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Dante

Leonardo da Vinci International Airport – Italy

AS MUCH AS I HATED goodbyes, I always imagined that the day I decided to leave, I'd be so happy that nothing would make me question that decision. However, there at the airport, about to board, I realized there was someone capable of doing just that.

I always felt like a complete outsider within my family. But that girl in front of me was my only point of connection within it.

Paola and I were only a year and two months apart. She was twenty-three, and I was twenty-two. Within the Marinelli clan, we were two loose ends, completely at odds with what our parents expected of us. In their view, I was supposed to be interested in the family business— a veritable luxury car empire. My sister, on the other hand, was supposed to be a sweet young woman looking for a good husband who could take over her share of the business. She had only fulfilled the sweet part.

I didn't fulfill any part.

“I wish I had your courage to go that far,” she confided, standing in front of me, both of us in front of the boarding gate.

From Italy to Brazil was truly a long way off. Today, I was traveling the same route my maternal grandfather had taken almost forty years earlier. Thanks to him, I had some fluency in Portuguese, having been taught to read and write in both languages. This would greatly facilitate the new life I intended to build there.

“You know you can come with me if you want,” I declared.

"Who knows, maybe I'll go someday? If Grandpa had left me land in another country, like he did for you, maybe I'd venture out. But he left me real estate right here in Italy."

The perfect excuse for me to leave Italy was an inheritance. Our maternal grandfather had passed away two months earlier and had left some things in his will to his three grandchildren. To Paola, two apartments in Rome. To Vicenzo, our older brother, he left some properties in the Italian countryside— which he certainly wouldn't even visit.​

As for me, the most unusual inheritance came: a farm, located in the interior of São Paulo, in Brazil – the country where my grandfather was born and lived much of his life, before moving with his wife and daughter to Italy.

As crazy as it may have seemed, as soon as the will was read and I found out about it, I made the most radical decision of my life: to drop everything and move to Brazil.

I had no intention of becoming a farmer, but I planned to sell the land and use the money to start over. It would probably provide me with enough income to live comfortably, but I intended to use it to get my footing, attend college, pursue a degree in something I would truly enjoy, and... move on with my life.

A life very different from the one my parents had envisioned for me. Luckily for me, Vicenzo truly dreamed of taking over the company, and this allowed my father, as much as he hated my choices, to already be resigned and determined not to waste his energy trying to convince me otherwise.

I was about to say goodbye to Paola, because I really needed to board. But I stopped when I heard a voice calling my name. I turned, seeing our brother coming toward me.

"I can't believe you're actually going to do this," Vicenzo said, stopping in front of me. "Stop and think about what you're doing with your life, Dante."

— Actually, I'm just trying to start a life, Vicenzo.

He then began that speech that had been repeated more than once. It even seemed rehearsed:

"Our father is the richest man in Italy, Dante. One of the ten richest in the world. See if it makes sense for you to leave all that behind to play the farmer on the other side of the ocean."

— I don't intend to do that. I'm going to sell our grandfather's land.

— I could just do that and go home.

"There's no going back home, brother. You heard what our father said, didn't you? If I left, I shouldn't come back."

"That was just lip service. You know that if news of your adventurous escape gets out, it will fill him with shame. He'll take you back any moment to avoid that."

— As long as I either go work at his company or don't work anywhere? No, thank you very much.

"I swear I don't understand what's going on in your head. Actually, what the two of you have." He looked away for a moment, looking at Paola. Our sister had been the first to shame the family, three weeks ago, when she too left home to live alone in one of the apartments our grandfather left behind. Her plan was to sell the other one to support herself, finish college, get a job, and... be free. Just like me.​

“Some people just have different dreams, Vicenzo,” I replied.

"A dream for poverty? You two are reckless. I'm sure you'll come to your senses soon. You'll see that adventures don't fill your stomachs and you'll come back begging our parents for forgiveness."

I considered responding to him with many things. Telling him he was exaggerating, because the money I'd get from selling the farm— certainly in the millions— would be enough to live very comfortably for the rest of my life, especially since I had no need for any major luxuries or ostentation. Not to mention that I also intended to work. Doing something I enjoy.

I intended to be happy. And I knew my sister was too.

