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Chapter One


Marco’s Error of Evaluation





I loathed her from practically the first moment I laid eyes on her. Because I am a weaver of spells and she would never have been trapped in my web. I felt that. I knew it to be true.


Francesca introduced her to me one winter’s day, after ‘officially’ informing me that her cousin would drop in on us one morning for coffee.


Rather surprising this, it being the first time that Francesca had ever received a visitor at home.


She told me that her cousin had turned up again last night out of the blue, phoning her after never having been seen or heard from in the last ten years.


Now, Francesca didn’t know that there was no need to announce this. I said ‘officially’ before, because I had listened in on their entire conversation over one of the several handsets that I had had installed throughout the house.


I won’t dwell on what I remember about that phone call, because it is still all too painful.


It was the warmth of Francesca’s farewell to her cousin, coming after a decidedly cool beginning of the conversation, that provoked in me a pang of wild jealousy.


Well known for her icy tone was my current lady, so her voice pierced my ear like a stiletto. It meant that despite all my hard work, perhaps it was still possible for someone to make something vibrate within her –— something new and not meant for me alone.


Now, what could that woman want, coming from God-knows-what shared past, of which I knew nothing?


My women have always been mine alone and they have to appear to be cold and unavailable to anyone else, male or female, because emotions bring people together, and there is always the danger that a little warmth can reawaken hidden desires for joining and sharing.


That night I dreamt that Francesca forded a freezing mountain stream — she who cannot stand the cold and even at home is always bundled up from head to toe.


Well, I know that there are also other reasons why she never uncovers herself, not even in the summer, but I don’t want to get into talking about how she somatises her coldness to distance herself from others.


At least, that’s what she used to be like. Now … I’m not so sure. No, she can’t have changed.


As I was saying about my dream: she was crossing that icy torrent, legs and trousers wet up to the groin, trying to reach someone there on the other side.


But I couldn’t see the face of the person waiting for her. He or she was half-hidden by a great rock and from there, patting it invitingly with a hand that I could see, the person was saying, “Come on, feel how warm and sunny it is here”.


And Francesca kept trying and laughing. Laughing! She who may only laugh with me; she who I had molded to never smile at anyone without first giving me a quick glance to seek my approval.


She knows perfectly well that I want her to be gelid and distant with others. She is to respond only to me, because she must be mine and mine alone.


I awoke in a cold sweat, convinced that I was still there in that stream where I had thrown myself in after her to stop her.


Whatever … a dream like any other, really.


When Francesca announced her cousin’s visit, I was all innocence. I even said that it was about time that I met someone from her past because I wanted to know everything about her.


Every time that I came out with one of these things, her eyes would light up and she misinterpreted my sense of possessiveness for something else — perhaps as love. But really it was only ever about ownership, and so that I could dispel my suspicions about her. Because I knew full well how easy it had been to take her.


I had wanted her so much and I had to have her no matter what — just as I have always seized anything I really wanted — but love is something else entirely. It’s that thing over which almost all of my patients come crying to me about … and obviously I let them weep and I console them and I even give them advice because that’s my job and, in theory, I know all about feelings.


As for me, only Beauty exists, so when I see it, I grab it without getting into any of those contorted justifications conferred on it by so-called aesthetes, who even go so far as to drag philosophy into it all in order to justify their needs. And they come here to tell me how Beauty (necessarily with a capital ‘B’) equals Good (capital ‘G’ as before), etcetera, etcetera, etcetera.


Francesca’s ex-husband was one of those. I ask you: how could she have put up with him for twenty years? How boring conversation with him was …. Still, if I wanted her, that was the road I would have to take.


As I was saying about beauty, about what is beautiful for me — when I want something, I never concern myself with who it belongs to or who might have more right to it than me.


And Francesca is very very beautiful.


Anyway, at eleven o’clock in the morning, I heard the doorbell ring while I was in the bathroom. I had gone in just a few minutes beforehand because I did not want to be present when they met, seeing each other again after so long and especially after some event of which I had been unaware. Even though I was very curious about it all, I did not want this to show. It made me angry that she was part of Francesca’s past — a past that I thought I had completely fathomed. Evidently, this was not the case.


Here was a new detail popping up, something that Francesca had kept back from me, just when I had felt certain that I had filtered out not just her thoughts but also her capacity to produce any.


I always do this to my women: break them down, that is. She was like a diamond ring on my finger — meant to be shown off. Flaunted about, like my cars. Always very valuable, but above all flashy.


