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‘Love remains the greatest question –

and clandestine lovers, the victims of impossibility.

(EMIL CIORAN)’­



	[image: image]

	 
	[image: image]





[image: image]


PROLOGUE
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Beyond shadows and dreams, there’s a wall built in front of my eyes that I can’t comprehend and from which I can’t move past. Everything that happens in my life resembles a game of chess, which I’m afraid I’ll only be able to finish when I’ll draw my last breath. Although I’m trying and I’m aware that I’m struggling to figure out the outcome, it seems that I’ll have to wait and not, by any chance, jeopardize the fate of this said game which torments me with each passing day. I’m getting close, I crash into the wall, I caress it, I kiss it with my lips cold, but I’m not so strong. My soul is watching this scene with sadness, and I can feel it eager to start a storm with my tears, but they’ve been dry for far too long and I seem incapable of offering it any new shed ones. I gave up on shedding tears when I realized the comedy of the situation: in a world where people feed on tears, they believe in them and become easily manipulated by them, you, as any other human being, have to keep strong, to be able to prove any truth, emotional or not, without any weeps.

My wall allows me to see new horizons, to travel by my thoughts, but it forbids me from proceeding further. No matter what I do, I keep finding myself in the same vicious circle made of adorn, lies and remorseless people. This seems to be a turning point in my life, one that I didn’t consider I’d be drawn back to, not since I’ve opened my eyes and looked at the sky. Ah! Such a view! I figured I’ve been here far too many times before for me to stop again, but somehow, this time, the wall became my enemy. I find within it all of my fears, my feelings and dreams, I’ve enclosed my soul into it, and I can’t, for the love of me, figure out a way to set it free anymore. I’ve forced fate to ensure me immunity against inhumanity and in exchange, fate took my timid soul and sealed it in a trap designed solely for me.

All that goes around, comes around, and now it became time to retrieve my tormented soul and put it on display in front of everyone to see, so it can rejoice, suffer, feel the warmth of one’s body, to live for as long as it has left. This is the path I’ll follow, and when the game’s almost over, I want to embrace my soul, and face together with no regrets, the impending death.
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CHAPTER 1
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I’ve never been a lucky person. Actually, if I come to think of it, I’m not even sure what’s the meaning of luck anymore. It’s probably the chance that you bump into thousands of times in your lifetime, maybe when you earn easy money from things that become addictive in the end. However it may, I’ve never knew this concept that everyone keeps...I’ve always fought my way out of the mud in which I’ve been born, and tried my best to make a name for myself. I wanted to keep going, to work until I collapsed, for my credits and efforts to be recognized, and only after that to be promoted and climb a bit higher on the social ladder. It’s exactly how it happened. In fact, it’s a typical story: the girl from the countryside trying her best to escape the detrimental environment, going to a college that she pays from the little money earned from a part-time job, while she puts up with all the boneheads from the bar she’s working at, but still hopes for a brighter future. The future becomes better, but it means that social life, personal life or hobbies are out of the equation. It means you dedicate yourself to the work and that’s it. Nothing else matters. It’s either yourself or the money!

I ran away to college with the brightest smile, not knowing that a city that big meant never-ending temptations, sketchy people and an even higher sexual appetite, which turns out to pay quite well. In my first year I moved houses no less than 6 times due to people with no moral principles whatsoever, and I couldn’t even fathom the idea of sharing my room with such individuals, let alone befriend them. Everything was meticulously calculated, I had a well-established set of moral values and I kept telling myself that under no circumstances I’d ever take a wrong step. I had acquired a job at the most suitable time, as I was broke with no employment options and, therefore, unable to pass on the opportunity. Nothing was going according to the plan I had made at home, but I was still hoping for brighter days in my life. I’ve always considered that in life you had to struggle, to work until you pass out, to not waste any chances of showing off your potential and that when the time would be right, someone would maybe notice you, or you’d have to crawl your way up to get to where you aspire to be.

