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The whole week turned out to be much harder than usual. Brenda was exhausted. The weekend didn't turn out to be much better than the rest of the days. Her body was crying out for a well-deserved rest. The fluffy mattress enveloped her in its sweet warmth as she organized next week's tasks on her Iphone. Work and patients followed her wherever she went, like crazy ants looking for shelter. Some days could be long, but others were simply exhausting. 

A psychologist by profession, and a caring person at heart, her successful therapies were sought after by London's socialites. Brenda loved to feel recognized and was proud to be so. Many people may have thought they knew her, but very few knew even the surface of her secrets. 

Brenda Klein was much more than an educated, high-class doctor. She found great comfort in working with the Association for Victims of Abuse. There she felt truly alive. Dr. Klein offered her services completely unselfishly and, although Max often tried to persuade her to become less involved, she did not let herself be persuaded. In the company of these women she felt useful and free. Brenda may have helped them with her professionalism and self-improvement therapies, but they offered her restless spirit a sense of fulfillment she rarely felt anymore.

The coolness of the night came through the slits in the half-open blinds of her tidy room, and the woman closed her eyes sighing with a busy Monday coming soon. Bombon, her caramel brown kitten, licked her hand before purring and lying down beside her enjoying the softness of the fluffy quilt.

For the past two hours she had made great efforts to stay awake, but her delicate, drowsy eyelids were closing exhausted in an increasingly dark night. She wanted to stay awake, but it was getting harder and harder. Just today, despite it being Sunday, she received a call from an authoritative voice on the other end of the phone that turned out to be none other than that of the prime minister. At first he thought it was a practical joke from Connor, although the conversation and the problematic nature of the matter was too convoluted even for a Scottish madman like his friend, so he had no choice but to surrender to the evidence. On the other end of the line was the prime minister himself.

With a request that was more like a demand, the man "requested" an appointment for a very close person. Very close? she thought curiously. A strictly private consultation, the man said, causing even more intrigue in the doctor. At first she could not deny that, although she resented the impositions, the case interested her greatly, and then she simply could not resist. Curiosity got the better of him to such an extent that he readily agreed to make room in his crowded schedule.

First thing in the morning I would attend to such an important patient. Whoever he was. 

Brenda Klein was a professional with capital letters, but curiosity was one of her flaws to overcome, and that Sunday was not the right day to overcome it, she thought amused. Who could catch the prime minister's attention enough to make him reach for his phone and call her on a Sunday afternoon? And why such urgency?

Brenda, with ample experience in listening to inappropriate embarrassments, at first intuited that it would be a consultation for the prime minister himself, but the latter dismissed the idea. First thing in the morning, someone would arrive for her consultation on her behalf, but who, and why all the secrecy?

The prime minister cut the call short with a terse thank you, while the woman assimilated the information. A little over a year ago, her life had taken a turn towards a fame that did not dissipate with the passing of time. Since her participation in the rescue team of that bus full of children kidnapped by a father bomb, the fame of her practice had skyrocketed to such an extent that today her phone number was in the address book of the Prime Minister of the United Kingdom. Wow, and a thousand times wow, she thought, looking at the clock on her computer and realizing how late she was running late. At first, she thought about waiting for Max to wake up, but her good intentions turned out to be history when she closed the laptop. 

She was sleeping soundly when a warm, hard body and settled next to her, though she did not wake up. 

Max slipped under the soft cotton sheets, happy to be home. Brenda was everything to him. His future and his beginning, his friend and his home, his whole orange. He smiled as he imagined what she would think if she knew how poetic he became when he didn't have her by his side. Of course he would never tell her, they were so much more than those platitudes of cloying poems and flowers wrapped in cheap cellophane. They were an established couple who didn't need empty frivolities to show each other what they meant to each other. 

Gently he approached her to admire her, in the freedom offered by finding her in the arms of Morpheus, and to his regret, he had to admit that he was terribly aroused. It had been days since he had had her by his side and he felt intoxicated. It was enough to see her long cinnamon-colored hair scattered on the pillow, or the smoothness of her full lips, to show him that the years did not pass for women like her. If at twenty he already considered her beautiful, what could he say now? The years had given her the intelligence of experience and the curves of adulthood, what more could she ask for? She was a complete woman, special and irresistible. "At least for me," he thought libidinously.

