don't want to be a writer anymore. I'm the one who's terrible," "Not really, you didn't even fall." "Was there a chance of me falling?" I ask horrified, "There always is, but everything went well. I had so much fun," "I noticed... Do you like rollerblading that much?" she becomes pensive while chewing on another portion of fries before finally deciding how to answer me, "I've always skated; there was a rink near my house, and when I was a kid, my mom used to take me there almost every afternoon," "That's really sweet," "It is, but there's something else... When... please, don't get upset, okay?" "Okay," "I always skated with Samantha," she reveals, and then realizes from my confused look that she had never told me that name, "My ex," she explains before continuing, "We always skated, and I loved it, even when things weren't going well elsewhere, these moments used to be good, and since we broke up, I was terrified of skating and realizing that she had ruined that for me too, of thinking about her... do you understand?" "And you didn't think?" "No... Why not skate with you was so much better. I don't know how you manage to do this to me, but everything with you is a thousand times better," she concludes, looking at me for a long time. This proximity makes my stomach churn with a delicious coldness that I can only contain by kissing her, and that's good because at this moment feeling her lips against mine is the only satisfying answer I can think of.


CHAPTER FORTY-ONE
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April 29th, Saturday.

The noisy sound of Dad's newest hobby, a black-plated red Beetle, parking on the sidewalk, signaled to me that they had finally arrived, just when I had finally convinced myself that the house was immaculate enough for them not to think I'm still a irresponsible teenager.

I even put a bow on Fairy and promised her all the sachets she could eat if she didn't try to kill my parents during their visit, but that part seemed to be beyond my powers. My parents would have to learn to deal with their new granddaughter. I opened the door and went to greet them; they were standing next to the car, unloading from the back seat enough luggage to go six months without needing to wash clothes, even though they were only going to spend the weekend. Finally, my parents.

I ran to them and hugged them together, and it was so good to do so. It hadn't been long since I'd seen them, but I had already accumulated a huge amount of longing. Even though I spoke to Mom almost daily, nothing replaced the feeling of that hug. "Missed you," I murmured to them. "You look thinner," Mom said as soon as we separated, perhaps the weirdest way in the world to say "I love you." "Yeah, I'm doing some exercises," I replied, and Dad started laughing loudly until he finally realized I wasn't joking. Then he raised his eyebrows in confusion. "Wasn't that a joke? Are you sick? You almost failed physical education at school every year because you hated exercises." It wasn't a lie. Yeah, Dad, I fell in love with a fitness girl, and that's my new life, I immediately thought, but it didn't seem like the easiest way to tell them about Ana, so I let out a sigh, "No, just... changing a bit, you know, new city, new habits."

"I have to admit, this neighborhood is really cute. It has a very nice family atmosphere," Mom said looking around, while fixing her black hair in the bun that was coming undone. "Yeah, I'm really liking it, Mom," I replied as I struggled with Dad to try to help him grab some suitcases.

Telling them about Ana was a mission I couldn't escape, because we would have to have dinner at the neighboring house, and I couldn't pretend there was nothing going on, even when there was nothing actually going on. Imagine now. I was torn between the external debate with Dad over the suitcases and the internal debate with this conflict, when at the end of the street I saw Ana turning the corner, majestically running wearing black sweatpants and a gray top, with the presence of an Olympic athlete heading to the finish line, her curly hair swaying in the wind, exuding that healthy glow that gave me a mixture of envy and arousal that I wasn't ready to deal with at the moment.

But what could I do? Run with my parents into the house and pretend I didn't see her? I couldn't; it was impossible not to see her. Dad and Mom were already accompanying her eagerly down the street towards us. "Isn't that your neighbor?" Mom asked excitedly turning to me. "It is." "She's pretty, isn't she?" Dad teased nudging me. Meanwhile, in the distance, Ana noticed me standing on the curb looking desperate holding a suitcase and waved as she approached us. Damn.

Then all my problems were either solved or worsened when, with all the naturalness in the world, she reached us running, slowed down, and greeted me with a light and incredibly casual kiss. I saw my life flash before my eyes; Mom would definitely kill me. "Good morning," Ana said waving excitedly to Mom and Dad. "A-a-a-and," I stuttered weakly. She smiled and looked at me confused. "Is everything okay?" she asked raising her eyebrows. I had to take a deep breath to try to respond. "E-e-e-everything is, sorry, Ana, this is my mom Elisa, who you... well, who you already know, and this is my dad, Antonio, and parents, this is Ana, my... my neighbor."

I definitely never had a breakdown like this before. Usually, I'm quite composed, but not this time. Ana smiled, amused by my "gay panic," but acted super friendly with my parents, apologizing for being sweaty and unable to hug them properly. Mom ignored every word she said and gave her an overwhelming hug anyway, with an almost manic smile on her face, completely unable to hide her excitement. "It's just amazing to meet you, Ana. Elena didn't tell me you were so beautiful," Mom said playfully. "And does she talk a lot about me?" Ana asked arching her eyebrows at me. I swallowed hard. "Less than she should," Mom retorted, giving me a killer look, which made me sure I was screwed. "Right, Mom," I reacted, stepping away. "Let's let Ana take a shower; we have a busy schedule for today." "And she can't join us?" Mom cut me off.

"I... I don't know," I confessed defeated. "Can you?" I asked with not many alternatives. "Well, I don't have anything planned," "We could stop by your studio; I think they'd like to see the paintings, if you don't mind," I suggested, remembering that I hadn't told them about the exhibition either. But that was only because of lack of time. Ana lit up with the idea. "That would be amazing; I just need half an hour, okay?" "Of course, come over when you're ready," "Agreed," she replied and gave me a quick kiss to once and for all determine my fate. "See you in a bit," she said smiling, running back to her house now.

As soon as the neighboring house's door closed, I heard Mom shouting, "Elena Souza Alcantara, how could you?" yes Elena, how could you? I don't know how I could. "What's wrong?" I replied in an attempt to gain time, but it was clearly a mistake, "What's wrong?" she yelled. Mom and I shared several things: green eyes, black hair, and the deep voice, the latter being incredibly scary when she's angry. "This town must be very modern, right? Do neighbors always greet each other with kisses around here?" she added indignantly, then she continued, "Why didn't you tell me?" By her tone, I noticed that now she seemed incredibly hurt, and I almost preferred her angry. "Sorry, Mom, no, sorry not sorry, forgive me, okay? It's recent, and we're taking it slow, you know... for everything," I explained quickly and, to my relief, her expression softened slightly. "But I was going to tell you today, I swear. We even agreed to have dinner together." She fell silent and walked inside. Dad and I followed her, because there's not much else to do. As soon as we entered, Dad tried to lighten the mood. "Why doesn't your house have walls?" he asked with a smile "It's a loft," I explain, while Mom sits on the couch, trying to pet Fairy. I pray that she just accepts it and doesn't attack her as she sometimes does. I don't want another family crisis to deal with at the moment, but this time, my temperamental cat accepts the petting and purrs loudly, getting closer. Thank God.

I sit on the couch next to her, waiting for the scolding to begin. "So are you two dating?" she asks after an endless silence. "No, as I said, we're taking it slow, Mom," she doesn't seem to understand what that means. To be honest, I can't really understand it either, but I'll stick to it. "She seems to really like you." "I know I really like her, I was anxious for you to finally meet her".

Dad approaches, carrying two cups of coffee. He hands one to Mom, while sipping his. "Great coffee, now, my dear, stop pressuring the girl," he asks with a tender smile, throwing himself on the armchair and winking at me conspiratorially. "She's already an adult, she deserves your trust." "I'm not pressuring," Mom argues offended, before taking a sip of coffee. "I just wished she had told me before I saw the girl kissing her, isn't that asking too much?" "It's not, I already said sorry, it was my fault, Mom, don't get mad, please... In fact, I have a few more things to tell you, but in my defense, we only decided this yesterday." "What?" "Ana painted pictures about my books, and she's going to have an exhibition where I'm going to collaborate," "Collaborate?" "Yeah, with texts and excerpts from the books, you'll understand more when we go to her studio... And her manager, his name is César, and he thinks he can help me with my career, like publishing other books... he wants me to send an original to him, but I'm not sure yet." "What don't you know? It sounds like a great opportunity," Mom speaks euphorically, the anger is gone, now she has a proud gleam in her eyes and that was all I needed to make up my mind. "I don't know, I just felt a bit uncertain, but I think I'm going to try, see how it goes."

She smiles, picks up Fairy and puts her on her lap, scratching under her neck, making her purr like a little engine. "You promise you'll tell me if you start dating?" "The next minute," I reply hugging her, and that puts an end to our crisis.

Ana arrives shortly after, with wet hair, smiling endearingly. In just a few minutes of interaction, I noticed that my mom must have been right to hate all my ex-girlfriends, because none of them had ever treated my parents so well before, with so much affection. And none of them looked at me the way Ana does.

We walked to the studio, because the day was beautiful and it would be a crime not to take advantage of it. Mom hung on Ana's arm while grilling her with a million questions. Several times, I felt like running out and separating them, because maybe all that interrogation would scare her off. But at this point, Ana seemed much more open than I was. I heard her talking about her parents in less than five minutes of conversation, about her uncle raising her, about her painting career being part of her treatment for depression. In less than 10 minutes, Mom could already write her biography if she wanted to, and I, despite being horrified, couldn't intervene. Because part of me was finding it all amazing, the instant camaraderie between the two had to be a good sign.

Ana unlocked the studio, but before letting us in, she explained, "You're going to be the first people to see these paintings, besides my managers, and it seems perfect because all of them revolve around your daughter, she was kind of my muse." She spoke calmly, and I felt my face warm as my parents entered the garage and saw the paintings surrounding my portrait. It was scary and amazing at the same time. I already suspected that Mom had read my books, even though I had expressly asked her not to, but today I was sure, because she clearly recognized the scenes in the paintings. But her favorite part was the portrait; she stood in front of it, and a tear of emotion ran down her face. "It's so beautiful, honey," she said with a choked voice, hugging me. Even Dad, who is usually incredibly stoic, wiped his eyes when he thought no one was looking.

"Did you like it?" Ana asked, and I noticed that her voice was full of anxiety. Mom didn't respond with words; she just pulled Ana into our hug and stood for another moment admiring the paintings ecstatically, and seeing the effect of the paintings on people other than me caused a kind of feeling that I don't know how to describe, a kind of euphoric joy, I don't know, but it was incredible.

The afternoon passed painfully quickly. We had lunch at a well-known local restaurant that Fabio recommended. During lunch, I gathered courage and finally sent the email with the first version of my original to César. He immediately replied thanking for the trust and promised to contact me soon. Then, Ana took us to visit the historic center of the city, and we ended the day having ice cream and watching the sunset in her favorite park, sitting on the grass by the lake, and I couldn't have planned anything better.

At night, after we showered, we went to the neighboring house, and Fabio was obsessed with my mom. Well, if he weren't gay, maybe they would be soulmates. Dad forgive me. He, however, wasn't fazed; in fact, he loved every minute of the night, mainly because Fabio made sure he always had a stupidly cold beer within reach. "So, Elena came to take a shower here on your first night?" Mom asked incredulously. Of course, this story would come up. "It wasn't my fault, the energy clock was hidden," I justified hiding my face in my hands. "Good thing you didn't find it," Ana replied giving me a wink. Under the table, our hands were intertwined. "We would still have met without me embarrassing myself," "But it wouldn't have been as fun," she countered, "Yeah, I wouldn't have seen you open the door with your face covered in blue cream," "It wasn't covered, just a little," "And wearing bunny slippers," I added teasingly. "Oh my God, find a room," Fabio interrupted our little flirt, and everyone burst into laughter, while I felt my ears heat up under my hair.

