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	Thyme honey

	


Chapter I

	 

	 

	Seen from afar, the two girls, laughing and confabulating like who has who knows what secret to exchange, seemed just like many other girls of their age. Alessandra was the tallest one, even if just by few centimeters, and also the thinnest. She was the always simply dressed one and the one who often adapted to the will, a bit bossy, of her friend. Beatrice, with her five or six kilos more, even if well positioned on a sinuous body, was very nice, with a child-like round face, even if she was nearly twenty, and big light-blue eyes which quite contrasted with her wavy hair of an intense brown, sending coppery beams under the sunlight of early afternoon. Despite the fact that by public acclaim, as to say classmates, friends and relatives, Alessandra was often considered the most beautiful of the two, it was Beatrice, instead, the most charming. To say the truth, you had just to stop some instants to give a good look to Alessandra to realize that, behind a gleaming mask, there was hidden a grey and dull personality, a flash in the pan which soon would have ceased to burn. Contrariwise, Beatrice’s energetic gestures and vivid tones seemed to shout joy, passion, a strong and exuberant nature.

	Tightening even more her friend’s arm, Alessandra approached her ear and, lowering a bit the tone of her voice, she asked smiling:

	
	
- So, tell me everything, I was looking forward to going out to know how it has gone last evening. Nicola has come to the meeting?




	On Beatrice’s face appeared a smart and funny smile, before pointing her light-blue

	eyes, which seemed to speak by themselves, in her friend’s brown ones.

	
	
- Of course he has come. And, to be honest, his eyes are even more beautiful seen closer – remarked the girl, with the satisfied tone of the one who has managed in catching a very wanted prey.


	
- I was sure about this. Anyway, come on, tell me, how have you spent the evening? – asked Alessandra impatiently, even if, in her voice, an attentive listener could have perceived a faint veil of jealousy.


	
- Besides being nice he’s also very kind – commented Beatrice, with a good satisfied smile. – When you have talked to me about Nicola for the first time, I didn’t believe at all he was so interesting. It’s really a pity having not known him before. It could work between us.


	
- Even if I fancied him very much, I don’t think he would have suited me – said Alessandra, uncaringly, to hid her defeat. – It’s better he has chosen you, it’s clear you look good together. Have you thought about what you’re going to say at home? His family is not certainly the one that your father would think the most appropriate for his daughter. Even if your story has just begun, you should begin to think about how to manage the thing.


	
- Well, for the moment I’m not going to tell anything. Then, if things will go well, I will speak with Giuliano – answered Beatrice, sighing and with the air of who has no will to face a thorny subject. – I am sure he will help me as always. It’s in moments like this that I would like a mother next to me, at least there would be another woman in the house on whom to rely. It’s not simple living with two men, believe me.


	
- But your father just spoils you. He buys everything you want and permits you to do everything that crosses your mind – commented Alessandra, laughing. – But don’t worry, here I am. Anything you need, you know you can always rely on me. Do you remember when we were children and spent our evenings on the phone?


	
- And how could I forget it. I anxiously waited for the dinner to end to run in my bedroom and call you. I would have liked to have a sister. But, in the end, it’s like we are sisters. How many things we have done together, how we have enjoyed ourselves. I still remember your mother’s glance when she found us after having not seen us for hours. Even if she tried, she wasn’t able to delete from her face the expression of who is scared to ask herself what there was behind those escapes.


	
- Come on, in a while there will be another woman in your house. When should Giuliano marry? – asked Alessandra, stopping to admire a pair of sandals in the window of a fashionable shop. – I have seen him a couple of days ago, having a stroll with Elena. We must admit that she is really beautiful. And she’s always so elegant that she arouses envy. I would like to be just like her, wonderful with anything on. When she walks she seems light like a feather and every movement of hers enhances all her virtues.


	
- Don’t think that it’s all gold what glitters – harshly commented Beatrice. – Elena belongs to a very wealthy family and can afford designer clothes, beauty salons, the best cosmetics and, in my opinion, but don’t tell anyone, she has already some touch-ups done.


	
- C’mon, I cannot believe it. I don’t think Giuliano is going to marry her just because of her nice face – protested Alessandra, demonstrating the admiration she had towards her friend’s brother. – Giuliano has always looked like a serious boy who gives more importance to the essence of people than to their look. Maybe it’s because I have always had a great crush on him, but I’m sure it’s otherwise. In my opinion Elena is better than how you are describing her, I think you are just jealous because you’re about to lose the supremacy in your brother’s love. In my opinion, you have just to try to better know her and you’ll see that you could even be amazed; don’t be biased and just have a try.


	
- But I haven’t it in for Elena. I don’t think her to be a bad girl, I’m just not convinced that my brother really loves her – Beatrice’s voice demonstrated all the tiredness of the one who has repeated the same sentence, in his head, too many times. Then, suddenly halting and looking her friend right in her eyes, she said in the tone of the one making a great revelation: - I think he wants to marry her just to content our dad.




	Quietly walking, they had arrived in front of the gate leading to Beatrice’s house. Alessandra didn’t say anything else about Giuliano and just greeted her friend. Beatrice found herself, against her will, alone on the tree-lined drive she loved so much and, always quietly, she proceeded towards the big house, deeply breathing the smell of the just cut grass.

	In the same moment Giuliano was going out from the main door and was running towards her, fearing to see his sister running away one more time.

	
	
- Stop, Beatrice. I hope you’re not intentioned to exit again, in less than three hours the engagement party will start and for me it’s important that you will be there. I don’t want to hear any excuse, go up in your bedroom, have some rest and get ready. You will enjoy yourself, you’ll see. – Speaking quickly, as if he was reading a warning in the advertisement of some medicine, Giuliano took his sister’s arm and accompanied her in the house. Playing on the deep love linking them, he convinced her that she would have succeeded in bearing an evening like that and he pushed her up on the stairs.


	
- You won’t need me, this evening – told him Beatrice with too much hatred, to realize, little before having finished the sentence, that he didn’t deserve that treatment.




