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Alexander and Hephaestion

What remains of us both
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Prologue

Philip Theodorides, a young man of average height, fair skin and hair, athletic build and exotic beauty, was born into one of the most respected families in the United Kingdom. After his father's death, he became the majority shareholder of the family's pharmaceutical laboratory, one of the most respected in the world, whose medicines are the most widely consumed and well accepted by modern medicine. With patented formulas, the laboratory dominated the market and easily gained ground. With the sum of shares, assets, and money that Filipe collected, he would soon become one of the world's magnates. 

With Olímpia Acalântis, a woman with black hair and striking, well-defined features, Filipe Theodorides lived one of the most exciting and remarkable love stories that society has ever had the opportunity to follow, through the social columns, where they always appeared side by side, truly in love with each other. They were admired and envied by many.

He had two children with her: Alexandre, a beautiful child with rain-colored eyes and sun-colored hair, and Cleopatra, as beautiful as her brother. 

If Philip did not live to occupy the position of world magnate, his children would certainly do so, especially Alexander, who since childhood had shown an indescribable ambition for power. He just did not count on passion, a force that would strike him like lightning, changing everything and everyone around him. 
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CHAPTER 1


I

England, mid-1979
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At the highest point of the vast field that had been sculpted by nature in a privileged way, there was a boy with fair skin, blond hair, and well-defined muscles, around five years old, sitting cross-legged. 

His rain-colored eyes stared intently at the sun setting in the distance. Quiet, the boy listened only to the sound of his own breathing. He seemed to be performing a ritual, a meditation.

This was where Alexandre Theodorides went every afternoon, a habit that was only broken on rainy or cloudy days. Only when the sun disappeared completely did he return home, his face lit up with happiness. 

Alexandre was so absorbed by that view, which he found wonderful, that he apparently did not notice his mother approaching. Olympia had just turned thirty. 

She approached the boy with slow and careful steps so as not to break his concentration, well aware of the significance of that moment for her son. 

Alexandre took a long breath and, without turning around, said:

"It's going to rain tomorrow, Mom."

Even with his back turned, he knew from an early age when someone was approaching, even if their footsteps were almost inaudible.

She crouched down and hugged him from behind:

"Really?" she asked kindly.

Alexandre nodded, turned around, and kissed her on the lips as he always did. 

"What's wrong?" he asked, looking deeply into his mother's eyes. 

"Nothing, my son," she replied, with a hint of distress in her voice.  

The boy's eyes scanned her face with meticulous attention until he said with conviction:

"You've been crying."

"No, absolutely not!" she replied, somewhat embarrassed.

"Yes, you have. Your eyes are blurry. What happened?" 

She didn't want to explain herself, not to a boy like him, who seemed more like an adult in a child's body. But Olympia knew that the boy, despite his young age, was not easily fooled. He never had been, even from a very early age.

To escape such embarrassing speculation, she hugged him, and when Alexandre felt his face being pressed against his mother's chest, something pleasant stirred inside him.

"Life is sometimes a little confusing, Alexandre..."

Her voice had a melancholic tone.

"What do you mean, Mom?"

"You're still too young to understand, my son."

She hugged him even tighter, and silence fell for a long, gentle minute.

“Mom?

"Yes, Alexandre." 

“How many sunsets will I have to go through to become an adult?

Olympia smiled and replied:

"Many, Alexandre. But don't worry about that, enjoy your childhood. It's the best time of your life."

“The best?

“Yes, son. The best. Believe me! 

"But I want to become an adult as soon as possible!" rebelled the boy, quite sure of what he was saying.

"You will become a handsome man, Alexandre. But everything must happen at the right time. Don't try to rush things, son. It's not worth it, believe me!"

His mother's words made him sit up straight. Everything she had told him so far had always been true, had always happened, so he could certainly trust her. 

Another silence and another question:

"Where's Daddy?" 

He noticed that his mother flinched slightly at the question.

"Working, as always, Alexandre."

Her voice betrayed a sudden sadness.

"He hasn't been home in a long time."

“Yes, but he'll be back soon. Very soon...

"Sometimes I think Dad likes Cleopatra more than me."

“It's just because she's a newborn, Alexandre. That's all!

He looked at her with some doubt and went on:

“The other day I heard you arguing.

“You shouldn't do that, Alexander. 

“I couldn't help hearing, Dad was yelling at you.

“Your father can be temperamental at times. Many adults are... They also disagree from time to time, that's all.

"I don't like it when he fights with you." 

“I know. I don't like fighting either.

He let go of her and looked at her.

“How did you meet him, Mom?

His question, and the tone he used to ask it, were definitely not compatible with his age, thought Olympia before answering.

“I first met your father in photos in the society columns, and I liked him right away. I think it was love at first sight...

The words were spoken with great satisfaction and passion. 

"Then, one day, I went to a party where he was also present. We were introduced by a mutual friend and... I remember everything as if it were today..." 

She recalled their first meeting and those that followed, something that seemed to everyone to be one of the most beautiful love stories ever experienced in recent times. Something to be proud of and cherish forever in their memories. In any case, their great love was shattered like a precious stone crushed by fate. 

Olímpia stood up and reached out to her son:

"Come on, let's go home." 

Alexandre complied immediately. He got up and the two walked hand in hand, talking, toward the mansion where they lived.

"When I grow up, I'll build a company as big as my dad's."

"You won't need to do that, Alexandre. Your father's will be yours."

"No! I want my own! He can keep his!" protested the boy, surprising his mother once again.

"You talk like an adult, Alexandre..." Olympia laughed, and the boy blushed with satisfaction. 

"Where is Dad now?"

"In the United States."

“The United States...

"It's another country, on another continent..." 

“Country... continent... Have I been there?

“No, Alexandre, not yet. 

“I want to go!

“When you're older, you will, for sure. 

“Just you and me, he emphasized.

“Don't forget Cleopatra. She's part of the family now, remember?

“I don't want her to come with us. She's just a baby, she'll only get in the way.

“Don't forget that she'll grow up too, Alexander. Just like you, just like everyone else.

Alexander made a disgusted face and asked: 

"What about you, Mom? Who do you like more? Me or Cleopatra?" 

She laughed again:

"Both of you, Alexandre. Both of you."

"Why not me more?"

"Well, son, because a mother loves her children equally."

“Well, I would like you to like me much more than Cleopatra.

"I love you, Alexandre... You are my beloved son, you can be sure of that. But I also love your sister; a mother's love is vast and infinite."

Alexandre didn't say anything this time, knowing that deep down he was her favorite, or would be. He was her first child, born long before his sister arrived, so in his opinion, she would love him more than Cleopatra. 

"What about Dad?" was the little boy's next question. 

"He loves you and your sister equally."

"No! I want to know who you like more? Me or him?"

The question surprised the slender, austere woman again.

"It's different, son. It's a different kind of love. In any case, I can say that I like you much more than him."

Her answer did not convince him. Something told him that his mother liked his father more than him, and that only served to fuel the hatred he felt for his father. That's why he wanted him to stay away from home as long as possible, so he wouldn't have to share his mother's attention. He had noticed how she acted every time he came home. She only had eyes for him, and the boy hated that. 

A few more steps and the two entered the mansion. The next day dawned rainy. 
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Days later, after a long absence, Philip Theodorides returned home. Alexander watched his mother's behavior closely. He could see the happiness shining in her eyes. However, his father, as always, ignored her, and that made him happy. Being treated that way, maybe she would stop liking him as much as she did. 

His father crossed the large room and walked toward his son. He picked him up in his arms and hugged him tightly. 

"Alexandre, my Alexandre!" he exclaimed with great satisfaction. 