It's well past midnight when we say goodbye and return home, exhausted, slightly drunk, and ready to sleep. I offered the bed to Mom and Dad and slept on the couch with Fairy nestled on my chest. At three in the morning, I woke up to the vibration of my phone; it was a message from Ana that, sleepy, took me a long time to understand. "Can we talk, please? Now? I'm waiting for you in the backyard".


CHAPTER FORTY-TWO
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April 30th, Sunday.

My heart is racing, I had to restrain myself from digging a hole in Elena's lawn from all the pacing. I could have waited until the next day; in fact, I should have waited, but something told me that if I didn't sort this out once and for all, I might collapse. She didn't respond to my message, but shortly after the app confirmed it was read, I heard the sound of the door unlocking.

Elena came out, looking alarmed. Maybe a message in the middle of the night wasn't the best way to do this after all. I smiled at her, but it didn't calm her down. "Is everything okay?" she asked tensely. I sat on the bench in her garden and signaled for her to do the same. She complied, her beautiful eyebrows furrowed betraying her concern. Definitely a terrible idea on how to do this.

I wrapped my arms around her neck and kissed her. At first, she seemed surprised, maybe a little confused, but she quickly yielded to my touch, embracing me and pulling me closer until there was no space left between our bodies.

"You called me out here in the middle of the night just to kiss me?" she asked with a little smile. "Because, if so, that's fine by me." To reinforce her argument, she kissed my neck, letting her teeth graze my skin in a way she had already noticed destabilized me. Don't be a coward, Ana.

"I don't want to be your neighbor anymore," I finally said. She blinked a few times, not understanding, and backed away a bit, as if she needed to think. "Are you moving out?" she asked me confused. Courage, girl. "No, I don't want to be your neighbor anymore. I want to be your girlfriend," I took the silver ring out of my robe pocket, asked for her hand, and she handed it to me a bit dazed, as if she was still trying to process my request, but didn't protest as I slid the ring onto her finger, very happy that it was the exact size.

"When did you buy a ring?" was the first question she asked me. I smiled at this reaction. "I didn't buy it, it was my mother's, so if you're going to leave me, you better give it back," I explained, and she kissed me again, this time with even more urgency, sliding her hands into my robe, running delicately over my body. Even though it was dark, I could see a hungry gleam in her green eyes. "You must be crazy if you think I'm going to leave you," she murmured in my ear with a voice so heavy it caused a small shiver. "So is that a yes?" I questioned her. Her smile widened and she kissed me again, biting my lips in the process. "You didn't ask me anything," Elena teased. What a difficult woman. I pulled away so I could look her in the eyes, held her hands and intertwined our fingers, feeling the volume of the silver band. "Will you be my girlfriend?" I said the words very slowly, holding her gaze. "Hell yeah, how much I want to," she replied with a huge smile, hugging me tightly enough for me to feel her racing heart against my skin.

"Why didn't you wait until tomorrow?" she asked while we were still embraced. "I couldn't wait. I felt a little hurt when you introduced me to your parents just as your neighbor. It felt so wrong, I was sure I didn't want to be just your neighbor, not for another day," I explained. "You're so cute," she murmured against my neck, making me laugh before pulling away. "Now, if you'll excuse me, I have to go inside." "I know, you have to sleep, sorry, but I couldn't wait," I replied feeling a little guilty. "That's not it," she cut me off with a smile. "I promised my mom that if we started dating, I would tell her the next minute, and I'm already late," she added, giving me one last perfect goodnight kiss.


CHAPTER FORTY-THREE
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July 29th, Saturday.

I think I went years without setting foot on a beach, but here I am again, in a significantly short amount of time, driving once more to a beach. And, just like the first time, the motivation is still not the sun and coconut water, but rather helping Ana. At the very least, this should be a curious phenomenon.

After a week of insomnia and tension, seeing Ana passed out next to me on the car seat gives me hope that my plan might already be working. Which is great because I was sure that everything about it, from start to finish, seemed like a big crazy idea.

With less than a week left until the exhibition, between finishing her paintings and supervising every detail along with César and Francisca at the gallery, Ana was on the verge of a nervous breakdown. And I'm not being overprotective when I say that; it was quite visible to anyone who cared to see that she was freaking out. And since I have zero experience with art exhibitions, my options to support her were much more limited than I would have liked. I turned to my favorite Gay guru, Fabio, asked for an idea that could help her relax a bit, and he whispered to me that she had mentioned something about wanting to spend a day at the beach with her friends. That seemed like a great way to clear her mind to me.

And who are her best friends? Oh, yes, her ex-boyfriend, whom I practically stole her from, and a woman named Amanda, from violin classes, and I didn't even know she played the violin. What could go wrong? Well, a lot of things, actually, but I was willing to try. The past few months had been simply perfect for me. Nothing with Ana was like in my other relationships. Everything was easy, peaceful, simply right, and I wasn't sure if it was the same for her too.

Ana has something that fascinates me, although I'm not quite sure how to define it. She's so contradictorily interesting that sometimes, when I look at her in silence, I feel like touching her just to make sure I'm not imagining her, like a mirage or a character from the books I write. Sometimes, I actually do. In those moments, Ana always responds to these touches with looks full of curiosity and sweetness. How could someone who had suffered so much have such a sweet look? She was frankly too good to be true.

The feeling that this is something unprecedented hasn't left me in the past month. I'm 27 years old, most of them lived intensely, and yet, with Ana, everything seemed new, bright, and beautiful. Everything tastes new and makes me want more, to enjoy more, to live more, simply more.

And for these and other reasons, I was willing to make our anniversary month incredible or die trying. Okay, maybe not with so much exaggeration. My God, when did I get so cheesy? Anniversary month? Well, at least, even if everything went wrong, I still had a chance to see Ana in a bikini, so it couldn't be that bad.

"A penny for your thoughts," Amanda spoke from the back seat, looking at me through the driver's rearview mirror. "What?" I blurted out awkwardly, almost choking. "You're clearly in a tremendous internal debate," Bruno joined the conversation. Great, now they decide to talk. "I was just thinking it's great you guys accepted my invitation, even though it was last minute," I lied, not convincing anyone. Then, I added with a little more truth and very low so as not to risk waking Ana, "The past few weeks have been crazy. I just wanted Ana to have an amazing day with the people she loves." "Wow, how cute," Amanda retorted. The sentence was seasoned with a hint of sarcasm; clearly, she wanted to tease me, and Bruno agreed with a shy smile. It was totally Ana to have a somewhat mean friend. The worst part is that I was loving her personality.

"So, is there any chance this bathtub can play some music for us?" Amanda playfully teased. "The chance exists, whether you'll like it, that's another story. Here, you can choose," I replied, handing her the miserable shoebox with the depressing collection of tapes that Dad gave me along with the car. "You have a pretty exotic taste in music," Amanda grumbled with a mix of a grimace and a smile. "I haven't seen one of these in, like, I don't know, 10 years?" "Well, this bathtub only accepts tapes, a classic. If I try to change its sound system to something from this decade, maybe my dad will disinherit me, and I'm not willing to give up my inheritance," I inform her, making her laugh out loud. "I thought about buying a speaker, but if I've managed to survive until today listening on loop to the incredible tape, '20 years of samba by Paulinho da viola', you guys can also handle a little trip." It wasn't just a little trip. It was 4 long hours, and that's because we hardly hit any traffic. But it was worth it. When we arrived, the weather was just perfect for a day at the beach, with a scorching sun, and the white sand already starting to fill up with people. We found a parking spot, and while Bruno and Amanda took the bags out of the trunk, I woke Ana up, who was still sleeping like a log. "Good morning, Sunshine," I risked shaking her lightly. She woke up rubbing her face with the cutest expression in the universe. "Didn't you already say good morning to me before?" "Possibly, but you just slept for 4 straight hours. That almost counts as a full night," I explained, pulling her out of the car. We set up the tent on the sand, right by the water, and against all my initial fears, it was nice. Very nice. We built an elaborate sandcastle, with moats and tunnels, yes, plural. Then we took turns burying ourselves, and when getting covered in sand became unsanitary, we took a dip in the painfully cold water. The sea was quite violent. Amanda even lost her bikini top, and luckily, it hit me in the face while I myself was being carried away by the waves.

Later, exhausted from the water, we returned to the sand and spent all our savings on shrimp skewers, super cold caipirinhas, which unfortunately I could only envy, sodas, and popsicles. And it was delicious. Ana was all smiles, and I fulfilled my ambition of spending the day admiring her wonderful body in her adorable purple bikini, as well as exchanging hot kisses in every sense of the word. Towards the end of the afternoon, using my stolen straw hat, she fell asleep lying on the sand, with her head on my lap, lightly tanned and with a silly grin on her face; the trip had served its purpose. She had relaxed. So, I allowed myself to enjoy a little more of the wonderful atmosphere before we had to leave.

It didn't take long for Bruno and Amanda to come sit nearby. He offered me a skewer of cheese with honey that made me completely understand why Ana liked that guy. He was just a good guy.

"Excited for the big exhibition?" he asked between bites. I could tell by his tone that it wasn't a protocol question; he was actually interested. "Definitely, I've never done anything like this before," I replied. "Well, if it calms you down a bit, Ana has done it a million times already, but I've never seen her nervous like this," Amanda commented, stroking Ana's arm, who was sound asleep. "It must be because it's going to be very different from what she usually does," she remarked. "That's good. Ana never liked those paintings she used to do. It's great that she allowed herself to try something new," Bruno added thoughtfully, scratching his unruly thick beard. Amanda nodded in agreement with his comment with a nod. "You guys seem really happy, that's very good," he declared nonchalantly, while looking at the restless waves of the sea. I was overwhelmed by a visceral wave of guilt for everything that had happened.

"I'm sorry, you know, if I... You know, I swear when she told me she had a boyfriend, I kept my distance," he replied to my comment with a laugh. "Don't get me wrong, but us breaking up had nothing, or almost nothing, to do with you," he spoke still smiling, and I thought it best not to say that I kind of knew that. "But it was cool of you to say that. I see why she likes you so much. I even think we should hang out more often. I've been needing to make some new friends," he suggested, also including Amanda in the invitation. "Doesn't sound like a terrible idea," she replied. "How about we plan to play video games?" he ventured. "Sure, you'll just have to teach me absolutely everything about it," I replied sincerely. "Same for me, buddy," Amanda agreed with a nervous smile. "Or we could just order pizza and get drunk," he countered defeated. "Now, that sounds like a great plan," Amanda conceded, now much more excited about the idea.

When night fell, I drove back home, this time with no luck at all. The four-hour trip turned into an endless seven-hour journey of endless traffic, and everyone fell asleep tired and sunburned, leaving me alone. No, not alone, I had with me the one who never let me down, Paulinho da viola, who may have many problems, mainly musical, but none related to letting friends down.

