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INTRODUCTION

	 

	 

	My father had a massive library that was full of all kinds of books - from mystery books and science-fiction to history and university textbooks. I was very young when I read my first novel, which was a science-fiction book. Although I enjoyed reading both fiction and non-fiction, my favorite book was a collection of tales by Edgar Allan Poe. Even today, that book holds a special place in my library, with its excellent Italian translation. I fell in love with Poe's unique way of telling stories.

	As a teenager, I dreamed of becoming a writer, so I started writing myself. Due to my reading preferences, I imitated Poe's style and genre, but the results were disastrous. However, I knew I had to start somewhere.

	Between 1982 and 1986, I wrote numerous short stories and other writings, but I threw everything away in the 1990s. Gradually, the quality of my writing improved, and while I was no longer interested in writing tales or novels, I considered them a good exercise to enhance my writing skills.

	In this book, you will find some decent tales that I wrote between 1986 and 2006. The Italian atmosphere will be apparent to the reader. Some of my writings are heavily influenced by my culture and mother tongue, and I hope that my readers will be patient and curious about the complexities of the Sicilian culture.

	"The Bar" is a tale that requires the reader to understand that an Italian bar is similar to a coffee shop. In Sicily, people go there to have espresso, cappuccino, and also typical Sicilian food and sweets.

	Translating the tales was not an easy task. My Italian is characterized by long, rhetorical sentences, and my sense of humor is often obscure to my Sicilian friends. You will find it hidden behind many apparently innocent sentences, but I promise you, it's there.

	In any case, I hope you enjoy reading my tales as much as I enjoyed writing them.

	Sicily, March 2023.    



	




	NILAH

	 

	We are made to chase happiness, not to live it.

	 

	 

	Alice's warm voice accompanied her confident but refined movements as she moved the enormous curtain that protected the room from the intrusion of the morning sun's rays. The light was immediately intense and struck him despite the woman's words trying to mitigate its traumatic effect.

	"It's a beautiful day. May 25th. The temperature outside is about 20 degrees. No international or national event of relevance deserves your attention. The breakfast you requested last night is ready. Do you want me to bring it to your bed or do you prefer to go to the kitchen?"

	"Shut up. I can't stand you. I told you I want to sleep as much as I damn well please in the morning and that I'll make my own breakfast if I feel like it or go outside to get it."

	The man's tone was harsh. Too sharply opposed to the woman's kindness.

	He turned over in bed, and covered himself with the sheet up to his head.

	The woman's tone of voice did not undergo the slightest flexion.

	“Breakfast is waiting for you over there. Call me if you want it brought to bed. Do you want me to continue with the next item on the morning program or skip that and proceed to household chores?”

	The man felt a hint of malice in that question. But it couldn't be. It must have been just his impression. He didn't exactly remember what, or rather who, the program for the rest of the morning entailed.

	“No, go ahead. Don't suspend that.”

	Refusing for two consecutive days had already made it impossible for him to refuse further for that morning. Also, he had a faint idea of who would appear that morning and didn't feel like skipping "the program."

	The room was essential. Now lit by intense light that, being directed obliquely, left another part of the room in shadow. The furnishings were sparse. Even sparser when compared to the size of the room.

	The window was wide, occupying the exact center of the wall. No balcony or window at that height. But how it compensated for the view! The snow-covered mountain in the distance caressed the city's profile. The broad tree-lined streets intersected with relaxing regularity. Looking at them reassured him about his present and future, projecting that image into his mind as the certainty of the regularity of the intersections of his entire existence, past, present, and future. The architecture of the products of his century was a marvel of order, beauty, and essentiality.

	The bed was partly obliquely lit. The white of the sheets stood out. And of the figure occupying it, only two hairy legs were barely visible, emerging from under a sheet that obviously wrapped a male figure, that of our protagonist.

	Two bedside tables were placed on either side of the bed. Like it, they were made of wood and wooden-colored, a deep brown. Books crowded them in a way that was not suitable for their size or reading needs preceding sleep. Everything was orderly, though.

	An oblong mirror supported by a simple wooden structure completed the decor. 

	Marilyn suddenly appeared at the door. Her clothes were the same as Alice's: a transparent pink dress that now struggled to hold back bursting forms. At the sound of her voice, Albert turned to look. He felt a thrill at seeing that stunning figure again and knowing that in a few moments, she would be his, significantly increasing the beats of his heart. She was wearing a very elegant burgundy silk pajama. His impulse didn't prevent him from hastily taking it off and tossing it to the floor as the woman approached him with seductive looks and inviting movements of her mouth and hips. A few moments later, she was on top of him, and he surrendered to the last distraction capable of giving him his relationship with Alice. An hour later, the fresh water of the morning shower woke him up definitively, re-educating all his senses to life. He didn't like hot water. Not even lukewarm. Once he decided to wake up, he liked to do it properly, and a cold shower was the best and definitive way to end his sleep and awaken his senses to life. Alice handed him the bathrobe and helped him dry his back and hair. She stroked him gently as she did so, and was as loving as the first time she had done it, four years before.

	"Finally, you can have breakfast," she said.

	"I don't know if I feel like it," the man replied, clearly with the sole purpose of frustrating the woman's expectations.

