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Chapter 1

Europe, 1880

Early days of the second month of autumn


The wind sighed through the trees... the leaves, golden and brown, now fell lightly... the sun set earlier... the morning took longer to arrive... the fog became increasingly intense...


At 7:15 a.m. on a Friday morning, Clara Bellmonte's big blue eyes opened to another day and, as always, she was soon wide awake, making plans for the day ahead.

She quickly put on her robe and walked to the window, opening the curtains, which allowed the pale light of a November dawn to enter.

"Autumn!" she commented, peering with obvious pleasure through the window. "So sad and yet so beautiful."

Clara sighed happily.

"Well, the weather seems to be holding steady," she said aloud. "No clouds in sight, no sign of drizzle for the afternoon... how nice..."

Clara, 18 at the time, was an educated young aristocrat with a sensitive and intelligent face, a square forehead, delicate ears and nose, light, shiny hair, and rosy skin. Her most striking feature was her light, porcelain-blue eyes, which were penetrating and wonderful.

It was around 2 p.m. when Clara Bellmonte walked through the front door of her house with a certain anxiety. 

Before setting off, however, she looked once more at her black velvet shoes: they were impeccable. Then she examined her beautiful twill dress with its soft floral print. She adjusted her flowery straw hat, sighed with satisfaction and excitement, and only then set off.

She walked so lightly that, from a distance, it seemed as if her feet barely touched the ground.

The smile she carried with her was also light. A charming smile, as charming as Clara herself.

She was feeling the touch of passion for the first time, with all the strong feelings that only passion can bring to the hearts of young people.  

Clara Bellmonte crossed the concrete walkway between the alley that separated the beautiful flower beds surrounding the family mansion and from there headed for the small grove that was full of daffodils in the spring. She quickened her pace, not wanting to be late for her appointment. She didn't like to keep anyone waiting. Especially Raymond. Raymond Trust. The boy who had awakened her passion.

The meeting between the two would take place on the family property itself, called Bird Sanctuary, the Bellmonte residence for generations and the pride and joy of Clara's father, Ernest Bellmonte. It had been built by her great-grandfather in 1790, and the family had lived there ever since. It was an Elizabethan-style house.

When dividing the assets, Ernest insisted on keeping the property, which was accepted by his siblings without protest. Leaving it to Ernest was the ideal way for all the siblings to sever their ties with the past forever.

Ernest Bellmonte had always loved his home, never left the property, and would never leave it for anything in the world. He was born, raised, and would die there.

He brought his wife to live with him in Bird Sanctuary as soon as he got married, and planned to live there with her until the end of their lives. The marriage between the two was arranged by both their parents and, unlike many marriages of this kind, the couple really fell in love with each other from the first moment they met.

They had two daughters, Clara and Amanda, and would have had a son too if he hadn't died during childbirth along with his mother. Those were sad, very sad days for the Belmontes.

Clara and Amanda were so young that they could hardly understand what death was, and for that reason they were spared the deep pain that comes with losing someone so close and so beloved. Especially their mother. 

Although still young, Ernest Bellmonte never wanted to remarry, to remain faithful to the memory of his beloved wife.

So, they stayed at the estate, Ernest with his two beloved daughters. With the help of the maids, who were synonymous with dedication and devotion to a family, he raised the two girls.

Clara and Amanda were more than sisters, they were great friends, their best friends, dear and inseparable. They never fought, never raised their voices to each other, treating each other with a respect rarely seen among siblings.


The two were still very young when they made a pact: no matter what happens, we will never separate. Wow to anyone who broke the pact. 


Although they were sisters, Clara and Amanda were very different, both in physical appearance and personality. Amanda was slightly taller than her sister, and her hair matched the brown of autumn leaves. Her eyes were gray and bright. She had a strong and determined personality. Clara was as fragile as crystal.

Noticing her fragility, Amanda felt it was her duty to care for and protect her beloved sister. And since then, she had become, without Clara knowing it, a kind of mother-sister to her.

Amanda knew what was going on in Clara's heart. In fact, she had been expecting it for some time, sensing that one day her beloved Clara would fall in love with Raymond and vice versa. She could say that the two had liked each other from the first moment they laid eyes on each other; that there was already a curious sense of intimacy between them that had formed the first time they met.

The day life brought them together. 

Raymond Trust arrived at the Bellmonte estate when he was only 12 years old. He was a scrawny boy with an anemic look. He had moved there with his aunt. Her name was Marion. She had been hired as the house cook.

Stella, Ernest's trusted maid and the oldest on the estate, was immediately charmed by the boy and cared for him as if he were her own son. Soon, the boy Raymond filled out and the yellow color and anemic look disappeared from his face.

Marion had become responsible for the boy after his parents' death. However, she eagerly awaited the day when she could find a job for her nephew and thus be free of him forever.

Since that day was taking too long to arrive, Marion decided to speed up time. One night, while everyone was asleep, she gathered her belongings, packed a bag, and left without leaving an address. The boy stayed behind.

Feeling sorry for him, Stella begged her boss to allow little Raymond to continue living there. She would take responsibility for him. Besides, the boy was already showing signs of being a good worker.


Ernest reluctantly agreed. Soon Raymond began cleaning the gardens surrounding the mansion, grooming the horses, bathing them, and eventually becoming a jack of all trades.


Ernest, who rarely paid attention to his employees, soon forgot about the young man's situation after his aunt's departure. 

In his spare time, Ray, as he was affectionately called by both, played with Clara and Amanda.

"Ray! Here, oh... Come and get me!" Amanda would shout.

Amanda could say that she loved Raymond as much as she loved her sister and that he was like a brother to her. The brother who had died with their mother during childbirth.

Those were fun and unforgettable moments. There, amid the children's games, Amanda had already noticed the way Raymond looked at Clara and vice versa, indicating that in the very near future the two would discover they were in love with each other. No sooner said than done.

The exchange of smiles and glances between the two intensified as they entered adolescence.

At 15, 16, everything Raymond said, all the jokes he made, were clearly directed at Clara.

It didn't take long for Amanda to realize that Raymond wanted to be alone with her sister, so she began to pretend to have headaches or stomachaches, just to have a reason not to go with them, stay home, and give them a chance to be alone.

Amanda enjoyed her acting and, at the same time, felt fulfilled by being able to bring such joy to the couple of teenagers in love.

At these moments, without the adults suspecting anything, Clara and Raymond would go out for a walk around the property. They would watch the sunset, smell the flowers, and often admire the moon as it began to shine in the sky. 

Even in his early teens, it was clear that Raymond would be a handsome young man, with the power to easily melt the hearts of young girls.  

That's exactly what happened, but he had eyes for only Clara; she was the one he liked. It was her that he wanted to marry one day and have children with.

When Stella discovered what was going on in Raymond's teenage heart, she immediately warned him:

"Get that girl out of your heart, Raymond."

She thought Raymond would deny his feelings for Clara, but no, he admitted his feelings right away.

"Why?"

"Because she's the boss's daughter!"

"So what?"


"So what?" she asked, lowering her voice as if sharing a secret with him. "So what? The boss's daughter doesn't marry a good-for-nothing like you!"



"I'm not a drudge," protested the young man. "Mr. Ernest knows very well that I'm an excellent worker."


"That doesn't matter to Mr. Ernest. For him, as for all the bourgeoisie, the son of a bourgeois must marry the daughter of a bourgeois, and that's that."

"Bourgeois? Are you speaking Greek, Stella?" 

Stella replied as if speaking to a child:

"No, Raymond, it's not Greek.

Raymond's voice sounded haughty:

"I'm going to marry Clara, you'll see."

Stella sighed heavily.


"I didn't want you to suffer, Raymond... Suffering embitters our lives, it wrinkles our faces..." she said plaintively. "I even heard that Clara's hand has been promised to the son of a nobleman for a long time. Since she was a little girl." 


The young man burst out laughing, and Stella was suddenly shocked. It was a loud, uncontrolled laugh.


"Lying is ugly, Stella," he said, his voice slurred with laughter. "Clara never said that, so it must be a lie."


"It's not. You'll see."

