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Prologue
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Nicole walked slowly, her cold hands buried deep in her camel coat pockets and her head leaning down to avoid the icy wind that was hitting the bridge. She was only aware of the muffled sound of her steps. Once she got halfway, she stopped, pulled her scarf a little up on her face and leaned on the rail. The water beneath her looked terribly dark and cold. The street lights were going on, the lighted lamps on the riverbank cast glittering reflections on the water surface, rippled by the wind. She stared in the distance at the beautiful scene where the dark skyline stood stark against the pinkish sky of a quickly dying sun. 

She had to make up her mind, something she hated. Making decisions had never being her strongest suit. The bridge was nearly empty. Only a few pedestrians were rushing to and fro, wrapped in heavy coats, holding their scarves or keeping their lapels tight against the wind, laughing and chatting in joyful anticipation of the evening parties. She turned, hearing somebody whispering behind her. A couple had stopped and was giving her a puzzled look. The sight of a lonely woman looking down from a bridge was something that could make you wonder. She quickly checked her watch, pretending to be waiting for someone, then looked at them. 

"Happy new year," she said, smiling. 

"Are you OK?" the woman asked with a frown. 

"Sure," Nicole nodded vehemently. Partly reassured, the couple made a forced smile, returned the holiday greeting and moved on. 

On the 31 December afternoon Nicole should have been at home, getting ready for the night, or already heading to a party with her friends, not wondering what to do on a freezing bridge. 

She slowly opened her bag and took out a bottle. She looked at it intensely. Such a fragile and beautiful thing had caused so many problems. It would have been simple to let it go and see it disappear into the dark waters. Or maybe she had to keep it, after all? What was the right choice? What if she decided to throw it and then she changed her mind? Or else, should she keep it and choose to get rid of it later? She had dropped by the shop where she had bought it, but it was closed. And she wasn't totally sure the seller would take it back. What should she do?

The bottle was growing colder in her hand, the noise coming from it—a hissing that sounded incredibly like talking, barely audible now, its color turning paler by the minute.

A light rain had started to fall, tiny icy thorns that were stinging her face. She slowly caressed the bottle, following its shape with her finger and sighed. She couldn't get rid of it that way. It was too cruel. She had to sleep on it. Maybe tomorrow. Or maybe not.

 


 

 

 

CHAPTER 1
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Nicole looked behind her. The shining windows of the shops still decorated for Christmas were casting colorful reflections on the sidewalk. She clapped her gloved hands and shivered. Then panted, looking at her watch for the third or fourth time in the last five minutes. The sun was already low, and the street lamps went on, making visible the thin snow, which was starting falling. 

 

Not too tall or short, not fat or slim, Nicole was the typical girl next door. With long, wavy, light brown hair, hazel eyes and a perfect oval face, Nicole was pretty by everyone. But she would have said she was too average, one of those faces you can quickly forget. And she believed her love history was the perfect example of her being uninteresting. She was still single at twenty-eight years, which, according to her was the proof she had something wrong with her, something she didn't know how to fix. 

 

As usual, Megan was late. Maybe I should go there and treat myself with something to warm me up, she thought, staring at the cafeteria a little further down the road. The smell of cookies and hot chocolate was delicious. Instead, she opened her bag to look for her smartphone when she heard the familiar voice calling her. She looked among the pedestrians and saw a neon pink cap and a raised arm waving in her direction a dozen yards away, the figure quickly moving closer. 

 

"At last!" Nicole exclaimed, giving her friend a reproachful gaze. 

 

"Why?" The other girl opened her forest green eyes wide with a surprised, angelic expression and hugged her.

 

"I've been freezing here for fifteen minutes!" Nicole burst out, slipping out of her hug.

 

"We said five-fifteen, didn't we?" Megan looked around carelessly. 

 

"No, Maggie," Nicole sighed. "We said five. Five pm, don't you remember?"

 

A young man passing by looked at Nicole and smiled but she didn't notice. 

 

"I must have misheard," Megan replied casually, following with her gaze the man and frowning when he didn't looked at her. She took Nicole by the arm, pulling her. "Shall we go?"

 

It was impossible to reason with Megan when speaking of punctuality. Defeated, Nicole shrugged. "Yes, where's the shop you told me about?"

 

"It should be round there, after this building, down that small lane. I've never been there, I just have seen an ad somewhere. I think that bric-a-brac shop is exactly what you need."

 

"I hope so. I've no idea what to take to Aunt Myldred as a present."

 

"She's very old, isn't she?"

 

Nicole nodded. "She's old and wealthy. I haven't seen her for years, but as far as I can remember, she has everything and more. Her visit is unexpected; I wish she had given my family more time, but she decided to arrive during the holidays at the last minute. I think I can find something unusual at that shop if it has the great assortment of things you read about in the ad."

 

"We'll see. Here it is, I think."

 

They stopped in front of two small windows, surrounded by a light blue sign. Otherworldly stuff.  

 

Nicole looked at the sign, then gave a quick glance inside, pressing her face to the window until her breath made it impossible to see anything. "It's not looking too promising, is it?" she whispered, wrinkling her nose and entering the shop.

 

Megan shrugged, following her. The jangle of the door bells announced them and a woman's voice coming from somewhere on the other side of the room greeted them. 

 

"Hello!" they answered in unison. A pleasant warmth welcomed them along with the smell of talc, lavender, dust and unknown others. In the background, a Christmas carol was barely audible. Nicole took off her beige wood cap and shook her head, trying to adjust her hair. 

 

The two friends looked around, without knowing where to go and what to look at first. The ad Maggie had seen in a local newspaper was right. Inside that shop, there was much more than they would have been able to look at in a week, and the shop itself was much bigger than one could guess from the outside. It was only a big room, but there wasn't any space left. One could barely reach the many old china cabinets which were placed along the walls. Those glass-fronted cupboards were filled with old colored glasses, china, old toys, tin boxes, and plates. The drawers and the shutters of many of them were open and showed yellowish lines, dolls, books, scarves, rugs and many other things that were a mystery to Nicole and Megan.

 

In front of the many closets, and scattered elsewhere about the room, were side tables, little tea tables, chests, chairs and armchairs, all covered with various objects. One large table in the center of the room was nearly entirely covered with teacups of all colors, shapes, and sizes. Another one had an array of dolls, a small chest was full of old toy cars, but most of the displays seems to contain a mix of different objects.

 

The two friends looked at each other. The shop was a total mess; they could barely move between the many tables with their unique, strange, old objects that looked precious and rare along with cheap, dusty things that were just junk. Yet you could feel there was a sort of reason and purpose to all that madness, as if the objects had been placed that way to make you feel the contrast and therefore make you notice them.  

 

"Move with caution," Nicole whispered to Maggie, signaling with her head at the large handbag the friend was carrying. "What exactly are you looking for?" the other said in reply.

 

"I don't know, and I don't even know if I'll be able to find anything here. Too many things to choose from, I fear."

 

"We won't go out without a present for your aunt, I swear! I turned down a date with a handsome guy I met the other day to come here with you. Therefore you must find something. And it must be quick, too. The dinner at your father's with your great-aunt is this evening, and you still have to get ready, do your hair, and . . .  uh." She took one of Nicole's hands and inspected them. "My goodness Nicole, you need a manicure badly! How can you go out like this?" 

 

Nicole quickly pulled her hand back and said with a slightly offended tone, "Who cares? I'll give my nails a quick file, and I'll put some nail polish on before going. They'll be just perfect." 

 

"I doubt it," Maggie muttered.

 

They separated, each one reaching for something that from a distance looked interesting.

 

On the central table covered with cups of all color and sizes, Nicole saw a delicate set of six small cups, each one having a different handle shaped like the flower painted on it. "I like it," she exclaimed. "Maggie," she called. "I found it. That's the right kind of present for an old aunt," she said proudly.

 

Maggie arrived with a big linen bath towel with long fringes and oval embroidery, surrounded by intricate flowers made by tiny stitches. Inside the oval, there was the letter M embroidered with an embossed effect. "Look," she said. "Isn't Myldred, your aunt's name?" she asked hopefully.

 

"Yea," Nicole replied, trying to look at the item Maggie was shaking in front of her eyes. "Oh, come on!" she complained. "I cannot give her a bath towel. It's like telling her, ‘You need a shower!’ She might get offended," she argued.

 

Maggie made a face and didn't reply. 

 

Nicole pointed at the flower cups. "Look at these, instead. Aren't they gorgeous?" 

 

"No, they aren't," Maggie grumbled and moved toward a table covered with shining costume jewelry. "Ah, these are gorgeous," she screamed after a few minutes. Still pondering about the cups, Nicole turned and looked at Maggie, holding up to her ears two huge earrings made of sparkling gems. 

 

"What?" The head of a middle-aged blonde woman popped up behind a long table at the far end of the room entirely covered with items, which presumably was the counter. "Oh, those!" the woman continued. "Those belonged to a Russian actress who left her country to take a chance with the early silent movies." The woman nodded to accentuate her words.

 

"Are those so old?" Nicole marveled in the woman's direction, which in the meantime had disappeared again somewhere behind her merchandise. She turned to Maggie who looked at her with an disbelieving gaze. Nicole shrugged, understanding the woman wasn't reliable and remarked: "I'm sure Aunt Myldred doesn't wear that kind of jewelry. They are too showy for her age." 

 

"Not for your aunt, for us!" Maggie protested.

 

"I would never wear something like that!" Nicole nodded with a face.

 

"Relax!" Maggie sounded annoyed. "Try to be young, time to time . . . "

 

"An old aunt?" The seller's head popped up again, this time from behind a mannequin dressed in a 1920 style gown. "I might have something for her. Something unique, I mean. Very special. Come here," she waved at Nicole. "Wait, where is it?" 

 

 


 

 

 

CHAPTER 2

[image: ]

 

Nicole approached the counter and waited for the woman who had disappeared again. Nicole could hear her soft mumbles and the sound of items moving and clinking together.

 

"Oh, of course, I put it there," the woman giggled and popped out surrounded by a cloud of dust, holding a pair of old, big keys in one hand. "Too precious to leave it unprotected, you see?" she told Nicole with a confidential tone while reaching a safe which had undoubtedly seen better times. She opened it and carefully retrieved something that looked extremely old.

 

Nicole wrinkled her nose. Not the kind of present she was looking for, that was for sure. Trying not to displease the woman, who was smiling enthusiastically at her discovery, she tried to look impassive. With the free hand, the woman moved some items and made space on the counter, then gently put the object on it. It was a sort of small bottle. It looked older than Nicole had thought at first, and the colors were more vivid. Nevertheless, it looked dirty and useless. "What's that?" she asked, her face still unwillingly showing a dislike. "Is it an ancient Roman vase?" she continued, remembering having seen something similar lately, during a visit to a show of old Roman findings.

 

"Better than that!" the woman exclaimed with a proud smile. The bottle was small, barely seven inches high, with a globe-shaped body and a long, tapering neck, the rim of which was folded out to form a trefoil mouth. The original color must have been a cobalt blue, which in some places was still quite intense. The rest of the vase was covered by a light coating. If it was dirt or part of the original vessel, Nicole couldn't say, but its many iridescent reflections were pleasing.

 

"Mm . . . " she agreed. "Remarkable, but . . . "

 

The woman interrupted her, still very excited. "It's very old. Very. It's an ancient Egyptian bottle, and it was probably used for keeping perfumed oil. I don't know for sure, it's still sealed, you see?" she said and pointed with a long painted nail at the top, which looked even dirtier than the rest. The woman kept on talking, but Nicole wasn't listening, wondering how she could manage her fragile items with such a manicure. She turned, looking for Maggie in search of support, but her friend was still checking the jewelry. 

 

"I was thinking about something a little different," she tried to explain.

 

"You won't find anything like this," the seller declared.

 

"I think a set of cups will do," Nicole continued.

 

"Your aunt must have lots of cups already," the woman added.

 

"Well, I suppose she does." 

 

"And does she have she an ancient Egyptian bottle?"

 

"Of course not," Nicole admitted.

 

The seller smiled.

 

"I see your point," Nicole stepped back, her eyes darting for an escape. "I'm not sure, but . . . "

 

"It's a real bargain!" the woman exclaimed.

 

"Right, I don't know the price yet." Nicole bit her lip. Instead of cutting it short she had given the woman a reason to think she might be interested.

 

"Oh, it's, let me think. It's $5,000."

 

"What?" Nicole exclaimed in a high pitch voice, opening her eyes wide. "No, no. I'll go with the cups." She added.

 

"Wait, I'll make a discount." She looked up sideways, holding her chin in a pensive expression.

 

"No, thanks," Nicole continued. "I cannot spend more than twenty or so dollars, and the cups are just perfect." She blushed.

 

"Alright," the seller said, still thinking. "What about $100?" 

 

"What? How can you decrease . . .  No, I'll get the cups instead." 

 

"Ok, $50 it's my last price. Your aunt will be very pleased," the seller said, and moved not waiting for an answer. "I'll make a fab gift wrap, let me look for a suitable box."

 

Nicole sighed. She wanted the cups, but after all, the bottle was nice. She looked at it and carefully lifted it, inspecting it closely. Aunt Myldred was wealthy and had everything, but she most probably didn't own such an ancient item. Yet . . . 

 

Maggie came up to her holding the earrings she liked so much with a matching necklace. "Perfect for New Year's Eve," she whispered with a conspiratorial tone. "What did you get? Where are the cups?" she exclaimed soon after, looking around at the counter.

 

"No, I, uh, decided to get this instead."

 

"What?" Maggie raised her voice. "What's this crap?" and leaned over to have a better look. "You should get a look at my garage, sometime." She added raising and facing Nicole, who blushed. "Are you all right?"

 

"Yes, why?" 

 

Maggie tilted her head and stared at her. "Mm . . . " She made her expression I-know-you-a-little-better-than-that and then shrugged, looking at her treasures.

 

The seller came back with a small cardboard box, then wrapped the bottle in some flimsy paper, put the wrapped bottle inside the box and added a little roll of yellow paper, casually saying "It's the certificate of authenticity." Then she made a gift package using a piece of Christmas wrapping that looked had been already used several times. From a drawer, she took a ribbon, made a bow and gave Nicole her package, telling her, "It's a killer deal, I'm telling you, it's a killer deal!" 

 

Maggie gave her the jewelry and said, "No need to make such a beautiful gift wrap, thanks. They're for me!"

 

The two friends exited the shop. Outside a light snow was falling slowly, and the temperature was dropping rapidly.

 

"I'm sure your great-aunt will think you went mad." Maggie shivered and pulled on her gloves.

 

"You don't understand. It's an ancient Egyptian bottle!" Nicole protested softly.

 

"Yes, and I'm Cleopatra. Com'on!" Maggie answered, giving a slight push to Nicole who nearly slipped on the icey ground.

 

 


 

 

 

CHAPTER 3
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Nicole entered her apartment and sighed with pleasure at the warmth and the vague smell of oranges and spices. She lit the lamp on the shelf in the hallway and moved it a little to make room for Aunt Myldred’s gift, which she carefully placed near it. She tried hard to get off her wet boots and then hurried into the living room and plopped on her sofa, massaging her feet, which were as cold as ice.

 

The home was her shelter, the only place she felt safe. She loved her apartment. The living room was cozy, classic yet modern. The coffee walls complemented the caramel sofa and the two cream armchairs. There were various lamps and a central chandelier with hundreds of crystal prisms hanging  from it, the sparkles of which were reflected and intensified by an over-sized round mirror over the sofa. The fireplace was surrounded by two large windows and had a cream mantelpiece. Over it, there was a big TV screen. She lit the fire and rested a few minutes kneeling on the wood flooring, mesmerized by the dancing flames. "Stupid, stupid," she whispered biting the inside of her cheeks. "When will you learn not to be so easily won over by everyone?"

 

The more she thought about it, the more she was sure that the bottle was a horrible imitation of an ancient find. She hadn't checked, but probably underneath there was a label with the writing "Made in China" printed on it.

 

She yawned, but there wasn't time to idle. She had a quick shower and tied her hair in a messy yet elegant bouffant bun which she knew her family would have approved, and tried, not too hard, to improve her nails. Then, she picked up the package.

 

"What am I going to do with you?" she murmured.

