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			1

			The taxi driver waited for his client at the door of the NH Grand Hotel Krasnapolsky, located on Dam Square, in the center of Amsterdam, the official capital of the Netherlands. He was the one who drove the business executive to his meetings, dinners with clients or friends in the city. He was at the disposal of this generous passenger; one could even go so far as to say, with a little exaggeration, a friend and confidant. This was his routine every time Robert Moretti had appointments in that city. He knew he could not be late. It was the only requirement of this preferential customer.

			As they set off for Schiphol Airport, with a tight schedule, even though it was known that the local traffic flowed well, there was always an exaggerated concern with a possible accident that could prevent passage. They exchanged pleasantries along the way while Robert flipped through an investment magazine specializing in business around the world. Within the expected time, they arrived at Terminal Two, for he would embark on a flight to Paris.

			Robert was exhausted after three weeks of traveling and meetings in Europe. However, there was still another round of meetings with businessmen and investors in France. He had left the “City of Light” for last on purpose, as it was the one that most attracted him, for its charm, good restaurants, and the environment that, for him, breathed culture. He did this to maintain the excitement in his wandering around the world.

			Walking briskly toward the check-in desk, there was no way he could miss the beauty and charm of the woman who was floating – that was his impression – a few steps ahead of him, with elegance and style, unlike any other. She wore a light brown gabardine overcoat, closed at the front with square buttons and a belt that went through the loops just above the waistline. Tight black amazon trousers and high-heeled boots with the same tone as the overcoat. A light blue scarf was loosely coiled around her neck, fluttering as she walked, on which one could notice a carefully tied knot. Composing this look, she wore a dark brown felt hat with short brims, over the forehead, with a small colored feather from some exotic bird on the left side.

			Seeing that woman, in a quick retrospect, he concluded that he had never seen another like her. That delicate feminine face, whose almond-green eyes looked like two headlights. Her straight, streamlined nose hinted at Greek or Arabian ancestry. Everything about her was harmonious! His infatuation was immediate.

			In his fertile imagination, Robert wondered about her identity, origin, occupation; whether she was married, single, or divorced. He pursued her with his eyes so intensely that he realized she got embarrassed, even though she kept her composure. When he saw her answering the cell phone, as she walked a few meters to his left, with a smile that showed her teeth, which looked like a shiny pearl necklace, the picture was complete. He was in front of a goddess!

			Watching her doing the check-in and going to the immigration room in that sea of people, he thought he saw her for the last time, about to leave his field of vision. In the distance he could only see her hat in front of a group of people, already entering a side corridor. When he did his check-in, still with his mind focused in that mirage, already without any hope of seeing her again, he stood last in one of the immigration lines.

			Looking around, absorbed in the thought of the beautiful woman he had just seen, he saw her again to his left, two rows away from him, very close to the counter where she would show her passport to be checked. Upon prompt verification by the agent and return of the document, she was released, moving on. Robert wanted to follow her, but he had to wait in line. In the distance she got lost in the crowd, for sure – he thought – heading for one of the innumerable boarding gates.

			Having seen her for the second time reinforced everything he had imagined about her. He filed in his memory every moment he saw her. Just like in a movie, he had recorded it frame by frame and was able to visualize each one effortlessly. In all these memorized snapshots there was no room for retouching. Her beauty was beyond flawless!

			This time, aware that he would only see her again in his daydreams, certain that she would either be lost in the crowd or already have embarked on a flight, but still with that image on his retina, he finished a cup of coffee, leaving it at the counter of the coffee shop. On the way out of the place, dodging some people, he saw his newly elected inspiring muse in a bookstore opposite the lobby, choosing a magazine. Without thinking, he walked toward the place.

			At a glance, he saw the magazine’s cover and that its contents were fashion and beauty. He watched her buying the periodical and, as he instinctively followed her through the spacious lobby, he noticed that when she was putting the credit card receipt in her wallet, in a hurry, she dropped a small card. Without hesitating, he picked it up and reached for her.

			Before approaching her to give her the small piece of paper, he took a look at it and saw it was a presentation card from a cosmetics company based in Milan. In a delicate gesture, at her side, without showing any other interest, he indicated to her what he was holding, and, preferring English, since he did not know her native language, he casually told her:

			“Excuse me! You dropped this.”

			She only slowed down, thanked with a bow, saying something that he, stunned, did not process, although he understood its meaning. She nodded at him, tucked the card in her bag nonchalantly, smiled restrainedly, and continued walking toward what he assumed to be her boarding gate.

			For a moment he wanted to risk losing his own flight, only to follow her and know her destination, but he gave up. He contented himself with what he had already seen, which had provoked that whirlwind of sensations. However, as he walked to the annex building, in which the airline that would take him to Paris was housed, with his creative mind he continued to wonder about this woman who had enchanted him in a sweeping fashion.

			On his trip to his destination, a little over two hours after landing at Charles de Gaulle Airport, it goes without saying that he could not forget her. As much as he tried to think of his work, the meetings he would attend the next day, that beautiful woman did not leave his thoughts, like a lingering diaphanous image. He had the impression that everything he thought or tried to see in the real world was behind a thin veil, which portrayed that charming figure moving, as in slow motion. He completely lost his concentration! He, a senior executive, pragmatic in his attitudes and actions, now found himself dominated by the image of a woman. Instead of trying to regain his self-control, as he usually did when, for some reason, he perceived a similar situation, this time he took pleasure in letting himself be carried away by these daydreams.

			*

			Disregarding the reservation his secretary had made when his destination was the City of Light, he did not stay in the starry Sofitel Paris Le Faubourg, as he knew that he would meet acquaintances there and he was not in the mood for formal conversations. He preferred another one, which had long before been his place of rest, back at the beginning of his career, when he still did not have the privileges he could now enjoy.

