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Chapter One

“No! If I tell him, he’ll kill her.” Jamie vigorously ran his hands through his tousled hair. He knew his brother had a short temper, and, God save their sister, the minute he opened his mouth, but he had no other choice. He couldn’t let people in their slum neighborhood besmirch her name.

After hours of nerve-wracking pacing, running through a thousand scenarios in his head, Jamie made his way to the garage. His eyes locked on Mike, skillfully changing the oil in one of the cars left by some people he didn’t know, and sighed with frustration. Since there was no easy way to break the news, he went straight to the point.

“Seems like our little sister, Chloe, has a secret lover,” Jamie blurted out. Mike looked at his brother askance before returning to his business. “Won’t you say something?” Jamie grunted. He’d expected his brother to jump at him sooner, yet the air in the garage electrified like a hush before the storm. “I suspected she might be having an affair for some time now, but I am planning to end it right this moment,” he added in great determination.

“Instead of making things up, why don’t you think about how to get rich lazily and easily?” Mike said. “That’s what you’re good at.”

Jamie rolled his eyes in exasperation. “Make things up? I’m telling you; people have seen Chloe with some man who looked like a sugar daddy,” Jamie added, pausing to examine Mike’s expression. The idea of this being true made his stomach churn.

Mike pressed his lips into a thin line and glared at him. “Don’t believe everything you hear. People like to gossip,” he said rather blithely and hid behind the Jeep.

Jamie approached his brother, crossed his arms over his chest, and waited for some sort of reaction that would show even a small drop of concern. “Mike, won’t you stop for a moment and listen to what I’m saying?” Jamie pulled on his black, oily forearm.

“Stop slandering our sister!” he uttered with a hint of threat.

“No! This is unbelievable! All you care about are your precious cars. You spend day and night in this damn garage.”

“This damn garage, as you put it, is what feeds you!” Mike retorted.

Jamie paused for a moment, inwardly giving credit to his brother’s point, yet it didn’t mean he should care any less for their sister. “Anyway, I will find the truth on my own. I won’t allow my sister to turn into a slut.”

Mike lost his last bit of patience, threw the oil filter to the ground, and grabbed Jamie by the jaw, leaving black fingerprints on his gold-beige face. His anger was a wild animal, untamed and unpredictable. “Watch your mouth, will you? You’re not talking about any other woman! This is our sister!”

Jamie barely managed to free himself from the strong grip and wiped his face. “Do you think I don’t know that?” He stepped back. “I know what I’m saying, and I have proof.”

“Oh yeah? And where is your proof?” Mike raised a skeptical brow.

“Doña Prudencia and her husband overheard Chloe talking to a man on the phone at the market the other day. Also, the butcher has seen her getting into an expensive car with some stranger.”

Mike’s face changed. He knew Doña Prudencia had a big mouth, but she always gossiped about things that were true, not exaggerated. “Wait, what? So, it’s not just you who speaks badly about her?” Mike turned to Jamie, wiping his hands. His olive eyes were lightning bolts of fury and thunderclaps of rage. “I’ll find out everything in a second,” he mumbled and carelessly hurled the black-stained towel at the wall. He put on his serious expression and stormed out. Jamie rushed after him, sensing the storm was about to strike.

Once back home, the two brothers eagerly awaited Chloe in the living room. And when she came home, glowing, her smile faded away the moment she met them. The young girl recognized those faces all too well, and hurriedly whisked past them, naively thinking she would avoid the inevitable. Chloe closed the door softly and walked over to the wooden cabinet and carefully studied her face in the mirror. She took the artificial flowers out of the vase, and she hurriedly tried to put the few hundred dollars inside before Mike burst into her room and she clenched her fists in despair.

“What are you doing?” His firm voice sent a couple of chills down her spine and his piercing eyes, buried in her back, further paralyzed her body.

“Nothing!” She hastily put the vase back, still not ready to face him.

“What are you hiding?” Mike grabbed her elbow, making her turn to him, and forcefully opened her palm, smoothing the crumpled banknotes. He gazed at her as an invisible cloak blurred his eyes, before coming to his senses at Chloe’s scream from the slap.

“Mike, please don’t!” Jamie rushed to her rescue and stood between them. This time, it would have been hard even for him to tame his brother’s wildness.

“Look at this!” Mike pointed to the money. Jamie gazed at the bills and at Chloe, words stuck in his throat, hardly believing his eyes. Chloe desperately fought to explain, but her words came out as nothing but mere whining. “Can you imagine? I can’t believe it!” Mike’s breathing accelerated as he raced around the room. “Now, you’re going to tell me the truth – who gave you this money and in exchange for what?”

