
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          All the Things We Buried

        

        
        
          Sera Blackmoor

        

        
          Published by Sera Blackmoor, 2025.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      ALL THE THINGS WE BURIED

    

    
      First edition. April 30, 2025.

      Copyright © 2025 Sera Blackmoor.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8231354443

    

    
    
      Written by Sera Blackmoor.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


PROLOGUE

[image: ]




Greg

2020

“WHAT ARE YOU DOING here?” she asked as soon as she saw me slide onto the barstool, leaning my arms on the counter.

Since I’d last seen her, on that unforgettable, heartbreaking day, I’d often wondered what it would be like to meet her again on an occasion where funeral tears and the feeling of mourning weren’t the main event.

She was beautiful, as beautiful as I could remember, yet even more dazzling than all the times I’d seen her before. Her copper-brown hair was longer than ever, tumbling in curly cascades over her shoulders, as free as she was now. Her serene expression brought the old memories flooding back—how I’d always compared her to an angelic being whenever she smiled at me, how her embrace had comforted me every single time I’d felt like giving up on my dreams.

She was like a shooting star in my life, blazing a quick, bright path along the road I meant to travel, then vanishing as fast as she’d appeared, leaving me in the dark once more.

“It’s a class reunion for the ’98 grads,” I said, trying to sound lighthearted.

She laughed, and that seemed like a good sign.

“As if you were ever that sociable... you probably don’t remember the names of more than half the people here.”

It was my turn to chuckle. She was right. She always was.

“I remember yours, and that’s more than enough. In fact, it’s all that matters to me.”

I saw the faint goosebumps rise on her skin and felt the same thrill run through my body. I knew our story wasn’t over, not the way it had been cut short and left hanging ajar for all the years that had passed.

The tension hanging between us was a mix of nostalgia, hurt, and expectation. Nothing stood in our way anymore, but the next step was a fine line between heaven and hell. If we both moved in the same direction, we might finally find paradise, but if either of us misstepped, the other would get hurt. Again.

I was tired of being the guy who had to give up everything that made him happy for fear of other people’s judgment.

“Did you love another woman, after me?”

Her hazel eyes were fixed on me, and I tried to decipher the reason behind the question, but I couldn’t. She had become an enigma.

There wouldn’t be another chance. I knew that. This was our now-or-never moment. From here, our paths would either diverge again or finally become one.

Lying wasn’t an option.

“Yes. Her name was Talia Price. Just Lia, when I loved her.”

The furrow in her brow betrayed her confusion, and in some twisted way, it gave me a flicker of hope. I didn’t want to hurt her any more than I already had, but if we wanted to try again, we had to be honest.

“She was a college student at the time, and I was her professor. We didn’t know it when we met, but I couldn’t ignore the fact. Lia had her whole path ahead of her, a path I’d already walked. And precisely because I’d lived through the experiences she was yet to have, I considered the downside of an emotional involvement between us. I didn’t want anything to discourage her from chasing her dreams, and I didn’t want a romantic relationship with a student to be a stain on my career. I did what I thought was right, based on logic and reason. But I didn’t consider that, above all, I was throwing away a chance at happiness. Maybe the only one life was going to offer me after everything I’d been through.”

There was a certain bitterness in recounting that story. I had truly fallen for that girl, so quickly and intensely it scared me at the time. I even came to believe I’d never been in love before her, but today I knew love was an incomparable feeling that manifested in many forms, with varying intensities.

Love doesn’t exist to be compared in proportions, but to be felt without measure.

“Do you really believe it was your only chance?” I heard the catch in her voice and hated myself for being the cause.

I knew what she was thinking, but it wasn’t true.

She might not know it, but I did.

There was still a chance.

“No, I don’t believe that.” I looked at her intently, watching for her reaction.

Her deep breath sounded like a sigh of relief, and a new wave of hope washed over me. There was so much pent-up feeling in our hearts, despite the years that had passed and how long I’d taken to find her again.

This was our moment. Finally, the right timing.

Even if it seemed too late. It wasn’t!

“What do you believe in, Greg?” There was hope in her eyes, too.

I slid one hand across the bar until it touched hers, her fingers laced together to contain a nervous tremor, and the feel of her warm skin made me release a long sigh.

We weren’t bothering to greet or mingle with our old classmates. The main reason for being at this reunion was to use the nostalgic setting as a comfort zone, for an inevitable confrontation with the past.