Raymond's eyes fixed on Stella's. She added:

"Take my advice, Raymond. Get Clara out of your heart as soon as possible, even if it means leaving here to forget her."

The young man's eyes opened a little wider.


"No!" he replied resolutely. "I won't, I'll never do it. I'm going to marry Clara, whatever it takes. For better or for worse."


The woman sat down heavily in one of the chairs, her pale, haughty face reddening. She frowned, looking confused, almost childlike.

Clara Bellmonte continued her way to meet Raymond. She was now following a steep, zigzagging path that led to the highest level of the property.

At a distance, looking at her with admiration, was a young man wearing worn flannel pants and a shirt of the same fabric in a pastel blue shade.

Even against the sun, Clara could see him smiling at her, eager for their meeting. For her arrival, for her words and company.

When she reached him, Raymond held out his hand to help her up. As soon as the two saw each other, eye to eye, they exchanged a slight smile: a quick acknowledgment that each was pleased with the other's presence. 

The afternoon sun highlighted the golden color of Raymond's hair and the blue of his eyes, his stubble, and the well-proportioned contours that manual labor had given him over the years. He was also gifted with charisma and an undeniable charm, exercised in a completely unconscious way. Raymond didn't try hard to please; that was just the way he was. It made him human, captivating, and easy to get along with.

He had just turned 20 and carried in his skin the splendor of youthfulness and the intense glow that emanates from the aura of young people whose hearts are blossoming with love.

Together, hand in hand, Clara and Raymond climbed to the top of the hill, where they could enjoy a panoramic view of the region.

Above and behind them, there was only forest, and below, there was dense wood full of daffodils, pine trees, and other types of vegetation.

They — everything that made up the nature of that beautiful place sculpted by the hands of God — were witnesses to the first kiss that young couple exchanged exactly one year ago, on the day Raymond confessed his love for Clara and she reciprocated. 

From that day on, both Clara and Raymond began to have a different impression of life and of themselves. They began to see everything with new eyes and interact with the days that followed with more joy and enthusiasm. 

"I missed you so much," Raymond confessed with sincerity and simplicity.

"Me too."

He put his arms around Clara's waist and gazed at her with his bright blue, wonderful eyes.

"Clara, every time I'm near you..."

Sensing what he was going to say, she went ahead:

"I feel the same way."

She stood on tiptoe and kissed him passionately, without haste or malice. Pure as the air that surrounded them.

Eyes locked, the two traveled in blessed silence for a long and precious minute. Only then did he say, almost in outburst:

"Sometimes I fear that you don't know what you mean to me, how I feel about you..."

Clara stared at Raymond, surprised.

"Of course I know, Ray, because our feelings are the same. I feel the same way about you."

"Do you really? Do you really have any idea how much I love you?"

Clara's charming, almost dazzling smile lit up her face as she replied:

"I can see it in your eyes."

"I've never loved anyone before," Raymond sighed, "but I believe what I feel for you is love."

"I feel the same way, Ray."

She snuggled into his arms, once again provoking that wave of deep affection within each of them.

The two remained embraced, silent for a minute or two. Clara then sighed deeply and spoke thoughtfully:

"I wish I didn't like you so much."

He held her even closer to his chest and asked in a calm, pleasant voice full of emotion:

"Why fear what's in your heart?"

"Because too much happiness is scary."

"It shouldn't."

"But it does."

"That must be why we push it away from us. Unconsciously, of course. We are the ones who run away from happiness because we fear it, not happiness that runs away from us out of spite."

The two smiled briefly. Raymond continued in the same calm and pleasant tone as before:

– Once, in what seemed to me to be a dream, someone told me that happiness is always knocking at our door; we are the ones who forget to open it. 

She laughed, throwing her head back. She smiled dazzlingly. She freed herself from his arms and invited him to sit on one of the rocks surrounding the place.

So, the two sat there, hands intertwined, letting themselves be enveloped once again by silence, a blessed silence. Nothing needed to be said, only felt.

How wonderful it was to be away from everything and everyone, how wonderful it was to be alone in each other's company. How wonderful it was to let their gaze wander in that golden world that seemed to swim and dissolve into itself, indistinct and blurred by its own beauty.

How wonderful nature feels... How wonderful love is... How wonderful it is to be next to the one you love... How wonderful to be alive...

"Autumn," said Clara, a few minutes later, "even though it's sad, it is my favorite season."

"I'm much more of a spring person," said Raymond happily.

"We are like the four seasons," Clara observed. "Sometimes it's winter in our hearts, other times it's summer... Other times it's spring, other times autumn..."

"In my heart, Clara... it will always be spring and summer. The happiest seasons... because I have you in it." 

"Ray, can you live with only two seasons in your heart?" Clara asked thoughtfully.

"Why not?"

"If the environment needs all four seasons to maintain the balance of nature, the same must be true in our hearts. 

"Why is that?"

– So that the cycle can be complete. One season makes us appreciate the other more. Just like light and dark, bitter and sweet. If we don't experience the opposite, we can't truly appreciate things. I believe that human beings achieve balance when they learn to deal with both sides of everything, when they learn to live the four seasons within their hearts.

Ray looked at her, fascinated. He agreed with her words.

"Almost always when I admire nature," Clara continued, "in silence, countless questions arise within me.

"Such as?"

"Why is the sky blue?"

Raymond laughed:

"Good question.

"Who named things? Why does the wind blow? How can the four seasons come and go every year on their respective dates... Why, among all human beings, do people fall in love with a particular person? Why do some suffer more than others? Why are some born wise and experienced, seeming more evolved, and others not? Why do we feel like we've known people for a long time without ever having been together before? Why do some die earlier than others? Is there really life after death? And destiny, who really controls destiny? Is there divine justice?

Good questions... I would love to be able to answer them to make you happy, but... who can answer them? No one, I think. I don't know why the sky is blue, I just know that it is more beautiful, like everything else that makes life with you by my side.

Raymond embraced his beloved, holding her in his arms with affection and love. Then he stroked her hair, staying like that for a long time. Only then did they return home. 

The two descended the hill carefully, then followed the path surrounded by heather and honeysuckle bushes and crossed the gate of the chestnut grove. Like two children, free and happy, no less than 10 years old.

Before parting, they exchanged another loving glance. He winked and she waved slightly to him.

Before crossing the front door of the house, Clara flicked the last speck of dust off her shoes. She smiled contentedly and ran inside, gracefully and elegantly.


Inside the house, the last rays of sunlight filtered through the side windows, resting on the furniture and leaving the hall semi-illuminated.


The atmosphere, in Clara's opinion, was as comforting as the outdoors. She, like a snail, was in love with her home. She took after her father in this regard.


Raymond Trust headed for the servants' cottage with the same speed as a beagle returns to its owner's house at dinnertime.


The cottage, built especially to house the servants, was a rather generous construction for a building of this purpose.

It consisted of two floors, and although the rooms were very small, simple, and rustic, they were absurdly cozy.

It was set back about 100 meters from the landlord's house and had a small garden in front of it, carefully tended by Raymond's skilled hands and, because of this, was always brightly blooming, except, of course, in winter. 

Ray cleaned his boots before entering the dwelling. There, in that simple and welcoming place, he recovered from the fatigue of the workday. That day, however, there was no fatigue, not even a drop of it remained after meeting Clara.

Nor were there the agony and emptiness that longing awakened in his chest when he couldn't be alone with her. The beautiful young Clara. His Clara until life separated them.

Raymond was startled to see Stella standing by the table in the small kitchen, looking at him sternly.

"Raymond... Raymond Trust," she said seriously. "Don't say I didn't warn you."

"Please, Stella," the young man scolded. "Spare me your lectures."

"You will never be happy with Clara. Can't you understand that your love is impossible?"

"Nothing is impossible, Stella. Nothing!" His response was emphatic. "We were made for each other, and we will live for each other until..." He took a breath. "Until life separates us."

Stella pressed her lips together. She loved Raymond like a son, and, like most mothers, she didn't want him to feel even the slightest bit of suffering, never even a scratch on his skin.

Raymond belonged to her, and Stella liked the things that belonged to her.

As if anything in life, material or personal, really belonged to anyone. Sweet illusion. But she would discover that over the course of her life.