Chloe trembled, tears streamed down her pink cheeks as she tried to look into his brother’s eyes.

“Speak, girl!” Mike demanded.

“Mike, let her explain!”

“I have nothing to explain.”

“Chloe, people in the neighborhood are already gossiping. It’s best to admit everything, otherwise it will get worse,” Jamie urged her.

“I have no idea what you’re talking about.” 

“About the man you’re secretly seeing. Is it true? Do you have a secret lover?” Mike cocked his head to one side. The sheer image of his sister selling her body for money made the room spin a couple of times before him and his predatory grunting made Jamie’s task of keeping him away even harder.

“Chloe, we’re family, and we’re your brothers. There shouldn’t be any secrets between us,” Jamie uttered.

“All right then! Yes, it’s true! I am secretly seeing a man! So what?” she snapped, not knowing whether she had acted rightly or wrongly. But the little courage she had gathered evaporated the moment Mike lost his temper completely.

“I can’t believe it! I’ll kill her!” Mike reached for his belt, pulling it out of his jeans. “I’ll kill her!” he wailed in rage, but Jamie blocked his way, barely pushing his colossal body back so that the belt couldn’t reach her as Chloe’s wobbly feet attempted to move and failed. Barely managing to regain his balance, Mike’s labored breaths echoed in the room, reverberating off the walls. He clenched his fists, his knuckles turning white as he fought to contain the tempest within. In a moment of desperate self-control, he spun on his heel and stormed out of the room, the echo of his fury dissipating as the door slammed shut behind him.

The rest of the day gave enough time for the storm to pass. It was early evening when the three of them gathered in the living room. “Dinner is served,” Jamie called from the kitchen. Chloe was the last to arrive, having to gather her strength so as not to shudder under his stern gaze. Mike’s anger returned as soon as she sat across him.

He put down his utensils and buried his eyes into hers. “Tell me, Chloe, who is this secret lover?” His voice was calm and even, giving him a sense of hope she’d be more willing to speak.

She smiled fondly as her mind went back to the times when she was with Santiago, away from prying eyes. “I’m telling you, he’s a very important person, famous, with a high status in society. I met him by accident, I swear. I didn’t think I was doing anything wrong.”

“Why haven’t you mentioned him before?” Jamie asked.

“Probably because we fell in love. I knew you wouldn’t approve of it…”

“Have you slept with him?” Mike cut in. Chloe bent her head down to her fidgeting fingers, shaking it in denial. Mike stood up from his chair, gazing at her like a ticking time bomb, waiting to explode. “Respond with words, not gestures, and look me in the eyes!” His eyes darkened and the calm, prepossessing voice was now a distant memory.

“Yes!” She stood up and met his gaze. Chloe staggered a step back from yet another heavy slap. She slowly returned her gaze to him, touching softly the corner of her mouth.

“Stop beating her like an animal, Mike. You need to respect us!” Jamie stood at her side.

“What about her? Does she respect us?” Mike kicked his chair to one side. “We care for her so much and look how she repays us!”

“Mike, I swear he’s a good man.” Her tears impeded the words in her mouth.

“Tell me who he is, or I’ll lose the last bit of patience I have.”

“What for? To find him and kill him because he likes me?” she snapped at her brother. The bitterness and pain pooled in her teary eyes. “No! I’ll never tell you! You’ll never find out his name!” She roared once more and ran to her room, leaving her brothers lost in thoughts and guesses.
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Santiago Alvarez, one of the well-respected farmers in the area, parked his car at the far front side of his estate. He came late from work, desperately hoping to avoid the celebration of his 30th wedding anniversary. Rolling his eyes with utmost irritation, he got out of the car. The sound of the guitars made him smile thinly as he slowly walked ahead, basking in the generous warmth of the sun, bracing himself for another ordeal.

“Welcome home, Don Santiago!” Magnolia greeted the owner of the mansion with a big, polite smile, taking his briefcase.

“I see the circus is in full swing!” he said blithely as Magnolia burst into choked laughter.

“That’s right! Doña Gabriella has invited all of your family friends to this special occasion. You know how much she cares about image and reputation.”

“Yes, I do. My dear wife has always been like this,” he murmured with a slight drawl. “And my children? Are they here?”

“Yes, of course!”

“So there’s no getting out!” He sighed heavily.