I’ve spent the three years in college living in all kinds of rentals, I’ve met devious people and freeloaders, but no one was able to bother me more that I’d have allowed. I had the utmost confidence in myself and in what I knew I could do. Everything else was relative. Although I’ve never been a lucky person, I was secretly hoping that one day I’ll get a taste of this elixir, even if only not to die without experiencing what everyone said to be extraordinary. Of course, I wouldn’t have left it to chance. I graduated from the College of Psychology and I was concurrently attending a certified journalism program. As I said, I had everything figured out. It’s a shame how tardily I realized why life is so fascinating: no matter how well-prepared you think you are, if it’s bound to happen, it will always take you by surprise. 

After graduating college, I had taken a job as an assistant at an accounting office, where my solely purpose was to buy coffee for my superiors or print documents. I wasn’t allowed to do more due to not being certified, or so I’ve been told. Each night after my shift I’d go to a pub in close vicinity to my apartment complex, order a glass of semi-dry red wine and enjoy it while reading my favorite books. My life was by far nothing spectacular, but I was still fighting for my dreams, I was still aspiring towards a better future. 

It was a sad day for me. My one and only friend, Ioana, was moving to London in hopes of a better job. We agreed to meet up at a coffee shop in the middle of Iasi in order to bid our farewells. I couldn’t really believe that after she’s gone, I’ll be completely alone. I kept reminiscing all the instances she’d been good to me and how many times she’d sacrificed her happiness for my sake. It was time for me to stop being selfish, I had to let her go and create her own happiness.

After ordering our coffees and making small talk, Ioana burst out, on a somewhat melancholic note:

“Amalia, I can’t believe I’m actually leaving...I’ll miss you so much!”

I looked at her with grudge, and for a second, I wished to tell her to stay, but I bit my tongue and smiled with sadness.

“Come with me!” She said.

“I can’t, you know I have my school, my job...”

“What’s the point of it, Amalia? You keep sinking lower and lower in things without meaning. You are not that person, you are able to empathize, you’re a sweet and warm soul that’s getting lost in this bureaucratic chaos and career narrative!”

“What do you even know?”

“I know that the love of your life is in London,” She nonchalantly smiled at me.

“I don’t believe it,” I suddenly laughed.

“You know what? I can barely understand you at times. It’s like you’re mercurial, either cold and indifferent, or warm and sentimental. How is it, actually?”

“I don’t think I’m like that,” I tried to bargain, but she knew me far too well. She knew me better than I’d known myself at times, and that’s the main reason for being heartbroken by her departure. She had no idea how much I needed her.

“I know you, Amalia. Ever since you’ve told me all about that nonsense with the moral code that you’ve enforced upon yourself, I understood how difficult it is to follow it without hurting anyone in the process.”

Yes, I had a moral code to guide me through life, and she was the only person who knew everything about it.

I was speechless. She was attacking me, and I couldn’t find the words to fight back.

“How was it? Ah, yes...you don’t forgive anyone who lies. What’s with that? Everybody lies, Amalia, it doesn’t matter about what or whom, it’s in our nature to embellish reality at times.”

There was literally no way to make her stop. One thing was certain, she’d kept those feelings bottled up for so long, and now she simply burst out. 

“Trust, another vital thing. You don’t trust anyone and, therefore, you ended up alone and sorrowful because your only friend, which endured everything right alongside you, is moving to London. See how you harm yourself by restricting yourself with shitty rules and forbidding anyone to get close to you?”

“Ioana, I–”

“Shut up and listen to me, maybe you’ll come to your senses! Another thing, I won’t ever understand what you have against love. You claim that you’re waiting for that fairy tale love story, but you get easily bored in all your relationships and you repeatedly break their hearts. Have you ever considered the feelings of those people?”

“This is not the point–”

“This is exactly the point though! You claim that solitude doesn’t bother you, but you’re actually terrified only by the mere thought of it.”

She had no idea how right she was. No idea. Me and my moral code...

“As for not meddling in other people’s relationships, I don’t know what to say. Maybe you’re right, maybe not. Who knows? We both know the scandal with that unscrupulous professor from university.”

“Ioana, I’m aware that maybe what I believe in is wrong, but from my point of view, a relationship is a sacred bond that I could never tore apart. You have to believe at least that! Also, nothing ever happened between that professor and me.”