Sleepily, she tried to open her eyes and tell him how glad she was to have him home, but her tired little eyes didn't respond. Her hair covered her own face, and Max couldn't remember ever seeing her look more lovely than she did at that moment.

Wishing not to wake up, she mumbled a barely audible 'sorry' between her teeth, and the man smiled instantly thinking how the demanding doctor of the day, could become the delicate nymph of his nights. Unable to contain himself a second longer, he coyly extended his long fingers clearing her face. She shifted, settling better into her fluffy pillow, but he did not cease his attempts. With delicate and provocative caresses he enveloped her in his warmth. He kissed her tenderly on the forehead while with the softness of his fingertips he ran his fingers from her shoulder to her small ear, to which he dedicated special interest. His hands recognized her wherever they went, she was Brenda, his wife. He caressed her again and again, accompanying them with small kisses scattered here and there. She sighed and squirmed in her sleep and Max carefully slid the sheets down causing a soft shiver in the tender body that bristled instantly.

Brenda looked beautiful in that delicate champagne silk nightgown with thin straps that he had chosen himself. At first she had shown interest in a light blue satin one, but this was certainly the more suitable choice, he thought as he stroked it with two fingers slowly so as not to wake her up. And starting to slide it down.

The freshness of a spring night just beginning peeked through the night and Brenda let herself be caressed, enjoying a passion that seemed to begin to awaken.

Hands caressed tender pink breasts, seductive and the perfect size as the juiciest of apples. And Max loved apples.....

His fingers, which with a life of their own moved enthusiastically over the smoothness of her skin, caressed her with desperation, but with the prudence of a man who did not want to wake her up. He wanted to take her like this, dozing and babbling her name in her sleep. They had been together for years, but he adored the way she said his name in those moments when she lost control. The intonation she put on when she said the M or the way she elongated the letter A. Yes, that was her. Brenda Klein, the perfect woman for him.

She stretched her neck back wishing that dream would not end. She needed it. She had been asleep for a long time and it had nothing to do with work fatigue. Months passed and her body didn't wake up. At least not as it should. 

In the darkness she searched for that mouth that would devour her and those hands that would return her to the place from where she had escaped. She had lost her way and was looking for the hand that would guide her back. Her body burning with desire lifted her hips and rubbed longingly in search of what she could no longer find. She squirmed as her hips rose hoping to satiate a permanent hunger. With her eyes still closed and enveloped in the haze of sleep she weakly raised her arms and clung to the hard back that began to cover her completely. The heat was enveloping her and her nails began to dig into the tanned skin as she silently begged to find what she was looking for. Her delicate body became more and more agitated wanting to express with movements what her words dared not say. 

Max reacted promptly to her requests and, thirsty for her warmth, threw himself on the wetness of a body that claimed him like a bee to honey. Brenda received him with a little moan and hoping to find that something that would make her wake up. Her eyes closed, now tightly, she struggled to find the necessary concentration. 

I've got to get it, I've got to get it, she told herself impatiently. Max murmured two affectionate phrases and she squeezed him tightly. He was Max, her mate, her friend, her everything. He would rescue her. Sinking again and again into the burning heat of her sinful body, he would receive all that only she was capable of offering him, and she let herself. 

Brenda moved between nervous and excited. She was looking for him, wanting him, wanting him, needing him.... Not yet... not yet... she murmured desperately, but he wasn't listening. 

Max moved ardently again and again offering his best, but Brenda was lost again. Desperately she tried to move, maybe if she matched his rhythm, maybe like this... she thought enthusiastically. She wanted to follow him, she really wanted to, but how? The wetness of her body told her that his intentions were real, so why couldn't he get her back? Passion wandered lost in a limbo she could not reach. 

She needed Max's hand to rescue her, but she said nothing. How do you explain to another what even you are not able to understand?

The man moved in and out, in and out, again and again, ecstatic in a wave of splendorous sensations, expressing with his body his absolute need for her, but the woman was no longer there. Her body may have enjoyed a pleasurable moment, if little else. 

His teeth bit his lips to keep from speaking while his mind, now awake, wandered in who knows what directions. Again and again he tried to concentrate, but all efforts fell on deaf ears. It wasn't worth the struggle. Not now. Thoughts like whirlwinds of uncontrolled storm tried to offer her solace, solution or simple despair, whatever it was, she was no longer making love to her partner.