 

She unwrapped the box, took the bottle out and inspected it carefully. There wasn't any inscription to show it was modern. But it was just a little, dirty bottle and although it looked ancient, she knew it couldn't be. She remembered the certificate of authenticity and looked in the box. What had appeared to be a roll of yellowish paper, was, in fact, a roll of parchment. Nicole unfolded it and saw a block of writing that she couldn't understand, starting with a big, colorful letter. It looked like one of those medieval books transcribed by monks. The small, perfectly drawn letters were obscure to her. She couldn't read a single word and, as a matter of fact, couldn't even understand where a word finished and another started. The eight-line sentence looked like a single word. The fragile roll must have broken a while back, and the last line was interrupted in the middle. How long the writing was originally going on, she couldn't say. That didn't look like a certificate of authenticity for sure. Not of this century or the previous ones, at least.

 

She studied the bottle again. The top was covered with grime, and there were small residues of a dark red substance. It looked like sealing wax, and she wondered if ancient Egyptians used it. On one side the dark stuff covered something lighter and there was a scrape near it and a small chip on the rim she hadn't noticed in the shop. She touched the chip, which felt blunted. It must have been old, at least it hadn’t happened while she was carrying the box home. It looked like someone had broken the wax seal with a sharp object. But the dirt over it was disgusting. There could be a cork under it. She looked for a dust cloth and cleaned it gently. The dark dirt started to crumble, as if it were made of mud. She didn't want to break the cork or whatever it was, just remove the dusty top. She continued as carefully as she could. A slightly stronger movement made the rim chip. While before the bottle looked perfect at first sight, now it was visibly ruined. 

 

Nicole snorted, quickly placed the bottle on the cocktail table and moved a few steps away. You never know how many bacteria and fungus can be hidden in objects which have been closed, even for a few years, she thought. 

 

"OK, keep calm!" she said aloud. "Let me think . . . " She hadn't time to choose a last minute present on the Internet, like a coupon for a restaurant or maybe a ticket for a theater show in her great-aunt's town. She didn't feel like giving her the broken bottle, but at the same time, she couldn't go empty-handed. She felt depressed. They hadn't seen each other for long, but Aunt Myldred reminded her so much of her mom. The same face shape, same nose. Same wit and sweet gaze. 

 

She knew she was going to feel a strong grip in her heart when she saw Aunt Myldred again, because she would make her miss her mom even more than usual. She looked around. She had placed some of the presents she received a few days before on the cabinet under the window, on the side of the fireplace, which displayed her collection of carillons.  One book still had the original wrap under it. It was a beautiful book about Mucha, a painter she loved so much, which one of her colleagues had given her. Luckily there was no inscription inside, so she carefully slipped the book inside the wrap and closed it. It was ready for the family dinner.

 


 

 

 

CHAPTER 4
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"Hi, Nicole!"

 

Nicole halted while locking her door and let the keys drop. She had been aware of somebody near her, and this made her feel uncomfortable. She turned to the apartment next door and focused on the man, pressing a hand to her chest. "You scared me!" she said, immediately blushing and regretting her words. Andrew, her neighbor, gave her a long look. 

 

"Sorry, sweety. You look very pretty this evening. A date?"

 

Tall, well built with deep, dark eyes and a charming smile, Andrew looked just perfect. When she had moved there, she had been pleased to have the opportunity to meet such a cool guy, but it had been clear to her since the beginning that she wasn't a woman for him. He was successful, handsome, always dressed in designers suits, with an excellent job involving some kind of high level financial transactions. She had often seen him with beautiful, elegant woman and no one seemed to last longer than a month or two. A few days in her new apartment had been enough to make her realize he wasn't within her reach and the initial idea to take the challenge soon left Nicole's mind. 

 

"No," she replied with a faint smile, "a family reunion," she said, and pretended to be busy with the keys. She noted, however, that he had pointed out that she was pretty this evening, implying usually she wasn't. 

 

Andrew nodded and got inside his apartment, unaware he was leaving Nicole with her usual feeling of inadequacy.

 

[image: ]

 

It was rather late when she arrived back at home. She was tired and a little tipsy, for all the wine her father had kept on pouring for her, well knowing she loved Chardonnay. Brady, her brother, had driven her, but his lovely wife, Dora, had kept talking, subtlety criticizing the dinner, which had been organized by Aunt Cynthia, their father's sister. The one who had raised them when their mom had passed away. But Dora was having a hard time criticizing the dinner, which had been simply perfect, as everything made by Aunt Cynthia always was. Nicole had barely listened to Dora, the only thing she wanted was to reach her bed.

 

She threw the keys on the shelf and stopped looking at the strange glow coming from the living room, as if she had forgotten to turn off the fairy lights on the Christmas tree, something she never did, too afraid of a short circuit or even of a fire. She rushed to check what was happening, but there was nothing strange. She switched on the light and looked around. Nothing. She turned to go in her bedroom when she heard something, a strange sound, a sort of hiss, which seemed to come from the bottle. Could it be possible? She lifted it and the fragile thing felt warm in her hand, and the color looked much more intense than it had in the afternoon, as if it were coming to life. She immediately placed it back on the cabinet, nearly dropping it. Panic raced through her, her heart pounding in her chest. This bottle was not acting normally. Normal would have been sitting on the shelf looking pretty-as much pretty as it could manage- not rumbling and hissing. With her hands shaking she dialed Maggie, her eyes still on the bottle, as it seemed to rumble before her. 

 

"What the . . .  Hello . . . " a furry voice answered. Nicole realized Maggie must have been sleeping at that time. Nevertheless, she was scared and needed to tell someone.

 

"Maggie, the bottle is alive!" she said in a low voice as if afraid the bottle could hear her.

 

"A bottle alive? Which bottle?" Maggie asked, trying to awake.

 

"The bottle I bought for my great-aunt. It's hissing and . . . it seems angry! It nearly reverberates with rage."

 

"What the hell, Nikky, it must be at least two o' clock!" Maggie complained.

 

"Three, to be exact," was the unasked for correction.

 

"What's the matter with you? I'm sure the bottle is complaining because you woke her. You two should be sleeping. And so should I." Maggie underlined her annoyed mood with a loud yawn.

 

"I'm not joking, Maggie!" Nicole answered, not sure anymore, since she couldn't hear that sound coming from the bottle now. Too much wine, maybe. And too tired. "I'm so sorry, Maggie, sorry." 

 

Maggie stuttered something and ended the conversation. Nicole remained still, staring at the bottle, nearly hoping to hear that sound again and to see the bright color and the glow again, only to prove to herself she wasn't going insane, but nothing happened. She slowly reached for it with her hand and, trembling, touched it, quickly withdrawing her arm. The bottle was cold, as a glass bottle is supposed to be.

 


 

 

 

CHAPTER 5
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Nicole rolled on her bed, pulling up her blanket and curling into herself to keep warm. Then opened one eye. Did she hear a noise in the living room? Or it was in her dreams? She looked at the alarm clock. Four am. Why did she always look at clocks and watches on the hour or at odd numbers, like 1:11 or 5:55? Or 4:04 or 9:09? Again, a noise seemed to come from the living room. Caruso, her border collie, was usually a quiet dog. Was he up to something? 

 

Nicole threw the covers back, stepped out of bed and shivered. She hated to scold Caruso, but whatever he was doing, he had to stop it. He must have broken something! She hustled in the dark to the door, and she held her breath when she realized Caruso was lightly snoring on the rug by her bed. Which meant he wasn’t the source of the commotion in the living room. They weren’t alone. She nudged Caruso with her toe, hoping to wake him for protection. But he just stirred slightly, wiggling his foot. 

 

The enormity of what was happening hit her like a storm. There must be a thief in her house! She peeked through the crack in the door, but couldn't see anything in the dark. Not knowing what she was going to do, she wrapped her fingers around the first thing she could find—a jade statuette she kept on her dresser. The noises grew louder by the second. She swallowed, realizing that there was, without a doubt, someone walking around in her living room. 

 

The pounding in her chest now was pure adrenaline; adrenaline that was causing a lump to form in her throat. She tightened the grip on the statuette, pretending to be brave—trying to convince herself that she would absolutely hurt someone if it came down to them or her.  

 

Nicole took a slow calming breath and counted to three in her head. The moment the intruder seemed to stop moving, Nicole opened the door a little wider and stepped into the hallway, peered slowly around the corner. She peeked with one eye as she huddled against the wall so the intruder couldn’t see her. She almost couldn’t believe her eyes. There, in the center of her living room, was the most beautiful woman Nicole had ever seen, only lighted by the moonlight streaming through the curtainless windows. The woman whipped her glossy black hair behind her back and tilted her head to the right, allowing her long neck to lean blissfully back as if she were stretching after a long car ride. A shimmering white dress hung from her every curve, accentuating her figure. She almost glowed beneath the light fabric.  

 

The woman looked very much like an Egyptian queen. Gradually, Nicole’s fear was replaced by utter confusion.

 

Was it Halloween? She shook her head to clear her mind. The woman was standing not far from her Christmas tree. No, definitively not Halloween time. Was she maybe still dreaming? The tensed muscles of her hand holding the statuette were now aching. No, not a dream, either.

 

Nicole took a few moments to decide what to do. The woman was petite. Nicole wasn't strong, but the few self-defense lessons would now be of help. Moreover, the light dress the woman was wearing, which looked transparent against the moon's rays, didn't seem to be able to hide a gun. When she was fairly certain it was safe, she stepped into the room. The two women stared at each other for a moment—a standoff of sorts. Even if still in the semi-light, the Egyptian woman seemed to hold such a power in her gaze, her eyes shining in the dark, that Nicole nearly looked away a few times. It was evident there would be no intimidating this woman. But Nicole knew she would have to try. This was, after all, her living room. Mesmerized by the woman's movements and by the sparkle of her bracelets hitting the moonlight, Nicole stood still, thinking about what to say. The woman sat down on the sofa with a feline movement.

 

“What are you doing here? Get out immediately, or I'll call the police,” Nicole finally said as steadily as she could. Her voice didn’t quiver. A blessing, since the thing that usually gave her away was the tremble in her voice.

 

One perfectly arched eyebrow raised and the woman opened her bow-shaped lips. When she spoke, a language so strange filled the air that Nicole couldn’t even guess its origin. Her voice was determined as if she was commanding something. With a shudder, Nicole took a step back and, reaching the switch, she lit the ceiling lamp. Now it was the intruder's turn to halt and take a step back. With a mix of horror and marvel, she exclaimed something in her strange language, staring at the light. She then turned again at Nicole, giving her a look which was something between astonishment and admiration, her mouth wide open. But soon after, she squinted her deep brown eyes as if pondering about Nicole and seemed to regain her regal self-control. She said something again in her strange, musical language. At that moment, language didn’t matter. Nicole realized the woman expected something from her, but she felt so confused that she kept still.  Breathing quickly, she inhaled a strange perfume, spices and exotic flowers with an oily hint. A mixture she had never smelled before but which reminded her of Arabic fragrances.

 

The woman sat forward on her couch with an elegant movement and waited for a response from Nicole, glancing with a puzzled expression at the lamp and the rest of the room.

 

Was it a joke? Nicole didn't know what to think. It must have been Dora, her sister in law, for sure. She enjoyed being nasty with her since they had met. Why Brady had married that woman was a mystery to her. Yes, it must have been just a joke, a candid camera, probably.

 

"OK," she said louder than she had intended, and the woman gave her a reproachful look. "OK, I understand. Where's the camera? Where did you place it? Is it hidden on you?" she asked, turning to the woman, spotting her eye-catching necklace with a big central gem. It was an iconic ancient Egyptian collar necklace, made of hundreds of tiny blue beads that Nicole guessed to be turquoise and lapis lazuli, surrounded by larger beads in red and yellow jade color. A stunning iridescent blue scarab was the focal point. Emerald green tear drops were spaced out by small gold beads, and the overall effect was an impressive piece of costume jewelry.

 

"Ah, ah, ah . . . " She pretended to laugh, staring at the scarab that she thought could be the lens of a camera, then looked around, talking to the thin air. "Now, the joke was fun, but we can stop it here. You scared the hell out of me! Where are you? Let's end it now!"

 

Unconcerned about what Nicole was saying, the woman yawned and lay down on the sofa, in a very still pose. She reached around and quickly grabbed the plaid blanket Nicole kept on the armrest. She tried unsuccessfully to cover herself with it. Then she said something to Nicole, gesturing at her feet, and gave her a fierce expression, as if she were commanding her to help.

 

Nicole giggled. "Okay," she repeated aloud, speaking again to the air. "If this is what you want, I'll do it.” She covered the girl with the blanket and continued. " Are you satisfied?" But the show ends here. Goodnight." She gave a last look at the girl. "As for you, I expect you to go away as soon as possible. I insist. And I won't sign any release paper!"

 

She switched off the light in the living room, went to her room and locked her door. They will hear from me tomorrow! She thought. She looked down, and Caruso was still there, sleeping on the mat, moving his paws as if chasing a cat. Knowing a stranger, an actor, was in her living room was enough to make anyone too nervous to sleep but Nicole was exhausted and even though she thought she wouldn't, she felt asleep in a few minutes. 

 

 


 

 

 

CHAPTER 6
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Caruso's soft yelps woke up Nicole. "Just a few minutes, Caruso, please." Still in bed, she slowly stretched and turned on the other side.  A quick look at the clock startled her. It was much later than she thought. Luckily, she was on vacation, her boss having closed the restaurant where she worked as a waitress to visit her family in India for the holidays. Therefore, Nicole was allowed to feel lazy. The upcoming New Year worried her. Among her good intentions, the main one was to finally look for, and obviously to find, the right job for the studies she had done. She had a master in journalism. Writing for a newspaper, working in a newsroom, had been the dream of her life since she was a kid, and what she had always wanted to accomplish. But when the time had come, she had found all the excuses not to find a proper job in that environment, especially after a few failing interviews. She had postponed further interviews, the sending of her CVs and even her dreams. The part-time job as a waitress in a nearby little restaurant barely paid her bills, so she had started writing childrens books with decent success. She had bought a flat with an inheritance she received from her mom when she came of age. Therefore, she had no rent to think about, but she was always on a budget. The New Year was bringing her back to all her uncertainties and doubts. What if I fail? What if I try again to find a job as a reporter and nobody wants me? What will my family think? 

 

She pinched the bridge of her nose. "The Chardonnay!" she cried, longing for a pill for a headache. She yawned and thought about the weird dream of the night before.  But a slight noise in the living room abruptly diverted her from her idle thoughts. What was that? She quickly got up and reached for her door handle. The door was locked! Now fully awake she realized it hadn't been a dream. Caruso barked, waving his tail, looking forward to a good meal and a pleasant stroll. She opened the door and once in the living room, Nicole saw the stranger, who was by her Christmas tree, taking off the baubles one by one, and then just letting them drop on the floor.

 

"What are you doing? Some of them are old and fragile!" she screamed, looking at the mess on her parquet floor, where tiny fragments of glass lay next to half-broken baubles. Caruso approached the pieces, sniffed around, then whined and hid behind Nicole's legs, as to keep a distance not only from the dangerous chips but also from the blame. 

 

The woman looked at Nicole, then picked a bigger bauble and mirrored her face, giggling at her distorted appearance. With a quick jerk, Nicole took the bauble from her hand, placed it on the coffee table and taking the woman by the arm pulled her to the flat's door followed by Caruso, wagging his tail, expecting to go out. 

 

"Good games come to an end!" she shouted, rage coming from every pore of her body. "Tell whoever hired you the joke’s on her. I might even report them. And whoever the accomplice might be–but I think I know who is–I might report her too because I gave my brother my keys for emergencies and she shouldn't have stolen them!

 

The woman wiggled out of her grip. While still complaining about the candid camera, Nicole was finally able to get a better look at her. The woman was tinier than she had thought the night before and even younger. She might have been twenty-two, maybe twenty or even younger. While gripping her arm Nicole had felt how tiny her bones were. She had beautiful skin, a dark amber tone she had never seen before, long shining black hair and dark, almond-shaped eyes. Her long and dark eyelashes seemed not to have any mascara, but a faint blue line was visible over them and on the side of the eyes. She was astonishing, probably the most beautiful young woman she had ever seen. She was undoubtedly a TV actress. But in the fraction of a second, as she admired those remarkable features, the woman regained her control and acted again like she could command and demand anything. Nicole was losing her patience when she realized something else. The posture of the woman was a little strange now; she was keeping her legs in a way that . . . 

 

"Oh my gosh, she exclaimed, why didn't you ask?" and pulled her into the bathroom. "Here you are," she exclaimed, turning on the light for her. The woman peeped her head inside the room, and looked at her quizzically, then, slowly entered it and headed inside without closing the door behind her. She said something while looking at the glass door that ran across the bath tub. She touched it and pushed it, gently at first, then with such an energy that the whole structure started to stagger and clink.

 

"What are you doing?" Nicole screamed impatiently. The woman again talked in a strange, musical language, and by her gestures, Nicole understood she wanted to enter the tub.