I was dying of curiosity, given that within a few minutes and before my very eyes, Elena would be the first person to have emerged from Francesca’s past (besides her family, that is, and her ex-husband, who I had known and robbed).


Curiosity to the nth degree, nothing more than that. Because hatred took over from the moment we shook hands. A ferocious odium which I immediately recognized as stemming from having to admit my inability to ever subjugate her.


Her handshake had that positive energy which is unmistakeable and so rare.


As soon as I had heard the entry-phone, I had slipped into the bathroom. For another reason as well — my uncontainable love of theatrics which I have always used to cloak my life. I wanted to impress, arriving as if by chance, while the two women were busy in who-knows-what kind of conversation after so many years, but having shared all of a life up until that moment of rupture, of trauma, of mystery.


I would eavesdrop a bit before coming into the kitchen, where I knew that Francesca would entertain her rather special guest.


She loved the kitchen in my house at least as much as I did. Indeed, beyond the fact that it is comfortable and welcoming, Francesca knew that I am at heart a man who loves his slippers and his hearth.


Yes, I have lived almost all of my life burrowed within the various houses where I have dwelled — that is to say, made my dens — and where I have drawn in my partners, forcing them to live an extremely closeted life. A life in which they must take care of me alone, and must share those rhythms I keep, as of a rat always in hiding. Naturally all this still allowed for the daily exception of the hours of work for me and for them. As for myself (distinct from rats, which at least come out at night), I also work from home, so I can go for weeks without having to leave the house.


It was perfect with Francesca because she didn’t work; had never worked, she hadn’t. So she was completely at my disposal — at my service, you might say. To the point that I’ve often asked myself how the hell she spent the hours when I was in therapy, since she never went out anymore without me. It’s true that she devoured my books, with that typical thirst for knowledge that comes from emulating someone in order to rise to their level.


The kitchen is the part of my house that I have always preferred because that is where tending to me is revealed through the different senses. The sense of taste, first of all, but also the sense of smell and of sight, all of which I have always wanted to have completely satiated at meal times.


And Francesca was simply a Queen in the kitchen. An excellent cook (like all my other women), but she took especial care in setting the table — in a slightly eccentric way, I’ll admit, but truly exceptional nonetheless.


That morning I had seen her get out her weird demitasse cups and arrange them on one of those cloths of hers which are not really table linen but, even if they are of absolutely no use whatsoever, they bring to mind the creation of a famous designer.


To dazzle — I never had to teach her how to do that, nor was I jealous, because every time (which is to say, always) she amazed someone, the compliment inevitably fell to me, who owned such a Treasure.


Everyone envied me about her, because she certainly never passed unobserved in anything she did.


As far as that goes, her Pygmalion had been her husband, who had chosen her because she was very beautiful, very much younger than him (by now we are both over 60), inexperienced and not at all sure of herself, in spite of her physical appearance.


He, too, had molded her not a little according to his own image and likeness, the same way he had always — ever since he was a student — aimed to influence situations, destabilizing individuals and group equilibrium, in order to always direct everyone’s attention onto himself and onto his own “brilliant” ideas. And what was always shining brilliantly was his fortune, which, with very little effort on his part, distinguished him from the other penniless students.


In short, by dint of repeating to her how beautiful she was, and how whatever she put on looked better on her than on any other woman on the face of the Earth, including fashion models, he had convinced her. Even convinced her that she had the right to be daring in all aspects of their life together, not least of all in interior decorating.


When I plucked her up, Francesca had already achieved a level of self-confidence about her own worth and about her own sense of aesthetics, so that she relied completely on her looks, which, according to her, must shine down upon all that surrounded her.


I have never been jealous of her with that man, since, anyway, I was the one who stole his Gem.


Getting back to Elena’s visit — the cousin re-found — it was imperative for me to make one of my solemn on-stage appearances, in which my lack of formality, together with my unusual looks, always manages to win everyone’s favor. Well, yes, because I don’t think that I pass unobserved either, with my head completely shaved and my penetrating eyes, above a nose which I wouldn’t call Grecian or aquiline, but simply significant.


I dress casually, having chosen to live at ease and ignore formality, that is, without caring about what anyone else thinks.


And I do like to make an impression.


To make sure, I always let it be known that I’m a shrink, a fact which never fails to fascinate and induce awe in others.