As soon as Clara entered the house, Amanda came running to meet her. Bouncing like a gazelle.  

"Clara!"

Her sister greeted her with her usual noble smile. 

"I don't need to be a fortune teller to know where you were. I can see it in your eyes," said Amanda as she approached her, graceful and slightly amused.

Clara's face lit up.

"Your happiness is contagious, sis," Amanda commented. "The love between you two is so strong that it rubs off on us."

Clara's face lit up a little more.

"Now, come on. Dad is frantically looking for you. He needs to talk to you."

Seconds later, the sisters were standing in front of their father in the living room. Ernest Bellmonte was between 45 and 46 years old, a man of medium height, solid build, slow speech, with a pair of piercing blue eyes and dark brown hair sprinkled with gray.

"Clara, my daughter, I want you to be well dressed tomorrow afternoon. Wear the prettiest dress you have. I want you to look like a princess."

"Why, Daddy?"

"Because the time has come for you to meet Raphael Monie."

The two sisters were immediately alert.

"Raphael who?" interrupted Amanda, frowning. 

"Have you forgotten, Clara? The young man promised to marry you."

Clara's smile faded and a slight frown appeared on Amanda's white brow. Clara said uncertainly:

"You did mention him, it's true, but it was so long ago that I thought..."

"My dear friend Gregori Monie and I arranged your marriage when you were still in your mother’s wombs."

"But, Dad, Clara has never seen this boy," protested Amanda, controlling her voice. "How can she marry someone she's never seen, Dad?"

– Amanda, don't interfere – he scolded, glaring at his youngest daughter. Turning to Clara, he added: 

"Raphael has just finished his higher education and is now ready to fulfill what his father and I agreed upon."

A feeling of regret washed over Amanda. A huge feeling of regret. She looked at her sister for a long, desperate minute and then protested again:

"But, Dad, Clara doesn't love him..."

"Amanda! Shut up!" Ernest shouted, at the end of his patience.

"But it's true... Clara doesn't love him," Amanda exploded, bursting into tears in a fit of rebellion that bordered on despair.

"Go to your room now!" ordered her father, harshly and forcefully. "And don't come out until I say so!" 

As always, his daughter obeyed her father's order. She had never argued with him like that before, never disrespected him. Never. But for her, this was the last straw.

"This isn't right, Father," Amanda insisted as she left the room. "It's not right at all."

Turning to his eldest daughter, Ernest Bellmonte added:

"Your sister is a fool. She's nothing but a fool. Raphael Monie's father is a very wealthy man. And therefore, Raphael is the right man to become her husband."

It seemed to Clara that there was a long pause before her father spoke again:

"Clara, my daughter, lift your head up high. Raphael is a charming young man. You will be very happy with him. Just as I was with your mother. Our marriage was also arranged by our parents. It's the right thing to do. No one knows better what is ideal for their children than their own parents. I already have a good match in mind for your sister too." 

"I'm still too young to get married," replied Clara, with her usual candor.

"Young? Not at all. You're in the prime of life. The ideal age for a woman to bear healthy children."

Her father's voice was loud and friendly.

"Believe me, Clara," he continued with an air of satisfaction, "you'll be delighted with Raphael. He's a handsome young man. You'll thank me for promising you to him."

He patted his daughter on the shoulder, like a teacher pleased with his student.

"We'll settle everything about the wedding tomorrow. In less than a month, you'll be married and have a stable emotional and financial life."

There was no point in protesting; her father would not listen to her. Once he had decided something for his daughters, that was how it would be, whether they liked it or not. For better or for worse. Ernest Bellmonte was a resolute man, highly resolute, and he would never go back on his decision, not only because it would be shameful for him, but because he would be dishonoring a promise, a deal with a powerful and vengeful man: Gregori Monie.

Clara straightened up, raised her head high, looked her father straight in the eye, and said:

"All right... If that's what you want..."

Her father looked at her solemnly and winked with satisfaction.

Clara left the room looking resigned, but it was all an act. She was completely shaken, like a ship without a compass, adrift. Her world seemed to have plunged into desolation and panic.

"Oh, Clara, what are you going to do?" Amanda asked as soon as she entered the room. To which Clara replied, in a faint voice:

"What else can I do, Amanda?"

"You can't marry a man you've never seen. Besides, you love Raymond."

Amanda's tone was openly incredulous. Clara shrugged, feeling trapped in a maze.

"That's not fair," said Amanda indignantly. "It's not fair..."

"Life isn't always fair to people, Amanda."

"But you, fair you, my sister, don't deserve such a fate. Not you, so human, so centered, so sensible..."

"We must accept it when our plans are altered by fate... Accepting it, perhaps, will make me suffer less..."

"No, definitely not!" Amanda replied energetically. "This marriage cannot happen. Dad has to back down."

"Amanda," Clara grabbed her sister's arms firmly. "You know Dad won't change his mind. We know our father well. Besides, we owe him respect and consideration."

"Yes, we do, but not to this extent."

– Calm down.

– Clara, my Clara, you deserve to be happy.

– I will be.

– Away from Raymond? Never! You were made for each other.

– That's how life turned out, Amanda.

– You can't just accept this tacitly. You must fight!

Amanda waved her arms impetuously and fell silent for a moment.

"I know!" she exclaimed euphorically. "Run away!"

The suggestion shocked Clara.

"Have you lost your mind?"

"It's the only solution, Clara," Amanda insisted, her voice loud and nervous. "Run away!"

"Where would we go, Amanda? Dad would never forgive us. He'd turn the world upside down until he found us. You know him..."

Clara gave her a hard look.

"Besides, we don't have a penny to our name," she added, waving her hand. "What would we live on? Air?"

Amanda looked compassionately at her sister's face for a long, desperate minute before adding:

"If you marry this Raphael guy, you'll leave here, and I don't want that. I don't want to be separated from you, my sister. You're the most precious thing I have in my life."

"We'll see each other whenever we can," replied Clara, trying to sound enthusiastic. "Besides, the town where Raphael's family lives must be close to here.

"Even so, none of this is right. Just wait until Raymond finds out. He'll be heartbroken, angry..."

"He'll have to accept it; there's no other choice."

"Don't be so submissive, Clara. Rebel!"

"Against Dad?"

"Tell him how you feel about Raymond."

– And do you think, Amanda, that will change anything? Nothing! It will only make things worse. To Dad, Raymond is nothing more than a mere employee. Whether I promised my hand to this young man or not, Dad would never allow our union. Never!

Clara straightened up and lifted her head high. She said:

"Calm down, everything will be fine. Time is a great teacher. Everything can change. It can make me fall in love with this Raphael guy..."

"You don't really believe that you want to believe it to comfort yourself. 

"What choice do I have but to hope for the best?"

Her eyes, unhappy and frightened, belied her smiling, confident face.

"Damn you!" Amanda's bitter voice rang out again with impact in the room.

"Don't talk like that," Clara scolded her immediately. "He's your father!"

"I wasn't referring to Dad. I was referring to Raphael whatever-his-name-is. He might as well have an accident on his way here tomorrow and die.

Clara shuddered at the thought:

"Amanda!"

"I'm serious. It's the only way you can be free of him and be happy. Happy with Ray." And she repeated scornfully:

"Damn Raphael, damn him."

And silently she reinforced her wish without any sign of remorse: "May Raphael die!" Nothing was more important than Clara's happiness.

That night, neither sister could sleep properly.


Chapter 2

The clock had already struck two, and the afternoon was drawing to a beautiful close when the carriage carrying Raphael Monie crossed the gates of the Bellmonte estate.

Amanda, distraught, was picking flowers in the gardens surrounding the mansion in hopes of easing her anguish. Her sister's situation had destroyed her peace of mind.

At that very moment, Clara was on her way to meet Raymond to tell him about her father's decision.

The trotting of the horses pulling the carriage carrying Raphael caught Amanda's attention. She turned toward the vehicle and watched it until it parked in front of the house. A look of indifference, of hatred.

There, sitting in the carriage's cab, was Raphael Monie, arriving to take the hand of a woman he had never seen before. Ready to live, something arranged by his parents, something that would never allow him to feel the touch of passion, the birth of love, of free and spontaneous will, between a couple.  