“There you are.” Gabriella approached him with a broad, genuine smile. She welcomed him with a cheek kiss, took him by his cringed elbow, and the two of them made their way to the guests. “Ladies and gentlemen, the head of the family is finally here – my dear husband, Santiago Alvarez!” Gabriella addressed everyone present, holding a glass of champagne. “I would like to raise a toast and thank you all for responding to our invitation on this special occasion!” She raised her glass and beamed at her husband.

Santiago managed a thin smile at the guests and quickly stepped down from the small stage, carefully placed in the center. “What was the need for all this ostentation?” he pondered and retreated behind the table designated for them. He looked up at the ivory linen sheet tied up onto the four lamp posts, mercifully saving him from the heat. Gulping down his glass in a hurry, he ordered the servants to bring him something stronger than champagne and patiently waited for this absurd parade to end.

Gabriella followed him and sat down on the bench beside him. Her smile was gone and for a moment, the gloomy, stiff, and disaffected Gabriella had returned. She smiled from time to time at anyone passing by their table. “Santiago, can you at least pretend to be enjoying yourself and wipe the boredom off your face?” Gabriella hissed in a low voice, cautious not to be interrupted or seen by any of the guests.

“What’s the point of all this show?”

“Show? It’s our 30th wedding anniversary, for God’s sake,” she hissed in his face.

“Your drink, Don Santiago!” Magnolia left the shiny silver tray on the table.

“Thank you, Magnolia. You’re free to go!” Gabriella dismissed her and she sped off to hide among the guests.

Lucia and her husband approached their table, and Santiago greeted them with a smile. Gabriella, on the other hand, pulled away from her husband as he stood up to kiss their daughter and gave a short, amicable glance at her son-in-law.

Santiago’s happiness resurfaced on his face once he turned his attention to his daughter. God had blessed him with a daughter after his firstborn son, Diego, and the second boy, Juan Pablo, and this gave him a sense of fulfillment in his life.

Antonio complimented Gabriella on her appearance, and politely addressed Santiago in the same joyful manner, hoping his compliment sounded genuine.

“How nice of you to say this! Of course, it would have been nicer if you really meant it, but nonetheless!” Santiago replied acidly, completely ignoring his wife’s sullen expression. “How are you, sweetheart?” He turned to Lucia.

Gabriella quickly apologized for her husband’s sour mood, attributing it to a bad day at work and exhaustion.

“That’s quite normal for a person in his position.” Antonio pretended he hadn’t paid enough attention to his father-in-law’s vicious attack. “Managing such wealth is not an easy task.”

Santiago gazed at him, his lips curling into a thin smile. He excused himself and went to greet his sons and some of his friends who had come to the party. And when he thought he’d finished pretending to like all this, his wife approached him in the company of Father Thomas, who had been invited more out of social obligation than genuine friendship.

“Ah, Santiago, please say hello to Father Thomas.” Gabriella caught him by the arm.

“How are you, Father?” He tried to sound genuinely interested.

“Very well, thank you! Can I say how life has been kind to you, Mr. Alvarez? You have an amazing wife, wonderful and charming children, a reputable home, and untold wealth.”

“Which you also happen to enjoy, Father.” He smiled thinly. “I know Gabriella is making quite generous donations to you.” His vicious utterance made his wife avert her eyes with frustration.

“She’s being nothing but a model Christian, Don Santiago.” Father Thomas smiled awkwardly.

“Excuse my husband, Father! He was just kidding.”

“No, I am not!” Santiago turned to her. The embarrassment pooled in her eyes. “Don’t you think you are giving a little too much?” he added.

“There is no such thing as giving too much when it comes to the lives of the poor and disenfranchised.”

“Are you sure this money will be properly distributed?” Santiago raised an eyebrow and Father Thomas found himself compelled to swallow nervously.

“Of course, Santiago! How can you doubt his words?” Gabriella frowned at him, her eyes shooting fire as Santiago lost interest in having this conversation.

“Forgive me, Father. I feel indisposed, and the migraine is causing me to leave you with my wife,” he said and headed for the entrance of the house.

Gabriella quickly murmured an excuse and rushed after him. “Santiago, where are you going?” She caught him on the stairs at last.

“I’m sorry, Gabriella, but I can no longer endure these two-faced people who are friends with us because we are convenient for them. This includes Father Thomas, too.”

“Santiago, please! He’s not any man! He’s a servant of God!”

“He is just another groveller in the crowd, and I cannot stand him,” Santiago hissed and went upstairs.