“I believe we are responsible for what’s called destiny. It’s our actions that steer us down life’s path. I don’t believe we’re born with a defined mission, that all the years of our lives were already scripted so that, like good actors, we just perform the role assigned to us before we were even born. I think every choice we make and every action we take leads us in a certain direction. That can result in mistakes and successes, missed opportunities and seized ones. I see life as a box of surprises, and no matter how much we try, using the knowledge we’ve gained, to live it as appropriately as possible, the true meaning of our existence lies in not seeking that appropriateness.”

“You’re talking too much, Professor Cadore. If you could sum all that up in one sentence, what would you say?” She wet her lips with her tongue, which made me even more tempted to kiss her.

“Carpe diem quam minimum credula postero.”

“Seize the day and trust as little as possible in tomorrow!” She laughed, and my hand squeezed hers a little tighter.

“One at a time. Live the here and now, as fully as possible. Save thinking about tomorrow for when it arrives. Focus on the present.”

“I have to say, I’m shocked,” she teased. “You were never one for many words.”

I nodded and leaned closer to her.

“But you know what I feel,” I whispered, in a conspiratorial tone.

“Do I?” Her trembling lips betrayed her nerves even more.

“You should. I never bothered to hide it.”

​
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Because I Knew You
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Greg

2018

DANI WAS LYING IN HER bed, eyes closed, a serene expression on her face, marked by time and circumstance. The twins said she’d been sleeping for hours and would probably wake up soon.

I wanted to be the first person she saw when she opened her eyes. During the long flight back to Brazil, all my thoughts were of my older sister, replaying the moments we’d shared, the happy and the sad.

I sat on the edge of the bed and reached for her hand, my heart sinking at the sight of the IV delivering her pain medication. It had been her choice not to stay in the hospital, since nothing more could be done. All that was left was to wait for the end.

I swallowed hard, feeling my eyes grow damp, but I held it back. Daniela had always been the tough type, the kind of woman who gave everything she had to show no vulnerability. She’d been my hero forever, the real Wonder Woman. If I’d ever managed to achieve my dreams, it was largely because of her. Dani would hate to see me crying over her if she woke up right then.

I smiled, a mix of sadness and nostalgia washing over me as I heard my sister’s voice in my mind, from when we were younger and she’d scold me, saying the only thing I needed to worry about was my studies, because she’d handle the rest.

At fifty-three, Dani was ready to say goodbye to this world. That’s what she’d told me herself when she called a few days ago, leaving me stunned, hopeless. I wasn’t ready to say goodbye to her, none of us in that house were. Unlike when I’d lost my father, and later my mother, the anguish of knowing my beloved sister would leave us so soon was terrifying.

It was one of those moments where you stop and reflect on how unfair life can be, and even though you know death is inevitable and comes for everyone, you simply can’t accept that it’s creeping closer and closer to someone you love so much.

“I’m not afraid of dying, Greg. But I am afraid of dying before I tell you something I’ve kept to myself all these years,” Dani had murmured over the phone. “I need you to be here, darling.”

After that call knocked the ground out from under me, I contacted Charles Lewis, director of the British Museum, where I worked as a curator. I took a leave of absence, bought a one-way ticket to Brazil, packed a bag, and raced to the airport with the awful feeling of running against the clock. Not because of whatever Daniela wanted me to know, but so I could be with her for as long as I was allowed.

“Hey, you came...” My sister’s choked voice pulled me from my reverie, and I felt her fingers press mine ever so slightly—she no longer had the strength.

“Of course I came. When have I ever disobeyed you?” I used humor to lighten the mood, knowing Dani hated feeling vulnerable.

Her weak smile warmed my heart.

I would trade my life for hers, if I could.
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“HERE, THESE ARE YOURS.”

Two days had passed since my arrival in Brazil, and I’d been keeping a near-constant vigil at my sister’s side, trading off now and then with Aline and Alice, my nieces. Dani was feeling better, not asking for the opioid painkillers as often. Sitting up in her bed, she held out toward me a few yellowed envelopes which, when I took them, I realized were letters.

There were five in total.

“They look old,” I noted, inspecting each one and feeling my body tense as I read a single phrase written on every envelope.

For Greg, with love.

A few months earlier, I’d received a letter that began with those exact same words, a letter that had closed a cycle left unfinished for years—because of me. I’d made a choice and taken the decision I believed was right, without letting the other person involved have a chance to offer any alternative. That choice had consequences beyond my reach, and though I’d come to terms with the outcome and moved on, I couldn’t forget the responsibility that was mine to bear, carrying the weight of the blame for my own unhappiness.