			He asked the taxi driver to drop him off at Hotel Belloy Saint-Germain, located at 2 Rue Racine, at the corner of Boulevard Saint-Michel. This time he only made one request: the main suite. It was nothing extraordinary, just a little bigger than the ordinary apartments and had a modest luxury.

			Contrary to his routine on those occasions, he did not unpack the small suitcase, only took off his blazer, which he placed sloppily on a bergère, and immediately turned on his laptop. At first, his goal was to read the dozens of messages that would surely be in his email inbox and would need to be answered. However, as his fingers disobeyed his orders, he entered Google in the address bar of his browser and typed the name of the company she probably worked for.

			Completely ignoring the usual tasks in the intervals of his business trips, he spent hours reading everything about the multinational referred to in the card he had given back to his new muse.

			What he had in mind was to try, somehow, to discover the identity of that woman who no longer left his thoughts. Pages and pages were opened, and he could get no hint of the beauty whose search he could not forsake. It was a matter of life and death… of a beautiful dream, at least. He did not give up!

			Way into night, realizing that he was still dressed and his tie was tightening his neck, after opening a page announcing a corporate event of the company, he clicked the icon “images” and hundreds of photos appeared on the screen. It was the annual closing party of that multinational, attended by leaders and collaborators from all over the world, at least that was what he thought.

			In seeing the hundreds of photos, the first impression he had was that there was an exaggeration since in the corporate world such ostentation was not usual. However, when it came to the most famous cosmetic companies, with a presence in more than a hundred countries around the globe, the greater the visibility, the greater the return on advertising, he concluded.

			Thus, in the photos, inevitably, the most celebrated top models, renowned movie actors, and pop singers appeared, mixed with some soccer players of the best teams in Europe. In the midst of this star-filled crowd, many others, though elegantly dressed, were not known; he considered them to be collaborators or ordinary guests.

			Zealously, he looked at photo after photo, spending the dawn on this exciting task of virtual voyeur. Since he had only seen the face of the woman he was looking for, because she was dressed from head to toe and, on top, wore a hat, he would stop to look at several photos more closely. However, her face had made such an impression on him, that he dismissed them one by one. Unsuccessful and exhausted, he lowered the lid of his laptop and collapsed on the bed.

			He tried to close his eyes, but insomnia had settled in due to his state of excitement and the hours spent in front of the intense light of the laptop screen. No matter how hard he tried, he could not turn off his mind. He was absolutely connected to that expanded reality, much more pleasurable than the actual one, and that kept his energy going.

			He felt like a young man in his twenties. In fact, no one would say that he was over 50. His athletic body, above average height, square chin and piercing brown eyes gave him a good appearance, which could make him pass for being half his age if not for the slight gray of his hair and very fine wrinkles in the corners of his eyes, which in fact further enhanced his charm.

			Faced with all these emotions, he decided to take a shower. He gave it a second thought and went to relax in the tub. He turned on the heater, let the water warm, and calmly settled inside the jacuzzi, resting his head on the edge, cushioning it with a towel. There he stayed for over an hour. His skin even wrinkled.

			As he emerged from the tub and wiped his body, he could feel relaxed and sleepy. This time, as he crumbled on the bed, he fell into a deep slumber for a good period of time, only waking up to the sound of the alarm clock on his cell phone that he had forgotten to reprogram because he would only have meetings after two in the afternoon.

			It is true that, although he had only slept for a few hours, he dreamed all the time. And she appeared in these fantasies in fascinating stories, of which he could only recall fragments, but looking so real, that he felt that he had lived an entire lifetime with her. It was as if she were part of his own story, with so much more intensity than many of the real people who had passed through his life.

			He ordered breakfast in the suite. He still had a few hours until the first meeting, not far from there, since it was only a matter of taking the subway at Odéon Station, a block and a half from the hotel, change the line at Châtelet Station and he would reach the destination in a few minutes. While he waited for his toasts, slices of brie cheese, and tea and coffee, he resumed the task he had faced all night. Once again he left the real-life commitments aside.

			He lifted the lid of his laptop, which he had left on, and pressed a key, further brightening the room, which still had its curtains closed. With the screen open and the photos appearing, he resumed his private investigation. He often zoomed to see the faces of the women who appeared. He even came to think she might not have been at that party at all.

			When he found a group of photographs showing well-dressed men in impeccable suits, alongside women who displayed an innate elegance with designer clothes of exquisite taste and noticeably demure, he immediately recognized her. Now she was even more beautiful, wearing a red dress from some famous couturier. Shot in profile, with only her face drawn toward the camera, the picture allowed Robert to see her slender figure, her neckline and back made visible from the angle of the photograph, a side slit showing her left thigh, sensual without vulgarity; all her splendor revealed.

			He zoomed in as far as he could and was ecstatic with what he saw. For him, she surpassed all the top models present. And there were many! But one detail caught his attention in a daunting way: she was arm in arm with an equally elegant man, who appeared to be older than her. At first, he thought the man was a work colleague or some other guest, but, in the following pictures, he found out that they were a couple.

			He had no doubts since, in one of the images, they appeared dancing with their faces touching. As he regarded himself – and was so regarded by those who knew him – as knowledgeable about the feminine soul, in the same picture, through the almond light blue and green eyes, although she was smiling placidly, he caught a glimpse of dissatisfaction. His sense told him that she had a relationship with the man around whom she had her arms. He stored that information.

			From the news he read about the party, it had happened two weeks earlier, that same month of August 2013, at the luxurious Hotel W, in Barcelona, with stunning views of the Mediterranean Sea and Barceloneta Beach. Coincidentally, that very place had become his favorite destination when he could spend a weekend in Europe. He was a VIP guest since its inauguration in 2009.