The boy remained motionless in his strong arms. His father then whispered something in his ear, bringing a half-smile to his cold, sullen face.

Filipe Theodorides had turned thirty-two at that time. 

Olympia admired her husband's attitude toward their son and, several times, moved her lips as if to say something, but decided to wait for a more opportune moment. 

"What time do you want dinner?" she asked when she found an opening.

Almost a minute passed before he replied:

"Much later! Right now, I want to enjoy my son's company. Where is Cleopatra?" 

"In her room," replied Olympia as if she were a mere servant.

"I'll go see her later."

Without further ado, he headed for the back room, carrying Alexander in his arms.

"Alexander, my Alexander, you're already becoming a little man!" he said, smiling.

The boy said nothing, just tilted his head to the side so he could see his mother, who remained motionless in the same corner of the room, looking at them both with a certain bitterness. The boy again felt pleasure at seeing her being despised by her husband.

As they sat down by the fireplace, Filipe took a package from his suitcase and handed it to his son. Alexandre unwrapped the gift without much enthusiasm, never taking his eyes off his father. When he saw that it was a metal toy car, he grimaced and put it aside.

"So, do you like it?" asked Philip, secretly amused by the boy's striking personality. 

The boy hesitated before reluctantly nodding his head. 

Filipe got up and went to the fireplace to stoke the fire, then returned to his son, sitting on the edge of the armchair so he could reach and move the car around on the floor. 

Alexandre watched his movements closely, observing his attitude with admiration. Filipe seemed to be enjoying the toy. Only then did the boy speak:

"When I grow up, I want to build my own company."

There was now a friendly tone in the boy's voice.

"That won't be necessary, Alexandre. You'll inherit mine and you can expand it."

"But I want to build my own..." insisted the boy.

"You're still too young to understand how the business world works, Alexandre," Filipe laughed to himself, remembering that his interlocutor was only six years old. "Leave that for when you're an adult. And by the way, how's school going?" 

Alexandre shrugged.

“It is very important to study, Alexandre. Studying increases our intelligence. Never forget that. Do we understand each other? 

“Yes.

There was a pause until the boy asked:

“Mom told me you were in the United States. Is that true?

“Yes, it is. America is currently the most promising country in the world and is expected to prosper even more in the coming years. We have a branch in New York, which is why I always have to go there. 

“New...?

“New York! “the name of the city was said in a theatrical tone. “It's one of the most beautiful and interesting cities in the world, in my opinion.

"Will you take me there?"

Filipe placed his hand on his son's head in an affectionate gesture and replied:

"Yes, I will, my Alexandre." 

As soon as he removed his hand, the boy quickly smoothed his hair.

"When?"

“When you're older. New York is an interesting city for adults, not children.

"Yeah... Being an adult is much more interesting than being a child."

Filipe burst out laughing. 

"Alexandre, my Alexandre, you definitely don't act your age."

Filipe seemed to remember something, got up, and walked over to the bookshelf, where he looked for a particular book. When he found it, he leafed through it and sat back down next to the boy.

"Here's a photo of New York," he said, holding out the open book to his son. 

Alexandre looked at the photo with deep interest. Filipe contemplated his interested gaze and then hugged the boy again, who once more remained unresponsive in his arms.
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That night, during dinner, Alexandre noticed once again that his father and mother spoke very little. Olimpia remained attentive to her husband the entire time, seeming to wait for a gesture or a kind word from him, but this did not happen. Filipe ignored her as usual, from the beginning to the end of the meal. 

After dinner, the owner of the house retired to his office to review some documents. Then he went after Alexandre, who had been playing with his mother's cats in the living room by the fireplace. 

"I see it's time for bed, big boy," said Filipe. 

Alexandre gave his father a disapproving look. 

"Come on," Filipe held out his hand and added, "I'll take you to your room, big boy." 

Seeing that the boy didn't move a muscle, Philip picked him up and carried him up the long staircase that led to the upper floor of the mansion. A staircase made of marble with a handrail carved in gold. 

As they approached Cleopatra's room, Philip said, 

"Let's say good night to your little sister." 

Alexander gave him a look of disdain, which his father did not notice. Philip put him down, took his hand, and entered the girl's room with him, being careful not to wake her. 

Upon seeing him, the nanny gave a respectful nod to her employer, who returned the gesture as politely as she had.  

Philip bent over the crib and kissed the girl on the cheek, then turned to his son and said in a kind tone: 

"Look who's here to say good night to you, Cleopatra. Say hello to her, Alexandre."

Alexander stopped sucking his pacifier and said through clenched teeth:

"Hello!"

"Now give your sister a goodnight kiss so we can go," added Philip, lifting the boy to a height suitable for the task. 

"Why do I have to kiss her?" asked the boy, annoyed. 

"It must be the age of 'why,'" muttered Filipe, glancing at the nanny, who found the boy's behavior amusing. "Well, my son, because that's how people who love each other treat each other, especially those in the same family." 

Alexandre muttered something deliberately inaudible. 

"What did you say?" asked Filipe, frowning.

"I said I didn't see you kiss Mom goodnight," Alexandre explained.

Filipe felt a sudden shock, his expression changed. The nanny, somewhat embarrassed, moved away. Impatient, Filipe insisted energetically:

"Come on, Alexandre, give your sister a kiss!"

Alexandre shook his head and replied:

"I don't want to!"

Filipe turned to him with a red face and said sincerely:

"I'm telling you to kiss your sister, understand? I'm not asking, I'm ordering you. And when a father orders, his son must obey his orders." 

The boy continued to stare at his father with a defiant expression. Bending his son over his sister again, Philip demanded once more: 

"Kiss her!" 

Alexander was very careful not to let his lips touch the sleeping girl's face.

"That's how you do it," said Philip happily. "Now, I'll take you to your room." 

Minutes later, Alexandre was in his bed with his eyes 

fixed on the window, through which the moonlight flooded the room. 

In his mind, he reviewed the photo of New York that his father had shown him. It was with this image in his mind that he fell asleep, and that same night, he had a curious dream. He was walking calmly down an unfamiliar street, marveling at the place, when suddenly a stranger grabbed his arm and made him stop.

"Hello," said the stranger in a melodious voice.

"Hello," replied Alexandre, somewhat surprised and wary of the stranger's attitude. 

individual. 

"Welcome to New York!" greeted the stranger.

"New York?!" Alexandre rejoiced. "So, I'm already in New York?" 

"Yes!"

It took Alexandre a while to pay more attention to the stranger.

"Who are you?" 

"Only tomorrow will tell!"

Alexandre was intrigued.

“Why won't you tell me?

"Because you wouldn't understand!"

“I don't care.

“But life does...

And Alexandre never forgot that dream. 
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IV

Early fall of 1979
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As soon as the driver who brought Alexandre home from school parked the car, the boy opened the door and ran toward the place where he usually watched the sunset. 

"That damn presentation at that unbearable school almost made me miss my favorite moment of the day," Alexandre grumbled as he ran across the well-kept lawn of the property. 

At his desired destination, he sat down and surrendered to his fascination. He remained there until the sun set completely. Only then did he return, running majestically to his house.

Upon entering the large room, he stopped abruptly, right on top of Cleopatra, who was crawling across the carpet. He almost tripped over the girl.

"Alexander!" cried the nanny.

He was not intimidated, pushing the girl aside, he wanted to know:

"Where is my mother?" 

"In the bedroom, packing her bags."

"Her bags?!"

He immediately ran upstairs to his mother's bedroom. Upon entering, he found Olympia packing her bags, assisted by two maids.

"Where are you going?" he asked, worried.