	But Giuliano understood what was going on in her mind and didn’t take offence at it. He had been that girl’s father and mother, since their parents had separated. How could their mother leave a child in the hands of a man who had never cared a great deal about her and had always considered her like a kitty to fondle and cuddle when he liked, but to keep at distance when he had something better to do? Giuliano understood that, for her, that moment was problematic. It was difficult for her having to share his love with Elena, but his hope was that, one day, she would have considered also Elena like a sister and that that new feeling could have brought some peace in the tormented soul of a girl who had never felt very loved nor considered, but just good of exchange in business much bigger than her.

	
	
- Do you really love Elena? – the voice which exited Beatrice’s mouth was little more than a whisper and her eyes had not the courage to meet her brother’s ones. – Because, if you really do, I will be happy for you. But I cannot help from thinking that you’re going to marry her just because dad has chosen her, because it’s his will.




	Giuliano stopped. He kept a foot in the balance over a step and the other one still on the floor of the atrium. That was not the first time his sister hinted something like it and it was not the first time that he wondered if, actually, that had been a decision of his or if it had been a choice influenced by their father’s will. Elena was a beautiful woman and anyone would have desired her. She had a sweet and kind temper even if, too often, she was too involved in fashion matters and in too frivolous issues, in his opinion. But yes, he loved her, at least enough to marry her. If that, then, was a great love, Giuliano couldn’t tell. He had many reservations about that, but he was sure that together they would have carried on a happy life and everybody would have been happy; as a matter of fact he had always known that he would have ended up doing what his father wanted and, so, it had gone very well for him. There was no reason to complain.

	
	
- I cannot tell I have immediately crazily fallen in love with her but, since I have better known her, I have appreciated her ever more. You have to believe me when I say that I can affirm, honestly, that I love her – Giuliano’s tone was resolute, everything set to make his sister relax. – I am sure that she is the right woman. You have not to worry about me, everything will be alright, you’ll see.




	Beatrice smiled, but the expression of her eyes didn’t agree with that on her lips.

	
	
- You have always tried to be amenable with dad and now he will be happy about you. Thanks to you his hotel chain will become even bigger and he even more powerful.




	Giuliano took his sister’s face in his hands and kissed her on her forehead, before staring at her in deep love.

	
	
- Don’t worry, he’s not going to do the same with you. He has already obtained what he wanted from me, he doesn’t need to make you marry someone important to enlarge even more his business. He will not use you as he has used me.


	
- Just you think this.




	Beatrice’s eyes dimmed with tears and the words which exited her lips made her voice tremble.

	
	
- I live, everyday, with the anxiety to come back home and see that he’s waiting for me to introduce me to someone. I’m not like you, Giuliano, I’m sure I would go against him, with all my strength, and nothing good would come out from that.




	Giuliano was convinced that his sister’s temper would have brought her to go against their father, but how that war would have ended no one could have told.

	
	
- I try to justify him and I repeat to myself that he does what he does just because he thinks it’s good for us – said Giuliano, serious. – But you have just to choose a person about which he cannot find anything to remark and everything will end for the better.


	
- I’ve always been like a toy for him. A plaything he could take when he wanted to amuse himself and that he could leave in a drawer when he didn’t need it anymore. I just hope that he will forget me and let me alone, that he will let me free to live my life as I like, also because it’s from quite long that he doesn’t seem to care about what I do – replied Beatrice, trying to smile.


	
- C’mon, stop, now – told her her brother, feeling a beginning of weeping in the girl’s voice. Then, pushing her again up the stairs, ordered: - Go back in your bedroom and get beautiful. Make-up a little that pale face and put a nice dress on that body you always shut in the jeans. I have invited several boys of your age and I am sure that you could also find interesting some of them. It looks weird to me that a beautiful girl like you has no companion for the party of this evening. You’ll see that you won’t leave the party without a cloud of suitors following you. And try also to be a little nicer to Elena, she doesn’t deserve to be ill treated. In a certain sense, she too is a pawn in our fathers’ hands. Promise me that you will get beautiful and that you’ll be nice to Elena. I don’t need anything else to be happy about this evening. Don’t spoil my engagement party. So, d’you promise me you will be nice?


	
- I’ll try – said Beatrice in a whisper, feeling the deep love she felt for that brother who was her entire family coming out.




	Beatrice left Giuliano in the atrium and went upstairs, slowly-paced, towards the first floor. Arrived on the long corridor, she covered it completely until she reached her bedroom.

	After having closed the door at her back and having locked it with two turns of key, she opened the wardrobe and inspected the robes it contained. Despites they were respected clothes, she didn’t find too much that could suit for the party. Till the end she had not considered attending her brother’s engagement party, but she should have and, throwing hangers on the bed and the floor, she repented about her silliness. Never mind, she told herself, she would have found out something.

	Beatrice looked in the mirror and she didn’t like very much what she saw. Her hair was too curly, her cheeks too chubby, also her body was too large, in her opinion. But, to say the truth, it was just a little too plump, that little needed to reveal harmonious and smooth curves. The only thing she really loved about her look were her eyes; those deep blue eyes many of her friends envied her. But what she could do with two splendid eyes when she felt that all the rest was shit. And, weighing all her defects in front of the mirror, she reminded the words that Nicola had whispered to her the evening before. He had assured her that he would have not wanted her different because he liked her just as she was. But what she would have given to be a little slimmer and maybe also a little taller and less awkward.

	Nearly always Beatrice noticed the gazes the boys gave Alessandra and she remained hurt. Her friend was so slender and thin that anything she wore suited her. But, despite the fact that she envied her, she had never been jealous of her, better, the love she felt for that girl had made her smile come back many, too many times. Her brother was really brave in saying that she was beautiful, because, in her opinion, she wasn’t. But he loved her and maybe he really saw her beautiful. Showing a forced smile, Beatrice chose a not too much showy dress and tried it.