			His stay at the hotel was frequent, at the invitation of the manager, with whom he had had a very amicable and brotherly relationship since the time the latter still worked at the Eurostars Grand Marina Hotel, also in Barcelona. Without thinking twice, Robert called him at once. After the attendant passed the call to the manager, telling him who was on the line, Robert greeted him, with his peculiar kindness, in an irreproachable Spanish:

			“¿Cómo estás, Juan?”

			The always attentive man in charge of this sophisticated tourist complex, after exchanging pleasantries with Robert, asked his friend the true reason for his call. Robert, because of the trust that existed between them, after telling him what had happened and his intention, bluntly asked him about the company’s event. Juan, accustomed to this type of situation with other guests of this category, who asked about women who were passing by, answered:

			“My dear friend, this was undoubtedly the best party we have ever had at this hotel, not only for its quality, starting with the wide variety of food, drinks, good music, but for the beauty and elegance of those present – especially the women.”

			“Then, could you please identify her?”

			“Do you have a picture of her?”

			“Yes.”

			“Send it to my private email. Do you have it?”

			“Yes, it’s on your business card I have here.”

			Robert forwarded the photo file and seconds later it was opened on the screen of the manager’s computer, after which, Juan, still on the phone, passed on the information that his interlocutor was looking for:

			“As always, you have very good taste!”

			“But do you know who she is?”

			“Of course! I don’t even know how come you don’t know that yet.”

			“Why? Should I know her? In my midst, seldom do we see such beautiful women.”

			“She is Giovanna Montesi.”

			“Is she married?”

			“Not yet! She’s engaged to the man with her in the picture.”

			“And who is he?”

			Once again Juan was intrigued by the fact that his client and friend had not recognized a businessman of that karat, but he understood.

			“It’s Pietro Agnello, a well-known Italian shipowner, who possesses a conglomerate of companies and several billion dollars available for investments around the world.”

			As Juan had more information and imagined his friend’s intentions, he was already reporting everything he knew:

			“She’s an ex-model, having abandoned her career to further her studies in administration. Quickly she climbed up the ladder. She went through several companies, always successfully, and is now a marketing director for CorpoSano – an Italian cosmetics multinational –, responsible for public relations.”

			After thanking his friend for the precious information provided, Robert leaned back, lying on the bed, with his hands clasped behind his head. He stared at the ceiling, now trying to piece together the story he had built, adding the new data he had come to know. One conclusion came almost on impulse: he would go after this woman wherever she was. That was vital! He needed somehow to bring her into his real world.
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			While walking in Amsterdam’s Schiphol Airport, Giovanna, after visits to large clients, local directors and advertising agencies in Berlin, Vienna, and Brussels, returned to her comfortable residence in a village near Milan, at the foot of the Alps, on the border with Switzerland. She was strongly attached to the place, the structure she had set up, and especially the beauty of both the house and its surroundings, as well as the marvelous view of the mountain that separates the two countries just ahead. In winter, she always found time to ski – her favorite sport. All she had to do was climb a few miles and rent a cabin at one of the many resorts. She had many friends who shared the enjoyment of this type of adventure.

			Although it was her favorite place of rest, she knew that everything would change if she said “yes” to her boyfriend’s proposal – that is to say, her fiancé, since she already had a ring of diamonds that, on a romantic night, accompanied by the best champagne, on board of a luxury yacht, without having time to think, she let Pietro Agnello put on her left-hand ring finger.

			Until those days she had been the master of her own life. Every decision she made was strictly dictated by her own will. From the time she left home at the age of 15 to study at Brillantmont International School in Lausanne, and after that at Sorbonne, where she wanted to study publicity, followed by the unexpected change of plans, when she gave up her studies to pursue the career of model, until finally, after appearing on the covers of the most famous fashion magazines that existed, she preferred to drop everything and devote herself to her studies, everything seemed to be completely under control.

			Now, to her surprise, she felt a pang in her heart. She was distressed, uncomfortable. For the first time in her life, she felt obliged to make a decision the mental process of which did not stem from her own designs. The person responsible was someone who took up space in her thoughts, because she herself, without any planning, had allowed it.

			Looking at the ring on her finger, Giovanna Montesi was now certain that the libertarian life she had lived up to that point, as the owner of her own decisions, would gain new directions if she accepted the insistent appeals of the one who had been responsible for this feat, for he wanted, with great obstinacy, to see that circular object, tiny in dimension, but enormous regarding what it represented, replaced by a proper wedding band. She noticed, with each passing day, that it was harder to say “no”. On the other hand, seeing as she was 35 – well-lived years –, time and again she thought about the possibility. One thing she was sure of: she did not want to live her whole life alone, but she was not sure if that man would be the right choice.

			She had met Pietro Agnello a few months before at a party in Milan. She had heard of his name and seen some of his photos in gossip magazines in the salon she frequented. She remembered having read, with no particular interest, some news related to his fortune and his lifestyle. It seemed like an article commissioned by the man himself so as to inflate his own ego, from the tone of the report, full of cheap flattery. She turned the pages quickly as she waited for the manicurist to finish applying enamel on her perfect fingernails.

			In this party, like so many she attended because of her work, in a spectacular event venue, with tasteful minimalist décor, promoted by the association of advertising agencies of Italy, already slightly relaxed on account of having drunk two glasses of champagne, she was introduced to Pietro by a mutual friend. As she always did when meeting new people, out of her natural behavior, though it was also expected of her as a contractual obligation, she treated him with sympathy, smiling – her trademark –, exchanging only a few words, until they were interrupted by another friend who had appeared, diverting their attention. Shortly after they said goodbye formally.

			Only over an hour later, after a few short speeches by representatives of the entity, talking about the reason for the event and giving some awards to representatives of agencies, did the party continue, with daylight still. A very well-tuned orchestra flooded the large outdoor terrace with universal songs, suitable for dancing. A group of couples took the initiative and began to spin smoothly.

