
    
      
        


    


There is a mysterious world inside each one of us. 
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To my wonderful “Diabolical Ladies”...

My love for you goes beyond words.
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Preface
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A perfect world where crime has no place.

A flawless System that has been able to eradicate corruption from society and give everyone a peaceful and happy life. Of course, the differences between social classes are still there but everyone can live with dignity.

I too was able to get along after my mother died by giving our country home to one of the branches of Mind, the System that for years now has been in charge of everything and which has been able to restore peace in the world, in exchange for a sum that would allow me to pay for my studies and find my place in society.

It’s too bad the only place that I’ve managed to find so far has been as a waitress in a Brooklyn café on 29th Street, just steps away from the Green-Wood Cemetery, where I shouldn’t have been  on September 5th, 2044. 


October 2044

[image: Freccia.jpg]

Only a few weeks ago my greatest concern was what movie to watch during my night off, away from the Greenwood Coffee Shop. But now...

Nothing is as it used to be. 

I am not as I used to be. 


Four Weeks Before
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1. Jane Doe
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The warm rays of a tired sun from a fading summer hit the mirror of my wooden dresser – an old piece of furniture I had recovered in a thrift store for a few dollars – and filled the bedroom with a soft and delicate glow. Half-asleep, watching the dust that, undisturbed, danced in the air, I let my mind return for a brief moment to my childhood, when my mother came up the stairs of our country house to wake me up. Sometimes it was the creak of the door that would wake me but most often it was her presence. Silently, she would sit at the foot of my bed, and although she was a small woman the weight of her body would press on the mattress enough for me to become aware that she was there.

Now my mother is dead and she no longer sit at the foot of my bed, which is anyway a far cry from the one I had in our country house, which I was forced to sell to be able to move on. I miss her every day, a huge void that lives in my chest, more than I've ever missed my nameless and faceless father. But, luckily I still have the memories of the happy moments I spent with her to keep me company.

No one can force you to sell memories, thank God for that. You can only lose them, and I do my best to make sure this doesn’t happen, bringing them back out to light from time to time.

Boosted by my rumbling stomach, I left the memories under the blankets and padded towards the bathroom. I peed, rinsed my face with cold water hoping to finally get rid of sleep, and went into the kitchen to look for some breakfast, a slice of leftover pizza from the night before. Perhaps somewhat disgusting, but since lunch time was long gone a pancake seemed decidedly out of place.

After spending a little time tidying up my tiny apartment and trying in vain to tame my rebellious curls which I would imprison with a hair clip once I got to Greenwood Coffee Shop, I slipped on my jeans jacket, grabbed the café’s black apron, and left the house.

"Good morning, Kendall." Every time I left my apartment, Mrs. Philips was always there to attend to some matter – cleaning the stairs, taking care of the two stunted plants that decorated the entrance hall, checking that her doorknob worked – and she was always ready to wish me a good morning as if she had been waiting for me all day. I had been worried at first, thinking she was probably a very nosy neighbor, but over time I had realized that my greeting and friendly smile were probably the only ones she got during her day.

"Good morning, Mrs. Philips. How are you going today?"

"Well, dear, well. As always." She would never admit to feeling terribly alone but looking into her eyes you could see an abyss of endless pain. That was why I never lingered when looking her in the eye – I was afraid that if I stared into that void for too long, I’d fall in.

On the street I found the usual hustle and bustle welcoming me. Being far away from downtown Brooklyn, the area where I lived ought to have been quiet but the people who lived there always tried their best to keep their businesses going, turning every moment of the day into a chaos. There was the florist on the street corner, always intent on moving some plant or other to make sure that the sunlight warmed the leaves; there were neighborhood kids, busy hanging out at the curb for the remaining vacation days that separated them from the beginning of school; there were the garbage collectors leaving a trail of litter behind them and fluttering out of the bins. And then there was me, my bag across my chest and my apron in my hand, a friendly smile for all I met. I didn’t mind living at 221 East 5th Street, it was pleasant. Not as great as when I was in my country house, but for the moment it was fine.

