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Chapter
1

The White Night






Winter was coming.
Elodie felt it in her bones, and her heart was heavy. She feared
winter with its snowstorms and endless gray skies. She feared the
lonely days ahead with only her misery to keep her company. She sat
in her big, faded chair in front of the cold fireplace that had not
been lit in many years. A gaping black hole, frightening in its
blackness, with a faint smell of soot from fires long ago that
reminded her of happier times.

She turned her
head and looked out of the window at the overcast sky. Somewhere
the sun was shining, just not here. The tall trees were starting to
shed their leaves. They were usually colorful, but not now. The
leaves were mostly a dirty brown and slowly, ever so slowly sailed
to the wet ground, much as the world around Elodie passed by in
slow motion. Suddenly, the wind picked up, and the falling leaves
danced wildly to a tune that only they could hear. The thin tree
branches bent and twisted, accompanying the feverish dance of the
leaves. The house shuddered and groaned at the unexpected
fierceness of the wind, and a howl rose from deep inside the thick
forest, its tune carrying to Elodie’s
ears. She sat up, shaking with fear, and slowly got up and checked
that all the windows and doors were shut and
locked.

In the hallway, she
passed the mirror and saw a strange, sad face staring at her with
huge gray eyes sunken in their sockets, and gray hair that had long
lost its luster framing the gaunt features. A high-pitched scream
escaped from her throat, and it took a moment for her to realize
that she was looking at her own reflection. She had covered the
mirror with an old towel—she could not bear to look at herself and
what had become of her—but a draft had shifted the thin towel, and
it had fallen to the wooden floor. Elodie slowly picked it up and
draped it once more over the mirror.

Shuffling back to her
old chair, she slumped into it, grabbed the woolen blanket and
covered herself. She sat there, gazing out the window at the
darkness enveloping the world. There was no moon, and the stars
were hiding behind the heavy clouds. She thought of the consolation
of silence, of obscurity without images, of an eternity without
future, of sleep without dreams and without awakening. Elodie dozed
off and began to dream.

She was a young woman
walking along the peaceful lake where she had grown up. It was a
warm, sunny spring day, and the red and yellow tulips were in full
bloom. The freesias spread their unmistakable scent, and the trees
stood tall in all their soft green splendor. Elodie was
content.

She woke with a start
when she bumped into something and found her white Angora cat on
her lap. The dream lingered for a few seconds on the edges of her
mind, but before she could recapture the happy feeling it had
evoked, it dissipated.

Elodie got up and
went upstairs to her bedroom, where she slipped between the cold
sheets. These past few days, she had felt exhausted. She closed her
eyes, hoping to go back to the sunny shore, but instead she found
herself in a black forest with no way out. She twisted and turned
around bushes and tall weeds, to no avail. A hanging strand of ivy
wound itself around her throat and threatened to strangle her. The
more she fought, the tighter the noose grew. With her last bit of
strength, she pulled away from the ivy and fell heavily to the
ground. She woke up with a scream and came to lying on the cold,
hard wood floor, her heart pounding violently. Laboriously, she
rose and decided to go for a walk, needing some air. She took her
raincoat from the hall closet and opened the front door.

A biting wind hit her
tired face, and the darkness swallowed her surroundings. A light
snow started to fall, wetting her cheeks. Carefully, she stepped
onto the walkway leading around the house to the forest. She
stopped by the little bench her husband had made so many years ago
and sat down. Staring into the darkness, she tried to recollect his
features. She could not. Tears welled up behind her eyes but would
not flow; years of suppressing them had clogged her tear ducts. Her
face was moistened only by the snowflakes melting on her hot
cheeks, forming small rivulets that ran along her chin and finally
dropped onto the already-wet ground.

Will this torment never end? she
silently asked the wind. But no answer was
forthcoming.


Chapter
2

The Early Days






Elodie had met him in
Paris while she was studying French at the Sorbonne. Young and
innocent, they were both full of curiosity about the world and what
life had to offer. They were in love with France and its culture,
and excited to be at a center of learning as prestigious as the
Sorbonne, which offered several different certificates of
proficiency in the French language.