			Giovanna, who was standing next to a friendly couple, talking casually, realized, out of the corner of her eye, that the man who had been introduced to her not too long before, whose name she was making an effort to remember, was coming toward her. The first impression she had of him, because she had not paid attention to detail when they first met, was that of a man at least eccentric. He was tall, strong, with long gray hair and a receding hairline. He was clothed in white, wearing a modern shirt of good fabric and perfect fit, with an open button on the chest, showing a gold chain, which was a little exaggerated. Quite a contrast to his extremely tanned skin.

			Seeing him walk toward her, finally having remembered his name – “Pietro,” she repeated mentally – she noted, ignoring the eccentricity, that he had a certain charm, which she classified as rustic, but rather enticing. As was her habit, she did not usually repel the men who approached her only on the basis of a first evaluation. So instead of looking for a way out and avoiding the approach, she stayed exactly where she was, demonstrating through a very subtle gesture that she had no intention of warding him off. Invited to dance, she accepted. This was, in fact, the first contact they had. Their lives would gain new contours. They would never be the same again.

			*

			As she strode into the airport, she caught the insistent glances of an elegantly dressed man, who seemed to be middle-aged. She behaved as she always did on those occasions; she went on her way, after all, the masculine gazes occurred with impressive frequency. It did not even bother her anymore. She was aware of the impression she had on men from an early age, so she was neither embarrassed nor flattered. She knew this to be an effect of male instinct. In fact, she provoked the same reaction, or sometimes even more intense, in women themselves, who in turn looked at her not out of attraction but out of envy.

			Seeing him more than once, at a glance, however, she could not help noticing a kind of interesting man “overall” and especially his allure. She was not sure what it was. So she registered the image of a man very different from the vast majority. She did not see vulgarity in his behavior. And when he returned the card she had accidentally dropped in a fraction of a second, seeing his face more closely, and especially his eyes, for the first time, she felt something different. She could tell there was something more beyond the delicacy of the gesture. Without knowing for sure, she instinctively kept that image in the recesses of her memory. Her sense of responsibility and modesty made her move on and she soon forgot that image. Her thoughts returned to the real situation that worried her at the moment.

			In fact, she could not forget what disturbed her. Her relationship with Pietro was getting to the point of no return. She was losing control over the situation. She, who had always been an independent woman with no ties, was now beginning to feel bound to a man who, though entrancing, seductive, masculine, rich, and very generous, had something nebulous about his way of life that bothered her. She knew very little about his history. The origin of his fortune was among his secrets. What he had told her did not seem feasible; it was like a jigsaw puzzle, missing pieces.

			Unintentionally, the image of the charming man at the airport in Amsterdam returned to her memory, as if it were a question looming in her mind. A riddle! A sign! She was not into the mystical, but she believed in the possibility of the convergence of the stars showing, through concrete evidence, other paths to follow. It never occurred to her that this unknown man, on a day not far off, would trigger intense changes in her life.

			*

			As she danced with Pietro, with their faces touching, feeling the fragrance of a soft scent that matched her own – she had a privileged sense of smell –, she could tell, without fear of error, he exhaled a rare, somewhat distinguished masculinity. There was no refinement; quite the contrary, it was as if it were crude nature. The feeling she got was of being in front of a well presentable dish, but with original characteristics, without those transformations that a modern chef invents. That was it! He was not some sort of fake man who tries to look life a wax figure, using creams and other beauty acessories. This “well-packaged” rusticity charmed her.

			He, for his part, while dancing, spared his words. He knew he was in front of a sophisticated woman. He had already asked several friends about her, so he had to be cautious. His weapons of choice were the tricks he knew: first and foremost, knowing when, where and how to touch a lady, always with a confident grip, since no real woman likes shy men; then, as a well-known “twinkle-toes”, he conducted her with mastery in the hall, something which was reciprocated, as she was also a skilled dancer.

			After dancing to some songs, Giovanna could say that he had passed the first test. Already in a more isolated place, they exchanged information about themselves, interspersed with reciprocal smiles. They made small talk without going into details of their privacy. In fact, neither was willing to make revelations at this first meeting. She, as women usually do, should be more reserved. He, for his part, was worried about a possible gaffe, for he knew that she was a woman of refinement, quite different from the women he was used to meeting.

			At the end of the party, they exchanged numbers, having in mind a new meeting. Pietro said he would call her, because, in his opinion, that would always be a man’s role. It was up to him to take the initiative, but he needed some time to better analyze the woman he had met and establish strategies for approaching. She, once again, liked his attitude, which demonstrated explicit masculinity. She could conclude, later, that she had met a real man, in a raw state, whose polishing was perfectly possible. She left with the certainty that he would call soon.

			*

			Giovanna was born in Milan, the only child of Antonietta Montesi and Jorge Kostakis. He had immigrated from Greece as a young man to the city of Milan and went to work as a salesman in an old family acquaintance’s textile shop. Over time, having the knack for it, he set up his own business in the same branch. Soon he prospered, because, besides knowing very well the products that he sold, he was a good seller, with an open smile that captivated the clientele.

			When he was doing well enough, his family in a village near Santorini had in their sights a native woman to introduce him to. However, one day the beautiful Antonietta Montesi appeared in the merchant’s shop, some 15 years younger than him. Though he doubted the prospect of one day approaching her, little by little, because of the constant purchases she made for her seamstress mother, Antonietta gradually became receptive to the amorous glances of that slightly rude Greek.

			It took him a long time to work up the courage to invite her to have an ice cream at an ice cream parlor in a nearby corner. Those circumstances caused his employees, who knew of the platonic passion of the boss, to make bets on whether he could pull it off or not. However, even after rehearsing for several days every word he would speak at the time, he could not act natural and stammered as he said:

			“It’s so hot today, isn’t it! Antonietta, would you like to have an ice cream with me?”

