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The sun slipped slowly behind the gentle Tuscan hills, painting the sky with delicate streaks of orange and purple as Elena, stirred by a million sensations, sat in the taxi carrying her toward Marco’s countryside villa. The air streaming through the window was heavy with scents that enveloped her like an embrace, the sweet call of ripe figs mingling with the sharp aroma of wild rosemary, promising a solid peace that still felt distant to her.

At twenty-five, Elena was an artist of vivid talent, with emerald-green eyes that sparkled like gems set in a delicate face, framed by long brown hair that cascaded in soft waves over her shoulders. Her slender yet softly curved figure exuded an elegant sensuality, moved by an instinctive grace. She was moving to Marco’s villa - Marco, the father of her best friend Teresa - for a while to complete a series of long-commissioned paintings.

Elena and Teresa had met for the first time at five years old in a small coastal Tuscan village where their families spent summer vacations. Little Elena, with her sparkling green eyes standing out against her tanned face, was a lively and creative child, always with paint-stained hands or busy in what she called her “art studio,” which she insisted on having even at the summer house. It was nothing more than wooden boards covered with old plastic tablecloths, set up by her father in the backyard, with a canopy to protect her ongoing artwork in case of bad weather. Teresa, blonde and radiant with an infectious smile, was the energy of the duo, dragging Elena into playful adventures on the beach or in the nearby woods, pulling her away from the artistic passion that, if it were up to Elena, would have consumed all her time.

Summers passed quickly, marked by games and laughter by the sea, by sensations, youthful dreams, and the confidences of growing girls filled with desires for charming princes and exciting future careers, whispered together “as one” to make them come true under the starry sky. Their friendship grew strong, kissed by the sun that warmed their skin, a bond they believed unbreakable, forged by transparency and sharing. From time to time, they swore loyalty to each other, intertwining their initials like eternal seals while softly reciting their secret power phrase: “TE and ET, that’s us, and our friendship will never break!”

Every year, the arrival of summer meant joy and reunions, an anticipation that made the winter months more bearable as they exchanged postcards and letters, sharing secrets, supporting each other through the first small dramas of adolescence, and unfailingly promising eternal friendship.

But, as often happens, life led them into different worlds, down different paths, with different priorities. At fifteen, the two girls and their families spent their last vacation together in that village. Their goodbyes were heavy with promises to stay in touch, but distance, further moves, and their families’ commitments made their meetings increasingly rare, until their correspondence gradually faded.

Their lives took different turns. Elena dedicated herself to art, pursuing her passion with determination, while Teresa immersed herself in linguistic studies across various capitals, traveling with the ambition to work worldwide. Years passed, childhood memories dimmed, but the deep root of their bond never entirely broke.

One day, Teresa returned to Tuscany to visit her father, Marco. A chance encounter at the village shop brought Teresa and Marco face-to-face with Elena. Elena, who was passing through because she had a meeting with an important foreign client in Florence the next morning, was visibly surprised and overjoyed to see Teresa, a tear rolling down her cheek as they embraced enthusiastically. Marco, too, made an impression on her, an impression she didn’t want to define and, out of modesty, refused to dwell on. She spoke with them about her urgent need to find a place to live and work in the area for a medium-term period. Teresa had the idea to ask her father to host Elena in one of the many empty rooms in his villa, at least until she found something ideal. Marco, after a brief moment of reflection, agreed. And Elena, though infinitely grateful for the solution to her problem, felt unsettled at the thought of living in the home of Marco, a man she found undeniably attractive...
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