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DÉCIO GOMES

THE RIDELL CHRONICLES – VOLUME I

––––––––

ALBERTINE

“I dedicate this book to a friend that was gone before he could see it done – the great responsible for planting this seed in my head, that later sprouted and generated ALBERTINE”

“Such dark ceilings,

Such an empty, white address,

Echoing our laughter.

Death existed there”


PROLOGUE


DARKNESS

Night was falling once more over the red tinted twilight sky, covering its colors with a dark impenetrable cape. Little by little, gloom slowly invaded the forest, the walls and the garden, until they were completely merged into darkness. It was a long time since the moon appeared in that place; it seemed to refuse to step out of the curtain of clouds that filled the sad night sky. There was no movement but the wind blowing dead leaves off the ground, and the cracking of branches from the lifeless trees that filled the entire area. Right beyond the gates, a brick road emerged, covered by years of uncut grass. It leaded precisely to the great front door of an immense and dreary building: a majestic and stately mansion, which stretched through all the length of the large terrain. The countless windows of the big house fluttered at the wind’s will, and if it wasn’t for the tiniest bit of light spilling from one of them on the top floor, one could say that that little piece of world was someday doomed to eternal darkness.

The light came from a warm, little orange lamp, resting on a small three-legged fitment. The room wasn’t too big, it was full of painting hanging on each and every wall – pale faces, basically, bathed by a dim lighting. In front of one of these walls, there was an old armchair; soft and comfortable. A thin slim human figure rested on it, with his arms stretched over the filthy seat, and his back stiffly upright against the backboard. By his tilted back neck, one could guess his inexpressive face, focused on the ceiling – which looked like it could fall apart at any moment to anyone, except for him. He was a very thin man, with fairly white skin and pale face; his straight hair was finely combed and nearly covered his ears, mixing itself with his dark unkempt beard. His index fingers, horizontally placed over the soft armchair’s arms, kept fidgeting up and down impatiently, trying to mimic a beating heart. Slowly, he bent himself and lifted the small lamp’s small dirty metal lid. Blowing softly, he put out the last and only bit of light of the huge forest surroundings – where the house was hiding.

The lonely man was Jeremy Ridell. There he was, committed to his own destiny, spending each one of his life’s hours in silence. Nothing but the all-consuming darkness could give him a single peaceful moment; a single instant in which he couldn’t feel his guts burning with those memories; memories of a life that he wasn’t even sure he lived, or if it was just a figment of his tortured mind. The only thing he felt inside was a whirlwind of doubts and fear, not from death, but from keep living – fear of being eternally chased by those fragments of life, those pieces of soul, those remains of a love that deteriorated over time, and slowly crumbled against the walls of the dark mansion. It wasn’t the end, he knew it. It was just another terrible, unwanted restart.


CHAPTER I


TWO HEARTS

Time hovered some year of the nineteenth century. It was a beautiful pleasant summer afternoon – a rare occurrence on the province where the little lonely village stood. There were two children in front of a modest construction, of white well-kept walls. One of them was a fair skinned, dark haired boy, with rigid dark clothes, which made him look slightly sad. The other one was a likewise fair girl, with light blonde hair, though, elegantly dressed like a little lady. They were playing in a small garden; running all around, and repeatedly tossing themselves on the grass, or on the sand, with smiles of pure happiness. They seemed to be nine or ten years old – the girl was full of life, her cheeks were rosy like ripe peaches, and the boy, on the other hand, looked fragile and puny, with his face as pale as white china.

- Jeremy! – the little girl said, running towards him with her hands together like a shell – Look what I’ve found!

- Get rid of it, Albertine, it’s disgusting! – the boy screamed as he saw a small snail in his friend’s hands.







Albertine seemed unsettled, and showing her discontent, dropped the snail at her feet, next to some yellow flowers.

- Albertine! – a feminine smooth voice called – Let’s go!

- Mum, no! Let me stay a little longer! – her green eyes sparkled in hopes of staying with her friend, running and getting her lovely cream dress full of wet dirt. The boy looked in the exact same way to the woman that stood in front of them, who had delicate moss-green gloves that perfectly matched her same-color dress, but she instantly denied their request, pointing up to the sky, towards the big dark clouds that quickly swallowed its blue color that reigned just moments ago.







- You don’t want to stay here and end up soaked wet like a wild animal, do you? – Georgia Grahanfield, the girl’s mother, mocked playfully, as she picked yellow petals that had tangled on the long strands of the girl’s hair. – Tomorrow you can play with Jeremy again.