Olímpia's forehead was furrowed, showing great tension.

"I'm going to see your grandmother," she replied, without taking her attention away from what she was doing. "I'll be gone for two or three days, at most." 

"I want to go too."

"Not this time, my dear. Grandma is in the hospital, and hospitals are not pleasant places."

"Then why are you going?"

Olympia crouched down in front of him and patiently explained:

"Because she's my mother. You would do the same if I were sick."

“Is Grandma going to die? “Alexandre's eyes showed a certain sadness. 

"By the gods, no! She'll be fine! With me around, I can give her some love and affection, which are essential for restoring a person's health." 

“Does it really help? I thought only medicine had that power... 

“Both are necessary, Alexandre.

Olympia held the boy's shoulders and, looking him straight in the eyes, added:

"I want you to behave while I'm away. You will be under Sarah's care, and Cleopatra will be under Nancy's care. Your father should be back in three days, I believe, so you will be the man of the house while we are away."

Alexander felt honored by the mention. Olympia added in a serious tone: 

"As the man of the house, I want you to take care of your sister."

The boy's enthusiasm and satisfaction faded.

"That's right. I want you to take care of her, and with great affection."

He had expected any other request but that one.

"I'll take care of her, Mom, don't worry."

"I knew I could count on you, my dear!"

Olympia kissed her son and went back to taking care of the luggage.

"When you come back, I want you to take me to see the laboratory," he asked next.

Olympia realized that the request was like a trade-off for the days he would have to take care of his sister and be obedient. She agreed.

"All right, I'll take you."

"Promise?"

"I promise."

Alexandre did not go down to accompany his mother to the car. He stood on the large balcony in front of the mansion, watching her from afar. Olympia got into the car and drove away. Alexandre's expression changed, taking on a look of deep sadness. He wiped a few tears from his eyes with his little finger. 
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While his mother was away, Alexandre did everything possible and impossible to annoy the nannies, maids, chambermaids, and housekeeper. He hid from them, which was easy in a house with so many rooms like that one. Rooms that neither he nor his parents ever used. 

Entering the music room, where there was a beautiful grand piano, he sat down and began to strum a few notes. He liked doing that because, somehow, it gave him the same feelings he had when he admired the setting sun. 

When the housekeeper found him there, he said, without turning to her,

"Leave!" 

The stern-looking woman approached him, deliberately placing her hands on the keyboard to prevent him from playing and thus make him listen to what she had to say:

"You shouldn't do this to us, Alexandre. We've been looking for you for over an hour."

Alexandre remained silent and, on impulse, pulled the piano lid down, which, as it fell, crushed the woman's fingers. He jumped up and ran out of the room while the woman groaned in pain.

The next day, the mansion was quiet at dawn. Since it was Saturday, many of the employees were off work. At a certain point, Alexandre managed to escape the control of the nannies and, especially, the housekeeper, and left for the stable. 

When he arrived, he found the coachman already leaving. 

"I want to ride," he ordered.

"But little Alexandre..." the man began, but was interrupted. 

"Where's my saddle?!"

"Mr. Alexandre, my shift is over, and today I really have to leave. I have an appointment that cannot be postponed," argued the employee. 

The man's words seemed to go in one ear and out the other. The boy simply went to where his favorite horse was kept, picked up the saddle, and showed himself willing to saddle the stallion himself.

"Mr. Alexandre, I really have to go," said the employee, checking his watch once again.

"You can go as soon as you help me saddle the horse. Then I'll put it away myself!" 

Alexander's voice was determined. 

"I can't let you do that, sir," argued the servant. "Riding alone can be dangerous, especially for a boy your age."

"No one will know, my parents are away..." Alexandre replied, smoothing the animal's mane. 

"It would be irresponsible of me to allow you to do such a thing," argued the servant once more, and once again, Alexander ignored his words. 

It was then up to the servant to decide whether to leave or not. If he did not comply with the boy's request, carried away as he was, he could return there as soon as he left and find a way to saddle and ride the animal. There was no choice but to comply with his request, even if it meant he would be unable to attend the serious appointment he had at that time.

"Very well!" exclaimed the servant, unable to hide his irritation. "The young master commands, the commoners obey!"

A victorious smile lit up the face of the small and authoritative Alexandre.

When he finished saddling the horse, the coachman helped the boy mount it. Alexandre dreamed of the day when he could ride the animal without anyone's help. For him, it was somewhat humiliating. 

"We mustn't be long, it's already late!" warned the servant. 

The boy said nothing, just gave him a look of contempt. He would return when he wanted to! 

Alexander left the stable with his head held high, riding his exuberant horse, looking more like a young king on horseback. He trotted across the vast field that stretched across Philip Theodorides' magnificent estate, a place beautifully sculpted by the hands of nature, something that few have the privilege of enjoying.

Upon reaching the highest point of the property, Alexandre stopped his horse. The view from there was beautiful. He wished he could go there whenever he felt like it, but his mother would not allow it, not without the company of servants. How wonderful it would be when he could go wherever he wanted. To run without anyone following him. Only as an adult could he be free, and that made him long once again to reach adulthood as soon as possible. To speed up the unchangeable passage of time. 

The servant tried to hint that they should return, but the boy again ignored his words, just as he was ignoring his presence. 

About an hour had passed before Alexandre decided to end his ride. Upon returning to the stable, he dismounted with the employee's help, but made a point of pulling the animal into the stable himself. He wanted to show his subordinate that he could at least do that much.

Finally, Alexander left for his usual spot to watch the sunset. On the way, he looked back and saw the employee leaving hurriedly. That amused him in a way. 

The sun was already setting on the horizon when he sat down in his usual spot and admired what many called the masterpiece of the gods. As his mother had taught him, everything had been created by the gods, and the sun was one of their most beautiful creations. For him, it was the best of all. 

He was so focused that he looked more like a monk meditating. He asked the sun to bring his mother back as soon as possible and to protect her while she was away. For him, the sun had a life of its own, as if it were a thinking being, one of the gods, perhaps the greatest of them all. And it could hear him and help him whenever he needed it. 

Upon returning home, the boy felt like going to the stable to check on his horse. Apparently, there was no one else there; the person in charge of the place had indeed left. He stood for a few seconds admiring the imposing horse until he heard voices coming from the back of the place. Who could it be? He walked over to find out. He found no one. He was about to leave when he heard the voices again and realized, this time, that they were coming from behind the door of one of the locked changing rooms. 

He peered carefully through the keyhole and saw what appeared to be two men standing naked, leaning against each other. Both said a few words that were incomprehensible to him. Shrugging his shoulders, Alexandre calmly left and returned to his home, feeling happy to have ridden and admired, once again, the sun he loved so much that afternoon.

He was heading to his room when he decided to visit his sister. He opened the door and peeked to make sure the nanny wasn't there so she wouldn't get upset with him. Luckily, she was having dinner. Without further ado, he entered the room and went to the crib where Cleopatra was sleeping peacefully. He approached her and said: 

"Hello, Cleopatra. I came to tell you that it will rain tomorrow. Sometimes I hate the rain because it prevents the sun from shining... My sun... When you're older, if you want, of course, you can come with me to watch the sunset, but you'll have to be very quiet, okay? You can't cry like you often do." 

He paused to listen to his sister's breathing. Then he ran his finger lightly over her little hand and added:

"I was talking to Mom the other day... She tells me she loves me as much as she loves you. But I know that's a lie. She loves me more, you hear? And she always will, I'm sorry. If you had been born before me, who knows..." 

Alexandre seemed to drift off into his own little mental universe.

