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CHAPTER ONE
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All that was left unsaid...

were the ones that carved the deepest marks.

“Stop teasing me already!” I probably sounded more annoyed than I truly felt. How original, typical of him. I thought, half amused, as he completely ignored me and carried on with his antics. But that was one of the many things I adored about him: he had this rare gift of making you laugh, laugh so hard it felt like his life depended on your joy. 

Those were golden days. University life, books stacked in messy piles, long walks through rain-scented evenings, endless nights filled with plans and dreams... and above all, him. For four years, from the very first moment, he became everything: my friend, my shelter, my heartbeat, my lover. Now, all that remained was a hollow gaze fixed outside the window, my memory of him, anchored in silence. And the melancholy, once soft and fleeting, had taken root in my face, deepening its hold. Why did it have to end? What might he be doing now? Where is he? Does he ever think of me? Does he look back on those years with the same longing I do? Even the one thing I was certain of back then, that what he said, he meant, has started to fade. It’s been four months since I last saw him. Or has it been years? I honestly can’t tell anymore. But something in me doubts he ever truly believed the things he used to say.

- Melanie? A voice echoed distantly from somewhere behind me. I barely registered it, but it was just enough to pull me back, to the present, to a reality quiet yet tangible. “Melanie, where did you drift off to again?” It was Nicole, my closest and only remaining friend, the last link tying my past to my present. That past where I had him. That version of life where I was still happy. “Why the long face?” she asked suddenly. Only then did I realize how close she’d gotten.

- I’m not sulking, I replied, though even I wouldn’t have believed my own voice let alone Nicole.

Nicole was everything I wasn’t and could never be. Beyond her striking looks easily mistaken for a fashion model she possessed a sharp, quick mind that left people either captivated or intimidated. Most of the men who dared approach her rarely made it past the “second stage,” if they even got that far. I remember it like it was yesterday. We’d just finished a brutal exam period and decided to celebrate with a girls-only night at a cozy little bistro. As we sat laughing about our exam triumphs, a guy from the next table built up the courage to approach. Unfortunately for him, he aimed high, he aimed for Nicole. Poor guy. He clearly hadn’t taken a proper look at her beforehand. The moment he faced her fully, He froze on the spot, as if some otherworldly force had disarmed him, as if we were watching that scene from the Harry Potter film again, the one with the famous “Stupefy” spell. Over our loud laughter, Nicole, every inch a real princess, rose and gave him a soft, warm kiss on the cheek, sending his internal temperature soaring even higher. Charming as ever, he turned, tossed a reply to our way, and carried on as though nothing at all had happened.

- Hey, what’s going on with you, girl? Thinking about Mr. Perfect again? When exactly do you plan to stop, Mel? Aren’t you tired of thinking about him and getting all worked up? Honestly, it’s been months and you still won’t let go of the past.

“Oh, here we go”, I thought, and decided to shift my mood. There’s nothing worse than having Nicole lecture you.

- I... I’m not thinking about him. The weathers just brought me down a bit, I answered, but it was pointless.

- Here, take this and drink, she said, handing me my favourite mug. “The linden tea will calm you.” 

I don’t want to be calm anymore. I am SICK of being calm. And above all, I’m tired, no, not just tired, exhausted, exhausted from thinking about him all the time. Exhausted from trying to understand why. Why he left so suddenly. Why, one day before my graduation, after months of me trying to find him, he decided to tell me he had “never existed in my life.” What is that supposed to mean, “Forget me once and for all”? Why did he simply stop existing in my life? No sign, no warning, no explanation, not even a goodbye, not that it would have made any difference. 

- Ah, what would I do without you, Nicole? Honestly, when I think about it, I really don’t know what would have become of me. Thank you, truly, for your patience, and not only for that.

- But you’ll also see, it’ll pass. But you don’t do anything about it either, Mel. Every time it’s the same story, over and over, and as if that weren’t enough...

Suddenly time stops, and everything around me goes silent. No more words reach my ears. My eyes fill with tears, and I try in vain to hold them back as they start to slip, warm and heavy, down my cheeks. And damn that cursed song, “Set Adrift on Memory Bliss of You,” playing in the background, and I break into sobs, as if a moment ago the ground had vanished beneath my feet and I am simply falling. I drift, weightless, like a leaf freshly torn from its branch, the rabid wind flinging me in every possible direction. When and where I will finally come to rest doesn’t concern me in the slightest, he isn’t here to catch me. He isn’t here to hold me the way he used to whenever melancholy and insecurity wrapped themselves around me, pulling me into his arms, his fingers threading through my hair as he whispered in my ear, “Everything will be fine, my girl, don’t lose your mind.” “They will be, as long as you’re with me,” I would answer. “You know I’m not going anywhere,” he’d say. “The greatest distance that will ever separate us is the space between us when I’m holding your hand.”

A little while before we officially became a couple, we were walking toward the university’s botanical garden on our way back to the dorms. As we passed the area near the cafeteria, we sat down on a bench beside the narrow service lane where the trucks came to supply the kitchen with provisions. All at once he turned around for no reason at all, as if some invisible force had deliberately tugged at him. He looked straight into my eyes and said, 

- Hey, look what’s written on that little truck. I followed his gaze and froze, blushing from head to toe. “Some people were born to be together.” From that moment on, I knew Anthony would become my other half, and that’s exactly what happened, damn him, it did right up until the moment he decided to take both pieces and replace them with absolute emptiness, with absolute darkness. Outside, the rain is coming down in torrents, and somehow, I’m swept along with it and break into loud, shaking sobs. 

- Sweetheart, please don’t do this, Nicole whispers. “It will pass. He’s not worth torturing your heart over a nobody like that. Please, try to calm down. Tomorrow will be a better day, you’ll see.” She holds me tight in her arms, stroking my hair, and I don’t even realize when sleep finally takes me. In the morning, I wake to the smell of freshly brewed coffee. Half-asleep, almost hypnotized, I follow the scent into the kitchen. 

- Hey, sleepyhead, wake up slowly, she says. “I made you coffee, just like we used to drink it at the university.” Oh, that reference was unnecessary, I think. “Now enjoy it, because I have to go, I’ll be late for work,” she adds, bending down to press a protective kiss on my cheek before leaving.

- Thank you, Nicole, I call out before she closes the door behind her. A stretched-out arm with an OK sign is the last thing I see before it disappears, and the door clicks shut. “Great. And now what?” I look out of the window, up at the sky, and pray for the same miserable weather as yesterday, obviously hunting for yet another excuse not to go out. After all, London’s dull, rainy weather fits my state of mind perfectly. For yet another day, the weather is my ally. “Yes, but how long is this going to go on, Mel?” I spin around in fright, expecting to see Nicole back and launching into another sermon, but there’s no one there. “Oh God, I’m not well,” I mutter. “I’ve started hearing voices and seeing figures, like the one I saw the other day down on the street.” I really can’t go on like this. I sink down cross-legged on the wooden floor and bury my face in my hands. Get up and go wash. You stink; can’t you tell? As if Nicole weren’t enough, now my wounded pride has joined in to give me a scolding. Reluctantly, but with a guilty conscience, I do as I’m told and drag myself off to wash. 