 

"No, my dear," she exclaimed from the door. "Have your shower at your own home. If you want to use the toilet, then do it, but not the shower!" Nicole lifted the toilet's lid. The woman looked inside it and then smiled as if approving it, then quickly sat on it.

 

"Agr . . . " Nicole hurried outside, her hands in her hair. "Crazy!" she shouted.

 

When the woman exited the bathroom, Nicole burst out, "This is gross!"

 

She pulled the woman back into the bathroom, flushed the toilet and turned on the water in the sink, pointing to the woman and mimicking she had to wash her hands. 

 

The woman looked surprised at the faucet and tried to use it. Then, smiling with satisfaction, she started to throw the water on her body splashing it all over, while Nicole stared at her speechless.

 

Evidently happy with it, she went into the living room followed by a still speechless Nicole, and sat again on the sofa with a regal posture.

 

"No, no!" Nicole complained, "You now must go out now. Go! Shoo!" She was gesturing when her gaze was struck by something on the floor, near the coffee table, not far from the broken baubles, which it resembled. It was the bottle, lying on one side. Nicole froze, her eyes wide open. A horrible thought came to her, and she realized she had it already in her mind but had somehow managed to suppress it. Accepting it would have meant that the world she knew was falling apart. Or that her brain was falling apart. One of the two. And she didn't know which option was better.

 

With a trembling hand, she picked up the bottle, which was open. The seal that covered the top was broken and the top was nearly entirely missing. Only a dark spot on the edge of the neck showed that something had been there. An exotic fragrance was coming out of it, and she realized if was the same oil and spices smell she had sniffed the night before, and which was also fluttering faintly in her living room. She looked at the woman who was carelessly combing her long hair with her open fingers, Caruso sitting not far, watching the stranger, wagging his tail, patiently waiting for some attention. The woman said some strange words, and something in her tone and gestures made Nicole think she was complaining because the woman thought Nicole should have done her bidding. She placed the bottle on the coffee table and plopped on one of the armchairs, in front of the woman. Was it a genie? She didn't look like one, and surely she didn't look like she wanted to grant her three wishes. Nor even one, for that matter. Was it all part of a candid camera joke? Nicole had started doubting it. As long as the situation seemed like madness, magic appeared to be the only explanation. 

 

Nicole's thoughts were diverted by a faint rumble growing louder. The woman touched her stomach and with a face said her something with a commanding tone. Nicole didn't need to understand her words to know the woman was hungry and wanted to eat. She was too, in fact. Far from making her suffer from a loss of appetite, stressful situations always caused her a feeling of emptiness in her stomach.

 

She sighed slowly, trying to show her unwelcome guest her disappointment and waved the woman to follow her, but she seemed not to understand or at least she didn't care to move. Nicole called Caruso who followed her to the kitchen. "I'm sorry Caruso, here's the emergency pad," she said, opening the window over the emergency stairs and laying down a diaper pad. Caruso barked, jumped on the steel gratings and was soon back with a resigned look. The diaper pad usually meant he wasn't going to get his daily stroll. Nicole set the table and put some leftovers in the microwave to make a light brunch. Then, chewing on a piece of a veg pie, she returned to the living room and, her mouth still full, mumbled "Ready!" to the woman, who stood up with a bored expression, as if something very wrong had been done to her, but who followed the smell of the food.

 

The young woman opened her eyes wide looking at the kitchen, a modern wood and sand color, furnished with many small appliances on the counter and the microwave's timer still tick-tocking. Then the alarm went off, making her halt. Her attention was soon diverted by the food, a veg pie, roast vegetables, and lemon rice left from the previous day's lunch and a bowl of fresh fruits, some of which she seemed not to have ever seen, which she devoured with her hands. After eating, she burped aloud and made a half smile to Nicole, as to show her appreciation, but not wanting to give her too much importance. Then she stretched her arm toward Nicole, quickly moving her fingers. Nicole guessed she wanted her to wash her hands. This was enough. She threw the woman a towel and started clearing the table. The woman frowned at her and at the towel, but didn't say anything. She grabbed a knife before Nicole could take it and the terror of what she could do sent Nicole's blood running icy cold. 

 

 


 

 

 

CHAPTER 7
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The woman didn't mean any harm to her. Instead, to Nicole's surprise, she used the knife to engrave something on the table. Nicole screamed and quickly ripped the knife from the woman's hand. She stared back at Nicole annoyed, as if not understanding how she could dare.

 

Nicole grabbed a few sheets of paper and a pen from a drawer and slapped them on the table in front of the woman, ignoring the puzzled expression on her face. If Nicole still had some doubts, now she couldn't deny the truth: this woman had never seen a lamp, a bathroom, cutlery, or even paper and pens. She had shouted in alarm when Nicole opened the fridge, and later when she lit the gas to boil the water for the coffee, which by the way the woman refused with look of disgust when she smelled it. The idea that a person had never seen such everyday items was incredible to Nicole. 

 

She showed the woman how to use a pen. The woman exclaimed words that sounded like surprise and appreciation and started to scribble something. She took a while to understand how to hold the pen and to control the pressure on the sheet. After a while, she tilted her head and studied what she had drawn. It was a beautiful sign, although slightly shaky, but Nicole couldn't say if it was a letter, or a symbol, or maybe just the first few lines of a drawing. The woman looked satisfied and continued drawing what appeared to be separate symbols which she drew from right to left.

 

After a few lines of those strange signs, Nicole saw something that made her shake with horror. It was an oval, with symbols inside and it looked a lot like a cartouche, the ornate frame that surrounded the name of pharaohs. Now it was a reality: the woman was an ancient Egyptian, unless the joke had been perpetrated with extreme attention to detail. 

 

She reached out for her phone and moved into the living room. She could hardly sort through her contacts to find her best friend because of her agitation. "Maggie, Maggie!" she whispered, taking a peek into the kitchen to be sure the woman wasn't getting into mischief that could be dangerous.

 

"Hello! You sound worried! Something’s wrong with you?" Maggie was used to Nicole's weird moods. 

 

"Something's wrong with the bottle, not with me," Nicole replied in a low voice, glancing furtively at her guest from behind the kitchen door.  

 

"Again? I thought your call last night had been a dream. Why are you whispering?" Maggie asked. "Oh, don't tell me you broke it on the way to your parent's and your great-aunt got a handful of glass fragments . . . "

 

"No, it's not that." Nicole shook her head vehemently, raising her voice. The woman most probably couldn't understand, and there was no need for her to talk under her breath. "There was somebody inside."

 

"Inside where?" Maggie's tone turned impatient. 

 

"Inside the bottle," Nicole said, as if that could explain everything.

 

"Oh, my goodness. A spider? A friend of one of my friend’s once found a lizard. So gross . . . "

 

"No, a woman!" Nicole turned and peeped again in the kitchen to make sure she hadn't dreamed everything.

 

"Nicole, keep calm. Have you been drinking? You’re probably drunk, aren’t you? There’s no way you’re not. I’ve meant to say something to you. You must have hit your father's wine awful hard yesterday evening. And I’m not saying this because I’m angry with you for calling at three in the morning.” Her words said one thing, her voice said something else. “I’m saying this because I’m worried about you. You need to sleep more. You need to pay attention to your diet. Please, Nikky. Do this for me. Won’t you?”

 

The woman, still in the kitchen, said something aloud. 

 

Nicole peeped her head in the kitchen and looked at her. She proudly showed off three sheets she had written.

 

"Must go now!" she said on the phone.

 

"Nikky, please, rest. I'll call you later." Megan sounded truly worried for her friend. 

 

"Yes, bye!" Nicole ended the conversation abruptly. The woman must have got the hang of pen and paper because she had written a lot in a short time. Nicole wanted to see those signs and also take a look at the paper she had been given with the bottle. She rummaged around until she found it in the gift box and studied it. But she couldn't understand what it said, so there was only one thing to do. Call professor Thomas R. Montgomery, Professor of Historical Linguistics at the University she attended. Prof. Montgomery was fascinating. He could turn any dull and arid subject into something mesmerizing and lively. 

 

This tall and robust man had been brought up in Europe, Mediterranean Africa, and western Asia as his family followed his father who was a diplomate. Living in different cultures turned him into a very eclectic person, and every student of the university tried to enter one of his courses. Nicole had followed Indo-European language evolution and prepared a short essay about it, which he appreciated. They had several discussions, so she was confident he might remember her.

 

She scanned her contacts. At the time of the course, the Professor had given her his phone number in case she need help with the essay. Her unwanted guest was drawing on the remaining pieces of paper, giggling at the results. Nicole quickly grabbed a few colored pencils and handed them to the woman, while calling Professor Montgomery. He remembered her and replied that because of the emergency, he could receive her immediately at his house, the University being closed during the holidays.

 

 


 

 

 

CHAPTER 8
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Nicole still didn't know how to explain the strange - not strange, but impossible - thing which had happened to her. A woman in a bottle! The best thing was to bring him the woman and her writings. 

 

She waved the woman to follow her, but since she didn't move, she had to grab her by the arm. She brought her into her room and looked at her. 

 

"Mm . . . " she said tilting her head and studying the woman, who looked curiously at the bed. Nicole grabbed a pair of jeans, a light shirt and a sweater from her wardrobe and gave her to the woman who looked confused. Nicole tried to get her to understand she had to wear them by showing instead of telling. The woman seemed to understand and only raised her arms, as if waiting for Nicole to dress her. Nicole grumbled but tried to make the best of things and helped the woman get dressed. 

 

The socks and boots were the hard part because the woman seemed not to understand why she had to close her feet inside something instead of keeping the open sandals she wore when she arrived. She kicked, shook and screamed. Then pronounced words Nicole couldn't understand but sounded like insults and threats. In the end, the woman was dressed. Nicole added a heavy jacket, gloves, scarf and hat and she was ready to go. 

 

Before they left the house the woman spotted a full length mirror she hadn't noticed before behind the door. She looked at it in wonder, touching it and getting her face closer, until she couldn't see anything. She stepped back and then forward again rubbing it all over, also following the reflection of her face with her fingers. Nicole was sure her guest had never seen such a mirror close up before. She wasn't sure, but she believed mirrors must have had defects because it was improbable that an ancient glass could be perfectly flat. Or else, the woman was probably used to use bronze or even water as a reflecting surface. That was something she'll have to sort out later.

 

"OK, Little Princess, we can go." Nicole waved her to toward the front door. As usual, the woman looked at her with superiority and sat on the bed with a regal posture, which was funny because Nicole's outfit on her was loose and she looked like a kid who wants to mimic her mom. Nicole barely hid a grin but soon after, she started to lose her patience.  She was able to cope with childish behavior, she often babysat her niece and nephew and had babysat a lot during her high school days. But this woman was overbearing and arrogant. 

 

Maybe it's a good thing I cannot understand what she says. The thought surprised her. Maybe I don't want to know what she says, what she has to say and her history. She turned to the woman and whispered as if she could understand. "All I want is to get rid of you and be back to my usual life." Then she shouted "Let's go!" and once again grabbed the woman by the arm.

 

Nicole had to push her hard to make her get into the elevator against her wishes. "She's  . . .  um . . .  suffers from a light case of . . .  cabin fever," she said cautiously to the woman who was already inside and who had opened her eyes wide at the scene. Nicole, with a last hard blow, pushed her visitor inside while the other woman was frozen with a look of terror in her eyes. "Pardon me!" she whispered and left, shaking her head. 

 

When they finally reached the first floor, once more the woman lost her queenly manners and looked at Nicole as she were a magician. Obviously, Nicole couldn't understand her words, but it was easy to figure out she was surprised to be in a new location..

 

Once she opened the front door, Nicole watched as the woman looked around open-mouth and crunched through the white fluff, lifting her hand into the frigid air like a kid seeing snow for the first time. A look of wonderment crossed her face—and then one of wretched distaste. Nicole wondered if it seemed like the end of the world for her, not being able to communicate, not being entirely sure where she was, and—apparently—not being familiar with the climate.

 

Watching the woman trudge through the snow, Nicole’s sensible side started to creep in. She couldn’t be much younger than her and, yet, more lost than Nicole had ever been. 

 

Nicole walked past the woman who had suddenly stopped a few feet short of the doorstep. She seemed to be doing a bang-up impression of a mime in a box, pressing one hand beside the other and pushing. Her feet slid a little from beneath her in the snow until she caught her balance. Nicole watched, not sure what to think. She was about to go grab the woman by the arm and pull her, tell her to stop messing around, until the woman stood back, took a deep breath and threw herself into the air as if she were trying to break a door down with her shoulder. 

 

Nicole gasped, expecting to see the dark-haired beauty eat snow. Instead, she seemed to bounce off of an invisible shield. Disbelief rushed over Nicole. She took a step toward the woman who started shouting in her strange language and gesticulating with agitation. Nicole took her by the arm and tried to pull her, but again the woman seemed to be stopped by an invisible shield. Some neighbors and people passing by started to look at the scene, with the woman still shouting obscure words. Nicole flushed and greeted them with a weak "Hello," waving with a barely perceptible movement. Then she turned and headed back toward the house, pulling the woman with her, who stood still in the doorway, massaging with excessive emphasis her arm where Nicole had tightened it, her eyes narrowing to give Nicole an angry look. Nicole looked at her but wasn't very impressed, too concerned about the oddity of the situation. Until that moment she could have thought of many explanations about the presence of the strange woman in her house, even though none of them made total sense, especially the one she feared was the most probable, the woman in a bottle. But something which prevents a person to get out of a house was intolerable. Unbelievable. An oddity on top of an oddity. Nicole felt cold sweat covering her face, trying to think about a solution to the crazy situation. 

 

They went back to her flat, after a great deal of trouble because the woman, again, was unwilling to enter the escalator. "Stay still, don't touch anything!" she said trying to sound like an order. She left her some paper, colored pencils and headed outside. 

 

 


 

 

 

CHAPTER 9
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Professor Montgomery looked slight shorter and slimmer than she remembered, and his hair grayer, yet he was still a gigantic man. He firmly grasped Nicole’s had and shook it. They exchanged pleasantries while he lead her to his studio. Nicole took a deep breath before entering, knowing she would have suffered from lack of oxygen from the tobacco smoke, which was visible and smelly from the door. The room was quite dark and a total mess, with a big, old-style bookcase crammed with dictionaries, ancient books with spines covered with golden frames and words, tomes on etymology and philology and other obscure subjects. 

 

On the deep red carpet piles of other books, newspapers and history magazines blocked her way, and she had to zigzag to follow the professor, who leaped over them with surprising agility. The professor removed a pile of densely handwritten papers from one of the two armchairs and invited her to take a seat as he looked around in search of a free spot where to place them. He finally let them drop on the floor, and Nicole couldn't help noticing the dust he had raised, which was now dancing in the weak sun rays coming through the window.

 

"So," he said plopping on his vintage high-back chair. "How can I help you? You mentioned an old writing on the phone." He took an out cigar somewhere from his desk. 

 

"Yes, Uh . . .  they are two." Nicole couldn't help coughing.  "One looks like a medieval writing, it's a piece of parchment, while the other is the transcription of a strange writing, maybe Egyptian." Nicole had told a simple lie because Professor Montgomery was a good man, but he would have surely called the psychic hotline at hearing the story she had to tell. 

 

First, she handed him the parchment. "A friend of mine bought various old books at a flea market, and she found this in one of them."

 

The man grabbed the roll and opened it. Holding his cigar with his teeth, he inspected the writing with a magnifying glass. "Some words are barely visible," he murmured. "In the year of our Lord . . .  It seems . . .  My goodness, 1357!" he exclaimed with a deep  voice and put his hands on his head. Nicole looked at the cigar ashes falling on his hair and barely held back a half smile. "If this is original, it's incredibly old. And well preserved apart from a few faded spots. I'll have to study it."

 

"Yes, but what does it say?"

 

"I need to study it, Miss Swanson. It isn't like reading a newspaper. At a quick look, it seems a warning, but I'm not totally sure."

 

Nicole whitened. "A warning?" she asked with a quavering voice.

 

They heard a noise and a tiny woman, as small as Professor Montgomery was big, entered the room holding a tray with cutlery that clinked with every step she made. 

 

"Would you like some tea?" the professor asked Nicole. "Mrs. Montgomery makes an excellent tea." He smiled at his wife with such a lovable gaze in his eye that Nicole felt a grip on her heart. She had to face it; she wasn't happy to be a single as she usually declared. The woman returned the smile and approached the desk, easily climbing past the obstacles on the floor. The cutlery kept on clinking at her every movement, and Nicole expected everything to fall but didn't dare to offer her help and risk tackling that gymkhana again on her behalf. 

