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    To those who have loved so deeply that memory became heavier than loss.


    

Love sometimes becomes stronger than death
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Chapter One
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Once again, the wife is absent, and with her absence goes the gentle, humid scent of her breath. And now, unusually, the phone rings from the nightstand beside the bed, its echo ignored by a sleeping ear. The lightning flashes outside, its glow reflecting on the alarm clock’s surface, followed moments later by the thunder’s roar on a rainy night.

A classic alarm clock, carefully placed beside the phone, ticks toward midnight. The bed, nestled in the corner of the room beneath the window, is wide enough for two, yet under the blanket lies only the spectra of one person—and an empty pillow on the near side.

On the nightstand, a framed photograph shows the man with a beautiful young woman in the bloom of youth. Her chin rests gently on his shoulder, a wide smile blossoming from her heart, and her eyes radiating with the brightness of hope and longing.

The man had been waiting for the alarm to wake him at dawn, but the phone rang before the night had ended. Its ringing grew louder, piercing the stillness of the house and echoing through every corner. The man opened his eyes reluctantly. He pressed the light switch. The light stung his eyes, and he shut them again. Then he reached for the phone receiver, but his hand collided with the picture frame.

The frame fell to the floor. Without concern for it, the man reached for the receiver and brought it to his ear, speaking in a weary voice.

“Hello... who is this?”

He listened to what was being shouted at him, and suddenly he cried out—his scream rising into the sky, shaking anyone with a listening ear and a compassionate heart.

“No...!"

***
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Here is the funeral time, and the mourners had gathered while the family stood receiving condolences. Thomas Simon’s unrest had reached an unusual level—a new kind of turmoil that distracted him from the grief itself and the strangeness of death. How could he live without the wife he loved and loved the feminine scent of beside him in their bed that sheltered them both? How could he bear to see her bed empty of that sea of tenderness and love in which he drowned every time he came home, forgetting the madness of people in the streets and alleys of Paris?

His parents would not have cared much about this matter if it were not for their fear for their son — this young man — who still had the blood of adolescence flowing in his veins and a sensitive feeling toward the woman he had been married to for only a few months. Those months had been like a long and happy honeymoon for these two young spouses. As for him, he considered sleeping in a bed without his wife a catastrophe as unbearable as death itself.

He was wearing a dark gray suit, nearly black, standing beside his father and mother when he turned his eyes toward the gathering of mourners in the cemetery. He spotted his friend Nicolas who worked at his father’s restaurant, along with his girlfriend, Miss Françoise, as well as a few others he didn’t know well because they were friends of his parents. Soon, he walked over toward Nicolas and his girlfriend and listened with a distracted ear to their sincere condolences for the second time.

Meanwhile, the mother stood beside the father, and from her lips moved words she directed at her husband, Mr. Antoine Simon. Without looking at him directly so as not to attract the attention of any observant mourner, she whispered to him:

“I am very worried about my son.”

“There’s no need to worry,” The father whispered back. “He is a mature man and can endure anything.”

“Except losing his wife...”  She replied without much thought. “I know him well, he is my son. I still remember his childhood as if it were yesterday... He never liked playing with the toy cars I used to bring him.”

At that moment, her husband looked at her with questioning eyes but remained silent and did not utter a word. She continued, looking at her son, who was looking down at the ground while listening to what Françoise was saying to him.

"He would sometimes hold the doll in one hand and clutch the toy gun in the other.” The mother pursued “The gun hardly ever left his side, even during his naps or in the depths of his sleep at night."

Her husband uttered no word but looked at her attentively, and she sensed questions in his eyes, so she continued:

“And when I used to check on him in his room, I often found him like that—one hand tightly gripping the gun and the doll hidden beneath his pillow.”

“You never told me about this.” The father said, seeming surprised.

“Is that really an important question now? In any case, I always had this strange feeling that he wanted to guard his various toys.”