Today I decide not to sit around mourning my fate. I’m going to cook instead, if only to give whatever brain cells I haven’t driven to suicide during this whole tear-soaked period something else to do. It’s also a very good way to thank Nicole for putting up with me; none of this is her fault, after all. “Why can’t I have just a little of her drive?” I wonder. Nicole is a real angel, and I honestly feel lucky to have her in my life. She’s tall, with long blond hair. Her eyes have the colour of aquamarine, it’s as if she came made to order straight from Minas Gerais​[1] and they shift with the light they catch sometimes that enchanting sea-green you find on exotic beaches, sometimes a dark, mysterious blue. Her clothes are always neat and elegant, and now that I sift through old memories, I realize I’ve never seen her wear anything revealing. She doesn’t need to. Her natural beauty is such that anything more would be unnecessary, even excessive. She already has quite a collection of admirers in her personal roster, though of course that doesn’t mean that. “An electric current hits me out of nowhere, shooting from the back of my head all the way down my spine in a split second, as I realize that...No. Impossible, I blurt out, as if I’m talking to someone else in the room. I must be remembering wrong.” And yet, never, never, in all these years, can I recall her ever being in a relationship. Not once. Not with any of the very many suitors she’s had, whether they were fellow students or not. She always found them “cute,” but there was always something wrong with them: some were immature, boring, or pathetic show-offs competing over whose daddy had credited the most money to their account; others were just... children. “Seriously, what the hell—was I really so blind that I hadn’t noticed until now?” Oh, so Madam “Pink Little Cloud” has only just figured it out? that tiny subconscious voice sneers again, but I let it slide. I decide to shelve the issue for the moment, tidy up my thoughts, and figure out what on earth I’m going to cook. Fortunately, I still have several hours before Nicole comes home. I turn on the iPod which, despite its small size, is perfectly capable of waking the entire neighbourhood when it’s hooked up to the sound system. I select shuffle and turn up the volume. We’re off to a wonderful start, because the first track is one of my favourites: Ravel’s Boléro. What I’ve always loved when it comes to music is that I can listen to almost anything, “Hey, girl, not anything,” let’s not exaggerate, the little voice cuts in. “What a nuisance this voice has become... Since when does it feel so free to interrupt me, and publicly call me out, no less”? “You’re not entirely wrong,” I mumble through my teeth. That’s the truth: I can listen to almost anything except heavy metal. No matter how hard I tried to embrace it, I must admit my efforts always ended up in the depths of oblivion. I turn the volume up even more, carried away by the extraordinary melody. My hands begin to move in time with that hypnotic, insistent rhythm, and for the first time I catch myself feeling a tiny spark of optimism. The little voice, which lately has done nothing but bombard me with caustic comments, now appears as another Ida Rubinstein​[2], swaying gracefully to the rhythms of this inspired creation. It’s the first time since the incident that I see her cheerful, smiling. In the end, those who say music can speak to a person’s soul are right. “So, what are we cooking now”? I head to the kitchen, first to see what supplies we have. My mood has shifted, and a faint smile escapes me as I recall my Angel’s words: “Tomorrow will be a better day.” And indeed, it is. I decide that today’s menu will be oven-baked lasagna with minced meat and a generous layer of cheese on top. It’s something I know Nicole adores, and I promised myself I’d make it for her today. I open the freezer, take out a block of minced meat, unwrap it, place it on a plate, and slide it into the microwave on the defrost setting. I set the time and voilà, just like that, the cooking begins. Now “Chevaliers de Sangreal” is playing, and suddenly I freeze. I first saw that film with him. “Seriously, you haven’t seen this masterpiece?” he had said in that critical tone of his, scolding me as if he himself had been in the cast. The truth is, Tom Hanks is one of my favourite actors, and in that particular film he proved once again that you don’t become an actor, you are born one. I try to remember why I never watched it when it first came out, but it’s useless. I open the pantry and catch myself slipping into melancholy. “Not today, Mel, don’t do this to yourself, please. Remember the ‘Boléro’.” I exhale and, with a deliberate effort, shove away the dark veil that had started to spread across my face. I choose a packet of lasagna and set it on the counter, then take a large pot, fill it with water, light the gas, and place it on the flame. Among the many things my mother has taught me, despite the fact she rarely cooked herself, that being “the staff’s job”, is that whatever a woman does in her life, she should know how to cook. Her motto is that “love passes through the stomach.” And, truth be told, she’s been proved right more times than I can count. I toss the pasta into the boiling water, give it a stir, and lower the heat. Today, for some mysterious reason, my mood is distinctly better, so much so that even I find it surprising. It takes me about an hour to prepare the dish. Now all that’s left is to put it in the oven so the cheeses can melt. I’ll do that shortly before Nicole comes home, so it will be hot and bubbling when she walks through the door. For the first time in ages, I go down to the cellar to look for a good red wine to accompany our meal. Instead, I find a bottle of Sauvignon Blanc. I carry it back upstairs and slip it into the fridge. It’s around half past twelve, and I wonder what to do next. I’ve completely lost my sense of time; I don’t know what day it is, not even which month we’re in. How did I manage to let things turn me upside down like this? Me, who used to be so organized, so perfectionist about everything. In the end, mothers really are always right. On the iPod a song called “Falling” begins to play. I have no idea which band it’s by, but that hardly matters; the track is tailor-made to make me think of him again. “Ah, Anthony... What happened to you? What on earth happened that you vanished from my life so suddenly, so unexpectedly? Why?” That why is surely the worst word human beings ever invented. And in my case, it applies completely. It’s the question that has been torturing me all this time. Suddenly I hear the phone ring, and I practically jump to the ceiling. “This has to change; it can’t go on like this”, I think, and hurry to answer it. By the time I reach it, the answering machine has already picked up, and I hear my father’s voice.

- My little Mel? That’s what my father calls me. “If you’re at home, please pick up. Your mother and I are worried, and we want to make sure you’re all right.” I snatch up the phone.

- Hi, Dad.

- Sweetheart, how are you? How are you feeling? Are you okay?

Before I can even begin to answer, he continues his barrage of questions, as if we haven’t spoken in days. To be fair, I can’t actually remember how long it’s been since I last talked to my parents. “My little Mel, tell me, my girl, how are you?”

- Uh... I’m fine, Dad. Here, you know... same as always. Nothing’s changed. I stop there, fully aware that none of it is true.

- Love, your mother and I are worried. We haven’t had any news from you for ten days now. We kept calling, and Nicole always told us you were busy, or sleeping, or at the gym, or... whatever other excuse you can imagine. I lower my head; guilt has already wrapped itself around me. I shouldn’t have behaved so immaturely, I think, but it’s already too late.

- How’s Mom?” is the only sentence I manage to string together, hoping I might somehow wriggle out of this uncomfortable corner.

- She’s fine, my little girl. She’s in a meeting right now. She’ll be so happy when she hears we managed to reach you.

- Dad? I’ll come and see you over the weekend, and I might stay for a bit. Tell Mom, okay? We’ll talk properly then.

- That’s wonderful news! my father exclaims, unable to hide his excitement. “Your mother will be over the moon. Melanie, we really have missed you, you know that don’t you? Baby, I must go now, they’re waiting for me, I’m already late for a meeting. I’m sending you a big kiss, and we can’t wait to see you in person. Take care of yourself, my baby. We love you very much, Mel.”

- I love you too. Give Mom a kiss from me. And just like that, I hang up, feeling wretched about everything I’ve put the people I love through. “Phew,” I sigh. “What did they ever do to deserve this, damn it? How did I manage to mess things up so badly?” I can’t even bring myself to think of his name anymore. “You need to be strong. I am so, so tired of you like this.” It’s been a while since I last heard my conscience lay into me. But once again, she’s right. I really do have to finally do something. “If he doesn’t want you once, you shouldn’t want him ten times over”, I tell myself, but who am I kidding? I am still so, so angry with him, so furious that if I saw him in front of me right now, I would... “You would run straight into his arms, that’s what you’d do. Please, girl, we know you by now.” 

“Oh, shut up already. Don’t you have anything better to do than meddle? Who gave you the right to sneak into my head and pop up all the time?” Caught up in it all, I hadn’t noticed how time slipped by, until the door opened and Nicole appeared, once again like a deus ex machina.

- Hey, Mel! How was your day?

- I... I..., I try to stammer something, but all I manage is to drop my gaze from her face to the floor.