 

"My love, this is Nicole Swanson, one of my most brilliant students of a few years ago," the professor said while giving a mighty push with his arm to some of the staff on the desk, trying to make some space for the tray. The woman peered over the top of her glasses at Nicole and greeted her with a smile and a gracious head nod, then she laid the tray on the only free spot, a small corner of the desk, and said with a singsong tone, "Enjoy," and was soon gone.

 

The professor set aside the parchment. "You said you had something else."

 

"Yes," Nicole handed the papers the woman had drawn over to Professor Montgomery, her worried gaze still on the tray which looked as if it could fall anytime. "These are transcripts of something. They look a little like Arabic, but I'm not sure. What do you think?"

 

"Excellent!" the professor exclaimed, slamming his fist down on the table, making the cups and teaspoons leap on the tray, which, surprisingly, didn't fall. "Yes, yes . . . " he continued. "Good job. Whoever transcribed it, did an excellent job. The hand was trembling, but the signs are well executed." He placed the sheets in front of him, caressing the signs with dreaming eyes. "This is not Arabic, this is Demotic," he declared.

 

"Demotic?" Nicole frowned. She had heard that word before but couldn't recall what it meant. 

 

The professor nodded. "To make a long story short, demotic is a cursive version of hieroglyphics. I will be able to tell you the period and also the origin of the writing you brought when I have had the time to study it. At first glance it looks like it's from the Lower Egypt." Noticing Nicole's glazed eyes, he added, "From Northern Egypt. But I'll get in touch sometime next week to tell you more."

 

"Oh. I hoped you could tell me something immediately," Nicole gasped.

 

"What's the hurry?" Mr. Montgomery frowned at her. "I don't think it's a matter of life and death," and burst into a loud laugh.

 

"Well, no, of course not," Nicole replied, biting her lower lip. "My friend has to leave and needs to . . .  uh, she told me, well . . .  it's for an exam, no, for . . . " Nicole's voice faded away. 

 

Professor Montgomery squinted, looking at her with a serious look. "I understand," he said, surely not understanding but knowing she was in some difficulty. "I'll tell you what. I'll call you this evening, tomorrow morning at the latest and give you a rough translation, which might be subject to great changes after a deeper study, though." He poured some tea into the cups and offered one to Nicole. "How many sugars?"
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Nicole hurried back home, her heart pumping, thinking about everything the woman might have damaged or broken. She could even have injured herself! What if this woman was scamming her and she would find all of her mother’s jewelry gone? Her hands were shaking when she unlocked her door and tiptoed in, swallowing loudly, feeling like every step shook the entire building. 

 

She slowly peeped her head inside the guest room and saw the woman lying in bed wearing the light dress she had arrived in, seeming asleep. Just as she was stepping back, something scurried between her legs and swept up the steps—something small and wretched. Seconds later, Caruso leaped between her legs chasing after it, howling. His tail flailing behind him, he picked up speed. As soon as the silver-ball swept into the guest bedroom, the door slammed shut leaving both Nicole and Caruso open-mouth. Nicole looked down at Caruso who pawed at the door and then looked up at her like she was supposed to do something.

 

“Was that a cat? It looked more like a mouse,” Nicole whispered at Caruso and shivered, then turned back to stare at the guest room door in disbelief, trying to decide if she was going crazy. She was almost certain that door had slammed on its own, unless her guest had risen from her bed and shut it. But Nicole hadn’t seen any movement in the room nor had she heard footsteps. And wouldn’t she have been looking for it earlier if she’d had some sort of cat?

 

Nicole hovered outside the door for a moment, listening—creeping, rather. She swallowed as she heard the foreign woman speaking in that language—a sleepier, softer version. The cat meowed back, falling into a purr. 

 

Caruso yelped, pawing again at the door, which suddenly opened. The woman was standing there with a frown. She said something, then slowly pronounced some rhymed words, and immediately Caruso fell silent. Nicole looked down at him, and poor Caruso was frozen in an unnatural pose, one of his paws still up and his tongue out, but totally still. Nicole gasped with a dazed look. She muttered a few words, even unintelligible to herself. Then she cleared her throat and said, with the less brittle voice she could get: "What have you done to him? What have you done?"

 

The woman looked annoyed, sighed, and after a few new loud words, Nicole heard Caruso's heavy breath again. He wagged his tail and barked happily.

 

Nicole leaned down and hugged him, holding him tight. She whispered a thank you to the woman who had already turned away and felt desperately weak and depressed.  She needed to talk to somebody about this madness and decided to call Maggie, knowing she would think once again she was nuts.

 

She dialed the number wondering what she was going to say. "Maggie . . .  you need to help me."

 

"I'm fine, thanks, and you?" Maggie replied pretending to be upset for not having been greeted. 

 

"Maggie, I need help . . . "

 

Maggie's tone changed, realizing Nicole's tone was genuinely worried. "What happened? Are you feeling Okay?"

 

"Yes, but I have a big problem." She stopped. "Enormous," she added, hearing a loud crash coming from the guest room.

 

"Tell me." 

 

"You'd better come, instead. Or you won't believe it."

 

"You are scaring me now. Half an hour and I'll be there."
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After only twenty minutes Maggie rang the buzzer.

 

"That was quick," exclaimed Nicole welcoming her friend.

 

"Got here as soon as I could." Maggie panted. "So, what have you been up to?" she said with a reproach in her voice while taking off her coat.

 

"Who? me? Nothing. It wasn't my fault. I think it was the bottle . . . "

 

"The bottle? Do you mean you chugged it all and got drunk?" Maggie’s eyes and mouth opened wide. "Mm . . .  Must have been rotten," she added with a  sneer of disgust.

 

"No," Nicole snorted while shaking her head. "How can you think I could have done something so gross? Come with me," and she led Maggie to the guest room.

 

Maggie passed Caruso, who was quietly yelping outside the guest room as if waiting for something, and entered the room.

 

"Hi," Maggie exclaimed looking at the foreign woman. "I'm Megan," and she waved to her. The other woman frowned and, looking at her with disdain, shot her some strange words, pointing to her feet.

 

"What did she say?" Maggie whispered to Nicole still looking at the woman. 

 

Nicole giggled, embarrassed. "I think she wants you to kneel down before her."

 

Maggie laughed. "Yes, of course," she replied at what she thought was a joke. But Nicole's expression was serious, and Maggie stared at her, widening her eyes. "Is she one of those foreign pen pals you had at the secondary school? I didn't know you were still in touch with them," she said with a nervous expression. "You shouldn't allow strangers in your house, you know?" She continued whispering.

 

"No, she isn't a pen pal. And I didn't allow her in. Well, I did in a way," Nicole said while the woman started talking again to Maggie with a bitter tone.

 

"She scares me! Let's get out of here." Nicole hurried out of the room pushing her friend out and closed the door behind them.

 

"So, what's the matter? Who's this spoiled kid?" Maggie sat on one of the armchairs and looked at the Christmas tree.  She tilted her head looking at the spots that looked empty. "Mm . . .  Your tree looks different." 

 

"The woman's an ancient Egyptian, and she came out of the bottle I bought for Aunt Myldred," Nicole said in a breath, plopping on the other armchair.

 

"So, give the bottle and the girl to her!" 

 

"Don't be silly, Maggie."

 

"Silly? Me? You are telling me that a woman from the past came out of a bottle. Who's being silly? Who's being silly?" she replied in a high pitch voice.

 

"Fancy a smoothie? I'll have a carrot and celery." Nicole's tone was emotionless, and her friend looked at her with a worried expression.

 

"Ahh . . .  forget the smoothie and be serious! What's going on here?"

 

"Just what I told you." Nicole looked tired. "There can't be any other explanation. This woman doesn't speak English and has never seen all the modernity we are so used to." 

 

"So what? She might come from a developing country and not be accustomed to whatever you mean by modernity."

 

"C'm on . . .  did she arrive with a plane or a ship? So why is she so surprised and even scared at the bulbs, at the running water, and even at a toilet? I'm not joking. I didn't let her in through the door; she came out of that bottle!"

 

"I see why the bric-a-brac seller wanted to get rid of it! We should bring that bottle together with the woman back!" Maggie's words said something, but her expression was still of disbelief and mocking. 

 

"Impossible. The woman will not go outside the building." Nicole stood up and headed to the kitchen.

 

"What do you mean? You’re scaring me more than ever. You haven't been smoking, have you?" Maggie raised her voice.

 

"I'm telling you the truth! There's nothing I can do, I think." Nicole shouted to make her voice heard over the running water. 

 

"Have you called the police? What the hell are you doing?" Maggie got up too and found Nicole washing carrots. She rolled her eyes at her friend's mania for smoothies. 

 

"To tell them what? Listen, I bought a magic bottle, please take that genie gone wrong with you."

 

Maggie halted. "Is she a genie? Really? Can she grant our wishes?" A half smile wiped the fear from Maggie's face.

 

Nicole shook her head while inserting the carrots inside the juice extractor. "I don't know. I don't think so. She isn't a genie; she doesn't act like one. At least not as one of those from the fairy tales." 

 

"Nicole, you aren't serious, are you? You don't really believe in this magic stuff . . . " She looked into Nicole's eyes and lowered her shoulders. She grabbed a kitchen chair and sat down and putting her hands on her head. 

 

A sudden shout made them both halt. Nicole quickly switched the extractor off and peered out from the kitchen. The woman had exited the guest room and was now sitting on the coach. She said something, waved towards the kitchen and touched her belly. Then she assumed the usual queen-like posture and waited.

 

"Time for a snack," Nicole said. "She seems she hasn't lost her appetite since she was inside the bottle . . . "

 

She gave a glass of the freshly made carrot juice to the woman, who looked at it with suspicion. She took a tiny sip, licked her lips and then, apparently happy with it, gulped it all down. Maggie watched the scene open-mouthed, only now starting believing her friend could, after all, be right. The woman burped and handed the glass to Nicole, who had just turned to go and get herself a glass of juice. Therefore she looked at Maggie who was just standing there and handed the glass to her. But when Maggie didn’t move, she threw it at her. With a leap and a soft cry, Maggie managed to catch the glass before it smashed against a wall.  Getting over the surprise, she looked at the woman who stared at her like it was nothing and went into the kitchen to find Nicole. 

 

"She threw the glass at me!" she exclaimed still shaken. "Does she always behave like that?" 

 

"Most of the time," Nicole replied.

 

"At least you found somebody who appreciates your smoothies . . . " Maggie murmured.

 

Nicole's phone rang. She rolled her eyes. "Dora!" she told Maggie. It was no secret that she didn't like Dora, her sister-in-law, and that Dora was always quite cold and even insulting towards Nicole. 

 

"Hello?" Nicole answered with a sigh.

 

"My dearest! I have a job for you today!" Dora didn't allow Nicole to reply. "I have some errands to do, and I cannot absolutely miss them. So you have to look after William and Olivia. Will you? Thanks." She didn't wait for an answer. "We are here, open the front door, please." And the buzzer rang. "Quick, quick!" she added.

 

"I cannot today!" Nicole protested, but Dora had already ended the conversation.

 

Dora often took advantage of her sister–in-law with babysitting and Nicole was usually happy to spend her time with her nephew and niece, whom she loved dearly. But this wasn't the right moment to have the kids with her.

 

"Not today!" she exclaimed, slamming her smartphone on the table. "What can we do with that sort of monster in there!"

 

"We? What do you mean by we?" Maggie argued.

 

"You must help me, Maggie. Please!"

 

They both went to the living room, where the woman was still sitting, trying to shoo the cat who was in search of a little scratch. 

 

The door rang. Dora and the kids were faster than Nicole expected.

 


 

 

 

CHAPTER 12
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"Please, have her wear something!" Nicole said in a deep breath, gesturing to Maggie. "The dresses I gave her are on the armchair in the guest room."

 

Urged by her friend, Maggie worked up the courage and took the woman by the hand, pulling her into the guest room and quickly closing the door behind them. Nicole heard the woman screaming, and Maggie trying to silence her in a low voice. “Shh.”

 

Nicole tried to regain her self-control and opened the door. The kids immediately ran into her arms. William and Olivia, five and three years respectively were the smartest, sweetest and most good looking kids in the world, at least that was what Nicole always kept on saying to anyone asking about them. Despite her mother, she would have liked to add, but obviously, she never did. They must have taken after their father who was, in Nicole's eyes, as perfect as his children. 

 

Dora stepped inside with her usual look of superiority. "Thanks a lot for the help. Hope to be able to return the favor when you have your ow,." she smiled. "If that ever happens," she murmured, not even trying to keep her voice low.  

 

Nicole looked at her sister-in-law. Dora was a gorgeous woman and knew it. Ash blonde, with straight, middle length hair, and big blue eyes with long lashes, she always looked as if she had just exited the hairdresser with a the manicure, which most of the time was true. Her slim figure complemented the beautiful and expensive dresses she loved to wear. She always wanted to appear at her best and was a social climber who, in a way, was good for Brandon. Nicole's brother worked at the dental care studio of Nicole's and Brandon's father and yearned to become a celebrity dentist. Dora was from a wealthy and well-known family, and she worked hard to gather around her important people to improve their social life and hopefully her husband's profession. She couldn't understand why Nicole, who also came from a quite wealthy family and had a degree in journalism could work as a waitress in a small restaurant. She found having a waitress as a sister-in-law was something inappropriate, a black spot in her otherwise perfect life. On the other hand, Nicole couldn't understand how her brother could love such an acid woman, but he looked happy, and for Nicole, that was enough. Moreover, they gave birth to two kids who were a great joy for Nicole.

 

Olivia tried to climb Nicole's legs, but a quick movement diverted her. She moved a few steps and noticed something by the coach. She opened her mouth in a gigantic O and pointed it, looking at her aunt, but closed her mouth and stood still as soon as she saw Nicole shaking her head NO and shushing her with her finger to her lips.

 

Dora looked puzzled at her daughter, but a sudden scream switched her attention. "What was it? Who's at home?" she asked, looking at Nicole suspiciously.

 

"It's, uh . . .  it's just my friend Maggie, do you remember her, don't you. She's not feeling well and . . .  you know . . . "

 

"No, I don't," Dora replied, moving forward in the living room. "She's not infectious, is she? Or drunk?" She frowned hearing other screams and noises coming from the guests' room.

 

"No, of course not." 

 

"Good." She sounded relieved not to have to change her plans. She pulled on her elegant gloves and turned. I don't want a kids' illness to ruin my holidays. I'll be back before dinner. Please, mind that . . . " she waved towards the guest room," that friend of yours," and left the apartment barely saying goodbye to her children.

 

Little Olivia turned up her face to her aunt with a wide grin. "What's the name of your kitten, aunt Nikky?"

 

Nicole picked Olivia up and hugged her. "Ugh . . .  you are getting heavier. Soon I won't be able to pick you up!" Nicole teased her, sniffing the girl's curly light brown hair which smelled of vanilla and strawberry. 

 

Olivia giggled, then saw again something moving near the sofa and shouted. "The kitten, the kitten, I want it!" and kicked to get free from her aunt's hold. She hurried to the sofa and knelt, looking behind it. There, placidly taking a quick nap, was a light gray cat.

 

When Olivia approached it, the cat opened one green eye and yawned, stretching its front legs.

 

"Why is it spotty, Aunt Nikky?" Olivia asked, confused. William had been sitting on the sofa as soon as he entered, playing with one of those electronic game thingy's which kept on making sounds of shots fired and jingles, but when he heard their aunt had a cat, he knelt near his sister. 

 

The cat walked across the room swaying its hips, clearly interested in the two little humans. 

 

"Is it a cheetah?" William asked. 

 

"Oh, boy, I hope it's not!" Nicole exclaimed smiling. She looked at it. It was a small cat, with a short light gray fur, with lots of black spots on it. "But you'd better not touch him until we know it has a good temper . . .  It might scratch you." 

 

"It's yours, why don't you know? What's its name? Is it a boy or a girl?" Olivia asked in one breath. 

 

"I think it's a male; I'm not sure," Nicole replied, observing Caruso who approached the cat and sniffed it wagging his tale expectantly. The little cat hissed, tried to give him a blow on the nose with its paw and with an agile jump got up on the sofa, where it curled up for a new nap, while poor Caruso lay down, his face flat on the floor, yelping softly. 

 

"Be careful," Nicole advised Olivia and William, and headed to the guest room where she heard some noises.

 

"She's insane," Maggie declared, exiting the room. She hurried to the kids and hugged them. Hearing new voices, the woman peeped from the door and as soon as she saw the children, giggled with joy. Olivia stared at her with wonder. Although Maggie had tried to make her wear modern clothes, she was still in her white, semitransparent dress. "Who's she, aunt Nikky? Is she a princess?" Olivia clapped her hands and shrieked with a cheery smile.

