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Simona


Simona poured herself a glass of white wine and went to the terrace. It was a particularly hot day, and the air was stuffy yet fragrant with all the blooming trees and flowers of the season. She tilted her head to the sun and took a deep, slow breath. The wine was warm, so she turned back to the kitchen to get some ice.


In that moment, her phone vibrated with a new message, ‘I stopped by, but you were not here. Xo.’


Strange, she thought. She was home the whole time. She rang the number back, but no one answered. She decided to lie down on her chaise longue and enjoy her lazy afternoon ahead of a challenging week at work. After a few moments, she dozed off, and when she woke, the sun was already setting, her ice melted in her glass, and the pages in her book moved.


“Christ, is it this late already?” she murmured. “Franco, come on, let’s go outside.”


A medium-sized, funny yet smart-looking dog crawled out from underneath a sofa, clearly trying to escape the warm weather.


Simona attached the lead to Franco’s collar, and off they went down the stairs.


Franco insisted on barking at one of his least favourite neighbours, a grumpy and, in his opinion, evil cat and not-so-nice owner who he believed was always out to get him.


“Give it a rest, Franco; don’t waste your energy on unpleasant cats and people,” she quickly added in a lower voice.


Franco wagged his tail at her in total understanding.


The streets were even hotter and stuffier than the apartment. Many people were sitting in cafes and bars underneath umbrellas, sipping their favourite drinks on ice. The pace was slow; no one rushed anywhere despite it being a Sunday afternoon.


“Simona!” a male voice shouted from underneath one of the many colourful umbrellas.


Before she could pinpoint where the voice was coming from, Franco pulled her in the direction, making her do a 160 pirouette between the wobbly little round tables, making drinks dance with a clicking sound of ice cubes.


“Gianni,” she called out.


A very handsome, 30-something guy stood up and reached out to Franco, who didn’t hesitate to jump into his tanned, muscular arms.


They clearly knew and liked each other a lot.


“Come here, boy; that’s a boy,” he said.


“I tried to call you back, but you didn’t answer,” said Simona.


“I knew you would eventually walk Franco, so I just sat down here.”


There was clearly something between those two, a very good friendship with a high dose of affection and attraction.


Simona sat down, and Gianni lifted his arm to wave down a waiter.


“Two Campari sodas, some olives and water for the most handsome boy in Rome, Franco!”


Franco barked in excitement.


They were both single and clearly loved being around one another.


Simona always had a crush on Gianni. In fact, she tended to fall for guys who didn’t like commitment. She was always self-conscious about her attraction for him, playing it down, but deep inside, hoping he felt the same.


They sat and talked for a while, sipping on their drinks.


“Gianni, echo ci qua,” yelled a female voice.


Simona clearly didn’t know the two girls approaching their table. One was tall, with striking brown eyes, long shiny hair falling on her chest, which was almost naked, covered by a silk slip dress with a deep neckline. The other girl was short, slightly overweight and clearly her sidekick.


Gianni was uncomfortable seeing them, but before he could say something, the tall beauty’s lips were sucking on his. The short girl shook Simona’s hand, exuding confidence, and introduced herself.


“I’m Maria, and this is my friend, Carla.”


“Pleased to meet you,” replied Simona, trying to avoid any eye contact with the smooching pair.


Did Gianni have an affair with this girl? Did he forget to tell her, or was he hiding it for some reason?


Once he liberated himself from Carla’s possessive embrace, he started to tell them a story of a friend who was recently lost on this trip in Argentina. Clearly, he was uncomfortable and hiding something, thought Simona. Why else would he tell this irrelevant, although interesting, adventure his friend had?


Carla was still standing next to Gianni, towering over all of them, making sure her long silk hair was falling on his shoulder as if to say, ‘He is mine’.


“I’d better go, need to feed Franco.”


“It was nice to meet you,” said Carla, interrupting Gianni.


“Why don’t you drop off Franco and come back? We could go see a movie, the only place to be today in this heat!”


“I got so much work. Maybe next time.”


She got up and pulled Franco from under the table. He did not want to go home before jumping on Gianni’s legs.


“Come on, vieni qua,” Simona raised her voice. She didn’t want Carla to touch him.


At home, she couldn’t find peace. It bothered her that Gianni was secretly seeing someone. She felt jealous, betrayed and stupid knowing that she had no right to feel this way about him. He wasn’t hers to keep, and he probably had no idea about her feelings for him.


She decided to distance herself and focus her energy on other things. He didn’t text her or call her that evening. She glanced at her phone every so often and was annoyed with herself for doing so. The next morning, still no message or missed call.