Amanda felt her chest tighten and had difficulty breathing. The accident she so desperately wanted the occupant of that carriage to suffer had not happened. It was her only chance to free her sister from that nightmare.

Still, she wished that Raphael Monie would die, somehow, and as soon as possible.

So absorbed in her reflections and evil desires for the young man inside that car, Amanda forgot to watch where her steps were taking her. She caught her right foot on a twisted root, lost her balance, and fell to the ground with a loud thud.

When she came to, her nose was pressed against the grass. She let out a slight grunt of pain and disapproval of what had happened to her, only then noticing two shiny shoes standing in front of her.

She opened her mouth and let out an "oh" of dismay at herself. 

"Are you all, right?" asked the young man standing next to Amanda.

Amanda cleared her throat delicately before replying:

"I think so. I was distracted and..."

"Let me help you up," the young man offered cordially.

She thanked him as she knelt and stood up, mechanically brushing her full skirt and then smoothing it out. It was only then that Amanda Bellmonte looked at Raphael Monie for the first time.

"How are you feeling?" the young man asked again, kindly.

Amanda didn't answer right away. She stared into a pair of dark brown eyes that held her gaze firmly.

Raphael spoke again:

"Your expression tells me that the fall hurt you."

"No... no," Amanda replied quickly. "I'm fine. Very well, thank you."

Without realizing it, she dropped the flowers she had picked. She sighed, pushed her beautiful hat back, and stepped aside to get a better look at the newcomer.

The young man standing beside her, who couldn't have been more than 23 years old, was elegantly dressed in a fine overcoat, suit, vest, bow tie, and shirt with a starched collar and stiff cuffs that only the son of a noble aristocrat could afford.

On his neatly parted and well-combed hair was a top hat, and in his right hand, the traditional cane. His eyes were very dark brown, almost black, and there was a discreet gleam in them. His eyelashes were thick, his eyelids heavy, with easy and harmonious movements. His face was so clean-shaven that he seemed to have no beard, and his neatly trimmed sideburns were extremely charming. With the sunlight highlighting his features, he revealed himself to be a young man with an extraordinarily beautiful face.

Her father had been right when he said he was a handsome young man. Yes, Raphael Monie was indeed a handsome man, very handsome, distinguished, the kind of man who would move a woman. Any woman...

The encounter with Raphael Monie was a shock, a tremendous shock for Amanda Bellmonte. It had never crossed her mind that he was such a charming young man.

"My name is Raphael..."

"I know," she said. "We were waiting for you."

Amanda's eyes, as much as they wanted to, couldn't tear themselves away from his. And they sparkled with interest in him.

He smiled shyly and said:

"I suppose you must be Clara..."

"Clara is my sister. My name is Amanda."

Raphael bowed slightly and replied:

"Delighted."

Amanda felt something stir inside her. Like a wave of heat. Something she couldn't describe to herself, because she had never been touched so strongly by the hands of love. That touch that you only have and feel when you fall in love at first sight with someone of the opposite sex. 

My God, who was that man? What skin, what complexion. Beautiful, simply beautiful. With those piercing eyes, possessing a magic from who knows where... illuminated by the sun, even in autumn, making him shine as if under a summer sun. Who was he? Of course, she knew it was Raphael, the young man promised to marry Clara. Her beloved sister. But Clara had long been enchanted by Raymond, just as she, Amanda, was now enchanted by Raphael Monie.

Amanda and Raphael walked home together. As he praised the property, Amanda soon discovered that Raphael was nothing like the men she had known until then.

What a beautiful couple they would make; however, fate had chosen Clara, her beloved sister, to marry him. 

It should have been her, Amanda, who promised marriage to Raphael, not Clara. If that had been the case, she could have become one of the happiest women in the world, Amanda felt.

Remembering that she had wished for the death of the handsome young man beside her, Amanda suddenly stopped and put her hand to her chest. She blushed as she took a deep breath.

"Are you sure you're all right?" Raphael asked again, concerned.

She couldn't answer, she was so breathless. She just smiled.

At that moment, Amanda thanked life that nothing bad had happened to Raphael Monie on the road to Bird Sanctuary. It would have been a shame if something bad had happened to him, that charming young man who, beside her, made such a beautiful couple... a beautiful couple they would make...

Meanwhile, Clara finally reached Raymond at the agreed-upon place. As soon as their eyes met, Raymond immediately realized that something very serious had happened. Clara got straight to the point. When she finished, he asked incredulously:

"You must be joking, right?"

Clara stood so still that she looked like a wax statue. Her immobility made Raymond even more terrified. The charming expression disappeared from her face. Sadness took its place, a deep sadness. Her eyes moistened and soon filled with tears...

"This can't be," he said vehemently. "It can't be, it's not right. It's not fair!"

How, suddenly, did life want to take him and Clara in a completely different direction from the one they cherished in their hearts?

It wasn't right. It wasn't fair...

Clara closed her eyes and swallowed hard. Under her makeup, her face was pale. When she opened them again, she found Raymond transfigured by the pain that the news had caused him.

Suddenly, he embraced his beloved, holding her in his arms with affection and love. He caressed her hair, kissing it gently. They were both trembling, both crying. And again, Raymond's deep, firm voice echoed there:

"Nothing will ever separate us, Clara. I won't allow it." 

He gently pressed his beloved's head against his chest, as if he wanted to protect her inside his heart. With her ear pressed against his chest, Clara could hear his heart beating loudly and fast. Just like hers.   

When Raymond was left alone that afternoon, with the walls staring back at him, he discovered that there was something more discouraging and suffocating than knowing that one day he would meet his death: it was reality, reality without Clara Bellmonte by his side. 

It was Amanda herself who led Raphael Monie into the house. A graceful, well-proportioned house. The living room was elegantly furnished, filled with furniture and bookshelves lined with books. His father would certainly be there. 

Ernest Bellmonte, sitting in an armchair in his living room, awoke from his nap as soon as he heard his youngest daughter entering with Raphael. He rose promptly, straightened his shoulders with manly resolve, and welcomed the young man, after clearing his throat.

"Welcome to the Bellmonte residence, young Monie," he greeted him, shaking Raphael's hand affably.

"I am flattered," replied the young man with a firm and determined handshake.

Ernest really liked the way the boy looked at him. Noble gestures, impeccable manners, fine clothing—a bourgeois was always a bourgeois. Impeccable and enviable.  

"Amanda," said her father. "Go get your sister."

Amanda, who was still admiring Raphael, awoke from her thoughts and collided with reality once again.

"Yes, Dad," she replied, trembling.

The host apologized for his daughter's absence and indicated a chair for the newcomer to sit down. The two men sat down and began to talk about everyday matters. 

"She's a beautiful young woman," Raphael commented as soon as Amanda left the room.

"Yes, a charming girl. I'm lucky, Mr. Monie, very lucky with my daughters. They are both charming. Although they are physically different from each other, they are similar in their refined and polite manners. A trait they inherited from their mother, in addition, of course, to the good education I gave them.

"I appreciate that."

While the host began to tell him a little about his life, Raphael began to think.

Physically different... Was Clara Bellmonte as beautiful as Amanda? Yes, Amanda was indeed very beautiful. Gorgeous. Thinking that she was his fiancée, he felt an immense relief echo in his chest.

No one had any idea what was going on inside him. The apprehension and fear he was feeling about all this.

Marrying a young woman he had never seen before was also frightening. What if she was ugly? Clumsy? What if she didn't like his touch, his skin, his smell, his kiss?


He had been involved with at least half a dozen women during his college years, not to mention the prostitutes he paid for entertainment. Enough women to make him realize that each one had a different flavor and influenced him. His skin and his heart always beat faster for the one with whom he had the most chemistry.  


No, no one could imagine that behind that apparent sobriety there was a distressed young man, truly terrified by it all. Terrified of having to marry a woman he didn't feel the slightest attraction to and, worse, who repulsed him. No one...

Raphael emerged from his thoughts, tried to calm down, and turned his attention back to the man sitting in front of him, who was talking incessantly. 