However, the handwriting wasn’t the same as the letter I kept locked in the bottom drawer of my desk at the museum office in London.

“I should have given them to you a long time ago, but I was afraid...” Dani looked away, not quickly enough to hide the guilt and regret.

I looked through the envelopes again, but didn’t recognize the handwriting immediately, though it felt somehow nostalgic. It wasn’t our mother’s; she could barely write. Unless she’d asked a neighbor to do it. That was a possibility, but I didn’t voice it.

“Dani, what are you talking about? Afraid of what?” My worried tone was evident, and I struggled to regain my composure.

My sister was fragile from her terminal illness; I didn’t want to waste the little time we had left together by causing her any discomfort or distress. Whatever was written in those letters was part of the past, and I had no intention of reliving it. Not if it made my sister suffer.

“I always knew you’d have a brilliant future ahead of you, Greg,” Dani said, attempting a smile. “You were always a dedicated, hardworking boy. When you got the scholarship to England, I was sure I’d done the right thing, insisting to our parents that they let you come live with me for good.”

I frowned, a little confused and bothered that she’d referred to our parents as “mine,” but deep down I knew she’d never forgiven them for letting me work so young, which caused me to fail two years of elementary school.

Dani had been more of a mother to me than ours ever could have been.

“I’m so grateful for that, sis. You know I am.”

Dani laughed, though weakly. The sadness in her weary eyes hit me hard every time I looked at her.

“Yes, you never tired of thanking me.”

“I never will.” She’s leaving me forever...

I set the envelopes aside on the bed and shifted to sit closer to her, holding her hand, the one free of the catheter. Dani was pale, her face tired, but the features were still those that reminded me of the time I’d lived there, in that same house, decades ago.

The warrior woman was losing her fight against cancer.

“Greg, forgive me...” I felt her hand tremble. Dani was starting to get agitated, and that would make the pain unbearable again.

“Shhh, it’s okay. Whatever is written in those letters, it doesn’t matter anymore.”

She shook her head, looking at me with a pleading gaze.

“It does matter. I shouldn’t have kept them all this time.” She let out a long sigh, as if gathering strength to continue. “Even after I tried so hard to make up for my mistakes...”

“Don’t say another word,” I interrupted, not liking the direction this conversation was taking one bit.

Whatever it was, Dani’s well-being was the priority right now.

“I need to, Greg!” Her voice rose, agitated. “Promise me... that after I’m gone, you’ll read them.”

I shifted on the bed, uncomfortable with the subject. I didn’t want to be constantly reminded that Dani was leaving.

“Promise me, Gregory!” she insisted, in a tone close to the one she used when I was a teenager getting a scolding. “I need to know you’ll read these letters.”

“I can read them now,” I suggested, trying not to distress her further. “We can do it together...”

Dani shook her head frantically in denial.

“No! They weren’t written for me. They’re yours.”

I let out a slow breath.

“Alright, I promise.” I knew it was no use arguing; when it came to Dani, she’d insist until she had the last word.

“Thank you.”
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Greg

STARING AT THE BEER mug in front of me, I kept thinking about the reasons that had led me to this bar near my old high school, a place where I used to hang out with my classmates back in senior year. Being the only one of legal age in our group, having me around made those boys feel like hot shit, shooting pool in a place that was legally off-limits to minors.

This was Brazil, not like in American movies where kids just forged IDs and pretended to be college students to buy drinks. But the “Brazilian way” existed to bend the rules, and it usually worked. I was that crew’s “Brazilian way.”

I’d never been a fan of alcohol, thanks to my father’s history, but just like back in high school, now I needed to drown my pain in something that could numb me for a while, and being here seemed like a good idea.

After the conversation with Dani and her insistence on handing over those letters, I’d been thinking about why she’d kept them for so long and why she considered it important to give them to me, even if it was late.

I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t curious, but I’d keep my promise and only read them after my sister was gone.

Remembering the talk with Dani, I gripped the mug hard enough to shatter it, and catching myself, I regained control. I took a few sips of the beer, feeling the bitter taste of the cold liquid down my throat without getting any pleasure from it, but I kept going until the mug was empty.

Why did I still have the feeling Dani hadn’t told me everything she wanted to?

“Take it easy there, big guy! You were always a lightweight.”