Perhaps, someday, both she and I would have our own families, formed with present parents, dialogue, and love. A very different family from the one we had until then.

I hoped that, even with his goals so focused on money, Vicenzo would achieve that too, someday.

"You know our parents won't worry about our absences," I countered. "They have you to take over the company. You're the eldest son, after all."

— The eldest son and son— Paola recalled, referring to the fact that our father had already made it clear, countless times, that he would never give her a leadership position.

Before Vicenzo could say anything, a beep announced my flight to Brazil. I pulled my brother close to me, hugging him, even though he wasn't particularly fond of displays of affection like that.

I didn't blame him, after all. Being the oldest, his upbringing had been stricter than ours, and it was on his shoulders, throughout his life, that the weight of future responsibility had been placed. He always said he was proud of it, said he genuinely wanted to take over the company... but I didn't know to what extent that was truly his desire and not merely something he had imagined.

— Think carefully about what you're doing, my brother... — he reinforced, while I hugged him.

— There's nothing to think about, I've already made my decision.

Releasing him, I hugged Paola, and I had to stay strong as she let out tears. I would miss her more than anyone else.

Finally, I grabbed my carry-on and walked away, waving to my brothers as I walked through the boarding gate.

Towards my new life...
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Carolina

One year later

THAT WAS ANOTHER NIGHT I hadn't slept very well. Which, in fact, had become a routine. It had been four months since I'd left the countryside of Rio de Janeiro and moved to the capital, but I still hadn't gotten used to living in a place so... noisy, to say the least.

I was used to sleeping with the sound of night insects. From my old house to the bus stop, it was about a five-minute walk. Now, for four months, I had been living in a boarding house on a main avenue. From the window of my small room on the second floor, I could hear the sound of every single vehicle, which seemed to speed past twenty-four hours a day.​

Still, I couldn't say I missed home. I had no attachment to anything purely material. I didn't miss the two-bedroom house, which, though very simple, was far more comfortable than a small room in a boarding house. I missed my home.

And that I knew I would never get back.

It was always just my mother and me. My father had left when I was too young to even remember his face, though the legacy he left has stayed with me throughout my life. He wasn't exactly the most beloved person in town, and being his daughter was like having a brand etched into my skin, warning everyone not to get too close.

Because the same stigma followed my mother, she never remarried or had any more children. It was just the two of us, a small family that, for me, always felt more than complete.

However, since she had died I no longer saw any point in continuing in that place, where I could no longer hear her voice singing in the kitchen on Sundays, while she prepared a special lunch for us.

What made sense to me was to do what she always wanted me to do: chase my dreams.

And it was in search of this that I had sold our small house and all the little things we had in it, put some clothes and personal items in a suitcase and got on a bus to Rio de Janeiro.

The money from the sale of the house was what helped me support myself during the first three months while I looked for a job. It was ironic that I landed a position in the very place I dreamed of most: a college.

But not to study there, as I so desired. But as one of the cleaning staff.

For now, my dream of becoming a college student would have to wait. I had some savings, but it wasn't much, especially not enough to cover five years of tuition for the program I dreamed of pursuing: Veterinary Medicine. My salary as a cleaning lady didn't allow me to do that either. For now, that remained just a future and uncertain dream.

When I arrived for work that day, I thought it would be like every other day that past month. I'd always been a shy person, the type who slipped in and out of places without attracting attention, and that had been much easier working as a cleaner at a university full of wealthy, and for the most part, frighteningly snobbish, students. I felt completely invisible there, and I could even count on one hand the number of times someone had said "good morning" to me.

"You get used to it in time." The voice of Sandra, my coworker, reached my ears, pulling me from my reverie. It took me a few seconds to understand what she was referring to. I had mentioned to her that I hadn't slept well— yet again.

"I don't know how anyone gets used to it," I replied, going back to wiping the large mirror in front of the sink with a cloth and some glass cleaner. We'd already finished the women's bathroom on that floor, and now we were working on the men's.

"I think if I ever live somewhere quiet, I won't be able to sleep," she replied, laughing. "I'm already used to all this big city hustle and bustle."