 

The woman walked into the living room and sat on the sofa between her cat and William, who gave her sidelong glances, and in front of Olivia who was still staring at her with a grin. The woman started to talk to her and giggled. 

 

"She likes kids, doesn't she?" Maggie murmured to Nicole who was anxious about the childrens' safety. "Olivia might even make her behave more appropriately," she added.

 

The woman talked in her strange language to Olivia and William. The children listened to her, fascinated. "Are you French?" Olivia asked with a serious look. "There's a girl in my class who is French and sometimes she says strange words." Then Olivia asked for her name. The woman obviously couldn't understand and kept on talking. 

 

"I'm Olivia," the child said. "I'm Olivia," and started touching her chest. The woman fell silent then started saying "Ivia . . .  Oo-ii-via, OO-via, Oi-via." 

 

Olivia shook her head no. "Olivia!" she repeated slightly annoyed the woman couldn't pronounce her name correctly. She got up and approached the guest. "Olivia!" she repeated. "You?" and touched the woman who looked at her without understanding. "You?" she said again pushing the woman's shoulder a little too vehemently. 

 

Before Nicole could reach for Olivia and make her stop, the woman said something nobody could understand nor repeat. Olivia stared at her, then turned to her aunt and said "What did she say? Is it a bad word?" Then she turned again to the woman. "I'm not going to talk to you if you say bad words," she declared with a pout. 

 

Nicole and Maggie frowned as soon as the woman got up, ready to intervene if the woman was going to harm the children. But she simply picked up her bottle, sat back on the sofa and holding it carefully showed it to Olivia. "Oh!" the little girl said. "So beautiful . . .  It's . . .  it's your house?" William listened with interest, although pretending to be still playing with its device.

 

Nicole and Maggie exchanged a knowing look. "Aunt Nikky," Olivia exclaimed. "Is your friend . . . " she swallowed a few times. "Is your friend a genie?" Nicole looked again at Maggie hoping for help, not knowing what to say. 

 

"Genie . . .  Gennie, Jennie! That's it. I'll call you Jennie." Olivia exclaimed proud of her bright idea. "Jennie," she started repeating while touching the woman. "Olivia, Jennie, Olivia, Jennie," she kept on saying, touching her chest and the woman's shoulder alternately.  

 

"OO-via, J-nie," the other echoed.

 

It was evident from the beginning that the young woman, Jennie as now everyone was referring to her, didn't mean any harm to the kids, and both Nicole and Maggie felt reassured and could relax. By late afternoon Jennie had learned many words and had even taught some to Olivia, even though nobody could understand their meaning. The only accident, so to speak, happened when Olivia and William, tired of talking and of playing his device respectively, decided to watch some television. The reaction of the woman at the switching on of the TV was of pure terror. After a few seconds she had frozen and started throwing objects at it till Nicole managed to stop her and switch the television off. 

 

Olivia was caught by surprise and started crying while William tried to behave like nothing had happened, but he was as white as a sheet.

 

When everybody was calm again, Nicole brought smoothies and cookies and the kids soon forgot the episode. Nobody asked to watch television again.

 

"Luckily she didn't ruin your TV," Maggie said nibbling on a cookie. Haven't you even switched the television on since she arrived? 

 

"No," Nicole shook her head. "You know, I barely watch TV, and in any case, I was too busy checking her," she said rolling her eyes. She looked for her phone when she heard it ringing.

 

"It's Professor Montgomery," she said to Maggie, gesturing with her hands to make the kids and the woman keep silent.

 


 

 

 

CHAPTER 13
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"Miss Swanson?" he said with his deep voice. "I should have waited to check everything again, but I was too excited and decided to give you an account of the rough translation, even though it is still subject to massive corrections. The story is interesting but a little approximate. The writer takes into account that we know already the background. Therefore, many pieces of information are missing. Let me grab my glasses. Perfect, now," Professor Montgomery cleared his throat and started:

 

"The fourteenth year, second flooding month, day twelve, I,  nfrt iry mryt n mwt . . . "

 

"What?" Nicole couldn't help exclaiming, in a high pitched voice.

 

"Ehm, the pronunciation should be Neferetiry Mert-en Mut, which is the beauty loved by Mut. Where was I? Oh, yes. I Nefer . . .  etcetera, was born, under Impemti, might he live for the eternity.  I was the beloved first daughter of Djediufankh, the Pharaoh’s top magician, who taught me his art since I was very young, whenever he had time for. I was fourteen when I was promised as the spouse to Mesen-ka the mighty arm of our great God of the North. But it was a difficult time, and my beautiful betrothed died in a battle a few days before our wedding, regardless of the good predictions my father had made to the Pharaoh. My father fell in disgrace in the eyes of the Pharaoh and of the gods. He tried to regain his position and looked for another husband who could bring prestige to our family. But many young people had died, and my father began to bring suitors to court me who in my eyes were too old or too ugly. I was meant to accept whichever one he chose, and he decided on Hepu, the mighty Vizier, and cousin of the Pharaoh Impemti, might he live for the eternity, who could uphold my father's cause with the Pharaoh. But Hepu was very old; he was nearly 40 at the time, and I refused to marry him."

 

Mr. Montgomery sighed loudly. "Very old at forty!" he complained. Nicole imagined the professor scratching his head and throwing some ash on his messy hair. "It goes on explaining she ran away multiple times from the harem where she lived with all the other unmarried women of the family, courtesans and daughters alike. Her father was full of rage to have been provoked. He ordered his daughter to be imprisoned in her apartment till the marriage. Thanks to the help of her slaves she escaped again but again she was found. The slaves were sentenced to death and her father imprisoned her in a bottle with a spell, telling her she was the only one who could break the spell, deciding to marry that man. Only a few days must have passed in her new prison when she suddenly realized she could get out. She understands this place is another punishment, but she still doesn't intend to marry that man at all.  She also writes the new servant her father gave her is of no use, she doesn't seem to understand the simplest of her duties and isn't willing to learn. She's the worst servant she has ever had, and she doesn't like the new prison at all. She continues saying she needs to talk to her father. She feels sorry she hasn't helped him to regain his position with the Pharaoh and she's sure her beloved father could find another, better suitor. The writing ends saying she orders the servant to take her with the bottle to her father because she needs to talk to him."

   

Nicole waited for a few seconds, speechless. "Is this story believable?" she asked. She heard a deep puff, and after a few coughs, Professor Montgomery explained, "I couldn't find any record of a pharaoh called Impemti. At the end of the Egyptian civilization, the country was divided into many little states, each one with a different pharaoh; boundaries changed frequently and the records we found are incomplete and often even wrong because of their biased nature. Therefore part of the story is acceptable as true, but obviously, we don't know which kind of symbol the bottle is. I checked and rechecked the lines, and I'm sure she talks about a bottle, a sort of vessel, but this translation obviously cannot be right. Probably the bottle stands for small cell, tiny prison unless there's a kind of orthographic error. I'm sure I could understand better by looking at the originals."

 

Nicole didn't know what to answer. "I'm sorry, I haven't got it. And what about the parchment?"

 

"Oh, that's the funny, if you let me refer to it this way. A monk must have written it, and it is a warning against, guess what, again a bottle. It is highly recommended not to open it because the devil, in the disguise of a beautiful young woman will get free and put her liberator in disgrace. There's the account of the difficulties the monks encountered to imprison the devil again with the recipes to create a secure seal. But unfortunately, most of the recipe must be on the rest of the parchment, which tore and got lost. It's an odd combination to find something about a bottle twice in two tales of very different periods."

 

"You have been very kind, Professor Montgomery. My friend will be delighted at this account."

 

"It was fascinating, I enjoyed doing it. Let me have a few days; I will check it again and send you a better translation by email."

 

After saying goodbye, Nicole ended the conversation and remained silent, looking at Jennie. "So what?" Maggie asked, her eyes showing the joy for the anticipation of what, she knew, would be an interesting story.

 

"I don't know what to say . . . "

 

"What do you mean? You spent nearly ten minutes on the phone with the professor. What did he say?"

 

Nicole plopped in one of the armchairs without taking her eyes off the woman who was now vegging on the sofa, singing a sweet melody to the kids who were silently listening to her.

 

"She's a good babysitter, though," Maggie said, looking at Jennie and siting on the armrest, next to Nicole.

 

"We might be hearing an original lullaby from Ancient Egypt. I'm pretty sure nobody has ever heard it in modern times." Nicole said.

 

"Are you kidding me?" Maggie asked.

 

Nicole looked at her with a frown, shaking her head.  "This woman is magic, Maggie. She must really have come out of the bottle. I can believe she knows magic. I can accept she's a sort of genie. After all, I was brought up with lots of tales about magic, wizards, witches, fairies, and genies . . . "

 

"Me too," Maggie intervened looking for her smartphone to record the woman and her song.

 

"But how can I really believe she is from the time of the pharaohs. Time travel is something . . .  scientific and scientists say it isn't possible. I can believe in magic; I cannot believe in science fiction."

 

"Maybe time travel isn't science; maybe it is just as magic as anything else we cannot understand? Or maybe it is the opposite. Everything we call magic is just science we cannot test nor prove. Yet." Maggie fell silent and framed the woman to record the scene.

 

Nicole didn't answer but having understood what she was going to do, she grabbed her friend's smartphone and switched the camera off. 

 

"What are you doing?" Maggie protested. 

 

"You cannot post it. Do you want the world to have eyes on us?" She gave her friend the phone back with a reproachful look. Then she told Maggie the professor’s story. "As far as I can remember, genies are deceitful and even though I can accept she's a genie, I simply cannot believe I've in front of me the living proof of how the Ancient Egyptian looked and dressed. "

 

Nicole got lost in her thoughts when Maggie, still next to her, screamed.

 

A quick look in front of her showed Nicole that there was no sign of the kids and Jennie anymore. "What . . .  where have they gone?" she shouted, leaping up.

 

Maggie was trembling. "I saw a movement with the corner of my eyes. I think . . .  I think they all entered in the bottle!"

 

 


 

 

 

CHAPTER 14
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Nicole's breath stopped. She had already seen and heard so many strange things in less than a day that the idea of people hiding in a bottle didn't seem too strange to her. Therefore, she did something that only a few hours before she would have considered totally crazy. She took the bottle and started shouting inside it. "William, Olivia! Can you hear me? Come back immediately!"

 

In a blink of an eye, Nicole felt like she was being sucked into the bottle, her hair pulling her with a supernatural strength. She tried to turn to Maggie, and the last thing she saw was Maggie's hands rushing to her face to cover a wide open mouth, and her eyes looking at her, terrified. 

 

For a split second, everything went dark, and she felt like she was suspended, as light as a snowflake dancing on a breeze, then abruptly she was standing again . . .  but where?

 

She saw Olivia and William laying peacefully together on a sort of chaise longue on a big terrace, sucking grapes from a big, golden bunch. She rushed to them, kneeling down to hold them tight. She turned and saw the woman who was lying on another chaise longue, most likely totally unaware of Nicole's terror.

 

"Jennie," she shouted. The woman turned to her and looked at her with a satisfied smile. "Jennie, let us get out. Out!" and she pointed up as if salvation was somewhere in the sky. But Jennie didn't move.

 

"Listen, kids, would you do me a favor?" The children nodded looking upset, now aware they might be in trouble. "Hold my sweater, you on one side and you on the other and do not let it go for whatever reason. Can you do me this favor?" Again the children nodded silently.

 

"OK, let's move." Nicole stood up, the little ones with her as she rolled up her sleeves and moved to inspect the terrace. It was hot, and the weak, warm breeze didn't help much. The sky was spotless blue; not even one small cloud was in sight. As far as the eye could see, there was only desert around the building. No shapes or shadows to show there was a village or at least even just an oasis somewhere. Only waves of golden sand. She leaned over the short railing made of painted columns, much shorter than modern rules would allow, and looked down. The building had two stories. Nicole moved along the parapet with the kids and couldn't find any road. They were lost in the middle of the desert. Protecting her eyes with her hand, she looked again at the horizon. The scenery had something odd as if everything was unreal. She held her breath for a moment when she realized what the surrounding reminded her. It was like a 3d game, those images created with 3d programs. Some looked like reality, but some were too approximate, and the various objects looked like they were made of plastic. Could everything around the palace be fake? She stretched an arm beyond the railing. Something stopped her hand. With her palm opened, she touched the invisible wall and understood the sun and the desert were a sort of illusion. The sun was terribly hot, though, and she was starting to sweat heavily in her winter clothes. She tried to stick her body out the railing a little, and with her hands cupped, tried to see if it was possible to look through the invisible wall. With a shout, she jumped back, pulling with her the two poor kids who still held on to her. There, where she had cupped her hand and looked, she had seen a huge eye staring at her, which she had undoubtedly recognized as Maggie's.

 

Jennie was drinking from a golden cup and giving her an annoyed look, gazing at the children from time to time. She said something as she squinted at Nicole, something that sounded like a command. As usual, Nicole didn't pay much attention, but the woman repeated those words again and started gesturing and pointing to the large fan leaning against a column. She kept on talking, and it was clear by her expression she was getting very upset. The kids observed the scene in silence; then Olivia pulled on Nicole's sweater a few times to get her attention. "Why is she talking to you like, like that?" she asked.

 

"She's a strange person. I think she believes I'm her maid."

 

"Are you?" Olivia asked in surprise.

 

"So? You are, aren't you?" William intervened. "You are a waitress; mom always says you can't do much more than that, that you can't do anything right and that we must obey her, otherwise we will become a nobody like you once we are grown up. But I like you, Aunt Nikky," he added trying to reassure her.

 

"I like you too," Olivia echoed. "May I take my shirt off, Aunt Nikky? I'm hot!" she whined.

 

Nicole felt let down. Yes, she was a waitress, but she liked her job. What was wrong with being a waitress? Even though you have graduated with honors? It was only that . . .  that . . .    

 

Jennie was still talking, red with rage. Or it was the sun? It was so hot! The kids' cheeks were red too. Anything, but not the kid, she thought.  She turned and helped Olivia and William take their shirts off.

 

"Bring us out," Nicole shouted. "Out, you see, out!" and she accompanied her words with her hand pointing up, even though she wasn't sure there was an up and down in that fake world. She used all the will power she could to make the woman obey, wearing an unaccustomed but determined face.

 

"Pretty please!" Olivia added puckering, her curly hair splatted on her forehead by the sweat. 

 

Jennie might not have understood the words, but Olivia's face was quite self-explanatory. She sighed heavily as if she had been asked to perform a very boring job. She stood up and with feline movements approached them. She touched her necklace, said a few strange words and again Nicole felt her hair pulling her and in a blink of an eye they all were again in Nicole's living room where Maggie was standing, looking at the bottle, her eyes swollen from crying. 

 

"Eh, that was cool," William said embarrassed, trying to show he had no felt fear. Nicole looked at her niece and nephew and knew they had been scared only when she had arrived and only because she showed them she was scared. She felt pity for them.

 

It was late afternoon, and Nicole knew she hadn't much time. She pulled the kids in the bathroom. "Let's wash our faces," she said. Once back in the living room, she kneeled down and grabbed them both, holding them, one in each arm. 

 

The intercom rang. "It must be Dora!" Nicole gave Maggie a worried look. "Maggie, do me a favor, answer but do not open it yet!" Then she again turned her attention to the kids. 

 

"Listen, sweeties, I need a favor. Will you do it for your Auntie?" 

 

The kids nodded with joyful expectation. What new surprise had their aunt come out with now?

 

In the meantime Dora, the front door still closed, leaned on the buzzer.
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"Promise me that you will never, N-E-V-E-R tell anyone what had happened this afternoon." She raised her voice to be heard over the buzzer. "Never tell anyone. Do you understand? It's a secret."

 

The kids nodded, smiling.  Olivia, freed from her hug, hopped around, tweeting "I have a secret, I have a secret."

 

"So, is it clear? Let me comb your hair!" She ran after Olivia to get her together. "Stop moving and come here to put on your shirt. You too, William." Then she turned to Maggie. "Please," she said, "take Jennie with you and hide . . . " her words died when the apartment door rang. Dora must have had someone else open the lobby door for her.  There was no time left. Maggie gripped Jennie by the arm and entered the nearest room, which was the bathroom. Nicole looked around, waved the kids to sit down on the sofa, grabbed a picture book and handed it to Olivia and mimicked a ssh gesture with her finger.

 

"Coming!" she shouted to Dora who was impatiently ringing again at the door.

