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Prologue

It is indisputable to think that upon my arrival at the mansion; I had my whole life ahead of me. When I headed to that Victorian mansion of the early eighteenth century was when I least needed to complicate my life. But as fate would have it, my feet landed there one fall day, sunny and sultry, to begin an adventure that would indeed change my essence and my soul. I envision the long road that is bordered by tall cypress trees and lush pines as the wind caressing my clothing. If I strain my ears, I can clearly hear childlike giggles surrounding the landscape like playful spirits. The laughter of two children swinging on a teeterboard on top of a mound of earth, separated from the olive trees. Next to them, arranging the flowers that surrounded him in a circle, an older man pruned the weeds as he looked at me with astonishment and impertinence. The children, however, did not notice my arrival.

The first time I saw Mr. Ledesma sitting in a lawn chair by the entrance, I knew he was undoubtedly the patron of the house. He read the newspaper with an elegant and captivating presence. When he saw me, he stood up energetically and greeted me. The children looked at me defiantly from their places on the swing, and so did the gardener.

“Good morning. Are you Miss Trujillo?” he asked me.

“Yes, sir.” I answered.

“How was your trip?”

“The train ride was very interesting, thank you very much.”

“I’m glad.”

I stared at the distinguished and stately man dressed in a black suit and hair slicked back to one side. His smile was perfect, and his demeanor distinguished and stately like that of the leading men in the romantic novels of the time. He walked me to the house and offered to take my suitcase, but the gardener had already gotten there and taken it.

“Arturo, this is Miss Trujillo. You can take her suitcase to her room.”

“Yes, sir,” said the gardener.

Arturo was in his seventies, stooped and with a white beard similar to those of the ancient kings. But he didn’t even look at me. He just carried the bag and entered the cool lobby.

Then, Mr. Ledesma, abruptly stopped walking and standing on the porch of the house, looked at me in surprise and asked,

“Why have you come to Casa Matrona, Miss Trujillo? A person with your class, and from Barcelona... Do you have at least one relative in Jaén?”

“An advertisement in the Barcelona newspaper caught my eye and didn’t think twice. I have just completed my degree and think I can teach your children the age-appropriate lessons, behavior and etiquette. I don’t have any relatives in these lands, Mr. Ledesma, but I think I will soon adapt to Jaén’s climate and customs.”

Then the man darkened his face, leaned against one of the porch columns and said to me sadly,

“It is important for you to know, Miss Trujillo, that my wife passed away a month ago and that the deepest sadness nests in our souls. It will not be easy to deal with my children, I assure you, especially with Sara. She is at a tough age and is the one who is coping the worst. This is a challenging job which other governesses could not manage lasting only two days in this house.”

“I understand. I am very sorry, Mr. Ledesma. I... I assure you, I will do my best to get along with both.”

A pleasant and unexpected wind suddenly came to the porch, and I was grateful for the fresh air that filled me with a deep sense of well-being. Mr. Ledesma then smiled slightly, looked at me tenderly and ran a few steps to call his children, who unwillingly got off the teeterboard to come and greet me. The twelve-year-old, copper-haired girl with freckles had an unfriendly face as she stared at me. Jacobo greeted me openly and gave me a broad smile as soon as he approached. He was ten years old, and his face was obviously pale, but something told me from the beginning that I was going to get along much better with him than with his sister.

“Children, may I present Miss Trujillo?”

“Hi,” they said in unison. Sara immediately turned and ran back to the swing.

I saw her running with her hair in the wind, determined, annoyed, as she always was in those times. Jacobo stayed by my side, staring at me.

“Do you know that our mother is dead?” He asked.

I looked at him with pity and much affection, nodding my head and swallowing so as not to cry.

“The others left too soon,” he said, crestfallen and sad. “Are you like the others?”

“I hope not,” I replied.

And he ran off toward the swing again, next to his sister. I saw them whisper as they looked at me, and they both got on the swing as they watched the scene occurring by the porch.