I dropped off Amanda and Bruno at home, and we said goodbye with hugs and promises to meet again next week, and I knew I wouldn't be able to get rid of them anymore. Friendships that survive a 3-hour traffic jam are made to last. Then, we went back home. Ana was still sleepy and it was already dawn, but now she was fighting against her endless sleep and staring at me intently with her huge honey-colored eyes.

"What's wrong?" I finally asked. "I loved today," she spoke amidst a yawn. "Sorry for sleeping so much." "You needed to rest." "Sorry if I worried you enough to make you intervene with my friends." "It was fun, and I had my own reasons for wanting today to be a perfect day for us," I said mysteriously parking the car. She kept trying to understand the meaning of that comment as we got out, but then gave up and decided to ask me as we were already taking the sand-filled bags out of the trunk. "And what are your reasons?" I put the bag on the ground and leaned against the side of the car, pulling her closer to me.

I let my fingers trace the tattoos. I really like that, not just the designs, but the way they spread across her skin. Which is funny, because I never wanted to get a tattoo, but on Ana they seem like works of art. I can't imagine her without them even if I try hard, and I'm generally a creative person. Plus, I like the silky and warm feeling of her skin. It always gives me the nice impression that she just came out of a hot bath.

"Happy three-month anniversary," I whispered and kissed her gently.

She returned it, but now she had wide eyes. "I'm a horrible person," she spoke when we parted. I smiled at her reaction. "You're my horrible person." "I can't believe you planned all this and I just didn't remember." "Theoretically, you only asked me to be your girlfriend in the middle of the night. Um... let me see... I think it was about this time. So only now we're completing one month of dating... Congratulations," I defended her, but my argument didn't have much strength against her disappointment with herself.

"Sorry." "Don't be silly, it's not a big deal. We didn't even celebrate the others." "We went out to dinner on all of them... Damn, sorry, I swear, I'll make it up to you, seriously, I'll do whatever you want." "Um, I want several things," I let slip maliciously pulling her closer, and immediately regretted it because I know exactly what it sounded like. And although I do want that, it wasn't what I meant. Since we started dating, the ghost of the first time has haunted us, and even though we've had a hundred opportunities to have sex in the past few months, we always end up taking a step back, mostly because of me, because I want it to be perfect, not just a trivial thing, motivated by lust and nothing else, but something that both of us feel must happen. And now, because of my loose and too big tongue, I just swapped the P's for the H's.

"That's not what I meant," I quickly add. "No?" she returns uncertain, a little disbelieving of my word. "I just wanted a kiss..." I reply hugging her. "It's not that I don't want that too, I really do, but not out of nowhere like this. I want it to be special and you have a lot on your mind right now, understand?" she nods.

"Thank you," she replies against my neck, then pulls away a bit and whispers looking into my eyes, "I want it to be perfect too, and I know it will be, because everything between us has been, but still, thank you for being so patient with me. And I promise I'll make it up to you for today." "Stop that," I interrupt her, kissing her neck and tasting the salty sea on her skin. "I saw you in a bikini today, it was already very rewarding, I even think we should go to the beach every week," she laughed at that idea. "Idiot." "Your idiot," I corrected her with a kiss.


CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR
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August 4th, Friday.

This exhibition is driving me crazy, or should I say: "Am I going crazy because of this exhibition?" Usually, I always keep my distance and let César and Francisca take care of everything. They are good, they can handle it, but this time, I really wanted everything to be perfect. Not just perfect for others, but perfect for me and Elena. Because all of this was about me and her, our relationship, our art.

I should be more nervous about what the community would think about my glaring and not so subtle change of theme. People who used to be obsessed with my blood-dripping canvases would undoubtedly be quite shocked. It was like going from the dark caves of Goya straight to Van Gogh's sunflower fields. Yes, people would have reasons to be shocked. But that didn't scare me, no fear, no uncertainty. In fact, my only goal was for them to be able to feel what I'm feeling.

I take a deep breath, I'm tired, on the verge of exhaustion. I've had more coffee than should be recommended by the WHO, but it doesn't matter, I'll be able to sleep after it's all over. I smooth my dress once again, not sure why. It still fits perfectly on my slim body. It's almost too basic, a silk dress, sleeveless, with a slightly flared skirt and a delicate belt cinching the waist, which fits me very well, by the way. When Francisca suggested a dress code for the exhibition, I wrinkled my nose. The idea of everyone wearing white seemed more like something from a cult than an art exhibition, but now I have to admit, it was genius.

I sit on the bed and wring my hands. I shouldn't get myself into situations with so much stress involved. It seemed like a pretty shitty idea considering my history of mental health. But today, especially today, I feel like I've never been so far from depression as I am now. What I have is an uncontrollable euphoria, an absurd desire to live and enjoy this moment.

I hear knocks on the door. "Come in," I invite, and the door opens slightly. Uncle Fabio sticks his head through the crack before opening it completely. He lets his jaw drop dramatically. "Wow, girl," he says, taking my arm, making me stand up and spin so he can see every detail. "You look amazing, Ana," he states, tears threatening to start falling any second. I hold his hands. He's wearing a beautiful white suit, leather shoes shining so much that I think if I look directly at them I might go blind, and he has a little white flower in his pocket, a touch of delicacy that suits him perfectly. "You too." "We're so elegant," he says, taking my arm and leading me in front of the mirror. "I wish your parents could see you like this, happy, healthy, beautiful and damn successful," he says with a choked voice, hugging me tightly in a burst of tenderness, and we stay like that for a while, just feeling the mutual affection enveloping us. "I love you," he says when we part, giving me a kiss on my forehead. "Now let's go, our car has arrived."

I wish I could have gone with Elena, but her parents came especially to honor us, and we wouldn't all fit in the car. So she had already gone ahead, I had to settle for the Uber. "Heading to a wedding?" the driver asked with a huge smile. "Almost that," Uncle Fabio replied with a wink. I thought about reprimanding him, but it didn't matter, so I let it go, sunk into the seat, closed my eyes, trying to relax until the big moment.

It was already early evening, so although there were remnants of sunlight when we arrived at the gallery, the sky had already a deep blue hue, and the weather was pleasantly warm. A beautiful summer night. Uncle Fabio opened the door and held my hand to help me get out. Immediately, my eyes spotted Elena, standing at the door, and my heart raced as I noticed how impeccably beautiful she was.

Elena was wearing exactly the same dress as me, but on her, it hugged her curves with a level of sensuality that my mind could barely process. Moreover, it contrasted perfectly with her black hair. She walked towards us, stunning, Fabio gave her a kiss on the cheek. "I'll go inside, girls," he warned as he stepped away.

I knew what she would do. At this point in our relationship, I think I would be disappointed if it weren't like this. She took my hand and spun me, at the end of the movement she pulled me against her, almost like a dance, placed her hands on my waist, and gave me a light kiss. "You look divine," she murmured, her green eyes burning. "It's almost indecent for you to say that. Where was my head when I thought it would be a good idea for us to wear the same clothes?" I nervously chattered, and she silenced me by kissing me again. "You look wonderful," she growled against my lips. "Elena...", I tried to argue, but she didn't let me. "Just shut up and accept the compliment," she scolded me with a husky voice, her hands pressing my body against hers even more. "Fine," I conceded defeated, "You look beautiful too... no, wonderfully beautiful."

She smiled satisfied, releasing my waist and taking my hand. Our fingers intertwined naturally. "I know I've seen it before, but it turned out... I can't even explain, it turned out simply magical," she said, guiding me inside. The gallery was a modern building, a robust brutalist structure of concrete, with strategically placed vegetation. It was imposing yet inviting. César had found the place; it was a new gallery, opened recently. They were ecstatic to be the first place to host our exhibition.

Immediately as we stepped into the lobby, a small group surrounded us, mainly composed of journalists, perhaps some art critics, and certainly some curious onlookers, all talking at once. Nervousness returned; I must have squeezed Elena's hand too hard. She cleared her throat loudly, diverting attention to herself, which didn't require much effort. "Could you give us a moment? We want to see the overall impressions, but we'll answer any questions shortly," she asked with her deep, sweet voice, making it impossible to argue. And they immediately backed off with silly smiles, and finally, we were able to move forward.

We stopped in front of the entrance. Elena moved the huge black velvet curtain aside for us to enter. I held my breath, and there it was: the black room, from the carpeted floor to the ceiling, everything absolutely black. The soft instrumental music, the floral-scented smoke, and then the paintings as the only source of light in the room. Ensuring this had been a challenge, but it had become indescribable, especially combined with excerpts from Elena's texts that pierced through us. Her words were projected on the walls in a soft golden hue. Reading the excerpts, seeing the paintings, it was impossible not to interconnect the feelings between them. And then there was the portrait. When I painted that portrait, I didn't know it would be my masterpiece. In a somewhat egocentric thought perhaps, I wondered if Leonardo da Vinci had felt that way about the Mona Lisa. Had it also been a joke that got out of control, or making her incredible had always been his plan? Sometimes, the muse is greater than the work.

Everywhere in the gallery, people in white, almost ethereal, admired the paintings, read the descriptions, and talked among themselves. In the dark, they didn't see me standing there, watching them see my work, our work, my vision of her vision, my vision of her. I couldn't resist and took advantage of the darkness of the room to kiss her, long and deeply, feeling her minty taste and the unmistakable aroma of vanilla. I felt happy, fulfilled, simply nothing was missing. When we parted, both she and I were breathless, and I was sure we shared the same feeling.

Uncle Fabio found us shortly after, bringing champagne glasses. "I have some juicy gossip for you," he instigated excitedly. At that moment, César appeared too. "Finally, my stars," he said ecstatically. "This here is art in its rawest form, girls," he added marvelously, even though he had been involved in the whole process. "And you both look gorgeous, like part of the paintings," he gallantly praised. "Thank you, César, none of this would be possible without you and Francisca, you know," it was true, but he smiled gratefully. "Elena, could I have a minute with you?" he asked. She looked at me, uncertain about letting go of my hand, so I encouraged her. "Go ahead," she smiled and accepted to be taken away, while César took her arm, and they began to walk through the gallery.

"So, gossip?" I demanded curiously. "Two," Uncle Fabio delighted, looking around and stopping beside me. "There, that handsome dark-haired man with broad shoulders, see him?" he whispered, pointing at the man with his champagne glass and almost spilling the content. "Kind of hard not to see; he's almost two meters tall."

He gave a smug smile at my comment, "First gossip, that giant just hit on me big time, and I think he got lucky," he confided with a wink. "Yikes, Uncle." "I have a sex life, Ana, get over it." "Okay, and what's the other gossip? And if it's about your sex life, I'm not sure if I'm interested." "Don't be bitter. So, before he started flirting with me, and before he knew I'm your uncle, he told me he's a journalist specializing in art and culture, and he was simply amazed by this," he said, gesturing to the exhibition. "He said he's going to write a big article about you and Elena and your artistic relationship, said he's almost certain he can get you on the cover," he finished excitedly with the news.

Me and Elena, on the cover of a newspaper. Elena on the cover of a newspaper. And all at once, the anguish I had been fighting and ardently avoiding in recent weeks came back, like tentacles crushing me from the inside out, and the devil on my shoulder began to whisper in my ear that it was a mistake to have gone ahead with this, with the exhibition, with that damn beautiful portrait plastered with her face on a pedestal, there would be no way for Samantha not to find out where she was now, and there was no turning back.