Every now and then he nodded his head, showing sympathy for what he was saying.


Clara Bellmonte was pale when she returned home. As soon as she entered the hall, she heard a murmur of voices coming from the living room. The promised boy was there, talking to her father. She knew it could only be him.


Amanda suddenly came down the stairs. When her eyes met Clara's, she almost cried. 

Clara smoothed her hair and dress again, took a deep breath, and walked resolutely into the living room. She entered the room so softly that it took a few seconds for the two men to notice her presence. 

"Daughter!" exclaimed Ernest, immediately standing up.

Raphael turned his eyes to see the young woman crossing the room toward him. He immediately stood up and bowed his head in greeting.

Clara approached him, bowed respectfully, and spoke in a suitably hushed voice:

"Pleased to meet you."

The words came out slowly from her lips. 

"It's very nice to meet you," replied Raphael, looking at her approvingly. "She has remarkable eyes," he thought.

A proud, confident smile, typical of a young man enchanted by a woman at first sight, appeared on the handsome young man's face as he looked at her more closely.

Clara extended her hand to the visitor. When Raphael touched her small, delicate hand and kissed it, a wave of heat spread throughout her body.  

His smile widened.

The suspense was over, there he was, finally in front of the young woman who had been promised to him since childhood. And she did not correspond to any idea or sketch he had made of her in his mind.

He could hardly believe his eyes... Clara Bellmonte was beautiful and charming. He would dare to say that he had never seen such a beautiful woman in his entire life. It was almost impossible not to look at her with admiration, let alone take his eyes off her.

His father couldn't have made a better choice of young woman for him to marry. He couldn't have mapped out a better destiny for him.

Raphael sighed emotionally. There could be no better ending than this for their story. The right ending. Raphael and Clara live happily ever after.

And yet Clara did not see Raphael Monie in the same way. It was Amanda who felt the same way Raphael was feeling... Either fate, if there is such a thing, was playing with these young people or had made a huge mistake. For it had brought together the wrong young people.

The father coughed to get the boy's attention.

"I'll leave you two alone," he said with a smile as he left the room.

Raphael gestured toward the sofa for Clara and only sat down again after she had settled in. Not for a single minute did he stop looking at her with admiration. He couldn't take his eyes off her, a look of interest, an infinite interest.

"Miss Bellmonte..."

"You can just call me Clara."

"I hope I haven't disappointed you."

Clara replied with a brief, sad smile:

"Disappoint me? No, don't be silly..."

Her words calmed him:

“I am very honored to meet you...”

He stared at her for a minute with a deep, moving gaze, as if he wanted to explore her soul.

"We'll be very happy together, Clara," he added with conviction. "Very happy..."

Once again, Clara smiled briefly and sadly, but Raphael, enchanted as he was, did not notice the disturbing state of his future wife. 

Minutes later, at Raphael's invitation, the two strolled slowly through the gardens surrounding the mansion. He talked about himself, his family, especially his beloved sister; in short, he shared his life with the woman he would soon marry. 

Clara remained politely silent. She interspersed an "I see" or an "is that so?" to show that she was not just there in body. Raphael continued, without expecting any questions from her.

Raphael's voice entered her right ear, while Raymond Trust's voice echoed in her left. With all his sweetness and charm. Awakening within her those things that only love can explain. 

The two voices mingled in her head, no matter how hard she tried to separate them. Soon they were tangled up in her mind, fighting each other. Long before, well before the worst fights that would arise between the two. 

"You are like a rare flower that can only be found in the mountains of dreams," said Raphael, poetically.

As the minutes passed with his betrothed, Raphael became less formal.

"My heart tells me", he added, "that we will both be very happy."

"The heart is never wrong," was the popular saying, Clara remembered, but it was just another false saying. The heart is wrong, and Raphael was a good example.

His soft voice entered Clara's thoughts.

"I confess that I was somewhat anxious to meet you and, at the same time, fearful. I suppose," he added, with an amused gleam in his eyes, "that you were also apprehensive about meeting me."

She shook her head, forcing a smile, albeit a pale one.

Raphael was, Clara thought, a charming figure. Yes, that was how she saw him: a figure. But not for her, for another woman. She might even have fallen in love with him if she hadn't met Ray before him. Now it was too late. Something told her that once she fell in love with Ray, she would never be able to fall in love with another man.

Her heart would belong to Raymond, only Raymond, forever and ever, and nothing could change that destiny.

It was Ray she wanted to marry and be happy with. It was Ray she had dreamed of spending her whole life with. It was him she wanted to give herself to for the first time.

Ray... Ray... so charming, so rustic, and so kind. How she loved him. At least she thought it was love. Yes, it was... it had to be. She had heard that when a woman sees a man and feels her heart burn, it is a sign of love.

However, treacherous fate separated them.

The fate that her determined and uncompromising father had chosen for her... If only she could change it... But how?   

That life would pay attention to her, in the situation she found herself in, and intervene on her behalf. Intervene for Raphael himself, who, like every human being, deserved to be truly loved, a love she could never give him.

Raphael considered his first conversation with Clara to be nothing brilliant, nothing more than delightful small talk, but a pleasant conversation, nonetheless. In the beginning, it was always like that until they felt more comfortable with each other.

During afternoon tea, Raphael saw Clara and Amanda close to each other for the first time.

Clara, bright as sunlight, with eyes the lightest shade of blue like the sea and movements as light as the gentle breeze coming from the ocean.

And Amanda, with her crystalline beauty and freshness, her health and radiant vitality... and the light scent of spring that emanated from her hair.

Two young women, though physically different, both beautiful. In spirit, branches of the same soul. 

As soon as Raphael left, Amanda and Clara ran to the bedroom and locked themselves in.

"What did you think of Raphael?" asked Amanda, unable to hide her excitement.

"He's a handsome boy."

"Yes... I thought he was a handsome boy too."

Amanda then recounted how the two had met. At the end of her story, Clara stared at her sister with a mischievous gleam in her eyes. Amanda was startled when their eyes met.

"What is it?"

"I've seen that look before."

– Look? What look? – Amanda was surprised, avoiding her sister's eyes.

"That look of yours. I saw it in the mirror when I realized I was in love with Raymond."

Clara saw Amanda's eyelashes flutter.

"You're enchanted by him, aren't you?" Clara asked next.

There was a moment of hesitation before Amanda replied:

"I..." Amanda sighed heavily.

"And just yesterday, you wished he would die," Clara added, amused.

Amanda smiled thoughtfully.

"It's just that I had no idea what he was like..."

She placed a slight emphasis on the word "him."

"Nor that you would fall for him..." Clara ventured.

Once again, the word "him" vibrated with emphasis, hanging in the air for a second.

"It's a good thing, Amanda, that your wish wasn't granted."

Amanda bit her lip and nodded:

"Thank goodness... It would have been an irreparable loss." She paused before adding with a brief, sad smile: "He's so... beautiful."

The word "beautiful" also hung in the air for a few seconds.

Clara read in her sister's eyes what was going through her mind and heart: Raphael should have been promised to her, Amanda, and not to Clara.

"I just wonder why life, or whatever, makes us fall in love with the wrong people? To hurt us? For what purpose?" Amanda asked with a sad smile that broke Clara's heart. "Life is so unfair. Not only unfair, but confusing and cruel."

Her eyes filled with tears.

"What can we do? If there were a reversal of fate..."

Amanda looked at Clara with eyes blurred by tears and said:

"What good would fate interfering do? Raphael liked you, Clara, you... It was clear in his eyes during tea. He fell in love with you right away. Once that feeling is awakened, it's hard to erase.

Although dazzled by Raphael, Amanda came to a sad conclusion. It would have been better if he had died on the trip there, it would have spared her and her beloved sister all that heartache.

Amanda felt a strange chill run down her spine at the unthinkable thought. She shuddered! Then, a crazy desire to retreat into a safe cocoon and shut out the outside world vibrated in her chest.


Chapter 3

The Monie Family Mansion

The Monie residence was truly what could be called a mansion. It had many rooms, most of which were unnecessary, as they were rarely visited by the residents.