“The three of us miss their mother very much,” said Mr. Ledesma. “Since she left, a veil of sadness nestles in this house. My children don’t want to continue with their classes, they hardly laugh... I need your help to bring them back to their normal state of mind. They are good kids, Miss Trujillo. They just need a bit of support and structure in their lives.”

“I’ll try,” I said.

At that precise moment, a middle-aged woman dressed in black with her hair in a low bun and a broom in her hands appeared in the doorway. A radiant a smile spread across her face when she saw me. She left the broom leaning against the door and came immediately to greet me, taking my hands in hers.

“Good morning,” she said. “My name is Prudencia, the housekeeper, and will be in charge of helping you to calm those kids down and getting them on the right track. I see you have already met them. I hope you had a wonderful trip?”

At that precise moment, I saw in the eyes of the gentleman and the maid a prodigious light of hope and peace. With me a fresh aura bathed the room of Casa Matrona. Even I realized it. When Prudencia took me by the arm to drag me into the house, the nerves of the first impression melted away. I beamed as I felt welcomed. 

“Come with me upstairs,” she said, leaving Mr. Ledesma alone on the porch.

Climbing the marble staircase to the bedroom floor, I could recall the romantic stories I often read in my rare moments of leisure. The paintings, beautiful works of art in oil, enlivened the immaculate white of the walls. The family photographs reminded me of their dead mother, like a fairy, precious and sublime. In each of the portraits, Sara and Jacobo posed joyfully and happily; however, now an unquestionable shadow dented their young hearts.

“They are just children,” said Prudencia as we unpacked and settled my personal items in the cabinets. “They are confused and sad about their mother. Don’t hold their sour natures against them. They’ll learn to love you soon enough, I guarantee it.”

“Don’t worry. I love children. I will be a good friend to them,” I said.

Prudencia’s genuine smile impressed me. She took my hands and said,

“You are different, Miss Trujillo. Welcome to Casa Matrona.”

Closing the door, she left me alone in the room, neat and perfumed, with the best lighting in the house.

Meanwhile, on the teeter-totter, Sara and Jacobo were having a conversation. A faint wind caressed the children’s faces as they swung serenely, and the rays of October sunbathed their hair.

“Do you think she’s like the others?” asked Sara, sitting on the swing.

“I don’t know,” Jacobo answered, pushing his sister.

“Will she be afraid of ghosts?”

“Stop that stuff, Sara. You’ll make this one go away too. Why do you scare them?”

Sara smiled wickedly. She climbed down from the swing and, turning to her brother, shouted at him:

“Here, the only one who scares easily is you.”

“Shut up or I’ll tell Dad.”

“Always threatening with the same thing.”

Jacobo then burst into tears.

“I miss mom.”

“Me too.”

“If she were here, we wouldn’t need a governess, and you wouldn’t tell scary stories.”

Sara smiled again.

“They are not scary stories. Ghosts exist.”

“They do not exist.”

“Yes, they do!”

These were daily discussions between the siblings at Casa Matrona Olivares. Sara and Jacobo came to my classes on time. We reviewed various subjects and studied religion since Jacobo was preparing for his first communion that year. The boy was affectionate with me; he kissed me goodnight every day when he went to bed. Sara always addressed me with contempt.

“Why do I have to study religion if I did my communion two years ago?”, Sara asked.

“Your father wants you to refresh your memory.”

“I already know everything you are teaching. Besides, religion is of no use if you have already taken communion.”

“Yes, it is,” I said.

“No, it’s no good,” she answered cheekily, and then she got up from her chair and went to pick up a photograph from the top of a chest of drawers. She approached me with it and showed it to me. “This is me on the day of my first communion.”

I could see a smiling and radiant Sara dressed in white, with her rosary between her fingers and an angelic face that was far from the one she had now.

“You look beautiful,” I said. “You should smile more.”

“Sara does not believe in God, Miss Trujillo,” added Jacobo.