The context of what had happened was worthy of being a melodrama scenario. He was a substitute teacher, married to a childhood friend of Ioana’s. He would hit on me at times and even send me gifts to which I’ve never responded, but Ioana found out and exposed him to his wife. I denied everything, but nobody believed me, and they eventually got divorced, with the whole college as their witness to the massive scandal they’ve created. Ioana had a rough time accepting the fact that she was wrong, and I still felt as if she didn’t truly believe me.

“I believe you, sweetie. I just want you to understand that from the entirety of your moral code, this is the only rule that actually makes sense.”

“Hmm...it only has to make sense to me in the end, though.”

“Yes, but being part of a society means that it should make sense to others too, doesn’t it?”

She winked at me and we both burst out laughing. With her, it was usual to go from agony to bliss and vice versa. She was full of life and effervescent, totally my opposite.

Although I’ve never told anyone why I had created this code and why I was being so adamantly clinging to it, I felt at times the need to scream for help. I was a worthy being, benevolent, but too modest. I wanted to stand out, but I wouldn’t grant myself the confidence; I wasn’t afraid of being hurt, but I couldn’t forget nor forgive any wrongdoing; I wanted love...but I’d push away any moment of intimacy because I was frightened. Would I have changed so much had I allowed someone to catch a glimpse of my soul?

Keeping up the mask of being a tough and strong person became so heavy over the years that sometimes I felt close to giving up, but then everything I’ve worked so hard for would go down the drain. I believed that if others saw my flaws, they would shamelessly take advantage of me, and the mere thought of this was enough to scare me.

I got home after we said our goodbyes, I opened my diary and started writing: ‘Ioana’s right. I have to change. I will suffer, I will bleed, and I will cry, but after all, I’m still only human. Although I’m about to give up my moral code in order to taste humanity in all its entirety, one rule will never change: I will never occupy the second place in a man’s heart.’
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CHAPTER 2
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12th November: a usual cold and rainy evening. I have finished my shift and stopped by my favorite bar. I chose the seat near the least bright table, ordered a glass of wine from the girl which was already used to me being a regular, and opened my iPad. After five minutes, my wine was served and I was already entangled in the journalistic universe. Already having gotten used to drinking wine over the years, two-three glasses per night had the sole purpose of therapeutic efficiency, or at least this is the justification I would use in front of others, although the truth was that, effective or not, I wasn’t easily getting tipsy from this drink anymore. 

So, as I was reading, a background noise caught my attention and I raised my eyes. That’s when I noticed a guy staring at me with great intensity. I held his gaze, which resulted in him suddenly lowering his stare. I studied him, liking what I saw: a 30-something good-looking man, dark-haired, slightly olive skinned. I kept glancing, taking in his thick-skinned and well-sculpted neck, which enunciated a continually throbbing vein. I giggled and went back to my study case. Glancing lower, I could tell by the clothes he was wearing that he had a good financial status. My eyes lingered on his hands. He was nervously fidgeting with his glass of beer, and I saw right on time that he’s wearing a ring; that’s when the game came to a halt. I’ve never, under no circumstances, ever fathomed the idea of making a move on a married man, even if only for the simple reason that I wouldn’t wish for an experience like this if I were in the other woman’s stance either. I got up, paid for my drink and left. I’d told myself to forget about his existence altogether, the man who caught my eye for a brief second. I got home and threw my clothes on an armchair, heading for a shower. After giving some time to the water to warm up, I slipped under its burning flow. Each and every droplet of water touched my cold skin and made it tremble. It was then when I realized how much I longed for a man’s touch...Being so busy with planning my career left me no time to think of such matters. I had even forgotten that it had already been two years since I’ve graduated college, and thus, since my last relationship ended. It was a self-given torture – that of not being able to feel the masculine warmth of embracing arms, the sensuality of a passionate kiss, the fulfillment of a night spent in two. God, how I’ve been craving all that! But I wasn’t lucky even in this department...It took me three years to come to the realization that I had rather enjoyed being the therapist on duty and psychoanalyze each person stumbling into my life, only to wreck my mind into finding a solution to their problems, and dump them right after. It turns out I wasn’t in need of relationships but puzzles to solve!