- I hear you even put some music on. Bravo, my girl. She smiles. I’m going to take a quick shower and then I’ll come and fix us something to eat, because you look like you’re starving.

- The food! I jolt upright and hurry to the kitchen. I open the fridge, add the cheeses, and slide the Pyrex dish into the oven, hoping I might finally manage to finish something, anything, after such a long time. By the time Nicole is done perfecting her beauty routine, the food is already cooked and on the table. “How long has it been since I last sat down to savour a proper home-cooked meal”? I wonder.

- I can’t believe what I’m seeing! her voice rings out, and I can’t help it, a small, quick smile curls at the corners of my lips. “Mel, did you make this?”

Before I can answer, she wraps me in a tight hug and plants a quick kiss on my cheek.

- Come on, let’s sit down and eat before it gets cold, I tell her, and the truth is, I feel a few inches taller.

- I want you to tell me everything, Nicole replies, “but only after we’ve eaten.”

“And then they say it’s men who throw themselves at food, they clearly haven’t seen the two of you!”

Shhh, there’s no reason for you to chime in now. Hide back behind the wine bottle.

I’ve started to wonder just how normal it is, and to what extent, to carry on full conversations with one’s own conscience. Unless it’s time I slowly accepted that I might be a candidate for Bethlem Royal Hospital​[3]. 
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CHAPTER TWO
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My parent’s house wasn’t very far from mine. They live in a three-storey townhouse on Palace Gardens Terrace, facing Kensington Gardens. It’s one of the most expensive areas in London, but money has never really been an issue for my family or for me, for that matter. My parents’ business has made us one of the wealthier families in England, with more than a few connections in high circles: people with obscene amounts of money in their accounts, prominent members of Parliament, and even links to the royal family. They run one of the finest art conservation and appraisal companies in the country, on top of that, my father happens to be a curator at the British Museum. I am genuinely proud of them both. Of course, getting to where they are now required sacrifices: countless hours away from home, endless trips across the globe to evaluate or help preserve some cultural treasure. I won’t pretend I don’t look forward to being involved in the business myself. “You should be already. Why don’t you take a page out of your best friend’s book instead of letting love affairs eat you alive?” Ouch. That one lands below the belt and hurts more than I’d like to admit. And so it is that I find myself on Saturday morning knocking on the door of my childhood home. Chloe opens it and greets me with a tight, warm hug. The truth is, I wasn’t prepared for that, but there’s no way I could ever take it the wrong way. Chloe is so much more than a housekeeper to our family. She must be around sixty-five by now, and to me she’s more like a grandmother, if you consider that I spent most of my time with her from early childhood right up until I started university and decided to live on my own. My parents were away so often that it was Chloe who filled in the spaces. 

- Welcome, my little girl, she says, and hugs me all over again.

- Hello, Chloe, is all I manage, but I offer her a genuine smile, one drawn more from the warmth of my memories with this woman than from the state I’ve been in lately. It’s as if no time has passed since that morning, when I was about twelve, waiting for my parents to come home after two weeks away. In my excitement, I broke a vase. Chloe shot me a fierce look and all she muttered was, “If your father asks anything, don’t you say a word.” Judging from the shouting my father directed at Chloe for her supposed carelessness, which had resulted in the broken vase, and which, from the way he reacted, might well have been worth a small fortune, I remember being terrified at the very thought of what he would have done to me if he’d known I was the one who broke it. My father is not known for being authoritarian in general, but that rule did not apply when it came to the works of art decorating our home. Had he found out that I was the careless one, my punishment would probably still be going on somewhere around now. My father is not known for being authoritarian in general, but that rule did not apply when it came to the works of art decorating our home. Had he found out that I was the careless one, my punishment would probably still be going on somewhere around now. I can still recall the way she looked at me when she turned back and caught my eye; it was as if she were saying, “It’s all right, my girl, come in, don’t worry.” It took me a long time before I could look her straight in the eyes again, wondering why she had taken the blame for my innocent, but nonetheless reckless, mistake.

- Go on up, they’re waiting for you, Chloe’s voice floated after me, calm and soothing. Almost hypnotised, I obeyed and climbed the stairs to the first floor, where the sitting room was.

“Don’t you dare tell her anything, do you hear me? You’ll do exactly as I say. Do you want to destroy everything? Because that’s all you’ll achieve and nothing more. Be careful, Patrice. I have nothing else to say to you, and now stop this conversation, because she’ll be here any minute.

“ What was that? What wasn’t my mother supposed to tell me? What had happened that made my father speak to her like that?” A hundred thoughts rushed through my mind. I took a deep breath and stepped into the sitting room, probably wearing a guilty expression, not only because of how long I’d stayed away, but also because of what I had just happened to overhear.

- There’s our girl. How are you, my little Mel? my father said, coming over to hug me.

- I’m fine, Dad. How are you? My voice sounded calm and steady. I stole a quick glance at my mother. She looked as if she were sitting on hot coals. It might have been the first time I’d ever heard him speak to her like that, but it was also the first time I’d seen her looking as though she’d swallowed a whole pack of tranquillisers and slipped into a vegetative state: empty eyes fixed on nothing at all, like some stuffed trophy mounted above the fireplace. A cold sweat ran down my back at the sight of her, but for now I decided to push aside everything I’d heard, clearly connected to my mother’s hollow, dazed appearance. It wasn’t the moment, and in any case, I knew that no matter which of them I asked, I wouldn’t get a satisfactory answer. Still, I admit my brain cells briefly toyed with the idea of not letting it go. “Sure, ask her but first plug her in and wait a few minutes for her to charge. Otherwise I don’t see it happening”, my inner critic sniped, tugging slightly at my attention but bringing a fleeting warmth to the icy atmosphere. I couldn’t help wondering what on earth had happened.

- How are you, darling? Have you lost weight, or is it just my imagination, Mel? Come, sit next to me and tell us how you’ve been. 

Unfortunately, the moment I’d been avoiding for so long had finally arrived or rather, the moment I’d kept postponing, because clearly there was no way I could dodge it forever. “If only I could,” I thought.

- I’m fine. You tell me how you are. How’s work? Nicole tells me you’re getting ready for another trip. Where to this time? I decided to go on the offensive, hoping I could at least delay the holy inquisition I was clearly destined for.

- Well, your father is going to pop over to the Louvre to meet the museum director about some restorations on a few paintings. I’ll stay here. I’m thinking of taking a couple of days off, I’m truly exhausted and I need some peace and, above all, some rest. Another little novelty. Something was off. My mother, taking time off work? That was a first. I filed it away with the rest of the oddities and decided, once again, to let the river carry it for now.

- And you’re going on your own, Dad? I had decided to go on the offensive, so I pressed on with my questions. The truth was, I couldn’t care less about their answers, as long as we stayed focused on them and it didn’t become my turn. For obvious reasons, I still wasn’t ready to talk to them about him.

- No, I’m thinking of taking Nicole with me, my father replied. “You heard your mother, she’s exhausted. And you’re still mourning over him, plus you refuse to set foot in the office, so what exactly am I supposed to do?”

- Richard, what kind of thing is that to say?

- Oh, leave it, Patrice. Someone has to finally tell her these things. And while we’re at it, when do you intend to come into the office, may I ask? Where have you been all this time, Mel?