Max grunted as a resounding yes! escaped his lips. Gently he fell onto her body and she covered him in a sweet embrace with a lot of tenderness, but none of passion.
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Max, in a state of complete drowsiness, embraced her and pulled her to his chest trying to lengthen those moments, but she gently pulled away, and so, separated, they ended up falling asleep.

It was early morning and a new Monday was beginning to dawn. Being very careful not to wake him, she pushed the sheets aside and set off.  Max would be exhausted and there was no need to wake him so early. She tiptoed and, with the utmost stealth, made her way to the bathroom.

Stretching her still numb muscles and adjusting the water to just the right temperature, she stepped into the magnificent stone and glass shower Max had designed especially for the two of them. The warm drops ran down her body from beginning to end, traveling unperturbed from her delicate neck to reach the tiniest of her fingers. With the sensation of coolness on her skin, she lifted her face to the sky and her thick hair slid over her delicate shoulders seeking the comfort of the morning water. 

The squirts slid down her face and she breathed deeply, trying not to think. The feeling of guilt overpowered her completely. Her hands heavy with self-doubt leaned against the wall waiting for the tiny drops to wash away stupid sensations. Guilt, uneasiness and fear gripped her brain, driving thoughts too confused to be clarified even more maddening.

She bitterly remembered the failed love encounter with her husband and tried to find some logical reason for his apparent indifference, but she couldn't find it. If there was one person she loved with all her being, it was Max, so what was happening to him? Hormones, age, boredom, monotony? What was the right answer, she wondered, overwhelmed, and mainly, who had her passion and how could she get it back? 

Many times in her practice she had dedicated entire sessions to patients with serious relationship problems, but now a very complex dilemma confronted her with her own reality. She had to apply her own advice and decipher the enigma on her own. When dealing with her patients, she was a cold spectator offering her knowledge, this time Brenda was the protagonist of her own movie. She had in her hands a script of which she did not know the ending and of which she did not know if she would be able to rewrite with good handwriting.

It wasn't so bad, she thought trying to console herself, I had an orgasm, a small one, but an orgasm nonetheless. That must have meant something. 

"If I were indifferent to the act I wouldn't have felt it. Besides, I feel like it and a lot, the problem is..." she paused, scolding herself for her own foolishness. 

She was alone, in the shower, and arguing with her own thoughts, but that didn't mean she was crazy or anything. She loved Max and that wouldn't change. 

"Everything has a solution," she thought optimistically, the only problem was finding it. "Maybe if you talk to him?" her little inner voice tried to scold him, but she dismissed it instantly. Max adored her and she knew it, there was no reason to worry him. No, this was her problem and she would solve it herself. She was Brenda Klein for a reason, one of the best psychologists in the country. Her desires and passions evaporated one morning and it was her duty to get them back. And she would. 

She closed her eyes tightly and moved her hands with excessive energy over her frothy mane wishing the jets of water would wash down the shower drains, her concern. 

A few liters later and large amounts of soap, achieved the miracle of returning it to its natural state. That of optimism. The one that told her that she was a prestigious professional, lived a serene and organized life, balanced and totally in love.

Much more cheerful, she quickly dried her body, wrapped herself in a soft, fluffy bathrobe, and headed down the long hallway in search of her much-needed caffeine fix. The solid wood door creaked a little before closing and leaving her in the solitude of the kitchen. With her usual speed, she turned on the coffee pot, prepared the toast in the toaster, heated the milk in the microwave, and got some jam and butter from the fridge.  She spread the delicate pale pink placemat on the table, and waited while she watched the horizon through the huge window. The day was beginning to wake up and it was a beautiful spring morning. Joy was evident in the flight of birds, the elegant greenish hue of the lawn, and the life blooming in the colorful flower boxes. Bonbon scratched at the door, and she, smiling, opened it for him while he treated her to the cup of milk she loved so much.

The intense aroma of the excellent South African coffee covered the kitchen and memories of a childhood she did not wish to recall appeared unbidden. The image of her, tiny and sitting undisturbed, admiring the hard profile of her father drinking strong coffee from his porcelain cup while reading the newspaper uninterrupted, assaulted her. He always read while drinking that coffee, and although she tried very hard not to imitate him, little details made her think that a part of him, even if she didn't want it, would always be part of her own essence.