Gabriella rushed after him, but he slammed the door shut in her face as soon as she reached their bedroom. “Santiago, open the door!” she shouted, pounding on it in vain. “Please, we need to talk! Where were you all day? I called your work, but you weren’t there again. Santiago, open the door!” Gabriella screamed, fighting back her tears. The oppressive silence made her finally give up. She smoothed her scarlet velvet suit, a shade lighter than her hair, and went back down to the guests, praying the guests would restore her gloomy mood.

Santiago let out a heavy sigh and sat on the edge of the bed, rubbing his hands over his face. His mind was a tired engine, sputtering and struggling to keep up. Their marriage had been on the rocks for years – the constant shouting, the quarrels, the lies he had to make up every time he crossed the threshold of his home. His real joy now was Chloe. His eyes brightened and a genuine smile appeared on his lips as he took out a small photo from the inner pocket of his suit. “Oh, Chloe! Sweet, little Chloe! I love you! You’re the only one who brings joy to my gray days,” he whispered, kissing the photo before putting it in the pocket of his pants. He lay down and stared at the ceiling, dreaming of seeing her again.


	

Chapter Two

Santiago had woken up at dawn, before anyone else in the house. He bathed and chose one of his best suits, hurrying to better skip family breakfast and the morning small talk with his wife, which could easily turn into a fight over something trivial. He surreptitiously exited the house and went straight to his car. Thankfully, Magnolia was the only one to see him leave the hacienda at this early hour. His rush was suspicious and opened the gate to bitter memories, but she tried not to overwhelm herself with it, at least not now. She crossed her arms on her chest and shook her head in disapproval. After all these years, he hadn’t changed. Magnolia kept her gaze on the car as it drove away and returned to her modest room on the ground floor.

Santiago pulled over to the side of the road where Chloe was waiting for him. She shivered from the cool wind brushing against her skin through her thin cardigan. Chloe got into the car, and they drove to their secret hideout – a small, abandoned barn, which she still wondered if was on Santiago’s land.

“What’s wrong, my love?” Santiago piqued at her unusual, anxious behaviour.

“Nothing,” she muttered, and they remained silent for the rest of the journey.

Once they arrived, they got out of the car, but she hesitated to go inside. She eyed the barn’s entrance, and chills ran down her spine. “Santiago, I want to go back!”

“What’s going on?”

“Nothing! I just don’t want to go inside. Please, let’s go!” Her voice shaking, she opened the car door from her side. She once again glanced toward the barn’s entrance as Santiago caught her look and headed straight for it. “Santiago, don’t! Don’t go inside!” she shouted after him. Her heart bounced in turmoil as she knew her brothers were inside, and this was dangerous.

“Chloe, are these your brothers?” Santiago stopped several steps before the two men, surprised to find them there.

“Yes! They found out about us and wanted to talk to you.” She fought to hide the panic that threatened to engulf her like a tidal wave.

“So, this is our man!” Mike crossed his arms on his chest and tilted his head to one side. He scrutinized the man, taking in every detail – his greying hair, the wrinkles etched around his striking blue eyes, and his bushy eyebrows.

“What a shame, Chloe!” Jamie sneered. “He’s not even young! This old man could be your father. How disgraceful!”

She placed her palm on Santiago’s shoulder in a blatant attempt to hide the trembling. Her breath came fast, and the fear crawled on her face and hid in her big, wet eyes. Knowing her brother’s temper, she sensed the seemingly peaceful meeting was going to end badly and she had to avoid it.

Santiago took off his hat and gripped it tightly. “I may be old, but I am an honourable man! Otherwise, your sister wouldn’t have fallen in love with me.” His voice was unwavering, sincerity evident in his eyes. His posture and appearance exuded nothing but nobility.

Mike grabbed the lapels of the man’s suit jacket as Chloe’s expression drowned in horror completely. “What a sly man you are!” Mike hissed in the man’s face. “Not only a cheater, but also a trickster.”

“Mike, please! You promised you wouldn’t hurt him!” Chloe implored, tears streaming down her cheeks.

“Mike, let him go!” Jamie grabbed him by the wrists, trying to pull him away.

The old man staggered for a moment from the light push but luckily managed to keep his balance. When he regained control of his body, he gazed at Mike, studying him intently. “I too wanted to meet you. I would have asked Chloe to introduce me,” Santiago said. “It’s a pity that circumstances are not so pleasant.”

“Maybe for you! Because you’re doing everything secretly, and you’re using naïve young girls like my sister,” Mike growled.

“No! I don’t hide or take advantage of her naivety. I love her quite sincerely, and I am ready to answer for my actions.”

“And how do you intend on taking responsibility?” Jamie asked.