I liked Sandra. We weren't exactly friends— after all, we'd only known each other for a few weeks— but she was a good colleague, always willing to help. She was forty-two years old and, according to her, had worked there for over ten years.

Apparently, she had also gotten used to being invisible around there.

And I still thought that no one should get used to something like that.

The growing movement in the hallway alerted us that another class period must have ended. It was time to clean the classrooms for the next class.

"Will you finish here so I can get started on the living rooms?" Sandra asked, putting the mop she'd just mopped the floor into a bucket.

— Sure. I'm almost done here.

She left, leaving me alone to finish that part of the job. I was almost done when I heard the footsteps and laughter of two young men entering the bathroom.

“Sorry, it’s closed,” I said, which I thought was obvious, since I had left the sign on the door.

They seemed to completely ignore my comment and one of them, still laughing, said:

— Has anyone ever told you that you're too hot to be washing toilets?

I took a deep breath, fighting the urge to respond impolitely. I needed to keep this job, and some sleazy playboy wouldn't make me lose my temper and lose my mind.

"Can you guys please wait outside? I'll finish up here and clear the bathroom."

"My friend is right," the other said, becoming bolder and moving closer to me as he continued. "A pretty girl like you could be making a lot more money in other ways."

He touched my arm and, acting on impulse, I slapped his hand away to make him let me go.

The expression on his face changed, showing he was furious. He probably wasn't used to being treated like this. His friend, in return, laughed even harder.

"The girl is a bit feisty and plays hard to get. I think she'll want to charge a lot for extra services."

"I'll do without any extra work," I replied, knowing full well what he meant. I was used to intimidating situations, but never in one where I felt so vulnerable. Because of this, my legs were shaking and I felt an unbearable urge to cry.

But I would hold my ground until those two left me alone.

It was what my mother had taught me to do my whole life: stay strong.

I noticed that the one closest to me, despite being angry with the slap on his hand, tried to calm down and insist again:

— I'll wait until your shift ends. Then we'll take you to a more... quiet place.

Apparently, he was referring to the chatter in the hallway. He probably knew that if they tried anything on me there, I would scream and someone would definitely show up.

"I'm not going anywhere with you, I told you. Now leave, please!" Despite my polite words, I used a very loud voice, making it clear that I would be willing to raise it even higher if necessary.

"Leave her alone, Ricardo," the other friend, who was closer to the door, said, laughing. "We'll wait until the end of the day; we won't disturb her work."

“I already told you to get out of here,” I replied, feeling my body tremble even more at the possibility of those two waiting for me outside the college.

Before either of them could retort, another male voice, coming from the bathroom door, was heard:

— Will the girl need to repeat herself? She already told you to leave, didn't she?

I turned my eyes in the direction the voice had come from, seeing the man standing in front of the door. Although he spoke fluent Portuguese, he had a slight accent, indicating he was likely a foreigner.

He was quite handsome... I think 'handsome' would be an understatement. Dark-skinned, with light eyes— which, in the throes of the moment, I couldn't tell if they were blue or green— he had a beard, and he was very tall— probably around six feet. He was carrying some books, which gave me a clue that he was either a teacher or a student there. Since he looked to be around twenty-five at most, I deduced he was probably a student.

Another one of those playboys.

My first reaction was to take a step back, fearing he was another stalker like the other two. However, I soon realized that wasn't the case, as he continued to look at the pair menacingly, as if his intention was simply to protect me.

Protect me?

Ever since I left my small town to live alone in the capital, I'd encountered far more hostility than protection. It was strange to think that a complete stranger would act that way without expecting anything in return.

The two idiots even muttered a few things like "we weren't doing anything special" before leaving the bathroom. The guy standing there— apparently my savior— followed them with his eyes as they passed him, then looked back at me.

— Everything is fine?

I nodded. But I think the fear on my face was still very evident, because he didn't seem to quite believe me.

— Did they do something to you? Threatened you?

He made to turn around and go after the other two, but I stopped him.

— No. Please let them go. This might get back to the college administration.

— But that's exactly what has to happen. If they were bothering you, the least they deserve is a warning.

— Or I'll be warned, or even fired. The rope always breaks on the weakest side.

He was silent for a few seconds, as if processing those words, reflecting on them and, I believe, coming to the conclusion that I was right.