“But where did he get the doll from?” The father said. “As far as I remember, I never bought him one.”

“Do you remember our neighbor, Mrs. Hélène, and her husband, Georges Caban?”

“Yes, of course.”

“Thomas was friends with their daughter, Justine.”

“Right... That was before they left...” The father said.

“Of course—before they moved to Belgium for a work contract or something of the sort.”

“Yes.”

“Thomas was very fond of her.” She said. “They were inseparable, except during school or bedtime.”

“So the doll was hers?” The father concluded.

“Yes, of course. Justine never parted from that doll, just as Thomas never parted from his toy gun.”  The mother said. “And after she emigrated with her parents, she gave the doll to him as a gift. I even asked Thomas about it once, and he said it was a gift from Justine after she left.

Then, after a pause, while the father remained silent, she continued. “From the way he spoke about her, I could sense that he truly loved her—even at that young age.”

“I understand...” the father said, then turned his gaze away from her and began watching the mourners.

“There’s Pierre’s wife coming to offer her condolences,” He said to his wife. “That’s enough now...No need to turn into a psychologist. Just wish him a happy life, and that’s all.”

“I truly do... With all my heart... Yes...”

Pierre’s wife approached them, and they shook hands and accepted her condolences, while Thomas still with his friend Nicolas, lowered his head, his mind drifting far away, lost in thought as he stared at the cemetery soil and the graves of those who had gone before.
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Thomas Simon headed to his room. Stood awhile at the open door.

He was a tall, powerfully built, confident young man, his broad shoulders bearing a strength born of hard work and his natural physique. His posture was upright, giving him an air of quiet authority.

He had a presence that instinctively drew attention to himself, and that was precisely what happened today at the cemetery, when talking to Nicolas and others. Possessed a deep, steady voice with a natural authority, making it easy for others to listen and difficult for them to doubt him.

Then he leaned against the doorframe, his eyes falling on his empty bed. Then, they landed on the photograph of himself and his wife, still lying on the floor just as he had left it after receiving the phone call.

He took a few steps toward it, reached for it, and his eyes could no longer hold back the tears. He broke down, sobbing, the picture trembling in his hands.

He carefully placed it back on the nightstand and stood gazing at it with eyes clouded, like an autumn sky that had drawn its curtains across the land only days ago. But soon, he picked it up again with his long fingers and hung it on the wall opposite the bed, so he could look at it every morning upon waking and every night as he prepared for sleep. That bed, which had now become a ruin,was stripped of every trace of a once-happy past.

***
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It was after sunset, and the night was already there. His friend Nicolas was preparing for bed after a long and exhausting day. He slipped under the covers, reached out to switch off the light, ready to drift into deep sleep, hoping the darkness would bring with it a sweet dream spent with his beloved Françoise, whom he intended to marry in the not-too-distant future.

His eyes caught sight of his wallet lying on the nightstand beside the bed, next to his phone and wristwatch. He looked at it through sleepy eyes, then reached out, picked it up, and opened it. He lingered over the photo of his beloved, letting his eyes feast on it before pressing a kiss to her lips in the picture. His lips caught the entire picture surface. Then he closed the wallet.

Just as he was about to give in to sleep, he reached again for the light switch—but before he could turn it off, the phone rang. He glanced at the clock. The phone rang a second time. He picked up the receiver, brought it to his ear, and said in a tired voice:

“Nicolas... Who’s speaking?”

He listened for a moment and then replied:

“How are you, Thomas? Are you alright?”

After hearing what Thomas Simon had to say, he responded:

“Alright... Sure... I’ll be waiting... No, no problem at all, my friend... I’ll be waiting...Thirty or forty-five...Okay”

Then he hung up the phone, got out of bed, and began dressing again, putting on his trousers, shirt, and leather jacket.