After a 40-minute walk I arrived at my second home, the Greenwood Coffee Shop, where tourists and locals went for a quick lunch, a coffee, or a beer late in the evening.

As soon as I walked in Carol, the owner, motioned for me to join her. "Good morning, Carol," I greeted her removing my jacket.

"Honey, it’s great you’re here." Carol was always quite emphatic when she spoke but I read real awkwardness in the unexpected hug with which she greeted me.

"You okay Carol?" I asked hesitantly.

"No, Kendall, not at all! Missy just called me from the hospital."

"Is the baby born, then? Are they okay?" As the words left my mouth, I linked the concern that I had seen in Carol’s expression with the news.

And what she said confirmed my fears. "The baby didn’t make it."

We knew perfectly well that Missy’s child – one of the first waitresses to be hired at Greenwood Coffee Shop – could have died during the first hours of his life just like any other child in the world, but that hadn’t stopped us hoping, throughout her whole pregnancy, that he would be one of the lucky ones who managed to survive.

For many years now, the only problem that plagued humanity was the high rate of neonatal mortality. No one could explain it: Babies were born healthy yet on the same day nurses would often find them lifeless in their cribs.

At the thought of what Missy was going through at that moment opened a crack in the heart. Losing someone you love is terrible, but to lose them before you could show them how much you love them is even worse. She would have anything left of that child, only the memory of a searing – and perhaps incurable – pain. "Carol, why don’t you go to her? I’ll mind the place tonight." Carol and Missy lived in the same building, so you could say that in a sense they were almost relatives, and Missy needed all possible support at this time.

"You really would?" Carol's brown eyes filled with tears.

"Of course. Go to her. Anyway, today’s Monday so there won’t be much to do. I’m pretty sure I’ll be locking up by eleven," I assured her, hoping she’d leave before I started crying too.

"Thank you darling, you're an angel. I’ll bring Missy your regards and tell her you're going to see her soon,” said Carol running off to grab the bag she’d left behind the counter. After giving me a kiss on the forehead, she walked out, leaving the Greenwood Coffee Shop in my hands.

Throughout the evening I only served a couple of whiskeys and a few cups of coffee. As I had predicted. I didn’t have much to do yet I would have much preferred to be inundated with orders and for every single table to be occupied by hungry and thirsty people so as to be obliged to hurry to please everyone instead of having time to think. Instead, in the silence attenuated by the radio playing jazz songs, I did nothing but think of Missy’s baby, and of all those children who died  every day just a few hours after their first cry.

How could the Mind fail to find a solution to this plague?

Why was no one able to identify the cause of these deaths?

But most importantly, where did couples find the courage to try to start a family, knowing what they were facing? Was the desire to have a child really so great that they decided to take the risk anyway?

"Hey, you! Will you bring my beer or not?" A man with short hair and a wisp of beard was leaning against the counter and staring at me insistently.

"I’m sorry, what?" I was woolgathering more than usual: I hadn’t even seen him walk in.

"The beer I asked you for five minutes ago. Can I have it? I’m in a hurry." The man’s eyes – as  dark blue as a stormy sky – stared into mine freezing my every thought. For a brief moment, it was like my brain had shut off. 

Then, fortunately, it went back on. "Of course. I’m sorry,” I said, hurrying to prepare the beer I didn’t remember him ordering.

When I placed the mug on the counter it took me a moment to pull my hand away, and it brushed against his, sending a shiver down my spine.

It was late, all the customers had left, and the strange feeling I had in the presence of that man  made me fervently hope that he really was in a hurry to leave as he’d said. Unwittingly, I watched him as he took the glass mug to his lips. I would have wanted to turn around yet I couldn’t move. I was terribly embarrassed, and the stranger’s amused expression didn’t improve matters much.