I had heard Francesca tell Elena over the phone that I am a psychiatrist, so half the battle was already won. I could saunter into the kitchen as though by chance, even though Francesca had told me about the impending visit and had added, “I can’t wait to introduce you to Elena. You are completely different from Massimo and I can just imagine her face.”


Instead, when I entered the scene, there was neither surprise nor awe in those green eyes. Only a mixture of good manners, expressed in the way she held out her hand, and of the cordiality, with which she welcomed the presence of a new person in her cousin’s life.


I said so before; I hated her immediately.


She was perfectly at ease and interested in getting to know me, as she would have been even had I had been a banker or any other kind of doctor — something more banal, I mean.


I quickly realized that she was immune to that effect which shrinks induce in everyone. Immune, that is, to that niggling feeling which makes you feel analyzed by a penetrating and expert gaze (in the true sense of the word) — by our piercing look which is able to bare the soul.


Nothing of that sort in Elena. And it was made clear to me from that very first moment, as I felt her strong honest handshake and peered into those eyes which, (damn them) penetrated into my own soul instead.


I know only too well that when you come across this type (in group therapy, for example), they can bring tumbling down the whole castle which you have built around yourself. And which you had believed to be strong, because you had bent others to your will as you liked and according to your own image.


As things stood, a serpent was insinuating itself into my private life. I was enough of an expert to know that the venom which it could inject might be a soothing antidote to my own poison. And it was all there in those emerald eyes, as pure as diamonds.


As I just said, someone like that truly shakes the walls which have taken years of painstaking mastery to raise. But my castle is built with playing cards. I had always played cards, or rather, I should say, that I had always cheated at cards — since my university days, since my family crowed over my degree, since going abroad to America for my doctorate and residency, throughout my whole career.


I’ve never stopped cheating at cards. But no one knows that.


Above all, I have cheated and do cheat on my patients and on my partners, who I encounter on different levels of course, although the two levels do sometimes overlap, due to some questionable counter-transference on my part.


It’s so easy for me to enchant them, manipulating their minds and their hearts with an ability I seem to have always been blessed with. I have to admit that on this point my professionalism is debatable, but it is also equally true that my intuition and insight have always been the One True Pearl of my life as a mystifier.


I did not want this intruder to undermine the effects of a talent so rare, nor did I want her to deaden my magic power.


That this would all happen if I were not ready to neutralize her, I understood as I shook her hand and looked her in the face. I found myself having to tear my eyes away from hers — me, who never looks away from anyone, man or woman, until they do so first. That is how I am with patients, friends, acquaintances, or even strangers. Because a penetrating gaze touches the essence of the ego in front of you, which almost always feels naked, either because it really is denuded, or because it is only threatened with exposure from the supposed power of the eyes of a Master, which is instead often only impudence and deceit.


She seemed so calm (even if a little excited to find her cousin again) and so completely interested in the simple fact that Francesca and I were together, that she did not refer to my profession at all. She quickly switched to using my first name, even though, at the outset, she had used my title and had been immediately corrected by Francesca.


Not even a vague attempt at a “Pleased to meet you, Doctor,” which is something that I had expected.


I’ve already mentioned how I immediately read from her handshake and from her eyes that it would be impossible for me to manage a transference in her. I realized that it would be impossible were I even to spend time working at it.


I had to neutralize her, until — as soon as possible — I could get her out of the way. But it had to be done without raising any suspicion in the eyes of Francesca.


That decision of mine became an obsession for me for months — I’d say even for a couple of years — and even though we immediately began to meet up, I worked steadily during that time to make sure that we mixed less and less.


The two of them were very happy to have found each other again and Francesca surprised me with how willing she was to jump back into an old relationship with family and with a friend.


We had, by now, been together for two years. Her desire at the beginning to keep up a social life and to go out shopping had by now practically ceased. That had taken me quite a lot of effort.


Yet I heard them planning to hit the outlets together and to drop by ‘that open-air market’ where they used to go ten years ago, just to see if it was still there and to see if the clothes there were still as unique as before.


But they were only talking about this just before Elena left.


For two hours before that, they had done nothing else except catch up with each other about their lives, given that the gap to fill was not just a few days or a few months. Yet there was not even a hint about their breakup.


I immediately noticed that Elena was giving way quite a lot to an unusually loquacious Francesca, who was happy to show me off. She demonstrated a sincere interest in this new (as she quickly defined it) ‘world’ of Francesca’s.