“Sometimes I think Mom likes Dad more than me. I hope that's not true. He fights with her a lot, they hardly talk. Not me, I treat her well, I hug her and cover her with kisses, I'm much better than Dad. I'll show her that, you'll see!

When he went downstairs for dinner, Alexandre was surprised to see his father at home. Filipe ran to his son and hugged him:

"Alexandre, my Alexandre, how good it is to see you again, son!"

Filipe picked up the boy, lifted him up, and hugged him. Alexandre, as usual, remained motionless in his arms, not returning his father's warm and loving embrace. After exchanging a few customary words, the boy took the opportunity to ask: 

"When is Mom coming back?"

The question changed his father's expression. 

"Soon, Alexandre."

The answer sounded harsh and intolerant.

Filipe walked over to the bar, poured himself a double shot of whiskey, and turned his attention back to the boy, who was watching him curiously. He made a funny face to amuse him and said:

"What is it? Why are you looking at me like that? You look like the Wolf staring at Little Red Riding Hood."

Seeing his father in a good mood, Alexandre took the opportunity to bring up a subject he didn't like to talk about very much:

"Mom promised to take me to the lab..." 

His father shook his head, amused, and took another sip before responding precisely: 

"Why do you want to see this place so much, Alexandre?"

"Well, because Mom told me, and you told me too, that it's where I'll work when I grow up."

"Yes, that's true, but it will still take years for that to happen. First, you need to study hard. I want you to graduate from one of the best colleges in the world. There will be plenty of time in the future for you to take care of what is ours.

"Study?!"

Filipe looked at him with an air of superiority, measuring him from head to toe, and replied:

"Yes, Alexandre, first you need to study! Graduate, get a degree worthy of a Theodorides."

The boy frowned thoughtfully.

Olympia returned the following evening, around 9 PM. The heavy rain that had begun to fall in the late afternoon had now turned into a light, silent drizzle. She had brought gifts for her daughter and son, but Alexandre cared little for what he received. For him, there was no greater or more precious gift than her return. All he wanted at that moment was her attention and to hear about the events that had surrounded her trip. 

As it was time to retire, Olympia promised to tell him everything the next day. He didn't like it very much, but ended up going to his room as she had ordered. Olympia then went to talk to Philip, who was reading a book in the living room by the fireplace. 

"Hello," she said with some hesitation. 

Not only did he not answer her, but he also did not take his eyes off his book. His attitude hurt her deeply once again, because she simply adored him; she was stupidly crazy about him.

In his room, Alexandre tossed and turned in bed. As soon as he heard his mother's footsteps echoing down the hall and her bedroom door close, he jumped out of bed and went there carefully so that his father wouldn't see him if he suddenly appeared.

Upon entering the room, he found his mother already getting ready for bed. He smiled at her and, without asking permission, lay down on her bed. 

"Well, well, well, Alexandre... I thought you'd be asleep by now," she said sweetly.

"I was waiting for you," he replied, sprawling across the bed.

She then lay down beside him and wrapped her arms around him. Embraced like that, the boy felt peaceful, safe, and secure.

"And how is Grandma?" he asked next, genuinely concerned about his grandmother. 

"The doctors are managing to control the disease, preventing it from spreading. She sent you a big kiss." 

Olympia kissed his forehead. 

"Where do diseases come from, Mom?"

“Many of them appear with advancing age, Alexandre. Over time, the body wears out and ages, becoming fragile, which is why it gets sick. Some diseases appear because of heredity. Once a disease appears in our body, it must be treated with medicine. And that's where we come in, my dear. We manufacture medicines to cure diseases. They can also be transmitted through the air, through the flu virus, for example. Once infected, you need to take care of yourself, as there are viruses that can kill a person. For your information, flu medicines are one of our Laboratory's greatest assets. Soon we will have preventive medicines against these viruses. However, there were times when these medicines did not exist and many people died because of it. As you can see, the role of our Laboratory is very important to humanity. Even mosquitoes can cause physical illness. This is the case with the dengue and malaria mosquitoes.

“And do people buy these medicines?

“Yes, son, because no one wants to suffer. Everyone wants to avoid diseases because they can lead to death, and no one wants to die.

Alexandre became thoughtful.

“What happens when we die?

“We go to meet the gods, Alexandre.

“Where are they?

"In a place beyond this one where we live."

Alexandre looked out the window, where he could see the sky, and said:

“So the gods are bad, aren't they? 

"Of course not, son. The gods are good!"

“If they are, why don't people want to go and meet them? 

Olympia laughed.

"In reality, Alexandre, what no one wants is to be separated from those they love so much. From their loved ones who will remain on Earth. Any separation of this kind is painful, almost unbearable to face."

There was a brief silence. 

"I want to sleep here tonight, may I?"

“First answer me this: did you take good care of Cleopatra while I was away, as you promised me?”

Alexander snorted.

"Yes, I did, Mom. Just as I promised you."

"Very well. Just one more thing: did you behave yourself?"

The question made him flinch slightly, and in the most cynical tone he could muster, with the most innocent look on his face, he replied: 

"Of course I did, Mom! I promised I would behave, didn't I?"

Olympia nodded, stifling a laugh. Even though he was just a boy, she realized he already knew how to lie as well as any adult.

Another brief silence, and then Alexandre told her everything he had done and witnessed during those days until he fell asleep. 
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Days later, when he woke up, Alexandre wanted to know where his mother was and was informed by the maid that Olímpia had been seen walking in the garden at the east end of the house. Without delay, the boy ran there, but did not find her. He soon decided to go to the temple where Olímpia used to pray. She could only be there.

He crossed the large lawn in front of the mansion, went outside, and ran through the garden. There were remnants of the morning sun, and clouds were beginning to form in the sky. He went down a path surrounded by flowers. In the distance, he saw what appeared to be a temple from the Greek era, with a round dome supported by columns made of white marble. A kind of vine subtly wound around the pillars, enhancing the beauty of the place. Right in the center was Olympia. Her silhouette indicated that she was praying. Alexander approached silently, so as not to be noticed, until he reached a point where he could see his mother more clearly. He crouched down and remained there, huddled and silent. There she was, praying as she always did. He could see that her eyes were very red; she must have been crying. He could hear what she was saying.

"Help me," she said pleadingly. "I can't lose him ever... He is my life. I love him more than anything."

Her voice sounded breathless and hoarse.

"He can't leave me... I invoke the help of the dear gods to prevent this from happening!"

Alexander was curious. Who was his mother talking about?

Olympia remained there for a few more moments, uttering a few words in a language Alexander did not know, and then finished in English: 

"But if he wants it that way, I'll take away the one he loves most!"

Her face contorted with hatred, now seemingly possessed by a venomous force. Without further ado, she left the room, unaware of her son's presence, hidden behind one of the pillars.

Alexandre walked up to the altar, breathing in the air filled with incense that his mother had just lit. The fragrance was too strong, making him feel nauseous. Without further ado, he left, whistling casually a song he had made up on the spot. 
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VII

Late October 1979
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In the days that followed, Alexandre noticed that his mother was becoming increasingly tense and sad. Only when his niece Cina came to visit did she seem to cheer up a little. 

Cina was the wife of Amintas, the son of Filipe's older brother. She was certainly the relative who visited the house most often and whom Olímpia liked the most. They were almost the same age and whenever they saw each other, they talked a lot and exchanged confidences.

Alexander had finished his homework, which he had done reluctantly, because he hated it and didn't understand why he had to do it when he already spent most of his day at the unbearable school. It irritated him deeply. 

The boy found his mother talking to his niece in the large room upstairs. 