Then, finding a shred of willpower, I shook off that feeling of helplessness that had overtaken me. "Didn’t you say you were in a hurry? I should be closing now."

His dark eyes were so surprised by my confident tone that he nearly choked on the last gulp of beer. Now I was the one with an amused expression, and a shiver of pleasure ran through my skin.

Without another word, the man pulled out a ten-dollar bill and laid it on the counter. Then, forgetting his change, he gave me a once-over with an intensity that made my hair stand on end and left the room as if I had kicked him out, which in a way I had done.

In less than thirty minutes I cleaned the floor and filled the refrigerators with soft drinks and bottled beers, checked that the rear exit was locked, and deposited the meager income of the evening in the safe located in Carol’s office. Then, pulling my jacket over my apron, I walked out ready for home.

As I was getting ready to padlock the gate, a cold breeze brushed my neck with its icy fingers, forcing me to let down my hair hoping for some warmth. And it was while I was trying to untangle the elastic from my curls that something, or someone, violently hit me, making me fall to the ground.

"Hey! What... " Before the anger I had been harboring all evening over what had happened to Missy could be unleashed, I turned and saw what – or who – had run me over. 

Lying just a step away from me was a woman wrapped in a dark cloak, her face as pale as a corpse, eyes red from crying, and clutching a small bundle to her chest.

For a moment I was petrified. The Mind had cleared the streets from any source of danger or disorder long ago so having to face a woman who looked to be either crazy or high was no everyday occurrence. Instinctively, the first impulse from my brain was to take my phone from my purse and dial the number of ARM, the Mind’s security. "You have dialed the number of ARM. If you have a disturbance to report, please hold." But as soon as the answering machine’s voice had croaked her message in the silence of the night, the stranger beside me slapped my hand, making my mobile fall.

"Please! Don’t call them!" Her voice was broken by despair and her eyes were dark and glossy. There was another plea there. “Help me!"

It was clear that she wasn’t going to hurt me. How could she? She was so weak that she couldn’t even get off the ground. Yet in my head I still felt a strong urge to recover my phone to try to contact ARM.

I decided to check how she was at least, in case ARM would ask me questions later. I knelt beside her and reached out my hands, trying to grab her to help her on her feet.

"Look out!" The woman drew back from me, clutching the bundle in her arms to her chest. It was then that I heard it – a baby’s muffled cry.

I almost fell backwards in amazement. "But... What is it? I..." I was never going to finish the sentence, upset as I was.

In an attempt to understand why I was sitting outside Carol’s café with a half-dead woman in front of me who had a baby in her arms, my eyes skid in every direction looking for clues. The street was empty and that made me assume that no one was chasing the woman. Then I peered again, this time trying to focus more, and right away I noticed the trickle of blood that dirtied both her ankles and her bare feet.

"Oh God! Did you give birth just now?" I don’t know where I found the strength but somehow I got over the shock and went back to her. "I have to bring you to the hospital as soon as possible! You're losing a lot of blood and your baby needs immediate assistance or he could die." While I was trying to get hold of the woman my thoughts ran briefly to Missy once more. 

"No! You don’t understand! If you take me to the hospital, I’ll die. My child will die!" The woman reached out and grabbed the collar of my jacket, pulling my face closer to hers. "You must help me get to the Mausoleum! I beg you! It's my only chance to save my baby!" she whispered desperately.

"The Mausoleum? I... I don’t know this place." For a moment, subconsciously, I must have considered the possibility of taking her to such a place or I wouldn’t have scoured my mind looking for a reference to it. "No, I'll take you to the hospital now, and..."

"NO!" The woman’s cry, so primal, pierced my eardrums and reached my heart, leaving me petrified by such tenacity. "Now you’ll help me get up, and you’ll take me to the other side of that gate." The stranger’s trembling hand reached out to indicate the gate of the Green-Wood Cemetery, across the street.