			To his surprise, she replied smiling:

			“It’s hot indeed! I accept!”

			Jorge had his mouth agape for a few seconds, but he managed to say:

			“Now”?

			And she firmly replied:

			“Why not?”

			Jorge smiled, not hiding his contentment. He informed the oldest employee of his departure, left the counter, and, beside the charming Antonietta, set out for the ice cream parlor.

			From that day on, other such occasions came, and many ice creams afterward, they began a relationship that soon progressed to marriage. The wedding was also attended by the merchant’s parents, who, albeit discreetly demonstrating to their own family members who were also present at the ceremony a certain initial discontent, soon yielded to the extreme cordiality of Antonietta. Her joy and kindness to everyone were contagious. When the couple’s first and only daughter was born, they could not imagine she would have such a hectic life.

			Jorge Kostakis did not get to see the success of his daughter, because he died unexpectedly, after an acute pain in the chest. He only had the time to call his beautiful Antonietta, and, holding her hands tightly with tears rolling from his eyes, tell her for the thousandth time how much he loved her and ask her to look after their daughter.

			His graceful wife could do nothing more than pull the old Greek’s gray head over her chest and weep softly, silently, as a well-educated Italian woman should. Perhaps because of the simple and harmonious life they had, he saw that there was nothing more to be done. He had loved her with all the force of his feelings until the end and she, in turn, had reciprocated in kind. They had been happy, intensely happy! From that point on, Antonietta would dedicate herself fully to Giovanna, who at the time was finishing the second grade in Switzerland.
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			On that afternoon of endless meetings, he conducted them “on autopilot”. Because they were routine, confident in his vast experience, he addressed each subject accurately without much effort. In the end, though, looking back, it seemed like he had not been there at all. He reached catharsis, torn between the real world and some other plane, where his imagination ran wild.

			In this new reality, in this magical world, the image of Giovanna Montesi persisted in his mind. He did not understand what was happening, after all, he had already connected with dozens of women – some of those encounters were real while many others took place only in fantasy, even though they existed in the flesh. He was proud of being able to deal with the fictional world he created, being able to undo it at his discretion.

			This time, however, he could not find the strength to put an end to it. In fact, he had no such intention. The more he thought about it, the more certain he was that he would not rest until he had found the woman, even if only to exchange a few words, to make sure she did exist. He would be astonished if he knew what the future had in store for him!

			The days went by. He led his busy life between one airport and another. A hotel suite in every city. It was an incessant routine. At this point in time, he was divorced from the second wife, with a child from each marriage. Jonas, age 17, and Melissa, age 13. They spoke or exchanged messages almost daily. They had a very strong relationship, both he and his children, and the siblings with each other.

			At least once a month they would meet on a weekend and on school holidays they traveled together for a week or so to some destination everyone liked. In summer, they always preferred a beach. In winter, a ski resort.

			His love life followed the natural course of a twice-divorced man, who had no fixed home. With his constant trips, he learned how to enjoy the company of girlfriends scattered around the world. He knew that in every corner he would always find someone. Fortuitous encounters! With some, he went out to have dinner and drink a good wine. With others, the bed was the only destination. He established that distinction without any repulse or belittlement toward any of those women; he would never treat them as if they existed solely for his sexual satisfaction, especially considering that almost all of them welcomed his lascivious arms.

			In fact, with some, thanks to the affinity, lightness, charm, good conversation, even if there was no sex, it was enough to meet and exchange affection. He liked the game of seduction because sex was not his only goal. After all, in his daydreams, he could give continuity to everything that happened in the real world.

			*

			Determined to find Giovanna no matter what, Robert set out on a course of action. He had to establish a strategy to get to her. He knew that it would be very easy to call the company where she worked and ask for a time to visit. After all, he was from the business world and it would be perfectly natural for someone like him to be able to quickly schedule a meeting with the board or even directly with the one in charge of the company’s public relations. However, seeing what his intentions were, he did not think it would be elegant to do so. He was not interested in mixing business with his private life.

			For him, this meeting should seem casual. She could never imagine that he had made it happen. Robert knew the sensitivity of women, and that a mistake could be fatal. As a rule, he was fully aware of this: a woman is much more attracted to what she regards as “chance”. For them, it is much more romantic! They do not like to be approached directly. This behavior scares them.

			Faced with this difficulty, he decided to try other alternatives. The first that came to mind was to look for her on social networks. One possibility would be to check if she had a Facebook profile. As he himself did not have one, because he had never been attracted to this tool, like a teenager he opened his laptop and created a fake profile, an account through which one pretends to be another. He laughed at himself making such childish jest.

			Upon concluding it and typing Giovanna Montesi’s name, he immediately found her. This time it was no surprise to see her exposed like that; after all, it was part of her marketing work. So much so that the entire content of the page seemed to be available to the general public.

			Thus, he was able to search all that universe of information, composed of photos of the profile owner, promotional products, and corporate videos. However, as he also had thought, it was a professional profile, created by someone specialized in that area, certainly an employee of the advertising sector within the multinational cosmetics company.

			The images he saw of Giovanna charmed him even more. Admittedly, the photos had been handled by some competent professional. That did not matter! He had already seen her “in person”, for but few instants, though it was enough to notice her rare beauty. As he delighted looking at that woman’s face on his laptop screen, which emanated, besides the soft beauty, a remarkable personality, he had an idea. And so he undertook a new project, which he believed to be infallible.

			*

			Robert was trying in all ways to meet Giovanna Montesi. He knew it had to be or look casual. Having achieved nothing besides what was already known on her Facebook profile, which was, in fact, an institutional page, he had an idea that he thought would work. He thought of Juan, the manager of Hotel W, in Barcelona. This old friend of his had never failed, for that man was the most knowledgeable person on the face of the earth, according to those who knew him.

