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			“Last night I dreamt I went to Manderley again. It seemed to me I stood by the iron gate leading to the drive, and for a while I could not enter, for the way was barred to me. There was a padlock and a chain upon the gate. I called in my dream to the lodge-keeper, and had no answer, and peering closer through the rusted spokes of the gate I saw that the lodge was uninhabited. No smoke came from the chimney, and the little lattice windows gaped forlorn. Then, like all dreamers, I was possessed of a sudden with supernatural powers and passed like a spirit through the barrier before me.”


			 Rebecca, Daphne du Maurier
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			Death is right there. It is she that I see through the bedroom window, hovering over the colorful blur of the landscape: a sad mixture of ocher, burnt yellow and vessie green — colors that I learned to correctly identify in my painting classes. Despite the cold rainy day, she does not shiver, nor does she seem to feel the thick raindrops that are now drumming on the glass. In the light of the opaque gray dawn, that figure reminds me of an old mourning lady, a ghost who looks at me from the street and smiles. Those who think that death does not smile are mistaken; she is, by the way, the most ironic of the realities of life. She does not carry a scythe either, although many people think she does. No. My death seems to enjoy Physics a lot, because in one hand she holds Newton’s pendulum, a reminder of the inflexible law of action and reaction. And how fair she is! In fact, death is how we should be if we were not human: impartial and receptive. However, this insistent view does not depress me — after all, my friend has been with me for a long time now. On partying days, we dance together; on lonely days, we keep each other company. Sometimes I invite her over for coffee, a homely tête-à-tête between sisters.


			It is necessary some distance to see the events properly. Otherwise, life would seem to us like a series of confused brush strokes, a tangle of colors brushed by some immature and talentless painter. So, I choose to take a few steps back in order to contemplate the canvas of my life. I cling to the smooth skin, the slender body, the long shiny hair that my twenty six years of age provide me with. At this distance, it becomes more difficult to think about the illness I have been carrying with me since my childhood. Although it is unknown whether this condition will ever kill me, it is certain that it makes it impossible for me to do many things. In the era of positive thinking, I do everything in my power to believe that tomorrow will be better.


			I clean the glass with one hand, adjust the brown overcoat over my body and leave for another day, just like everyone else. There is a smile on my lips and a lively stance that makes people believe I am always fine.


			I arrive at the bus stop. The rain gets heavier. I’m glad I’m protected; I would hate to get my hair wet. There is only one person here, a blue-haired teenager with her eyes fixed on her mobile. Tac tac tac. She types non-stop using both thumbs at the same time. I analyze my hands, and I wonder why I can’t do the same. She looks up and stares at me; I look away and reach for my own mobile in my bag. In the middle of receipts, lipstick, wallet, keys, I find it entangled in my headphones. I pull it out, and decide to listen to a song. It will be a long and boring day. And when the rain gets heavier, unleashing curses in the form of lightning and thunder, I decide on a song by Ozzy Osbourne. Diary of a Madman seems like a good choice to me. The bus arrives at the minute Randy Rhods plays the first chords of the song on his guitar. As soon as the guitar rips the melody, I sit at the back of the bus, by the window. I watch the raindrops wash the glass while Ozzy tells me in a tearful voice that there is no choice. And then I think old Ozzy must be right. After all, I never had much of a choice. I had always been carried by the wind, by the waves of the sea, by the events, such as they presented themselves. I close my eyes and relive it all again. The screams, the cries, the crash, the silence.


			 My father, a madman. Not a harmless madman, like a decadent rock singer, but a real one. A sly madman. A sick madman. Maybe that’s why I like this song so much. Somehow it reminds me of him. Set me free, Ozzy finally says. The bus stops, and I open my eyes. I arrive at my destination.