I felt my stomach churn almost into a knot. The sensation of touching that huge scar marking Elena's body should have been enough for me not to even consider all this. What have I done? Breathing became increasingly difficult, and for a moment, the black walls seemed to be closing in around me. What if she shows up, and Elena simply realizes that I'm not a good enough distraction? My throat felt tight, and my mouth grew drier. What if she leaves? An involuntary tremor took hold of my hands, a cold drop of sweat slowly trickled down my forehead.

"Ana?" the voice sounded hoarse, as if spoken from inside an aquarium. "Sweetie?" the taste of bile took over my tongue, betraying that I might vomit at any moment. Hands touched my shoulders, shaking me slowly. "What happened?" a voice asked from even further away. "I don't know, I think she's feeling unwell," Uncle Fabio's desperate voice sounded. "Let's take her outside," someone suggested, the voice gradually becoming a high-pitched and deafening whistle.

Then, everything stopped, the whole world. Two soft hands cupped my face, and two intense, concerned green eyes showed me the way out of the storm. "Ana, I'm here," the soft voice whispered, her forehead pressed against mine, and I felt the warmth of her skin radiating into me. There was no one else in the world, just me and her, and the walls that were slowly starting to move away. "I'm here," she repeated. "Please, don't leave?" I managed to plead. "I won't," she promised, stroking my hair, each electric touch slowly pulling me out of the stupor. "Never leave?" I repeated, to make it clear. "Never," she reinforced, kissing my forehead with delicacy, making my body remember how to breathe.

"I think she's recovering," Francisca's worried voice sounded. I noticed she was supporting me, holding my shoulders gently. "Thank God," Uncle Fabio murmured on the verge of a collapse. "Did she eat anything? It might have been a drop in blood pressure," Bruno suggested, I hadn't even noticed him arrive. None of them, actually, as I recovered, I found the concerned looks of Amanda, César, Elisa, Antonio, and even the tall man who had flirted with Uncle Fabio, as well as some unfamiliar faces, all surrounding me with care.

"Sorry," I weakly apologized. "Darling, what happened?" Uncle Fabio asked, full of fear. "I don't know," I lied, I knew well. "I just felt a bit unwell." "It must be exhaustion, poor thing," Francisca ventured, "You haven't stopped for a second in the last week." "Maybe," but the green eyes in front of me didn't believe it. "I'll take her outside for some fresh air," Elena announced, and before anyone could say anything, she had already wrapped her arm around my waist and was guiding me carefully towards the exit.

The cold air against my skin and entering my lungs with every breath really helped. We walked in silence to her car, where she opened the door and helped me sit. As soon as I did, she leaned over me, with an unreadable expression on her face.

We stayed silent for a while until she finally asked, "So, what happened?" "I think I had a panic attack," the shadow of a smile threatened to pass over her face. "Seriously?" I didn't respond. "I left you alone for ten minutes, and you're... You were doing so well, what caused this?" she insisted, and I knew she wouldn't accept a vague justification. "I got scared," "Of what? Everyone loved it, Ana, I didn't hear anything but praise all night," "Uncle Fabio mentioned a journalist, and that maybe the article about the exhibition would be on a cover," "And that's bad?" she returned not understanding. "Elena, you and me, on the cover of something," I repeat slowly, and slowly understanding dawned on her. "My dear, I thought we had already talked about this. I've already said I'm not afraid."

"But I am," I replied loudly, but I wished I had spoken even louder, I wanted to scream. "Of what? I told you, the restraining order came out, Samantha can't get near me or try to contact me, she'll go to jail if she tries, it's over, I won't live in fear, I refuse, Ana, I want to enjoy everything, my life, this moment and especially you," "But...", "But what?" "But what if you want to go with her?"

I regretted the words as they left my mouth, but it was too late. A million feelings passed through Elena's face, I was only able to read a few: frustration, sadness, disbelief, a little anger, and in the end, hurt. "What do you mean?" she demanded, her voice hard in a way it had never been before. "I know how she affects you... And what if she finds you and you... And you want to go," "Ana...", "You had a history... you were practically married," "And it was hell, I've told you, damn it, I can't believe I'm actually having to tell you this," she replied, visibly stressed. A fight? Was that it? It wasn't what I expected for tonight. "I've seen how she affects you," I retorted, feeling the pain of each of those words. It was this, even if I hadn't admitted it to myself until this moment, this uncertainty hung over, the ghost of never being enough to make her overcome her old love.

She reached out, asking for my hand. I handed it over, and she pulled me, standing me up in front of her. "She 'affected' me," Elena corrected, very serious, still hurt. She raised her hand in front of my face and pointed to the silver ring on her ring finger. "Was this serious?" she questioned me. "What do you mean?" "You asked me to be your girlfriend, right? I didn't imagine all of this, did I?" "Yes, but..." "I'm not done. I've already told your uncle, and I've already told you, and then I accepted your proposal to be your girlfriend. I don't know what else I need to do for you to understand," she paused, gesturing to both of us with a hand gesture, "This here is very serious to me," "But..." "There's no 'but,' Ana. You met me at a difficult time, but I'm 100% with you, I don't have time or space in my head for Samantha, because I think about you in a way that's almost worrying. I don't miss her, I don't love her, I barely feel anger. She just stopped mattering, because I have you, and everything between us is much more than I ever thought a relationship could be. So please, don't doubt me, don't doubt us," she pleaded, with her eyes threatening to overflow.

"I'm such an idiot, aren't I," I replied softly, embarrassed. She hugged me tightly, burying her face in my neck and breathing deeply. "Sometimes," she agreed with a little smile. "I'm sorry?" I asked. In response, I felt the warmth of her mouth trailing along my neck, up to my ear, which she bit causing me to tremble. Her lips left a trail of electricity on my skin as she kissed me. I hadn't had a drop of alcohol, but I quickly felt intoxicated. "I forgive you," she finally responded, stepping back to let me breathe. "I promise to never doubt you, or us again," "And I promise to never let go of your hand in the middle of a party again."


CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE
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August 4th, Friday.

Thank goodness I have a strong heart; I almost freaked out. I left her alone for ten minutes, my conversation with Cesar didn't take longer than that, and then, when I come back, the girl was having a damn panic attack. At least it was reassuring to see that she calmed down with my presence; knowing that I had that effect on her made my heart lighter. But the things she said put a little bug in my ear.

Ana still thinks I have feelings for Samantha. In my head, it doesn't even make sense, and I told her that, but I need to remember that not even three months ago, she rescued me from a crisis, very close to making a mistake. So do I have credibility to say that I don't feel anything anymore? Have I really overcome it as I told her? Love isn't like a switch that you just flick and it's done.

Part of me can't figure out what to think about her insecurities. It hurt a bit to know that she wasn't confident about my feelings. Okay, maybe I know what to think and certainly know how I feel. I couldn't hide how hurt I was with her insinuation that I could just leave her and go back to my old toxic relationship. Definitely not a fight... no, wait, it wasn't a fight, more like a discussion, maybe an intense argument? Anyway, an intense argument definitely didn't fit into my plans for tonight.

I told the truth; I really haven't thought about Samantha for a long time, neither for good nor for bad. But how would I react if she showed up at my door today? Would I leave Ana and go back to her? No way. But would I be shaken? People keep going back to their exes; it's part of human history, emotional dependency is a drug, but it exists, and it was basically what we had. Maybe I don't have the right to think her fear is so absurd; maybe I should just understand her perspective.

But I don't want to address this now because she's smiling at me as we walk back to the exhibition, and she has the most beautiful smile my eyes have ever seen, besides being perfect in her delicate white dress, the wild curly mane framing her slender face, the tattoos standing out in contrast to the simplicity of the outfit, simple, raw, and undeniable beauty. I pull her closer, holding her waist. The light fabric makes me feel her body, almost as if there's nothing between us, and that's damn exciting.

"You could stay over at my place tonight," she invites, trying to disguise the nervousness in the depths of her voice. "I could," I agree immediately, knowing well what's implied in her invitation, but I won't dwell on it. I just want to enjoy the night, our night, and wherever it takes me.

We return to the exhibition; this time, I watch Ana shine up close. When curious journalists surround her, this time she no longer looks like a frightened little girl. No, now she's the brilliant artist I saw in the photos, talking about her art, concepts, and also about me with passion sparkling in her honey-colored eyes. She tells with amusement about the portrait, how it was a joke at a time when she was feeling lost, about how that portrait and my books reignited her desire to paint. And my heart races, even though I'm standing still beside her.

My texts also receive praise, but I highly doubt that any of the people here today have read any of my books besides Ana and Francisca. But that doesn't matter; Ana has read them, and knowing that I inspired her, having my name, face, and vision there is much more than I could fantasize about. And even with all this professional fuss, we still manage to enjoy the night. We have some precious moments with my parents, and also with Fabio, who was actually quite distracted with a tall guy he couldn't stop exchanging glances with, besides Bruno and Amanda. After they got over the concern for the previous discomfort, I dare say they had fun. We talk and laugh; they have champagne, and I have alcohol-free drinks until I lose count of the number of glasses. We managed to find out the names of all the waiters; Francisca was impeccable at that. I certainly looked at her with disbelief when she asked me to describe what canapés would be like in the world of Fairies, considering that the Fairy world was at war, possibly there wouldn't be any canapés, but I tried, and she made my craziest ideas real and delicious.

I felt like I didn't want the night to end. As the hours passed, the instrumental music turned into something livelier, until the dark room almost turned into a nightclub, with people dancing and talking in small groups, intoxicated by the almost magical aura of the environment.

My parents were the first to leave, tired from driving all day to get here and also from the strong emotions. I sent them home by Uber, casually mentioning that I might sleep elsewhere. I'll definitely sleep elsewhere. Bruno and Amanda left later, when the gallery was starting to empty. Fabio and the tall guy left together. 'No comments.' It was Ana's only comment about it, and at the end of the night, only the waiters, Cesar and Francisca, and the two of us remained, all tired to different degrees.

"Fabulous," Francisca said, fixing Ana's hair in a maternal way. "The art world will have a lot to talk about tomorrow, darling." I pretended not to see Ana swallowing hard as she smiled in response. Cesar passed by my side and said, "And you, please, think carefully about what I told you," giving me a wink before taking Francisca's arm. "Shall we, darling?" He sweetly invited, to which she replied, "All carnivals have their end," and with that, they said goodbye, giving us tight hugs.

"They're lovely, kind of weird, but lovely," I commented, making Ana laugh. "Can we go?" I asked, embracing her. She took one last look at the dark and empty room and replied, "We can," guiding me out of the exhibition. I drove in silence the entire way, but I noticed Ana watching me curiously. "What's up?" I finally asked when parking the car because it was obvious she wasn't going to speak. I got out and opened the door for her. "I was waiting for you to tell me what Cesar said to you," she replied with a mischievous smile. "But you don't have to if you don't want to," she added, taking my hand and leading me to her house. We unlocked the door, and the dark house revealed, as expected, that there was no sign that Fabio had already returned. Someone got lucky.

I followed her to her room, turned on the air conditioner, and we collapsed on the bed without turning on the lights, sighing with joint satisfaction. I've been in Ana's room a few times; it was a large room, with pastel green walls covered in sketches and drawings, a dresser overflowing with art supplies, with just a little corner dedicated to beauty products, a stack of books piling up next to a dusty violin case beside the large unmade bed today; the gray sheets and blankets were rolled up.