Pandora’s box had been opened, and every gust of wind came howling straight at me. “What’s gotten into him now?” The worst of it wasn’t that my father had snapped and was saying all this. The worst was that I had failed to avoid the one subject that hurt me more than anything else. A deathly silence suddenly settled over the room. A draught crept in from somewhere, but not the kind that makes you lift your face so it can wake you up. No, this was the kind that makes you want to hide, to cover your face so the cold won’t shatter you or rather, so it won’t completely destroy you. I don’t know how many minutes passed. Or hours. Or days. I sat there turned to stone, staring at my father, my mouth slightly open. The only thing that reminded me I was still alive were the tears gathering at the corners of my eyes, waiting for the smallest signal to spill over in a torrent, and they didn’t have to wait long. I burst into sobs like a little girl who’s just been severely scolded. He might as well have hit me; it would have hurt less. People say, “The tongue has no bones, but it can break bones.” In this case, it wasn’t just bones it was breaking, it was my entire soul. I stayed there, stunned, crying in great, heaving sobs, without anyone granting me permission to retreat to my old room and continue my punishment in private. Everything started flashing before me like a short film, all the scenes with him in the leading role. Him, the reason I was here listening to all this. Him, who was solely to blame, not me. “I’m here, do you hear me? Here. Where are you? Where did you disappear to, and above all, why aren’t you here the way you, yourself promised you would be? Remember?” “The greatest distance that will ever separate us is when I’m holding your hand.” Why, Anthony? Time had stopped a while ago. The only sound I could hear was the ticking of the clock, and even that was out of rhythm, tangled up with the rapid, equally loud pounding of my heart. And then, just like that, I found myself on the floor again, crying for him, always for him.

- Mel? A voice reached me from somewhere beyond. “Mel, forgive me. I didn’t mean to upset you, sweetheart. I’m trully sorry. I found myself in his arms, though of course that didn’t stop the tears from flowing.

- Come now, please don’t cry anymore. That’s enough. Come sit here on the sofa with us and talk to us, please. He tilted my face up and wiped my tears away with the back of his hand. Our eyes met. All I could see in my father’s gaze was sorrow, sadness and certainly anger as well; there was no other way to explain that outburst. Talk to us, my little girl. What’s troubling you? What is it that won’t let you leave the past behind? You’re far too young, Mel, to throw your life away for someone who didn’t deserve you.

At last, the moment had come. I drew a deep breath, wiped my eyes, and began my confession.
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CHAPTER THREE
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It dawned on a Monday of some month that, under ordinary circumstances, would have meant nothing to me, especially after everything that had unfolded at my parent’s house. Yet that morning I woke with a strange impulse: to actually get out of bed. Judging by the silence from the next room, where Nicole was still sleeping, I must have been up even earlier than she was. I washed, then went downstairs to make coffee. I pressed play on the iPod, and the melody of “Lights” by Hurts flooded the kitchen. Before I knew it, I was turning in little circles, following the rhythm, singing along, “Turn off the lights, I just wanna see you dancing,” and even my drowsy conscience materialised, stunned, beside the coffee machine, staring at me as if it couldn’t believe what it was seeing. It wasn’t the only one. Even I couldn’t quite believe that the figure I caught glimpses of in the glass of the kitchen cupboards or the fridge door, that woman swaying to this steady, intoxicating song, was actually me.While I was waiting for the coffee to be ready, I glanced out of the window. “What lovely weather again,” I thought, with a touch of irony, but this time without the usual aftermath of sinking into melancholy. The coffee machine gave its now-familiar hiss to announce that the fragrant, steaming coffee was ready. I poured some into my favourite mug and hit repeat on the iPod, wanting to hear that exquisite song one more time. I went back to the window and pulled the curtain aside to coax in whatever natural light there was. One of the things I hate most is artificial light in my face first thing in the morning, when my eyes can barely stay open. In less than twenty minutes I was standing in front of my wardrobe, staring at all those clothes as if I were seeing them for the first time in my life. “And what exactly are we wearing today?” I wondered. Honestly, how long had it been since I last went out and wore anything other than sweatpants? Right then I remembered the conversation I’d had with Nicole the day I’d finally managed to cook something for us to eat. “See? I told you this morning that today would be a different kind of day.” She’d been right, again. It was becoming exhausting, this constant refrain in my head: “What would I have done without Nicole, especially during this period of my life? The first step is half the journey, and today, my dear, you took that first step. From now on, you’ll see, it will get easier and easier to get over him. One little step at a time, and I promise you that in a while Mr Perfect will be nothing more than a distant memory.” The truth is, I wasn’t all that sure I even wanted him to become a distant memory. I let out a loud sigh and returned to my original dilemma: What the hell do people even wear? Especially after so long, it felt absurdly difficult to decide something so simple. Never in my life had I been tormented by this kind of anxiety. I quickly decided that today would not be that day. “Not today, Mel. You are not doing this to yourself today, do you hear me? Not today.” 

I’m a fairly strong woman, and judging by the dress I ended up choosing, I’d even dare to say I’m beautiful. Nicole may be the one who turns heads wherever she goes, but if I’m honest, I’m not far behind. I’m about one seventy-five tall, with black hair that falls well past my shoulders. If I think back to all the teasing when we would go out as a group of women, I clearly have a pretty good figure. My best feature, although it doesn’t quite match my British heritage, is my full lips. They add something special to my otherwise melancholic hazel eyes. I slipped into a printed mini dress with an open neckline; the sleeves fall just below the elbows, finished with delicate embroidery at the cuffs. I adore this dress. I put on light makeup, I’ve never been a fan of heavy makeup. I believe that when a woman paints her face too strongly, all she really manages to do is distort her features until she looks like someone else entirely. Then I pulled on my tall black heeled boots, the ones with the small, discreet tassel at the back. I grabbed my long black blazer, shrugged it on and voilà.

I gave myself a final look in the mirror. Oh, today you’re really not planning on letting me close my mouth, are you? Since early this morning you’ve been determined to wear me out, admit it. That’s the plan, isn’t it? Come here, let me take a good look at you...Such beauty...may it never fade. Touch wood, my girl.” I lifted my shoulders in a tiny shrug, smiled, and headed toward Nicole’s room, more than a little curious to hear what she would say.

- Nicole, can I come in?

- Of course. Did something happen? I’m in the bathroom, getting ready for work.

- No, nothing. I just want to show you something, but nevermind, it can wait.

- I’ll be out in ten minutes.

- It’s ok, we’ll talk later. Kisses. I called, and turned away, me heels clicking softly down the hall. 

- No, wait! I’ll just rinse off and I’ll be right out!

I had absolutely no intention of waiting. For some mysterious reason, my will was pulling me out of the house as fast as possible. Probably because even Nicole didn’t quite trust the situation, better to let me escape before I changed my mind and then what would they do with me? So I hurried down the stairs, grabbed the car keys, and stepped out onto the street. A sharp gust of icy wind slapped my cheeks awake. “God, it’s freezing”, I thought, unlocking the car and starting the engine. First stop: the hairdresser. Yes, but which one? I didn’t want to go to the salon I’d been using for ages; there would be questions, and that was the last thing I wanted today. I headed toward Phillimore Place, turned into Argyll Road, parked quickly, and continued on foot. “Are you sure about this? Weren’t we perfectly fine in our cosy little warm nest? Why are you trying to finish us off? Have you no mercy, heartless girl?” Ignoring the running commentary, I emerged onto Kensington High Street, where all the shops are. If my memory didn’t fail me, there was a salon somewhere nearby. It was close enough to home, yet I’d never actually gone in. I paused for a moment in front of a bookshop window, daydreaming that after I freshened up my poor, neglected hair, I’d come back and pick out a new book. Then I spotted the sign: FRANCIS & JUL HAIR SALON. The only thing I wasn’t sure about was whether they had any appointments free, but I decided to gamble on the fact that it was still fairly early on a weekday morning. I climbed the stairs to the first floor, opened the glass door, and stepped inside. A woman of about fifty greeted me, her name tag read: Juliana Savori – House Manager. 

- Good morning. How I can help you?

- Good morning. I’d like to make a change to my hair.

- Well, if you are here, that’s a cernainty, she replied, with disarming accuracy. “Do you have an appointment?”