			I push the glass door; the agency is still empty. Or almost. Maria, the cleaning lady, greets me with a straight emoji smile, and goes back to dusting the tables. She seems to be carrying an invisible heavy load on her back. They told me that she has a son who is in jail accused of smuggling heroin, a husband killed by the police and a young daughter she leaves at the care of her neighbor so she can come to work. Thinking of this, I content myself with a straight smile and head to my table, hidden behind a grimy beige counter. Stuck in an uncomfortable chair with rusty wheels, I keep the smile of contentment and satisfaction on my face until my jaw hurts. I’m the receptionist, I need to set an example. In fact, I can’t afford to lose this job.


			I have been facing this door for four years; it is through it that customers, suppliers and employees enter. The place is not big, but the orange walls give an air of youthfulness to the place, although I consider myself more of a lover of sober colors. The job is not difficult, one just needs to be a master in the art of smiling: answering the phone with a smile, smiling for those who arrive, asking if they want some water or coffee — while smiling, of course. I don’t know how I have survived these four years here, since I barely used to go past the trial period in previous experiences. Not that I’m lazy or didn’t want to work: I am committed and dedicated, I just wasn’t raised to manage my own life.


			I had a very good life until my parents died, I studied English Literature at the University, took painting classes and practiced yoga in my free time; I did those things simply because I liked them, not because I was forced to do them. The kind of spoiled preppy brat who has everything, the princess subordinate to a king. That was how my father exercised control over me, a less direct and more effective form of the control he exercised over my mother. Censorship was reserved for her, the loss of the right to come and go; for me, treats and smoothness were the executioners that made me his hostage. For him, love was about control first and foremost like those people who says they love birds but lock them in cages. Today I believe that we all have a monster sleeping in the depths of our beings. Many manage keep it asleep, catching a glimpse of it here and there; but there are those who fail, those who are weak, and eventually succumb to the monster. We all have the potential to bring our Frankenstein into life, and all we need to do so is one situation of extreme pain, a loss, an unsatisfied need, a rejection. They are the influx of energy that the monster needs in order to come to life and walk around.


			It is early when Ricardo, my boss, arrives. He looks particularly ridiculous today, dressed in a striped shirt, red suspenders, jeans and a beaten All Star that had possibly been white in a distant past. Ricardo is a womanizer publicist in his 50s who has his own ideas of how a creative person should act. He enjoys being the center of attention. Every day he enters the office as though he had just won the Oscar, greets women with enthusiasm and gives a sniff of contempt towards the men.


			The phone rings, and I shudder.


			“Hugs Advertisement and Marketing Agency,” I announce with enthusiasm. On the other side, a confused and strange accent asks about Ms. Caroline Gruner. I have the distinct impression that Sherlock Holmes made a call from the past using one of those bronze-colored phones and wants to speak with me. I contain my laughter and take a deep breath. Before I even exhale the air from my lungs, he introduces himself as Mrs. Helen Seymour’s lawyer and repeats that he would like to speak with Ms. Caroline Gruner.


			“This is she,” I reply in a restrained manner, still with the image of a lord dressed in a tweed suit screaming with a cone in his ear. It does not occur to me that this call may be of any importance; it is probably a prank call, an attempted sales pitch or even a collection one; nothing more than this. As he explains himself, I understand that this is about my great-aunt. “She passed away,” he reveals.  A witch’s face comes to my mind, blurred by time. I can’t even remember the last time I heard of her. I’m intrigued. How did this man find me? The repetitive hiss of a dot matrix printer muffles the lawyer’s voice and, for a few moments, I can’t hear what he says. Confused and angry, it takes me a while to realize that I’m the only heiress to old aunt Helen. “She left you a house and a sum of money,” he finally says.


			I become silent. All I can see is Ricardo’s Medusa eyes staring at me as though he wanted to turn me into stone. I ask in a low voice: “Where is aunt Helen’s house again?” “In Black Lake,” he responds with a certain solemnity. I pretend I know the place, but the lawyer steps up and explains what directions to take; and completes, after clearing his throat: “You must meet me on Monday morning at the late Helen’s house so that we can set everything off.” But I don’t answer him. Instead, I stare at my feet as if I were looking for the most appropriate answer in my heavy suede boots. I don’t know if the lawyer notices my doubt, so he rushes: “If you have any questions about our conversation, I suggest you tell me what your e-mail is, so I can send you a copy of her will.”