I turned to face the man who had sidled up and took less than a second to recognize him.

I hadn’t seen him in about twenty years.

This was Ítalo Castro Arantes, my best friend in high school.

Ítalo had moved to the United States right after graduation, having been accepted to Harvard, and we’d lost touch. With my move to England and all the pressure to be one of the top students to justify my scholarship, I disconnected from my past in Brazil to forget one person and, in the process, ended up forgetting everyone else, except for my sister and nieces.

He was easy to recognize with his red hair and fair face full of freckles; besides, Ítalo looked a lot like his father, Ivan, and the years had only deepened the resemblance.

“And you always acting like my big brother when I was actually born first.” I stood to greet him and was caught off guard when he pulled me into a hug.

“We both know you and alcohol aren’t a perfect match.” His expression turned compassionate as he looked at me after the hug. “I’m so sorry about Dani. It must be really tough.”

I nodded, letting out a lungful of air. I was exhausted.

Pointing to a stool next to mine, I invited Ítalo to sit and settled back into my spot. Not wanting to overdo it, I ordered a sparkling water.

Ítalo had always read me so well, which is why he didn’t bring up Dani again. Knowing drinking wasn’t one of my hobbies, the fact that I was in a bar only confirmed I needed some time alone, away from the anguish of losing my sister. He was still a good friend.

“Still living in London?” he changed the subject after ordering a shot of whiskey from the bartender.

“Yes, I’m a curator at the British Museum and also give lectures at English universities.”

“Wow!” He took a sip of his drink before continuing. “That’s fucking awesome, man! You really went far. I’m proud.”

I gave a small laugh, unsure how to react to the praise.

“You probably already know,” he continued, his tone confidential. “I followed in my father’s footsteps and now run our real estate network.”

“That’s also fucking awesome. I’m sure you do a great job.”

“As if there were another option.” His sarcastic smile didn’t match the hopeless look in his eyes. “But that’s the life I chose, since I didn’t consider changing course when I still had time. Now all that’s left is to continue Ivan Castro Arantes’s legacy and leave a good inheritance for my daughter. At least she’s following her own dreams; that makes me happy.”

“You have a daughter?” I couldn’t hide my disbelief.

It wasn’t that it was impossible or unbelievable for Ítalo to be a father. He was thirty-six, and the wedding band on his left ring finger left no doubt he was married. But for some reason, it felt shocking, maybe because I still remembered the old Ítalo, the guy who never missed a chance to flirt and was always getting into romantic messes.

“A golden girl! Cassandra is the apple of my eye, man.”

The buzz of my phone made me tense instantly, as if bad news were about to arrive.

And that’s exactly what happened.
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I LOST COUNT OF HOW many people offered condolences to me and my nieces during the wake. Neighbors, friends, former students, and colleagues. Dani was beloved by everyone, and every hug I received was heavy with sorrow and comfort.

Aline and Alice were being supported by their respective husbands, utterly devastated.

I still felt guilty for having gone out that night, for taking refuge in a bar.

When Alice called to say my sister was likely in her final moments, I left Ítalo talking to himself and ran from there without even bothering to pay my tab.

I tried to be strong, but I couldn’t control the tears as I stared at Dani’s pale face, still fighting to keep a smile on her lips.

I stayed by her side until her last breath.

“Hey, man. I’m so sorry.” I heard Ítalo’s voice behind me as I watched Dani’s grave being sealed.

He touched my shoulder, and that was all I could feel. I didn’t turn to look at him, still too focused on the photo on the headstone and the name written there alongside the dates of birth and death.

“‘Death is nothing to us, for when we exist, death is not present, and when death is present, we no longer exist,’” I paraphrased Epicurus, more for myself than for anyone present.

But what is someone’s death to others? To those who remain and must deal with the absence, the void left by the person who ended their existence in this world?

I couldn’t think of an answer.

Maybe it was still too soon to try to understand. At the moment, there was only sadness and longing, but also a life that needed to move forward and adapt to a new reality.

“Come on, I think he wants to be alone for a while,” murmured a woman’s voice, a whisper that, however unnoticed it tried to be, caught my attention.

After a long time acting as if she had never existed, I turned slowly to face the last person I ever expected to see again in my life, especially on such a sad day.

“Agatha.” Yes, it was her. There was no doubt.

No matter how many years passed or how different we were from the past, all it took was her amber eyes meeting mine and I would know who she was by the unique way she had always looked at me. But she was still recognizable by appearance, because Agatha looked very much like the girl she was twenty years ago.