	“Come on, Beatrice” she told herself, watching her reflection in the mirror. “Four or five hours of torture and then everything will be finished. You owe it to your brother. Maybe you’ll also enjoy yourself.”

	The girl threw herself under the shower, convinced that, in the end, it couldn’t go too bad and she tried to get ready with the joyful spirit that an event such like that wanted.

	 

	When Beatrice entered the big hall opening its glasses in a garden enlightened like in a fairytale, several people had already arrived and were sipping wine and chatting about the engagement and the house. Beatrice had never liked those parties, but she plucked up her courage and joined the fight. She was introduced to some guests, took something to eat and to drink, went around the hall to try to capture some conversations. From afar, she saw her father entering from the French window opening on the balcony and immediately altered her course not to meet him and be forced to bear infinite conversations with his friends, people who weighed, openly, how much could be worth that girl of marriageable age.

	Walking quickly, she headed towards the garden where a group of boys, made up by the offspring of her parent’s elected friends, had retired to smoke in peace. Hiding behind a thick hedge, she began to hear their conversations, uncaring about the consequences.

	The one that Beatrice recognized as the nice boy that her brother had introduced to her some minutes before seemed the group leader. In a voice full of presumptuousness, he was expressing opinions that explained his character very well. – I have to admit that they are really rich, see this house. My father has let me understand that Della Valle’s daughter would be a very good catch and that he would not dislike at all such a union.

	A noisy laugh burst among the boys, followed by the noise of lighters and shriller laughs. After some instants, always the same boy went on in a superior tone: - In my opinion, she’s a bit fatty but, with all the money she has, I could also turn a blind eye.

	In the common hilarity, another boy intervened. – But you have to admit that you would have much to handle under the blankets. Maybe you could also keep her on a diet or, better, discover if she has any beautiful and slim friend closed in any drawer.

	Beatrice let humiliation tears fulfill her eyes and run on her cheeks; she had never felt so offended and outraged. She, who was not guilty at all, was ashamed about how some boys who neither knew her had defined her; she, who just wanted to live a life in the gloom, felt like an object in a window, just waiting to be placed; she, who not cared at all about her belonging to an important family, was forced to float in an environment consecrated just to power and money, a world into which her father sailed perfectly, forcing his entire family to adequate. Forcing back her tears, she went back towards the floodlit hall and, trying not to be seen, she closed in the bathroom. She would have liked to run to her bedroom, but she couldn’t without passing in front of her father who was stationing in front of the staircase. When she had calmed down, she plucked up her courage and headed towards the staircase, hoping to pass safely in front of her stern parent. But nothing went as she would have liked. Once in front of the man, who had the same eyes and the same expression of hers, he halted her on the spot, holding her by her arm.

	
	
- Enrico, come. I want to introduce you to my daughter, Beatrice – said the tall, slim and elegant man to another one who was about his same age.


	
- And this is Paolo, my son – answered the man, introducing, to his friend and to the girl, his son and cravingly looking at the couple of youngsters.




	And which was Beatrice’s embarrassment in finding in front of her just the boy who had commented her look from behind the hedge.

	
	
- It’s a pleasure to meet you again – the boy showed her a nice smile, but a so evil and false one that it seemed the same devil’s one, thought Beatrice on the spot. – Giuliano had already introduced us before but, seeing you under this light, I have to admit that you are wonderful just like my father had said – he went on, lying shamelessly.




	Beatrice smiled, said some words suitable for the occasion and ran away. All that falsity risked to make her explode because the only thing she absolutely wanted to do was crying and running away to escape that world which kept her prisoner. Once back in her bedroom she threw herself on the bed and shed all the tears she had barely retained in the great hall. A deep need to find some comfort made her take the phone to call Nicola. She needed to hear the voice of someone who appreciated her, of someone who loved her, she wanted to exit from there to go to him. But how could have she managed to exit with all those people around the garden? Nicola could have reached her, besides, with all those people, who would have noticed him? And so, without thinking too much about it, she texted him and invited him to go to her place, giving him instructions to enter from the door opening on the riverside.

	After a little, slipping down from the back stairs without being seen, she had opened the wooden door facing the path skirting the stream. It was cold that evening, above all with the air of the river arriving to touch her face making her shiver while waiting. She was fine there, there was silence and there wasn’t all that light blinding her every time she raised her head too much. She saw the familiar figure approaching from afar. Nicola’s step was unmistakable, he was tall and slim and walked quick and self-assured. Seeing him approaching, Beatrice couldn’t help from smiling and ran towards him happy that he was there, happy that he was holding her tight, happy to feel that warmness which her wounded soul needed so much.

	He returned her hold while, in silence, they went towards the noise exiting the big house. Without a noise, he followed her up on the back stairs and to her bedroom. The room was warm and silent, the lights coming from the garden were shaded by the dark curtains that the girl had drawn in front of the big French windows. How beautiful was being there with him, being there with that boy who was becoming ever more audacious and who she had all the intention to let do, at least till the moment in which she remembered Paolo’s words and a great sense of shame blocked her. Nicola didn’t get angry when he saw the girl’s reticence, nor forced her, for him it was already much being there with her because what he felt for that girl was sincere. From her text he had understood that something wasn’t going well and being there, to comfort her, made him feel important. The girl could have turned to Alessandra, but she had chosen him and this put him first-placed among the people she loved more. Holding that boy a little more, Beatrice felt that she could calm down. Her heart didn’t beat very hard anymore and also her willing to cry was fading. Now she just wanted to be hold, to keep her eyes closed and let those avid hands go on with their caresses, while she wasn’t able anymore to detach her lips from the warm and soft ones of his.

	The two youngsters didn’t realize that time was passing too quick. Downstairs the guests were going and some peace was returning in that old and big house. It was time to go for Nicola or someone could have discovered them. Very hardly getting apart, the girl made him go down by the same stairs by which he had gone up and made him exit by the same little wooden door on the back of the house, convinced that nobody had seen them and happy about the end of that evening.