			I babble when I realize that nervousness made me forget my own e-mail. “Hum… it is… it is… carolinegruner@hotmail.com,” I say, trying to sound firm and determined. “Okay, I’ll send you a copy of her will immediately.” And he says goodbye with the same solemnity with which he presented himself. Poof! And so he disappears like a ghost, I think dramatically.


			Distraught by the phone call, I stare at the linoleum floor for moments lost in an almost meditative trance. “No private phone calls during working hours, young lady,” Ricardo warns me, although he winks in a paternalistic way. “Sure, I’m sorry,” I offer him a half-hearted smile. You insensitive piece of shit, is what gets stuck between my teeth. What the hell had just happened? What to do next? Could it have been really been a prank call? I must confess that I did not rush; after all, there are many people in this world who take pleasure in deceiving others. Something tells me to be careful. Why would someone who had never even seen me have any interest in leaving me anything, especially an inheritance? I decide to wait for that lawyer to send me the will, if he would ever do that. Keeping my feet on the ground and this decision in my mind, I continue doing my work as though nothing had happened, being reminded, between one call and another, of the image of Sherlock Holmes.


			When the working hours are over, I go quietly to my boyfriend’s apartment. I decide to make him a surprise and tell him what had just happened. It is as though I need to convince someone that the phone call had really happened. Or am I crazy? The melody of Diary of a Madman is stuck in my head.
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			1975


			Mrs. Gruner never thought her youngest daughter would have a hard time finding a good match to get married. After all, of her three girls, Helen was the most beautiful, vivacious and intelligent. Always lost amidst piles of books, she seemed to have no interest in anything but verse and prose. Restless and untamable, she dismissed a saddle to ride, and said loudly to anyone who wanted to hear that she hated being treated like a silly, spoiled girl.


			Although the gossips of the small town of Golden Sierra prophesised that she would end her days as a nurse to her old parents, Helen did not feel distressed; after all, it was amidst the words that her heart rested. Her love was the books, the imaginary and fictional worlds, the parallel dimensions that always seduced her to put aside real life. It is true that the boys seemed to fear her languid and seductive presence, her long black hair like a cold night with no moonlight. Her lively eyes, so alike to those of a feline, gave the impression they were stripping everyone from their masks and disguises.


			Helen loved the farm life, the colonial house, the blue windows, the filthy rooftop. The thousands of greenish hectares as far as the eye could see, the plantations, the odor of coffee mixed with horse manure. When she was a child, she used to step on the leaves just to hear the crackling sound under her feet. Whenever her father arrived, drunk and delirious, little Helen, swifter than her brothers, fled to the old slave quarters and perched in that dark, smelly hole, a constant memory that her family’s fortune was cemented on the soft and beaten flesh of the slaves. And although she was already considered spinster in her late 20s, she did not aspire to be like her sisters Margareth and Cristine: respected housewives, married to respectable citizens, mothers of respectable children; women raised to marry and procreate, but above all, to nullify any and all creative impetus and sincere impulse within themselves.


			For her, there was no point in being a woman when one couldn’t  enjoy have the same male prerogatives. In the dirty game of life, the cards were never put on the table in a similar way; they could even be shuffled in the same way, but some aces would always be hidden from the woman by some cunning and cruel opponent. Too often, said opponent could even come embodied in another female figure. There was nothing more cruel than being cheated by someone of your own gender.


			It was these differences that kept her from the sisters, differences so big that the commonalities of being a woman in this world could not make them bond. So the small, lonely child that she once was, sought refuge with her impetuous and quarrelsome brother Carl, the same brother who fifteen years ago had punched his father and ran away from his house never to return again. Perhaps that very fact had sealed her love for Carl. She wished it was she who had punched her father. Certainly her sisters, those stupid ballerinas, she thought, would have never done it.