They had met on
a hot July day at the orientation for English-speaking students.
Finding themselves assigned to the same class, they quickly
realized they were both Americans hailing from the West Coast. His
name was Hutch— short for Hutchinson—and Elodie was immediately
drawn to the powerful young man. His light brown hair was stylishly
coiffed, and he wore old blue jeans with a purple Nirvana T-shirt.
He was very handsome, but his most stunning feature was his nose.
Elodie had never seen a nose that perfect; it was straight with a
narrow tip, and she longed to glide her fingers gently over it and
feel its soft hardness. It fit Hutch’s
friendly face perfectly. His warm brown eyes shone with gentleness,
but a hint of determination was hiding just below the
surface.

When he asked
her to join him for a cup of coffee after the presentation, Elodie
accepted without hesitation. They found a quaint little street
café where they
ordered beignets au
chocolat and hot coffee. Absorbed in
conversation, they talked until the street lights turned on and it
was time to go to their quarters. Luckily, they did not live far
apart, as the university had arranged housing for them
both.

During the eight
weeks they spent in Paris, they were inseparable. They went to
class together, did homework together and explored the city with
its treasures. All too soon, the summer was over and they had to
say good-bye. Hutch was going to travel around Europe for a few
weeks, and Elodie was expected to return home by Labor Day weekend.
They exchanged phone numbers and promised to stay in
touch.

Upon her return
to the United States, Elodie continued her studies in San Diego,
graduating a year later from the University of California with a
bachelor’s degree in management science.
Afterwards, unsure what to do with her life, she moved to
California’s central valley and took a
job at a small local garden center, where she soon became part of
the team. Elodie liked working there, especially when she was
called to help prepare flower arrangements for special occasions.
Silvanus, who also worked at the garden center, usually delivered
the finished arrangements, and Elodie accompanied him sometimes.
Over time, they became friends.

One day, while
delivering wedding flowers in the old white pickup truck, he said
shyly, “Elodie, we’ve been delivering flowers together for some time, and I
would very much like to take you to lunch after we are done
here.”

“Yes, that
would be nice. I’ve nothing planned for
this afternoon,” she answered
absentmindedly, looking out the window.

They walked silently
to a small deli not far from the garden center. Elodie had seen the
deli sign before but had never bothered stopping to have lunch, or
even a cup of coffee. As they approached, Silvanus turned to
her.

“Thank you for
coming to lunch with me,” he said.
“It’s rather awkward
to eat alone.”

Elodie nodded. She
knew exactly how he felt. She would often forego eating rather than
sit in a restaurant alone.

They arrived at the
cottage-like deli, and Silvanus opened the door for her. She was
surprised when she saw the interior. She had expected a drab old
place, but it was decorated with friendly, flowery wallpaper and
white wainscoting all around the room. Against the back wall hung
white shelves filled with bottles of different shapes and colors,
as well as small jars, their contents hidden. They sat down by the
window at a small table covered with a white tablecloth overlaid
with a honey-colored table runner to finish the setting. Rosemary
plants in white pots sat proudly in the middle of each table.
Looking around, Elodie was amazed to find old sepia pictures on the
walls depicting people dressed in stylish clothes from the early
1920s. The whole interior exuded an atmosphere of times long
past.

Elodie closed
her eyes for a moment, and her mind wandered back to Paris, to the
little street cafes she and Hutch had visited so often during that
memorable summer. Where are
you, Hutch? she wondered, a small sigh
escaping her throat. After she had graduated, she had dialed the
phone number he had given to her in Paris, but an impersonal voice
recording said that the number had been
disconnected.

“What is it,
Elodie?” Silvanus asked,
concerned.

“Oh,
nothing,” Elodie replied.
“This place just brings back memories of a
summer a few years ago that I spent in Paris as a foreign-language
student.”

“I hope
they’re pleasant memories, despite your
sigh,” he said.

Elodie turned her
gaze on him and really saw him for the first time. His square face
was tanned by the unrelenting sun, and two trusty brown eyes looked
out under dark, bushy eyebrows. His lips were full, though the set
of his chin intimated a stubborn streak. His dark-brown hair was
cropped short and stood out at all angles from his head. Elodie
smiled; he reminded her of a little hedgehog.

“Why are you
smiling?” Silvanus asked
apprehensively.

“I guess a
pleasant thought must have entered my mind,” she answered casually.

Thankfully, the
black-haired waitress came to take their order. Elodie ordered a
Crannie Melt, consisting of chicken salad, cheddar cheese,
cranberry sauce, and honey mustard on grilled sourdough, with a
Diet Coke. Silvanus went for the Pesto Chicken, a grilled chicken
breast, provolone cheese, hickory-smoked bacon, pesto sauce,
lettuce, tomato, red onion, mayo and mustard on a toasted roll, and
a glass of beer. It did not take long for the sandwiches to be
served, and Silvanus and Elodie ate them, an uncomfortable silence
stretching between them. Once finished, they both tried to talk at
the same time, then stopped awkwardly.