I look at her, softly illuminated by the moonlight streaming through a crack in the window, she's distracted, eyes closed, fingers intertwined with mine. "Cesar read my book," I finally reveal, making her open her eyes. She sits up in bed, "And then? Did he like it?" she inquires, smiling at her excitement. She has the same energy as a child opening presents on Christmas morning. "His exact words were, 'very touching'," I mimic him, "And what the hell does that mean?" she demands indignantly, leaning closer to look at my face.

"I think it must mean he liked it, since he sent it to several publishers," I reveal, her eyes widening even more, "And he received 4 offers," I add, "Four?" she repeats in absolute euphoria, a little more and she might explode into a cloud of confetti. "Yes, and one is from my current publisher, a proposal to publish under another label, with my own name," I tell her slowly because it still feels like a dream to me too. "That's it!" she exclaims, bouncing on the bed. "I knew it!" she continues, grabbing her arm and pulling her towards me until she's sitting on my hips, looking down at me with a huge smug smile. I want to share her joy.

"Yeah, you knew," I concede, holding her neck and pulling her to me, our lips touch, and her fingers sink into my hair, her tongue exploring my mouth, and she bites my lips, hungry. She pulls away panting, eyes on fire, body too. "You know what else I know?" she asks, shaking my head negatively, "I know today feels like a very special night," she murmurs. The suggestion oozes from her words as she presses her waist against mine.

"Do you want to?" I ask, it's almost rhetorical, because her eyes are full of lust, but I hope she responds, and she doesn't, stubborn. Instead, she grabs the hem of her white dress and pulls it up, taking it off with a cinematic movement that I watch almost in slow motion. And then she's sitting on me, wearing nothing but a nearly transparent white lace panties.

In the dim light, I see her illuminated only by the faint glow of the light, I'm in a very privileged position to admire her. Her gaze betrays primitive instincts, her tattoos framing her small breasts, of course she had a piercing there; I should have guessed that. "I think you should never wear clothes," I blurt out, my voice even hoarser than usual, awestruck by her beauty. She smiles, but says nothing more.

"I guess that was a yes then?" I venture, putting my hands on her hips, feeling her warm and velvety skin under my fingers. She takes my hands and guides them to her breasts, sighing loudly when my fingers close around them, fitting perfectly into her curves. "That's a hell yes," she finally responds, giving me the cue to sit up and kiss her slowly, with all the patience. I'm willing to enjoy every second of this.

My hands wander over her body, provoking tremors. I let my lips wander slowly to her neck, grazing her skin with my teeth, a growing desire to devour her. Finally, I reach my goal, and my mouth envelops her nipple, tasting the metallic flavor of the jewel and the coldness of the metal on my tongue, and it makes me even more horny.

She's impatient, hungry; her hands grab my dress, and I allow her to take it off and then throw it away. Her eyes roam my body indiscreetly. For a split second, I feel anxious about it, especially when they wander over my breasts and belly, passing over all the stretch marks that I usually hide and disguise with clothes. But that feeling quickly passes because in her eyes there's only warmth, and a kind of adoration that makes my blood run even faster in my veins.

Her hands slide to the clasp of my black bra, which she handles like a pro. She slides the straps off my shoulders slowly, savoring the moment. Finally, reaching my breasts, she pushes me back onto the bed, pressing our almost naked bodies, skin against skin. Her floral scent is infused in me. She kisses me again, and I marvel that all our kisses are still exactly as they were the first time, fireworks at sunset. Her mouth wanders over my body, full of hunger. I'm almost sure her kisses are leaving marks all over me, but I don't care.

Ana gets off me, feeling the moisture she left where our bodies touched. She sits on her knees on the bed and pulls me against her with ease, holding my gaze while sliding my panties down my legs, leaving me completely naked and at her mercy. "You're so perfect," she moans, with her hot mouth sliding down my thigh, teasing me, letting her fingers wander close, but not reaching their goal. Every touch electrifies my entire body. I'm so aroused it almost hurts. Her finger trails slowly through my center, feeling the growing moisture. She takes one of them to her mouth, savoring. "I knew you were going to be sweet," she murmurs, leaning in. If I died now, I would die happy. Her warm tongue touches my clit at the same time she slides a finger inside me, painfully slowly.

A part of me mistakenly imagined that maybe Ana was inexperienced in relationships with women. But she clearly had practiced a lot of that, or was just damn talented. It didn't matter. What mattered was that she knew exactly how to elicit from me the loudest pleasure moans I've ever given in my life. Always stopping just before I reached climax, and then restarting, infinitely, as if she could prolong my pleasure all night long. I had to beg her to finally go all the way, and she did, making me come so intensely that my legs shook.

Payback is coming, but I wasn't willing to do anything half-assed, not even think about it. I needed to recover, and I knew exactly how to do it. I got up and pulled her along. "What's up?" she asked, not understanding as I led her to the bathroom. "I need a shower," I replied. "Now?" she returned with a somewhat incredulous smile. I didn't respond immediately. I waited until we entered the bathroom of her room. She turned on the lights, blinding me for a moment. "I need a shower and to fuck you in the shower," I explained, pulling her towards me, sliding her panties away and touching her without ceremony, with circular movements that made her tremble. She seemed to like my plan. We turned on the hot water, and I pushed her into the shower. The water made her skin smooth and renewed my energy. I pushed her against the wall, kissing her as if we were drowning. I slid my fingers into her, making her moan loudly against my mouth.

She was hot, tight, absolutely perfect. Every movement sent a new tremor through her body, and increasingly delicious sounds escaped from her lips. I knelt in the shower, the hot water covering us, and tasted her, making my tongue penetrate her, and she squirmed with pleasure. "I know how to play too," I growled as I stood back up. I turned her around, pushing her against the wall, grabbed her wet hair, and exposed her neck so I could kiss her while penetrating her from behind with two fingers. I let go of her hair, embracing her completely, massaging her as I fucked her. She screamed, muttered curses that I didn't even know existed. "Do you want me to stop?" I asked with my mouth close to her ear. It was a rhetorical question. Her expression of ecstasy already answered, but hearing her moan, "Don't you dare," almost made me come again. "Don't stop," she begged, and I complied, increasing the rhythm until she finally reached climax, softening in my arms. She turned around again, I embraced her, pressing our bodies and mouths together. "Is this one of your secret talents?" she questioned, digging her nails into my back. "No," "It should be, definitely," "Maybe, but this one I'll keep exclusively for you," I promised as we returned to bed. The cold air gave me a shiver. Then, we dove together under the covers, with our legs entwined, and very quickly, we were on fire again. I'm not sure if we slept, I know we tried a few times, but we always woke up with our bodies craving more. I lost count of how many times we screamed with pleasure that night. In the morning, when the sun illuminated the room, entering without permission through the window, I opened my eyes, feeling my body tired and deliciously sore. Ana was holding me, her body intertwined with mine, breathing slowly, and I couldn't be happier.


CHAPTER FORTY-SIX
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August 5th, Saturday..

Waking up was difficult, like coming back to reality after a good dream, a perfect dream. My tousled bed was infused with the scent of vanilla; my own body bore its marks. Elena had already left, going out early to make coffee for her parents, bidding me farewell with a sweet kiss. I wonder if they heard anything from the house next door. Normally, I'm not so noisy in bed, but things had spiraled out of control to levels beyond imagination.

I've experienced pleasure before; let's say I've been lucky in that aspect in my previous relationships. I've usually had very dedicated partners, but with her, things were much more intense, as if she had the perfect frequency. Remembering the things we did the night before makes my body heat up again, and from the expressions she made, I think she felt something very similar.

I don't want to get up, I want to sleep for the next millennium and dream about Elena, but today is Saturday and Saturdays are sacred. I check my phone; a message from Uncle Fábio: "On my way, kitten. I'm going to stop at a bakery to get coffee." It's good that he chose tonight to sleep away; it would be a bit difficult to look him in the eye today if he were in the room next door listening to us. I'm still staring at my phone when another message comes, "I'll be there in 10 minutes. Do I need to bring anything?" from Amanda. I vaguely remember inviting her to have breakfast with us today, as a way to calm her down about my crisis. "OK, just bring your illustrious presence," I replied, now motivated enough to get out of bed; I need some basic care not to look like a zombie.

I drag myself to the bathroom, face my reflection in the mirror. My hair is the definition of chaos; I guess sleeping with it wet wasn't such a great idea, but who was thinking about that at the time? On my neck, I find marks from the night before, small and delicate shadows of the kisses she left. I take a photo and send it to Elena, captioned "Miss you." She views it, but doesn't respond immediately. It takes about 5 minutes, and I'm almost finished brushing my teeth when she sends me a photo taken in her bathroom, showing her neck deeply marked, in a way that should be almost impossible to hide. Apparently, I went too far. "I think my mom thinks you're a vampire," "Sorry," I replied, feeling incredibly guilty. "I don't forgive you. I want more. All the marks you want to leave on me, and everything that comes with them." Great, now even texting makes me excited.

I need a cold shower; I step into the shower, but the cold water doesn't help much because the recent scenes those walls witnessed keep coming back. I'm screwed. I finish my shower and put on some pajamas, occupy my mind in preparing a coffee pot. Uncle Fábio is the first to arrive, arms full of bags, a guilty expression behind a mischievous smile, yesterday's clothes completely wrinkled. He puts the stuff on the table and collapses into a chair, sighing in relief. "Did you have a good night?" I tease him, giving him a good morning kiss on the cheek; he gives me a concerned look.

"I think I'm smitten," he confesses bluntly. "Wow, really?" "Ana, he... he was just..." "No sordid details, please," I request with a groan. "Here's the thing. Of course, we hooked up, but it wasn't just that," he replies with a silly smile, I think it's the first time I've seen him like this. Like, ever. "He cooked for me, Ana, and he cooks very well, and we ate, drank wine, and talked all night... It was so intimate," "Wow, uncle, that's great," "And we're going to see each other again today, so it wasn't just a one-night thing," he informs me, standing up full of excitement. "Okay, take a shower and then you can tell me more details. Amanda should be almost here," I command him, half of me happy for his happiness, half terrified that he's diving in so fast.

Well, we would deal with that later. Being anxious has never helped me with anything.

I opened his bags and set the table; he had exaggerated in quantity, as always. When I finished putting out the last tray of donuts, the doorbell rang, announcing that Amanda had arrived. I opened the door, and she greeted me with an illuminated smile and a hug. "Good morning," she chirped, before narrowing her eyes and giving me a mischievous smile, "Did you have fun yesterday?" she asked, tracing on my neck the delicate marks that Elena had left with her finger, "You have no idea," I confess.

At this point, denying doesn't make much sense, "Finally!" she screams as she enters, "I was starting to think the hottie neighbor was in the wait-to-have-sex group," "We just wanted it to be special," I argued defensively, following her into the kitchen, internally thinking that if I knew what awaited me, I probably wouldn't have waited so long, "And was it special?" Amanda asked indiscreetly, "You can bet all your money on that," "Well, it was to be expected, considering the things she writes," "Did you read it?" I ask excitedly, it's been a week since she borrowed my box of books; she smiles mischievously, "Only the first one so far, and you were right the story is great, maybe I would like the naughty part more if there were some guys involved, but I can't deny that the hottie knows what she's doing," "When are you going to start calling her Elena?" "When she stops being a hottie?" she retorts, pouring a cup of steaming coffee for both of us.