			As much as she hated her father, Helen could not imagine herself anywhere else. Maybe the feeling was one of attachment, maybe belonging. It didn’t matter. Sometimes she thought she suffered from Stockholm Syndrome, that peculiar psychological state in which begins to identify with her agressor and even feel for him. But there was also the weight of the fact that she did not want to leave her mother alone with the old bastard. Now that loan sharks were knocking on their door like vultures eager for carrion, her father, drunker and more delusional than ever, shouted through the house that all of them would end up living under the bridge. “What are you still doing here, you useless kid?,” he shouted, spitting booze everywhere. “You weren’t even able to get married!,” he used to say, with a slurred voice that sounded like booze jello.  Although Helen did not respond to his insults, in her core she laughed at her father’s misfortune. The chauvinist pig will wallow in the mud, she used to whisper under her breath.


			The world of Mr. Frederick Gruner was falling down, a true vile world, built on the backs of others’ misfortune, a life of exploitation and undue advantages that were now taking their toll. A downward spiral leading to the bottom of the pit. Still, Helen would stand by her mother, the despondent figure pale as a ghost who gets tired of haunting, her eyes glassy and almost dead. On second thought, her mother was indeed dead, a fallen hostage to the thick walls of fear. She tried, unsuccessfully, to seek freedom and bravery, like a female version of Oscar Wilde’s The Canterville Ghost. My poor ghost. Don’t you have a place to sleep?


			In the fall of 1975, as the trees stripped themselves from their leaves and the cold crept through the walls of the house, stealthy and silty, doted of sticky hands to choke everything that came across it, Helen’s father, sneaky as the cold breeze, thought he had found a way to avoid bankruptcy. It had been in the news some time ago: a wealthy businessman from the capital had decided to open a factory in Golden Sierra, although no one knew why. There was nothing in those parts, nothing but green land that crawled towards the edge of the horizon. Such green expanse could prove to be so dull that it made it difficult for even the fiercest of naturalists to endure it after a few days. Despite the almost untouched nature of the region, there was no variety of colors, no features, only a constant feeling of sadness and nausea. It was as though that scenery had been created by a painter who was afraid of colors. It was said that in there, labor was cheap, almost slavery-like; and the city, hungry for money, allowed anything and everything in the name of ‘progress’; the city was the prostitute, and money was its pimp.


			Frederick Gruner knew the potential of his lands. He could be facing some misfortune, but he knew that his fat ass rested over a gold mine. Those lands were worth a lot of money, money that only a few could afford. It occurred to him then to make an offer to that businessman. Why not? It was not just his lands that had an immeasurable value. His more than beautiful and worthless daughter Helen could also be worth a fortune.
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			We haven’t been together for long, Daniel and me. Four months ago, he appeared at the agency wanting an advertisement for one of his plays. He told me that he was a theater student and that one day he would make a living as an actor, although at the time he worked serving drinks at a corner pub. At first I thought he was just another arrogant little guy, one of those who thinks themselves more important than they really are, because he was always bragging about the plays he participated in, and a soap opera in which he had worked in a small role a few years ago.  Okay, I thought at the time: he’s trying to impress me. And that’s when I fell in love with him; after all, nobody had ever tried to impress me. Furthermore, I have never met a person so hardworking and with such tenacity, although at this point I already doubted his acting skills.


			He is also a very attractive man and seems to exert a fascination over women, even though he has a beaten and worn kind of beauty, so common that it can be found in any corner. But it’s not his pretty little face that attracts me, it’s the aura of mystery that surrounds him. Maybe that’s what motivated me to go out with him the first time. He started to pop up frequently at my workplace until he invited me to go to the movies with him. In the end, he left the agency without the advertisement, but with a girlfriend.