"What? Do you really want to go to a graveyard? In this state?" It couldn’t be true. It wasn’t really happening.

"You just take me beyond the gate. The others will take care of the rest,” she said, trying to get up.

And while many questions popped into my head, I helped her without realizing it. "Who are the others?"

"You'll see."

At that point I don’t know if it was curiosity that drove me to do what that woman had asked me, but somehow I left my phone and with it the idea of ​​calling ARM, and my feet started moving towards the Green-Wood Cemetery’s gate.

Undisturbed due to the late hour that had everyone holed up in their homes we crossed the 5th Avenue and reached one of the cemetery’s gates.

The baby sobbed against his mother's chest and I couldn’t help but feel a deep anguish thinking about the fate of the helpless creature. "We won’t get in; the gate will be closed," I said, giving voice to my concern.

"It will be open. They left it open for me," she replied with great conviction.

"They who?" I insisted, although knowing who we were going to meet in the middle of the night in a graveyard was not going to reassure me much.

When we finally reached the entrance, I found that the iron gate had been left ajar, just as the woman had said. A lump in my throat prevented me from swallowing the bitter terror that was sneaking into me. With my left hand, I gently pushed the gate to open it enough to get us through, and the squeak of the hinges that accompanied our entry penetrated my flesh scraping my bones like a claw.

"The Mausoleum is that way." She nodded in the direction she wanted to go without loosening her grip on the baby, wrapped in a blanket that kept me from seeing him, holding him tight to her chest with both arms, while I tried to support her with all my strength.

Suddenly I thought I saw a shadow pass near us but I saw no one as I turned around and realized that it had to be my own fear making fun of me. Silently we dragged ourselves, walking slowly along a path that ran alongside several graves, barely illuminated by the glow of the full moon and the light of the street lamps surrounding the cemetery on the other side of the gate. Going to work, I'd often had to go through the graveyard but it had been a completely different place in the daytime thanks to the tourists who brought life to the expanse of green with its scattered stone monuments. Now, however, there was nothing but the breath of death echoing through the trees.

"There it is!" The relief of getting where she wanted filled the woman’s eyes with tears as they gazed at a building shaped like a pyramid with a rectangular entrance guarded by two statues: that of a woman with a baby in her arms , and that of a man with a lamb in his.

The feeling that shadows moved among the trees was growing stronger, pushing me to look around convulsively.

Then, the heavy door of the Mausoleum opened. And he appeared in the doorway – the man with eyes as dark as a stormy sky.


2. John Doe
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Dark. Nothing but darkness. Around me and in my mind.

It was as if someone had just pulled from well, black and deep.

Then, before the panic overwhelmed me, my senses began to slowly do their job by focusing on the surrounding area. The silence of a closed place. The smell of clean. The softness of a comfortable bed, and the outline of an old dresser. 

I was in my apartment.

I rarely woke up in the middle of the night. Truth be told, it hadn’t happened to me in years. Not since I’d left my old house, where I was awoken by the feeling of my mother – who was already dead – was sitting at my bedside. Even now, in my Brooklyn apartment, I could have sworn there was someone there. But maybe I was just tired.

The memories of the evening spent at Greenwood began to resurface, and with them the grief about what had happened to Missy. Continuing to sleep was out of the question now as my racing mind would never allow it so I decided to get up.

I went to the bathroom, opened the cold water tap and pushed both hands under the faucet, enjoying the momentary relief of the cool stream falling on my wrists. Then, when I saw my reflection in the mirror, I nearly jumped.

My face was paler than usual, the green irises standing out in the center of a web of red capillaries, and on the lower lip I had a small cut from which no blood was luckily flowing.

"What the..." I whispered, as if to ask the other me what had happened.

As my brain went in reverse over the last few hours looking for the moment when my appearance had suffered such changes, my hands ran through my hair trying to tame it. It was as if a bird had mistaken it for hay and had twisted it for hours in an attempt to make a nest, and the knots were so many that in the end I resorted to a hot shower and half a bottle of conditioner.