The renowned lawyer Oliver Klein had been living in South Africa for more than fifty years now, specifically in Cape Town, the legislative capital of the country and the center of major political decisions. As an undisputed prosecutor and a famed despot and even more profound egoist, he never had time for his annoying little daughter, who drove him crazy more than he would have liked to admit.

From the moment they arrived in South Africa, his father felt at home. It was in countries where inequality was palpable and differences were perfectly defined by the tinge of well-defined social classes that Oliver Klein felt the most powerful being of all. It would be for that, and a few other reasons, that he never tried to return to London and Brenda never asked him to. They hadn't heard from each other for months. Exactly two, the time in which with a cold five-minute phone call he would have learned that his mother had died of terminal cancer.

She could have traveled, she could have said goodbye, but he didn't see fit. "You couldn't do anything," he said. And maybe he was right, but why not let her say goodbye to those eyes that always looked at her with sadness and resignation?

Brenda took a sip of her coffee and tried to remember only the good things, but the truth was that those moments were few and far between. Maybe the few happy times were at the girls' boarding school, maybe they were when Rachel, that little dusty girl with huge red hair braids, would sneak around the nuns' room looking for romance novels hidden under the mattress, or maybe they were when the screams of a shy Johana, with curls the size of huge conches, would meet those undesirable, merciless and murderous beings called spiders. Brenda smiled as she remembered those two, her best friends, who to this day were her inseparable. They had returned to London and were now a motley trio. Max couldn't stand Rachel and swallowed Johana without chewing, but they all behaved socially polite and responsible when they had to share the same room, and for Brenda that was more than enough.

The toaster threw a crispy slice of rye bread into the air, sending Brenda back to the planet of current realities. She glanced at the time on the wall clock and cursed under her breath. She sucked down her coffee and hastily bit into the delicious toast slathered with red berry jam, eager to start the day and stop the nonsense that was getting her nowhere. The past was in the past and her current idleness would be solved as soon as she applied one of her famous therapies to herself. Excited, she checked her cell phone and organized her week.
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Akim dried his freshly shaved face. Today he was starting on a new crew and he really needed the change. It was urgent for him to disappear from the previous job. For a moment he stared at the reflection of a hard, half-dressed body and felt sorry for himself. 

"No wonder you intimidate." He thought as he looked at the tattoos on his shoulders and the scars he kept on his arms, or hands, the fruits of years of hard work.

Some women considered his broad shoulders, his square jaw, or his black eyelashes, as a special and masculine attraction but surely not her. She would never notice a body as coarse as his. She was finesse, delicacy, poise, politeness, while he... 

The bathroom was illuminated with only a small light bulb because of an account almost always in the red, but, even so, and despite its scarcity, he was able to see exactly every detail that separated him from her. Muscled arms achieved by the effort of carrying indecent amounts of debris, hands cracked by the corrosion of materials, a chest too broad to follow the current canons of masculinity, and waves that were neither curly nor anything else, simply unruly. He snorted as he tried to fix with his fingers that wavy and unruly hair of an intense black, but he gave up the attempt. Her hair, like its owner, woke up insurgent and hopeless. 

He stroked the softness of her chin wondering if she would like him better with a beard or without, he immediately dismissed it from his heated mind. She wasn't his, he wasn't to imagine her, he wasn't to keep thinking about her or he would go completely insane. He was twenty-six years old and he couldn't keep making mistakes and suffering their consequences. He had to get on with his life and leave her forgotten in the past. It seemed possible, after all nothing at all ever happened between them. Absolutely nothing, he thought dissatisfied.

He shook his damp head trying to remove the last drops from the shower while with a quick movement of his arms, he put on his T-shirt, tucked it over his worn jeans and cursed as he felt the new wound on his wrist, and unwillingly remembered it again. That wound that was beginning to heal was a true reflection of his distraction every time he saw her.

He shook his head twice with a loud shake as he begged his mind to please help him forget her. She was too much, something unattainable that would only make him suffer. 

"I shouldn't complain, but fuck...". He thought knowing that, although in his world he was lucky, he couldn't help but feel sorry for himself.

He rested his hands on the sink and for the first time since he had left Chechnya, he felt limp. For the past five years he had led a life quite different from that of a normal young man, but he was not a normal young man. 