"If you'd rather not take this to management, I understand. But let me help you with something. You're shaking. Come with me to the cafeteria for coffee or water, or..."

— I need to work — I interrupted him.

My rational side warned me that this coffee chat could easily be just a pretext for further harassment. I didn't know the man, how could I trust him?

But at the same time, my intuition told me he really just wanted to help me. Good and bad people existed in every environment, my mother always told me. Something about that boy made me think he was one of the good ones.

But either way, it would be completely inappropriate for me to quit my job to accompany him. Something that could cause serious problems in the job I'd worked so hard to get.

Seeming to understand me, he simply nodded in agreement.

— Okay, I understand. I'll let you get on with your work. Have a good afternoon.

He turned around, but I didn't let him take a single step before calling out to him.

"Hey, wait!" He turned his face toward me. And my brain made sure to emphasize that this man was beyond the bounds of humanly acceptable beauty. "Thank you." They didn't actually do anything, but they were really bothering me.

He then smiled. And my brain no longer had any possible words to describe that image.

— It was nothing. See you around.

With that, he finally left, leaving me alone in that bathroom, thinking about everything that had happened there. Little by little, I managed to calm down.

But the image of that man, along with the way he had defended me, would remain engraved in my mind all day.

Along with regret for not asking his name.
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Dante

I HATED INJUSTICE, as unusual as it sounded coming from a Marinelli.

My father's company was world-famous for three reasons. The first and most obvious was its luxury cars. The second was its Formula 1 team. And the third, and constantly swept under the rug, was the completely unrealistic number of labor lawsuits it collected. Ever since the time of my paternal grandfather, who founded Marinelli, its labor policies had been absurdly questionable. Along with its environmental and social policies... in short, I didn't have a single shred of empathy for the empire to which I was one of the heirs. To be quite honest, I found even the luxury car models too tacky.​

When I passed the entrance to the men's restroom and heard that woman's voice, impassioned, asking whoever it was to leave her alone, I didn't think twice before intervening. Judging by her distress, I couldn't believe those two hadn't actually done anything.

But how could I insist that she complain about them when I knew she was absolutely right when she said the rope broke at the weakest point? It was obvious that the private university I attended— which had some of the highest tuition in the country— wouldn't be willing to inconvenience two of its precious students. The chances of her being harmed were enormous.

So, I would take care of it myself.

When I left her alone in the bathroom, I headed to the spot where I'd imagined I'd find those two. Judging by their profile, I guessed they spent their class breaks at a café upstairs, the most popular— and expensive— on campus. I soon realized I'd been right. When I got there, I found them, along with another friend, sharing a table and laughing loudly, unconcerned about disturbing anyone. I started toward them, but I didn't rush, making a point of listening to the hilarious story they were sharing.

"You should have seen her face. 'I'm not going anywhere with you guys,'" he tried to imitate a terribly cartoonish female voice. "Playing coy, the hottie."

"Those are the ones who get the most excited in bed," the other woman, who had also been in the bathroom, added. "I said I'll wait for her at the end of her shift, so we can go somewhere more private together. I'll wait for her with my car; you'll see how quickly she changes her saintly speech. I know that kind of woman. They're difficult only until they see a fancy car or a wallet full of cash."

Deciding I'd heard enough, I finally leaned closer, placing my hand firmly on the table. I wasn't a show-off jerk, but I did like to work out, and at that moment, I decided the defined muscles in my arms should finally be put to something truly useful, like intimidating those jerks.

And this had the expected effect, because the three of them looked up at me in a frightened way.

Apparently, they were only brave when they tried to intimidate women.

— Wasn't the girl clear enough when she told you to leave her alone?

— Calm down, man... we were just kidding.

"It's only a joke if everyone is having fun, and that didn't seem to be the case. Leave the girl alone. If you think you can talk to her however you want because she's a college employee, know that intimidation doesn't work on me. I won't just resolve this with the college administration, but personally. Do you understand?"​

— No need for that, friend. No one is going to do anything to the girl, no...

The three continued to repeat ridiculous excuses as their defense, and I understood that they were too cowardly to actually try anything in the face of my threats, which I was more than willing to carry out.