	Shrouded in the darkness and lightly jumping, Beatrice went back to her bedroom. Entering, she let the light off. Smiling, she slowly turned towards the window, while a moonbeam entered from the curtains and posed on the black figure waiting for her, seated on the arm-chair.

	
	
- Switch on the light – ordered that voice which had put her in apprehension for her entire life.




	Beatrice switched on the light and remained still, on her feet, with bated breath, like the one who is waiting his death sentence.

	
	
- Who was that boy? – asked her Della Valle, when he managed in seeing his daughter on the face. Beatrice knew him so well that she didn’t permit the flash of happiness which had crossed his thin face in the moment in which he had realized to have scared her to make her feel uneasy.


	
- He’s… my boyfriend – she answered in a faint voice.


	
- Then you could have introduced him to me, don’t you think? It was not nice from you keeping him shut in here for the entire evening, maybe he would have preferred going downstairs and meeting your family and your friends.


	
- Those who were at the party were not my friends – answered the girl, raising her eyes, challenging but also full of fear.


	
- Enrico’s son is not bad, very skilled and he will inherit the family patrimony, one day. He would be a good catch for you, what do you think?


	
- That he’s an idiot.


	
- Why such a statement about a person you don’t even know?




	Beatrice went, slowly, to sit on the edges of the bed, right in front of her seated father. She was not like Giuliano, she had no fear to say what she thought and she knew that, even if in the end she should have done what her parent wanted, at least she had the chance to tell him how the things were. In a blank voice, she told him about what she had heard when she was behind the hedge in the garden.

	
	
- You’re right, he’s absolutely an idiot. But I would have never believed he’s like this. He’s very good at pretending to be someone else. We have to admit this. Anyway, one day you will be asked to do something for your family and you will have to obey. Even if I will never force you to consider one such like that. Don’t worry. But now, let’s come back to your friend.




	Beatrice’s father had calmly got up from the arm-chair. His quiet voice, nearly reassuring for who didn’t know him well, his slow and calm pace and his lofty bearing could make you believe that he was a good and comprehensive person, but never an opinion would have been more wrong. Beatrice was aware of the fact she enjoyed a bigger freedom confronted with her brother, but she also knew that she had not to force too much her parent’s hand or she would have ended losing all the concessions that had been given her. Now Beatrice was not a child anymore and also her relationship with that iced-eyes man was changing.

	
	
- Now I bid you a good night, darling – saying those words to his daughter Della Valle kissed her on the forehead, a cold kiss speaking more about possession than about love and that let understand that the conversation had come to an end.




	Without turning back, the man exited the bedroom and gently closed the door at his back. Beatrice felt a sense of relief when she heard his steps going and heading to ground-floor. Without wasting her time, she ran to the door and locked it. She needed to be alone, she needed to think. But she was not tired. She knew that that night she would have not slept. And she knew that her father would have never gone there, that evening, if he had not had something in his mind and this put her in an anxiety. Beatrice opened the window and let the fresh air of the night enter the too hot bedroom. And then there was the smell of her father’s cologne which seemed wanting to nauseate her. She tried to lay on her bed but, as she had feared, she wasn’t able to close an eye till morning.

	When she went downstairs for breakfast, she found nobody in the kitchen. Her father had gone out early and her brother had gone to Elena’s. Taking what she needed, she brought everything in her bedroom and availed herself to study a little. In a week she would have had an exam and she didn’t feel ready at all. In the afternoon she would have seen Nicola and the only thought of it made her smile and forget the weird conversation she had had with her parent the evening before. She just hoped that he didn’t come back home for lunch and that he was going to dine out, thing that, luckily, he did very often.

	Nicola acted like a lenitive balm on the girl’s mood and, after having spent the entire afternoon with him, Beatrice felt really good. They had walked for long, they had met Alessandra and some other friends of theirs, they had also carved out some time to stay alone. Abandoned to the warmness of late afternoon, on a bench in the park under a big conifer, they had lost themselves in those daydreams that can rarely become true but that bring a great comfort to the young prostrate souls. To Beatrice that afternoon had seemed perfect. She would have not been able to tell if she had fallen in love with Nicola or not, to her seemed too soon to say such a thing, but she liked very much that boy and he gave her what she needed. Maybe that could also be love, she thought, more to persuade herself than for a true conviction. Nicola accompanied her until the entrance with the wrought iron big gate and he waited for that figure to go away, on the drive, before turning and going away in his turn. Beatrice entered her house full of joy, now just sometimes the boys’ words at the party came back to her mind, even if those were moments of pure humiliation and pain. Entered the house, she realized that Giuliano was already there, while there wasn’t nor the shadow of her father. It’s better, she thought, it would have been beautiful to dine alone with her brother.

	 

	The morning later, at about eleven, Beatrice saw Giuliano’s car entering the yard and her brother getting off without closing the door and climbing the stairs in a rush. She didn’t think that, with all that hastening, he would have headed towards her bedroom. And hearing a knock on the door surprised her a great deal. When she peeped out from the dark wooden door jamb she saw Giuliano’s agitated face appearing and she felt a strange feeling to her stomach.

	
	
- How long do you take to get ready? – he asked her, without saying hello and with his voice altered by agitation.


	
- To go where? – Beatrice was still in her pyjamas and in her tone there was something lazy and bored.


	
- We’re having lunch with dad. He waits for us at the restaurant in an hour.


	
- But why should he be willing to have lunch with me? He had never asked me to, before. D’you know anything about all this? – she quietly asked, trying to discover something by her brother’s expression.


	
- He has just told me to fetch you because he wants to have lunch with both. You know he never explains anything. Get dressed quickly; if we will arrive late, we will be in trouble.




	Beatrice had got confused at that news. The curiosity to know what he wanted mingled with a certain apprehension and inside her there was a strange feeling, like something which was not going in the right way. In few minutes she put something on, convinced that she would have not met her parent’s approval and, satisfied with the fact that she would have annoyed him at least a little, she let herself be dragged towards her brother’s car.