When others were beginning to enjoy themselves, he was fleeing a country at war with a baby in his arms, and an aging and sad father. He looked at himself again in the faded mirror and cursed aloud, angry with life, destiny and with her. She, who provoked him even though she did not recognize it. Before her he would never have bothered to spend even five minutes of his time on a past he couldn't erase or a damned present he couldn't rewrite, nor would he have asked for a transfer even though he knew his heart was tearing at the thought of never seeing her again, but there he was, suffering for love for the first time in his hard life, and he hoped it would be the last time. 

Those little chocolate eyes had him bewitched, and although he wanted to erase her from his memories, he could not. Just last night, Lola, in her eagerness to conquer him, gave him the most prodigious attention, but what's the use of a couple of well earned powders if when you put on your helmet and get on your bike her smile comes back even sharper than before?

Ever since that damned day when she walked through the doorway, and got lost behind the architect's office wearing an impeccable black dress, and those heart-stopping heels that would drive any mortal crazy, her image had not left his thoughts.

The young man put his hands under the faucet and washed his face with freezing water, again. He tried to forget what seemed to be an impossibility. What was it about her that, despite being everything he shouldn't, was the only thing he wanted? For days, like a crazed stalker, he waited to see her, walked up and down hallways, climbed stairs, threw debris, even offered to paint one of the new offices. Everything to see her again. Nervously he moved material from one floor to another looking for an opportunity to bump into her and talk to her, but she did not appear. Like a young man in love he prayed to heaven to hear his cries, but as was usual for men with his background, it never happened. God did not listen to men like him. Bitter and disappointed after two weeks of fooling around the building, and believing himself capable of forgetting her, he saw her and his hopes were reborn in front of him. 

She was there. In the same office and under the same roof. His throat went dry, his heart shot out of control, and his hands petrified at the sides of his frozen body. He didn't move, he didn't speak, he simply looked into her eyes with a stupid smile that even he didn't know he had. Since when did he know how to smile so enthusiastically? Even he himself was surprised at such an unrecognizable attitude.

Trying not to look like a championship jerk, he looked down to see himself and tried to spruce himself up with a few hard shakes on the dust-covered coveralls.

His image wasn't one of the best, but maybe with any luck she wouldn't mind. He quickly tossed the paint brush into the bucket trying to look less workmanlike, while opening his mouth he prayed the words would come out and he wouldn't look even more stupid than he already felt.

She had been imagining that first meeting for days and was about to make it a reality when the architect, whom she had forgotten she had at her side, stepped forward and with the movement of only three steps, stood in front of her, and kissed her. In front of her incredulous eyes, he kissed her.

––––––––
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-Dad, will you take me to school? Dad!

A little boy, barely six years old and with the same sky-colored eyes, made a place for himself in the bathroom.

-We agreed that it was not polite to enter the restroom without knocking.

-But we are boys. There are no girls at home. He replied as if that justified everything. 

Lucien's mother abandoned him at birth and Akim, at the age of twenty, became a single parent and together with his father the child's sole educator, which is why the little boy often came to such crazy conclusions.

-Just because no woman lives at home doesn't mean we don't have rules.

The little boy shook his head as he answered confidently.

-Paul says that when their mother isn't home, their father gives them candy, they drink Coke, play Play Play, and have burping contests. His dad can do it for a minute straight," he said in amazement. One day when he was at home, Paul and I measured him with a stopwatch. His dad made us promise not to count it. 

Akim looked at him curiously while trying to hold back a smile.

-If his wife found out she said she would cut off his manhood, although I don't know what that means. Lucien lifted his shoulders and his father could not contain himself and burst into a loud laugh.

-Knowing Paul's mother, I can imagine his father's fears. Now go with Grandpa. You will go to school with him. She replied, lifting the little boy into her strong arms and giving him a smiling kiss on his rosy cheeks. 

-Are you going to another building today? 

-Yes.

-Did you finish the other one?

-Let's say I needed a change.

-Ah," he said as if he understood something, "Will you build it? 

He was no famous architect but his son refused to see him as a simple bricklayer.

-I'll help a little.

-Tell me again, come on, Dad," he said, pointing to the tattoo peeking out of his lower neck.

-Go drink your milk or you'll be late," he said seriously, changing the subject. 