But what happened to me? Why couldn’t I remember hurting my lip?

The unpleasant feeling of having lost a piece of my life made me probe deeper but all I unearthed were more memories of my mother, almost as if my subconscious wanted to make sure that those were still where I had left them. And while I was in the shower, the comb working away at disentangling my hair, my mind took me back to a late summer afternoon when, with my mother, I’d come here to Brooklyn.

Strangely enough, it was the first time that I thought about that episode and in fact the images were frayed and disconnected – seven-year-old me holding on to my mother’s hand, the rapid rise of the moon in a sky covered with clouds, a wrought iron gate, a large and well-kept garden decorated with statues of angels, a woman's face but too blurry to recall the details.

Suddenly I was seized by a sense of vertigo; maybe the water was too hot and it was making my blood pressure drop. I went out of the shower, wrapping myself in a towel and returning to bed without worrying about my wet hair. I was weak, confused, and too exhausted to heed the paranoia that was invading my brain. In a few moments, sleep claimed me once more.

The voices of the kids playing on the sidewalk right under the window of my room a couple of floors down came to the ears like distant echoes. Then, gradually they became shouts and I woke up completely.

"Shit!" All I needed was to glance at the digital alarm clock on the bedside table to realize that I was terribly late. Carol was waiting for me at Greenwood at two in the afternoon, and it was 3.28 p.m. already. 

The fact that after the shower I had gone back to bed wearing nothing but a towel played to my advantage as I didn’t need to take my pajamas off. I took the underwear from the top drawer of the dresser, a clean T-shirt from the second, and a pair of jeans from the third, and I dressed at the speed of light.

Turning around before leaving my room, I noticed what a mess the bed was. The orange sheets were rolled – tied almost – as if I had been struggling with an invisible presence in my sleep while my pillow had soaked up the water from my wet hair and now sported a stain that would remain for a couple of days at least. But I had no time to tidy it up; I would do it later.

"Good morning, Kendall," Ms. Philips greeted me as I quickly locked the door. "I thought you weren’t at home; I didn’t hear you come back last night."

"What? Um... I must have been quieter than usual. I’m sorry but now I have to go," I yelled as I ran  down the stairs. "I didn’t hear my alarm clock and I’m terribly late." Poor Mrs. Philips, no friendly smile for her today.

Once in the street I began to walk briskly towards Mr. Harris’s stall – a take-away coffee and donut would mitigate the awful taste in my mouth that I hadn’t had time to remove by brushing my teeth. Then, being careful not to overthrow the contents of the steaming cup, I turned towards the 20th Street that ran along the north-eastern side of the Green-Wood Cemetery.

When I got to work – no less than forty minutes late – Carol was serving drinks and French fries to a couple sitting at one of three occupied tables. She lifted her head from the tray and gave me a look that said ‘Where the hell were you? I was going to call ARM!’ I too answered with my eyes as I ran into the changing room, clasping my hands in prayer. ‘So sorry! It won’t happen again!’

When I returned, wearing a too-big apron (in a hurry I had forgotten mine at home and had to  wear Jacob’s, the guy who worked at the café a couple of mornings a week), her face twitched in a grimace of disgust. "What happened to your face?" I’d almost forgotten what I looked like. "How did you cut your lip?" Carol towered over me with her extra inches and lifted my chin to check my stupid wound.

"It's nothing, Carol. It doesn’t even hurt," I reassured her, forcing myself to smile, which then caused me a small twinge of pain.

"You didn’t answer me. What happened? Did you have any problems here last night?"

"What? No, no! All went smoothly yesterday. I must have done it in my sleep."