More grown-up and even more beautiful, despite her apathetic expression.

“Gregory.” She didn’t say she was sorry, not for Dani or for anything else. Yet, I could feel her sadness.

The black dress was simple and elegant, hugging her curvy body. Even though I wasn’t focused on noting every detail, seeing her before me triggered certain instincts. Her hair was short in a chin-length bob full of curls, her face pale without a trace of makeup. She had never gone unnoticed by me.

However, what really caught my attention was seeing her so close to Ítalo, touching his arm and urging him to leave with her. And if that gesture wasn’t strange enough, the young woman who approached them both filled in the gap I was struggling to understand.

“Dad, Mom... Jonas is going to take me home. Okay?” she murmured, then turned her attention to me, showing clear embarrassment and sorrow.

“Okay, sweetheart.” Ítalo smiled tenderly at the girl, and I clenched my jaw, feeling a wave of anger rising inside me.

The young woman, who I deduced was Cassandra, didn’t look like Ítalo, though she didn’t bear a strong resemblance to Agatha either, aside from her coppery-brown hair, which was straight and long, almost reaching her waist.

“I’ll go with you, love.” Agatha let go of Ítalo’s arm and turned toward her daughter.

“You stay,” I stated, barely recognizing my own commanding tone.

“Greg...” Ítalo tried to intervene but fell silent at my rough gesture.

“You can go, but she stays.”

As the girl watched the scene before her in bewilderment, Agatha’s gaze turned to me, filled with the same anger I felt surging from within. Still, she didn’t back down.

“I’ll take a taxi later,” said Agatha, her eyes still locked on mine in a silent battle.

Even though I was physically and emotionally exhausted, having forced myself to be the rock for my nieces for days, I knew I had to stand firm now. After years hiding from myself the pain I felt the last time I saw Agatha, being saddened by Dani’s departure left me vulnerable to the point where I could no longer deny how painfully difficult it was to see that woman again.

Ítalo said nothing more, just gave a nod in my direction and went to his daughter, hugging her and guiding her away.

It was a Saturday morning, and the municipal cemetery was almost empty. It was far from the best setting for that kind of conversation, yet, in a tragically ironic way, it felt fitting, however contradictory that was.

I had buried many memories and feelings from my past when I left for England to study. I killed in my heart a love I once considered the best thing that had ever happened to me. And before that, I spent months mourning the loss of someone special to me, even though that person was still alive.

“If you think treating me with contempt, like you used to in the past, will get you whatever answer you’re looking for, you can forget it, Gregory Cadore.”

I might have smiled if I weren’t on the verge of losing it. Agatha approached with slow steps, like a feline stalking its prey.

She was right. I treated her with contempt because I didn’t know how to handle my feelings and preferred to ignore the girl who had trampled my heart. In a cowardly way, I wanted to make her feel the same way I did, and I made a tremendous effort to do so.

“Is Cassandra my daughter?” I desperately needed that answer.
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Greg

“DO YOU REALLY THINK I’d hide from you the fact that we have a daughter?” The hurt implicit in Agatha’s question made me feel guilty for the accusatory tone I’d used.

We were both standing, facing each other, before Daniela’s grave. A little over a meter apart, yet the tension between us was palpable. Agatha kept her arms crossed, almost as if she were very cold, but I knew it was a defensive posture.

As much as I didn’t want to sound like the boy from the past—the one who hid his own suffering behind a mask of coldness and arrogance—it was hard for me to control that behavior around Ítalo. Discovering that my best friend from adolescence had married the girl who was my first love, and that they’d had a daughter, one I suspected might be mine, had completely shattered my self-control. I didn’t care if I seemed territorial when I demanded Ítalo leave and let Agatha be alone with me, and I was surprised to see her, however reluctantly, choose to stay.

“I don’t know what to think,” I confessed, softening my tone.

If I wanted the truth, I’d have to cooperate.

“Impressive, Gregory.” She let out a bitter little laugh. “How did we go from knowing each other so well to being two strangers who can barely look each other in the eye?”

“Please, tell me the truth.”

“Why? What difference would it make now? And who’s to say I’d even be telling the truth?”

“I’ll take you at your word, Agatha.” I let out a lungful of air, exhausted but determined to leave there with an answer.

I could argue about a DNA test, but that would be my last resort.