***
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Thomas sluggishly stood up from the bed, like someone emerging from a vague dream whose features had yet to take shape. He sat on the edge of the bed for a moment, staring into the void, then rose slowly and made his way to the bathroom.

He sat under the warm water for a long time, as if trying to melt the weight of the days off his shoulders. He watched the steam rise around him, fogging the shower mirror and blurring his reflection.

When he stepped out, he stood before the room mirror for a long while. He looked at his face as if seeing it for the first time: his wet hair still held the color of youth, his weary eyes.

His shoulders squared and muscles defined beneath his skin. The faint sheen of water drops along his chest and arms caught the light, tracing the hard lines of his physique.

His jaw was set, eyes steady as they studied their own reflection, challenging. A slow breath expanded his broad chest, as if he recognized both the strength he had built and the work still ahead. The mirror held not just his image, but the quiet confidence of someone who knew his own power.

He picked up the razor, hesitated, and then finally began to shave with deliberate care, almost as if erasing part of his past with every stroke.

He opened his wardrobe and stared at the hanging clothes, unsure of what would suit this evening. He chose a dark gray shirt and black trousers as if he wanted to disappear, not to be seen. He didn’t forget his old watch, Dogma Moby-Dick. Noticed the black perfume bottle, hesitated awhile, and then sprayed a little. Studied his reflection once more, then returned back to. He noticed the bottom drawer. He’d stood for a long time before it.

His hand stretched a little bit, uncertain, then finally reached in, opened it, and then started to gaze and stare awhile at the contents of the drawer. He put something under his belt and left.

He got into his car. The road was empty, save for the scattered streetlights glowing like faint stars. His heart beat with a rhythm he didn’t understand, as though something unspoken echoed within him.

He reached the alley near Nicolas’s house, where his friend was already waiting, standing in the shadow of a large tree beneath the dim light of a street lamp. Nicolas didn’t move, as if his presence there was part of the scene itself.

Thomas Simon’s car came to a stop at his feet. The door opened quietly. Nicolas got in beside him without a word, offering only a brief nod. The car set off toward their destination, gliding through the streets with a heavy calm that mirrored the silence of the night.

***
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Nicolas’s car stopped in front of a nightclub. Thomas—a man broken and despairing—was burdened with sorrow and sought to drink himself into a state that would numb him completely, to the point of losing all sense of reality.

They entered the club. Nicolas made his way toward a woman he knew, seated in a corner, her body surrendered to a red leather couch. Meanwhile, Thomas Simon headed to a high stool at the bar and began drinking, a deep, heavy kind of drinking. Nicolas chatted with the woman, but his eyes never left his friend, Thomas, who was downing one glass after another, then grabbed the whole bottle and drank from it directly.

Nicolas, startled by his friend’s intensity, stood up and walked over. He leaned toward him and asked with a faint smile, meant to ease the moment...

“Are you drunk? Boss...”

Thomas was already flushed with heat, his awareness slipping away, his vision blurred at the edges. His pale complexion had darkened to a shade somewhere between bronze and shadow. He replied in a broken voice...

“No... But I’m working on it.”

Then he shot a strange look at the bartender, placed the empty bottle on the bar, and said...

“Give me more death...”

The bartender replied...

“That’s enough for you, man.”

Thomas erupted, shouting in frustration...

“I said more death! More wine!”

The bartender reluctantly opened another bottle and poured him another glass. Thomas drank it. Then another, and another. Until his eyes began to close, and the nightclub lights stretched into long tails that followed the heavy movement of his head and eyes.

Beside him, Nicolas was sipping a short glass of liquor, avoiding much conversation despite his concern. He knew how much Thomas had loved his wife—and believed, perhaps, that the drinking might ease, if only slightly, the agony of her absence, the greatest loss he could ever know.

Now, at the bar, the liquor burned his throat. His eyes were heavy, his mind spinning.

At that moment, while Thomas was immersed in drink, a man’s voice caught his ear from just a few steps away.