The girl, with a defiant gesture toward her brother, turned away, placed the photograph back, and left the room.

“Why do you say that? She was uncomfortable...”

“Since Mom died, Sara doesn’t believe in God. That’s why she doesn’t want to study religion. She spends all day talking about ghosts because she says mom is a spirit who protects us from bad people. She thinks the governesses are bad people who want to marry our father for his money and take him away from us.”

“Do you think so? Jacobo, I am here to help you. Keep studying while I to talk to your sister.”

“Don’t leave me alone, Miss Trujillo! Stay with me!”

“I’ll be right back, Jacobo.”

“But... I don’t want to be alone.”

“Oh, no? And why not?”

“Because of the ghosts...”

“You don’t have to be afraid, Jacobo. Ghosts don’t exist.”

“I think they do...”

“Keep studying.”

“But...”

I opened the curtains to let more light into the room and went out in search of Sara. I found her crying on a step of the marble staircase; however, as soon as she saw me, she rubbed her eyes and pretended it was nothing.

“Sara, what’s wrong?”

“Nothing.”

“You’re crying. Why did you leave the class?”

“I have already told you I do not want to study religion.”

“Jacobo says you don’t believe in God. Is that true?”

 “He is completely clueless. He is young and fearful.”

“This is his first communion, and he is naturally thrilled. Just like you were when it was your turn to make your first communion. Why do you always try to scare him?”

“I just want to toughen him up.”

“But if you talk to him about ghosts, you’re merely scaring him, and he’s only ten years old. You’re much older.”

“Miss Trujillo, do you believe in ghosts?”

“Of course not.”

“Well, you should... Look behind you.”

A huge shiver ran up and down my back, as I felt that someone besides us was watching my every move. Despite the fear gripping me, I was determined not to let Sara get away with it.

“Be quiet, Sara, and go back to your class.”

“Look behind you...”

“Sara!”

Sara laughed sarcastically when she saw Mr. Ledesma coming down the stairs. Because, as expected, he heard my scream. He appeared out of breath, angry and frightened.

“What’s going on here?”

“I... She misbehaved with her brother, and I sent her to the step,” I lied.

“What have you done now, Sara?”

“I haven’t done anything,” the girl hesitated, and the look she gave me made my blood run cold.

“Miss Trujillo, you know Jacobo scares easily. Go back to him and don’t leave him alone for too long. As for you, missy, we’ll talk later.”

Suddenly, we heard Jacobo screaming from inside the room. We all turned towards the scream and ran to the room, arriving too late to help Jacobo. As we entered the room, we saw Jacobo lying on the floor, unconscious.

“Oh, my God!” said Mr. Ledesma.

He nervously took his son in his arms and took him to his bedroom. I walked behind Mr. Ledesma, upset, and Sara walked behind me. Once in his bed, Jacobo regained consciousness, and fist punched me, blaming me for having left him alone in the room.

“Calm down, Jacobo,” said his father. “What has happened?”

“She left me alone in the room.”

“Jacobo,” I said, “I had to talk to your sister.”

“It’s always her. She’s the one to blame for everything,” he added, directing his merciless gaze at the sister who was maliciously hiding behind me. “She calls her, and she appears.”

“Who appears, honey?” I ask curiously.

“The ghost.”

Mr. Ledesma looked at his daughter with no less than rage but contained his exasperation.

“What have you told your brother, Sara?” shouted Mr. Ledesma to the girl, who was creeping away from the bed. “What have you told him? Damn it!”

“The truth. I told you that ghosts haunt this house.”

At that moment, Prudencia entered, calming everyone with her presence and temperance.

“Here we go again,” said Prudencia.

But Mr. Ledesma had had enough with Sara’s attitude, who was retreating to the door attempting to leave the room.

The slap echoed in the room. After the blow, Sara ran out crying. Mr. Ledesma, Prudencia, Jacobo, and I remained in tremendous chaos, wondering why Sara was behaving in such a way.
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