The boy pouted at not being able to hear the story again and left as happily as he had arrived. 

Akim adjusted his jeans, grateful that he no longer cared whether or not they were too worn, or if his shirt was more than two springs old, after all he would never see it again and other opinions mattered little to him. He walked towards the door, picked up his helmet and the keys to his bike when his father intercepted him with a cup of coffee in his hand to offer it to him. 

-I can't, I have to cross the whole city and I'm late.

-New crew?

-It seems so. He replied, putting on his helmet.

-Will Nikola work with you?

-As if I could lose it," he said amused, and his father laughed as he held out a twenty-pound bill.

-What is this?

-A few odd jobs I did," he said, lifting his shoulders. You still need it.

-It's not necessary. Save it to buy something you need," he said before walking out the door.

"Something you need," he thought as he started his bike. He knew perfectly well that for his father any purchase needed would be for little Lucien. His temper soured even more than it already used to. Thinking about his father and the sacrifices he was making to help him raise his son made him feel even more of an idiot and terribly guilty.  He accelerated hard and left the portal with the roar of the motorcycle that, while deafening, didn't account for half of the fury and frustration in his raging heart.
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Without looking back, she hurriedly picked up her purse and started her convertible and headed for work. He had a busy day ahead of him, and he didn't have time to continue to waste on unwarranted rambling about a marriage that had no problems at all. 

She recalled with enthusiasm that, ever since her negotiation with that father bomb on the school bus, she had been continually approached by big names for therapy. The last year had been a fast-paced one, but she was thrilled. She felt that all her efforts were valuable to a society that needed her and she gladly attended. Her father had always told her that her sensitivity to the weak would bring her no good, but he was wrong, her work was useful. She remembered her successes with satisfaction. "It's on you, Dad," she thought wryly.

Enjoying the start of a new week, which came loaded with new stories to hear, he parked in front of his office and could not resist the temptation. The Starbucks in front of her office and the latte-macchiatto with caramel and a delicate hint of vanilla were a pleasure she could not refuse, especially on a Monday morning.

He got out of the car and his legs did not have to consult the destination. Latte-macchiatto you are mine, he said to himself with a smile on his face.

-The usual? -A young girl with a broad smile that looked like something out of a Japanese comic book asked enthusiastically.

-Please, Laura.

-And to go... -It was not a question. I knew her very well.

-Yes, thank you," he replied as he watched the employee capture a recycled cardboard cup with a lid and write 'Dr. Klein' without asking.

Brenda paid for her order and moved to the side so as not to get in the way of the line as she anxiously awaited her second caffeine fix of the day. Her cell phone rang at the exact moment the smiling employee handed her her hot beverage. With a perfect tightrope walk she managed to bite the handles of her purse while holding her coffee in one hand and picking up her cell phone with the other.

-Tell me," she replied as she held the phone with her shoulder and slipped the handles of her purse over her wrist to free her hand.

-Honey, you'd better come and soon. This is a mess." Someone was heard shouting on the other side.

-Try not to kill anyone until I get there," she replied amused as she thought it couldn't be that bad. A facelift, Max had assured her. Surely Connor was exaggerating as usual.

-Oh honey, I swear you have no idea what I'm looking at. I don't think I'm going to leave anyone with a head." He was heard to exclaim angrily.

-Connor!

Brenda raised her tone trying to get through the phone, but her friend had already hung up. With cell phone in hand, purse half-hung, and coffee mug in the other, she tried to open the exit door, only to realize its narrowness when it was too late. His recycled, eco-friendly cardboard mug collided head-on with a four-by-four wide body. The young man, who by now was dripping coffee on his hitherto immaculate T-shirt, stared at her in disorientation.

-I'm sorry, I'm sorry, I'm so sorry. I'm such a klutz.

Brenda brought the paper napkin she was carrying close to the cup and tried to dry it, but the young man's tension was increasing. She looked him in the face again, trying to apologize, but this time it was not anger or rage that she noticed on his face, but something like fear? 

No, it was not possible. That young man had neither the size nor the appearance of a skittish bunny, but rather the opposite. His face was hard, he possessed a stature that forced her to look up at him despite his exaggerated heels, and the width of his well-fed arms did not show him to be the type of man who would be frightened of a petite woman like her. 