"What does it mean ‘I must have done it in my sleep’? Don’t you remember cutting your lip?" Carol’s thin eyebrows closed in on each other, creating a wrinkle in the middle of her forehead that said a lot about what was going through her head at that moment. I pretty much looked like an immature teenager trying to hide her hangover from her mother. Rather embarrassing.

"How is Missy?" I asked, changing the subject and grabbing a tray to go and clear the table that had just been left.

Carol was still staring at my mouth and it was clear that she would rather not let the subject drop. We were near enough that she often acted as if she really were my mother. But then, pushing a loose strand of blond hair behind her ear, she turned the attention from me. "Actually, Missy is better than I thought," she said, leaving me puzzled.

"What do you mean?"

"I don’t know. I never had children and never lost any – thank goodness – but I think that, in her place, I would have felt like dying. She seemed quite calm, however."

"Maybe she was under the influence of some tranquilizer," I assumed, knowing that Missy usually made a fuss over nothing.

"Excuse me." A short-haired guy sitting at the most hidden table in the room called me, raising his hand.

Carol took advantage of the interruption to hide her worries behind her employer mask. "Go work now; we’ll talk about Missy later." 

Seeing she had already started biting the inside of her cheek – a sure sign she was nervous – I welcomed her tacit request to abandon the topic. Approaching the customer, I pulled the pad from the apron. "Good morning. What can I do for you today?" I asked politely.

"I'd like a beer and..." The man opened the menu placed on the table. "What's your daily special, if you have one?" he asked, casually browsing the few pages that listed the dishes provided by the Greenwood Coffee Shop.

"I’m sorry but we only have sandwiches and French fries at the moment. There aren’t many people in Brooklyn at this time of the year due to the many people in the center of New York so a large part of the staff, chef included, is on holiday for the week."

"I’ll have a sandwich then," he said, closing the menu and returning his penetrating gaze on me. The way he stared at me made me terribly uncomfortable. It was as if his eyes – deep blue – were  looking for a way to read my soul.

"How do you want it?" I asked, forcing myself to hide the discomfort I was feeling.

"Whatever; it does not matter."

Excuse me? Just now you seemed to wish for a conversation on the house specialties to accurately think about what to eat and now you want a surprise sandwich?

"Anything else?" My voice had lost much of its courtesy.

"Not for the time being." His, on the other hand, still held a determined note. And maybe a hint of rudeness.

"Ok," I said with a little too much conviction, walking away towards the kitchen. When I walked through the door, I felt the uncontrollable urge to lean against the wall to catch my breath as if talking to that guy had exhausted me. 

Maybe it was the way he looked at me – no one ever had, not like that. Or maybe it was me. Lately I hadn’t been taking care of myself very well and maybe some virus had crawled inside me. I would probably get a fever too.

"Kendall." Carol peered out from kitchen door. "Is everything okay? You seem a little strange today. Do you want me to have Jacob replace you?"

"No, I'm fine." Who was I lying to, Carol or myself? "I'll make the sandwich table fifteen ordered."

"Hmm, the charming young man?" Carol was not married, had no children, and she loved to praise the male clients, yet she always said no when one of them asked her out. She just flirted – she winked, she teased, and then she pulled back. By now I was sure that she was scared. Scared of falling in love, scared of commitment, scared of having children... and of losing them. Otherwise why would a smart and beautiful woman like her still be alone at thirty-eight?

It was sad to admit, but most of the people rejected the idea of love for fear that one day they’d want a child, which would then lead them to cry the baby’s death. Love had become a synonym for Pain. 

"To me, he seems more arrogant than interesting," I replied grabbing a sharp knife to cut the sandwich I was hoping would choke the ‘charming’ guy.

"That may be, but he’s definitely good-looking. Don’t serve him too quickly so I can admire him for a while," Carol said as she returned into the room where she could continue to observe her new guest.

After a few minutes, with a sandwich nothing short of disgusting in hand, I returned to table fifteen to which Carol had just served beer and flirting on the house.