There were many oil paintings decorating the walls covered with beautiful wallpaper; above the windows, peach-colored velvet curtains. The furniture was fine; there was a lot of silverware. It was a house, in short, with all the comfort and ostentation that money could buy. 

Raphael was now sitting in front of Charlotte, his sister, telling her every detail about his first encounter with Clara Bellmonte.

"She is..." he sighed, "simply beautiful."

His voice—the voice of an enthusiastic young man—was full of pride.

"I've spent my whole life since Dad told me he had promised me to Mr. Ernest Bellmonte's daughter in fear of this Clara Bellmonte. It was, in fact, more dread than fear. As if she meant danger, imminent danger. As if she were a clingy, murderous monster.  

And yet Clara turned out to be a beautiful, sweet, charming young woman...

He looked at his sister with shining eyes.

"Charlotte," he said, "I fell madly in love with her..." 

His sister lifted her chin and stared at Raphael sternly, asking:

"And her?"

"Her? What?"

"How did she feel about you?"

"Well... I can't say for sure. I think she was as apprehensive about the meeting as I was. She had the same fears that were in my soul."

Raphael seemed slightly shocked by the question. However, he continued:

– She has a sister named Amanda. She looks very different physically, but she is also charming in her own way. At first, I thought she was my fiancée...

"And if she were?"

"As I said, she is also charming, but not like Clara... Clara has something, something special, I can't say what... something that attracts me physically and spiritually."

"Beautiful words, my brother."

There was an almost envious admiration in his sister's voice.

"Are you jealous?!"

– Yes, I am, and no wonder. Suddenly, out of the blue, a young woman enters your life and steals your eyes, your heart...

Charlotte's face became serious.

"Raphael, will there still be room for me in his heart?"

"Of course there is, dear little sister... I wonder the same thing."

The comment immediately wiped the frown from his sister's face.

"It's true," she replied, with renewed joy. "I'm very much in love with Nicholas. I can't wait to marry him and...

"Live happily ever after?!"

"Isn't that what everyone wants? Men and women?!"

He laughed.

"Yeah... looks like Cupid really hit our hearts hard," Charlotte added dreamily.

"Stupid... stupid Cupid."

"Stupid, nothing!" Charlotte corrected cheerfully. "Wise, very wise Cupid." 

Raphael Monie left his dreamy sister in the living room and went happily to his room, eager to take a relaxing bath.

He climbed the stairs two at a time and almost ran down the hall until he reached an airy room overlooking a beautiful stream to the south. He could still feel his heart pounding with joy, imagining how happy he would be with Clara Bellmonte, the children he would have with her, the grandchildren and great-grandchildren that would come later... Everything a couple in love could want to experience as a family.

It never crossed his mind, for a moment, that Clara did not like him. To him, she had behaved as he considered normal for a young woman who had just met a stranger. Her eyes seemed a little frightened, which was easy to understand; she had never seen him before, so she must have been nervous about meeting him for the first time and just as afraid as he was of not being liked.

As soon as Raphael finished shaving his chin, he washed his face in the agate basin. As he dried himself, his cautious and astute brown eyes assessed his reflection in the mirror. His eyebrows rose pronouncedly. He was pleased with what he saw. He looked more charming than usual, he boasted. His rosy skin, radiating health and vitality, the sparkle in his eyes... The living portrait of a young man touched by passion for the first time.

He dressed excitedly and as soon as he finished tying his tie, he smiled, dashingly, at his reflection in the mirror. Why not boast about himself? He was handsome, more handsome than usual and — most importantly — he was happy.

Raphael returned to the living room where he poured himself a strong, steaming drink. He was savoring the liquid, standing in front of the large window in the room, looking through it, his mind far away, when his mother joined him.

Mrs. Meredith Monie was a short, middle-aged woman with an intelligent face and an air of competence. A very distinguished lady who only knew how to live for her husband and children, exceeding the healthy limits of pampering.

She immediately noticed how radiant her son was. Without being asked, he excitedly told her all about his meeting with Clara. 

His mother listened attentively and affectionately. She immediately took liking to her future daughter-in-law. For Mrs. Meredith, whoever her son liked, her mouth sweetened.

"The moment I saw her, Mom, it was as if time had stopped and slowed down so that I could see her more clearly and for longer than usual.

Mrs. Meredith caressed her son's cheekbones affectionately. 

The next person to hear Raphael's impressions of Clara Bellmonte was his father, Gregori Monie, who, that night,

had arrived late for dinner. 

"Very good!" exclaimed his father cheerfully. "Soon we will have a wedding in this house. Very good..."

"I'm so glad to see you so happy, my husband," said Mrs. Meredith simply.

Ignoring her, Gregori said:

"If that deadbeat Ernest Bellmonte thinks I'm going to foot the bill for the ceremony alone, he's sorely mistaken. The rule has always been and continues to be the bride's father pays for all the expenses. All of them, without exception."

"If you enforce that rule, Father," Raphael observed, "you will have to pay for Charlotte's wedding expenses yourself."

His father looked apprehensively at his daughter, who was startled to see him.

"Charlotte doesn't intend to get married anytime soon, does she? Besides, she's not even dating... or is she, and I don't know about it?"

"No, Dad," she replied hastily, "of course not."

"I trust you. Don't you dare show up here with some stinky millionaire, huh? See what you'll do! My daughter won't marry just any millionaire. He must be of a certain caliber. Besides, a nobleman, on his way to receiving the title of Sir.

While her father was talking, Charlotte and Raphael looked at each other, talking silently.

"The rule here is, as you both know very well," added Gregori, "to add fortunes, not divide them."

His son politely interrupted his father:

"Let's not let these details interrupt our happiness now. Let's make a toast."

So, everyone raised their glasses filled with wine and toasted the union of Raphael and Clara Bellmonte.

Gregori Monie was an extraordinarily well-proportioned man with a fine, amusing face, to which a touch of gray at the temples gave greater distinction. He had just entered his 50s, but his face, tanned by the morning sun, made him look ten years younger. He dressed impeccably. Elegance was fundamental to him. 

Unlike many heirs to vast fortunes, Gregori had tripled his money through loan sharking. He boasted about the money he had and everything it could buy him, especially in front of those he knew he could never enjoy such privileges. 

Some said he thought about money all the time, and well, those people were right. The sun could set, the moon could never shine again, his family could suffer, as long as he remained attached to material things, money, jewelry, properties, everything else could be overcome.

That same night at the Bellmonte house...

While happiness surrounded the Monie family, it seemed to run far from the Bellmonte sisters.

From a distance, under the moonlight, Bird Sanctuary looked the same as always. However, its residents, the younger ones, were no longer the same.

Once again, Clara, Amanda, and Raymond were plagued by insomnia, spending much of the night awake. 

Raymond spent hours sitting in front of the window of the small living room of the humble cottage — from where he could see Clara's bedroom window — staring intently, praying.               

For Amanda, the night dragged on slowly. Tired of tossing and turning in bed in search of sleep, she decided to get up. She slipped out of the bedroom and down the hall until she reached the stairs and left the house.

The night was beautiful and moonlit. She needed to walk. Walking had always been a good tonic for her to relax. So, she walked among the flower beds that perfumed the air. The moonlight gave the petals a silvery hue, as if they were bathed in silver. 

This made Amanda forget her problems. But as soon as she returned to bed and lay back on her pillow, her mind was once again invaded by worry.

Poor Clara, poor Raymond. They both deserved to be together and live happily ever after.

Then Raphael reappeared in her mind, awakening in her once again that pleasant wave of heat.

Amanda realized, at that moment, that until then she had only been concerned with her sister's happiness. She had completely forgotten about herself. She needed to worry about her own happiness too. The happiness that could only be achieved, she believed, by marrying Raphael Monie. 

"In the name of love, God, my God, help us!" she pleaded to the heavens.

She was almost dozing off when something stirred in her brain. Amanda sat up in bed with a start and remained silent, organizing her thoughts.

When she laid her head back on the pillow, her face was transfigured with relief. Within two minutes, she was sleeping like a baby.

The sea, not far away, reflected the light of the crescent moon, growing like the love that was growing in Amanda's heart for Raphael Monie.

Monie Mansion, days later...