They said goodbye half-heartedly, and in the next second, the boy ran as fast as he could, already in the useless attempt to escape the fat rain drops that fell from the sky, which was by now almost completely covered by thick layers of dark clouds. He ran until he got in front of a big white house, quickly opening the huge gate, that whined and crackled as it closed again, and soon he was next to the front door. His clothes were dripping; his dark hair was sticking to the boy’s forehead. He got inside and sneaked from corner to corner, apparently searching for the presence of someone, but there was nobody. He darted up the stairs before Rosa could find him wet, filthy with mud, soiling the flawlessly clean marble floor on the way to his room. He took off his wet clothes and jumped to the bathroom, filling the white bathtub with cold water, which he hated, but he couldn’t give himself up to Rosa by asking her to get some hot water, allowing her to see the muddy state he was in.

Rosa was Jeremy’s housekeeper, although she loved to perform tasks that weren’t her responsibility, such as cooking dinner, ironing and cleaning the bedrooms – especially his. She was a forty-something woman, with a humor of three of half her age. She wasn’t born in the region; Jeremy could tell by her charming accent that made her phrases sound as melodious as a random verse of a song. Jeremy was fascinated with the stories she told about her homeland, a big city, full of carriages and barouches everywhere; merchants shouting the advertisements of their products, lots of mothers holding hands with their children, strolling or walking to school, something that Jeremy would never know how to describe after he had been condemned to being homeschooled until he became of age and took control of Ridell, his father’s real estate company. Talking about his father was something Jeremy seldom did – maybe even less often than he saw him there, in the house. Rosa, besides Albertine, was the only one to whom Jeremy talked, even when she was so busy she could barely answer him; even then he would listen to her short answers and focused on everything she did. He especially liked to see her organize the library, perhaps because he had been strictly forbidden to enter alone. He didn’t necessarily felt interested in examining the books or any other item on the library, not even that strange old mahogany closet on the corner, a little far from the book filled shelves. He had seen Rosa take some papers from it, checking them and putting them back, closing the closet again with a big old key, which she always kept in one of her deep pockets of her uniform.

Jeremy only talked to Rosa about his childhood achievements, she set him up at the table when he refused to lunch, and she made the bed to keep him warm at night. Rosa was undoubtedly like a mother to the boy. As far as he knew, Rosa told him his mother had withered by a sudden uncontrollable disease that wilted her to death, taking her on a rainy night. The boy had been born safe, although it seemed, like his mother, that he wouldn’t survive. His fragile body was trembling and it looked like it had no blood pulsing in his veins, visible underneath his thin, white, lifeless skin. Miraculously, however, he got better, and in a few days he was pink and lively, just like every healthy baby should be, although not strong enough to cry very loud. His father, as usual, was not around on the night of the birth of his only son – fact that caused no commotion to any house maid that helped the painful labor. True commotion happened when Joseph came back from one of his long business trips, with hickey marks on his neck and deep circles under his eyes due to sleepless nights. The news about his wife’s death didn’t seem to disturb this man’s emotions in the least. He didn’t even want to set eyes on his son, his firstborn, that fragile innocent baby that whined almost noiselessly, trying to cry, but not strong enough to do it. Jeremy grew under his housekeeper’s care, and although he had a father living under the same roof, he would never share any relationship with him, other than a financial one. Joseph always hired the most respectable mentors to home-school his son, a Ridell’s family tradition – a family essentially made by successful men and women. About that, Joseph could be totally sure: the boy was brilliant. He absorbed all the lessons masterfully and he didn’t really need to study to achieve excellent grades on the exams, although he ran out of sight several times, to meet his friend Albertine when he saw her passing by his window with her mother. What Jeremy’s father loved the most was his remarkable talent with numbers; he dissected calculations in seconds, even in the most complicated equations. After all, he would be the perfect replacement for the man responsible for the office’s administrative tasks. With each passing year, Rosa knew it was getting closer and closer the day Jeremy would be ready to assume the responsibilities above the ones he should actually have. Her life experience gave her the feeling the boy would suffer when the unfortunate time to work in the office would arrive, and it did arrive, soon enough.

And there they were: Jeremy, Rosa, Albertine, and a half a dozen close servants, sitting at a table. In the center, a cake covered with white glace, adorned with fresh cherries and sixteen long thin candles. They were all together singing a merry “Happy Birthday to you”, while Jeremy smiled, embarrassed, looking from one guest to another, even if Albertine was clearly the one to whom he stared the most. He couldn’t stop noticing how beautiful she was, or how a simple hand gesture became graceful and charming. Jeremy also became, little by little, a handsome tall man, with straight sleek hair that fell above his ears; he had a sharp angled jaw that perfectly fitted his face. They were, without a doubt, an indescribable beautiful couple.