"Here it is! Surprise sandwich!" Risking to make my lip bleed again, I stretched my face into a beaming – and clearly fake – smile. I had no idea why I was doing it, why that guy annoyed me so much. After all, he’d done nothing but order a sandwich. Suddenly I was seized by a fit of guilt, thinking that perhaps I should not have forced a Tabasco sauce sandwich on him. 

I’d exaggerated. I had let incomprehensible emotions overwhelm me and now that poor fellow would have to pay the consequences. "No, wait, don’t eat it!" I shouted.

But it was too late to do anything. He’d already bitten into it.

The stranger’s blue eyes widened suddenly, pinning me with a look so accusing that I would never forget it for the rest of my life. He pushed the chair back to get up and dropped his sandwich on his plate.

The image of my own hands as they opened a bottle of Tabasco sauce and poured almost its entire contents in the sandwich and then trying to camouflage the smell with other ingredients caused a lump in my throat. Guilt made me want to help the poor man who had been in the wrong place at the wrong time. Indeed, who had been served by the wrong waitress. 

"Oh God! I’m so sorry!" Laying a hand on his shoulder that was now quite higher than mine as he was standing too, with the other I grabbed his beer mug and brought it to his lips with as much kindness as possible. But he kept coughing and there was no way I could make him drink.

"Kendall, what’s going on?" Carol ran to help.

"I..." I didn’t know what to say. If I told her the truth I was sure that she would rightly fire me. "I must have confused the ingredients. I... I'm sorry, I didn’t want to...! " Yes, I did. It’s all my fault.

"Take him to the restroom, quick!" Carol ordered. "Before he makes all other customers run,” she added softly.

This time I’d really messed up, and proven to be totally immature!

"Come, I’ll help you," I invited my victim to follow me, while Carol reassured the few customers present apologizing for the incident and promising them a complimentary beverage.

Once we reached the restroom, I accompanied the man in front of one of the sinks. He hastened to open the cold water tap and put all of his face, now tomato-red, under it.

I didn’t know what to do, or rather, I’d already done enough, but the sense of guilt kept me from leaving. I stood firm beside him, waiting for the cool water to help him feel better. Carol was right, he was good-looking. 

He wore a white shirt with the sleeves turned-up to the elbows, and the shapely muscles of his arms were visible even through the fabric. In the position he was in, if Carol had been present she wouldn’t have let her eyes stray for a second from his backside and indeed, even I had some difficulty in concentrating on something else.

To avoid being caught contemplating the back pockets of his jeans, I forced myself to look the other way. I took a bit of clean paper and waited for him to finish rinsing his face to give it to him. When my victim turned off the faucet and straightened his back, I was seized by a wave of sudden heat.

His dark hair, very short, shone with a myriad of water droplets that, following the profile of his face, ran down to the collar of his shirt which he’d left slightly open, now wet and transparent at the top. Even the muscles of his chest were visible through the fabric, literally visible.

"You did it on purpose, didn’t you?" His voice was calm, amazingly free of anger, but perhaps only because he had to lower his tone to attenuate the burning in his throat.

"Yes." Had I really admitted my guilt? "I mean, no!" What’s going on with me?

"Sorry, the first answer is the one that counts," he concluded snatching the paper from my hand. I was left speechless, undecided about what to do or say.

After drying his face and throwing the paper away, without looking at me the man walked straight to the door that would lead him back to his table or perhaps to Carol complain about me.

"Wait, where are you going?" Instinctively I grabbed him by the arm as he walked by.

He stopped short, glaring at the hand that boldly held him. "I got what I came for. Now I can go."

I could not help but draw back, bewildered by his words, by his coldness, but even more by all that had happened to me in the last few hours, starting from the fact that I couldn’t remember how I’d got home from work the night before to the unusual awakening I’d had. From the cut on my lip I didn’t know how I’d got, to my bloodshot eyes, to the dizziness that, I felt, was about to overwhelm me again. 
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