“No more dwelling, no more fantasising,” she exclaimed, making eye contact with Franco. “Come on, boy, let’s go to work.”


They walked through charming little streets for about 15 minutes. They both loved that time of day when shop owners would be preparing their storefronts to attract customers. Some washed the windows; others were piling up their items on racks or tables outside. Some would just stand in the doorway and sip an espresso. She knew a lot of them, so walking to work was also a social experience.


Franco would often score a piece of sausage from a butcher or a sip of water from a fountain.


Simona was an interior designer and had her own office, where she worked with another colleague, Gill, who was French and a bit of a diva at times, and her scattered assistant, Klara. They had recently taken on a new project for a foreign couple who bought an old palazzo and wanted to update the interiors.


When they walked into the office, Gill was walking in circles, clearly agitated.


“They keep changing their minds. I can’t keep up with them! One day, they want it to be modern and minimalist and the next warm and opulent.”


“Don’t worry, I will take over the meeting today,” reassured Simona.


She met her clients at a cafe around the corner.


Julia was Russian and very outspoken, and Carlo was Italian and of Greek origin.


She spoke Italian with a thick Russian accent and kept interrupting everybody. He was more reserved and just kept smiling or rolling his eyes at what she said. Both were in their late 30s to early 40s.


“I told you that I want everything to be white with clean lines and not some grandma-style gold-encrusted shit,” she almost yelled.


“Sorry for my partner,” said Carlo, turning to Simona with a discreet smile.


“Of course, you must decide. Maybe I will give you two a minute,” she said, walking away from the table.


She pulled out her phone to check if Gianni had texted or called. It was not like him to be silent. She felt this sharp pain in her stomach, almost feeling sick. She then realised the screams that were coming from her client’s table.


“You are an asshole! I don’t want your fucking furniture. They are ugly, and I don’t care how old they are!” yelled Julia.


“You are crazy, beyond insane. Live there by yourself!” said Carlo and walked away from the table.


Simona felt uncomfortable, standing with her back to them. She suddenly felt a hand on her waist, squeezing.


“Ti chiamo domani, scuza mi ancora,” whispered Carlo and left despite Julia yelling names at him.


Simona turned around and tried to calm her down with little success.


Then Julia got up and stormed off.


The rest of the day was filled with contradictory feelings for Simona. Every time she thought of Gianni, she felt the touch of Carlo’s hand. Was she wishing it was Gianni touching her, or did she feel attraction for this stranger who, despite his odd choice of partner, exhibited a strong character, class and good looks?


The next few days were quiet. The strange clients disappeared, and Gianni did not call. Simona tried to divert her attention from all that and concentrate on work and her well-being. She even went to the gym, which she hated more than anything. On Friday, she went to see her mum, who lived outside Rome. They were very close and shared the same sensibility and liked the same things.


It was so easy to be around her. Her mum, Anna, was a strong woman who exhibited optimism and always looked at things or feelings from many different perspectives. That’s what Simona needed, a new outlook on life; she wanted to re-prioritise, shift her focus and shake off her immature approach to love.


They had lovely talks while walking through the fields with their dogs.


She regained her balance after her mum’s wise advice not to chase a man but to attract, and she was confident to resist any such temptations.


On Monday afternoon, just after closing the office, she bumped into Carlo having an aperitif in a local bar.


He called her over, a bit tipsy with a big smile, which revealed his kind nature.


“Here is my interior designer,” he said in a loud enough voice for everyone to hear.


“Ciao, Carlo. I haven’t heard from you guys in a few days, but don’t worry, the project is moving along smoothly, that is, if you don’t change your mind again,” she said, smiling.


“I won’t,” he replied confidently. “It is my place, and I decide how I want it to look,” he continued.


“Would you go see the house with me now? I wanted to show you one idea I had.”


“Sure, if you want,” answered Simona.


Carlo put some money on the bar, waved a loud goodbye to a couple of guys and the bartender and put his hand on Simona’s hip while pointing her to the exit. “My car is around the corner. It will be faster than walking.” It was a beautiful ’70s Maserati, glossy black.


“You don’t mind Franco in your car?” asked Simona, pointing to the dog.


“On the contrary, finally someone I like will be sitting in it!” He winked at Franco. He drove superfast through tiny streets, nearly hitting someone on his motorino.


They parked underneath a beautiful eighteenth-century palazzo with a big ornate door leading to a stunning courtyard.


He pulled out his keys, and they went inside.


Franco sniffed every corner, making sure no cat predators were around.