 

"At last," Dora exclaimed exasperated and entered pushing Nicole on one side. 

 

"Brady!" Nicole hugged her brother. "I wasn't expecting you," she said with a huge smile. Dora sent them a dirty look then turned to her children. "What's wrong here," she said scornfully. "Here, look! What have you done?" Dora touched Olivia's cheeks and then her forehead. She turned to her husband and gave him a sort of it's-your-fault-because-it's-your-sister gaze. "She's burning, look at her cheeks. And William too! You both look sunburned!" 

 

Nicole felt her heart sank. 

 

"It must be fever," Brandon cut short. 

 

"Not now!" Dora burst. "The baby-sitter might not want to keep them on New Year's Eve if they have a flu. It was hard enough to find someone to babysit that night. Go figure if she thinks she can catch a flu and ruin the rest of my holidays." 

 

"So we'll stay at home with them," Brandon replied with an impassive gaze.

 

Nicole looked at her brother. Brandon had never been a person who finds problems out of nothing. He always looked at the half-full glass. He was handsome, tall, well-built after years of sports, with deep, blue eyes and light brown hair, which recently had started slightly receding at the sides. During her schooldays, all her mates were not-so-secretly in love with him. At first, he attracted women for his looks, but it was his kindness, his cheerful attitude, his humor and his witty mind that made them mad for him.  But after he had met Dora, four years younger than him, he had eyes only for her. And for his sister, something which Dora had never forgiven Nicole. Brandon had always been supportive, the only real presence in Nicole's life. Their father was too much involved in his profession, a dentist studio which started small and had grown over the years into a modern and popular clinic. Their aunt, the one who had brought them up at the death of their mother, was too much diverted by the logistical side of raising them and her three kids. Something she did like a sergeant in charge of a barracks, treating Nicole, the only female, even more harshly than the four boys.  She had always been quite abrupt with her and in that way she was much like Dora. In fact, most of the time they looked like they got on along well.

 

Olivia giggled, looking at her aunt. Nicole feared their secret wouldn't last long. 

 

A loud sound of something falling resounded in the apartment. Brandon turned to Nicole. "Upstairs neighbors probably," she murmured without the courage to look at him.

 

"Kids, get your coats, we must go!" Brandon said aloud caressing Caruso who had been jumping on him as soon as he stepped in, waving his tail and barking. 

 

"Brandon, please!" Dora said pointing to her husband hands still rubbing Caruso's fur, with a disgusted face.

 

"Do you mind my using the bathroom?" Brandon asked Nicole with a resigned gaze, while Caruso decided to inspect and sniff Dora's expensive boots. Without waiting for an answer Brandon headed to the bathroom. 

 

"Ops! Nicole?" Standing with his hand still on the door handle, Brandon looked at Maggie who was hiding in the bathroom.

 

"Hi! How are you? I'm sorry, I didn't know you were here." 

 

Nicole rolled her eyes. Couldn't Maggie lock the door? She heard Maggie muttering a greeting and then they both exchanged some pleasantries. She wondered why Brandon wasn't saying anything about Jennie: could she be hidden in the shower? The door was made of clear glass, but from there, Brandon couldn't see her.

 

"Do you mind . . . " she asked Maggie, clearly hoping she would exit the bathroom.

 

Nicole held her breath for a moment and then approached Brandon. The situation was embarrassing. 

 

Peeping behind her brother she saw Maggie standing beside the basin, frozen in suspense. There was no sign of Jennie. 

 

Puzzled, because Maggie didn't seem to have any intention of getting out, Brandon took courage. "I just need to wash my hands, do you mind?" and he entered. There, in front of the mirror, he saw the reflection of a movement. Nicole was waiting, holding her breath. Brandon turned and looked at the gorgeous young woman sensually smiling at him, who was inside the shower. She tried to get out but apparently she didn't know how to open those sliding glass doors. "Hi," Brandon said, smiling back to her. "Do you always imprison your guests in the shower, Nicole?" he asked without taking his eyes off the girl.

 

"What's happening in there? It's getting late." Dora said approaching the bathroom, trying to get rid of Caruso. 

 

Nicole came near Jennie but didn't show any intention to free her from the shower. "It's a  . . .  um, it's a foreign student, and I'm hosting her."

 

"A foreign student? I hope she pays you for that," Dora said to herself, inspecting her scarf. "Oh, no!" she added. "Don't tell me you hired an au-pair. A waitress who employ an au-pair." She shook her head with a sense of superiority.

 

"She's Jennie. She doesn't speak English." Olivia said, peeking out from the door.

 

Brandon frowned. "Why are you keeping her inside the shower?"

 

"She is . . .  she is inspecting it. She . . .  hmm, her family owns a shower factory, and she wanted to learn how a USA shower is made," she replied, gently pushing Brandon to the door when Jennie started hitting the glasses to come out.

 

Brandon stood outside the bathroom. "I still haven't washed my hands!" he complained. 

 

Despite her usual compliant behavior, Nicole pushed Dora and Brandon out of her apartment and hugged and kissed Olivia and William, whispering in their ears, "Keep the secret!" They both giggled, nodded and followed their parents. Brandon gave a last squint to her sister who shrugged a what-do-you-want-from-me mute message and closed the door behind him.
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Nicole woke in the middle of the night. She hadn’t been as resting as usual the last several nights. Having a strange, mad, magic guest wasn't something that could help you sleep soundly.  Her dreams had been agitated, full of fear and scenes that looked as if they were taken directly from the movie Raiders of the Lost Ark with some hints from The Mummy.  That night made no exception. She turned to the other side and tried to get more comfortable. Her door was closed, nevertheless she could hear something coming from outside. It wasn't the sound of broken things she was getting used to lately, but a very low sound. She got up and tiptoed to her door. She realized the noise was a soft sobbing coming from the guest room. Jennie always looked so harsh and strong that Nicole had never really thought about what she was thinking and feeling. She went to the guest room. The door was open, and she entered try as quietly as she could. Partially lit by the city lights coming from the window, Jennie was lying on the bed, half uncovered and was crying and muttering. She sounded like she was dreaming and Nicole realized she was having a difficult night as well. 

 

Nicole stood still without knowing what to do. Now Jennie looked young and fragile. The memory of herself as a child dreaming of a sister hit her unexpectedly. She had Brandon, true, but although he gave her his attention and love, he was also friends with the cousins they were brought up with. They were four males, after all. Nicole had dreamed of a sister, a female who would love her as her mom couldn't anymore, and her aunt apparently wasn't willing to.

 

Jennies had a strand of hair on her face. Gently, Nicole pulled it back, then pulled up the cover on Jennie's shoulder and tucked her in. "Sweet dreams," she whispered and went back to her room. 

 


 

 

 

CHAPTER 16
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"Andrew must have guests this evening, but not the kind he usually has," Nicole murmured to herself. She could hear loud music, laughs, shouts, and cries. Noises from the next apartment weren't unusual, but this time they were deafening. Surely Andrew had been gifted with a new PlayStation game for Christmas. Nicole didn't mind the noise. That kind of noise, friends enjoying a game together. It made her feel less alone when she was at home. But that particular evening the shouts could be a problem because of Jennie who after listening to the noise for a while had started screaming in a high pitched voice. She had tried to talk to Nicole, and from her look, she seemed to inquire about what was happening, but not being able to understand her, nor to make herself understood, Nicole had just shrugged and had gone back to her book, always keeping an eye at her foreign guest. 

 

Jennie seemed to be very irritated by loud noises. Nicole imagined how peaceful her life had been. She was probably brought up in a palace far from the busy workers who must have crowed the communities, even in the ancient times. Had she been sitting the whole day listening to harps, lyres, lutes and bells her many servants had been playing for her? Jennie's increased annoyance took Nicole by surprise. The stranger started hitting the walls with her tiny fists, shouting back obscure words that sounded like curses. Suddenly the noise from the other apartment ceased, and Nicole felt terribly embarrassed. Would she ever be able to apologize to her neighbor, explaining she had nothing to do with the complaint? But she was soon to have an answer, because her doorbell rang. She wasn't expecting anyone, and at that time of the evening; it couldn't be anybody else but Andrew.  

 

She partially opened the door so he wouldn’t see inside and discover Jennie. 

 

"Sweetie," he said and stopped, staring at her. She had to hold back a sigh, losing herself in his eyes. She hated men calling her sweetie, but it was Andrew and, hey, even though she knew she wasn't the kind of woman he would ever date, he was . . .  him, after all, and she couldn't help being attracted to him. But she would never act like a fool and make herself pathetic.

 

"We annoyed you. I know. I'm sorry." He offered her one of his enchanting half smiles, which looked full of promises.

 

She felt herself blushing and muttered she wasn't bothered at all. "It wasn't me," she pointed out even though she had no intention of letting Andrew or anybody else know about her strange guest. Hypnotized by his dark, deep gaze, she had barely noticed a man behind him, probably the friend he was entertaining. He was a tall, lean man she had never seen before, who was busy texting and reading his smartphone. Jennie, inside started shouting again, and they heard a loud crack of something falling and breaking.  

 

"What's happening?" Andrew asked, frowning. She held her breath, not knowing what to answer. He squinted at her as if feeling something was wrong. "Is everything Okay?" he asked again while some other loud noises could be heard from the inside. He gave a push at the door and opened it. "He's a detective," he said with a movement of his head towards his friend, as if to justify his abrupt gesture.  "George," he said, continuing to introduce him. 

 

The man behind murmured "Hi!" barely taking off his eyes from the smartphone. 

 

"Hey," Andrew said spotting the young woman dressed as an ancient Egyptian. "Who's she?" and stepped inside, without being invited in.

 

"A friend, I mean a foreign student. Would you like to come in?" Nicole asked, since Andrew had already come in and he didn't seem to have any intention of leaving. In other circumstances, after all, she would have been happy to have the opportunity to know him a little better, but with Jennie there, the situation could easily get out of hand. I'm going to regret it, but be that as it may . . . . "Come in." Nicole gestured to George who made a half smile and stepped in too.

 

Nicole made the two men settle into the living room. They sat on the armchairs in front of the sofa where Jennie sat with a queen-like attitude. She gave Andrew a once over, one of her perfect eyebrows curled up. Her eyes seemed to twinkle, and she surprised Nicole with a big smile.    

 

Andrew looked at her, one corner of his mouth slowly curling up. "Interesting dress," he said to Jennie. "Are you Egyptian?" 

 

Jennie leaned and squinted, then started talking in a very chatty way, as if sensitive to his charms. 

 

"What's she saying?" Andrew frowned, not expecting the girl to speak a foreign language. But he didn't take his eyes off the young woman. 

 

"She's, em, she's foreign who came here to learn English," Nicole said, annoyed by Jennie's flirty attitude.  

 

"Doesn't she speak English at all? How do you understand each other?" Andrew looked more amused than really interested in her guest Nicole noted with relief. He looked incredibly handsome in his casual outfit. A loose green pair of chinos and a blue t-shirt, which was so tight that she could see the outline of his chest.

 

"Well, we don't . . .  Anything to drink? A smoothie?" she asked trying to divert his attention from Jennie.

 

"I'll have a beer, thanks," Andrew replied.

 

"Er . . . " Nicole flushed, embarrassed. Buy beer she mentally wrote on her to do list. "I think I'm out of beer; what about a smoothie?"

 

"I have," Andrew replied, standing up. "You three don't move, I'll be right back," he said and went to his flat.  

 

"Not for me!" George shouted back to his friend who had already left. "I'd like a smoothie, thanks," he continued, looking up at Nicole. 

 

Nicole smiled noticing him for the first time. "No one ever wants my smoothies! A green or a sweet one?" George smiled broadly, and there was something very reassuring in it. Compared to Andrew's perfect features, he was not the kind of man women usually call gorgeous, but he wasn't ugly at all. His mouth was a little too big and his nose wasn’t perfectly straight, but he had a deep, warm gaze which made Nicole feel comfortable.

 

"Whatever you have is fine," he answered. "I trust your judgment," he added closing the pad of his smartphone and putting it in his pocket. 

 

Nicole nodded but didn't move. She didn't want to leave Jennie alone with him. You never knew what that woman could do. She remained still, clasping her hands not knowing what to say, but luckily Andrew was soon back, holding four beers. 

 

"Here we are!" he said with a smile. "Have you a bottle opener?" He sat down, put the bottles on the coffee table and handed one to Jennie who stretched her arm to get it without reaching for it. 

 

"She shouldn't!" Nicole tried to complain. A thing worse than having Jennie at her place was to have a tipsy Jennie at her place.

 

"Isn't she of age?" Andrew asked puzzled. He looked at Jennie again and added, "I suppose she is."  

 

I don't know! Nicole wanted to scream. She noticed George was following their conversation with interest. Andrew had said he was a detective, didn't he? Nicole didn't want to know the implication of such an acquaintance. She replied with the firmest voice she could muster. "Yes' she is, but I don't know if she has a high tolerance and . . . "

 

Andrew smiled. "The bottle opener, please." How could she fight with that smile?

 

She fetched her opener, and he opened the beers, handing one beer to Jennie who looked at it with suspicion. She sniffed it, then smiled and guzzled it.

 

Andrew handed another beer to Nicole, who refused it, then to George who also refused it saying, "I have a smoothie."

 

"A smoothie?" Andrew laughed, a deep, nice laugh, and took a long sip of his beer. The way he tilted back his head to swallow caused butterflies in Nicole's stomach. 

 

"Yes, the smoothies!" she said and hurried to the kitchen. A few minutes later she was back with two glasses of a pinkish drink and handed one to George. Andrew teased him, but he didn't seem to care. Instead, he took a sip and said it was delicious.

 

"I'm glad someone finally likes my smoothies" she replied. 

 

"People usually think only about the immediate reward. They never think about what can affect you in years to come. A beer or soda may give you the illusion of quenching your thirst, but it isn't true. And day after day you ruin your health." George added.

 

"True!" Nicole exclaimed, enthusiastically. "It's the same . . . ."

 

Andrew interrupted her. "Say what you want, but beer is a pleasure I don't want to do without." 

 

Nicole looked at him, lounging on her armchair, in her living room. Her apartment! That was a dream come true. Was he really there? She didn't dare to believe it.

 

"So, you rent rooms to students in general or only to foreigners?" Andrew asked.

 

"What? No, I don't rent rooms. It was just a, er, it's a favor to an old friend, that's all," Nicole answered, embarrassed. "And it's the first and last time for sure," she added in a low voice.

 

"What have you two planned for New Year's Eve?" Andrew asked taking another sip.

 

Nicole felt her heart pounding hard. Why was he asking?

 

"We'll probably spend it with my usual group of friends." She didn't say that the group was getting smaller year by year, with friends getting engaged or marrying and starting a new life somewhere else. Or that most of them were couples now and only her and a few others were still single.

 

George was again busy with his smartphone. "I have to go," he said with a snort. 

 

"Didn't the emergency clear?" Andrew asked.

 

"Not at all," he answered. He got up and put his glass on the coffee table. "It was a pleasure, Nicole," he said. "You must give me the recipe, sooner or later." 

 

"Forget the smoothie!" Andrew intervened getting up too, with a last look to Jennie who had tilted her head on a sofa cushion and closed her eyes. "See you around, Nicole," he said and went out with his friend. 

 

Nicole closed her door and lingered a little, dreaming of her handsome neighbor. Maggie was out with a date, and she couldn't wait for the next day to tell her the news.

 


 

 

 

CHAPTER 17

[image: ]

Nicole didn't know how to get rid of her guest. Jennie was now sitting on the sofa. It seemed it was her favorite place. A few days before Nicole had found her hopping on it, enjoying the softness of the cushion and the flexibility of the structure. Surely she had never sat on anything so comfortable. She was learning fast, though. She wasn't screaming at the fridge anymore, or at the lamps. She had stopped throwing objects at the television or the stereo out of fear. But the previous day the living room was a mess as if Jennie had spent a lot of time touching everything, messing around, opening the cupboard and checking everything inside. A cup and two old plates lay broken on the carpet not far from a few open books and a few magazines. Speechless, Nicole felt grateful she had been prudent enough to hide her mom's china in her closet. 

 

She also had taken a shower, even though she still demanded Nicole to dry her. When Nicole had thrown her a bath towel, she had complained loudly. Nicole couldn't understand what she said, but from her expression, she was sure she was saying bad words. 