"Where's Fábio?" "Taking a shower, he just arrived," "Just arrived?" "He slept out, or didn't sleep, if you prefer," "Did he sleep with the guy from the party?" she asked with a gasp, widening her brown eyes, "Gossips!" Uncle Fábio sentenced coming out of his room in pajamas and a robe, using a towel as a turban. "If you don't want us to talk about you, you shouldn't give us reason," I commented amused, he gave me an almost evil look, "Is that so, sweetie? It's good that you think so, because Dona Marta sent me a message at four in the morning asking if everything was okay, because she couldn't stop hearing... how did she say it?... oh yes, screams of agony coming from our house," I felt my face warm, but maintained my composure sipping my coffee; I deserved that. "They weren't screams of agony," I commented, making them laugh.

"I came to that conclusion when I remembered you said Elena was going to sleep here," he added, sitting at the table and crossing his legs dramatically with a mischievous smile, "But I came close to calling the police. Poor old lady," "My God, you didn't let your neighbors sleep, you naughty thing," "It's true, I had sex, and it was noisy," I admitted defeated, "Until four in the morning?" "Amanda!" I shouted exasperated, "Sorry, friend, I'm not judging, I'm even a little jealous," "Can we just move past this and have coffee like civilized adults?" "Do you know how to be civilized?" "Uncle..." "Okay, okay, jeez... So much grumpiness so early, it doesn't even seem like you spent the nigh..." "UNCLE!!" "Okay, I'll stop."

He didn't stop; the jokes lasted the whole morning. After we ate until we couldn't eat anymore, we went to the couch to gossip and watch cartoons. Uncle Fábio gave us all the details about his prince charming, even details that I definitely didn't need to know, until finally, tired of going in circles, they came to their little intervention. "So are you going to tell us what that was all about yesterday?" "I had a panic attack," "But sweetheart, everything is perfect. Did I say something wrong?" Uncle Fábio asks sadly. "No Uncle, it was just a feeling I was having and sort of came back with a vengeance at that moment." "And do you want to talk about it?" "Sorry Uncle, but it's about Elena and it's a personal thing for her, I don't want to say anything without knowing if she's okay with it. But the important thing is that we talked and everything's okay." Is it? I have to believe so. Even though I still have my doubts, I need to believe in Elena. I told her I would. Anyway, my answer satisfies them and they don't insist on this subject anymore; finally, I end up falling asleep leaning on Amanda's shoulder.




CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN
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August 5th, Saturday.

Ana's exhibition went viral. César had sent me a link with several articles on the internet talking about it; people were loving everything about it. The story of the super obscure painter who found a writer, fell in love with her, and completely changed her style was really appealing. Photos of the dark room and the paintings, including my portrait, were now circulating uncontrollably on the internet. I asked César to let me tell Ana about it; actually, I was just a little afraid that she would freak out again. It was exactly what she feared would happen, and I had no doubt that by now, Samantha would be somewhere looking at pictures of me and Ana. That's it, there's no turning back now.

Mom kept giving me uneasy looks the whole time I was doing her nails on the couch, while dad was softly snoring in the armchair with Fairy nestled in his lap. I showed mom the articles on the internet; since then, her expression has been a mixture of pride and fear that clearly didn't match. When I finished painting the last nail, I stepped back to observe my work. "When did you get so good at this?" she asked, also looking at my handiwork. "Fabio gave me some tips." "Ah, I see," she responds distantly, again giving me an indecipherable look. "What's up, Mrs. Elisa, how long are you going to stare?" I confront her. "I'm not staring... am I?" she asks defensively. "You bet."

She sighs, once again diving into her thoughts. "Sorry, sweetie." "Spill it." "I'm just... Worried, my love. I mean, I'm very happy the exhibition was successful, but I don't think it was a good idea." And here we go. "I know what you're going to say." "You do?" "Mom, I know, I've thought about it. Of course, Samantha will know where I am now, but it doesn't matter." "How does it not matter, my love?" "Yesterday, when Ana had that crisis, that's exactly what it was because of. She was scared, but I wasn't. Not anymore. Samantha has a restraining order; if she tries to get near me again, I'll put her in jail. I just want to live my life in peace, without hiding, is it too much to ask, huh?" "It's not," mom agrees and adds, "And what does Ana think about this?" "I know she's still scared... She thinks if Samantha shows up, I'll just drop everything and go back to her... but there's no chance of that happening, mom."

Mom is looking at me very carefully, "Did you realize you're saying her name?" she asks curiously. I think about it. Months ago, just that would be enough to send me into a tailspin, but at some point, thinking about her stopped having that kind of effect on me. "I am, aren't I?" I reply, feeling a smile forming on my face.

"That's a great sign, my love... I think you're right, you deserve to be happy, enjoy your life, publish your books, and live without fear. You know what, I think we should celebrate," she replies, nudging dad's leg, who wakes up startled. "What? Where?" he asks confused, making Fairy jump to the ground visibly unhappy with the interruption to her nap. "We have to celebrate," mom repeats, to which dad responds, "Let's have a barbecue." "What?" I ask, trying to follow his train of thought. "Barbecue, nothing better for a celebration." "But you don't even know what we're celebrating." "What are we celebrating?" he asks, turning to mom, "Our daughter's happiness." "Barbecue then," he repeats decisively, "But I don't even have a grill." "We'll fix that character flaw right now," he adds already putting on his shoes, making me realize that this is a lost battle. "Can I at least invite Ana?" "Sure, you have five minutes, I'll wait for you in the car," he replies getting up. "Go ahead, sweetie, I'll put away your nail polishes," mom says with a little smile.

Sometimes I forget how impulsive they can be. I follow dad outside and run to the neighboring house while he starts the car, ring the doorbell, and after a while, Fabio appears sleepy rubbing his face. "Good morning, my dear," he sings when he sees me, giving me a quick hug. As he pulls away, his eyes inevitably stop at the not-so-subtle marks Ana left on my neck. "My God, girl, it looks like you were attacked," he teases, feigning a horrified expression. "It's not that bad," I argue, but it's a lie. "It's terrible, rest assured, I'll give Ana a good scolding, that's not how I raised that girl," he says with a wicked smile, as if the idea amused him. "Don't you dare," I ask, returning his smile. "Speaking of her, is she home?" "Wasn't one night enough for you?" "How do you know? I wasn't even home," I retort, thinking that would shut him up, but it only makes his smile grow. "A neighbor called me to talk about the screams of agony at four in the morning." "They weren't screams of agony," I replied calmly, not willing to give in. He chuckled. "Funny, that's exactly what Ana said." "You're torturing her with this, aren't you?" "Just a little."

"So, is she home?" I ask again. In response, he opens the door a little wider for her to see her slumped on the couch leaning on Amanda, who waves to me. "She napped all morning, it's like she didn't even sleep at night," he says mischievously. His jokes never end. "You're terrible." "I know, do you want me to wake her up?" "No need, my parents decided they want to have a barbecue. I just stopped by to invite you guys, we're going to buy stuff now, so, like, in about two hours everything should be ready, what do you think?" "That would be great, of course we'll come," he says excitedly. Right after, his face lights up as if he had a great idea. "Can I invite a friend?" "Sure, I was thinking of inviting Bruno, do you think he would come?" "For free food? You bet he would." "Cool, I'll send him a message then, see you guys later," I finished heading to the car, where dad was already giving me impatient looks.

Dad is the king of barbecues; that's one of his secret talents. Actually, he started with this whole secret talents thing, and I have to admit, he's really good at it. He always knows exactly how to please everyone, thinking of every detail, from the meat's doneness to the perfect sides, options for those who don't eat meat, drinks, everything. I theorize that one hemisphere of his brain must be dedicated exclusively to this topic. So, seeing him move quickly in the supermarket gathering ingredients is actually quite impressive.

I took the opportunity to message Bruno. He responded almost immediately, confirming his presence, which, in a way, confirmed Fabio's theory about free food. While we sped through the aisles, dad took my hand and noticed, for the first time, the silver ring Ana gave me. "How beautiful," he comments. "Ana gave it to me when she asked me out; it was her mother's," I explain. He responds to this with a playful smile. "What's up?" I ask, as I help him reach for a package of coarse salt on the high shelf. "It's funny how things turned out; it seems like your life took a sharp turn in such a short time." "It sure did." "I like this girl, Ana; she's calm, I think she's good for you," he confesses, warming my heart.

"Really? I thought you were against fast relationships, at least that's what you told me, right?" "I did, but every rule has its exception." "And what's the exception to this one?" "Well, finding the right person." "So you think Ana is the right person for me?" He chuckles at my question. "I don't know about you, you're complicated, but I know you're the right person for her," he tells me with a wink, guiding me to the produce section, where he starts picking ingredients for his famous vinaigrette. "And why do you think that?" "It's quite obvious, like yesterday, when she was feeling unwell..." "It was a panic attack," I explain, helping him choose tomatoes. "Yeah, that, everyone was freaking out, watching the girl drowning on dry land, even me and your mom, but you knew exactly what to do to help her... It was beautiful to see."

"I really like her," I confess to him. "Believe me, your mom and I heard that." "Oh, dad, come on," I groan, feeling my face turn red. "It was a joke; you're an adult, sweetheart, you don't owe me any explanations." "Sorry, we might have gotten carried away," he laughs in agreement. "Your mom likes her too, and that's saying a lot; she usually thinks no one is good enough for you, so if that's not a good sign, I don't know what is," he finishes with tenderness. That's dad, philosophical conversations full of meaning in supermarket aisles. It's always been like this; there were never difficult or tense subjects that he couldn't casually address; he should put that on his list of secret talents.

We returned home and started the preparations. Dad assembled my new grill, while mom and I moved the table outside and started the preparations. I was given the illustrious task of chopping the ingredients for the vinaigrette into meticulously small pieces, dad's quality standard. The delicious smell of meat attracted Amanda, Ana, and Fabio outside. Ana seemed renewed after sleeping practically the whole day; she hugged me from behind and gave me a gentle kiss on the side of my face. "Hey," she spoke sweetly, not letting go of me, "Did you sleep well? I came by to see you, and you were out like a light." "Very well, thank you; we didn't have lunch, I'm starving." "We'll fix that. Want to help me?" "Sure," she replied, picking up a knife from the table and starting to help me chop the tomatoes.

Shortly after, Fabio's mysterious guest arrived, the life of the party. How did I not foresee this? His name was Fernando; he brought wine, which I found a bit presumptuous for a barbecue, but he also brought chocolates for Fabio, and about that, I have to admit, it was quite sweet. So, I gave in, and as an art journalist, he was kind of obsessed with Ana; it was somewhat inevitable, but he almost disguised it well. He was a fun guy, and if he treated Fabio well, I could learn to like him.

Bruno was the last to arrive, bringing ice cream and sodas, even though I told him we didn't need anything. While dad finished his masterpiece, I took the opportunity to talk to Ana. There's no point in postponing the inevitable, so I held her hand and walked away from the backyard, walking down the street with her. "You've been pretty mysterious," she commented with a smile. "It wasn't intentional; I just wanted a little privacy. César sent me some messages today." "About your book?" she asked excitedly. Here we go. "About the exhibition," I replied, taking my phone out of my pants pocket, opening his message with the links, and showing it to her.