“Well, I think it’s too late, Greg! You should have listened to me when I came back to Brazil that year, but that’s not what happened.” She was on the verge of tears. “I told you I was leaving forever and still you...”

I had to restrain myself from holding her when Agatha finally gave in to the tears. My eyes burned as if acid were corroding them, but I took a deep breath and held myself together.

“I was so angry,” I confessed, the need to give her something in return for her tears speaking louder. “You were the only girl I ever opened my heart to, Agatha. I wasn’t prepared to lose you, and then you left me...”

“I didn’t leave you!” she shouted, uncrossing her arms and taking a step toward me, but stopping herself immediately. “Why can’t you get it through your head that I didn’t have a choice?”

Yes, I knew that. It wasn’t her choice to leave Brazil, but hiding it from me and simply ignoring me for over a year was something I couldn’t forgive at the time. When Agatha returned from the United States and we became classmates again, I rejected her attempts to get close and refused to hear her justifications. I had rebuilt all the emotional barriers she once helped me tear down.

Agatha exhaled with evident weariness and put her hands on her hips.

“You talk big about me abandoning you, but the one who was never available when I called was you,” she continued into my silence. “The one who never answered my letters was you, Greg! If anyone abandoned anyone, you took the first step, and it took me a long time to even...”

“What are you talking about?” I interrupted, feeling a blow to my chest.

“You want to know?” She laughed humorlessly. “There’s no point digging up the past. I tried countless times to get close again, to understand why you started ignoring me. You didn’t give me a single chance back then, and now I’m the one who doesn’t want to talk about it.”

“Agatha, wait!” I ran to catch up to her as she turned her back on me and quickened her pace toward the exit.

“Cassandra is not your daughter!” She dodged with an aggressive gesture, as if repulsed by my touch. “She has Ítalo’s blood, and even if she doesn’t look like him physically, she inherited her father’s personality. If you don’t believe me, ask for a DNA test!”

There was the answer I expected, but not necessarily the one I wanted to hear. All I could think of now were her previous words, the ones about calls and letters.

“When did you call me?” My voice came out a whisper. “What letters are you talking about?”

That’s when my mind clicked, and I automatically brought a hand to the inner pocket of my blazer, where I’d stored the envelopes Dani had given me days before she died. I’d intended to read them that day, there at the cemetery. It was a promise I’d made to my sister, and even though Daniela had refused to know what was in those letters, I would do it before her grave.

“That’s enough, Gregory!” She tried to pull away, but I managed to grab her arm with my free hand. “I’ve already told you what you needed to know, now leave me alone!”

“What calls were you talking about, Agatha?” I insisted without letting go. “And what the fuck are these letters I never got?”

Her lips parted and her eyes widened in shock, filling me with anguish as I realized what the envelopes might be. I pulled them from my blazer pocket while still holding Agatha captive by the arm.

“I-I...” Her lips trembled and a silent sob choked her voice. “I wrote to you, I asked Cris to give you the letters.”

“Cristina never gave me anything,” I revealed, trying to stay focused. “She wouldn’t even speak to me, especially after you left.”

“She swore she delivered every one of them...” she murmured weakly, shaking her head from side to side, as if denying the possibility unfolding before us.

“I told you, I never got anything. Besides, you know Cristina was never trustworthy. Not to mention she hated me.”

“But I called you too!” she accused, angry. “Dani always made excuses for why you couldn’t talk to me, until I realized you were avoiding me...”

I let go of her arm, feeling weak.

I stared at the crumpled envelopes in my hand, almost letting them slip and fall to the ground.

“To Greg, with love.”

Suddenly, the handwriting was no longer strange to me.
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“I’M SORRY.

I should have taken the chance to say everything I’ve always wanted to, but never had the courage. Deep down I felt you knew, but I still should have said it out loud, so there’d be no doubt about my feelings for you.

I love you, Greg. I love you, and I can even picture us together in a future that now seems distant, yet still real.

I know we’re very far apart right now and our current circumstances don’t allow us to try to discover how far we could go together. But keeping this love to myself is something I can’t do anymore.

All the moments we spent together, sharing a pair of headphones, listening to the same song, or just sharing the silence and each other’s company...

I miss your kisses, your smile whenever you look at me. I want to run back into your arms and say once and for all that I can’t keep hiding from others that we’re more than just friends.

I know what’s best for me, and you are the best.

I should have accepted that last hug. One last kiss. If I’d known it would be our last chance, I wouldn’t have gotten on the plane.

I can’t go back, and it’s killing me.