"Brenda, you're losing your faculties. He's just mad as hell." She thought regretfully.

-A thousand apologies please, what can I do?

-I'm fine.

-I'm really sorry," he commented as he looked at the stain that was beginning to darken part of the fabric.

He barely looked her in the face and she could have sworn he hated her with all his might. She tried to move to the side as she commented regretfully.

-He opened his eyes wide again and Brenda wondered what other mistake he had made. Better to let it go and get out of the way. It was clear he had no desire to excuse her.

-Well, I'll let you in.

He turned in his tracks to make room for him when the man shook his head.

-No.

"No? No, I won't come in? No, I don't want coffee? No, you won't pay for the dye? No, I don't even want to see you? Which one?

She watched him in surprise as he, for the first time in their disastrous encounter, stared into her eyes. Blessed God, they were as clear as the most delicate of sapphires. Precious stones almost transparent, delicate and shining like sweet nature, yet sturdy and hard as rock itself. 

He was watching her in concentration as if he wanted to tell her something else, as if they already knew each other, although that was highly unlikely. If she had ever seen those eyes before, she was sure she would remember them.

"Brenda please! That you're a lady." She thought in disgust.

-The prices. He said flatly and waking her up from her thoughts.

"Prices? coffee? t-shirt? dye?".

Akim did not clarify, he simply pointed to the blackboard hanging on the wall.

-I understand," she replied quietly. But I guess after the mess I've made for you, it's on me," she commented, understanding the situation as she slung her purse over her shoulder and prepared to go back inside. My coffee is all in your shirt and it's only fair that I at least pay you for one that you can drink," she said with a small pout. She said with a little pout.

"My goodness, it's a bit infuriating. It's nice that he looks like one of those punch and kick movie actors, but he's not to kill me with his eyes either." She said to herself.

-Shall we go? -A young man who appeared at his side asked in a foreign accent as strong and thick as his own.

-Yes.

The young man pointed to the board with the prices and his friend nodded without asking. They both turned to leave when she would have sworn that the one with her coffee on him for a few seconds hesitated as he left, so she dared to ask a second time.

-Please stay. I invite you. It's the least I can do for you.

The young man turned away without answering her. He looked at her as if she were a ghost, and in the most unforeseen and somewhat schizophrenic way, he smiled at her without a hint of desire.

-This can't be happening.... -He shook his head.

-I beg your pardon?

The man looked at the stain on his best shirt and replied ruefully.

-My souvenir. Thank you.

The men left and Brenda stood for a moment as she watched him go. What would happen to him?

"Do I remember, would I be right in the head?". She shook her head and tried to forget about it. She entered the premises again and approached the bar where her cordial, smiling waitress was waiting for her. She needed another latte-macchiato and this time with double the caffeine.
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The chaos
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To call the image before Brenda a catastrophe would be an understatement. Bags of who knows what were scattered around the reception area. Sand and other assorted materials were scattered at the entrances to the offices. Huge tangles of blue and black wires were draped under the frames like uncontrolled octopuses running the length of the hallway reluctantly up the main staircase. Paint pots and cement-filled buckets scattered between the entrance to his office and Connor's studio. The beautiful hardwood floors could barely be seen under a pile of dust worthy of central Sahara. Great slender iron giants, whose use would be impossible to decipher, were deposited in front of the door of what until then had been a beautiful late nineteenth-century elevator.

-God bless... -he muttered, holding his delicious late-macchiato in his right hand and trying to avoid the debris on the floor so as not to stain his delicate shoes.

-I told you. You shouldn't have married him. He's crazy.

"And here we go again," she thought bored. Connor never felt any special sympathy for Max, and truth be told, neither did Max for him. According to his friend, Max restricted her freedom and locked her into a world of well-adjusted social norms. Connor couldn't have been more wrong. She and Max represented the perfect marriage, the problem was not her husband, but that she was no longer the idealistic young woman Connor had met on the college campus. She had matured, he had not. That was exactly what their differences were based on. Max was poised while Connor was very.... Connor. Free as the wind, a Scottish artist without mincing words. One was the oil that was always ready to jump while the other represented the calm of a channeled river. Max, a perfect English gentleman if ever there was one, never left anything to chance, on the other hand Connor... 

-I don't like you talking about him like that, and you know it.