“Please go
ahead,” Elodie said
quickly.

“I just wanted
to ask if you didn’t like your sandwich,
since you only ate half of it.”

“It’s a big sandwich, and
I’d rather take the rest home and have it
for dinner,” she replied. She asked the
waitress for a box and put her leftover sandwich in
it.

Silvanus asked
for the check, and they agreed to split the bill. They left the
little café and
silently walked back to the garden center. Elodie thanked him for
his company and disappeared into the office before he could
reply.

“What an awful
lunch that was!” Elodie whispered to
herself. “I must be a very boring person
to go out with. We didn’t even talk
during lunch, and not much before or afterwards, either. I wonder,
have I always been this way? Did Hutch think I was boring,
too?”

There it was
again, the thought of Hutch. She shook
her head to clear her mind and busied herself in the office. Soon
it was time to leave. Taking the sandwich box out of the
refrigerator and carrying it carefully so as not to spill the
contents, she put it on the passenger seat of her old gray Honda
for the drive home. She parked on the wide street and walked up the
steep stairs to her small apartment, which was on the second floor
of a large building on the outskirts of the village. She had
discovered it by chance and had liked it immediately. It was a
one-bedroom apartment with an open-concept kitchen and a small
bathroom. There was even a balcony; not large, but it had room for
a couple of chairs and a small bistro table. When the weather was
warm, she would often have her morning coffee outside while reading
the local paper on her tablet.

Over the next few
weeks, Elodie did not see Silvanus. That was fine with her; she did
not know how to behave when he was around and was relieved not to
run into him. One day, though, he came to the office to ask her to
order some supplies for the garden shop. Business concluded, he
started to walk out but turned at the door and looked at
her.

“Elodie, we
need to talk. Please have dinner with me on Friday evening.
I’ll pick you up at your place around
seven.”

Unable to think
of an excuse, she said, “That would be
lovely. See you Friday.”

“What have I
done?” she mumbled to herself.
“A whole evening with Silvanus is going to be
endless, and I was looking forward to taking a long, hot bath,
having a glass of red wine with my dinner, and going to bed
early.”

When Friday rolled
around, Elodie found herself in a somber mood. She did not feel
like going out with Silvanus but was too shy to tell him. So
reluctantly, she got ready for dinner. She had no idea where they
were going and what she should wear, but she decided on a dark-blue
skirt with a white, long-sleeved blouse. When the doorbell rang,
she put on her black Mary Janes, grabbed her cheap black purse and
her black cardigan, and headed to the door. Silvanus was waiting
for her by the entrance and handed her a box of
chocolates.

“Hi, Elodie. I
thought you might like some chocolates.”

“Thank you,
Silvanus, how thoughtful of you. I’ll
just take them up to the apartment,” she
said. She quickly ran upstairs and left the box on the kitchen
counter, not bothering to unwrap it, then hurried back
downstairs.

The
sooner we leave, the sooner I’ll be back
home, she thought.

They walked to
Silvanus’s dark blue Acura, and he held
the door open for her. The car had a leather interior and was
impeccably clean inside and out. Elodie was impressed; her car was
usually not so clean.

“Do you like
Mexican food?” Silvanus asked
her.

“Yes, I
do,” she answered. “Do you know a Mexican restaurant around
here?”

“It’s about a half hour drive. I
hope you don’t mind?”

“Of course not.
I haven’t had Mexican food in quite a
while.”

The conversation
stopped again, and Elodie once more regretted having accepted the
invitation.

Maybe if I just start talking, that will loosen his
tongue, Elodie thought. So she started
telling him about her life as a student at the university, her
travels and her hobbies. Silvanus listened to her but still said
nothing, and Elodie felt her anger rising at having to carry the
conversation on her own.

Soon they arrived at
the Mexican restaurant. It had colorful flags outside and flower
boxes in the windows. The door was open, and a mouthwatering aroma
wafted toward them.

“That smells
very good,” Elodie observed, but Silvanus
did not reply.

Elodie had had
enough. “Silvanus!” she said in a shrill
voice. “If you’re not going to say a single word to me, I want you to take
me back right now! I don’t want to eat
with a robot that only knows how to shovel food in its
mouth.”