Raphael was having breakfast when Charlotte entered the kitchen and began to speak, distressed.

"Oh! Raphael. I had a horrible dream last night. A terrifying dream."

"It was just a dream. Don't worry so much. Dreams are averse to reality," he said placidly, without much interest.

"I don't know. It seemed so real."

"What did you dream?"

"I dreamed I was in hell."

He laughed.

"I'm serious," Charlotte insisted. "I was burning in hell, and there were other people with me in the same situation."

She squeezed her eyes shut, concentrating.

"But the flames didn't burn us, nor did they consume our bodies. It was as if we were with them and without them at the same time. Do you understand me?" 

Raphael laughed again.

"What did you eat or drink the night before? Dreams like that are caused by eating heavy foods or drinking alcohol, especially when consumed at night."

"I didn't eat or drink anything."

"Now calm down, Charlotte. It was just a dream."

"It felt more like a warning," she murmured thoughtfully.

He laughed again.

"Nonsense," Raphael kissed his sister's forehead affectionately. "I have to go. I'm meeting Clara this afternoon."

Charlotte grabbed his arm and said:

"You're so in love with her!"

"It's true. That woman took me by surprise. Impressive."

"Oh! Raphael, I'm so happy to see you so happy. I wish you all the happiness in the world, because you deserve it. You deserve it infinitely."

"You too."

His face lit up. He looked at his watch and let out an exclamation.

– I'm going to be late!

As soon as he left, the bright smile on his sister's face was erased by the memory of the dream. That unpleasant dream.

With the change of subject, there was no time for her to tell her brother that he was also there, in supposed hell, suffering with her.


But how silly it all was. Why worry her brother with such nonsense, chasing away the happiness that filled his soul at that moment with a silly dream?


The best thing to do was to forget all that, because as her brother had said, and he was almost always right, it was just a dream, and dreams are nothing more than the opposite of reality.

However, it was Clara Bellmonte who seemed to be burning in hell. For four days, the young woman had been burning with fever, a very high and frightening fever.


Chapter 4

Clara woke up one morning feeling unwell and absent. Even her father, who paid little attention to his daughters, noticed that she was not well. She ate very little and at 6 o'clock in the afternoon she fell into bed, so ill that Amanda was frightened. Despite his eldest daughter's protests, her father called a doctor the next day.

"So, doctor, what's wrong with her?" The anguish in Ernest Bellmonte's voice was noticeable. "Is it serious?"

"It's too early to say," replied the doctor, unable to hide his concern. He turned to Amanda and asked:

– You said she has had a fever since yesterday afternoon.

"Yes, doctor. With the maid's help, we made compressions with water in the hope that the fever would go down, but..." Amanda put her hand to her mouth to stifle her tears.

"This is all very unpleasant," her father commented, devastated. "What will I tell Raphael and Gregori Monie?"

The doctor thought his father's comment was inappropriate.

"Clara couldn't have gotten sick. Not now!" Ernest continued, distracted. "She's promised to the son of a very influential man."

You could see from the doctor's facial expression that he was shocked by his patient's father's lack of sensitivity. He said:

"You must agree with me that, at the moment, the most important thing to worry about is that your daughter survives this illness."

"Yes, of course," Ernest replied evasively. Turning his eyes to his bedridden daughter, who seemed lifeless, he added: "She will get better, doctor, she will get better. Clara would not give me that grief. Never!"

The next day arrived, and yet Clara did not improve. On the contrary, her health seemed to have worsened. Other days came, and with them, Clara seemed increasingly distant from the world of living.

Amanda Bellmonte devoted all her time to her sister, just as a dedicated nurse would.

She wouldn't let anyone else take care of Clara but herself. She even insisted on feeding her sister and giving her water.

She remained in the room practically all day long, keeping vigil. And Stella often found her mistress praying for her beloved sister's recovery.

Another day, another doctor's visit.

Raymond waited outside the house, pacing back and forth, apprehensively. Anxious to know the new medical diagnosis. As soon as he saw the doctor leaving the house, he immediately ran to find Stella.

"What did the doctor say?" he asked anxiously the woman who had treated him like a mother all his life. The words came out almost jumbled from his lips.

She didn't even need to answer; he could read in her eyes what she couldn't find the courage to reveal to him: Clara's condition was serious, very serious. The revelation hit him like a punch in the stomach.

Without dwelling on details or even asking permission, Raymond Trust rushed upstairs, taking the stairs two at a time toward Clara's room. Stella followed him, also overcome with despair. 

He rushed into the room, his face flushed, breathless. His heart was beating so fast that he felt dizzy.

When he saw Clara lying on the bed, under a dim light, white as snow, he felt an immense emptiness taking hold of him. Her expression proved decisively that the doctor was right in saying that the young woman's condition was serious.

He wanted to say, "it can't be," but at that point in his life, he had already learned that even loving someone madly was not enough to protect them from all evil.

Soon, tears streamed down his face and his heart was torn between love and pain.

Amanda was sitting at the side of the bed. Her face was red and swollen, as if she had been crying for hours, which was indeed true. She shuddered with pity when she saw the pain and despair distorting Raymond's beauty, overshadowing his vitality. She wanted to say something to ease his pain, but what? She was too stunned to speak.

Raymond stared at the young woman in bed for a long, desperate minute.

Finally, he approached the bed, knelt beside her, and shook his head in disbelief. It was frightening to see that Clara's breathing was almost imperceptible. Raymond lovingly took Clara's delicate hand in his. He took a deep breath, exhaled, and slowly said:

"She'll be fine, won't she, Amanda?"

Amanda stared at him with her beautiful light eyes, which were as confusing and frightening as Raymond's.

"May God grant us that grace," she replied with a slight tremor in her voice.

She wanted to say something else, but her voice faltered.

Raymond kept his right-hand holding Clara's and with his trembling left hand began to stroke her hair, murmuring:

"Clara," he said her name gently. "I'm here, Clara. For you, with you..."

He had never felt so helpless in his entire life. And that feeling made him feel like the most insignificant of mortals. Slowly, Raymond leaned over and kissed her forehead.

"You'll get through this, Clara," he said, crying softly.

Hearing footsteps in the hallway, Stella panicked:

"Oh, my God! Mr. Ernest is coming this way. Come on, Raymond."

He looked imploringly at Amanda, as if to say, for God's sake, let me stay here. Amanda made a gesture of helplessness with her hands.

Stella grabbed his arm and repeated exasperatedly:

"Raymond, please come."

A strange new feeling came over him, making it difficult to breathe. Dread. Fear... Fear of never seeing Clara's face alive again.

For a dizzying moment, he couldn't breathe. Amanda could really feel his heart aching. And that, in turn, was enough to break anyone's heart. Even a heart of stone.

Reluctantly, he got up. His self-control was hanging by a thread.

"Come on, Raymond. Please," insisted Stella.

Quickly and impulsively, he kissed Clara's forehead and left, trying to take advantage of every last moment to memorize the face of his beloved while she was still alive.

If the footsteps echoing down the hallway had indeed been Ernest's, he had changed his mind if his intention was to visit his daughter, because there was no one there when Stella left accompanied by Raymond.

As soon as Raymond left, he ran at lightning speed, with all the strength he had in his soul. As if running could free him from that desperate state.

A week had passed since Raphael Monie had been at the Bellmonte estate. The same anxiety that had tormented him all the way to the house the first time was with him again.

However, unlike the previous week, Raphael Monie was so eager to see Clara again that just the memory of her made his heart skip a beat.    

He walked from where the carriage was parked to the door of the Bellmonte mansion with the haste of a man on a mission, eager to get there as quickly as possible.

It was Ernest Bellmonte himself who told Raphael Monie about Clara's health.

A pang shot through Raphael's entire body at that moment, and he stared at the man for a long, nervous minute, not knowing what to say.

The happy, bustling world he had lived in for the past week shook and shattered. Tragically, like a crystal vase.

"It can't be..." murmured Raphael, literally devastated.

"Unfortunately, it's true," Ernest reiterated. "One day we enjoy seemingly infinite health, and the next, to our surprise, we wake up with only a drop of it oxygenating our bodies." 