Among the crowd, the man stood tall like a giant, radiating wealth, power, and arrogant bravado. He had an imbalanced appearance, clearly unrefined. Someone whispered, fearfully, that he looked like a badly licked bear.  He was threatening a young woman, barely in the spring of her life. Her expression was soft and flirtatious, but he showed no care for her demeanor—instead, he snarled in her face with scorn...

“I don’t love you... Get out of here... you are not my type.

She was delicate, pretty-faced, slender, her long hair shifting colors under the nightclub lights. She listened to him with wary attention while he continued. His brows furrowed, and the veins on his forehead swollen, lashing out in response to her helplessness:

“To hell... And all women!”

She pleaded, her voice dripping with vulnerability...

“But I love you...”

Thomas Simon threw back his drink in one gulp.

The look of confusion in his eyes quickly gave way to dreadful certainty, accompanied by a storm of rage suppressed for years. He knew now: he would confront the man.

The girl began to cry, holding her glass as she spoke through hot tears...

“I did nothing to deserve this humiliation...”

Suddenly, without warning, the man shouted and slapped her brutally across the face.

“Shut up!” He shouted.

The blow struck her jaw and sent her collapsing onto the nightclub floor. Her head hit the mirrored bar panel as she fell near the high stools. She lifted her head, her straight hair falling across her shoulders and cheeks. With a trembling hand, she touched the sore spot on her head and jaw. Helpless, she cast a tearful glance at the man—full of despair—and began to wail. Her broken, feminine cry stirred the hearts of the men nearby and roused the sympathy of the women. Through tears and shame, shaking her head to clear her hair from her eyes, she cried out:

Do you enjoy beating women? Who are you people?”

At that point, Nicolas, having just returned to the bar after briefly chatting with the woman he knew, noticed the scene. Before security could intervene, Thomas rose from his seat and approached the man. He walked with a heavy stride, and the man watched him with a questioning gaze, standing tall and unshaken. No fear showed on his face as Thomas asked, in a voice strained between firmness and fatigue...

“Why did you hit that girl? Can’t you see she means no harm?”

The man remained silent, his thick lips sealed.

Thomas took his silence as defiance and added, in a drunken slur, bits of spittle flying from his lips...

“You’re the kind of man who bites the hand that feeds him.”

The man didn’t appreciate the insult. His eyes reddened, and without a word, he answered with a punch to Thomas’s face, sending him crashing to the ground.

Thomas, the would-be defender of the girl, found himself sprawled beside her on the floor.

He looked up at the man with vengeful eyes, his mind suddenly overtaken by emotions stoked by the fire of rage and a need to reclaim dignity in this merciless place. The motive was there—how to act on it?

All eyes were on them. In the swirl of loud music and voices, Thomas reached for his waist. Onlookers thought he was clutching a stomachache—but he was reaching for the revolver beneath his belt.

The moment he raised the gun in his hand, Nicolas saw him and shouted in alarm...

“No, Thomas! Don’t... Where did you get that from?!”

He rushed toward him and added, pleading...

“Give me the gun! Come on... You’ll regret this, my friend... Just hand it over...”

But Thomas Simon had already aimed the weapon at the man, though his drunkenness made a steady shot impossible. The alcohol blurred his focus, yet the dark barrel of the gun froze the man—moments ago a towering brute—into stillness.

The remaining clubgoers, compelled by a mix of fear and curiosity, stared in stunned silence at the cinematic scene unfolding before them.

Then came the gunshot...

The answer to every whispered question burst from Thomas’s trembling hand—a .38-caliber bullet, fired by the madness of salt and sorrow. It was not well-aimed.

It was a stray bullet.

At the bar, a young girl sat beside her girl-friend . She wore a bright red dress, her short golden hair styled in teenage fashion. Her lips were red, her cheeks flushed, metallic hoop earrings in her ears, and a sharp-heeled red shoe that matched her dress. She
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