I went to bed with this thought in mind and made a promise to myself that the first man to enter my life will benefit from a different side of me, a more involved and relationship-oriented one, because it seems that some of the rules from my moral code have been erased for all eternity. I fell asleep with a smile on my face after setting my alarm for 8 a.m. straight.

The next day followed the same usual pattern, and so after my shift ended, I delighted myself with yet another glass of wine. However, I wasn’t in the mood for reading this time. I was just observing the world around me from the table, trying to understand each individual there. Suddenly, the waitress offered me another glass of wine, although I didn’t order another one. I noticed then my empty glass and tried to pry an explanation from her figure, but she was too busy to look into my eyes, and instead, slipped me a note in which it was written ‘Can I join you?’. With a puzzled expression, I roamed the room, and by the time I turned my head, a man had happily taken a seat next to me. I instantly recognized him as the guy I’ve checked out the night before. He addressed me in a warm manner:

“Hello, I am Victor.”

I looked at him with stupefaction, and after redressing myself, I mechanically responded to his greeting:

“Umm, hi.”

“Would you tell me your name?” He insisted.

“Of course, I’m sorry! Amalia,” I blurted out without hesitation.

“A very beautiful name, just as its bearer!”

I went still, unable to utter any words, and I only smiled lightly.   He looked at me with persistence, and I got lost in my head further away with each passing second, not understanding the reason for behaving this way. He studied my face for a few moments longer as if waiting for me to say something, but my mind went blank. I felt overwhelmed, so I kept my mouth shut. Glancing towards a painting on the wall behind him, I observed some details that I haven’t noticed before. He sighed slightly irritated, and then spoke again:

“So, what brings you to my bar?”

It was his bar?! And what does he mean, what brings me here? I’ve been a regular here for months now! I swallowed and answered as softly as I could:

“This is not my first time being here...”

“I know. Still, what brings you here?”

“I’m not sure...Boredom and good wine.”

He shot me a perplexed expression and that’s when I took notice of his unusually black eyes glistening. Cold shivers traced down my spine while I added:

“I guess it’s also closer to my home, so that’s another reason...”

“Ah, so therefore my bar is not good enough for your high expectations?”

“No, no, no!” I let out. “It’s just in the close vicinity–I mean it’s also good–Ugh, I hope you got my point. Your bar is extremely okay.”

“I got it, I’m just teasing you.”

He started laughing and, to my dismay, I’ve come to find what a sexy yet a tad feminine laugh he had; sexier than of all the other men I’ve met so far. I laughed as well. It felt good, being in his company. Regaining some of my confidence, I attempted to lighten the mood further:

“How come I haven’t seen you around before?”

“I’d been gone to America for a while, but I’ve always been well informed of our customers. Don’t think that I’m not constantly aware of what happens around here. “

“I haven’t mentioned anything like that...”

“I know, I’m still teasing you,” he said in a calm and casual manner.

“So how come I’ve been granted the honor of being in the company of the pub’s very owner?”

“Although it’s no secret, I enjoy being in the presence of beautiful women.”

I blushed briefly and giggled. And then I pictured him naked in my arms. The mere thought of it made my cheeks burn bright red. As he smiled again, I figured he was trying to be sensual, for his burning gaze pierced my mind only to shamelessly slip to my neck, then lower and lower.

My glass of wine was empty once again, but our eyes remained intertwined. I could sense him undressing me with his eyes and a part of me wished for it to happen, but then an alarm signal went off in my head: the ring!

“What does your wife think about your enjoyment when it comes to spending time with beautiful women?” I asked with a newly-found superiority.

His eyes remained on me, and then he glanced towards his finger, where a small metal kept shinning. Whilst his face was now a mirror reflecting only regret, he answered nonchalantly:

“Unfortunately for her, it’s not her place to comment on this issue anymore. We’re getting a divorce, but I couldn’t take off the ring until the entire process is over. But you know what, this subject puts me in a sorrowful mood. How would you feel about changing the subject?”

The way he jumped from one subject to another with such ease placed a doubt in my mind, and my worrying pushed me to rather not take him up on his words. I smiled and stood up, gently grabbing my coat. With my face stern and my gaze harsh, I uttered:

“I’m sorry, I’m feeling tired and I want to go home to take some rest. There was enough chit-chat for tonight.”