			When he called Juan, after the usual small talk, the businessman, demonstrating the impatience of a young adventurer, went straight to the point: he had to meet Giovanna and asked for help, evidently revealing that the only requirement was that she thought it was the result of mere chance.

			His good Spanish friend, who had commercial and fraternal relationships with people all over the world, thought about it for a moment and then presented him the possibility which, in his opinion, would be an assured success. He said he would get in touch with a friend in Milan, where the headquarters of the company in which Robert’s muse worked were located, but would return the call as soon as he had ascertained the details to implement the idea he had come up with.

			Robert looked at his watch and thought, “Juan will find the solution in less than 10 minutes!” This was the main characteristic of this helpful friend. So, one minute prior to the estimated time, his cell phone rang. It was Juan:

			“I have found the way, my friend!”

			“What is it?”

			“I have just talked to Tony, or rather, Antonio Zanardi; he is the head of an event management company in Milan.”

			“And what can he do?”

			“Calm down! Let me explain the strategy: the company in which Giovanna works, as I thought, is his client.”

			“So? What exactly can he do to help?”

			“Well, Giovanna’s company hires his services for various kinds of events. He even suggested that he would keep an eye on the agenda and, as soon as an occasion arises, he will find a way and make up a justification to forward you an invitation.”

			Robert was not convinced it would work. But he decided to bet on that solution anyway, in the name of Juan’s reputation. He was somewhat surprised when he received a phone call from Antonio Zanardi himself, during which, presenting himself kindly, talking about his work and providing some details about the event, he told Robert that he would forward the invitation to the address provided by his Spanish friend. When he hung up the phone, Robert’s heart raced. He was euphoric! However, fate was conspiring against him.
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			Robert did not talk about this subject, only close friends knew it, but he was “friends with benefits” with a former college classmate – though she considered it something more than that. She was also divorced and, like him, busy with her work.

			Rachel Luzac, with her two children – John and Louise – already in university, still had time to take care of her body. Living and working in Manhattan, a few blocks from Central Park – her favorite spot for morning jogs –, she could be said to be a woman who had retained the beauty of youth, even though she was a mature woman, in addition to dressing elegantly.

			She did not ask for Robert’s commitment, much to his liking, for though he found her companionship amusing and enjoyable, for some reason unknown to her he did not intend to have anything more serious with her. They had no set dates for meetings, but at least once a month they met in New York – where Robert also kept an apartment – or she traveled to a city around the world to find him. She had plenty of energy for these short trips. In fact, her vigor was enviable.

			She kept her ex-husband close, a man who still annoyed her, wanting reconciliation. Whether by affection, respect, to please their children or for any other unconfessable reason, no one knew for sure, nor did she tell her closest friends. They suspected it was because of the almost certainty that Robert would not have a serious relationship with her. So, if she wanted to, she could go back to her ex-husband, who was rich and still in love with her.

			What her unconcerned friend did not know was that she would still give him a lot of trouble.

			*

			Robert was CEO of an investment bank – the WTG Bank of Investment, based in New York. It was one of those that only operated with legal entities, sometimes providing advice, sometimes providing financing for mergers, acquisitions, and restructuring of companies. Another activity of the bank was to manage investment funds. This was considered the most profitable and pleasurable part of Robert’s work. Acting in the financial market from a very young age, he had a meteoric career, soon arriving at the top, specializing in this activity.

			Prospecting business around the planet, this was Robert Moretti’s world. Based on the board’s definitions of the most diversified branches of business activity in growth and with high profitability, strategies were established for the total or partial acquisition of the chosen company. When the purchase was consolidated, the next step was to replace the managers with technical personnel trained by the group itself, to implement new management methods, with the adoption of more efficient processes, capable of generating more profits with less investment.

			WTG, with its investment funds, had been continually making the right moves for several years. The expertise of everyone, notably the board of director’s, was recognized in the global corporate universe. However, it was not disputed that the reason for their success had a name: Robert Moretti. His insight, persuasiveness, and leadership were remarkable. He would encourage the team and for every newly acquired company – totally or partially – he kept his eyes on it until he realized that it would walk with its own legs, managing to exceed the expectations of profit, much to the joy of investors.

			His reputation was put to the test in 2008, when the so-called “real estate bubble” broke in the United States, dragging traditional financial institutions to the bottom, causing a crisis with worldwide repercussions. It was he who led a resistance movement among his competitors, aimed at alleviating the effects of the widespread crash. His ability to deal with the serious problems generated by economic instability made him a benchmark in the corporate world.

			It was he who masterfully learned how to take advantage of the American crisis, which had affected, above all, Europe, looking for new markets, notably with the emerging countries, the so-called BRICs, which at the time was comprised of Brazil, Russia, India and China, countries that still maintained high growth rates. With his shrewd eyes, he saw opportunities in these countries, especially in acquiring profitable retail businesses.

			He was, therefore, focused on acquiring a new business, transforming it and gaining greater profitability. It had always been like that. He had never deviated from that commitment. However, after his entanglement with Giovanna Montesi, whose name, occupation and place of work he now knew, he constantly remembered every detail of the time he first saw her at Schiphol in Amsterdam; he could not get the same concentration as before. He knew that he was neither paranoid nor superstitious, but he even came to consider the possibility of some rival’s witchcraft, though he promptly discarded this hypothesis, for it was preposterous, according to his, let us say, spiritual convictions, since he had no specific religion. He did not know how far he could go for that woman. Only time would tell!

			*

			Robert’s birth was much celebrated. His parents, both of them Brazilian career diplomats, who most of the time lived in different countries, only decided to have a baby at a later point in their lives, when his mother was barely in her early forties. Due to service time, it would be easier to work in a diplomatic representation in a nice European country, whether in the capital or in the provinces. In this manner, they could have a more stable life, facilitating the upbringing of the only child they intended to have.