That term gave me a good deal of food for thought, because it lightly but precisely defined Francesca’s new existential situation. With that word, Elena had demonstrated that she perceived a total change in her cousin — in her daily life, first of all, but also in her way of dealing with it.


As far as I could understand, they had dropped each other at a time when Francesca had become mired in a boring swamp (painless and problem-free though it was), alongside a man in a perennial state of dissatisfaction, which had proved contagious.


I also knew that, together with him, Francesca had followed her dreams of studying at university, collecting art, sailing and attending splendid social events, but that both of them had always halted after the first few enthusiastic attendances, because their limited ability to persevere made their goals unreachable. I heard Francesca place most of the blame on Massimo and I heard Elena rush to share that opinion, but I don’t know if she was convinced.


In fact, Francesca and Elena seemed to me to be completely different from each other, and it was immediately evident that Elena was blessed with a decisive and tenacious personality.


She was the complete opposite of Francesca, whom I had netted back then like a butterfly. When we two couples used to go out together, she had been flitting from one thing that caught her interest to another, concentrating on that thing for a few months, spending money on the equipment necessary for whatever it required, always buying the best and most expensive brands.


All that, only to consign it a short time later to some corner or other of the large house in which she lived with her husband, and almost always to that enormous room which she had designated as her own study. To study what, or to work on what, I have always had a hard time understanding.


One of the first pieces of ‘necessary and indispensable’ equipment that ended up there was a magnificent drawing table, suitable for the busy work schedule of a talented architect of some renown. She had immediately felt an absolute need for it as soon as she had she signed up for classes in architecture after some ten years of marriage.


I have to say that I was quite impressed with that table, placed like a throne before a large window. The window gave onto the sloping front lawn, and a view which followed the horizon as far as the eye could see, down the hill to their riding stables. At that time riding was Massimo’s main occupation. Unfortunately, managing such a large establishment was more difficult for him than taking his long rides on horseback — something which had intrigued Francesca and not just her alone.


When I first met her, Francesca had already dropped out of university after the first year (during which she had sat not a single exam) — amazed at how boring the classes were.


There had been the same flame of enthusiasm for collaborating with her fashion-designer friend on creating new outfits, and with an artist–artisan that they knew who was well-known in the field of wrought iron.


Then she got interested in trite New Age psycho-babble, taking up lightweight popularized pseudo-psychology before latching onto the serious Psychology (with a capital ‘P’), which she was doing when we met and she had become my patient.


During that same time, we also saw each other outside my practice with our respective partners — her husband and my then companion, who was also an ex-patient of mine.


Our foursome lasted for about a year, but I had got her into my head from the first moment that I had seen her at a dinner at the house of friends.


She had come in, her husband a few steps behind her, just when we were about to sit down to dinner. I can see her now as though it were yesterday: a very elegant young lady who could even have presented herself dressed in a monk’s habit, since her beauty would have eclipsed everything else. I remember a blue light striking me, because she was dressed in that color, which heightened her pale skin and her blonde shoulder-length hair, styled like Greta Garbo’s, if you know what I mean.


I know perfectly well that it was at that moment that I decided to appropriate that jewel for myself. But I also knew that I would have to move with prudence — the sort of prudence I usually deployed in these cases.


I have never started a new relationship by concerning myself to first clear the boards of the current one. I mean to say that I have never broken up with anyone without having first ensured that I had a ready substitute. Therefore, I never started up with a new one if it meant that there was any risk of finding myself without the old one still at home.


It’s just one way of keeping the home fires always smouldering (even if not crackling) during the changeover, because as I’ve already said, I do like my home and hearth more than most men.


In fact, only once I’ve started a physical rapport in a new affair do I break off all relations with my actual official companion, who then finds herself completely baffled by my total lack of desire for her. At the bottom of my heart, I’m a true monogamist.


Apart from everything else, this tactic of mine provokes perplexity to turn into rage once all is revealed and then my task is easier, because pride leads her to bundle her belongings together and stomp out. Easy as pie. This is what is meant by poking people in their weak spots to your own advantage. But to do so, you need a deep understanding of what motivates the human soul.


Fortunately, however, Francesca had no pride … nor even dignity.


Therefore, there was no danger of the house being temporarily left cold while I was ensuring that the other candidate for my bed was the right one. She pretended to not notice anything, and I think that she indulged in one of her little fantasies in which she was absolutely indispensable to her hot-spirited knight, who was now flagging a bit from age.