“I’m ready to get together with her, but not under pressure!” Santiago replied firmly. He glanced at Chloe and smiled gently at her wet yet beautiful face.

“Would you marry her?” Jamie asked, causing every muscle in Mike’s body to cringe.

“My life, my future, everything I possess will be hers. I am ready to take responsibility for my actions,” Santiago continued as his eyes bobbed between Chloe and her brothers.

Mike grabbed him again, his blood rushing to his head. “Yes, you most certainly will. Your bones in your body will be in hundreds of pieces when I finish,” he threatened. He punched the old man in the ribs as he squirmed onto a bale of straw.

Chloe kneeled, caressing his face. She threw a quick, freezing glance of disdain at her brother while Jamie desperately fought to keep him from lashing out at Santiago again. “Mike, please, leave him alone!”

“He lies. I won’t be fooled by the words of a hypocrite!”

Santiago winced in pain. Chloe glared at her brother again, his posture like a storm brewing on the horizon, urging them to leave. The regret gnawed at her tormented mind. It was a mistake to have led them here, to introduce them to Santiago. It was late evening and the wind of emotions threatened to become a tornado unleashed from its chains.

“Chloe, how can you like him? Are you sure you love him? He’s much older than you are,” Jamie queried quietly. “It must be for the money. Otherwise, I don’t see why else you’d have anything to do with him.” Mike’s threatening gaze made him shut his mouth instantly.

“I don’t care about his age. I love him and I need him. He gave me his word, and I am sure he will keep it. I trust him.”

“I don’t give a damn about his word. You two will separate and we are going to move!” Mike asserted.

“What? Mike, we can’t! After all we’d been through to settle down here!” Jamie gazed at him.

“The problems have never stopped since the day we came to this damn place!” Mike slammed his hand on the table. “I will not allow her to do the foolish thing of marrying this old man. It’s absurd!”

“That’s not a solution,” Jamie said and sat beside his sister. “Come on! Admit it! The sole reason you want to be with him is the money.”

“You must think I’m unscrupulous and only interested in his money like you. Well, that’s not true! Even if it were, you, of all people here, should be interested in marrying him because he has a lot of money,” Chloe snivelled.

“How much money are we talking about exactly?” Jamie’s curiosity got the best of him.

“I don’t know,” Chloe replied. “He has mentioned several companies, many acres of land, and a wealthy mansion outside of town, which he shares with his sister and nieces. But nothing more.”

“He must be one of those rich people who exploit workers like those who drove us from our lands,” Mike pondered out loud. Memories of their home and parents flooded his mind and the price they’d paid when they’d moved away. “No, you will not marry him,” he added and stormed out of the room.

The morning had brought the much-awaited peace that everyone in the house had lacked for the past few days. As the soft sunlight filtered through the curtains, Mike and Jamie sat at the kitchen table, their voices mingling with the comforting aroma of freshly brewed coffee.

“Listen to me! It would be unforgivably stupid to stand against Chloe’s marriage to Mr Alvarez,” Jamie said. “Think about what we can ask for in return. He has everything! This man is loaded, highly respected, and, to top it off, he’s head over heels for our sister.” Mike peered at him from behind the mug of coffee, lost in thoughts, and the suspense got the best of Jamie while he waited for some sort of reaction. “Mike, say something!” he whined at last.

“I don’t like to go back on my word. I already said we were moving, and that’s that.”

“Why do you have to be so stubborn?” Jamie sighed heavily. “This is absolute madness. All these years of hardship and work…” Jamie paused for a moment, unsure if he had to continue. “We can expand your business with the money he has. He can even help us move out from this slum. Don’t be selfish!” His voice succumbed to the frustration.

Mike lost his temper for a moment, slammed the table hard as the mug bounced a few inches from the surface. “You’re the greediest person I have ever known. All you ever think about is money!”

Mike stood up, kicking his chair to one side, and turned to leave before Jamie blocked his way with lighting speed. “I’m not greedy, I’m practical. Mr Alvarez may not be young, and he may not be the fairy tale prince we were dreaming of for our sister, but they love each other,” Jamie countered. “It would be worse if she had fallen in love with some poor guy who didn’t have a cent,” he added, unable to decipher his brother’s facial expressions.

Mike was painfully coming to terms with the sad reality, and no matter how difficult it was to admit it, Jamie was right. Yet he was a man of his word and principles. Solid as a rock, they had guided his life and shaped him into the man he was. He wouldn’t exchange the family’s pride and dignity for any amount of money in the world.