			Thus, their son was born in 1963, in Geneva, where Elizabeth Brown Moretti worked at the Brazilian Embassy in an administrative function, while his father, Mario Moretti, served in the Brazilian Embassy in Brussels. So at least on weekends, they could hang out together to enjoy Robert’s presence and watch him grow up. However, like pilgrims, they had moved their residence countless times. They only had the opportunity to live together for a few years, when Robert was a teenager, in Berlin.

			Robert’s cosmopolitan life brought him some losses, with the constant exchange of friends, but, on the other hand, it also brought him an outstanding experience compared to that of other people of the same generation; when he reached adulthood, it made all the difference as he started working in the corporate world. He was fluent in several languages and he knew virtually all of Europe, as well as so many other countries he visited on vacations with his parents.

			Mario and Elizabeth Moretti had a very refined taste. As intellectuals and scholars of the arts, they took advantage of these occasions and went to all the museums that existed in any village they visited. Unlike ordinary tourists – the sort who go through the exhibits and indifferently look at them without knowing what they are about –, they always carried with them an explanatory catalog of each of the works and read it carefully. So they knew who the author of a given work was, the time when it was conceived and its history. Robert always listened carefully, recording said information.

			In this distinguished and sophisticated life trajectory, there was just one thing Robert considered a loss, which he would mention only to his closest friends: having had only a brief coexistence with his cousins living in Rio de Janeiro. The paradisiacal beaches, always crowded in the summer. The sensuality of women, the surf, the relaxation of all the people; absolutely different from any other place in the world. The holidays in that magical place would be indelibly recorded in his prodigious memory.

			This wandering life, without a fixed destination, also forced him to read lots of books since he was a child. Reading was his inseparable companion, and, as a young man, he had avidly read the great classics of philosophy and literature.

			At the age of 15, he received from an intellectual uncle in Rio de Janeiro a book published in Brazil in the mid-fifties, which became a landmark for Robert: “Tales of Russian Literature”. It was love at first sight! Tolstoy, Nabokov, Gogol, Pushkin, Dostoyevsky, Turgenev, Chekhov, Gorky, among others, charmed him. He kept his brown hardback book and revisited it frequently, for it seemed to him that with each reading his imagination would tread a different path. When he finished reading it for the first time, he decided that one day he would also write a book.
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			Pietro Agnello’s life, since he was a child, ran at a thousand miles per hour. The son of a business group accountant, he was different from his “normal” brothers, in manners, preferences, clothes, and disposition toward risk-taking – he lived intensely. His leadership had been noticed at an early age, both at home and in kindergarten. While his brothers needed long hours of study to learn something new, he had the facility for assimilating everything he read or saw. He was inventive, but undisciplined in his studies. Playing with him was fun. He was always surrounded by friends. As a pesky child, he was a transgressor of the rules and was once diagnosed with ADD (attention deficit disorder).

			The doctor who diagnosed this “disease” was a mere reader of manuals. He evidently did not know human nature well enough to tell that each individual is different from the other. Some even more so! The so-called hyperactive, who differ from the majority, need to be understood and educated in a different way. For them, the rigor of certain teaching methods is overwhelming, making them disinterested. The truth is that they will learn in their own way with a great chance of being more successful than their normal peers.

			His mother seemed to worry more about him than about anyone else. He even got bothered by it a little bit, and so did his brothers, who even showed certain jealousy over the excessive maternal care for their younger brother. Their mother, who was so sweet to everyone, once when they were very young, had been seen pulling Pietro by the arm and admonishing a woman, just because she had offered a candy to the younger one, begging her to never do that again. They found that overreaction strange.

			Among his brothers, Pietro was not the most handsome, in fact, he did not look like them, who were prettier according to the general taste, but it was him who was more successful with women. Although living in a small town, he was able to date several girls at the same time. His persuasiveness, his charm, no one really understood how, but those characteristics made him infallible. Romantic and dominant, he had always been a Don Juan. Pietro was not afraid of danger; he was very brave and a good fighter. Any kind of adventure fascinated him. The more dangerous, the more pleasurable.

			So grew Pietro. But as a teenager, he was rather intrigued to see that his father had an exhausting workload compared to his boss’s. The latter would get richer and richer, while his parents, he and his brothers led a simple life, with only a little luxury and almost no privileges. As he frequented the same places as the children of Don Angelo Romagnoli, his father’s boss, at least when it came to attending the same public school and, occasionally, some parties held in the Romagnolis’ mansion, he saw the splendor, the luxury and the “army of servants” that were at the disposal of Don Angelo and his family. He could not understand this difference.

			Still at a very young age, in his teens, he questioned his father, which, as an Italian man of good breeding, replied that one of the most sacred values he respected was that of honesty. That was a family inheritance! At first, Pietro did not say anything to his father, he just listened and pondered. However, he did not settle for that answer. Only with the passage of time did he realize that some people come into the world solely to serve, no matter whom. They are submissive and if they do break some rule, it will never be for their own benefit; their role is to accept with unthinking obedience the transgression of others. He decided he would never be like that.

			*

			In the same manner as it had happened to his older brothers, who attended college and followed each their own career, Pietro was also given the opportunity to graduate, but, unlike them, he did not proceed with his academic life. He enrolled in four different graduate courses, as time went by, but would not complete even the first year of study. None had pleased him, much to the dismay of his father, who wanted all his children to graduate, in order to have a better life. In fact, this was an opportunity that Stefano himself did not have, since he started working very early for the Romagnolis, in a small market at the age of nine. Since he was good with numbers, he was charged with making the entry and exit notes of goods. His sense of organization soon caught the owner’s attention. Thus, he was transferred to the central office, having his accountancy course paid by the employers.