She turned and headed
back to the car. Silvanus followed her and grabbed her by the
arm.

“I’m sorry,
Elodie, I just don’t know what to say to
you. I don’t know what you like or what
interests you, so I’d rather be quiet
than say anything that would upset you.”

“And how are
you going to find out all these things about me if you
don’t talk?” she snapped. “Ask me questions
and I’ll answer, or we can talk about
something else. Just say something, at least.”

Silvanus stared
at her in surprise. “I’m sorry, I
didn’t know that my silence upset you so
much. Please, let’s go in and have some
dinner, and I promise I’ll
talk.”

He took her
gently by the arm and led her back to the restaurant. Inside,
booths lined both walls and two tables stood in the middle. The
waitress led them to a booth with a green, white and red striped
tablecloth. As soon as they were seated, freshly baked corn
tortilla chips and red salsa appeared on the table, together with
the menus. They ordered enchiladas with rice and beans and a side
of guacamole. It was delicious, and as they ate, Silvanus finally
started to talk about himself. He spoke haltingly at first, but
with Elodie’s encouragement, he opened up
and shared with her little details of his life. The evening went by
quickly, and after a cup of sugary coffee, Silvanus took care of
the check and they left.

Arriving at her
place, Elodie said, “Thank you for a
lovely dinner and conversation, it was most enjoyable.”
She kissed him gently on the cheek, then opened
her door and quickly went inside without looking
back.

Well, who would have thought that Silvanus could be so
entertaining? Deep in thought, Elodie
donned her nightgown and slipped into her lonely
bed.


Chapter
3

A Disastrous Picnic






For the next few
weeks, Elodie and Silvanus met regularly for lunch and often went
out together on weekends. Their relationship had become
comfortable. There was no excitement in it, but at least they were
not alone.

One sunny
Sunday morning, Silvanus knocked on her door with a huge bouquet of
spring flowers in his arms, which he shyly handed to Elodie.
“I know we both work in a garden shop, but I
thought you might enjoy some colorful flowers to brighten your
apartment,” he said.

“They’re beautiful, thank you so
much! Please come in,” she replied. She
was touched by the gesture but couldn’t
help thinking that he believed her apartment needed
color.

Maybe he was right;
it was a bit drab with the old, scratched furniture she had found
at garage sales and swap meets. She had meant to refurbish the
pieces of furniture but had never gotten around to it. And over
time, she had gotten used to the place and had no longer seen the
need to change it.

“I have a
cooler with some food and drinks in the car. I thought we might go
out walking along the river and have a picnic somewhere along the
riverbank.”

Elodie nodded in
agreement. She grabbed her purse and a light jacket, and off they
went. Silvanus drove slowly on the country lanes until they came to
a fork in the road. He steered to the left, and soon they came to a
meadow bordering the river. He parked under the shade of a huge oak
tree. Leaving the picnic basket in the trunk, they walked along a
narrow, winding path overhung with old trees. They had not gone far
before they found a pleasant, hidden spot with fallen trees that
could serve as seats.

“Stay here,
Elodie, and I’ll fetch the food. I
won’t be long,” he said.

Elodie made herself
comfortable and looked out over the river. Water spiders floated on
sticks and leaves, gnats and flies buzzed close to the surface and
some small birds stopped for a drink. Lilies grew on the riverbank,
together with some brush-like flowers that Elodie did not
recognize. The sky was a clear blue, and only a few clouds
congregated in the west.

“I’m
back,” Silvanus said gently. He helped
Elodie to her feet, and they spread the green-and-blue checkered
blanket on the uneven floor and sat down. He handed her a
ham-and-cheese sandwich and a glass of wine.

“Thank
you,” she said, wondering what this was
all about.

They ate in
silence, and once the paper napkins and plastic glasses were put
away, they lay down on the checkered blanket and looked up at the
vast sky, where by now a few more clouds had gathered. Silvanus
took Elodie’s hand and rolled toward her,
trying to kiss her on the mouth. Elodie turned away, but Silvanus
was insistent.

Oh,
well, Elodie thought. It was bound to happen sooner or later.
It’s
the way of the world, and there’s no harm in a little
kiss.

She could not have
been more mistaken. Silvanus found her lips, and she was forced to
endure his punishing kiss. There was no gentleness in it. He ripped
her blouse open and squeezed her nipples in his calloused hands.
Elodie shrieked and tried to get his hands off her, but he was too
strong. He pulled her skirt up to her waist, unbuttoned his pants
and entered her without so much as a caress. Elodie felt searing
pain deep inside her as Silvanus convulsed on top of her, crushing
her under his weight. With all her strength, she pushed him
away.