- Unfortunately, no. It was a last-minute decision, you see, and I thought I’d just take the plunge.

- If you’d like, please have a seat in the lounge while I see who might be able to take you.

The place felt wonderfully warm. The floor was wooden, and the walls were done in wood tones as well: on one wall, the grain created waves in a pale beige shade, while in other places it deepened into a soft brown. Huge mirrors hung along the walls, each framed in wood of different colours. After a few minutes, a very pleasant young woman appeared in front of me.

- Hi, my name is Emily. I’m a hairstylist, and I’ll be taking care of your look today.

- Hello Emily. I’m Melanie. I really need a change, so I’m hoping you can help me.

- Melanie, do you have something specific in mind? Come, let me have a look at this gorgeous hair of yours. She studied my hair for a moment, lifting it up, pulling it to the side, twisting it into a loose bun. At last, she stepped back and pronounced her verdict: 

- All right, here’s what I suggest. We’ll shorten the length just a little, not much, about two-three centimetres, and then we’ll take the ends into two braids that will wrap around your head. We’ll fasten them together, and leave the rest of the hair full and loose, cascading down. And with that lovely face of yours, you’re going to look absolutely stunning. So, what do you say?

I studied myself for a moment in the enormous mirror, trying to picture the version of me Emily had just described.

- Well, Emily, here’s what I propose,” I said at last. “You cut it as short as you can, I’m thinking an asymmetrical bob. Then you change the color to something bold, let’s say red. Where I’ll really need your expertise is in choosing whether to use 5-29 Intense Red, 5-22 London Red, or 4-2 Mahogany, that deep, sultry reddish-brown that adds just enough mystery. After that, you do a braid on one side and we’re done. What do you think?”

“Oh dear Lord! What do you expect the poor girl to say? She can’t even form a sentence. Honestly, you’ve stunned her, look at her face.” It must have been a good two minutes before I saw her move again, and even then she still seemed to be searching for her voice. At some point I turned my head and met her eyes, the moment our gazes locked, we both burst out laughing, cackling like we’d just heard the funniest joke of our lives. I don’t know why, but from that moment on, I liked her even more.

- So we’re talking about a major change, then? Emily said at last. “I like the way you think, Melanie. All right, let’s get started, we’ve got a lot of work to do.”

- The only thing I’m going to ask, I replied, is that you don’t ask me why I decided to make such a drastic change. Anything else you want, I’m all yours. Deal?

- Okay, I understand, she said, giving me a conspiratorial wink before she began.

For the next four hours I surrendered myself to her hands, and we talked about all sorts of things. One of the things I liked most about Emily was how completely she respected my wish not to discuss my reasons. It made the atmosphere even lighter. It had been so long since I’d spoken to someone like that, so easily, with someone who knew nothing about me, who expected nothing from me. It felt like therapy, only the long, gentle kind.

- Well, Melanie, I think you’re ready, she announced at last. When I looked in the mirror, I honestly didn’t recognise myself. “Wow, Mel, you look gorgeous. I’m so proud of you.” The result was actually far better than anything I’d dared to imagine. 

- Don’t keep me in suspence, Melanie. Tell me, what do you think? Emily asked. 

- They’re...they’re different! I managed, and we both collapsed into loud laughter again. “But they’re really beautiful. Thank you.

“A big change, Mel,” I thought. “But we did say the first step is half the journey.” I went to counter to pay. 

- I’d love to see you again, Melanie, Emily said. “Here’s my mobile number, in case you ever feel like going out for a coffee.

- Thank you, Emily, I’d love that too. I’ll make sure we arrange a coffee sometime.

I asked for a small slip of paper and wrote down my own mobile number for her. Yesterday I hadn’t known Emily existed; today it felt as if I’d known her for years. It was as though we’d been out of touch for a while and had just found each other again, talking about everything, trying to fill in all the gaps, and, since we didn’t have enough time, deciding to continue the conversation outside of work. Just before the door, there was a young man, about my age, who paused mid-stroke over the client’s hair and turned to look at me. Without thinking, I turned, met his gaze, gave him a wink, smiled, and walked out.

I went back down and headed for the bookshop I’d noticed earlier on the street. It was only a few metres behind the hair salon. This time I didn’t hesitate at all, I just walked in. Maybe it was my imagination, but I suddenly found myself surrounded by two assistants, both of whom, at exactly the same moment, offered to help me. I gave them a polite smile and drifted toward the new releases stand. To my delight, there were quite a few new titles on display. “I’ll try not to get carried away, even though it’s going to be very difficult,” I muttered to myself. Ever since I was a child, I’ve loved reading; the truth is, I never really had any other childhood hobbies. In my parents’ house, perhaps the only part that truly feels like it belongs to me is that huge bookcase in the attic. I must have spent a good two hours in the bookshop, buying practically every new book they had. “Well, thank goodness you showed some restraint and didn’t get carried away,” my inner voice remarked. “Don’t scold me, you know full well how passionate I am about books,” I protested, almost defensively, as if I needed to justify this borderline obsession I have with reading. “All right, all right, no need to overreact. Can’t we even make a comment anymore?” After all this time, I still haven’t decided whether it’s normal to carry on full conversations with my own conscience. Who knows, maybe it’s some kind of survival mechanism. In any case, I’m beginning to get used to the idea, even if it does irritate me immensely from time to time. I decided to grab a coffee from the café next to Starbucks and then head home. I had to sort out my new books and, why not, start reading one of them. Maybe it was because my mood had lifted a little, but I noticed the weather had softened as well. The sun had begun to appear shyly between the clouds, the wind had calmed, and the day felt more like early spring than winter. I got into the car and drove home. I parked and stepped out. At that hour, the sun “faced” the façade of the house, and it was bathed in light. 

The house stands opposite Opera Holland Park, in one of the wealthiest areas of London. It’s three storeys high, with the entrance on the left-hand side of the building. To the right of the main door there’s a small garden, with miniature rosebushes and flowers planted in large marble pots. “Thank goodness that good man comes twice a week to take care of them, I thought, otherwise the poor things would have withered away.” Which, admittedly, would match my psychological landscape perfectly. “No, this is not the time for that,” I scolded myself, and hurried up the steps. Inside, directly ahead, is the internal staircase leading up to the second and third floors. To the right of the entrance there’s a fairly large sitting room; at the back, the kitchen, and next to it a small but very practical guest WC. On the far side of the living room stands a large Victorian marble fireplace, renovated, yes, but still preserving its timeless elegance. Around it, four sofas are arranged in the shape of a Π, with a large, classic rectangular coffee table in the centre. On the mantelpiece above the fireplace sits the television which, especially lately, serves more as a decorative object than anything anyone actually turns on. On the first floor there are three fairly large bedrooms, each with its own built-in six-door wardrobe. The two bigger rooms also have their own private bathrooms, spaces so spacious they could almost count as separate rooms in their own right. My bedroom faces the park, which makes it one of the quietest in the house, too quiet, I’d say, and to be honest, that doesn’t entirely match my temperament. Climbing up to the second floor, there are three more rooms, not as large as the ones below, and a big central bathroom. I could have chosen one of those, but when I moved into this house, I was with Anthony, and the room I’m in now was essentially his choice. We usually use those upstairs rooms for guests, though it’s rare that we have anyone staying. I can recall one such time about a year and a half ago, around Christmas, when Anthony’s sister came to visit from Africa. Suddenly, the blood froze in my veins and a chill passed through my entire body. I realised that I had just spoken about him so casually, as if he were still part of my everyday life, as if he simply wasn’t here right now, but at any moment I might hear the front door open and his voice calling my name. In an instant, everything around me seemed to darken. I began to shake, and the tears, already back in their familiar place, waited once more for the signal to break loose. “No, no, don’t do this to yourself, please. Don’t let it happen. Try to remember how you were this morning.” I can’t. It’s beyond my strenght. Once again, I had turned to stone. “DO SOMETHING. NOW. MOVE from where you’re standing, I’m telling you.” My inner voice snapped. I can’t. It feels impossible. My brain was issuing the command, but my body stubbornly refused to obey. A cold sweat broke over me, as if I had just stepped out of the shower and was still dripping. “GO UPSTAIRS. NOW. RUN TO THE LIBRARY AND PUT AWAY YOUR NEW BOOKS. Where did you leave them? Go and get them, please, they’re downstairs in the living room, and that isn’t where they belong.” 