			Pietro lived on small business that he did and some money that his mother passed on to him away from the sight of her husband and other children. In fact, no one ever really knew where that young man was getting money from. Already into his late twenties, he lived as a playboy, without exaggeration, with certain tranquility. He had a sports car, good clothes, frequented famous nightclubs, and always had a beautiful woman by his side. All this fueled the disguised envy of his older brothers.

			His brothers – already married and each caring for their own family – had neither the time nor the disposition to speculate whether or not Pietro was involved in any illicit activity. They felt sorry for their parents, but they did not have the courage to approach them about the subject. When they attempted to do so, years before, they provoked quarrels with the younger brother, who said in a threatening tone that they had nothing to do with his life. For this reason, they lived apart and only met in a few family gatherings, occasions in which they concealed their differences.

			As far as Pietro was concerned, however, the family should meet more often. For him, it was always fun because he loved his nephews and they idolized him. Always with a frank smile on his face, very affectionately, he himself chose the gifts he gave to each one of them and, invariably, he was always spot on in getting things that matched everyone’s preferences. This fact was yet another cause for concern – and jealousy – of his brothers, who did not welcome his closeness to their kids.

			*

			Only in his teens did Pietro become aware of the real activities of the Famiglia Romagnoli. Of Sicilian origin, they had numerous lawful businesses, but their enrichment methods were obscure. Behind their famous great wealth, there was violence, unlimited exploitation, and a trail of blood. Slowly, like a detective, he recorded in his mind all that the Famiglia did, especially in the underworld. He, who transited easily in all social strata, also taking advantage of the fact that his father was trusted by those powerful people, had no difficulty in hearing people out and building the true history of the Romagnolis’ “business”.

			He learned about the partnership that Don Angelo had with the Sardellis, about the spectacular stealing of the hidden fortune that belonged to both of them, about the dissolution of their society and about their quarrel. He was aware of the Sardellis’ conviction that the disappearance of what they had accumulated for many years had been the work of the Romagnolis. The truth is that in a short time Pietro was given enough information to let him know of all the activities – lawful or otherwise – of both Famiglie and others who also worked in the region. He was fascinated by those shady dealings.

			When questioning his father, who was now older, diabetic, without energy, the latter replied to his son, placidly, that he had nothing to do with the boss’s dealings. He just told Pietro that everyone should care about their own responsibilities. And he had fulfilled his! He added that, thanks to his employment as an accountant, he could support his own family, getting at least three of his children to graduate, and that Pietro should not go around mentioning that subject. In fact, the son should be worrying about his own future, for Stefano already glimpsed his own retirement. He had not retired yet at the insistence of old Don Angelo Romagnoli, his employer and friend.

			Pietro listened to his father attentively, without arguing or asking questions. He understood his father and the latter’s “ethics”, but he did not intend to follow it. His nature did not allow an absolutely passive, bovine sort of behavior. He would never allow anyone to lead his destiny; he thought sincerely that people should not live in the shadow of anyone – unless it was in Pietro’s own shadow. He thought about what his old man told him and forgave him. He knew that in life everything depends on the choice that each one makes. His would be never to submit. He wanted to be the sole maker of his fate. He wanted to be the protagonist of his story, never the supporting character.

			From that day onward, he decided to take care of his future, but in his own way. Now he was sure it would not be the studies that would lead him to where he wanted to go. His nose told him that he should mirror his father’s boss’s story. He saw in Don Angelo a resourceful entrepreneur who had the vocation to be a leader. And he, Pietro, without false modesty, saw in himself these same characteristics. He would not waste it! He spent more time with people who had business as their main activities. And it did not matter which “type of business”. He had the guts! He wanted to become a rich man. As a matter of fact, becoming rich was not enough; he wanted to be powerful and feared.
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			When Robert received the invitation to the event organized by Giovanna’s company, addressed to the bank’s headquarters in New York, he was in its large glass room, located on a high floor of one of the large glass and steel towers, next to Central Park. With the shutters open, he could see that big green area right in front of him. There, he felt at home!

			For him it was a pleasure, at the end of the day, to walk out the front door of the building and walk through that big green area. In summer, holding his blazer on his shoulder, he had only to cross one of the park’s many paths surrounded by century-old trees, for his apartment was two blocks away from his workplace. He liked to see people doing physical exercise, running, pedaling, some of them pushing baby strollers adapted for running. That meant life, especially now that he was more attentive to his true “core values”.

			When he saw the bulky envelope, of a thick special paper selected by someone of great taste, written by some calligrapher by hand, he felt like a child receiving a much-desired gift. Before opening it, adding some suspense to the act, while thinking of Giovanna Montesi, he thumped one of the corners of his “gift” on the glass that covered his large work table.

			He remembered her face, her smile, her shape. It was as if he had connected a projector that showed images of her, those captured in the few minutes when he personally saw her. He put together the photos he had seen on the company’s website, those of the party in Barcelona. Like a rookie filmmaker, he had set up a short film whose soft soundtrack, performed by a finely tuned orchestra, reverberated in his imagination.

			That sensation carried him into a magical world. He vibrated with the multiplicity of emotions that were flooding his mind. And they transmitted to his body a kind of new, powerful energy, capable of transforming him and, consequently, the world around him. The opening of that envelope, however, would put him on a route full of hazards.

			*

			Robert, holding the invitation, not bothering to open it, preferred to let his imagination flow before he unwrapped the gift. There was no hurry. He just wanted to continue experiencing those feelings a little more. Being an optimist, his conviction was that his plan would work, and when he found Giovanna, they could get to know each other better, and – fingers crossed – be together.

			Slowly he pulled the invitation from inside the envelope. It was folded in two parts and written on opaline paper, something which was promptly noticed, because of its excellent rigidity, whiteness, smoothness and even thickness. He was impressed by the luxury and dedication in the making of what looked like a work of art. In a clean text with cursive golden letters, the following message was written in Italian:
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