Please, don’t forget me.

I won’t forget you, or what I feel for you.

I love you, Gregory.

- Your Kitty.”
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MY HANDS TREMBLED AS they held the paper that for years had been preserving words I’d longed to hear from Agatha in the past.

She hadn’t abandoned me.

We were torn apart against our will.

I looked away from the letter as a drop fell onto the page, dampening and slightly smudging the ink, right over the word “please.”

I lost count of how many times Agatha had uttered that word, trying to make me listen to her after her return to Brazil. But I’d been too hurt to give her a second chance.

In silence, too shaken to say anything, I held out the paper to Agatha, who remained there, motionless, watching me through her unceasing tears. I noticed her hands tremble as she accepted the letter, but was intrigued to see her fold the paper without even glancing at what was written.

“I know every line by heart,” she revealed, making me even more emotional.

The envelopes were dated, a detail I hadn’t noticed before.

It was when I randomly chose one that Agatha explained there was a sequential order, and upon checking each letter and confirming they were written during the year I believed I’d been forgotten by her, I broke down.

Literally, I fell to my knees before the woman I had loved and hated in equal measure, to the point of blocking her existence from my life and memory for years. Perhaps as a plea for forgiveness, or simply because I no longer felt the obligation to remain unshaken.

For me, it had always been very hard to hide my feelings when it came to Agatha, and when I decided to stop showing them, I made sure to be successful.

But none of that mattered now.
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“I’M SORRY.

I might be being pushy, considering you didn’t answer my last letter and every time I managed to call your house you wouldn’t talk to me. But I needed to get this off my chest, and it seemed like a good idea to write as if I were talking to you. Because every day the distance between us becomes more painful and your absence has been hurting me deeply, in a way I never thought possible.

Maybe it’s my feelings for you, and the guilt for having repressed them and denied myself the chance to confess while I had the opportunity. But you know what? I’m an idiot! And now I’m paying the price.

Things are getting complicated here. My parents keep fighting constantly and I don’t understand why they still insist on this relationship, even after my mother came back to San Francisco alone. Daddy made me believe it was a vacation trip, just so Mom and I wouldn’t break our ties. But the truth is he never intended to return to Brazil; he brought all my school paperwork with him and has already enrolled me in a school.

How can I convince them to let me come back? I wish I had the answer.

I called Cristina’s house the other day and asked about you. She didn’t have much to say, except that you were still the same old Greg. Little does she know that the Greg she’s referring to is just a shell, because I was lucky enough to know the real you, and since that’s a privilege for the few, now I can’t talk to anyone who can really tell me how you are.

Professor Dani, I mean, your sister, always has an excuse. Either you’re not home, or you’re in the shower, or sleeping, or studying... All of it makes me wonder what I could have done that was so terrible to be avoided like this.

Can you tell me, Greg? Was it because I said I love you? If it was, I’m sorry again. I can’t control my heart.

You know I just turned sixteen, and that makes it impossible for me to do anything about coming back to Brazil. I would come back if I could, and I intend to do everything possible to make it happen.

I’m looking for a job to save up money, so when I’m of age or manage to convince my parents, I plan to return to Brazil... for you. It might take a while, you know.

Please, don’t forget me.

I won’t forget you, or what I feel for you.

I love you, Gregory.

- Your Kitty.”
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I DIDN’T HAVE THE COURAGE to face Agatha after reading the second letter.

Leaving the paper on the ground, I busied myself with opening the third envelope while forcing myself to breathe.
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“I’M SORRY.

It’s been a few months since I last wrote, and I’ve stopped calling. I don’t want to be a nuisance, you know? I’ve already understood you don’t want to talk to me. But for some stupid reason, I’m here writing another letter for you to ignore.

Okay, enough emotional blackmail!

My parents finally seem to have worked things out, and seeing them so well makes me feel guilty for suffering, so I do it in secret. I don’t want them to find out that, to see them happy, I’ve been pretending to be happy.

I’ve been dreaming about you a lot lately, reliving all our conversations in my memories while I sleep. As strange as it may sound, I can smell your cologne when I wake up and even look around, with the false hope that you’ll be there, somewhere in my room, watching me.

Maybe I’m going crazy, I don’t know! And it makes me think about a lot of things. I’ve been avoiding talking to classmates, I haven’t made any friends here. I’ve heard some girls call me weird and even laugh at me, which makes me feel awful for a while, but when I realize I really have been acting strange, I let it go!