Besides, she wouldn’t have known where to go. Unlike the others, all of whom had owned houses, or at least had jobs with which to support themselves.


But I made an error in my evaluation, and Elena had contributed greatly to speed up the timing of her departure. The result: that time there was an empty period — an ‘interregnum’ — at my hearth.


Getting back to Elena’s visit on that winter’s morning at the beginning of my third year living with her cousin, Francesca was happy that Elena declared that she had found herself in front of a completely different Francesca, more decisive and serene, more convinced (these were her very words) about her new choice of life. With this judgement, she demonstrated immediately her undoubted talent for perception and sensitivity, even if she could not yet imagine how much effort I had dedicated to manipulating Francesca over the last two years.


But I knew already that she would get there, and it wouldn’t even take long before she did, given that acumen which I perceived in her and which was slyly agitating me.


Because when it came to understanding the Conscious and the Unconscious, it was me and me alone who should have been the Expert. So much so that, all things considered, I thought that it should have been viewed in a positive light that I had brought her to achieve stability, when she went from being a butterfly to a rat like me. Even Elena said that she appeared to be happy, didn’t she? She was happy.


This Francesca, who was brand-new for Elena, carried out beautifully the duties of the perfect hostess with coffee and chocolates (she’s crazy about chocolates), and for a while I steered a middle course through the conversation. But it was so totally banal; not a single allusion to the break-up of ten years ago. Perhaps they would never talk about it in front of me, I thought. I hastily put together a plan — deciding that it would be even better to use my propensity for eavesdropping from just outside the kitchen door, after first excusing myself to attend to an urgent telephone call.


This was already a tried and true method — I just had to flatten myself against the wall and make sure that the small light on the sideboard in the entrance hall didn’t project my shadow onto the floor.


In fact, the lamp was turned on, given that it was a particularly gloomy winter’s morning — nearly dark.


The two of them stayed there, sitting at the table, nibbling the assortment of chocolates, which Francesca had arranged in ‘her’ Liberty glassware, which had once belonged to Massimo’s grandmother.


Before I left, she asked me if I wanted another cup of coffee from the pot she was brewing and, when I declined, she pouted like a kitten and kissed me on a spot somewhere between my mouth and my cheek as I moved away, while I said that I needed to dash off to the telephone.


I managed to position myself in such a way as to clearly hear their voices.


“Come on now, tell me right away how you feel about this new situation and if you are really happy.”


“I am, truly I am. I feel different. Don’t you think I’ve changed?”


“The only thing I can see is that you are thinner than ever. I’d say maybe even a little too thin. But as beautiful as always and your eyes … they shine more than I have ever seen them shine before. You look as though you are in Seventh Heaven. Certainly not like I saw them the last time — on the boat — when I don’t know what came over you. I’ve asked myself over the years what it was all about.”


“Now, now … stop right there. I don’t want to talk about it. Anyway, yes, I am in Seventh Heaven. With Marco I have found everything that I was searching for in life. I love him and he feels the same about me, believe me. We couldn’t be better.”


I was angrily reflecting on the fact that Elena was also diplomatic, since she respected Francesca’s wishes and did not insist on the story about the boat, when she suddenly said: “Just a minute, I want to fetch the paper napkins from the dresser in the entrance hall. It’s just outside…”


I hurriedly disappeared into the room next door to the kitchen, and thank goodness the day was so horrible that no one could stay on the terrace between the two rooms.


Elena left about half an hour later, and Francesca came looking for me downstairs, where I was sitting on the sofa of the parlour-cum-study.


She found me absorbed in reading one of my books. My books … she devoured them, memorized a few tracts, and then pathetically played them back to me during our private conversations. She especially did this during our group-therapy sessions.


I let her get away with it because that was only another tile in the larger mosaic of dominance I was creating; the process of identification is slow and it takes patience as well as time. It’s like the growing of a fetus from which a new person must develop, made in the image and likeness of the stronger of the two. It’s not just about behaviors and the mental ‘posturings’ which are rationally imposed from Without. It must be for the weakest to choose, and to believe that he is choosing — to own the process — in his desperate need to look like the other, that is, like the model with which he has slowly but surely identified himself.


And on this point, I have always considered that it is enough to know a person’s weaknesses to be able to do what you want with him. For Francesca (who already recognized perfectly well her own her physical gifts), her weak point was the violent need to prove to herself that her failure in her studies and her pretension of having a profession without a degree were not at all important when it came to a quick mind such as hers, that is, such as mine.