“Yes...my books. My new books.” I went down the stairs like a zombie, and I think I finally understood what my mother must have looked like when I first saw her on Saturday. I must have looked exactly the same now. At least, along with the bags, I seemed to have found some colour in my face again. Before going back up, I went into the kitchen and poured myself a juice. Then I picked up the books and headed for the attic. “Welcome back from the dead. So? Have you come back to life again? Honestly, I don’t even want to imagine what would become of you if you didn’t have me. Come on, get some work done now, that’s what I say, maybe we’ll manage to avoid the worst.” I lowered my head, guilty, and began placing each book on the shelves according to its genre. I was still quite angry, for some mysterious reason, my stubbornness works in reverse in exactly these situations. When I need it most, it abandons me and goes for a stroll. Thankfully, I was in the one place that is entirely my own.   The attic is my kingdom, a realm where, at any moment, I can find myself transported to another era: romantic, futuristic, historical, fantastical... or plunged into darkness. As I am these days, unfortunately, it’s the last one that feels most real. I shook my head from side to side, trying not to follow the siren song of my sadness. “Come on, Mel, you can do this. Don’t do this to yourself.” I drew the strength I needed from that thought and carried on with my task. The attic is flat and quite spacious, taking up almost half the footprint of the house. The floor is wood in a light shade. On the front side, facing the main road, there are three large windows. When the sun is out and slips shyly into the room, it begins a magical game, beams of light shifting and crossing, painting different patterns in the air. In front of the middle window there’s a small round table with two armchairs. Against the back of the staircase there is a tiny WC, so you don’t have to go downstairs if nature calls, and right beside it a little kitchenette with all the essentials. In the centre of the room a sofa dominates the space, and directly opposite stands a relatively small fireplace, small, but more than enough to warm the room on cold days and nights. On that same wall lies my treasure. To the left and right of the fireplace is my bookcase, built into plasterboard and made of solid red oak with strong, flowing grain. It makes the atmosphere even warmer and stands in beautiful contrast to the floor. The shelves start from the ground and reach all the way up to the ceiling. Naturally, there’s also a rolling ladder so I can reach the top shelves and make full use of the space. On each column I’ve added little labels with the genre of the books and the order they should be in. It took me quite some time to organise everything and to record, on my laptop, every title and the exact place each book occupies. But I am, undeniably, very proud of myself. This is my kingdom. And it belongs to me alone. My thoughts were abruptly interrupted by the sound of my phone. It was my father. “What’s happened, calling me at this hour?” I wondered. “He’s usually in a meeting by now.” 

- Good morning, Dad.

- Hello, my Mel. How are you?

- I’m fine. How are you all? Is Mum doing better? 

- She’s better, sweetheart. Do you know why I’m calling? I’d like you to stop by the office in about an hour. There’s something important I want to talk to you about.

- But Dad, I thought we said that... I began, but he cut me off before I could even finish the sentence. 

- Yes, Mel, I remember very well what we said. Even so, I’d like you to come by so we can talk in person. I have another call coming in, I have to go. I’ll see you soon.

- Kisses, dad. I hung up and remained where I was, puzzled by how brief the conversation had been, already trying to dissect his words and guess what lay behind them. An hour. “Something important.” With my father, those two little words could mean anything, from a new project at the museum to the end of the world as I knew it. A faint tightness coiled in my chest. The image of him in his office rose in my mind: the heavy desk buried under files and catalogues, the framed photographs from distant excavations, that leather armchair where he so often sat with his hands steepled, weighing every word before he spoke. Today, though, I had the distinct feeling there would be very little weighing and far more bluntness. I caught myself twisting my phone between my fingers, as if turning it could somehow rewind the last few seconds and change the outcome of the call. No such luck. The attic suddenly felt smaller, the air thicker, as though the shelves were leaning in, listening. “All right, Mel,” I told myself. “You survived Saturday. You can survive a Monday meeting at the office.” Still, a quiet dread whispered at the back of my mind that whatever my father had to say would not only concern “work.” And beneath that dread, like a stubborn ember refusing to die, lay the same old fear: that somehow, in some way, this too would circle back to “him”. 
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I checked my watch. Thankfully, my father’s office wasn’t far from the house, though I still needed a good half hour to get there by car. I went down to my room, paused in front of the mirror, and took in my new look. For a moment I had the uncanny sensation that the face staring back at me, copying my every move, belonged to someone else entirely. “Bold change” I thought. And yet, beneath the shock of it, I could see a spark, a brightness, my own face again, alive. I decided to set off. The truth was, I was intensely curious to know what had made him change his mind after our conversation at my parents’ house on Saturday. Once the “storm” of my breakdown had passed, there had been a brief, calm interlude during which I’d agreed with my father that I would start going into the office the following week, easing myself slowly into the rhythm of things. I’d felt that day hadn’t quite arrived yet, but deep down I knew I couldn’t keep “postponing” it forever. With that in mind, I left for my father’s office at the British Museum. At this time of day, there was unlikely to be much traffic, so I should arrive on time. Since my father had taken over as director of the British Museum, he had become even more meticulous than before. It made sense; such a position demanded a certain level of precision, and a great deal of consistency. That thought tightened something inside me. I really didn’t want to be late, nor did I want to prolong my own anxiety about the reason for this “urgent” meeting. I showed my ID to the security guard and drove down into the museum’s parking area, then found a space and switched off the engine. Another glance at my watch. Good. I was on time. I went up the service stairs to the first floor and made my way to my father’s office. Inside, I was greeted by his secretary, a pleasant woman of about thirty-five or forty. 

- Do you have an appointment with Mr. Golden?

- Yes I do,  I replied politely. 

- Please take a seat for a moment and I’ll let him know you’re here. She picked up the receiver and, just before she dialled, the door opened and my father appeared. He looked at me as if he were seeing me for the very first time in his life. For a second I froze under the scrutiny, then remembered that I didn’t look much like the version of me he’d seen only a day earlier. He just stood there, staring at me, stunned, and so did his secretary, clearly reacting more to his reaction than to me. “Are we sure we’re in the right place? Maybe we’ve come to the wrong museum and this is actually Madame Tussauds​[4].” And it did feel that way, with both of them frozen, gazing at me like wax figures. 

- Mel, is that you? My God, how... What did you do to your hair?

- Hi dad.  I walked over, kissed him on the cheek, and that small, familiar gesture seemed to bring him back to reality. 

- Hello, my girl. Come in. Ah, Lia, this is my daughter, Melanie.

- Pleased to meet you, Lia. I smiled at her and followed my father into his office.

- And I, I’m very pleased to meet you too, Miss Golden, she replied, almost stammering.

I stepped into a huge office. I honestly didn’t remember it being this large. I moved toward the chairs in front of my father’s desk, but before I could sit down, he picked up the receiver and told Lia, presumably, not to let anyone disturb him. To be honest, it wasn’t the content of the instruction that surprised me so much as his tone. Short. Absolute. I wasn’t sure that was a particularly good sign, I thought, but decided to be patient a little longer. Soon enough I’d know what this was all about. 

- Sweetheart, would you like something to drink? Have you eaten anything all day, or shall I order something?

- I’d like a tea with milk, if it’s not too much trouble, please.