She read the articles in silence, link after link. We were almost completing the full circle around the block when she handed me back my phone. "So, we're a success." "You know, your words say one thing, but your expression says another?" She sighs, letting go of my hand and hugging me. "Sorry?" "It's okay, I thought more about our conversation yesterday, and maybe you were right." Immediately she backed away, her eyes wide open. "I don't understand, does that mean you're going to leave me and go back to her?" Ana asked, making me burst into laughter. "You're crazy," I replied, finally stopping on the street, the shadow of a huge tree pulling her closer. "I meant that I understand why you're scared; I can't just tell you that everything is fine and expect you to believe it; I had no right to be upset with you."

"I just don't want anything bad to happen to us," she murmured, hugging me even tighter. "I know, and that's one of the reasons why I like you even more, but we need to enjoy the moment, your exhibition..." "Our," she immediately corrects, "Of course, our exhibition, it's a success, people love your... our art. So, can we just take one day at a time and enjoy this?" "I think that's a pretty reasonable plan," she replied, giving me a peck on the lips before pulling me back to the barbecue.


CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT
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September 12th, Tuesday.

I imagined things would calm down after the exhibition and all. What a beginner's mistake. With the exhibition gaining internet fame, my peace disappeared; galleries and museums began scrambling to get in line to host the exhibition. That, and requests for artwork. Even César and Francisca were going crazy with so much attention. There were so many requests for original paintings that even if I painted 24 hours a day, it would still take me a few years to fulfill them all. The good part is that the inspiration kept flowing, and considering that I had been sleeping in her bed almost every day, I have serious suspicions that this would not be an issue again.

But despite all these "problems," which definitely aren't problems, everything was going wonderfully well. So well that I simply managed to erase Samantha's existence and Elena's horrible past from my mind. I was able to just enjoy the success we were having and all the happiness surrounding me. That is, until I walked out of the bathroom in the middle of the day and found a strange woman standing in the middle of my studio.

My blood froze in my veins. She was tall, maybe the same height as Elena, or a few centimeters taller, with bronzed skin and red hair in an American cut, wearing a black dress and carrying a huge brown leather bag slung over her left shoulder. It's her. I don't know how I know it, but every cell in my body screamed her name. I wanted to turn back and hide, but she heard the noise of the door opening and immediately turned around, looking me up and down with her black eyes. She was beautiful, in a serious sort of way, like a teacher, but I don't know why I'm thinking about that, maybe because nervousness makes my mind go to strange places.

"Good afternoon," she spoke politely, her voice sweet, crystalline. Did I make a mistake? "This is a private studio," were the words I saw coming out of my mouth, harsh and square, scratching my throat as they were spoken. "Sorry, I'm a big fan of your work, I knocked, but no one answered, I saw that the door was open and ended up coming in," she replied simply and with great diction, each word pronounced with almost educational slowness. I wasn't wrong. She was lying, she wasn't a fan of my work at all, and that wasn't what brought her here, because no one outside my inner circle knows about my studio. "Thank you, but this is a private environment. I don't receive... Anyone here," I briefly saw a glimpse of discontent in her expression, but she almost immediately masked it. "Ah, that's a shame. I was hoping to be able to buy one of your originals," "I can't help you with that. My managers handle the sales," she blinked a few times, displeased with my refusals. "Couldn't you make an exception? I confess I prefer your old works. I think they suit you better," "I'm sorry, you'll have to leave," "But...", "Now," I cut her off sharply.

Her smile wavered for a split second, almost dropping her mask of cordiality, then she walked towards me, and I needed all my strength not to run away. "I'll leave my card with you, in case you change your mind," she said, handing me the card that I hesitated a lot to take. Samantha Dias. It was the name written on it. She watched me read the name intently, as if expecting a reaction. She certainly wanted one, but I remained impassive as I stuffed it into my pocket. Then she turned and left. As soon as she crossed the door, I ran to lock it, feeling the blood rushing so fast through my veins that I could almost hear it.

It was her. If she was here, she had followed me. If she had followed me, she knows where I live. That wasn't difficult; surely that information is somewhere on the internet. But she wasn't after me, she wanted to find Elena, of course. It must not have crossed her mind that Elena would be my neighbor, so she came here. But what would I do with this information? I had to talk to Elena. She could call the police. But would she want to call the police? No, Ana, you're not going down that path.

I revisited our conversation, wondering if she would know that I found her out. Possibly yes, she clearly made sure of that, or she wouldn't have given me her card. Thinking more about it, it was possible that she counted on the idea that I would rush to Elena. I was sure of that. I could call Elena and tell her what happened. What would she think? What would she do, and if she had a crisis, like last time? No, definitely it would be better if I did this face to face.

I need to go home. I touched the doorknob with that intention, but withdrew my hand as if it were electrified. What if she was waiting for me outside? What if she followed me? Think, Ana. Think.

I walked in circles so many times that I think my steps were imprinted on the floor, but nothing came to me. I couldn't hide there forever. Courage, Ana. I opened the door and grabbed the bicycle, pushing it out onto the street. The black car. The black car with tinted windows, parked on the corner. It was her. I grabbed my phone, dialed Bruno's number, it rang twice before he answered. "Hey, is something wrong? You never call," he spoke jokingly from the other end, "Bruno, this is important, listen carefully. I think someone is following me." I spoke slowly, trying to maintain a controlled expression, pushing the bike down the street. When I turned the corner, I fell silent, but a few meters later, there it was, the black car. Shit. "I'm definitely being followed," "What do you mean?" he shouted from the other side. "Look, it's a lot of information, but Elena has a crazy ex-girlfriend who's trying to find her. I need to talk to Elena, but I want to do it in person, and I'm afraid she might try to do something," "My God, that's crazy, where are you?" "Heading home, very slowly," "Okay, I'm coming there now, you stay calm, okay?" "Okay," I lied, hanging up the phone and putting it in the pocket of the jumpsuit that I hadn't remembered to take off. Clearly, not calm at all. I continued on my way, walking as slowly as possible. As long as I didn't get close to Elena's house, everything would be fine. Bruno would arrive, we could confront the black car, and then I could talk to Elena in peace. Great plan. That. It will work out.

I arrived much earlier than usual. Uncle Fabio definitely wouldn't be home yet, and at this time, Elena should be on her couch, sitting in a very unergonomic way, writing something that I'll love to read. The black car approaches as I enter my yard and lock the bike in its usual place. The driver's door opens. I should just go inside, but it's stronger than me. I turn around and see Samantha staring at me from the street.

"You know who I am, right?", "You gave me your card," I reply motionless as she walks towards me. "That's not what I meant.", "You followed me," I reply as she approaches even closer. "Look, you seem nice, try to understand me, I just want to talk to her, it's nothing," "You should go away," I reply. "No. I need to talk to Elena," finally her calm ends, this last sentence sounds almost like an order and sends a shiver down my spine, "I can't help you with that," "You must be feeling very special, right? She does this, makes it seem like you're the center of the universe, but that won't last," she provokes coldly, "She'll always come back to me, because we were made for each other," this time I almost felt like laughing, it was as if a switch had been flipped, suddenly I didn't understand why I had been so afraid. Desperate like this, she almost seemed kind of pathetic. But laughing might not be a good idea, so I just repeated, "You really should go away." But she didn't, she walked towards me, her eyes burning with fury, reached into her bag and pulled out a knife. A long, shiny blade, certainly not something a normal person would have in their bag. Shit. "Just tell me where she is and I'll leave," she ranted.

I felt my temples throb; all the calm was gone. This woman is crazy, and she's a crazy woman with a knife, and no one with a knife in their bag could just want to talk. I would never say anything about Elena to her, no matter what happened. "Come on, speak," she ordered, but I didn't move. "Seriously, just leave, she's happy," was the only thing I managed to say. It was meant to be advice, but it must not have sounded like advice to her. No, I think she understood it as a threat or maybe a provocation, because my words made her rush towards me and try to stab me again.

I watched the whole scene happen in slow motion. She raised the knife. I really don't want to think about where she was aiming, but in a lapse of consciousness and self-defense, I managed to put my arm in front in a way that the metal only passed through the flesh of my forearm. I didn't exactly feel pain, it was more like an intense, vibrant burning sensation, and then hot liquid began to gush profusely as I fell sitting on the floor, too shocked to react.

She was ready to come at me again when Bruno finally arrived. He understood the scene very quickly; there was no time to stop the bike. He just jumped off and ran, while the bike hit the black car. He jumped on Samantha, destabilizing her, causing her to drop her knife, and he took advantage of that moment to kick her away in succession, filled with adrenaline. "Don't move," he shouted, holding her down with a voice full of angry rage when Samantha tried to retrieve her weapon again. "My God, Ana, did she hurt you?"

At that moment, the door of the neighboring house opened. We all turned to see Elena coming out with a confused expression, probably drawn by the screams and the noise of the bike crashing into the car. Damn it. Her green eyes swept the scene, apathetic until they locked onto me, and then her expression turned to absolute terror.


CHAPTER FORTY-NINE
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"What the hell," I growled, running as fast as my legs could carry me and jumping over the fence that separated the yards. I knew something had happened when I heard the sound of vehicles crashing; the noise had pulled me out of a writing trance and drawn me outside, but I definitely didn't expect what I found. I knelt beside Ana; her eyes were huge, full of fear, and she was bleeding desperately, the warm liquid pouring from the cut on her arm and soaking her jumpsuit.

"Ana, damn it, what happened?" I questioned, firmly placing my hand over the wound and applying pressure, trying to stop the bleeding. "You need a doctor," I stated, attempting to get her to stand up. She was trembling; her gaze wandered between me and a figure ahead that I hadn't noticed yet.

Actually, not one, but two. When I finally turned around, I saw Samantha and Bruno standing a few steps away. Bruno's threats didn't seem sufficient to keep Samantha on the ground now that I was there; she was trying to lunge towards me, but he kept holding her by the arm, preventing her from reaching us.

"You...," I hissed, feeling the taste of bile rising in my throat. It was my fault. I had been too emphatic in saying that I wasn't afraid, but I never imagined for a moment that Samantha could put other people at risk, and that had just proven to be a tremendous stupidity on my part.

"Was it you?" I snarled, unable to tame my feelings. A torrent of disbelief, guilt, and anger exploded in my chest. I made sure to hold Samantha's gaze as I took my phone out of my pants pocket and dialed the police. "I just wanted to talk to you; this is her fault," Samantha lamented, trying a new attack, but Bruno held her back again. "Then why did you bring the damn knife?" I shouted in response, and that seemed to destabilize her for a moment. The call was answered; I wrapped Ana with one arm, pressing her against me. The heat of the blood that soaked her clothes against my skin made me nauseous. "My girlfriend was attacked with a knife... Yes, that just happened; the person is here; a friend took her knife... yes... that... the address is Flower Avenue, number 159. That's it. We need an ambulance, please. She's bleeding a lot, yes, I'll do that, please," the call ended; I pressed on the cut again and tried to reassure her as gently as possible, even though calmness was something I had in zero quantity at the moment.

"Help is on the way," "Elena... Love, please, listen to me," Samantha whimpered, Bruno had managed to make her sit on the ground, keeping her arms pinned to her body. Ana shivered in my arms; I felt my jaw clench and the vein in my neck pulsate. "Don't call me that," I vociferated, my voice sounded so hoarse and guttural that the command came out almost like a growl, Samantha recoiled. "You don't know what love is, you have no idea. What we had was a sick, damned, completely wrong thing... You need help, Samantha, damn it, did you think you could come here, hurt Ana, and I would want to listen to you? Damn it, you must be crazy...," "Elena...," "No," I shouted even louder. "You're going to jail, I finally found someone I love, a peaceful and good love, and I'm not going to let you ruin that. I hope I never have to look at your damn face again," I released in a cathartic torrent of fury that finally made her shut up.