But, while I assiduously carried out this undercover activity, I made a mistake. A fatal error in reading the situation. And one in which Elena would have had a determining role.


A couple of months later, during dinner at Elena’s house, where Francesca had dragged me against my will (in things that don’t really matter, I’ve always let her believe that she was the strong one in our relationship — a bit like giving candy to a child to keep it quiet), I let that exact phrase slip out, that is, that it’s enough to know a person’s weak points to do what you want with him.


No professional in my field should ever state such a thing, much less should I have done so in those circumstances.


Notwithstanding my intuition about Elena’s ability to sense things, I had never noticed her sensitivity, that is, her ability to perceive the most secret intentions of the person in front of her.


Francesca had gone to the toilet and we were still gathered around the table with another two of Elena’s friends who Francesca had often heard mentioned in their ‘previous’ life.


I remember that bit of thoughtlessness as being a false step that I should never have taken and of which, at that moment, I did not realize the gravity. How could I have been so foolish as to pronounce that sentence while addressing Elena? After I had never spoken a word to her, not even to compliment her on her cooking.


After such recklessness on my part, evidently due to me involuntarily lowering my guard for some reason which I cannot explain, I said goodbye forever to any success with what had been my strategy for getting rid of her, to keep her from delving any deeper into the relationship between me and Francesca.


I’ve had plenty of practice with this method of distancing the enemy and I continue to use it every time I find disagreeable the company of a new acquaintance. Obviously it is different with patients; I manage to put up with them because they pay me, even though I could strangle some of them.


By my acting in this way with people, the person in question, as he does not feel accepted, enters into a state of insecurity which does not allow him to move forward, or it may even cause him to withdraw, if our acquaintance is more than nodding.


This is how I have always managed to isolate my life as a couple from the rest of the world.


That Sunday lunch, I always spoke to the other two guests and to Francesca, even when expressing my opinion about Elena’s statements.


I have to say that she led me a merry dance, because, as if she had intuited my intention, she played a subtle game, with nary a reproachful look in my direction, even though you would expect that from someone who has found an absolute boor at her table.


When Francesca begged pardon for having to leave the interesting conversation for a moment, the lady in the other couple had been talking about how her thirty-something-year-old daughter had shown herself to be vulnerable in all of her love stories and how she always came out of them in a bad state. Her husband had chimed in, adding that even that blockhead she had brought home as her last boyfriend had managed to make her suffer.


Before absenting herself, Francesca had expressed her opinion that people tend to repeat the same mistakes in each union, without ever having learned very much from their previous relationships. Unless, she added with a warm glance towards me, one does not have the good fortune to find at a certain point someone ‘completely compatible’ (here remarked with an intense tone) who finally induces one to not do it again.


This is how a short debate arose on how to interpret ‘compatible’. Did it mean ‘complementary’? Or perhaps the term simply alluded to the capacity of one of the two of them to accept the other one totally, so as not to lose him or her.


“No”, said Elena heatedly, “that behavior would be unhealthy; it would even be masochistic.”


It was at that point that Francesca had to dash to the bathroom, to check in the mirror if a fishbone had damaged her gums. It was nothing serious, so no one made a fuss about it and the conversation continued.


It was just at that point, when I was about to express my opinion (being the expert in the matter and perhaps because Francesca was not present), that, without mitigating my words, I turned to Elena and said, “Compatibility within a couple does not exist, because individuals mutate according to the situation and the only reason for which some couples seem to function is because one of the two has the pure and simple capacity to identify the weak points of the other and exploits them to his own advantage.”


It took only a fraction of a second. I recognized the harshness of my assertion, and I corrected it by adding: “I meant to the advantage of the couple … of course”. But it was too late, because the tone which I had used was not the neutral voice of a professional who is expounding on a theory and criticizes it negatively, given that he is not treating a patient. Instead, I had spoken fervently as though I had been talking about myself.


The other two did not seem to have noticed anything in particular, but Elena’s antennas picked it up. Unusually for me, who is always on guard, I was sure then and there that I had remedied the erroneous evaluation of the person I had in front of me.


It would take me about two years before I realized that Elena had found me out that day — all about the dirty game I was playing with Francesca’s mind. I would discover this when spying on one of their phone conversations at the end — so painful and so totally disadvantageous for Francesca — of my affair with her.
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