	Seated in silence, on Giuliano’s side, she watched the landscape she well knew run till the restaurant, just in the outskirts of the city, where her father loved eating. She didn’t like at all that place. There were too many waiters that didn’t let you even breathe, you could not turn without ever finding one of them there, so near that you could feel his breath, so near that he made you feel uncomfortable, staring at you with the glance of the one who didn’t retain you worth of the situation. And then, in her opinion, they served too sophisticated meals to be inviting for a simple meal.

	Once in the place, they saw that Della Valle was already seated in his favourite corner, in front of the big glass wall, but he was not alone, he was with another man that Beatrice had never seen before. Reached the table, Beatrice felt immediately better, hearing that the conversation was slipping on the last hotel her father had bought. She could be quiet, at least for a little, and taste all the delicacies passing under her nose, even if the portions were really little. But lowering her guard just for a moment was enough to let the tempest fall on her with a strength and an impetus that she would have never thought possible.

	
	
- Beatrice, this is the detective that I have contacted to know who is the boy you are meeting and what you are doing in these days – said Della Valle in the same tone he would have used to order a bottle of wine.




	And the mix of humiliation and indignation, felt two evenings before, fell, ferociously and again, on the girl. As if Giuliano and that man weren’t even there, Della Valle started that long speech that he thought was his duty to deliver to the girl, a girl ever more disbelieving and embittered about a fate that she saw going in the same direction of her brother’s one.

	
	
- Which intentions have you got with this Nicola? – he asked his daughter, uncaring about the fact that the girl could have some qualms in talking about her personal business in front of a stranger.


	
- We get well together – she answered in a faint voice.


	
- According to the researches we have done he doesn’t seem to be the more appropriate person for you. Do you know that his father is a workman and that his mother works as a switchboard operator? Do you know that they live in a council house?


	
- Yes, I do. And I don’t care at all – Beatrice replied in a provocative tone, after having avoided a push with the elbow by her brother.




	Beatrice could feel the anger taking possession of every cell of her parent, even if he would have never raised his voice. She knew she had drowned his attention. Having his attention was such a difficult thing that she didn’t want to lose it, so she decided to torture him a bit more. In a challenging air, even if a bit of pain was piercing her stomach, she pointed her eyes straight in the man’s ones, those very cold eyes that seemed the only thing they had in common. And, without thinking too much about it, Beatrice threw a bomb which, exploding, could have torn her very existence.

	
	
- If you are interested, we are thinking about finding a flat, near the university, to live in together.


	
- This is to see – answered her father with a smile, without losing control.


	
- I don’t care if you are going to cut off money, I will get off also on my own – the challenging tone exiting Beatrice’s lips didn’t agree very much with the agitation upsetting her soul.


	
- Oh, I know very well that you would get off. You’re my daughter, indeed. But, for this very reason, I cannot permit you to do such a silly thing.




	With a simple gesture of his hand, apparently innocent but that didn’t admit objections, Della Valle closed Giuliano’s mouth, even before he was able to speak.

	
	
- And so, what are you going to do, shut me in the house? – asked him the girl, sending back the same smile. With her heart thundering in her throat, she started to ask herself if she had done the right thing giving too much importance to a still immature relationship in front of a man too much irritable.


	
- No, nothing of the kind. But listen to my proposal and, if you don’t accept it, then we’ll see if it will be necessary to shut you in the house. – The smile, which made Della Valle’s mouth go rightwards and that made appear that face nearly pervaded by a devilish sneer, terrified her more than a thousand cries. – I am treating the purchase of a couple of hotels in Greece and I want to send Giuliano there, to have a look. You should go with him, it will be just for summertime, and you will be back for the beginning of the lessons in autumn. You are going to leave after next week exam, so you could enjoy an entire summer of holiday.


	
- And what if I’m not going to accept? – asked Beatrice, hesitating.


	
- Don’t force me to take drastic measures. Your friend could never find a job, his parents could lose it and who knows? Maybe also that little flat where they live could be of use for someone else. Think about it, Beatrice, do you want to have on your conscience the lives of that boy and of his entire family?




	And there he was, Matteo Della Valle, the father who Beatrice avoided to face with all her strength, flinging on the table all his power and being pitiless not towards her, well knowing that she was made from his same mould and that she could bear a great deal, but towards the people she loved. He knew her well and knew that she would have never hurt anyone. Beatrice would have wanted to stand up to that man, but she couldn’t. She loved Nicola and couldn’t do this to him, also because she knew that her father never made his threatens fail. She had been defeated and in that moment she understood the reason why also her brother was so yielding: he should have adopted that measure also with him.

	“Oh my God”, thought Beatrice. “This is my father and he’s a monster. I will never be like him. Why mum has not taken me with her when they have divorced? Why she has abandoned me with this calculating being, cold as ice?” Beatrice’s mind was galloping and didn’t realize that everyone was looking at her, waiting for any sign of hers. She couldn’t let him have it all his own way or he would have profited again, but how could she put into danger the existence of a good person like Nicola to stand up to that unbearable man? Beatrice knew she had no other exit, she had always known, but she would have never given up without fighting, before.

	But her father had no doubts about the fact that he had won that match and he showed it plainly. And, with the security proper of his temper, he stood up, greeted his offspring and went away, accompanied by the man who had had a part in that family drama, as if nothing had happened.

	Beatrice hardly breathed. She felt her brother’s hand taking hers, abandoned on the table, and holding it tight. She gave back his hold and turned to watch him with lucid eyes and a bitter smile on her lips. Those eyes, identical to those of a monster, those eyes able to become cold as ice and that, in that moment, were of the colour of the stormy sea, those eyes which expressed just a big pain, something that her father’s ones could have never done. Beatrice looked for some peace in her brother’s calm and warm glance. He too had dark-blue eyes, but his were sweeter. She had never seen, in those calm wells, the cutting blade spreading in hers and in their parent’s ones. Giuliano kept on holding her hand tight and she didn’t know what to do, what to think, how to react. To her, it seemed that she couldn’t speak nor move anymore. Everything she had always hoped to avoid had fallen against her and now was suffocating her. But her father would have paid it. One day, maybe far, but she was sure that, sooner or later, she would have made him pay it.