"There they are again, whispering secrets!" he muttered to himself. Determined to hear what they were saying, he entered the next room, which also had a balcony, from which he could jump to the one in the next room. It was risky; he could fall and smash himself on the floor, but no one was there to stop him. It was worth the risk. Without further ado, he climbed onto the railing and jumped to the other one, almost a meter away.

"Whew!" he sighed softly, congratulating himself on his achievement. 

He approached the arched doorway and crouched down, listening quietly to the two women whispering. It was Cina who spoke:

"I know you very well, Olympia, and I know that something is deeply troubling you. You seem tense and distressed about something very serious. What is it? You can open up to me, we've always been confidants, haven't we?"

"It's nothing, Cina... I'm just..." 

Cina interrupted her:

"We've always been confidants, you can vent to me."

Olímpia did not look directly at her niece's face, it was as if she were looking for something beyond her to focus her attention on. Then, suddenly, she began to cry softly. She brought her hands up to her face to cover it. 

Cina tried to comfort her: 

"It's Filipe, isn't it? You two aren't doing well, is that it?" 

Olímpia removed her hands from her face and, in a deeply subdued voice, replied:

"That's right."

"What happened? Has he been unfaithful to you?"

The word "unfaithful" made Olympia stop crying and look at her niece.

“You can open up to me, Olympia.”

Olympia now looked at her in fear, seeming trapped in an internal conflict. It was Cina who once again broke the disconcerting silence:

"It's what I always say," continued Cina, "no man is any good. I've been hearing that since I was a girl, and time has only proven to me that there is no greater truth than that." 

She took a breath and continued:

"Amintas also had an extramarital affair, you know? It was with one of his secretaries."

"How did you find out?"

"I had it investigated."

"You what?!" Olympia's voice changed. "You hired a detective, is that it?"

"Yes, I had to. Amintas is a man who travels all over the world. He could and could very well find a lover in every place he visits frequently. His reputation as a Don Juan was already famous before we got married. So I need to stay informed so I can take action if that happens. Do you understand?!" 

Olympia didn't dare ask her niece what measures those might be. 

"And have you ever discovered anything compromising?"

"What was to be expected. In fact, sooner or later, he would take a fancy to one or the other, but luckily these adventures were fleeting, a one-night stand and nothing more, just to satisfy his most daring sexual desires. 

She sipped her liqueur and continued:

"The problem, Olympia, is that it's not just men who disrespect their wives, many women also disrespect us married women, especially those who haven't managed to find a husband. These women are then capable of anything to steal another woman's husband. And if he's a good catch, they put even more effort into the endeavor." 

Cina sighed and went further:

"The young and pretty ones are the worst. No man can resist them.

“Not all of them.

“Most of them, auntie, let's face it. All it takes is one of them to want to, and they jump the fence quickly and without any shame.

Unfortunately, Olympia knew that was very true. 

"What kind of world do we live in, huh?" she commented, disgusted. 

“Yeah...

There was a pause until Cina spoke again:

"You know that my father-in-law also had his extramarital affairs, right? Come to think of it, what man hasn't?"

Looking her aunt straight in the eye, Cina ventured a guess:

"What about that owner of the luxury brothel in Paris that Uncle helped build? Could it be that he's been cheating on you with her?"

Olímpia's eyes once again showed signs of apoplexy.

"No, no, I don't think so."

"Do you believe that, or do you want to believe it?" 

"Filipe and the brothel owner are nothing more than good friends... They've known each other for years. I also met her once, when she was still a respectable woman, long before her husband squandered her fortune and abandoned her. Before she chose to live the life she leads today." 

Cina looked doubtful.

"No, Cina, I'm quite sure of that. Filipe would never get involved with her."

"So, if he really is involved with a floozy, who is she? She must be someone who has really affected him, otherwise you wouldn't be so worried. Does he know that you know?"

Olímpia choked, seeming to search for the right words to express herself: 

"No! I told him once that I suspected this might happen, since he's a man who travels everywhere..."

"And what did he say?"

"He asked me not to worry, and I didn't, because I knew he loved me. In any case..."

"The insurance died of old age, is that it?" Cina laughed. "Men never admit their weaknesses, and that's what upsets me the most. Why don't you tell him you know?" 

Olímpia's eyes widened in surprise: 

"But I'm not sure." 

"Hire a detective to find out. But since Uncle is a man concerned with morals and good manners, with appearances in general, I very much doubt that he would abandon his family to be with some young girl.

Olympia looked as if she believed that too. 

"But suppose the affair between the two becomes more serious. Do you think he would be capable of asking you for a divorce?"

"No, never!" Olympia's response was strong and passionate. "Felipe would be capable of maintaining an extramarital affair until the end of his life. Marriage is a sacred institution for him, his dream has always been to become the patriarch of a large, renowned, and respected family in the country. Besides, it's obvious that he couldn't stand a scandal... He hates that kind of thing... And it would be a scandal, since he's a world-famous man. What's more, Felipe, like me, doesn't want his children to grow up with separated parents.

Therefore, I say without a shadow of a doubt that he would not trade his reputation for any woman in the world. Never!

"What if he does, Olympia? Anything can happen, you know."

"I'm capable of doing something crazy! I love him so much... I'm crazy about him. If I didn't love him so much, it would be much easier to let go, but I love him."

Olympia sighed heavily and fell silent, unlike Cina, who seemed more determined than ever to add fuel to the fire:

"I shouldn't be putting negative thoughts in your head, but what if Filipe happened to have children with a mistress out there? It could be that she or some other woman he was involved with got pregnant and he didn't even know about it."

"I've thought about that, but I know how neurotic Filipe is about venereal diseases. If he had sex with someone, he certainly used a condom.

“But what if you find out he had a bastard child?

"I'll suffer even more... And believe me, I'm capable of doing something crazy again."

Alexandre heard everything, but understood little of what he heard. One thing was certain, he had recorded the entire conversation in his memory archive, which he would consult one day in the future. 

Only after the two women left the room, which didn't take long, did he enter the room perfumed by their French perfume and return to his room. 

Cina left the next morning. Since then, Alexandre noticed that his mother was attending the temple much more often than usual. She remained saddened. She had a pale expression and vacant eyes. That also saddened him.
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VIII

Early November 1979
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Olympia entered the living room to greet a visitor when she was surprised to see Alexander entertaining the newcomer. Upon seeing her, the man rose elegantly and greeted her cordially. His red face seemed redder than usual, and he was also sweating, which was inappropriate for a cold and rainy day like that. 

"Your son was entertaining me while I waited for you. He seems like an adult," the man explained with a certain anxiety in his voice. 

Alexandre, proud of himself, gave his mother a mischievous look, which she returned with a nervous smile. Without further ado, she asked him to leave her alone with the visitor, which the boy promptly did. He left shortly after saying goodbye to the gentleman with Gallic elegance.

"He's quite a boy," commented the sweaty man.

Olympia nodded, smiling tensely again. 

Later, Alexander found his mother sitting on the huge sofa in the living room. She was playing with Cleopatra on her lap when he approached, catching her off guard.

"What about the man?" he asked. 

"Man?!" For a moment, she seemed not to know who he was referring to. 

"The one who was here today talking to you."

"Oh, he's gone!"

"Who was he?"

“Antony Bradley, one of our most respected employees.”

“Really?

“Yes. He's the chemist responsible for research and development of new medicines for us.

“What did he want?

“He came to bring some documents to your father.

“You two talked for quite a while, huh? “Alexandre began tracing the rim of a vase on a small table with the tip of his index finger. 

“That's right. He was telling me about the new medicines being manufactured by our laboratory, which are being very well received by patients. 