			The building where Daniel lives is located a bit far away from the place where I work, so I have to take two buses and walk a good distance to get there. I walk slowly, stopping to rest when I feel my pulse rising. I must avoid making too much effort, but I’m used to it; I know how far I can go and what I can demand from my body.


			The small building sits in an area of old buildings, hidden behind a grimy and rumpled concrete curtain. I don’t know if he lives there on purpose or because he lacks money to get a better place, but he always says that he finds it intriguing to live in that region. Perhaps eccentricity is a quality of good actors.


			The elevator is a particular problem; old and decadent, you have to close the grid with your hands and pray to be able to get out at some point. Then I press the button and close my eyes, and the primitive fear of being crushed by the walls takes over me. How is that poem again? I just woke up in the most awful of darkness, under a tomb buried, remembering nothing.


			A sudden jolt awakens me from my reverie. I open my eyes. All right, I arrive there safe and sound. I push the grid again. The noise of metal tears the silence, making the building’s veins and arteries tremble. And then I realize that Daniel isn’t expecting me, maybe he’s not even at home; we had arranged to meet on Saturday.


			I’m a methodical girl, I always do everything the same way. I hate surprises and I don’t like being spontaneous, either. But the truth is that I can’t wait, I need to talk to someone, tell them what happened – after all, my situation is equivalent to someone who wins the lottery without even having tried their luck on it. The problem is, I don’t know if I fell for the tale of the winning ticket.


			The corridor is a long gut, flanked by dirtiness and dark wooden doors from which voices seem to escape, rising to the ceiling like helium balloons. I ring the bell. My breathing is short and uneven. There is something strange here, even though I do not know what is out of place. My mind doesn’t know it yet, but my body already anticipates that. A shiver goes up in a zigzag across the back of my neck.


			Daniel takes long to open the door. A few minutes go by, I drum my fingers on the door. I know he is at home, the voices denounce him. When I take my mobile out of my bag to call him, I see the door open. Time slows down. He peers through the crack.


			“Caroline??” he asks in amazement. “What are you doing here?”


			His clammy blond hair doesn’t hide his sweaty forehead. For a moment I think he had just gotten back from the gym.


			“Is that a proper way to receive me?”


			“Sorry, I just wasn’t expecting you,” he stammers. He looks like a boy who just ate the last piece of cake hidden from his mother.


			“I know we didn’t set up to meet or anything, but I needed to talk to you. It’s urgent.”


			Instead of letting me in, he just stays there looking like an idiot.


			My body stiffens, my lips tingle, and then I push hard on the door. It hits his face, making him fall back. And there she is. A woman with legs as long as the Empire State Building looking at me with victory in her eyes. Her small, delicate breasts are on display, a thin sheet covers her groin. Perfect brown legs are all I can see, while Daniel continues to explain himself, stuttering each time he starts a sentence. They were rehearsing a play. She is just a friend. It’s not what it looks like. I laugh at his lack of imagination, feeling deeply sorry for him because he believes himself to be a good actor.


			I rush out of there. I throw up in the hall. The floor looks like a perch, full of scattered corn. I vomit again. I’m an idiot. A stupid idiot, but not a slut. Daniel doesn’t try to stop me; he doesn’t even come after me. I take the elevator down automatically. The claustrophobia doesn’t bother me. What is the fear of closed spaces compared to betrayal? Anything seems better than loneliness to me. I stop for a moment at the entrance of the building in order to breathe. My heart beats out of pace. What are they going to say if I die here on the sidewalk? Poor thing, so young! What did she die from? “Hate!,” I say out loud.


			I get my mobile, clean my mouth. Calling an Uber to go home seems like a good idea to me, screw the money – or the lack of it. My hands shake, I can’t enter the password. I wait on the sidewalk, trembling with cold and sadness. The rain falls again, so I open the umbrella and wait.