	As soon as she arrived home, Beatrice called Nicola. She had to see him and at the same time she had to tell him that they couldn’t stay together anymore. She owed him an explanation, that good boy deserved it. But what could she tell him? Beatrice didn’t know if telling him the truth or lying to him, she didn’t know how to explain that their story had simply ended, but he would have understood that she was lying, she didn’t want to leave him with a lie.

	When the rendering of accounts came, Beatrice unsteady walked towards the place of the meeting. But it was too difficult taking a decision, the entire story was too pitiful.

	When Nicola saw her coming towards him, he immediately understood that there was something wrong. The girl had not her usual firm step but she was tottering and walking too slowly, as if she wanted to defer more than she could the moment of the facing. In few seconds they were close, he held her tight and felt that she tried to suffocate sighs. Departing a little from her, he looked straight in her eyes, waiting for her to say something. And she felt as hurt as had never occurred to her in her entire life.

	
	
- Next week I have to leave to Greece with my brother – she said at last and in a faint voice, once that they had seated on a well-shadowed bench in the park.


	
- So it’s for this reason that you’re sad. Come on, when you’ll be back and I hope that it will be soon, we will meet again – Nicola tried to reassure her.


	
- I won’t be back very soon, dad wants us to remain there for the entire summer. And… - Beatrice had a long pause, she had a lump in her throat which didn’t permit her to speak – … and, when I’ll be back, we couldn’t meet anymore.


	
- But I thought that everything was going well between us. Why you don’t want to meet me anymore? I’ve done something…


	
- No, Nicola, you have not done anything wrong. It’s not your fault, or mine, but we cannot meet – despite the effort and despite how much she was trying to, Beatrice wasn’t able to find the right words to explain the situation to the boy she was seeing becoming ever sadder in front of her eyes.




	The girl’s hands were shaking, like her voice. She had to find the courage to tell him the truth, she had to pull out the voice and say those simple words, that verdict of pain. Few minutes and then that torture would have come to an end, or at least she hoped so.

	
	
- My father has seen you, the evening of the party, and has done some inquiries about you. He has told me that your family is not up to ours, that you are not up to me and he has threatened me that, if I don’t leave you, he will make your life impossible.




	Here it was, in few seconds Beatrice had thrown out all that she had to say. Being apparently calm and in mournful silence, she was just waiting to see which would have been Nicola’s reaction.        

	   Nicola pulled aside his hands from the girl’s ones and suddenly stood up. He was nervous, agitated, angry and kept on walking to and fro like a soul in torment.

	
	
- Are you telling me that you are leaving me just because your father orders you to do so? – he shut, in a too bad tone, uncaring about the curiosity he was arousing in the passers-by.




	But all that badness was difficult to digest for a deeply gentle nature as Beatrice’s one was and so it was difficult for her facing the situation she had to bear.

	
	
- I’m not leaving you because my father orders me to, I have to leave you because I know him and I know that he always maintains what he promises. If he has told me that he will make you pay my choices, I believe in him.


	
- You know, Beatrice, - hissed Nicola, few centimetres from her face, after having couched in front of her, - according to my very humble opinion, you don’t care at all about me and you’re using your father’s menace to cut. If you really felt something for me you would fight, you would not care at all about your father and you would leave that golden cage in which you live to stay with me. But you like that life and you would never renounce to it. You’re a hypocrite, Beatrice. How many beautiful words you have told me, but they were just bullshit. Go to Greece, go to let you sell to the rich son of some friend of your father. With one of those ones, you will be surely happy.


	
- You’re unfair. I’m just trying to protect you – tried to justify Beatrice, not succeeding in giving the right tone to the words she was saying.




	Nicola realized he had been too hard and seeing the pain crossing the girl’s face made him calm down. Thinking about it, he remembered about an acquaintance of his uncle who, some time before, had told him about Beatrice’s father and his words had been not kind at all: “Great businessman but also hard as marble and cold as ice, someone to fear.” Maybe, after all, Beatrice was right and her decision had his good as only purpose. But, also in this way, he could not accept that situation without feeling mortified.

	
	
- I’m sorry – he told her, taking her face in his hands and giving her a kiss full of deep sadness. – I know that you too are suffering, but we cannot surrender this way.


	
- Let summer pass. Maybe, when I’ll be back, dad would have calmed down and we would find a way to meet again. What do you think?


	
- Alright – accepted the boy reluctantly. – But promise me that you’ll keep in touch. I don’t want to lose you.


	
- Yes, but we have to be careful and not let us being discovered, I don’t want that something happens to you because of me. I cannot have such a responsibility on my shoulders.




	At last the two youngsters had found an agreement. They would have not left but they would have deferred everything to autumn, when Beatrice would have been back from Greece and maybe Della Valle would have forgotten about that story.

	 The week later Beatrice did her exam and packed for the travel. Not that she wanted to go abroad, but she had the chance to stay a little with her brother before the wedding that would have been celebrated in late September. She threw in the suitcase what passed under her hands without thinking very much about it, she had her head always going back to Nicola and to how they would have solved all their problems. In the same way she tried to avoid her father, also because she was sure that he had made her been followed and that he knew that she had obeyed him. She would have not bore seeing the expression of triumph widening on his face, even less in that circumstance, she was still angry with him and, since the day of the famous lunch, she had not spoken to him anymore. But the thing that made her suffer even more was that he didn’t seem to care a great deal about all that hostility.

	
	
- Do you already know where dad will send us? – she asked Giuliano some days before leaving, having not still showed her interest in which would have been their destination. – We will stay in a hotel or we have rented a house? I would like to know more about it.