"Oh! Speaking of which, what about my visit to the Laboratory? You promised me!"

"That's right. I'll take you as soon as possible..."

At Cleopatra's mumbling of meaningless words, Olympia turned her attention back to the girl. It was then that Alexander pushed the vase he was playing with off the table. The object fell and shattered on the floor.

The fall frightened both Olympia and Cleopatra, who began to cry. Looking at his son, Alexander pointed to the wreckage of the vase on the floor and simply said, in his most ironic tone:

"It fell!"

"It was a very expensive vase, one of your father's treasures. He will be furious.

"At least it served some purpose... It served to make you look at me." 

Without another word, he left the room while Olympias tried insistently to calm her daughter, who continued to cry convulsively.

After the episode with the vase, Olympia no longer saw Alexandre around. She was concerned to learn that not even the servants had seen him around the house. She considered the possibility that he had gone to his usual spot to watch the sunset, but dismissed the possibility when she realized it was still too early for that. She then decided to look for him around the house. 

As she made her way to the library, which was located in a secluded wing of the mansion, she heard the sound of the grand piano in what was called the music room. It must be him; it wasn't the first time she had found him playing the instrument. It would be wonderful if he had been born with the gift of playing it, she thought, as she loved the piano. 

Upon entering that room, Alexandre immediately stopped playing. She approached him, lightly placed her hand on his right shoulder, and said: 

"I know you were upset with me this afternoon. I'm sorry, my mind was so far away..." 

The boy returned to playing a note on the piano and continued to do so repeatedly. 

"What do you think about hiring a piano teacher to give you private lessons?" Olympia suggested some time later.

The idea made the boy turn to her and smile. Then he gave her a big hug and a warm kiss on the lips. It was enough for the mother to know that she had been forgiven by her beloved son. 
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IX

Early 1980
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Olímpia had once again left to visit her mother in Greece, and Alexandre, reluctantly, found himself under the care of nannies and the housekeeper. 

Upon her return, Olímpia was surprised by the sound of the piano being played beautifully by her son's hands, breaking the monotonous and gloomy silence of the mansion. The performance was almost perfect, a sign that Alexandre had indeed been born with a gift for the instrument. 

As soon as the boy finished the song, she entered the room, clapping her hands: 

"Bravo! Bravo!"

Alexander jumped up and ran towards her, wrapping her in a long, tight hug. 

"You will become an excellent pianist, Alexandre," she praised him, kissing him tenderly on the lips.

Then Olympia greeted the teacher cordially.

"He's making progress, isn't he? What's good needs to be praised," she said, unable to hide her pride.

"He's a quick learner, he was born with a gift for the piano," the teacher commented proudly.

Olympia hugged the boy even tighter and kissed him three times.

"Play that other one we were practicing at the beginning of the lesson," suggested the teacher.

Without delay, the pupil set to work, surprising Olympia once again. 

"You're playing very well, son," sighed Olímpia, amazed.

The teacher said goodbye and left. 

Alexandre continued strumming the beginning of another song. 

"I wish Dad could hear me play," he said between notes. 

Olympia looked concerned, put her hand on his shoulder, and said:

"Not for now, son. Your father is very nervous and..."

Alexandre stopped strumming and said in a serious tone: 

"You don't want him to know, do you? That's why you ask me not to play while he's here. Why can't we tell him?"

"Because he thinks it might affect your performance at school."

Alexandre frowned and stood up. He looked furious.

"He's so annoying," he exploded. "That's all he thinks about, studying, studying... I don't want to study and I won't!"

And the boy considered the matter closed.

Weeks later, the son was lying in his mother's bed again. Before falling asleep, the two talked:

"How is Grandma?" 

"Fine, very well. Why?" 

"You never mentioned her again..."

"That's true... I'm kind of in the wrong with her, Alexandre.

"Don't you like her anymore?" 

A spontaneous smile escaped from Olympia's lips.

“Only you, Alexandre, could make me laugh... Of course I still like her very much. The love between a child and a mother never ends. Other loves do, but not this one! It's eternal! I can say that it lasts even after death.

There was a pause before Alexandre returned with another of his pointed questions:

"What is love really, Mom?"

"Love, Alexandre, well, it's the deepest feeling that exists between us human beings. It's for love that we are born... For love that we unite... We can say that love makes life. It is very powerful, it can both build and destroy. One day you will encounter love and then...

"Where is it?"

"It's not in any place, Alexandre. Love springs up, it is born between people.

“Then I've already found it, Mom. Between you and me.

“It is love, indeed, Alexandre, but there are different kinds of love. The love between a couple is different. You will understand me better when you fall in love with a woman. Then you will know what I mean.

"I will never love a woman more than I love you," he said, hugging her. 

"You're still too young, Alexandre." 

There was a pause, a moment when Olympia looked sad, as if holding back tears.

"Sometimes," she said sadly, "love ends!" 

"It ends! Why?" 

"There are many reasons," she explained, looking away toward the window.

“My love for you will never end, Mom.

Olympia hugged him tightly; she couldn't hold back the tears that welled up in her eyes, driven by the emotional turmoil she was feeling. After watching the boy fall asleep, Olympia walked over to her couch, where she spent most of the night crying inconsolably. 

Many sunsets were witnessed by Alexandre as he grew, developing his physique at the pace imposed by Mother Nature. His dream was to grow, grow, and grow... However, he would certainly be an adult of average height. As for the piano, he fell more and more in love with the instrument every day. He was always practicing, and when she heard her son play, Olympia felt less desolate, dragged along by the hands of a mysterious and cruel fate. 



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


X

Early 1982
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Alexandre was so focused on playing an extraordinary song on the piano that it took him a while to notice his father entering the room. When he realized, he turned around in fright and when he saw him, he swallowed hard. Filipe was standing by the door, looking seriously in his direction. Alexandre, for the first time, felt afraid of his father. 

"How did you learn to play the instrument?" was Filipe's first question, asked in a serious tone. 

The boy lost his voice.

"I asked you a question, Alexandre, answer me!"

His tone sounded even more forceful.

"I..." stammered the boy, unable to steady his voice.

"Speak!" insisted Filipe, on the verge of impatience.

"I... I... wanted to learn..." stammered the boy, "I always wanted to learn, then my mom..."

His father interrupted him curtly:

"I want to see your report card, now! Go get it and meet me in the living room."

The boy promptly complied with his father's request. When he found him again, Filipe was pouring himself a double shot of whiskey, which he drank in one gulp. The boy then handed him the report card, which Filipe took no more than a few seconds to check.

"You're not getting the grades we expected, Alexandre. In my opinion, your grades are terrible." 

The boy shuddered, even more so when his father leaned forward, looked him in the eye, and said:

"Listen carefully, because I'm only going to say this once, you hear? Studying piano is good, but a successful man, a successful businessman, never achieves success without studying hard. It is study that expands and develops our intelligence, and without it, Alexandre, without intelligence, we are nothing, there is no prosperity."

He paused and continued:

"For you to be someone in the world, you need to study, be diligent, be an excellent student, the best among all, if possible, you hear me? You will be grounded until you improve your grades. I will hire a private tutor to help you with your studies."

Filipe got up and poured himself another drink. 

"And I don't want to see you near the piano until you prove to me that you're taking school seriously."

Alexandre bit his lip and stood silently.

"Did you hear me?" his father asked again. But the boy clenched his teeth, holding back his anger.

"Answer me!" yelled Filipe.

Alexandre ran out and left him alone. 

A minute later, Olympia arrived at the scene.

"The boy just..." she tried to explain, but she was so nervous she couldn't get her words out. "I just wanted to satisfy his wish..." 