Leaving them like three frightened mice, I turned and walked out. I still had one more class to attend that day.

But on the way to class, I couldn't help but think about that girl. I knew I'd already done my part, but those idiots' words had probably served to scare her.

Maybe I should have let it go, since I knew they wouldn't be crazy enough to carry out that threat and wait for her at the exit. But thinking about that frightened woman having to leave the college alone in the early evening made me realize that, no, I couldn't consider the case closed for myself.

*****
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HOURS LATER, THERE I was, sitting on the steps leading to the building's main exit. It was after six in the evening, and my last class of the day had ended at two forty-five. It was the day of the week I usually got home early. I usually went straight to the gym, worked out a bit, and then headed back to my apartment, just in time to catch up on all my college work for the week.

This time, there was a brief change of plans.

Six-thirty. I was starting to think that maybe she'd left through the back of the building and I was there playing dumb. That's when, finally, I saw her.

I confess it took me a few moments to recognize her. She was out of her gray uniform, composed of baggy clothes, and was wearing jeans and a form-fitting tank top. Her hair, previously tied back in a bun, was now loose. It was brown and long, with wavy ends falling over her shoulders.

It was obvious I'd noticed how beautiful she was before. However, in the heat of the moment, this was a fleeting mental comment, one I couldn't even concentrate on for long. Now, however, as I watched her descend the few steps leading out of the building, I allowed myself to take a closer look and see that she was far more beautiful than my first glance had allowed me to perceive.

However, she was visibly frightened. She walked slowly, apprehensively, looking around as if she feared being approached.

My hatred for those men grew at that, and I was overcome with regret for not having been more emphatic with them. I wasn't in the least bit pro-violence, but the way they had frightened that woman was unacceptable.

I waited for her to walk a little further away, passing the parked cars in the parking lot, heading toward the gate. Only then did I get up and walk over to her. I didn't want to embarrass her, or even scare her into thinking I was just another jerk with ulterior motives. So I feigned surprise when I reached her, walking beside her and looking at her.

— Hey! Hi!

She jumped at my voice, visibly startled. But she seemed to calm down when she recognized me.

— Hi... — she replied, as if unsure if my greeting was meant for her.

This time, it was impossible to pretend that I hadn't noticed her distress.

— Is everything okay? Do you seem tense?

— No... I mean, it's... I'm just in a bit of a hurry to not miss my bus.

"Where are you going? I'm driving, I can give you a ride," I said, without even thinking about it.

If I hadn't meant to seem invasive, I think I'd achieved the opposite effect. She stopped walking for half a second, then resumed her steps, this time even more hurriedly.

"Imagine, you don't need to." She stopped again, near the gate, looking at the avenue in front of the university. "Oh my God..."

I followed her eyes in the same direction, taking a moment to understand what, exactly, she was looking at.

“Was that your bus?” I asked.

“It was.” She pulled a cell phone from her purse, checking the time with dismay. “It’ll take half an hour for another one to come through.”

— Well, the ride-sharing invitation still stands.

She looked at me, analyzing me silently for a few seconds.

— Sorry... I really appreciate you helping me earlier today, but I can't accept a ride from you because I barely know you. Sorry, I swear it's nothing personal.

I liked her blunt honesty, even though she was visibly shy when she said it.

— Actually, you're absolutely right. I have a sister, and she tells me that whenever she takes a ride-hailing service or a ride with someone she doesn't know very well, she sends her real-time location to her girlfriend or a friend. It's a good safety tip.

She blinked, looking confused. I smiled at that.

"If I had any bad intentions, I wouldn't give you a safety tip, would I? I really just want to give you a ride, because you do seem apprehensive, and I think that's only natural given what happened in the bathroom today. I promise to get you home safely."

She sighed thoughtfully. I noticed she took a quick look around, and I could imagine she was scared to spend so much time alone at the bus stop after those two idiots' threats.

— Okay. But I'm really going to share my location with a friend.

I smiled and guided her to my car, which was right there in the college parking lot. Even though I knew those two wouldn't try anything, I wouldn't feel comfortable leaving that apprehensive woman alone like that, at a bus stop in the dead of night.