The several bell rings made them look towards the door in unison. Santiago Alvarez stood at the old but cosy home that was perfectly in line with the rest of the houses along the steep road. He nervously played with his hat in his hand, summoning his strength to face Chloe’s brothers.

“What brings you here?” Mike raised an eyebrow, stunned from the unexpected visit.

“I came to see Chloe.”

Mike motioned his had to come in, and as he did so he quickly called for Chloe to join them in the living room. Mike arranged a pair of chairs in the centre of the room and stood before them with his arms crossed like a cop in an interrogation room. “I won’t be the one to talk,” Mike said emphatically. “We’re listening to you, Chloe!”

Chloe’s eyes stung with tears, her heart tearing apart. She gazed at him; his soothing glance was a tranquil harbour amidst the raging storm of her thoughts. She pushed herself not to cry as tears pricked her eyes. “Look, Santiago,” she started hesitantly, “my brothers have recently had many troubles because of our relationship. I can’t be selfish. We must move, far from here.”

“Move?” Santiago exclaimed. His gaze bobbed between her and Mike’s dark, smoking eyes. “They could go, but you will not go anywhere,” he said tersely. “You will stay here with me!” 

“Our sister comes with us,” Mike cut in, powerful and relentless.

“I made a vow to take responsibility for Chloe and marry her. I truly love her. She’s everything to me. I won’t lose her.”

“Please, Santiago,” Chloe pleaded, “I don’t want to be the cause of any more trouble for my family.”

Santiago sighed deeply at the thought of losing her. “I understand,” he said softly. “I don’t want to cause any more problems either.”

Mike’s expression softened a little at Santiago’s change of tone, yet the anger lurked inside him like a coiled serpent, ready to strike at any moment. “Then what do you propose we do?” he asked.

“I think it would be best if I left for a while.” Santiago aimed his gaze at Mike. “Give you all some space to work things out. But I am not going to give up on her.”

Mike narrowed his eyes but didn’t comment. His gaze fixed on the old man until the sound of the front door closing made him aware he was gone.


	

Chapter Three

Santiago reached the main road then slammed on the brakes – the screech of the tires adding to the chaos in his mind. An overwhelming sense of impasse squeezed the air out of his lungs. He declined another phone call from work as nothing seemed to matter after the morning he just had. And when he arrived home that night, he took an ample amount of time before meeting his wife and her usual grumpy mood. He parked his Jeep in front of the house and barely paid any attention to Lucia and Antonio arriving home too.

“What’s wrong with your father? He’s become quite rude. He doesn’t even say good evening anymore,” Antonio remarked after watching him walk away.

“I don’t know.”

“I hope he’s in a better mood when I ask him to lend me more money. We lost quite a large sum in the casino,” Antonio said.

Lucia stopped and arched her brow appraisingly. “You lost a large sum of money. I don’t like gambling,” she said tersely. “I’m only accompanying you because of the pressure you put on me!” She frowned at him and entered the house.

Santiago Alvarez went straight to the little study room where Magnolia met him at the door. “Don Santiago, will you be having something for dinner? Her tone warm and polite.

“No, thank you,” he said and went behind the desk. “Did you prepare my room?” He placed his wide-brimmed hat on top of the desk and gazed at the woman, who crossed her hands behind her back, hiding her fidgeting fingers.

“Please excuse me, but your wife forbade me when she found out what I was doing,” she said, stepping a little closer to the desk. “Please do not put me between a rock and a hard place. I cannot argue with anyone, and I don’t know which orders to follow.”

Gabriella cleared her throat, and Magnolia turned around. Gabriella dismissed her with a stern gaze. She narrowed her eyes, her lips pressed together, sensing her husband had been running around outside. Santiago only peered at her under his brows. Even at home, she was dressed in her usual sophisticated style – dark coal pants, a white blouse, and an ivory poncho. Her hair was neatly gathered in a French twist as usual, and she stared at her husband, offended by his attitude. “After so many years of marriage, I have to see you giving cause for comment to the servants about our family affairs,” she said bitingly. “Isn’t it a shame? I ask you to show respect to our children and not to discredit me in front of the staff,” she added.

Santiago rolled his eyes at the tedious monologue of his wife, but he let her have her say.

“Your behavior is scandalous and they don’t deserve it, Santiago!” she hissed, making him gaze into her icy blue eyes, exuding coldness, and repulsion. “You will sleep in our bedroom as you always have, as is customary for married couples. Are we clear?”

There was no response. Not a single comment. 