- Lia, prepare a green tea, plain, with milk, and bring it in, he said. I was pleasantly surprised he still remembered how I take my tea. 

- While we’re waiting for Lia to bring your tea, tell me, Mel, what’s with this change? I honestly didn’t recognise you. I have to admit, though, you look stunning. It suits you very much, and I’m glad you decided to do it. Your mother will be thrilled when she sees you.

- Thank you, Dad. I like the result too, in the end, I replied. As for the reason... I thought about everything we talked about, and I figured a change would do me good. That said, I still don’t quite understand the reason for this sudden need for me to come here.

- You’re right, my darling. I may have sounded abrupt on the phone, but it wasn’t about that. It’s more that... Suddenly there was a knock at the door and Lia appeared, carrying a tray with my tea, cutting him off. “Great. Right at the best part. I’m about to burst, what is this, honestly? How long am I going to have to wait?” 

- Mr Golden, the tea you asked for, she said.

- Lia, put it on the coffee table in the sitting area. We’ll sit there. And let me remind you once more: I don’t want to be disturbed.

She looked at him, lowered her head, and obeyed as if we were living in some other era, an age of absolute masters. He’d always had a certain authoritarian edge to his voice when he wanted to assert himself, and the thing is, in the end, things always went the way he wanted. He never left you much room to manoeuvre. “If only you knew how much I understand you, Lia,” I thought, and it was true. In the same way, even I, who was used to his tone of command, stood up without waiting for a further gesture and walked over to the sitting area. I cast Lia a quick, sympathetic glance, nodded to her, then turned to stir my tea while I waited for my father to join me.

- So, where were we? he asked, sitting down.

- You were about to tell me the reasons...

- Ah, yes. In a week’s time, I’m due to leave for Paris, as I explained to you at home on Saturday. The reason I asked you to come here is that I want you to get ready, and come with me.

This time it was my turn to stand there like a newly minted statue, ready for the Tussauds collection, teacup in hand. A classic British figure. “Come on, are you out of your mind? Move! Didn’t you hear? We’re going on a little trip to Paris, the City of Light, the City of Love, yippee.” I must not have heard correctly. The only words that managed to lodge themselves in some lonely neuron of my brain were: Paris, one week, you, trip. I set my tea down, almost irritably, no, not almost. Furious was closer to the truth of how I felt in that moment. I looked my father straight in the eyes and managed to form a single word. 

- No, I’m not going ANYWHERE!

“Oh, don’t listen to her, please. You know perfectly well that means yes, doesn’t it? When a woman says no, she means the opposite.”

- What do you mean, no, Mel?

- No means I’m not coming, Dad. Short, sharp, absolute, the one trait I had definitely inherited from him. Unruffled, he rose from his chair and came to sit beside me. He took my hand. 

- My little Mel, explain to me why you’re so stubbornly refusing.

Of course I could tell him, not just one, but all the reasons, I thought. And then... stop. “Now what, Mel? Go on, tell me. What are the real reasons you don’t want to go?” I found myself staring at the floor, half-convinced that somewhere down there I would find my answer: a single, solid reason that would keep me from seeming weak yet again. One, just one excuse, simply to be able to say something. 

- Mel, there’s something else I want to tell you, he went on. In Paris, I’ll be coming back after two days, but you’ll be staying longer. You’ll be settling there for quite some time, and essentially, the reason we’re going is so I can introduce you to your new colleagues and your workplace. You’re going to start working at the Louvre. The director there is a very good friend of ours, and he agreed to take you on as an intern instead of someone else. 

That was where the chaos began. It was just me and my conscience now, the same conscience that only a few minutes earlier had been cheering at the thought of the trip, staring into the vast emptiness. Her look was sympathetic, but it no longer made any real difference. “Come on, Mel, you can do this. Find the strength to argue back. You know you can. Say something, anything, for God’s sake.” What could I say? There was honestly nothing keeping me here.

“This can’t be happening to me. It can’t be that everything and everyone is against me. The entire universe has clearly conspired and put a target on my back. There’s no other explanation.” 

- Dad, please don’t do this. There isn’t... there isn’t any specific reason, but please, I don’t want to go. I’m not ready yet for such a big change. I took a deep breath and uttered the only argument that contained even a trace of truth. “Yes. That’s it. I’m not ready for such a change.” 

- My love, believe me, I understand, he said softly. But allow me to ask you one last question. 

I sank back into my thoughts. “Not that question, please. Not the one question that every part of me already knows it cannot answer.” My mind started playing its usual tricks, games and conspiracy theories ripped straight out of a crime film. “Don’t say it, I’m begging you.” It was pointless. Time and thought had frozen once more, and my father was not the sort of man to be deterred by compassion. And just like that, the very words I’d been dreading finally came. 

- And when exactly will you be ready, Mel? Can you put it into a timeframe, when you’ll be ready to come back, to be the dynamic young woman I know again, to take your life back into your own hands? I understand it’s a huge change, leaving your home, leaving me, your mother, even Nicole. But tell me honestly, what else is there that binds you here? 

“Nicole.” She would know what to tell me now, what to do, how to escape, how to drag myself out of this swamp. Maybe if I could just buy a little time, enough to talk to her, she’d find a way out for me. That was it: once again, Nicole would have to be my lifeline. I don’t know why or how, but at that moment I remembered the conversation I’d overheard as I was going up the stairs at my parents’ house. “Don’t you dare tell her anything, do you hear me? You’ll do exactly as I say. Do you want to destroy everything? Because that’s all you’ll achieve and nothing more. Be careful, Patrice. I have nothing else to say to you, and now stop this conversation, she’ll be here any minute.” So that was it. That was what it had been about. This was what my father didn’t want my mother to tell me. There was no other explanation. Piece by piece, the puzzle was coming together, but the picture it revealed was far from pretty. I was convinced the whole thing had been orchestrated by him. Only he would do something like this. If either of them had mentioned it earlier, I might have found something to say, something to cling to, some way to react. But like this, I was literally bound, no, the better word was gagged. That was exactly how it felt. I dragged my thoughts back to the small pocket of time I was desperately trying to win, just enough to talk it all through with my angel, my Nicole.

- Can I think about it for a bit, please? I asked quietly. What you’re asking really is a huge change, and I’d like a little time. 

- My little Mel, think about it, he said, but deep down, even you know this is a dead end. This is truly for your own good. Even your mother agrees with it. 

“Mother? How could she possibly agree to something like this, especially without asking me first? She would never do that.” The words were on the tip of my tongue, but for some mysterious reason, I didn’t say them. Maybe because, somewhere inside, even I wasn’t entirely sure. Maybe this was partly my fault. Maybe I had dragged the whole thing with Anthony out for so long that I had pushed my own parents to an “extreme” measure, because that’s the only way I can describe it right now. To have reached the point where we’re discussing, or rather, where they are announcing, a decision for me to move to another city, another country altogether, under the pretext of work. 

- Dad, can I ask you something? Was this what you were ordering Mum not to tell me? I heard you on Saturday, when I was coming up to the sitting room, you were telling her not to say anything to me because she’d ruin everything. 

He drew back slightly. His body language betrayed tension, a deep, heavy preoccupation. He clasped his hands together and looked at me intently, no, piercingly, straight in the eyes. It might have been the first time I’d ever felt my father trying to “probe” me like that. Total silence. That wasn’t like him at all; he always had something to say. But the silence didn’t last long. 

- Mel, what you heard did indeed have to do with our discussion, he said at last.

- There’s a difference between “discussion,” Dad, and “we’ve decided and that’s final,” I shot back.

- Yes, perhaps you’re right, he conceded. Your mother disagreed. She thought the way we planned to tell you was unfair and clumsy. She said we had no right to do this to you, and that we should all sit down and talk it through together. 