Raphael, who had always been as strong as an ox and emotionally controlled, needed to sit down to recover from the shock.

"But she's so young... so beautiful..." he whispered, devastated. "She'll survive... you'll see."

"I pray for that..."

Ernest was surprised by the young man's reaction. He had never seen such a sad expression distort such a young and handsome face. Ernest Bellmonte knew at that moment, and would never forget, that Raphael Monie had fallen hopelessly in love with his daughter, as in a fairy tale. Unfortunately, life was made up of real stories.

Ernest Bellmonte felt sorrier for the boy than for his own bedridden daughter. In fact, he felt a pang of hatred for her: how could she fall ill like that from one moment to the next, causing them all that torment! Not to mention the unexpected medical expenses. 

"I want to see her," Raphael asked.

"I advise against it," warned Bellmonte. "We don't know what she has yet. It could be a contagious virus. I myself no longer dare to visit her."

"I..."

"If you get infected, your father will never forgive me."

"Don't worry, sir. I'll take the risk and the consequences." 

Ernest did not let him continue without first reinforcing his warning:

"Young Monie, listen to my advice." 

"Please," begged Raphael Monie, desperate.

His father rang the bell, and the butler answered promptly. Ernest Bellmonte then ordered him to accompany Raphael to his daughter's room.

Amanda greeted them at the door. Nothing about her changed when she came face to face with Raphael. It was as if she had been waiting for him.

Raphael's large brown eyes widened when he saw Clara lying on the bed, looking like a lifeless rag doll. And next to her, on a low table near the bed, there was a huge amount of medicine.  

Raphael returned home that afternoon, devastated. For the first time, he tasted the bitter flavor of heartbreak in his life. 

He had to get Clara Bellmonte out of his heart as soon as possible to spare himself from any and all hideous suffering. According to the doctor, she would not survive that miserable disease much longer. Soon, she would be in the realm of the dead, never to return.

As soon as Raphael found himself in front of his parents and sister, he told them what had happened. Charlotte immediately tried to comfort her brother. His father shook his head in disgust.

"Raphael," he scolded, irritated, "you weren't crazy enough to go near the dying girl, were you?"

"Father!" his son rebuked him.

"For God's sake, Raphael. Don't tell me, don't you dare tell me that you dared to approach a woman who may have a contagious disease."

"I..."

"You thought of us, didn't you? Of our protection." Turning to his wife, Gregori ordered,

– Send for Dr. Williams immediately. Just thinking that this fool brought home a malignant virus makes me feel sick.

Since then, Raphael has been communicating with the Bellmonte family through letters. But reluctantly. What he really wanted was to be there, in person, to help the Bellmontes with whatever they needed. To give them moral support at such a difficult time.

Ernest Bellmonte responded immediately to the words of comfort expressed in the young man's letters with notes of deep gratitude.

Seeing that Clara was not improving at all, the doctor decided to transfer her to a hospital where she could be better cared for. So, it was done.

More than a month had passed since Clara had fallen ill when Gregori Monie welcomed Ernest Bellmonte into his home.

"I needed to talk to you, Gregori," said Ernest. "I have a proposal for you. An offer you can't refuse."

Gregori Monie narrowed his eyes, curious.


Chapter 5

Gregori readily agreed with Ernest Bellmonte's suggestion. Since Clara Bellmonte was on her deathbed, it was only fair that Raphael marry Ernest's youngest daughter, Amanda Bellmonte. 

"But Dad..." Raphael protested as soon as he heard the news.

It wasn't just a decision, it was an order, period.

"I..." Raphael tried to argue.

His father interrupted him unceremoniously, as was his custom.

"Don't say another word, Raphael. It will be this way, and that's final."

His son said sadly:

"You don't understand... Clara can't die. I love her."


"We have to be realistic," Gregori replied. "The girl, sick as she is, won't be around much longer."


"You shouldn't use those words, father."

"Come on, Raphael, what's gotten into you? You look more like a knickknack than a man! Get a grip, boy. Be ashamed. Honor that beard."

"Clara can't die. She's so beautiful... it's not fair for such a beautiful young woman to die in the prime of her life like this..."

His father was, and on that particular day, more impatient than usual to hear him out.

"That's life, plain and simple," he added sternly.

For a while, Raphael lost touch with reality. He only returned to it when his father's loud voice rang out again in the room:

"Mr. Ernest Bellmonte's youngest daughter, from what I've heard, is as beautiful as her sister. As healthy as the other one. Besides, she's younger. And I can assure you, Raphael, that she's a virgin. Ernest wouldn't lie to me about that." 

Raphael didn't care whether Amanda was a virgin or not. She was not, and never would be, Clara Bellmonte. He was capable of marrying Clara even if she had been taken from a brothel. He loved her. He loved her deeply, and that was the only certainty he had about life and about himself.

"She'll survive..." he said sadly.

His father, once again, without the slightest ceremony, interrupted him.

"Raphael, Raphael... Don't get your hopes up. The dying girl won't last more than a few days."


​Noticing his son's tearful eyes, Gregori Monie growled:


"Wipe those tears away immediately. My son does not cry. Under no circumstances. Do you hear me? No crying!"


​The son once again obeyed his father's order, wiping his hot tears on his shirt sleeve, but the pain in his eyes remained, a growing, desperate, endless pain.             


The next day...

Ernest Bellmonte straightened his shoulders with manly resolve, fervently shook Raphael's hand, and handed him over to the capable hands of his youngest daughter, Amanda Bellmonte.

"I grant you, my dear young man, the hand of my daughter Amanda to marry," said Ernest proudly.

"Amanda..." murmured Raphael, lost in his thoughts.

"You two will marry on the same date I had set for you to marry..." Ernest paused and, losing his composure, added, "I had set for you to marry Clara." 

A wave of displeasure washed over Raphael.

Looking closely at his future son-in-law, Ernest continued:

"You don't know how honored I am to have you join my family. Knowing that my daughter will carry your surname is an honor for the Bellmontes."              

Raphael was still caught up in the wave of displeasure.

The following month, Amanda Bellmonte, dressed in white lace, married Raphael Monie in the small village church, assisted by the vicar. The bride, holding hands with the groom, expressed the purest happiness. Such was her happiness that it was able to infect everyone present at the ceremony. Except Raphael, who throughout the ceremony envisioned Clara Bellmonte by his side.  

The vicar turned to him and said:

"Repeat after me."

The vicar's loud voice brought Raphael back to reality. Nodding with his eyes, the vicar continued:

"I," Raphael repeated. "Raphael Monie," he repeated. "I accept Amanda Bellmonte..."

"I take Clara Bellmonte," Raphael said, without realizing what he had said.

Amanda's eyes widened in surprise. Some of the guests raised their eyebrows, others widened their eyes. The vicar was forced to clear his throat again so that the sound would wake the young groom, who seemed to be in a trance. 

Amanda, unlike her fiancé, answered the vicar's question effusively:

"Yes. I accept!"

The vicar nodded and concluded in a friendly tone:

"I now pronounce you husband and wife."

After the ceremony, the couple welcomed the guests at the groom's father's mansion for a reception and from there, hours later, they left for their honeymoon in Venice, as Raphael had planned. However, it was with Clara, Clara Bellmonte, that he planned his honeymoon, not with Amanda, now his lawful wife.

A month since the last events...

Clara's critical condition miraculously began to change. Every day, to everyone's amazement, she regained her former health.

Soon, with the help of Stella and other maids, Clara began to take her first steps around the room. She was still too weak to stand without a shoulder or arm to support her.

Every day she tried harder to take more steps than she had managed on previous days. Soon Clara felt strong enough to extend her walks. 

Stella could hardly contain her joy at seeing her mistress, whom she loved like a daughter, recovering. It was as if she had returned from the dead. It wasn't just joy that overwhelmed the poor woman; a deep sense of gratitude to God also emanated from her words and gestures. 

The day Clara felt even more victorious was when she managed to leave the house through the front door to enjoy the pleasant sunshine of the first days of spring.

Raymond was sitting in a wicker chair, reading a newspaper, not because he enjoyed reading it, but because it helped distract his mind from the memory of what was happening to his Clara.
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