We had barely gotten into the car when she, in the passenger seat, said:

— You can drop me off near a subway station. That's where I would get off the bus.

— I said I would take you home.

"I live very far from here, it's probably not your way. I can get there pretty quickly by subway, so you're already helping me a lot."

I really wanted to take her home, but I decided not to insist, so as not to seem inconvenient. After all, my intention was really just to avoid leaving her alone near the college, where she would be apprehensive.

As we pulled out of the parking lot, I tried to make conversation:

— So... are you new on campus? I don't think I've seen you before.

— I've been here for a short time, yes.

— I see. Well, not that I've been here for long. I've only been here for a year. And I've been in Brazil for a year and two months.

— So little time? Sorry, it's just that... your Portuguese is very fluent.

— My mother is Brazilian. She went to Italy when she was ten, and today she barely speaks Portuguese. But my grandfather always made sure my brothers and I learned to read and write in Portuguese. It was the only language he spoke to us. He said it was important to know and respect your origins.

She nodded in agreement but didn't comment further. I could tell she was actually quite shy.

I then decided to respect her silence, although I felt an unusual curiosity to get to know her better.

Finally we arrived at a subway station, where she asked me to stop.

"Thank you again," she said, as she unbuckled her seatbelt. I thought that was all she was going to say, so it was a surprise when she looked at me and added, "By the way, my name is Carolina."

She held out her hand to me, though I could tell she was a little hesitant about it. I smiled and squeezed her hand with mine.

— My name is Dante.

— We are already known, then.

She opened the door and started to get out of the car, when I asked:

— Does that mean you'll accept my ride again?

She bent down, looking at me through the car window.

— Perhaps.

I could still see her give a slight smile before she turned and walked towards the station entrance.

For some reason, I felt like I had made my day with that smile.
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Chapter Three
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Carolina

MY MOTHER WAS RIGHT when she told me there were nice people everywhere.

I knew, however, that she would be scared if I told her I'd accepted a ride from a guy I barely knew. Even though he'd defended me just hours earlier, he was still a stranger. Yet something inside me— maybe a kind of intuition— told me I could trust him.

Anyway, I pretended to do what he had suggested: send my location via cell phone to a friend.

Of course it was a lie, since I didn't have any friends. I wouldn't have anyone to help me if he really was malicious. But he didn't need to know that in the first place.​

In the end, everything had worked out, and he had dropped me off safely at a subway station, from where I continued home. Taking just one bus instead of two had been great, especially considering how tired I was that day. Not just from work— which was already very demanding— but from everything that had happened.

I think the physical exhaustion was so great that, during the night, I barely heard the sounds of traffic that always came in through the cracks in my window.

I arrived at work the next day a little more rested than the day before and I think I was even more excited.

As soon as the second period ended, I entered one of the classrooms to clean up. Before I started sweeping the floor, I paused for a moment in front of the whiteboard, still with the material from the previous class written on it. It was a Veterinary Medicine class, the course I'd always dreamed of taking someday. I tried to understand the notes on the board, even though I knew it would be difficult to understand without some context or explanation from a professor. I couldn't help but wonder if this would ever be for me.

I would never have been able to afford the tuition for a course like that. And, even at a public university, a full-time course would have prevented me from holding down a job and, consequently, from covering the costs— both of the course and of my own life. The money I had saved wouldn't last long.​

I was thinking about this when I heard a voice I already knew at the door of the room:

— Excuse me, I forgot my stuff here, and...

I turned to look at him and he fell silent as soon as he seemed to recognize me.

— Hi... — He greeted me, smiling.

My God, he could be even more beautiful when he smiled like that.

— Hi... — I replied, a little embarrassed about who knows what.

I was extremely shy. But I seemed to become even more so in that man's presence.

He pointed to one of the desks. I followed his gaze in the same direction and spotted two seemingly forgotten books there.

"Do you study here?" I couldn't help but ask. "I mean... here in this class? Are you studying Veterinary Medicine?"

— Yeah. First year still. I'm a little behind.

I understood the comment. Most of the students there, in their first year, were around nineteen or twenty. Dante already looked at least twenty-three. Perhaps he was in his second college, or had decided to spend a few years traveling the world before returning to his studies, or had simply been indecisive about what to major in.