In the end of the discreet party, they all savored the cake, baked by the housekeeper’s magical hands, and after that, the staff left, taking all the dirty plates and glasses, while Jeremy and Albertine went to the house’s magnificent living room, watching their reflection upon the grayish marble floor.

- I know it’s not much, but I brought this for you – she almost whispered while searching through her little purse.

Jeremy looked fixedly as he saw her pick a thin silver chain, with a really small oval medallion attached to it. Albertine gave him the chain, which spiraled onto Jeremy’s hand. The silver medallion reflected the lights of the chandelier above, and he noticed a large “A” embossed on the delicate object’s surface

- Turn around, let me put it round your neck – she whispered softly while retrieving the chain. Jeremy turned his back instantly and felt Albertine’s arms crossing above his head, and then closing around his neck. For a moment, his body temperature rose and his cheeks blushed, while his heart pounded uncontrollably inside his chest. – There, I’m done.

Jeremy turned around and saw her smiling, her hair falling over her narrow shoulders, her green eyes lighter than ever. He could ask her to just stay there, as she was, so she could be painted; that heavenly image eternalized in a giant painting. He looked at his own chest and saw the medallion hanging from the thin chain, the “A” still sparkling. The silence that took over that instant was at the same time frightening and wonderful. Two pairs of eyes fixed on each other, two hearts beating at the same rhythm, thoughts heading in the same direction.

- It’s getting late, I need to go before daddy comes to pick me up – she said, half-heartedly.

- O-of course... your parents must be waiting. See you tomorrow, then.

Maybe out of impulse instead of chivalry, he stretched his right arm and held Albertine’s fingertips, bringing her hand close to his lips, which he brushed on the delicate glove she wore, with a good-night kiss.

His father’s birthday present arrived later that night, when Joseph returned from yet another trip, this time a little less drunk. Jeremy didn’t know what to say, or if he should thank him for the uncommon present: a room at Ridell’s offices, just for him.

The building was not far from the house where they lived; a five-minute walk would be enough to get there. When he got in the room for the first time, the boy was a little surprised by the enormous amount of shelves full of books – most of them about administration – and all those cabinets with glass doors, completely filled by envelopes and files. Although he had been trained at home by an administration teacher, who had worked at Ridell’s for two or three years, Jeremy needed Ellie’s assistance, the secretary, to learn the sector organization system, which would be his responsibility from then on. He would be responsible by everything that concerned home rentals, from talking to customers to acquittance or renewal of expired contracts. It wasn’t a complicated job, actually, and he questioned himself many times, whether all those years he spent burning his neurons to learn calculus and formulas would be worth for anything. Ellie was very patient and helpful, and it didn’t take long for Jeremy to master all the techniques and memorized each organizing pattern on the cabinets with the tenants’ files. There was only one cabinet that Ellie didn’t bother exploring: the oldest, fullest of them all; she said it only had documents of scores of abandoned or time-consumed buildings, good for nothing except dust gathering. For some sort of reason, Jeremy thought it was very similar to the closet of his house’s library – the one he saw Rosa rummaging so many times; maybe it was the color of the paint that had been applied to the mahogany.

From then on, his meetings with Albertine became increasingly sparse. During the day, Jeremy was stuck to piles of papers and documents in his office, and at night, Albertine went to a very important music school, located on the nearby city to the small village. Jeremy felt jealous of some gifts whit which Albertine had been blessed: she was an excellent pianist, wrote wonderful poems, painted magnificent pictures on canvas, and she even designed some of her own dresses. Apart from that, he admired and coveted a family like hers. She was very close to her parents, who were deeply proud of that girl, so talented in whatever she tried to do.

These two friends started to see each other only on Sundays, during service, very quickly, or when Albertine accompanied her father to the office to pay the rent, twice a month. Months went by quickly, but absence was never able to part these two young people, even when they only saw each other in their minds.

It was on a common day, in the month of May, that Ridell’s staff noticed, arriving early in the morning, that someone had broken into the office during the night. Surprisingly, after checking every inch of it, they realized nothing had been taken. Each object and each document were in its rightful place. After this unusual episode, they hired a security company to change all the locks. It was the first time in over thirty years that there was some kind of news about robbery or break-ins on the village; it was highly unlikely that some thief would feel like crossing the vast forest of thin tall trees that surrounded the village. Meanwhile, doubtlessly, the strangest part of all the commotion relied on the curious fact of nobody finding any sign of breaking-in. The front door was open, as if done with the skeleton key. The possibility of being left open at the end of the day was totally out of question – Jeremy checked it two or three times before he left, and he was the only one who had the whole bunch of the office’s keys. It was hard to keep the staff calm during that day. Some of them said there was an object missing, others claimed to find misplaced documents, and so on.