 

Lost in her thoughts, Nicole hadn't heard Jennie talking and, presumably, calling her. When she realized it, Jennie was already losing her temper. She squinted at Nicole; then a faint smirk turned up one corner of her mouth. She crept from the couch, began walking around the living room and brought her fingers around one of the music boxes that Nicole had on the cabinet next to the fireplace. Jennie managed to open it and shook it, the music box let out a gasp of Brahm's lullaby. She opened her eyes wide and cried out softly in fear, letting it drop on the wood floor. Then looked at it with curiosity and giggled, as if she was amused, hitting it slowly with the tip of her golden sandal.  She then lifted her perfectly shaped leg and stepped on it hard to crash it.

 

Satisfied, she returned to the sofa, giving Nicole meaningful glances. Nicole cleaned the mess, muttering with rage, not daring to have a confrontation, fearing her unwanted guest could get worse. After a while, she checked Jennie who was now deeply concentrating on a roll of parchment. Unnoticed, Nicole went to the cabinet and opened a drawer. The cork and the hot glue gun were still there. She was sure Jennie time to time went inside her bottle with her cat. She had changed dresses in the few days she had been with her, sometimes she had things with her which she must have fetched from her house. Nicole's plan was to wait for Jennie to get inside the bottle, close it with the cork and glue it shut. That glue worked well on glass, and although not specified, Nicole was confident it could work with cork too. She hadn't thought what to do with the bottle yet. But that decision could wait.

 

"Yes." 

 

"Yes what?" Nicole said. Then she realized Jennie had said an English word. She turned, slamming the drawer and hurried to the other side of the room. She didn't want Jennie to be aware that that drawer had something special inside. She looked at her, waiting for an answer.

 

"Yes, me ta . . . . Me talk. Me can talk. Me can talk in your uh, funny, unpleasant language," she declared slowly, like weighing every word, her pronunciation awkward. She was holding a copper cup of something smoking in her hand. "Great potion," she added and took a sip of the hot liquid.

 

Nicole had to sit. Could this change the situation? How? So I'll be fully aware of your insults, now, she thought. Maybe she could find a way to make the woman go back inside the bottle by asking for something. Nicole's brain was running wild. The possibilities to get rid of her now that they could communicate were endless. If only she could find one!

 

She could say something important, something that that woman could recall once back home and tell to her grandchildren. For a moment Nicole felt her brain was totally flat. How do you greet a magic being, possibly a time traveler? 

 

"I'm Nicole," was the only words she could come with, and waited.

 

The woman looked at her. "Who told you to sit? Stand up in front of your owner. At my father's palace you  be whipped for such insolence," she continued in her broken English. 

 

"But this is my house . . . " Nicole protested weekly, still too surprised by her speaking English to be able to utter a clever sentence.

 

The woman looked at her more amusement than annoyance. "And then you be imprisoned or sentenced to death," she continued with her strange pronunciation. "But if my father wanted you my new servant I graciously accept the gift until me back. Me sure he forgives me when he see me sorry. Me only have to find a way to go back to my place. Me no want to stay closed in anymore. Are we on the other bank of Nahar, the Holy River? Or did he send me so far as in the land of the Mighty Karatari (might he live forever) in the Lower Land, near the Dosrit (Hyksos), the tribes with light eyes?" She stood up and with a fluid movement approached Nicole, still sitting on the armchair. She touched her hair. "Your hair no as light as of those people, but your eyes blue, even though darker." 

 

Nicole leaned back on the seatback, trying to avoid the woman touching her again.

 

"Me hungry," the woman said and paced the room slowly, looking off into the only life she knew, moving her arm around with wide, graceful gestures. She continued with a loud, commanding tone,  "Let me have pigeons stuffed with onions, garlic and spices, duck's eggs, barley bread and chickpeas with olives, honey-sweetened cake with dates and a fried pie rolled in cinnamon.  Me want grapes and many figs. And also the finest wine." She stopped and turned to Nicole. "Me let you get some leftover, if any," she conceded, with a slight movement of her head, wanting to show her generosity. 

 

Nicole stared at her, looking unperturbed, even though she wasn't. "I'll make you French toast," she said and went to the kitchen.

 

"Servant," Jennie said aloud. "Me have great projects for us. Once we back at my palace me see you marry Husani, one of the servants belonging to our loved Impemti (might he live forever). A gracious gift for our beloved King of the Kings. He never saw the shade of blue of your eyes."

 

"What?" Nicole snorted. "I don't want to get married to anyone, let alone a servant of ancient Egypt."

 

"Ancient?" Jennie frowned. "You hilarious. Something our gracious Lord might appreciate. But you have to learn to bent your head and obey. Husani is said to be the most handsome man of the Lower Land." Jennie had reached Nicole in the kitchen and observed her preparing the toast. "Your are . . .  extremely pretty, me . . .  I suppose. Not beautiful but pretty enough to make any man look at you."

 

Nicole turned and looked at her. Did this gorgeous woman really think she was pretty? Extremely pretty? She didn't say anything but felt unsettled, in a way.

 

"Therefore, Husani pleased. And our mighty Impemti (might he live forever) be pleased of the many little servants you give him."

 

Nicole slammed the spatula on the counter. "Here's your toast," she hissed and handed a plate to Jennie.

 

Jennie moved the plate near her face, sniffed deeply and smiled. "Not bad as a starter," she announced. "But don't forget the pigeon and all the rest."

 

"I'm a vegan!" Nicole shouted and left the kitchen.  

 

Her hands were trembling with rage and fear. Could Jennie really do what she had just said? The ring of her phone diverted her thoughts.

 

"Are you all right?" Maggie asked.

 

"I don't know what to do with Jennie," Nicole replied. 

 

"I cannot really see her as a Jennie. She looks more like a Cruella de Vil to me. Call the police and let's stop this madness."

 

"She has learned English, and she's talking nonsense."

 

"Did she learn English? How? Could her method be taught to others? We might get rich!" Maggie exclaimed. Her tone was so enthusiast that Nicole imaged for a moment her friend with dollar signs in her eyes.

 

"I don't know how. She's magic, isn't she? She brought the kids and me inside a bottle! I suppose she can learn things like this," and she snapped her fingers. "I can't wait for the day she gets in the bottle, and I close her inside. But I must be careful." She lowered her voice. "She might understand now."

 

"What might me . . .  I . . .  understand?" a loud voice behind her made her halt. 

 

"Uh, I wasn't talking of you." 

 

"Ask her for something!" Maggie hurried her. "Ask for gold and jewels, something of value we can keep. C'mon, wisen up, little Nikky! It might be our lucky break!"

 

"What are you talking about? You work for one of the most prominent law firms around, and you are climbing the ladder to success. You have already all the money you want."  

 

"Never enough, never enough," the other replied, practical.

 

"Why you talking to yourself? You really a funny servant."  Jennie interrupted her. "Come here; me need to make a plan to go back to my palace. My father will be upset I escaped from my prison but he loves me to bits, and I'm sure he'll forgive me soon."

 

"Ask for gold, hide it and then call immigration!" Maggie shouted from the phone. "Nicole, jokes apart, why don't you call the police or immigration?"

 

Nicole waited before answering. She realized she didn't know what to say. "I don't know. I suppose I'm under a spell," she replied.

 

"C'mon, Nikky! It's not because of a spell; it's because of you!"

 

"What do you mean?"

 

"Take control of your life once and for all." Maggie's tone of voice was exasperated. "I think you do. You're old enough to look after yourself, and that's why I haven't done anything yet. But if tomorrow you haven't solved the matter, I'll be the one who calls the police." She sighed. "I just hope it won't be too late . . . "

 


 

 

 

CHAPTER 18
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Nicole closed the telephone call with a barely audible Okay and approached Jennie, who once again was sitting on the sofa, her legs crossed in a yoga pose with Caruso lying not far, looking as if he was monitoring her. "Your world doesn't exist anymore. You traveled in time and space," Nicole said slowly.

 

"Nonsense," Jennie replied. "You servant with a little brain . . .  you are just a servant with a little brain. Don't talk about things you are not requested to understand. Take me one of your white sheets, instead. Paper, yes, paper is the right word. And a pen. Now!" she added abruptly.

 

Caruso looked at Nicole raising only his eyes, his face, and body still flat on the floor.

 

Nicole caught his resigned gaze. "Don't worry," she whispered to him. "Soon all this will be finished." The yelp he answered back sounded like a "How?"

 

A few minutes after Nicole was back and handed Jennie some papers and a few pencils. "Good," the Egyptian said, sliding off the couch. She put the papers on the floor, gave Caruso a dirty look and asked "When is the last time you have thrown this horrible beast in the river? He smells bad!"

 

Nicole felt offended by her unkind remark. "Caruso isn't a horrible beast. He's a lovely dog!" Caruso moved his ear trying to catch the conversation.

 

"A dog? It's not a dog. It's a monster!"    

 

Caruso was quick to reply. He barked weakly and yawned in front of Jennie who turned her head, disgusted. "Yuck! He must have eaten a mummy! Now," she said. "This is the Holy River." She traced a line ending with a triangle on one side. This instead is the Holy Hapy. I don't expect you to understand; I'm only thinking aloud," she wanted to make clear.

 

"This is the Dosrit land. We must be near it. And this my dear father's palace. So distant!" She traced some signs not far from the triangle, holding the pencil in an awkward way. If that was the delta of the river Nile as Nicole suspected, Jennie hadn't lived far from the Mediterranean, and her whole world wasn't so big as she believed because the Dosrit land must have been only a few hundreds of miles from her house according to the rough sketch she had just drawn.

 

"So," Nicole asked kneeling near her to give a better look at the map. "What's your plan to go back?" Jennie raised her gaze from her map and stared into the distance, nibbling the top of the pencil in such a casual way that caught Nicole by surprise. Did ancient amanuensis bite the reeds they used to dip in vegetable ink to write?

 

"I suppose we'll have to walk. We need to bring with us water, a lot of water, crackers and dried meat. A tent and a blanket. It might be a long journey. We need to bring donkeys to transport everything. Otherwise, you'll have to transport my belongings, but I'd rather get a donkey all the same and of course a horse to transport me." 

 

"What do you mean by we? I'm not coming with you." Nicole ranted abruptly.

 

Jennie's eyes squinted and turned as black as pitch. "Never, NEVER dare to contradict me. You'll taste my fury as soon as we are back." 

 

Nicole held her breath. It was hard to relate to this tiny, young woman and her delusions of grandeur. Nevertheless, she had proved to be who she said she was and to have magic abilities. Nicole was afraid to confront her. What if she could really harm her? What if she could really bring her back to ancient Egypt? Was she meant to live a life as a servant? Her heart was pumping fast, and she didn't dare to reply but had to think fast. But there was more. She realized her fear wasn't only because she might end up with a miserable life, but mostly because somewhere in her mind and heart she seemed to be excited about that possibility. Ancient Egypt has been one of her mild obsessions during school. The awesomeness of the temples, the secrets still hidden in the pyramids, the mummies, everything seemed so fascinating and magic. Terribly different from her calm, boring life where nothing seemed ever to happen. That could be the adventure of a lifetime.  If only she could be sure there was a way back to her world, which was annoying, true, but at least was safe and most of all, hers.

 

"Okay, I know what I need." Jennie closed her eyes, touched her necklace, and after muttering a few words, a roll of parchment appeared in her hands with a puff of smoke. "Right," she said skimming it.

 

"I need a mak stone," and looked at Nicole who looked right back at her with a blank expression. 

 

Jennie rolled her eyes, resembling a modern, irritable teenager. Did she learn to roll the eyes from her? Again the woman touched her necklace briefly.

 

The necklace, Nicole thought. She had seen Jennie touching her necklace any time she was going to perform magic. Therefore her art must lie in the necklace. Do not look at it, she thought, do not look! Nevertheless, her eyes kept on staring at it. Did Jennie notice her gaze? She hoped not.

 

Nicole was concentrating on the necklace and was surprised to see that Jennie was placing a sort of small mortar in front of her and a few small plates full of unrecognizable items. Where and when she had gotten them, she couldn't say. She took some of them, divided them, weighted the pieces with her small hands and made some tiny balls, setting them on the mortar, one by one. Then she crushed them in the mortar, whispering some words. Nicole followed her movements, looking at her face, her long lashes, her smooth skin, her childish features and felt pity for her. She was a handful. A terrible person. But at the same time she was only a girl far, too far, from her family.

 

Jennie started to repeat a monotonous singsong, then suddenly halted.

 

"Have you gathered all the necessary items?" She snorted at Nicole's silence. "The water, bread, meat, and the rest?"

 

"I can get some water for you, but I don't have any flatbread, nor salted meat. Nor any other kind of meat, for that matter.  And surely you won't find any donkey in this house." Nicole's tone sounded bitter, but the woman seemed not to care. 

 

"Um . . .  I'll have to take care of everything by myself," she complained. "You are pretty useless." 

 

Reassured by her calm tone, despite their words, Nicole took heart and spoke. "I will help you as I can, but please, believe me. I'm not a servant your father gifted you. I don't know why you entered my life, but I've never been in your country." She swallowed hard, wondering what she should say, what she should reveal. She decided she had to risk it.  "Some magic brought you here, but you are more distant from your country than you think. And most of all, more time has passed that you might ever believe."

 

"What do you mean?" the woman asked and waited.

 

"I'm not sure, but from a few things you wrote and said, I believe that some 2000 years have passed."

 

The woman laughed. "Ridiculous!" she said. "How do you know?" 

 

"I don't know the name of the pharaoh you mentioned many times, I looked for it on the Internet and . . . "

 

"Internet? I know the word, but I don't know the meaning."

 

"It's like a huge . . .  library. As far as Professor Montgomery said, you must have lived in a period where Egypt was divided into many little countries, and many pharaohs reigned. Some 2400 to 2000 years ago."

 

Jennie smiled at what she considered just a joke. She liked stories. 

 

She moved a little to make herself more comfortable. "Is this Professor Montgomery a story teller? There were courtesans in my palace who used to tell interesting stories, but I never heard anyone starting like this. I like it. How could this . . .  time travel have happened? I spent only a few days there, I'm sure. I went out once, and I found myself in a dark place, full of men with ugly brown dresses and their hair shaved on the top of their heads in a funny way. The place smelled of cheap candles, but I saw them all drawing beautiful colorful signs on small pieces of parchment.  As soon as they saw me, they all started shouting. I tried to command them to bring me in front of my father, but they all were screaming and gesticulating like mad. I was annoyed and even scared by the new situation my father made me go through and entered my bottle to protect my life. Soon after I was out again in this strange place, nearly as smelly and even more eccentric than the other." 

 

"2000 years have passed, and we are on the other side of the globe," Nicole whispered, not sure about Jennie's reaction.

 

"A globe? The other side? I've heard ancient stories about people who believed we live on a sort of ball, but that's impossible, obviously. How could people live on the other side? Ridiculous. They would fall!" She laughed. "You are lying, and I should get you whipped for it." Jenny's words were harsh, but her tone was calm and amused.

 

Nicole spoke slowly, fearing the woman's reaction. "If we are only a few miles, or I should say cubits? I think you used cubits."

 

"We use cubits, yes." 

 

"OK, if we are just a few hundred cubits from your house how is it possible that the weather is so different from your country?"

 

"I heard of cold countries. This must be one of those and much colder than I thought, to tell the truth." She went back to looking at her parchment, ready to start her singsong again.

 

Nicole didn't want to give up. "Do you really think it’s possible that your mighty people haven't all the great things you can see here? The light, for example." The woman dropped the parchment and looked at Nicole, who continued, "I can have light whenever I want, even during the darkest night."

 

"That's an excellent magic. Never heard of it." The woman admitted nodding her appreciation.

 

Encouraged by her interest, Nicole added quickly. "And what about the fridge? I can keep food even on the hottest days and the food won't go bad." She paused. "Well, that's not entirely correct because you cannot keep food after their expiration date, but let's say that, well . . . " she quickly dismissed the matter with a wave and waited. 

 

"The juices taste delicious when you keep them inside. And the almond milk too." Jennie admitted.

 

"And the elevator!" Nicole exclaimed. "Do you remember when you tried to go out? We went into the elevator that brought us from the seventh floor to the first floor." The woman's eyes now were bigger, and she was breathing faster, her necklace moving with every breath.

 

"I can talk with people hundreds of cubits away with a phone, and I can have their image so that I won't ever forget them." Jennie automatically turned to the cabinet where a picture of Nicole's niece and nephew and one with Nicole by the arm of her brother were placed. She must have noticed them earlier but hadn't really cared, or maybe she didn't dare to ask about them.

 

"There are so many other objects you saw here. Do you really think that other people invented and built things which the mighty Egyptian couldn't even dream of?" Nicole raised her voice and tapped her leg with her finger to highlight her words. "We had thousands of years to improve our knowledge and create those things. Thousands of years have passed!" She breathed deeply.