	Giuliano watched her and smiled. He hoped that that journey would have brought back the smile on his sister’s lips and he would have done everything he could to make it happen.

	


Chapter II

	 

	 

	When she got on the car, dragged by her brother, Beatrice was still drowsy. With her head laying on the edge of the seat, she kept her eyes half-opened, watching a night that seemed infinite to her and a myriad of stars shining in a sky that, finally, was showing the first signs of a postcard dawn. During the entire journey towards the airport, the two siblings didn’t speak, her because of sleep, that risked to make her eyelids fall on her light-blue eyes at any moment, and him because they were going towards a new life, that new life that would have opened him the doors of the family business, making him an effective member of his father’s empire. That was the first job he would have done in full independence and the man well knew that a mistake would have caused his total ruin.

	
	
- Let’s check on the board if our flight is on time and then let’s go for a coffee. I’m not even able to stand, it’s as if I’m swinging because of the sleep.




	Beatrice’s imperious tone didn’t get well with her sleepy face and her swinging pace. Entering the airport, already overcrowded by a constant flow of people even if it was just six a.m., she felt the tears coming to her eyes: since that moment her father’s will would have had a decisive weight in all her choices and her impotence joined to the pain for what she would have left and for what her life would have been.

	Trying not to let their toes trod by trolleys overloaded with suitcases, thrown at a dangerous speed by too uncaring drivers, they arrived in front of the board with the hours to discover that, despite all their hopes to leave on time, at seven twenty, they would have to wait, instead, till eight fifty.

	Disappointed, but also making the best of things, the two spent the first hour enjoying breakfast and having a stroll, with a slow and indolent pace, among too much coloured and too full of trifle shops, without no real attraction. They were both nervous and Giuliano was the first to give signs of impatience. But, as the first hour had passed quickly, those in front of them seemed much more long. Distressed by the nervousness, they saw nine passing by without any hope to hear their flight being called.

	
	
- We go to ask information? – had mumbled, springing on her feet and beginning to look around disappointed, Beatrice, who seemed to have absorbed also all her brother’s disappointment. He had done detailed plans for that day and they had already fallen through.




	But nobody gave information and they were discharged to anyone around. The hour on the board kept on changing and the staff seemed to have disappeared.

	
	
- Let’s have a seat – ordered Giuliano, dragging his sister by an arm to a long row of chairs where were packed more travelers with their same problem.




	But time continued to pass and the tiredness, mixed with a hint of impotence and frustration, was keeping possession of them.

	
	
- Wonder what dad would do in such a situation – said Beatrice, amused, after having understood that agitating a great deal was of no use and that it nearly seemed a sign of destiny; maybe also the fate wanted her to remain near Nicola.




	Hours went on passing without any explanation given and many people began to get, rightly, angry. Among the yells of the travelers mocked by hostesses and police, because some policemen had been sent to protect the “poor ones” who kept on repeating to the passengers that they had no right and that what will be will be, Beatrice joyfully enjoyed the coalition of that group, as heterogeneous as compact, in protesting against a not too serious airline and a sick system which hastened in protecting it.

	That confusion made her forget about Nicola and her little world that, slowly, was falling on her. Following the crowd trying to make their rights prevail against something too big for such a miserable power kept her concentrated on the present moment, because she didn’t see nor the shadow of the future: in her mind had made its way the conviction that the strongest one always wins, even when he is dead wrong.

	Trying to sugar the pill for the poor victims, the group, at about midday, found itself sent to have lunch. “So at least they would be out of the way”, seemed written on the hostesses’ faces. But, as often happens, with the insult arrives also the injury and the restriction was clear: “no more than 3 pieces”. The responsible of a self-service with too high prices respect to what was offered kept on repeating, like a broken record, those five magic words causing, always, the disappointment of the victim in turn. It could have been a comic if everything had not been so annoyingly true.

	
	
- Let’s go to the restaurant downstairs – suggested Giuliano seeing how things were going and just wanting to be quiet, at least for a little, to ponder on his problems.


	
- It’s out of question – Beatrice’s answer was that of a resolute person who puts at first her own principles, but also of the one who had finally woken up and wanted to join that fight together with all her companions in misfortune. – We are going to stay here, with these people, and see what’s going to happen.




	But Beatrice, contrary to Giuliano and to all those who were on that boat shipping water from everywhere, was enjoying herself. She had never wanted to leave and she would have liked a great deal to see her father’s face if he had known that she was still so near to her Nicola.

	At last, her torrent of words had caused for her brother to give in and they too had had a meager solace disguised as meal.

	
	
- Stop smiling and finish that salad, I want to go back to the boarding – Giuliano’s tone had been so severe and maybe for this reason also little believable, that it just managed in making appear an extra smile on the girl’s ever more relaxed face.


	
- Be quiet, c’mon! It’s not your fault if we will be late and then you have a lot of time to do everything dad has ordered you to do. Relax a bit.


	
- And how could I relax, I’ve chosen this flight because we would have arrived there early and I could have met dad’s new partner during the course of the day. He won’t let me go since he would not know what I think about him.




	Between a puff and another from Giuliano they were forced to wait for the boarding until fourteen. And Giuliano spent a lot of that time on the phone, trying to set the inconvenient. Beatrice watched him walking to and fro like a soul in torment and she felt nearly sorry for him. When, finally, they took off, she felt tears veiling her eyes, but what she felt was not pain but excitement. And that feeling caught her unprepared. Till the end she had hoped to find an excuse to remain in Italy, but now she saw the runway running under her and heard the noise of the plane whispering that for her there was no escape. With tears misting her eyes, Beatrice let her gaze slip on the landscape running in front of her eyes and, when they arrived over Adriatic, she immerged in the deep blue of that sea, trying to drown there her sorrow. Giuliano understood better than any other what she was feeling but he couldn’t do anything. He knew by long that his father would have ended reserving the same treatment he had reserved to him also to his sister and his only hope was that she, with that impulsive temper she had, was not going to ruin that family already on the brink of the precipice. He would have not bore to lose her, because that sister, who he had helped to grow in a world of adults too caught by themselves to find some time also for their offspring, was the only person who would have always loved him without asking anything back.