	"You do as you please, dear. I'll wait for you over there. The table is ready. If you want me to have breakfast with you, let me know, and if you want to change the menu, you still have time. I can cook something else. Although I have to tell you that you're a little late for the morning program, and so we risk having lunch later. But I'll do my best to catch up on time during the household chores planned for today."

	The woman was in her thirties, as tall as he was, about 1.80 meters. Her long black hair reached almost to the small of her back, cascading elegantly down her shoulders and framing her face and curves. Her eyes were a beautiful, intense black, contrasting with the natural red of her lips. Her naked body moved with ease despite her generous curves. Although he had chosen her himself in this way, and she met his standards of beauty, he had been feeling an almost inexplicable sense of discomfort and impatience with her appearance lately. She was beautiful, but he was tired of it too.

	Her hands gently caressed his body, accompanying her movements with a warm and relaxing voice that updated him on the developments in the Asian market and various news stories.

	"Please get dressed," he said to the woman, annoyed, as if to underline her mistake. "I prefer to see you dressed properly around the house."

	"Do you have any preferences? Do you want me to put on makeup too?"

	"Do whatever you want."

	He decisively removed her hands from him, realizing that he had only been able to tolerate her because he had been lost in his own thoughts. He stayed in the bathroom for a while longer. Reluctantly looking in the mirror, he shaved the old-fashioned way, the way he liked it, with shaving cream and a razor. The satisfaction of the blade gliding over his skin, however, was frustrated by the encounter with his own gaze in the mirror. He had aged. He had recently passed forty. He didn't like his face or his expression anymore. His chin was no longer as defined as it used to be, but only a witness to those extra pounds that seemed to weigh not only on his body but also on his soul. His nose had also gotten fatter, but how was that possible? And his eyes. His eyes were no longer the same, they didn't burn with rage and strength as they used to. Inside him now burned a monotonous, constant, and miserable flame, enough to keep him alive, but not enough to give him the strength to rebel.

	But for what reason? 

	For years he had struggled to achieve the goals he had dreamed of as a boy. His publications were doing quite well, even years after their release, and despite his refusal to appear publicly. They brought him a constant and more than dignified income. Economically, his life had truly reached an excellent standard. Then came the decision and Alice. It had seemed like an almost inevitable step to him. He had chosen and wanted her according to the standards that his tastes required. She was perfect for him, and on the day he brought her home with him, he had no doubts about the opportunity of his step. Now he was doubting it. He looked away from the mirror, interrupting his thoughts, and finished shaving. He found his clothes laid out on the bed and put them on. He passed by the kitchen without stopping. He closed the front door without saying a word: he had made his decision.

	The day was beautiful. The sun was warm and pleasant. Walking had been the right choice. He hated cars. His had been in the garage for so long now that he even doubted it could still work. Yet it was still the preferred mode of transportation for three-quarters of the world's population, as Alice had recently updated him following the publication of March's statistical data. Alice was now his only source of information, his only contact with the outside world and what was happening in it. TV left him indifferent, while it seemed to be the most significant occupation for most people. He was even regarded with suspicion when he publicly reiterated that he did not have a TV in his own home. Yet here his world suddenly appeared, the bookstore on the other side of the street that he crossed after a few steps from his house. It was no coincidence that he had chosen that residence. Among all the things that had struck him, there had been the possibility of a well-stocked bookstore nearby. He entered it with enthusiasm. The staff knew and respected him. His books were doing quite well, and there was a sense of reverence towards him in that place that gave him security and gratification. Often when he sat at the table sipping coffee, it had happened that someone approached him with a copy of his book for an autograph. This had never bothered him, on the contrary, sometimes it seemed that sitting there in that place and spending time lingering over coffee or tasting pastries was just an excuse to meet his next reader. He sat at the table opposite the "new releases" section as he usually did and waited for the waitress to approach to take his order.

	"Good morning sir. How are you today? You didn't have breakfast at home again today? What will you have?" The girl was a young philosophy student for whom he had a soft spot. She was pretty, blonde with huge blue eyes. And very thin. Her slender fingers looked very fragile as they trembled while writing the meager order.

	"Come on, tell me the truth," he said with enthusiasm, smiling. "Is there anything new worth reading?"

	The intelligence and critical thinking skills of that girl put him in a good mood. Yes, there was also something about her that made him feel a pleasant sensation when she was nearby.

	"Nothing worth reading," she laughed.

	Some time ago, he had asked her what she thought of his books. She expressed quick appreciations, but he invited her to sit down. He told her that he respected her and often appreciated and shared her judgments on books, and therefore wanted an honest opinion on his own. The words she spoke were a source of amusement for both of them, of sincere laughter. She said his books were terrible. She had tried to read them, but hadn't even been able to finish. It was confirmation of the girl's intelligence and good taste. He didn't even like his own books. But there was one thing that made them so special to him: the money they made him. It was that day that he advised her to write bad books as long as they made a lot of money, rather than nice books that would rot in drawers, on desks, or worse, in some publisher's trash bin. Writing was a job like any other, and you could only do it well if you earned money - that was his cynical philosophy. Somehow, however, he imagined that his conversations, opinions, books, and advice would all end up in the beautiful and successful books that the few-worded girl would surely write. Her eyes, lively and attentive, seemed to absorb life, and one day all that material collected would be ordered and put in writing, he was sure of it.
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