Philip's eyes seemed to burn with hatred.

"You're angry, Filipe, I know you are... I know you well. Very well. Don't take your anger out on the boy." 

"Anger?" he finally said. 

"Yes!"

"It's not just rage I feel, Olympia. It's hatred, revolt!"

"Even so, you shouldn't take it out on the boy." 

She wilted when he went further, hurling words at her like objects:

"You betrayed me, Olympia. You betrayed my trust. You do things behind my back, you stab me in the back. You're going to ruin this child's future," he sighed. "I feel contempt for you, Olympia... It's more than contempt, it's pity. That's right, I feel sorry for you..." 

He collapsed on the sofa and began to cry convulsively until he curled up in the fetal position. He looked like a frightened child who had woken up in the dark room, afraid of the darkness.

Olímpia felt sorry when she saw the man she loved so much, there in front of her, consumed by convulsive pain, which she believed might be necessary.

Olympia left him and went in search of some tea to calm her nerves. On the way, she saw a newspaper with a headline that caught her attention: 

"The strange disease that affects homosexuals worries doctors; 285 cases have been reported in the United States alone to date, of which 119 have been fatal." 

Olímpia bit her lip, thoughtful. 

The next day, as soon as he got home from work, Filipe went up to his son's room for a chat. He found Alexandre sitting at his desk, drawing something on a sheet of paper. He pulled up a chair next to him, admired what he was doing in silence for a few seconds, and only then said what he had come to say:

"I'm sorry for talking to you like that, son. I got carried away, I know... I just wanted you to understand that I only want what's best for you, nothing else."

Seeing that Alexandre wasn't going to say anything, Filipe got up, wished him good night, and left. Locking himself in his room, he undressed and lay down on his bed, crying copiously.
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XI

June 1982
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Since that day, Alexandre never went near the piano again and never entered the room where it was kept. He hated school and his classmates more and more. His father had hired a private teacher for him, who was, in his opinion, unbearable. 

To make matters worse, his father was no longer away from home as he used to be. He hadn't traveled to America or other countries for months. He spent most of his time at the company's headquarters in London and returned home in the evening. He felt suffocated by his presence, as if the two of them couldn't occupy the same space.

Meanwhile, Cleopatra was growing rapidly, and when Alexander heard his father comment that his sister would be taller than him, he was furious. The same thing happened when he realized that his classmates were growing faster than him. 

One afternoon, overcome with worry and anxiety, he confided in his best friend, the sun. 

"I have a request to make, a very serious request. Please make me grow! I don't want to be short, I want to be tall, big! I need to be!"

There was a colossal force in that request that only the mysterious universe could comprehend the extent of. It wasn't a request, it was a desperate plea. 
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August 1983
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It was around 11:30 in the morning, and Olympia was sitting on the mansion's largest balcony, reading a book, when her attention was caught by the arrival of her husband's car. Even from a distance, she could see that Philip was upset as he got out of the car, and this made her run to meet him. Something very wrong had happened. She was startled to see the deathly expression on his face.

"Filipe... has something happened?" she asked as soon as she found him.

He looked at her with a terrified expression. 

"One of our research and development labs caught fire a little while ago."

"What?! How?!" 

"The authorities are investigating. Something exploded; a short circuit, no one knows for sure."

"When did it happen?" Olympia wrung her hands nervously. 

"This morning, at the start of the workday."

“My goodness, how awful!

“Anthony died in the accident. 

He paused, his mouth twisting into a bitter expression.

"Anthony?! You mean...

“Anthony Bradley, himself. The best in the world at researching new medicines. 

“Poor Tony... 

Filipe continued talking, as if to himself:

"Not just him, but all the members of his team, as well as some administrative staff and others who were injured because they were nearby."

Filipe threw himself on the sofa and let out a sigh. His eyes then filled with tears and he cried bitterly. Olímpia approached him and put her hand on his shoulder. She felt a pain in her chest when she saw the man she loved so much suffering like that.

"I'm upset..." admitted Filipe tearfully. "Never in the entire history of our company have we had an accident of this magnitude, or even a medium-sized one. I don't understand..."

Olympia stared at him silently for a minute and said: 

"It's an irreparable loss!"

"It's such a shame! We spoke on the phone yesterday, he wanted to see me, he asked for a meeting," continued Filipe, devastated. 

Olímpia shed a few tears, and then Filipe, seeming to come back to reality, looked at her and said, in a dismissive tone: 

"As if you cared that much!"

The accusatory tone in her husband's voice was evident.

"I do care, Filipe, of course I do! It's a loss for our companies." 

"Oh! But of course! That's all you could be concerned about!"

"It's not just that, you know it's not.

“No, Olympia, I don't know! In fact, I don't know anything else!

Without further ado, he got up and went to his office, where he locked himself in for hours. His wife remained there, wanting to go after him and say something else to reassure him, but she realized there was nothing else she could do but wait for the shock to pass.

XIII

Third week of August

Filipe Theodorides welcomed the vice president of the company in England, William Bell, and John Allerton, the vice president of the US branch, to his mansion for a conversation about everything that needed to be done, from legal support for the victims' families to insurance and rebuilding the site.

It was John Allerton who started the conversation: 

"I can see that you are still very shaken by what happened.

"Yes, John, and no wonder. It's not easy to recover from a tragedy like ours, and I may never be able to.

The American looked sad and asked:

"Do you think it could have been an attack?"

"It's still too early to say. The authorities are still investigating. It would be better if it were just an accident. I don't like the idea of an attack. It makes everything much more serious. It opens up a range of catastrophic possibilities."

Minutes later, a butler appeared in the room to serve juice and petit fours to those present. After this pause, Filipe resumed the subject, this time speaking a little more quietly.

"There's something I can't get out of my head..." he began, thoughtfully. 

Before continuing, he glanced at the door to make sure no one was there to hear him. 

Antipater Gross, my former partner, said he would take revenge on me after I broke up our business partnership.

"Former partner?!" exclaimed the Englishman, surprise in his voice.

"Yes! A dangerous man. I found out he was involved in shady research, something I could never agree with. Because I had evidence against him, I threatened to report him to the authorities if he didn't break off our partnership. He had no choice but to accept my proposal. He sold his share of the company to me, and that's how I got rid of him. Antipater was crazy... but he didn't lose out on the sale. On the contrary, he was paid everything according to the law and in line with the market price at the time. I used money that I really needed at the time, and I almost went bankrupt. It was a risk I had to take to preserve and honor the most famous and respected pharmaceutical laboratory in the world. If his fraud had been discovered, the name of our laboratory would have been tarnished.

He moistened his throat before continuing:

"I also learned that Antipater was involved with certain politicians who have no regard for human beings. Politicians like Hitler, Stalin, among others." 

Philip shook his head, glanced at the door once more, and only then continued: 

"I was thinking about it yesterday, you know? If Antipater was capable of associating with evil people and making use of shady ideas, he would be quite capable of committing an attack against me.

"Have you informed Scotland Yard about this?"

"Not yet. I think I should, and at the same time, I shouldn't. I'm afraid, you know... I'm afraid of making the wrong judgment."

"Mr. Theodorides, forgive me for interfering, but I think you should tell them.

Filipe looked at the door again before replying:

"Yes, I must." 

"Where is he?" John Allerton asked.

“I haven't heard from him in a long time. Apparently, he moved with his family and children to another country, changed professions, and may even have changed his name. 

"He's an enemy lying in wait," observed the Englishman. 

Philip agreed and moistened his mouth with the juice again. 