			The car suddenly advances, throwing water on some people that were passing by. I raise my hand in a shy wave. The car stops. I enter in silence and curl up on the seat. The driver, a silver-haired fellow with a Pinocchio nose, mumbles a good afternoon, makes a grimace of disgust and heads towards the address I requested through the app. Nowadays, there is almost no need for dialogue. It’s all there, stored in a small metallic rectangle, an artificial intelligence that we carry in our bags. Losing your mobile is worse than losing your brain. Besides, it’s more expensive.


			I get home wet and stinky. A cold wind sweeps through my organs, blood, veins and arteries, leaving only a void. Now I know I have a heart, for it is broken, would say the Tin Man to Dorothy in The Wizard of Oz. I throw my bag on the couch, take off my coat. I look around. My little house could be called a loft by the coolest people or a kitchenette by the most old-fashioned ones. It’s not a fancy place, but I had never looked at those walls with such repugnance. I sit on the floor, and the weight of my body against the wooden floor produces a hollow sound. Poof! A dead weight. I close my eyes and remember the day I moved in. All the joy and excitement. The good feelings run out with the rain, trickle down into the sewer. It took me months and months to furnish it, and even though it was difficult, and seemed unattainable, I wouldn’t give up; a chair here, a table there, a small bed, a closet, a retractable sofa to call mine! And finally, the sense of freedom and independence. I was my own woman. Alone, but independent. And now everything had turned into defeat. The walls, the ceiling and the floor are like pieces of a puzzle that do not fit together. Daniel’s gone, just like my parents. Sooner or later, everyone goes away. For a moment, I feel like I’m on a drifting boat, swinging up and down. I lie on the dirty floor. I’m rocked by invisible waves, like a baby tired of crying. Up and down. Daniel. The fingers brushing on my back, the tongue dancing on my neck. Up and down. His hand pulling my body against his. Up and down. A witch with a pointed nose. Up and down. Daniel dressed as Sherlock Holmes. Up and down. The sound of the water crashing against the hull of the boat. It moves away from the coast. Up and down. The heartless Tin Man. Sleep invades me in waves.


			A clay road surrounded by trees rises before my closed eyes. The vegetation is dense, green and humid; the trunks, thick and contorted. Between the world of gnomes and sylphs, between the earth and the sky, I hover in a float full of peace and grandeur. I float above the treetops, but I can see myself at the same time running down the clay road. From the top, the sun disappears on the horizon. The light of the dusk almost blinds me, but I can still see down there. I don’t know what or who I run from, I can only see myself running. The sticks pop under my bare feet, and then I notice a figure right behind me. I want to hug him, tell him I’m sorry. Daddy! I scream towards the figure that haunts me. Where’s Mom?, I ask from the top of the trees with a childish voice. But he continues to stalk me, oblivious to the voice that calls him from the top of the trees. Daddy! And then I notice an object in his hand. The Taurus pistol he kept at home. It is safe and reliable, he repeated, while polishing it with an orangeish cloth. Pow! A pop. I look up at the sky, trying to smile. Fireworks! I sigh. However, the sky remains as dark as death. Pow! I look down. My father opens fire. I scream.


			The phone rings. I rub my eyes, wetting my lips. I need to recover from the nightmare. I look out the window: it’s night already. The rain has stopped. Without haste or cheer, I feel my way in the dark. Where did I throw my purse?
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			1975


			Tobias Seymour sent his son instead of going himself to do business with Frederick Gruner. A week before the visit, the two of them talked for almost an hour on the phone and, even though he was as drunk as a skunk, Gruner still remembered every word that had been said. Old Seymour, owner of the major toy factory in the country, wanted a piece of land to set up a doll factory. Gruner had a plot of land to sell. Simple and straight to the point. It was his wife’s dream. Mrs. Seymour suffered from pancreatic cancer and had no more than five years to live, considering the better prognosis. The woman, now a mere greenish spectrum, still dreamed of creating dolls. Nothing more than a childish fancy, was how he explained his wife’s obsession; and he wouldn’t spare a dime for it to come to fruition. His only son, Otavio, a handsome 34-year-old, would run the business. And as Gruner had discovered, after wallowing in the gossip mud like the chauvinist pig he was, the boy was not yet married, so he tried to make a deal with Seymour. In the end, he not only sold the land at a price above the market, but also gave his daughter as a bonus in the business, in the best ‘buy 1 and get 2’ style.