The police arrived first; they subdued Samantha, and one of the officers helped me stop the bleeding. "It was deep, but you'll be okay," he promised in a friendly manner, but Ana looked terribly pale, and when she tried to say something, it sounded like she was drunk. By this point, her jumpsuit was completely dyed red, and amidst my foggy thoughts, I realized that she had bled a lot. We watched Samantha being put into the police car while Bruno explained what happened. Still tense, I told the police that Samantha had done this before and that I had a restraining order against her, and that seemed to be enough for them.

"Hey, it's going to be okay," Ana murmured when the officer stepped back a bit. I let out a nervous laugh in response. "Ana, this is like the complete opposite of okay. Damn it, how did this happen," I whimpered, and she leaned her head against my neck, her skin feeling terribly cold against mine. I didn't want to think about it, but involuntarily my mind started repeating in a loop that she was going to leave me, no chance of her staying with a girl who had a homicidal ex-girlfriend. She could have really died. "I'm so sorry, Ana, so much. Please forgive me," "Did you mean it?" she asked me, momentarily distracting me from her suffering, "About what?" I returned confused, "When you said you found someone you love, did you mean it?" she persisted, and I laughed at her question, the ambulance finally arriving, with its siren interrupting our conversation. "Did I?" she insisted as I guided her towards them. "Is that your doubt?" I returned incredulous.

But the paramedic separated us, taking her arm and asking what happened. She couldn't answer, which worried me even more. "She was attacked with a knife," one of the officers took the lead in answering, approaching, while she examined her arm. With each passing second, Ana seemed more distant. "Great job stopping the bleeding," the paramedic praised, tossing something liquid and cold. Ana hissed and unleashed a torrent of curses. "Sorry," she apologized, placing a piece of fabric over the cut and applying pressure gently. "We'll take care of you now," she promised, helping her into the ambulance. "You're going to need stitches, and she's lost a lot of blood, she might need a transfusion," she spoke to her colleague. "Right," the second paramedic responded. "We're going to take you to the hospital. It's going to be okay," he reassured her again.

"Can I go with her?" I asked, already getting in alongside her, with no chance of anyone keeping me away from her. "Yes, of course," I sat beside her, holding her hand firmly.

"So?" she asked again. I looked at her even more incredulously. "You can't be serious," "Do you love me?" she insisted, as if she were clinging only to that to stay awake. I smiled in response, resting my forehead against hers, and murmuring very slowly, "Of course I love you, Ana. Wasn't that clear to you when we adopted a cat together?"


EPILOGUE

[image: C:\Users\debora.carvalho\AppData\Local\Microsoft\Windows\INetCache\Content.Word\Design sem nome (1).png]

ANA & ELENA

Six months have passed, the stitches are gone now, and the wound has healed, leaving behind only a thin silver line, which you can barely notice, unless you know what you're looking for. And nobody is looking for it, because we have much more important things to think about.

"How can you have so many things, it was just one room?" Elena grumbled, placing the last box on the floor. She had a tired expression on her face, but not enough to hide her excitement. "Look who's talking, you needed seven trucks for your move," Ana retorted, although she was also wondering where all this clutter was coming from. She had always considered herself somewhat minimalist. "It was only four trucks, you exaggerator," "I might as well not move if this is such a hassle for you, miss," Ana teased.

Elena didn't respond immediately; she just smiled, cornering her against the entryway wall of the loft, the loft that would now be theirs, the same wall where they had almost kissed for the first time, a lifetime ago. But this time, she kissed her freely until she almost left her breathless. "You already said yes, there's no turning back."

You know, things have been going well, very well. Uncle Fábio is dating, for real, for the first time since... Well, forever, and Fernando has been a really nice guy. Oh yes, I think it's already clear, but Elena finally convinced Ana to move in with her. Ana even tried to resist, just charm, but Elena made her a somewhat irresistible offer.

Uncle Fábio was devastated, but come on, she was just moving to the house next door, and anyway, Fernando was practically already living with him; he wouldn't have the chance to feel too lonely. Still, he stipulated a contract for the maintenance of mandatory Saturday breakfasts and bi-weekly SkinCare nights. And well, no one had considered ending that anyway.

The exhibition continues to be successful, no news there. Oh yes, Elena's new book already has a publication date, in two months. And she can pretend she's relaxed, but she's freaking out a little. And even though no one is thinking about her, maybe it's important to emphasize that Samantha was arrested; the final hearing was less than three weeks ago, and the verdict was guilty of attempted murder. Thirteen years of sentence, maybe less if she behaves; let's hope it's enough to make her get over it.

It's late afternoon when Ana collapses tired on the couch; the move is finally complete. Fairy immediately jumps into her lap, curling up like a ball in her favorite sleeping spot. Ana takes a deep breath; this is her new home now. From the kitchen, Elena casts a loving glance as she serves two cups of tea and slices of cake. She puts everything on a wooden tray and brings it over when she comes to sit next to Ana.

Once seated, she hands a cup to Ana, who returns a curious look. "What's up?" "Come on, you promised." "But it will lose its charm." "Elena, that was the deal; I come to live with you and you tell me the two latest secret talents." "All right," she replied with a long sigh of defeat, taking a sip of her mint tea, "Okay, I'll start with what I'm sure you'll find least interesting. But you need to understand, it needs context." "Stop stalling." "Okay, secret talent number three is... I can solve a Rubik's cube in less than one minute and twenty-three seconds," Elena announced, and Ana didn't seem impressed.

"Is that it? I moved in for a Rubik's cube?" she asked incredulously. Elena leaned in and kissed her. "You moved in because you love me and can't live without me," she corrected with the soft voice that always left Ana unsettled. "Yeah, that's a good point, but Rubik's cube? You don't even have a Rubik's cube. In what context is that useful, love?" "Imagine you're at a party and there's a Rubik's cube..." "What kind of party is that? Who would bring a Rubik's cube to a party?" "Okay, imagine you're walking down the street and bump into someone with a Rubik's cube." "A child." "What?" "It's going to be a child with the Rubik's cube." "Whatever, that person..." "Child," "Can't solve the cube, so I offer my help and solve the whole thing in one minute and twenty-three seconds, it's quite impressive." "That never happened, right?" "Doesn't matter," Elena concludes, and they both laugh.

"Okay, and talent number one?" "You won't be able to complain about this one." "Don't get your hopes up." "My secret talent number one is palmistry," she announced triumphantly, causing Ana to blink a few times. "What?" "I can read palms," Elena explained. "That doesn't exist." "Oh, sometimes I forget you're a ninety-year-old soulless skeptic." "I'm a woman of science." "Well, science will have to deal with the fact that I can read palms and that I'm very good at it." "Okay, let's see, show me your magic then," Ana challenges, extending her hands to Elena, who responds with a triumphant smile. "And I won't accept it if you just look at them and say I'm going to live long, I want detailed explanations," Ana adds as Elena takes her hands, accepting the challenge; her fingers glide over the lines smoothly, almost a caress.

"Okay, half of palmistry is about touch; hands are like doors to the soul," "Wasn't that the role of the eyes?" Ana interrupted, "Come on, love, you need to take this seriously," Elena scolded her, "Okay," "People use their hands to convey affection, trust, to calm. When we touch our hands like this..." she murmured seriously, intertwining their fingers, "We connect our auras. Each hand tells a story. Most people never notice the marks on their hands, but if you stop to look, you'll see they're different. You're right-handed, so this is your active hand; it tells about your opportunities and challenges in the present and future, and this other one here, your passive hand, it speaks about your talents and weaknesses, and also your dreams," they exchange intense looks, "Got your interest?" "Just because you're very seductive." "Then I'll continue."

"This one," she indicated the line that was higher on Ana's palm, just below the fingers, "Is the heart line. Every reading starts with it; it reveals things about your emotional state," "And what does mine say?" Ana asked, unable to disguise her curiosity. "Your line touches the mount of Jupiter, which is that highest point just below your index finger. That shows you're an altruistic and generous person in any kind of relationship. And you see, like here at the end it splits into three, like a trident?" "Yes." "That represents luck, in love and life. And there's one more thing," "What?" "When a couple has similar heart lines, it indicates they're compatible," she explained, placing her hand next to Ana's so she could see they had the same characteristics with a serene smile. "Want me to continue?" "Yes."

"The second line in a reading is the head line, this one that's just below the heart line, always starting on the opposite side," "And what does that reveal?" "It shows how our thoughts manifest in our life. Here, your head line starts connected to this other one, the life line. I'll explain better later, but what this means is that you're a careful person, who always thinks a lot before acting. Your line is long, crosses almost your whole hand, and it curves toward your wrist. Both of these things speak about you being creative, having an imaginative approach to life, and a gift for the arts, but we both already knew that," "You're not making all this up, are you?" "Of course not."

"The next one is the life line, and the fate line. Neither will tell you how long you'll live or anything like that; the life line will talk about the passion with which you lead your life, and the fate line will show if you're in control of it. Here, your life line is long, well-defined, and has a clear curve. That shows you're focused on achieving your goals, but without being harmful to anyone. And you see that it has a second line, much weaker on the side, like it's double?" "I see." "It means you've already found your soulmate," Elena explained with a smug smile, "You're not manipulating this, are you?" "I'm a professional, miss," she replied showing her own hand, and although her life line was very different, the second line was also there. Ana couldn't help but smile.

"And what does your line mean?" "My life line is curved; it dips toward the palm sharply. That means I had an opportunity to turn to a new direction, which could seem... complicated, but in the end, it was very worth it. My line is also deep, much more than yours, you see?" "Yes," "It shows that I'm someone who has intense feelings, who jumps headfirst and embraces everything life offers me," "And has that been working out for you?" "It's been working out very well for me," she replied with another kiss.

"The last one is your fate line. Your line starts in the middle of your hand, and it has several faults and marks. That means you had obstacles at the beginning of your life, but they led you to change its course, for the better," "Would the reading have been the same if you didn't know me?" "Hard to say, these marks are always changing. If we didn't know each other, they could be completely different," Elena explained, still stroking Ana's hand. "But do these things always mean that?" "Yes." "And where did you learn to read palms?" "When I was a teenager, I bought a manual at a thrift store, and I got really obsessed with it. I never forgot. Sometimes, when I'm a little lost, I still look at my hands, searching for answers."

They fall silent, their hands still touching, finishing eating the cake and also drinking their cups of tea. And again they go back to sweet kisses with a minty taste. When they part, Ana sighs and declares satisfied, "This is very good." "This what? The kisses?" "No, us," "Good how?" Elena returns with a smile full of love. Ana enjoys this question, she looks at the painting they just hung on the living room wall. She knows the perfect answer: "Good, like flowers and unicorns."
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Viviane got dumped. Big time.

Carla left, taking her TV, video game, and leaving behind only a cat, who hates Viviane. (Seriously, who does that?)

And all she wanted to do to forget was to drown her sorrows. What wasn't in her plans, but inevitably ended up happening, was getting involved with Catarina, a beautiful woman, (not that it matters) who wants to steal her dream job and seems very willing to complicate every aspect of her life.
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