 

Jennie didn't hold Nicole's stare for long. She looked away, and for a split second Nicole thought her eyes were a little teary but she could be wrong.

 

"Nonsense," she finally said, but her voice was trembling.

 

"You shouldn't feel bad. There might be a way to go back. But you now must understand I belong to this time, and I should remain here. I will help you, but please, please, let me stay here."

 

"Nonsense," Jennie repeated and looked again at the parchment, but she didn't seem entirely confident anymore. Nicole knew she had opened a way to her heart.

 

She reached for the remote control on the nearby coffee table and switched on the music center. A low, sweet Christmas tune filled the room. The woman halted and cleared her throat. Again she started a low sing-song, which mixed with the carol created the most unusual melody ever heard.

 


 

 

 

CHAPTER 19
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The light of the chandelier got dimmer and dimmer till the only lights were those of the Christmas tree and of the few scented candles on the mantelpiece, yet the woman's face was strangely illuminated. She moved her hands quickly over the pot, then picked various objects from a new plate that just appeared near her and dropped them into the pot, one at the time. And each time a small puff of smoke rose up from the pot. A strange, sugary scent pervaded the room. Nicole, still kneeling in front of the woman, felt dizzy. Everything started going round and round. She even saw the walls of her living room turning transparent, and a warm breeze hit her face while everything was turning golden. She closed her eyes and in a moment she felt hot, like being near a huge fireplace. She opened her eyes but had to close them quickly because of a blinding light and the strong, hot wind. She tried to open them again, shielding them with her hand and felt dust go into them. Her hair was blowing in front of her, and she felt lost. She touched the floor and cried. Where only a few moments before there was a warm wood flooring, now there was sand. 

 

"Where are we?" she shouted, her voice lost in the wind, covered by her heart pumping fast in her breast. She spat out the grains, which had gotten in her mouth. Blinded by the light and the sand, she tried to get up, but she couldn't keep straight, unbalanced by the sliding ground. She forced herself to open her eyes again. The wind had decreased and was more like a stiff breeze now. 

 

Jennie was a few dozens of yards from her, standing against the sun, her long, shining hair and her light dress dancing with the wind. "We made it," she shouted, pointing at something behind a dune. Nicole walked in the sand, trying to balance her body with her arms open wide, slipping and sinking at any pace, feeling like an animal caught in a cage. She reached Jennie and followed her gaze. Not far from them there was a lower dune which sloped away to flat ground. There, partially covered by a few high rocks, was a big building. Far from feeling happy, Jennie was frowning, her eyes darting all around. It didn't take much to understand why. She looked at the deep blue sky,  drawn by a movement, and followed with her gaze the condensation trail of a plane flying high. The building Jennie had pointed at before was what remained of an old construction. In the distance other ruins were visible and farther down, a few dozens of miles away, a group of low buildings were surrounded by a park full of coaches. The whole zone was bustling with what looked like modern tourists. "At least we aren't in the past!" Nicole whispered with a sigh of relief.

 

The woman looked shocked. She was open mouthed, and her beautiful amber color had paled. "What has happened? What has happened," she kept on murmuring. With a quick shift, she moved down the dune, sliding on the sand, shouting in her language with desperation.  Nicole went after her. 

 

Some tourists noticed the woman dressed like an ancient Egyptian running down the hill and pointed at her. In few seconds nearly all of them had gathered in front of the dune to admire the show they thought had been prepared for them. Jennie had reached the end of the dune and was finally on the flat ground. She started moving slowly, still not believing her eyes, and still pronouncing strange, unintelligible words.

 

She opened her way through the tourists who moved like two waves to let her walk, smiling and taking pictures. When she reached the ruins, she caressed one of the columns and hugged it, crying slowly. Nicole reached her, the tourists puzzled not understanding what that modern woman had to do with the show, but waiting for something to happen. 

 

"Why?" Jennie looked at Nicole. "What happened? This was a temple. I used to come here every day. It was one of my favorites. My father's palace was there." She pointed at something far, her eyes slowly filling with tears. Nicole looked where Jennie was pointing, but couldn't see anything. She hesitated and then put her hand on the woman's shoulder, trying to comfort her. "Too many years have passed," she whispered with the tourists approaching them to follow that odd show. "You won't find what you are looking for here," she added.

 

The woman sighed and turned, facing the tourists, straightening her back, raising her shoulders in her regal posture. "What do they want?" she asked Nicole. 

 

"They think you are an actor and want to take a picture of you."

 

"A picture? Like those you have at home?" Then she raised her voice and looking at those in front of her she declared in a stentorian voice, "Kneel down in front of your Queen. I'm  Neferetiry Mert-en Mut, the beauty loved by Mut, beloved first daughter of Djediufankh, the Pharaoh’s top magician. Kneel down, or I'll whip you, and I'll feed the sacred crocodiles with you all."

 

The tourists laughed and clapped, most of them made a bow and some even keeled down, still taking pictures of her. 

 

Then some approached her, to make a selfie or to have a picture with her. A Japanese man gave Nicole his heavy camera and gestured her to shot a photo of him arm in arm with Jennie. Caught by surprise and not very pleased by all the attention and not used to being touched by strangers, the woman made an angry face and shouted she could have them killed, then she shook them off and moved away. The tourists still laughed and greeted her, most of them now returning to the coaches to go back to their hotels. One shouted she really acted like a queen and this somehow calmed her down.

 

She moved among the columns and stones, touching them gently. Then she followed with her finger the hieroglyphs carved on a block of marble.  She looked at Nicole, her eyes full of sadness, "This is not my place," she said. "We should go back." 

 

Nicole checked around, the few tourists still there weren't paying attention to them anymore. "Yes, she said. Let's go now." The woman nodded, again looking cold and distant. She said something, touched her necklace and suddenly they were back at Nicole's home. Only the sweat on her face and the sand around their feet showed their adventure had been real.  

 

Once back, Jennie hadn't spoken much. After the initial sad look, she had regained her strong and cold appearance. She sat once again on the sofa, with a long roll of parchment, murmuring as if reading aloud. 

 


 

 

 

CHAPTER 20
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Nicole looked at Jennie and felt pity for her. She was pale, her golden skin not shining as before. Her cheeks were turning hollow day by day and she had dark circles under her eyes. She was sitting on the sofa, with a big atlas on her lap. She had been very happy when Nicole had shown it to her. It was her school atlas, out of date considering the many political changes which had happened around the world since her school days, but Jennie obviously didn't care. Nicole had showed her Egypt and the eastern Mediterranean and she had been shocked up by the vastness of Africa, and Europe and Asia as well. She had never thought there were so many lands on earth. When Nicole had showed her a moving world globe on the Internet she had laughed, still not believing it. Her enthusiasm with the atlas had warmed Jennie. She was like a kid, exploring the world and trying to learn as much as possible. Now she was silent, intent on looking at the maps, following their contours with her index finger.  

 

It was December 31st. Time to take stock of her situation and plan the new year's strategies. Childish as it was, Nicole couldn't help working on New Year's resolutions. Each year. And each year she failed and the list of important lifestyle changes increased. But find a significant other and find a good job were fixed points on her bullet list.

 

First there was the job. Then there was her romantic situation. How long could she still fool herself and others, pretending she didn't care about love?

 

With Jennie calm and busy with the atlas, she could relax and spend some time for herself. She took her home planner which was hidden in her room against Jennie's potential fury and headed to the living room. She loved her planner. Although she never really spent long time on it, she loved to embellish it with stickers, stamps and colorful drawings and writings. Not needing a professional planner, she carried a small agenda in her bag, just in case, and used the home planner for all her necessities, from keeping a record of expenses, even though she wasn't really constant with that and therefore those records were quite useless, payment and fiscal deadlines, medical appointments, birthdays, gifts given and received, menus offered when she had friends or relatives for dinner, and whatever happened she felt noteworthy and everything to do she feared she might forget. The looseleaf format allowed her to add and move the sheets as she liked and this had proved to be an excellent way to organize her agenda which she kept year after year for future reference.

 

She sat on an armchair–the sofa was at this point exclusive preserve of Jennie–and opened the planner. She carefully leafed through to look for a clean sheet, opened the rings and placed the sheet after the Holidays section. 

She draw a bullet.

"Mmm . . . " she muttered. "Job, first."

 

She tapped her pen on her cheek wondering where to start. Send a CV again. Again? She must have sent her CV years before, and not even to all the proper available places. Send CV to ALL publishing groups and TV channels as well. Then she underlined the word ALL repeatedly.

 

She wrote another dot, this time heart-shaped. Find love. She nibbled the top of the pen before remembering it was the beautiful jewel pen her brother had gifted her for Christmas. Andrew she added next to love. The evening he had been at her place he had been nice and had talked for the first time for more than a few seconds. He had even asked her what she was going to do for New Year's Eve, not to mention he had kissed her on her cheek upon leaving. Not much, but at least it was a start, right? Her deep, romantic sigh was interrupted by Jennie's fury. 

 

Nicole held her breath, caught by surprise. Jennie had been calm, looking at the atlas. What had happened?

 

"You say we are on the other side of the globe. It cannot be possible, I don't believe you!" Jennie had got up and started walking back and forth in front of the sofa.

 

Nicole looked at her, her eyes open wide. She couldn't get used to her frequent mood swings. Will she ever get over it? "There's nothing I can say, then, if you don't believe what I tell you," she said, rolling her head. "Yet, by now, you should admit you had many proofs this world is not the one you used to know. You should concentrate on getting out of my house, instead. If you cannot do it through the door, then do it with your magic. You can probably go whenever you want, only not on your time, but in the present."

 

Jennie had stopped pacing and was looking at her with rage. "You are insolent. Ignorant and insolent. And I cannot tolerate your behavior."

 

Nicole could see this was going to be a bad burst. She bit her tongue; she knew she shouldn't have spoken that way. She had only irritated her and now she was going to see the consequences. The pity she had felt only minutes before was totally gone. Panic spread over her face. She placed her hand over her heart: the beat was growing faster and she felt it could soon explode.  

 

Jennie took the atlas still on the sofa and threw it at her. "Now you see what you get!" she screamed and with long steps she approached the bottle and with a flurry of smoke she disappeared.

 

Still petrified, Nicole looked at the scene, holding her breath. Beads of cold sweat formed on her forehead. She had never seen Jennie getting inside and the view was terrifying.  "Now is the time," she murmured. "Now. Come on, come on!" 

 

She had to force herself to take action, but her body seemed not to want to respond. She finally managed to get up from the armchair and rush to the cabinet where she had placed the hot glue gun and the cork. Her hands shaking as much has her legs, she tried to open the drawer and get the necessary items. But she was totally clumsy in her movements.

 

"C'mon, c'mon," she hissed. She managed to plug in the hot glue gun but she knew there wasn't enough time; Jennie could get out any minute.  She took the other glue she had, placed some around the cork and put the cork on top of the bottle, trying to keep it firm, as much as her weak hand could allow. The moment the hot glue was ready, she sealed the bottle shut with thick, definitive lines, her eyes glazing with tears. She had no idea if it would hold, but she hoped Jennie wouldn’t come out to ruin her life again. 

 

The cat! Was the cat outside? She looked around but there was no sign of it. Truth was, the cat had barely shown itself. Jennie seemed not to have fed it and luckily there hadn't been the need for a cat litter box. She had assumed it spent most of the time inside the bottle and hopefully it was there, now. She screamed through her teeth in frustration. Jennie had traveled across time and space, only to find herself here, to give Nicole the greatest nightmare and the most exciting thing that had happened to her in her entire adult life. 

 

She realized with sadness that in a way she had wanted Jennie to give her the opportunity to change her life, to oblige her to move beyond the comfort zone she had created. 

 

The bottle started to hiss; it continued to goad her to open it—to open it. And she grew angry. She lifted the  bottle to slam it against the coffee table. She wanted to destroy everything in her reality and start over. 

 

Instead, she closed her eyes and lifted the bottle to her chest, deep shame taking over for trapping Jennie in that terrible world of darkness, of otherness. In there, she didn’t have dreams; she didn’t have memories. In the bottle, Jennie was so much more like Nicole than Nicole had ever realized … 

 

Trapped.

 

And that needed to change.
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CHAPTER 1
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“Mom, Mom, please tell me again about the new house!” Aurora couldn't contain her excitement at the new adventure she was living with her mom. A new life, new friends, a new house only for girls! She was dreaming about lace and pinkish colors and a television which would never contain news and political debates but always cartoons and sweet movies. She was dreaming about elves, fairies, witches and castles. Hey! Her mom had promised her she was going to have an entire room for her toys, with a huge, pink castle and a giant pool filled with little plastic balls.

 

“How long before we get there, Mom? How long?”  she asked again, combing her favorite doll's hair while looking out of the car window. They were finally entering the town after traveling for hours.

 

The colorful shop windows along Main Street showed a cheerful town, despite being deserted under the hot sun of an early July afternoon.

 

“Look, Mom, look! There's a toy shop!” Aurora shouted. “There, look!” she insisted.

 

Kimberly giggled. “Of course there is. This is a small town but not that small. There are probably other toy shops.”

 

“Look there! There's a movie theater!”

 

“Let me concentrate, will you? The GPS isn't working and I'm afraid we might get lost only a few minutes before we get there. See? It wants us to turn right here and pass through a shoe shop!” Kimberly's frustration was growing. She slowed down and looked for the street name, only partially aware that the clean, two-story buildings, perfectly painted in pastel colors with no graffiti, were entirely spotless. In fact, all the streets they passed were immaculate.

 

“Is that our house? Or that one? Or maybe that? Ohhhh! Mom, I like that one!”

 

“We are not far, little one, don't worry. Only a few more minutes and you'll be able to see our new house.”

 

“What does it look like? Why is it called Cherry Lane?” Aurora asked in one breath while kicking her seat.

 

“I'm not sure, my love. I've been told the trees along the street are cherry trees, but when I visited the house, it was too late in the season for them to bloom. They might be all cherry trees, I'm not sure. I bet the street is very cheerful and beautiful in spring. That's why I decided to buy the house. Well, its extremely affordable price was a good reason, too.”

 

“I decided you could buy it!” Aurora exclaimed, a little annoyed, still trying to fix her doll’s hair as blonde and straight as hers. Mrs. Daisy had been her companion for at least two years now, and she couldn't do without her. Despite her many other dolls, it was Mrs. Daisy that received all the love and the attention this four-year-old could give to a toy.

 

“Oh, yes, I remember this,” Kimberly mentioned soon after they left the center of town, passing by a modern, square building covered with glass. The other side of the street edged the town park. From there, the rolling green hills which surrounded the town were scattered with beautiful homes, with big gardens bordered by white fences. The street went on for a while with no buildings, eventually reaching one of the old residential sections that was full of closed side roads.

 

They reached their destination a few minutes later, and Kimberly parked in front of a light blue house with a barn-style roof and a tower-style room. 

 

“Wow, Mom! This is a real house!”

 

Aurora wasn't wrong. Kimberly herself felt the same, after having lived while she was married in a classy, rented apartment on the  twentieth floor of a skyscraper, not very different from the loft she had lived in with her parents.

 

“This is our home now,” she said with pride. Taking her daughter by the hand, Kimberly led the way inside, waiting for the moving truck with all their belongings to arrive.  Both Kimberly and Aurora were unaware of the eyes that were spying on them from a house across the road.
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Michelle was looking out the window, slowly sipping her green tea, when she saw the car arrive and stop at the house at the end of the street.

 

“What the... hey, girls! Look there!” she exclaimed, waving her hand to get the attention of her friends who were too busy with their cups of tea and pastries.

 

“What's the matter with you?” one of them asked, not really interested. Her eyes never left the plate that held the pastries.

 

“I'll take this one. It looks delicious,” a third woman said, talking to herself.

 

“You greedy girls! Stop eating for a while and come over here! A car and now a moving van have just parked in front of Dolly's house. Look, a man is getting out.”

 

“Is he hot?” another friend asked, her mouth full of cream, which made her face appear even more round than it actually was.

 

“Don't be silly, Heather. I told you a few days ago there were some men working on old Dolly's house. A whole team of workers.”

 

“Could the house have been sold to someone? But who on earth would buy old Dolly's house?” Her voice couldn't hide her surprise.

 

“Gnnoone gno gnon't gnow agnout gnat gnouse sgnory.”

 

“What? For God's sake, Amy, don't talk with your mouth full of chocolate cream.”

 

“Sorry,” Amy apologized, licking one finger at a time. “Probably someone bought the house without knowing its story. Some foreigner.”

 

“A foreigner?” the other friends asked in unison, wide-eyed with astonishment. 
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