“Then should I wait for you tomorrow night?” he asked while standing up as well.

Before getting the chance to answer his question, he took my coat and helped me put it on. A nice gesture, one that would make most women swoon, but not me. I didn’t want to jump into the waters too soon. I offered him a polite smile and told him in a calm but firm manner:

“I’m not sure if I’ll have much time to come here during the evenings. It seems I’m gonna have to surpass a rough period from now on, and I’d prefer to make sure I’m ready for whatever follows next.”

I didn’t give him any chances to form a reply as I stormed off. As I was reaching for the door, I could feel his eyes on me, burning with intensity. Although inside of me there was a never-ending battle whether to give in or not, I put on a defiant smile. It seems that night reason won. Arrived at home, I took a shower and jumped into the bed hoping that I’d fall asleep instantly, but I was constantly reliving my encounter with Victor. I was feeling delighted, as by reminiscing the memory I was able to study his mysterious eyes again, his full lips and facial features in general, features that I found to be so close to perfection. Oh God, what did I get myself into?

The following week passed slower than ever before. I was forced into a routine, almost like a small robot whose programming was solely set on executing the simplest tasks – printing, eating, jogging and everything in between. I haven’t stopped by my favorite pub in a while, mainly because it would have been uncomfortable to see Victor, even more so talking to him. I found it to be a very weird situation, and I tried to not be in the position of having to explain myself to his spouse, thus I took each day as it was, doing exactly what I had to: eating, drinking plenty of water in order to assure proper hydration, relaxing. On a shorter note, lying to myself was what I was actually doing; lying about my life remaining the same after the moment he barged into it unannounced.
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CHAPTER 3
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It was Friday night. I had finished work, locked the office, and I was getting ready to finally go home. Stepping outside I noticed the small droplets of water falling silently. Given the fact that my place was not quite in the vicinity of my office, there were all the chances that I’d end up soaked by the time I got home. Still, I pushed aside the idea of grabbing a cab. I wanted to take advantage of the damp and fresh air that the rain was providing from time to time in that awfully polluted city. Covering my head with the hoodie, I followed the same route as always, turning on a small street. I was walking without paying much attention to my steps. This resulted in a very unlucky encounter with a puddle, which had left half of my foot wet. I just stared at the scene for a few seconds, appalled by all the dirt, and I was moments away from creating a scene. However, I regained my senses by realizing that I had planned to take a hot bath anyway, so I just giggled by myself at the unfortunate event. I continued my walk, glancing at the rain droplets that were now better captured by the lights on the nearby poles. Everything seemed to have emerged from a sad painting: empty and wet streets, closed shops, gray buildings. The street lamps were the only ones emanating warmth, enhancing the surroundings. That’s when I felt again that sudden need of a partner in my life...I pursed my lips and tried to shake off the thought. After a few minutes, I reached the front of my building and saw someone waiting. A man with an umbrella, still as a statue, was glancing in the opposite direction from me. I felt shivers down my spine and my thought flew almost instantly to Victor. I was and wasn’t eager to see him...There was some kind of war going on deep inside my mind. I reached him just as the sound of my heels made him turn his head in my direction. It was Victor after all!

He was wearing the biggest smile while waiting for me in front of the main door. I gave him a slightly awkward smile and asked him in a soft whisper:

“What are you doing here?”

“I was waiting for you.”

His voice was calm, and strangely enough, it appeared so familiar. He was waiting for me! But why? I decided to ask while trying to surpass my wonder:

“Why?”

He gave me a tomboy smile, winking at me as he went on:

“Do you plan on keeping me in the rain while I tell you why I’m here? You wouldn’t exactly come off as the most thoughtful host though, just so you know.”

I was probably the deepest shade of red. Even though, most likely, it wasn’t his intention to make me feel bad, I was already feeling awful. I mumbled a silent ‘Come in’ and used the gate key to open the door. Taking the elevator, I kept silent for the entire ride up to the 10th floor. His piercing gaze was fixated on me, as if he was trying to engrave my portrait into his mind. I was so embarrassed already and there was nothing I could do about it.
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