“So...” he said as he picked up his books, coming closer to me. “Now that we’re no longer strangers, you could accept my invitation.”

— But I accepted yesterday, didn't I?

— I'm not talking about the ride, but about the coffee. Remember?

I suppressed the silly smile that threatened to appear on my face. I didn't want to fool myself into thinking he was actually flirting with me. After all, besides the obvious fact that he was probably some rich guy's son and I was the college cleaning lady, there was also the fact that he was undoubtedly the most gorgeous guy I'd ever seen in person.

“I need to work,” I replied, pointing to the broom that was still in my hand.

— There must be some lunch break.

— I do. But only for an hour. From one to fourteen.

— And I have a break from class from one-thirty to two-twenty. We could fit in a coffee.

Well, if that wasn't flirting, I didn't see any reason for him to be so insistent on my company anymore.

And, to tell the truth, I was enjoying his too. And, well... A coffee wouldn't hurt, would it?

"Can I have it in the cafeteria on the first floor? It's closer to where I eat lunch," I asked.

He smiled again, looking satisfied with the victory.

— I'll meet you there. At one-thirty. Deal?

— Deal.

For a moment, neither of us moved. We stood there facing each other, exchanging glances, as if each waiting for the other to say something. But nothing was said, and the sound that interrupted us was a beep, informing us that the break between classes had come to an end. I needed to clear that room, and Dante, probably, had to go to another, where he would have his next class.

“I’ll see you in a bit then,” he said, already turning to leave.

I just nodded, watching as he left the room and wondering if I had done the right thing by accepting that invitation.

My heart said yes.

*****

[image: ]


I HAD EATEN LUNCH MORE quickly than usual. I usually took advantage of almost the entire lunch hour in the staff cafeteria to eat leisurely, while browsing and reading a book, taking the opportunity to rest my body and mind and prepare for the next work shift. This day, however, I couldn't read and didn't really care to rest. I arrived at the cafeteria eight minutes early, feeling foolish about it.

And then came the surprise of seeing that Dante was already there, sitting at one of the small, round tables with two chairs on the sidewalk outside the building. My heart seemed to skip a beat, and that made me feel even more foolish.

I was only twenty-one, but this thing of youthful crushes seemed like it belonged to a very distant past.

The truth is that they were little part of my life.

Trying to act natural, I slowed my steps until I reached his table. He looked up and smiled when he saw me.

— Hi. You really came.

"Did you think I was going to stand you up?" I replied, even finding the idea amusing.

— What if you could find something more fun to do than have coffee with a veterinary student?

He had no idea how much discovering his course made him even more interesting to me. I debated whether I should mention it as he called for the server, who took our orders. In fact, we seemed to agree on that too: we both opted for unsweetened espresso.

Or rather, there was no 'also'. That was certainly the only thing we agreed on. Pushing the envelope a bit, there was also the fact that he attended the college I dreamed of attending someday. Nothing more.

"Why did you choose Veterinary?" I asked as soon as the attendant walked away.

— Ah... I think this might be a bit of a boring story.

— First you tell me. Then I'll decide if I find it boring or not.

— Well... My grandfather... My maternal grandfather, the one I told you was Brazilian... He had a rural property in northwest Italy. My brothers and I used to go there on vacation. My older brother, not so much, but Paola, my sister, and I... Wow, we counted the days until we could go there. He had several animals, but my favorite was Tuono.​

— And Tuono was... a dog?

— A horse, actually. It was with him that I learned to ride, when I was still very young. We had a strong connection. When I was about twelve, he became very ill. I remember well a veterinarian who went to see him every day, and the affection and dedication with which she cared for him. How she never gave up on him, even when everyone expected him not to survive. He was already an old animal at that time. But she managed to save him. And that really touched me. After that, that horse, who was practically given up on, lived for almost four years. And he had a happy life, you know? Well, in short, that's the story of when I decided I wanted to be an 'animal doctor.'

— Did you decide that when you were twelve?

— Do you think that is not possible?

"On the contrary. I think it's perfectly normal." After all, my passion for animals also stemmed from a childhood story. Maybe someday I'd tell him. "But you were wrong: this is definitely not a boring story."
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