			After a week, Otavio showed up at his house with the papers and a lawyer in tow. They drank whiskey, smoked cigars and laughed at some not funny jokes that Gruner, with his flabby skin falling over the tight clothes, was telling, loudly. A desperate sight, Otavio thought about his future father-in-law.


			The boy seemed at ease with regards to the arranged marriage. He had never heard of Helen or the Gruner family. However, he had embraced the idea as if it were some kind of divine predetermination – or paternal, as his flabby-skinned father-in-law said.


			Helen hid for a whole day in the dilapidated slave pen. Despite being in her 30s, she still behaved like a child. It was hard to believe that her father – even him – had the courage to get rid of his own daughter. Her mom had told her everything. Just like that, out of nowhere, out of the blue, with all the delicacy of a mammoth. “Your father sold you, Helen.” Yes, just like that. There was no preparation, no hugs, no glass of sugary water. Nothing. Just a kick in her heart. “Your father sold you, Helen. To the son of a rich big city man.” The galloping voice of an addict, whose pain was anesthetized with Valium. She loved her mother more than anything in her life and was sorry for her, for her rude and cold way. She was also a victim, after all. A woman trapped by the invisible claws of abandonment swallowing sleeping pills as though they were gummy candies.  Despite everything, she was her dear mother, the one who, in the past, combed her hair and did the strangest hairstyles, the one who hugged her when her belly hurt. “My beautiful little daughter,” she said with a broad laugh, with her thin hands on the girl’s face. “It’ll be alright.” In those moments, little Helen swore she could see the flame of life behind her mother’s brown eyes, just like heroines and very special women should have. She used to say at school that her mother was Artemis, the Greek goddess of hunting, fearless and savage, triumphantly displaying the bow and arrows. However, over the years, it was as if Hades, the god of the underworld, had kidnapped her in order to take away from her everything that made her mother herself. In the end, he spat back a cadaveric being, a heap of expressionless bones.


			Helen and Otavio got married twenty days later, in a small and private ceremony at the local chapel. Tobias Seymour didn’t even show up at his son’s wedding. In his stead, he sent his lawyer as chaperone to his dying wife. Otavio, a yellowish wall with a fine Don Quixote mustache, seemed genuinely satisfied and not at all hurt by his father’s absence. The bride’s father was a horse of a different color. Drunk as usual, he had an exaggerated tan as though he had just returned from an expedition to the desert. With shaky hands and panting, he held Helen’s arm throughout the ceremony, afraid that his daughter would slip through his hands and run away through the chapel’s door. However, his fears were unfounded, since Helen remained with her feet properly planted on the ground and her eyes fixed on the image of the Virgin Mary, her heart empty of romantic promises and full of dead expectations. That must be the feeling of those condemned to death: a light numbness like being drunk from too much red wine, a weakness in the lower limbs which are unable (and too tired) to fight, and, in the end, the relief of surrendering to the dark, inevitable unknown. A blot of paint that could become any landscape: a beautiful garden of colorful flowers and hummingbirds or a still life of still things, black and grumpy. It would be like a change of prison. And it occurred to her that the new prison could be worse than the old one.


		




		

			
— 5 —



			Blocked number, flashes the message on the phone screen. I answer the phone unwillingly, offering a hello as mechanically as a robot — perhaps that is the reason why no one answers me, because besides the white noise, all I can hear is my own breathing.