	When at half past fifteen, they landed in Bari, they were welcomed by high and grey buildings covered in a dense mist. The two siblings had not still exchanged a word and the only fact to have to get off for a while and have a stroll in the waiting room before boarding again, seemed to re-awake in them the will to communicate. They had been so caught by all their thoughts and problems that they had remained closed in their world till that moment.

	Restored and having found again the will to joke about what had happened, they went on laughing and chatting. At a quarter past four they finally succeeded in taking off and their mood was the right one to face the adventure waiting for them. Beatrice let herself being rocked by the plane while she let her gaze getting lost on the landscape underneath. The sky was so clear that even the littlest boat sailing on the narrow stripe of sea lapping on Italy seemed to her so near that she could touch it. She nearly didn’t realize that she was flying over Greece and the preparations to land. It was seventeen and twenty local hour when she was pervaded by a pleasant sensation at the idea that, in few minutes, she would have touched that land that had always fascinated her. With anxiety she watched that huge white city approaching, closed her eyes, took a deep breath and in few minutes she found herself projected towards a future that, in the end, couldn’t be so dark as she had thought.

	Landed, they greeted their fellow travelers as if they were old friends. But the delay they had cumulated was so big that they were not very happy in discovering that the plane that should have brought them to Santorini isle had already taken off. Beatrice began to feel her tiredness and was also hungry but that hitch, instead of making her nervous, was enjoying her and gave her more time to spend with her brother, even if he was really nervous, indeed. The anxiety for that first important task, given him by his father, was devouring him, leaving dark signs around his eyes, a shaking in his hands and an insecurity that he had never showed before. She would have liked to be of help, but she knew that she couldn’t do a great deal, so she just followed him quietly while he was phoning to advise that they had arrived in Athens, but that they would have reached the isle just after having found another flight.

	
	
- I’ve given a look around to see which airlines go to the isle, but the first available flight is tomorrow morning at about five. If you want we could go to the city and look for a hotel, but I’d prefer to remain around and leave early. The sooner I’ll be there, the sooner it will be over and done with and I’ll feel better – told her Giuliano, in an ever more agitated voice, after having discovered that that was the best choice even if not the one that he preferred.


	
- It’s not a problem for me. Let’s wait here tonight, it will be funny, like when we used to go camping as children. Do you remember? – she asked him smiling and playing down, trying to let good mood coming back on her brother’s face.


	
- Are you sure you want to sleep on a chair in the airport? – Giuliano asked her smiling for the first time in many hours. – They won’t be comfortable like the mattresses in the camping – and, seeing that his sister was very resolute in going on with what she considered just an adventure, he went on: - Alright, tonight we are going to remain here and we’ll leave with the plane at half past five. For now let’s search for somewhere to have dinner and let’s see how we can let pass all these hours. So I will also have time to relax. Tomorrow I will be so tired that however the meeting will go, I won’t realize it, neither – he concluded, in a fake joy, after having surrendered to a situation in which he had no power and having accepted to relax and let himself go, as the only possible solution.




	Beatrice smiled. Taking him by an arm, she dragged him towards the shops. After having bought the tickets for the morning later, they had a look around and went for a stroll, just to understand how they could have spent all those hours separating them from the leaving.

	 

	Beatrice was trying to choose what to eat, but she couldn’t resolve at all. She had dragged her brother in a self-service when he would have preferred the restaurant complete with waiter; but she wanted an informal dinner, in a place where she could relax and didn’t feel oppressed for everything she did.

	
	
- Look the bright side – she had repeated, many times, to her brother – here there’s a non-smoking area and there are good prices.




	Giuliano had ceased by long to wonder what had to do that girl, who preferred to make shift, who didn’t like to waste money in too useless things and who didn’t show off everywhere to have great economic possibilities, with the place that had seen her grow up and that had tried to inculcate in her a lifestyle that she would have never possessed. And one more time he answered himself resolutely: the only gene she had inherited from her father was that giving her the so intense blue of her eyes because, about the rest, he moved in the darkness of night and she in the brightness of day.

	
	
- Let’s have a stroll and go to drink a coffee somewhere else – Giuliano suggested her, when they left the restaurant, realizing that it was still too early to find a chair on which putting the bottom.




	During the several turns they had they met always the same people. Chatting with a boy, they discovered that also others were waiting for connections as theirs and that they too would have passed the night in the airport. It was not relieving, but at least there would have been a little bustle, thought Beatrice looking around to choose the best place to abandon to the slow passing of all those hours.

	At about midnight the siblings had found the perfect place: far from the doors and lonely, that less to give them a bit of peace.

	Close to them a couple with three children was setting and the woman was getting the kids ready for the night. After having put a towel on the plastic chairs, she had made the smallest lay down and he seemed to immediately fall asleep.

	Beatrice was following all that activity trying to read a book, too heavy, that she had brought with her for an occasion just like that, even if she was not able to understand a word busy as she was in watching everything happening in that little, circumscribed world.

	
	
- No, dad, don’t worry. I will remain here tonight and leave tomorrow early in the morning. Who would have thought that plane to have such a delay. Now it’s gone this way, let’s meet tomorrow evening, also because I think that tomorrow I’m going to sleep for the entire day.




	Pretending to be immerged in the reading, Beatrice had heard that conversation without wanting to and had noticed the boy’s weird accent, as if he was accostumed to pass from a language to the other without labour but maintaining inflexions of the other one every time he changed vocabulary.

	Just when the boy finished to speak on the phone and headed towards the beverages vending machine Beatrice had the chance to give him a better look. He was really a handsome boy, tall and thin, with black hair caressing his neck. He moved and spoke with such a confidence that just the tone of his voice would have been enough to catch her attention.
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