Feelings of hatred,
shame, humiliation and rage pulsated through her body. She propped
herself up on one elbow and glared at him with dark, resentful
eyes. Silvanus lay peacefully beside her, eyes closed, oblivious to
her pain. A contented smile played around his lips.

“Elodie,
I’ve never been with a woman,”
he whispered. “You’re the first.”
He slowly opened his eyes and looked dreamily at
her.

Elodie just had time
to avert her eyes so he could not see the hurt in hers. Seeing his
expression, she could not bring herself to tell him how she felt.
She knew instinctively that he had not meant to hurt her, and he
could not have known that she had never been with a man
before—although she doubted that would have changed anything. He
pulled her back toward him and kissed her again, this time more
gently, but his kiss did not stir any feelings in her. It was like
a wet cloth on a cold sore.

She remembered one
kiss, and one kiss only, so many years ago in Paris, when Hutch had
kissed her good-bye at Charles de Gaulle Airport. He had swept her
into his arms and parted her waiting lips softly with his tongue,
and his last words were etched indelibly on her lips. She could
still recall the emotions that had raced through her. A stream of
hot lava and ice water had mingled in the pit of her stomach, but
before she could speak, Hutch had released her and disappeared into
the crowd.

Suddenly,
Elodie heard Silvanus ask, “Are you all
right? You look as if you had gone far away.”

“Please hand me
some napkins so I can clean up the mess here.” As Silvanus watched with uncomprehending eyes, Elodie
silently cleaned the blood stain on the blanket, fashioned a panty
liner out of the napkins and pulled up her panties, then got up and
straightened her skirt. Finally, she turned toward him and said
simply, “I’d never had sex
before.”

He gasped and
took her into his arms. “My darling
Elodie, I had no idea! I just assumed that you must have had many
lovers because you’re so
likeable.”

Elodie’s only response was to
start packing up the picnic items. “Please take me back home. I’m
exhausted,” she said.

They walked silently
back to the car, and Silvanus dropped her off at her apartment.
Wearily, Elodie climbed the stairs and entered her apartment. The
first thing she saw was the fresh flowers on the table, their
bright blooms mocking her. She ripped them out of the crystal vase
and violently stuffed them into the garbage can. She took a hot
shower with lots of perfumed body wash and put on her favorite
flannel pajamas. Then she turned on the television and mindlessly
sat in front of it without caring what program was showing. Slowly,
painfully, tears began to well up in her eyes, but as usual, Elodie
suppressed them and sat staring at the television screen with dry,
burning eyes.


Chapter
4

Silvanus


Over the next
several weeks, Elodie saw Silvanus only rarely. She tried to keep
out of his way and avoid places he frequented. However, one rainy
Saturday evening he rang her doorbell. When she opened the door, he
handed her a card and motioned her to read it. She nodded and
stepped aside to let him in. He silently sat on the dark-brown sofa
while she read the card. It was a note apologizing for the
disastrous picnic. Silvanus’s handwriting
was striking, and although he expressed himself awkwardly, Elodie
read between the lines and understood his distress and his sincere
wish to make amends for his blunder.

Elodie set the
card on the coffee table. “Thank you for
the genuine apology,” she said with a
tiny glow on her cheeks. “Let’s put that
afternoon behind us and look forward.”

Silvanus jumped
up from the sofa and embraced Elodie. “I
never thought I’d hear you say
that,” he whispered in her ear.
“Am I really forgiven for being such a clumsy
guy?”

“We all make
mistakes,” she answered
simply.

“Let’s go
celebrate with a special dinner at a special
place!”

“Give me five
minutes and I’ll be ready to go.”
Observing that Silvanus was wearing, as usual,
his blue jeans and a button-down shirt, she knew that she was
dressed adequately in her blue jeans and her colorful
T-shirt.

They left five
minutes later, and he drove to a well-known restaurant by the
riverfront. It was a two-story wooden building with a large terrace
where, during the summer, a live band played. The place was full,
but they were seated quickly by one of the windows overlooking the
river.

“This is a
pretty spot,” Elodie remarked.

“You’ve never been here?”
Silvanus replied, surprised.

“I
don’t go out much on my own,”
she confessed. Looking at her menu, she
asked, “Is there anything you especially
recommend?”