That was my mother. I simply couldn’t wrap my mind around the idea that she would agree to any of this without speaking to me first.

- I won’t deny it, Mel, at first I agreed with your mother. That would have been the right thing to do, my girl: to ask you. But, Mel, the truth is you didn’t help us either. The more time passed, the more you showed an almost unnatural refusal to move on. It wasn’t the end of the world, my love. You’re still so young, intelligent, full of life. I couldn’t stand watching you destroy yourself any longer. How long did you expect your mother and me to sit by and do nothing? Do you think it’s easy for a parent, who has made so many sacrifices for their child, to watch, and ultimately to allow, that child to fall apart? No, Mel. We couldn’t let it go on. You left me no choice. Every word that came out of his mouth fell over me like a slab of stone, pinning me to the spot.How much truth was hidden in what he had just said?  His words crushed me. I curled up at the edge of the sofa, unable to move. “That’s why your mother and I are begging you to agree to go to Paris, he continued gently. Think about it, Mel. We’re convinced that sooner or later you’ll realise that everything we’re doing, we’re doing so that you can be happy again, so that you can smile again. We would do anything for you to be well. Remember that.” After that, there was no room left for doubt. There was absolutely nothing, nothing at all, I could think of or discuss with anyone that might reverse the situation. What argument could I possibly present? That my parents didn’t want to stand by and watch me self-destruct? What real parent would ever allow that to happen? I looked into his eyes and saw pain there, and anxiety etched clearly across his face. 

- All right, Dad, I said softly. It’ll be as you and Mum want.

- That’s the most wonderful news I’ve heard in a long time, my little heart, he exclaimed, pulling me into a tight embrace, almost in relief. You’ll see, baby, everything from now on will be better. I promise you. Let me call your mother; she’ll be dying of worry. You can’t imagine how anxious she’s been all this time. He got up and went over to his desk to call her, to tell her about this unexpected turn of events, unexpected, as it turned out, only for me, who had truly believed I wouldn’t give in to something like this. 

“Patrice, we’ve just finished talking with Mel and... yes, she agreed. She’s coming with me to Paris. Yes, Patrice, I’m sure. I’ll tell you all the details when I get home. Do you want to talk to her? Hold on a moment, I’ll ask her.” He beckoned to me, asking with a gesture if I wanted to speak to my mother. Automatically, I rose and walked toward the desk. “Patrice, don’t overwhelm her, all right? Here, talk to Mel,” he said, handing me the phone. “Hi, Mum. Yes, I’m fine, don’t worry, I said. Mum, don’t cry. Dad explained everything to me. Please don’t apologise, you haven’t done anything wrong. I’m the one who should be apologising for this whole period. Yes, I’ll come over on Wednesday for dinner. I love you too. Kisses, we’ll talk soon.” I hung up, sighed, and wrapped my arms around my father. 

- I love you too, you know, I told him with a faint smile.

- I know, my little heart, he replied. Now go and rest, and start organising your things, time is passing quickly. By the way, what did Nicole say about your new look?

- She... hasn’t seen it yet, I admitted. We both burst out laughing. 
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I reached home almost exhausted, as if I’d spent the entire day digging trenches. What a day. I could hardly wait to sink into the warmth of my own house. The lights in the living room were on, and I could see Nicole talking on the phone, her silhouette outlined behind the curtains. I opened the door, stepped inside, and walked straight into the sitting room just as she ended the call and turned to look at me. 

- Well, look who just... 

She froze. Literally. Even the phone slipped from her hand and thudded onto the carpet. She stood there turned to stone; it didn’t matter that I was calling her name or waving my hands in front of her face, nothing. She was petrified. “Go get her a glass of water. Or a juice. Better yet, bring the smelling salts, ether would work nicely. And then sit her down, because once she hears the rest of the news, she really will hit the floor.” I took her gently by the arm and guided her into an armchair, then stayed standing beside her.

- Nicole, snap out of it. What’s wrong with you?

- Me? I...I don’t even know what to say. I mean...what? When? How? 

I couldn’t help it, I burst out laughing. At that, Nicole started laughing too. 

- Shall I make some tea and we sit down and talk? I asked. 

- Obviously. And immediately. I want you to tell me everything, about this whole transformation. 

(That’s not the only thing she has to tell you, poor girl. Wait till you hear the good part. Stay seated, because someone is definitely going down today, and it’s not going to be me.) In a few minutes the tea was ready, and we had both taken our places. I began to walk Nicole through my day, trying at the same time to justify my decision about my new appearance. 

- So that’s why you came into my room this morning wanting to show me something, she murmured. 

I nodded and answered simply:

- That’s why. 

- Let me just look at you for a moment, she said. She started examining me in detail from head to toe, then asked me to do a slow turn so she could see me from every angle. 

- You look so, so different, Mel, and unbelievably beautiful. This style suits you perfectly. You have no idea how happy you’ve made me today. 

- Oh, Nicole... I don’t know what I’d do without you, and you know I mean that.

- Don’t you dare say that again, please. You’re stunning. You’re going to break hearts. There will be casualties all over the city, poor boys, if only they knew what’s coming, she declared grandly, then burst into a slightly vindictive laugh. The whole time we were talking, she couldn’t take her eyes off me, showering me with compliments.

And now came the hard part. Because this wasn’t the only thing that had defined my day. How do you tell something like that to your best friend? To the person who has stood by you like a sister through all of this? Because that’s exactly how I felt about Nicole, she was my sister in everything but blood. So do we start with the cliché? “There’s... something else I wanted to tell you.”

The thought alone was enough to make my face fall; it was as if I had a little switch connected directly to my expression and someone had just flipped it. There was no way Nicole wouldn’t notice. When it came to things like that, she was a master.

- Mel, what’s troubling you?

- Well, Nicole... there’s something else I want to tell you. I just don’t know how.

- What do you mean? Did something else happen? She frowned and looked at me in that odd, probing way of hers. Of course she did, what else could I possibly have to say?

- Next week I’m flying to Paris.

- Well, good for you, my girl, I’m so happy for you! This change will do you a world of good, you’ll see. You’ll go for two, three days and come back a different person. 

- Yes, that’s the thing, Nicole. I’m not going just for two or three days, but for quite a long time. We’re talking at least a couple of years, maybe more. 

There. I’d said it. Now all that was left was to wait for her reaction. I admit I was not in the least prepared for the one I got. 

- Wait a second, let me get this straight, because honestly I’m confused. What you’re telling me is that you’re moving to Paris? You’re leaving here? You’re... you’re leaving me on my own? All right, Mel, we said you should change, but you’re overdoing it, don’t you think? 

It was the first time, in all the years I’d known her, that I saw Nicole at a loss for words, not knowing what to say or do. Worst of all, I saw her eyes fill with tears, maybe for the first time, at this kind of news. It was shocking even for me, watching the one person who still stood firmly at my side, even now, react like that. Not only had I not anticipated it, I was utterly unprepared to handle it. “Well done, I thought. Excellent work, Mel.” I waited, heart pounding, for whatever would come next, knowing full well that whatever it was, it wouldn’t help me in the slightest. It would only break me a little more. She was the one person I never wanted to hurt, and yet here I was, making her feel, if not just rotten, then utterly wretched. It was as if this was my way of saying thank you for everything she’d done for me. I pulled her into my arms, and just like that my own eyes filled and I started crying too. I don’t know how long we sat like that, both of us silent, unable to speak. And honestly, what could you say? The scene spoke for itself. (Alright, girls, and now who exactly is going to comfort us? Congratulations, you’ve really outdone yourselves this time.) At that thought, I started laughing, first nervously, then in a way that could only be described as hysterical. I’m really not well. I’m losing it, I thought, without that doing anything to stop me. Nicole was still sobbing, shoulders shaking. She lifted her head, looked me straight in the eyes and asked:
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