John Allerton then changed the subject:

"By the way, the team you asked us to put together to study the disease that has been attacking homosexuals, the one they call 'gay cancer,' is already up and running. The mode of transmission of the disease is not yet known, but everything suggests that it is transmitted through sex. The way the disease is spreading is frightening everyone. 

"I know... I've been following the reports..." said Philip, thoughtfully.

"Doctors say it's an unusual disease..." 

"Don't skimp on research funding. Something tells me this disease is bigger than it seems..." 

John Allerton then asked:

"What about New York, sir? When will you be there?"

"After what happened, I'll have to stay in England until everything is resolved. I'll manage everything that's my responsibility here, and I'm counting on you during my absence in America."

The meeting between the three ended shortly thereafter. 

Filipe went to Scotland Yard headquarters that afternoon to give a new statement. After the suspicions he raised about his former partner, investigators tried to locate him at all costs, but the search was in vain. Antipater Gross had disappeared from England and, apparently, from the world as well.

When Cina arrived at the family mansion to visit them, she was shocked by her uncle's physical and emotional state. The tragedy in the laboratory had aged Filipe Theodorides dramatically.  

"Poor uncle," she said.

"He's been like this since the accident at the lab. It devastated him," Olimpia said sadly.

"I saw some photos in the newspapers and magazines, it was horrible... So many dead... Terrible! People are still talking about the accident today. I hope it hasn't affected the laboratory's reputation.

"I don't think so! Few people connect what happened to the medicine they take. The truth is that no one is in the habit of finding out about the laboratory that produces the medicines they consume. 

“What about compensation? You must have made a fortune, right? 

“I didn't really look into those details, Cina. All I know is that the insurance will cover almost everything. 

Cina watched her aunt for a few seconds before commenting:

"You seem much happier than the last time I was here."

A half-smile appeared on Olímpia's bright face.

Cina went further:

“Things have improved between you two, haven’t they?”

"Indeed, yes. I must admit that they have! The tragedy ended up bringing Filipe closer to the family again. 

"It's sad to recognize that there is a bright side to every tragedy, isn't it?" 

Olympia nodded and said:

"Filipe is becoming a very present father to the children, and that's wonderful. 

"And also much more present for you, isn't that right, my dear aunt?" Cina's tone was mischievous this time.

Olympia did not hide her satisfaction. The nanny appeared at the door and asked permission to speak.

"Ma'am, Cleopatra has already had her bath," she reported. 

Cina addressed the girl affectionately:

"Cleopatra, how you've grown, my dear! You're becoming a young lady. How time flies..." 

"Where is Alexander?" Olympia asked the maid.

"I believe he is out riding, ma'am." 

And indeed he was, not far from there, riding his horse, feeling free, light, and unrestrained... Riding without a chaperone had become a great achievement for him.

In the days that followed, Philip waited anxiously for the report from Scotland Yard's investigation. When it finally arrived, he couldn't help but be disappointed with the result. Little had been discovered by the authorities beyond what they had already suspected. It was concluded that it was nothing more than a gas leak that caused the explosion. Apparently, it was nothing more than a simple accident. 

The result did not convince him much; his intuition told him that someone was behind the whole story, and this was disturbing his peace of mind more and more each day. 

The accident in the laboratory and all the investigations aroused Alexandre's curiosity. Every night he asked his mother for more information about what had happened. This continued until time erased the memory of the accident from his mind, as well as from the minds of other family members and the laboratory itself. 

During this period, the boy, who was becoming a handsome and intelligent teenager, became interested in the art of advertising and marketing. He recorded all the TV commercials he liked best on videotapes so he could watch them again and learn from them. He also began to archive the most interesting commercials, in his opinion, that he found in the magazines and newspapers of greatest public interest at the time. 

What worried Filipe also began to worry Olímpia: the boy did not cultivate friends, the only people he interacted with were his classmates, and even then, he remained reserved with them. Both insisted that he invite his schoolmates to spend the weekend at the property, but Alexandre avoided the subject. Living alone, for him, seemed pleasant and comforting. 

His best friends were definitely the horse and the sunset he loved so much. He had his own mother as his best friend, and that seemed to be enough for him.

Nothing, not even his father or anyone else, would be missed if they suddenly ceased to exist. It was only his mother that he cared about, whom he loved and wanted to have by his side forever. And he believed she felt the same way about him. Olympia did not blame the boy for not being attached to or affectionate toward Philip, who was absent most of the time and had always been very strict with him. Thus, no bond had been formed between them. 
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It was already 1985 when Filipe finally returned to New York. His presence was needed to settle many pending issues. It was during this trip that Olímpia was able to fulfill her promise to her son: to take him to visit the Laboratory and all its departments. 

One of the managers took the day off to show Alexandre everything that was interesting to see. The 12-year-old boy, who looked more like an adult in a teenager's body, was fascinated by everything he saw. 

He insisted on visiting the offices where the explosion had occurred years earlier. He also wanted to see photos of the tragedy and learn about the employees who had died in the explosion. He liked the employee who answered all his questions with tremendous patience and precision. 

Olímpia took advantage of the day to shop at the most expensive stores in London. When she returned, she picked up Alexandre at the company, eager to know what he thought of the visit.

"So, son, were you happy?" she asked as soon as she found him. 

"I couldn't see everything, Mom. I need to come back here a thousand more times to see everything the way I want to."

Olympia was not surprised by his answer; she had expected him to say that.

"We'll arrange that, Alexandre."

The manager smiled.

Before leaving, Olympia asked the manager to keep her son's visit a secret from Philip. The helpful employee realized that this was not a request, but an order.

"There's just one problem, ma'am. What if Mr. Theodorides comes through another employee?" 

"I want you to ask everyone not to mention it.

"I can ask, but..."

She interrupted him:

"I know you'll do your best and won't disappoint me. Remember that Philip almost never talks to subordinates."

Olympia knew that someone might spill the beans and that she would certainly suffer the consequences for it. But for her son's happiness, it would be worth the risk. 

To Olympia's surprise, Alexandre was so excited about the visit to the Laboratory that he forgot to go see the sunset that afternoon. Something unusual. 

Luckily, school vacation arrived while Filipe was still in America, so Alexandre was able to return to the Laboratory without any problems. He wanted to improve his knowledge of what was done there, to know how everything was done. 

He began to study the process of drug discovery through books on the subject and also through the chemical pharmacists who patiently answered his questions and clarified his doubts. He learned everything very quickly, and Olympia enjoyed seeing the boy's growing interest in what would one day be his. 

She thought that Alexandre's obsession with wanting to infiltrate the Laboratory was temporary, simple childish curiosity, but his desire to learn, master, and work proved to be visceral. 

His way of being fascinated her; it wasn't just a mother's admiration, but that of a human being who recognizes the genius of the gods in another. That's why she had to make room for him to express his full potential, whether Filipe allowed it or not. 

Even though she loved him as she did, she would have to betray him on this point. It would even be good, as it would bring the boy to her side, an ally against her husband, should he abandon her for good. 
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A month later, Philip returned to England.
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"It's been a long time since I've been so far from home..." Olympia dared to say to him. 

"It's been a busy month. We're hiring new specialists to develop important drugs. It's not just cancer that worries us now, AIDS, Acquired Immune Deficiency Syndrome, is also a concern for everyone... At this moment, more than 8,400 cases of infected people have been detected in the United States alone, of which more than 6,300 have died. 

He continued sadly:

“We now know that this is not a disease that only affects homosexuals, as was previously thought. Heterosexuals are also being infected, every day more and more, in the same way. The need to find a cure for this epidemic has become one of our priorities. It is a great responsibility in our hands; a responsibility that fate has entrusted to me and that I must fulfill, doing my utmost!
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