			“Hello!” I try again, strengthening my voice noticeably, although not even that seems to convince the person on the other side to tell me why the hell they called me. “Well, to Hell with you!” I throw the phone without looking where it lands. Could it be Daniel? The thought makes me want to pick up the mobile again. Where did it fall? Maybe he wants to explain himself. I crawl across the floor looking for the old and battered iPhone. Shit, it ended up under the sofa. I reach out to grab it, drag it across the floor wrapped in a curtain of dust and breadcrumbs. I look at the screen, waiting for another phone call. Nothing. And then it occurs to me that Daniel won’t call, won’t explain himself, because there is no explanation for what he did. I was cheated on and dismissed. That’s it. Nothing else. I cry again. There is nothing more cliché than being cheated. I feel like my life is a pathetic excuse for a soap opera with a predictable plot. The betrayed-sick-and-dull-girl, kicked to the curb, substituted by the perfect actress-model-singer. I laugh. A nervous laugh that precedes a mad one. Love is a parody, after all. No ultraromantic poems, overwhelming stories and happy endings. Lord Byron, Shelley, Álvares de Azevedo, all of them drank because they knew that romantic love is a modern invention. A lie told in verse through generations; a well-told lie, but still a lie. Only unconsummated love is perfect, I sigh. Stop, Caroline! Enough! My stomach starts to growl. I need to get something to eat.


			I drag myself into the kitchen. Without the strength to cook anything good, I go at a bag of peanuts, open a bottle of red wine and walk towards the computer. I sit on the rusty chair, turn on the prehistoric machine, which protests by making some metallic creaks. A helicopter cuts through the sky, sending flashes of light across the dark apartment. The sound drowns out my thoughts for a few moments, like a welcome pause from the voices whispering in the recesses of my brain. The Jurassic artifact I call computer is sleepy and takes too long to meet my demands. It thinks, snorts, but finally gives in and loads my e-mail page. I guess it doesn’t like me, I think. It knows that I want to exchange it for a laptop. I lift the bottle, making a toast to the slow computers of the world. I drink the wine in hesitant sips. My eyes well up. I check the inbox, frantically chewing on a handful of peanuts. Another sip of wine and voilá, nothing new. All useless nonsense. Am I really secretly waiting for an e-mail from Daniel? A romantic letter of regret? I shake my head. “Idiot,” I say out loud, spitting out pieces of peanut on the computer screen. However, something catches my eye. It could have gone unnoticed amidst the cyber trash, of course, given the current circumstances. But something in my mind turns to the morning call, that strange call that has been overshadowed by the brunette with legs as long as the Empire State Building. A formal e-mail announces the attachment. I click on the document as I bring a handful of peanuts to my mouth. The speed of my internet is definitely incompatible with that of my mouth. I had swallowed half the bag of peanuts in a nervous burst and all I can see is a tangle of blurry letters. The peanuts scratch my throat, and I drink some more wine. And then the will comes into focus in front of me. I approach the screen a little more and squint, studying the document, the notary’s stamps, the signatures, my aunt’s name and finally, my own name.


			I get up from the chair; the walls are spinning. I pace the room, not knowing what to do. I pick up the bottle; a few more sips won’t kill me. I have an idea. An idea that must be stupid, since it comes to me packed in a bottle of red wine. Damn it. I rummage through my purse looking for the paper on which my lawyer’s phone number had been written. I reluctantly stare at the small piece of paper. What is the meaning of all this? Am I really the only survivor of the Gruner family? The image of the Titanic comes to my mind. In a blue and icy immensity, I am swimming amongst lifeless bodies. All of a sudden, I realize that I am shaking. The paper dances between my fingers, inviting me to the possibility of change. My life, although miserable, is my life, the only one I know. Somehow I feel comfortable with it. It is an old pair of shoes, punctured and comfortable, that is about to be replaced by a brand new pair. But what if they squeeze my feet and give me calluses?


			Although surprised by the call, the lawyer seems satisfied with my decision to go to the town of Black Lake in the morning. And although I’m too drunk to care, I feel a little embarrassed by my impulsive behavior, but it’s a very, very light embarrassment, so I let out a loud laugh as soon as I hang up the phone. “To Hell, all of you,” I say to the walls that stare at me.
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