The house was bare except for one enormous table in the middle of the main living room, covered in scattered interior design magazines, notes and measuring tapes.


The view was just as stunning, especially at that time of day when the sun was beginning to set. They walked around, and he told her his many interesting ideas. When they found themselves back in the living room, he stood so close to her that she could smell his cologne and hear his heartbeat. He picked up a couple of torn magazine pages and showed them to Simona while wrapping his arm around her.


She felt embarrassed and thought she was going to faint.


His overwhelming allure was too much.


She tried to move away, accidentally knocking something off the table. She reached down to retrieve it, finding herself face-to-face with Carlo, who also bent down to pick it up. They stared at each other for a moment when Franco suddenly barked, rushed underneath the table, snatched the lying tape measure and quickly took off, all happy with himself.


They both laughed.


Simona was relieved that the dog interrupted that intense and uncomfortable moment.


They chased Franco around the house as the tape measure kept unravelling.


Franco had the best time thinking it was a game.


Finally, Simona gave up and leaned against the wall, catching her breath. She closed her eyes for a moment and felt Carlo’s lips gently touching hers. She was too scared to open her eyes and nervously waited for what would come next.


He came closer to her so that their bodies were touching. Their lips parted, and they started to kiss. It felt so intense and sexual. Simona was feeling weak in the knees. Carlo lifted her up and put her on top of the table. Things started to fall off; Interior Digest and Elle Decor landed one by one on the tile floor. At that moment, they heard a sound of the main door opening and, shortly after, a sound of heels clicking and nearing.


Simona quickly lifted herself up from the table and started to gather the magazines while smoothing out her tussled hair.


Carlo seemed awfully calm.


“Amore, are you there?” asked Julia.


“What are you doing here?” he asked.


“I called you, and then I saw the car, so I came in,” replied Julia. At this point, she reached them in the living room.


“Ciao, we were just discussing some of Carlo’s ideas,” Simona quickly said.


“My baby has many crazy ideas,” replied Julia, leaning in to kiss Carlo on the lips.


He tilted his head, and the kiss landed on his cheek. “I’d better go, it’s late. It was nice to see you!”


Before Carlo could answer, Simona was running down the stairs calling Franco.


She pulled the half-eaten tape measure from his mouth and attached the lead.


Relieved to be outside, she rushed through the little streets to get as far away as she possibly could. Her heart was pounding.


Poor Franco was being deprived of a proper pee ritual, hopping on three legs every few minutes while attempting to mark all the crucial in his opinion street corners.


She was tortured by overwhelming flashbacks. She did the opposite of what she planned. She kissed a taken man!


She took a few days off from work, which she rarely did, calling in sick.


Gill told her that Carlo stopped by the office on Wednesday, asking for her.


He also texted her: ‘Is everything OK?’ and kiss emoji.


She didn’t reply. Instead, she called her girlfriend Chiara to get some emergency advice. They met at a small Italian restaurant in the beautiful, although touristy, Trastevere. On the way there, Simona got a message regarding her father, who lived in France. The message was written by his so-called carer, a manipulative, gold-digging type of woman.


She felt a chill as if knowing already what this all meant.


Her parents went their separate ways when she was nine years old. She didn’t really know that until she reached 15. They always lived in different countries, and her dad travelled a lot for work, so she did not see him much anyway. They shared an intellectual bond, whereas with her mum, it was both emotional and intellectual.


Caught up in the moment, she stepped into the street without looking and almost got hit by a bus.


Shaken up, yet still indifferent to the city traffic, she carried on towards the meeting point. She knew her father was old and unwell, despite never being diagnosed with an illness. Her relationship with him took another hit when she discovered that he was secretly in love with his femme de menage. Everyone could see how she surrounded her dad with her many tentacles like an octopus and wouldn’t let go of him.


Simona was disappointed by her father so many times that she lost count, but this last number he pulled was the worst. Acting like an immature 85-year-old romancing the 36-year-old octopus.


“Ciao, bella. Come sono felice di vederti!” shouted Chiara from underneath a bright yellow parasole.


The girls hugged and kissed and sat down.


It was a relief for Simona to be with her friend at this confusing time.


They ordered a pasta arabiatta, cacio peppe, and a bottle of red wine.


“Sì, dimmi, cara. Cosa sta succedendo? New love, old love?” She smiled.


“Oh, old, new, and a dying one,” exclaimed Simona.


She told her friend every detail of what had transpired in such vivid detail that her friend was not only enticed as if watching a roller coaster drama on Brazilian TV, but she was moved and shaken all at once.
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