The woman exited and left her husband in the study, whose expression was tired – tired of engaging in endless quarrels and dealing with every grumpy look on his wife’s face.

As luck would have it, both his and his daughter’s marriage looked alike – utterly unhappy. The single real difference was that his daughter never loved Antonio. Lucia had been forced into marrying him merely out of convenience for both parties. His family was broke, and Antonio was left without a cent to his name, while Gabriella wanted to hide the shame from the cruel world – which would gossip and judge her – for Lucia had once been raped by some drunkards.

Antonio was sitting in the upholstered indigo armchair contemplating his wife who had long since fallen asleep. He gently placed the book on the polished round wooden table and with a cautious shuffle, he approached the bed, its quilted surface rumpled from the night’s unrest. His trembling hand, a nervous intruder, traced a tender path up Lucia’s leg, the warmth of her skin igniting a trail of sensations that spread like wildfire through his fingertips. But before his fingers reached the delicate terrain of her knee, her sudden awakening shattered the fragile tranquility. Startled, she recoiled from his touch, her gaze a mix of terror and defiance.

“I am sorry. I didn’t wish to wake you,” he murmured, his voice barely a whisper, carrying the weight of both regret and longing.

“Please, don’t touch me!” Lucia’s voice quivered, her eyes fixed on him, a mixture of fear and anguish.

“When will I be able to?” His frustration seeped through, tainting the air with a bitter edge. “It’s been a year, and you never allow me to touch you – as if you think I am going to hurt you.”

“I am sorry, Antonio, but this is exactly how I feel.” Lucia’s voice was laden with the weight of her past torment.

“I am sorry for what has happened to you. But I was not among those who raped you,” he insisted, his tone a blend of remorse and exasperation.

“Please, don’t remind me!” she pleaded with a hint of hostility, a desperate attempt to ward off the haunting memories clawing at the edges of her consciousness.

“You’re the one reminding me every time I am trying to make love to you,” he snapped, his patience crumbling like the fragile facade of their fractured intimacy. He rose abruptly from the bed, the duvet slipping to the ground with a soft thud. Lucia clutched the other cover’s end to her chest in a blatant attempt to find solace and safety in the thin shield. “I married you to help you overcome this, but you must help yourself too.” His voice surged with a mix of irritation and desolation. “Lucia, one day, I will get fed up and will find another woman to give me what I don’t get from you.”

“You’re doing it anyway. I know you’ve been seeing other women.” Lucia’s accusation hung heavy in the air, puncturing the fragile bubble of their strained confrontation.

“I don’t want to.” Antonio’s words carried a hint of remorse, his defenses crumbling under the weight of their tangled emotions. “I’m sick and tired of seeking outside what I have in my own bed.” He reached for her, his touch both tender and insistent, a desperate attempt to bridge the chasm between them. 

But as his lips grazed hers and trailed down to her cheek and neck, the nightmare engulfed her, the memories of her violation flooding her mind with a suffocating force. The scene of her ordeal replayed in vivid detail – the shadowy figures, the dank stable, the haunting echoes of horses’ frenzied neighing. She couldn’t bear it. With a sudden surge of strength, she pushed him back and fled from the bed, her sobs echoing through the room.

“Lucia, wait!” Antonio’s plea followed her, but she was already out the door, her father’s comforting embrace offering the only refuge in the turmoil of her shattered sanctuary.

“What’s wrong, sweetheart?” He caressed her hair, gazing upon her eyes as they welled with tears.

“Nothing! Your daughter is a little tense,” Antonio said wearily.

“Come on, little angel. Let’s get you back to bed,” Santiago prompted and called Antonio outside. When the two men were left alone in the small hall on the second floor, Santiago glared at him with ultimate disdain. “It’s not the first night I’ve been awake from my daughter’s cries.” Santiago’s words were like daggers, piercing his son-in-law’s skin.

“That’s because it’s not the first time your daughter hasn’t fulfilled her marital duties.”

“Don’t ever make her do anything against her will!” Santiago pointed his finger at him.

“Our intimate relationship is not your business, my dear Father.” Antonio reprimanded him with sarcasm. “Don’t stick your nose in my family.”

When Antonio decided the ordeal had finally ended, Santiago brought him back with one abrupt pull. “Listen to me! One more night of suffering for my daughter, and your marriage is over.”

“And you think it’s that easy?” Antonio emitted a choked laugh.

“Well, it’s certainly not impossible. You’re nothing but parasite who managed to hide his existence in my house.” 