“Whatever
I’ve eaten here so far has always been
very tasty, and the portions are generous,” he replied.

“I think
I’ll have fish-and-chips,”
Elodie said, “I really
like that and haven’t had any in quite a
while.”

The waitress came to
take their order, and Silvanus ordered the fish-and-chips for her
and the prime rib dinner for himself, along with a bottle of red
house wine and some water. Elodie looked pensively out on the river
and wondered what this night would bring. Her thoughts were cut
short, though, when their dinner arrived, and a huge plate heaped
with food was placed in front of Elodie. She gaped at it, then at
Silvanus.

“You
weren’t kidding about the generous
portions,” she said, laughing, and dug
into her food. She had not realized how hungry she was. She had not
had breakfast or lunch. The fish was crisp, the French fries
freshly made and the wine delicious. They talked about this and
that, and before they realized it, their plates were empty and
their bellies full.

“Some
dessert?” the waitress asked expectantly.
They both declined and Silvanus asked for the check. He paid and
they left, leaving their seats for the next hungry
couple.

When they
arrived at Elodie’s apartment, she
invited him in for a cup of coffee. He accepted, and they climbed
the stairs together. Elodie made the coffee while Silvanus checked
for a movie they could watch. “Do you
have a favorite movie genre?” he
asked.

“Not really, it
depends on my mood,” she called from the
kitchen. She brought the coffee and some cookies she had baked
earlier in the day, and Silvanus showed her the movies he thought
they might watch.

“What about
this one?” She pointed to
Forrest Gump. “It’s from the nineties, but it
won an Oscar, and I’ve always liked
it.”

“Good choice,
Elodie.”

They settled down on
the sofa with the coffee and cookies and watched Tom Hanks as the
simpleminded Forrest Gump. When it was over, Silvanus turned to
Elodie and took her in his arms. It felt good to Elodie and she
snuggled close to him. Silvanus took this as encouragement; he
crushed her to him and pressed his mouth to hers. Elodie gasped for
air, laughingly took him by the hand and guided him to her bedroom.
She undressed and invited him to do the same. They slipped between
the cool sheets, and before Elodie could say a word, he had entered
her. Elodie felt a little pain, but nothing she could not deal
with. She felt no pleasure, either, but she supposed that this was
all there was to lovemaking and that what she had read in novels
were just tales. When Silvanus was done with his business, he
rolled off her and fell asleep by her side. Elodie tried to think
for a while, but the wine took over, and she fell into a dreamless
sleep.

Next morning
over breakfast, Silvanus surprised her by asking,
“What do you think, Elodie, about moving in
together? It would be nice to have each other for company, and it
would save us some money.”

Elodie was taken
aback and begged for a little time to think it over. After Silvanus
had gone home, Elodie was left to think about his proposition. It
was too sudden, but she was tired of being lonely. Maybe he was
right—they got along well, and it would be good to have someone to
share her life with. The sex was not great, but she knew she could
count on him. He would never let her down. It seemed to be a
sensible plan.

Later that day, she
called him to say that she was agreeable to moving in together. She
asked him to come over, as there were many things to figure out,
and it would be easier to talk face to face than over the phone.
Some twenty minutes later, Silvanus knocked on her door, and they
started planning their adventure.

“I was hoping
you would move in with me,” said
Silvanus. “Let’s go over to my place so
you can see it for yourself.”

They drove over to
his house, which was located on the other side of town in a small
development of about forty houses. Silvanus had bought it some
years ago and renovated it. It looked cute with its off-white
siding and composite tile roof. A red front door led into the
spacious living-dining room, and to the right was a full kitchen
with white cabinets and copper cupboard handles. Silvanus had
installed dark hardwood flooring throughout the living area, giving
the house an air of sophistication. The three bedrooms were in the
back of the house, with a small hall bathroom separating the master
bedroom from the other two rooms. The honey-colored carpet covering
the floors gave the rooms a comfortable air. Silvanus did not have
much furniture, and Elodie quickly saw that she could bring the few
pieces she owned and make this a home for the two of
them.

She turned
toward Silvanus, who was watching her anxiously.
“This is a very cozy house,” she said, “and
I’d love to live here with
you.”

“You
would?” Silvanus said happily.
“Let’s figure out how best to do
this.”

They sat down
on the sofa in the living room and started planning their life, or
at least their move-in together. Elodie was somewhat apprehensive
about the speed of it all but could not bring herself to
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