I just wanted to go back to Brazil, to our school... to you.

Not having any news from you is tearing me apart piece by piece.

Please, don’t forget me.

I won’t forget you, or what I feel for you.

I love you, Gregory.

- Your Kitty.”
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“I HAD NO IDEA,” I MURMURED in a thread of a voice, letting the third letter slip from my hands and then focusing on the fourth envelope.

There wasn’t much, but it was enough to make my heart constrict in my chest.
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“I’M SORRY.

I feel like you’ve already forgotten me, but I still insist on remembering you every day, because what I feel for you is much stronger than I am.

I love you, Gregory.

- Your Kitty.”
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IT WAS GETTING HARDER and harder to breathe, and the suffocating pain in my chest was a deserved torture.

All Agatha asked in those letters was for me not to forget her, and that was precisely what I’d busied myself doing for a long time.
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“I’M SORRY.

You’ve probably already done what I’m about to ask, but I’ll ask anyway: please, forget me. I’ll try hard to do the same.

I hate you, Gregory. And I hate loving you so much that I forget to love myself.

Goodbye!

- Agatha.”
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LIKE A FLASHBACK IN my mind, I released the memories of every time I’d rejected her, pretending not to care and feeling a sadistic satisfaction whenever I managed to make her feel slighted. It felt good, in a very wrong way, to see her hurt by my indifference.

Remembering my past self left me disgusted with who I had been.

​
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CHAPTER 4
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Agatha

I RAN MY HANDS OVER my wet face, wiping away the tears that kept stubbornly falling. From the moment I saw him at the wake, I’d been holding myself together, fighting not to succumb to the sadness that had instantly washed over me, but now I didn’t care anymore. Not when he was falling apart right in front of me.

When it came to Gregory, I had a tendency to forget myself, and it was precisely that behavior that made me a person incapable of being happy. It would be a huge lie to say I’d forgotten him. I never could, though I’d tried so hard. Marrying Ítalo was my last attempt and also the biggest mistake I ever made.

I needed to get out of there as soon as possible, if I wanted to keep preserving the little self-respect I had left. My masochistic side wanted to kneel down and hold Gregory in my arms, promising him everything would be all right. But my heart was too bruised, and one last shred of pride stopped me from giving in, especially when the man before me was responsible for so much of my suffering.

“Dani gave me these letters a few days ago,” he murmured, desolate. “I promised I’d read them after she was gone.”

I turned my back on him, determined not to weaken. I nodded, because I couldn’t manage to say the words I wanted to, and maybe silence was the best answer, considering I’d be lying if I said “it doesn’t matter anymore.”

It did matter. It always had.

My cousin Cristina had sworn to me she’d delivered the letters to Gregory, but somehow they’d ended up in Daniela’s hands, and for some twisted reason she’d never let him see them. So the boy I loved believed he’d been forgotten, and by the time I finally managed to get back to him, it was too late. The damage was done and I’d lost him forever.

“How did I never know about them?”

I turned my head just enough to see his stricken expression as he stared at the papers on the floor.

“I wrote them to you after I left,” I clarified the obvious. “They were sent to Cris’s house because I didn’t have your address. But she told me she’d delivered every single one.”

Gregory shook his head in denial.

“Now it all makes sense,” I muttered bitterly.

“Not to me.” Gregory gathered the letters from the floor and stood up. “How did they end up with Dani, and why did Cristina lie?”

“I guess we’ll never have those answers, since the only people who could tell us the truth are dead.”

Gregory’s expression shifted from stricken to surprised, and I realized he didn’t know about Cristina’s death.

“You really did leave everything behind.” I gave him a sad smile. “How did you manage to move on and stop caring about the people who were part of your life? When did you become so selfish?”

I didn’t want to blame him, but it was stronger than me.

“And you? When did you marry Ítalo?”

“Go fuck yourself, Gregory!” I shouted, immediately regretting it.

I took the first letter from my pocket, the one he’d given me after reading it, and threw it on the ground.

Without looking back one last time, I ran.

It might have sounded a little cowardly on my part, but I was tired of giving explanations that came too late. Nothing I could say would change the past, or the suffering he’d caused me. No misunderstanding could be undone now, because all the words spoken and unspoken over twenty years ago had become irreversible and had consequences. They’d shaped us into who we were now.

I wasted a good part of my youth mourning the missed connections that cost me the chance to live out my first love.

It was too late for me and Greg.
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