“My only responsibility is to hide the shameful rape of your daughter.” Antonio raised his voice, tired of putting up with Santiago’s vile comments. “And please, my dear Father, don’t you threaten me because I can easily go to your wife and tell her about the affair you’re having.”

Santiago’s face went as white as a sheet. The little corridor spun several times before his eyes. His lungs deflating, and the oxygen in the hall had gone. The one image in his head was how he could kill Antonio without any sense of remorse whatsoever.

“Yeah, I know about the luxury residence you’ve bought for your mistress and how you’re planning to run off with her, marry her, and live there.” Antonio smiled wickedly, revealing Santiago’s carefully guarded secret, which he had confided only to Magnolia. “I know everything, dear Father, and be grateful and I haven’t told your wife about it.”

“What are you waiting for?” Santiago snapped, pointing to the bedroom where his wife was with his eyes.

“Are you fighting?” Gabriella appeared at the door, half asleep.

“No, we were arguing over silly things, weren’t we Don Santiago?” Antonio said with vague semblance of a smile. “We’re just talking about some financial issues.”

Santiago’s blazing glare threatened to set the whole mansion on fire. “Son of a bitch!” he murmured under his breath. “I rather rot in hell than letting myself be extorted by a bastard like you.”


	

Chapter Four

Chloe had been smiling for the first time in a week. She let happiness take full possession of her. Santiago had promised to show her and her brothers something, and he skillfully navigated through the traffic until they arrived at a place none of the Williams had ever been before. He parked his car in front of an elegant peach-colored house. The simple yet luxurious facade could enchant even the most critical taste.

“Santiago, where are we?” Chloe asked with a smile.

“This is going to be our new home,” he replied, smiling tenderly at her, and giving her a light kiss.

Jamie couldn’t take his eyes off the large floor-to-ceiling windows on the front facade, while Mike was reminded of what he had agreed to. Frankly, he found it a little humbling, confronting his own ego, prejudices, and morals. Chloe tucked a tendril of hair behind her ear as Santiago opened the car door and helped her out.

“This is the place. Do you approve?” Santiago asked, as excited as Chloe as they took a short walk around the house.

“Of course! The house is magnificent.” Her smile wouldn’t leave her face.

“This is our new home. I just purchased it.”

“Don Santiago, I must say you have a discerning taste. The house is more than impressive,” Jamie complimented and returned his full attention to him. “And what about us? You’re not going to leave us to live in the slum, are you?” His grin faded as he posed the question. Mike pushed him with his shoulder, obviously trying to get him to stop talking.

“There is enough space for you both as well,” Santiago said simply. “Of course, if you wish to share it with us,” he added, glancing at Mike’s stone-cold face. Chloe rested her head on his shoulder, still comprehending the too-good-to-be-true moment. She had never thought that one day she would live in such an exquisite palace.

“No, it’s not right, señor,” Mike said tersely, crossing his arms on his chest. “A newlywed couple should live alone. We should not intrude with our presence.”

“Mike!” Jamie scolded him. “We accept, of course, Don Alvarez.” He patted him amicably on the back, happy as a bird soaring high in the sky. “We’ve never separated from our sister. We won’t do it now either. We’ll be glad to live together in this house.”

“Of course! I want everyone to be happy.” Santiago smiled thinly, taking Chloe’s hand to show her around the house. For a long time now, his heart had been jumping with elation to spend some alone time with her.

“Mike, come on! Let’s explore our new home,” Jamie said, but Mike shook him violently, as if to come to his senses. Jamie had to take several steps back, careful not to trip on the marvelous tiles.

“This isn’t ours! And it never will be!”

“You know what? You’re the best at ruining everyone’s mood!” Jamie hissed with annoyance and headed to the upper floor.

Time marched on tirelessly, calling Santiago to finish the tour of the splendid house. He hurriedly excused himself, stating he had urgent tasks at work and left Chloe and her brothers at the house. The frustration was evident in his sigh as he parked his car at the far end in front of his home and went straight to the stables and asked for his horse to be saddled.

The wind lashed against his face as he rode. As he kept on, the thrill of speed and solitude intertwined, forming a temporary escape from the labyrinth of worries and responsibilities. The corners of his mouth curled upward in a rare display of joy, a smile etching its way across his weathered features. It was as if the weight of the world was lifting, and the freedom from life’s constraints painted a vivid sense of liberation. He was enjoying the peace and quiet, which threatened to be ruined at the sight of Antonio riding ahead on his horse. Santiago stared at his son-in-law, riding masterfully towards him. He took off his hat, put it on a small, round rock next to where he was sitting and pondered if Antonio had followed him.
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