Connor rolled his eyes and tried to bite his tongue to keep from talking back to his dearest friend, but his efforts fell on deaf ears. As usual.

-What was wrong with the building the way it was? And why the hell is he tearing it down!

The truth is that, although Brenda tried to answer with some reason to justify such a disaster, she could not. Max insisted that the offices were outdated and even though she didn't see it that way, the building belonged to her husband's company and she was entitled to the changes. "Just a little facelift," Max had said, but this was a full-body facelift, she thought angrily.

"The consultation should be commensurate with your newfound notoriety," her husband said, and she agreed. She trusted her husband's judgment completely, although at times like this, she wished she hadn't.

Connor snorted as he paced back and forth kicking every bucket he could find. Brenda understood his anger because, if she could have, she would have been kicking a bucket or two herself, but it was her husband who had gotten them into such a mess and she didn't think it was the right time to add fuel to the fire, even if she felt like burning Max at the very stake of Joan of Arc.

-When we talked about a small reform, I never imagined anything like that..." she commented in disgust.

Connor instantly regretted his bad temper. She wasn't to blame for having a selfish, self-centered, self-absorbed jerk like Max Brown by her side. She wasn't capable of seeing him for who he really was, he was. Brenda was not only his best friend since time immemorial but she was able to understand him beyond social conventions. When everyone turned their backs on him, she was always there. When she cried for that selfish jerk Jason, she was the one who dried her tears, when her parents turned their backs on her sexual condition, she was the one who opened her arms. It was up to her to support her and put up with her husband's imbecilities, even though she loathed him with a vengeance.

-Cari, don't worry. We'll manage," she said without conviction.

-You think so? -Where are we supposed to be working? -I have an appointment in an hour and this place is... it's... it's... -Her gaze shifted to the catastrophe in front of her and she shouted angrily, "Fucking bullshit!

Connor opened his eyes like two chestnuts and smiled softly. That was Brenda, the original Brenda, the one he knew and Max was in charge of formatting, and that very rarely, came to light.

-Dr. Klein?

They both turned in unison to face a little man just over six feet tall, with very tanned skin and blue work overalls, stained entirely by too many materials to be enumerated. He was wearing an orange construction helmet and dust seemed to be blowing out from between his boots with every step he took as he approached.

-It's me, and you are? -he commented in a soft voice and Connor smiled as he saw how the bricklayer took off his leather glove to offer him a most effusive handshake.

-I am in charge of the work. I belong to your husband's crew and it is an honor for me to be part of this renovation.

"Honor?" Brenda tried slyly, so as not to offend him, to wipe her hand that the attendant had squeezed and smeared with something yellow, paint?

-Sir... -she said trying to be polite.

-Samir, my name is Samir, ma'am.

-Samir," he repeated with a fake smile, "You say you're in charge?

-Yes, ma'am. Your husband has given the instructions to the quantity surveyor and he has left all the decisions in my hands. You see, I am the master builder," he said, proud of his position. I control all types of renovations, from masonry, painting, electrical and general plumbing. Some would say I'm the Rama of the works.

-The Branch of...?

-He's an Indian god of..." Connor replied, increasingly amused by the situation, but he couldn't finish because Brenda glared at him.

-I know who he is." She tried to take three breaths before answering, after all the poor man was trying to prove his worth and she valued his effort very much.

-Samir, and since my husband has left you in charge, you will know that we need the building to be completed as soon as possible.

-Of course, ma'am. He answered seriously.

"Good, good, we're doing well." She thought somewhat calmer.

-And how long do you say we have to stay in this... this...? -He looked for the best sounding word to describe that cataclysm, but he couldn't find it? 

-Disaster, chaos, hecatomb? -Connor bluntly clarified and the little man narrowed his eyes in offense.

-In two weeks, sir," he said in a serious tone.

"Nothing else?" Brenda missed the deadline, but Connor started to shout before letting the man continue with his explanations.

-Two weeks. -Two weeks! But how the hell are we supposed to work in this nest of...

The little man stretched his shoulders, trying to keep up with Connor's six-foot-five-inch frame. His friend's green eyes flashed like a demon reincarnated from hell itself, but the little man was undaunted.

-Let me tell you again," he said annoyed, "that my crew and I are a team of professionals and we know perfectly well what we are doing. He replied offended, and Brenda admired him for his courage. 
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