Jeremy was walking home after double checking the office’s security, while he peeked over the newspaper, but he couldn’t find an interesting headline. He looked up and once again saw a thick layer of gray clouds gathering; those rainy sessions three or four times a week were becoming a routine. He rushed home before the cold rain drops started to fall, cold as always, and he saw Albertine from afar, ready for her music lesson, about to enter her carriage that was standing in front of her house. He waved at her, who responded with a simple shake of her hand, preventing her from throwing her three books next to her bosom like a baby. It was a common habit for Albertine to carry books wherever she went. Although he didn’t appreciate the same kind of literature, Jeremy would listen very carefully to the summaries of each chapter she described in such an excited way. She would represent each character’s voice when there were important lines, and she even mimicked a thousand facial expressions that expressed the actions taken by the characters. Thinking about it, he remembered that he still had to give back her copy of Dracula, which he had borrowed from her, but never had the patience to finish it. Love and death was something he could never include on the same page.

When he entered his house, he smelled the delicious scent of dinner coming from the kitchen. He went to his room to wash himself, and then he supped, refused dessert and went back to his resting room. He lay down on the bed, carefully made by Rosa, and closed his eyes, while holding and squeezing hard the medallion around his neck. He felt happy to have something that came from Albertine’s delicate hands so close to his heart. He thought about her face, her smell, her voice. In fact, he thought about her more than anything else the whole day, and dreamed of her almost every night. He hoped he could see her again as often as before, but he was also afraid that they couldn’t be that close anymore because they were getting older – a boy and a girl shouldn’t be friends as children do, not for everyone to see. Deep down, nevertheless, he really understood what he felt; he didn’t want her as the friend that played with him in the garden.

In a way, mixed with good thoughts, Jeremy noticed how his growing pains were becoming stronger; a ceaseless ache that brooded his joints. He knew these symptoms were common as the winter approached. He became almost crippled on especially cold days, weakened by the pain that hardly let him stand up. He tried to forget it for a while, closing his mind and surrendering to sleep and tiredness after a long day at work.

Jeremy was lost in a middle of a dream he couldn’t understand – he was in a dark cold forest, mist covering his knees. He stood there and saw, a little ahead of him, two or three human-like figures, in undefined silhouettes, merging with the darkness. He was holding something on one of his hands, which reflected vividly a silver lightning that briefly lit all that gloomy forest. He was there, standing, observing whatever it was leaving, until the dream suddenly faded away, most probably incomplete. This time, he was awakened by someone quickly and uncontrollably knocking on his bedroom door, betraying the rush of whoever was on the other side.

- Yes? – he squealed, unconcerned.

- Mister Jeremy, please, come, come quickly! – answered a feminine reedy voice

Jeremy jumped up, put his shoes on and got dressed with caramel-colored overcoat that was folded and placed over the dressing table. He opened the door and saw one of his maids, awfully pale, wide eyed, standing before him, while two other servants ran down the corridor.

- What happened? What’s the reason for all this bustle?

She hesitated for a few seconds, as if she was searching for the right words in her mind.

- C-come... outside... the Grahanfield’s house!

- What about it? Tell me! – Jeremy screamed, but the poor maid started to cry and wasn’t able to answer.

He followed the last servant he saw running down the large corridor and climbed down the stairs to the main room, faster than he ever did. The gigantic door was wide open, and through it went two maids, in a hurry, carrying water-filled buckets – and so did the rest of servants. Jeremy ran. He ran as fast as his lungs allowed him, and just around the corner he felt his stomach freezing, along with his guts. Grahanfield’s house was taken by colossal red flames, burning from the entrance steps until the highest clapboard of the roof. Flames danced ruthlessly, inside and out of the windows, the ceiling cracked, and a monstrous layer of black smoke rose in the sky, covering the few stars that timidly shone, escaping the clouds, almost as dark as the smoke. There was a great commotion around the fire, while some people threw water in the house, from buckets and basins, in a vain attempt to calm the fire. The red gleam stretched to where the eye could behold.

- MY GOD! NO! – squealed Jeremy, desperately standing next to everyone else, facing the terrible tragedy. For a second he couldn’t hear anything but silence, imagining Albertine in there, amidst those flames, burning, or already completely burned. His mind turned like he had been punched hard, while thick tears ran down his scared pale face – ALBERTINE! ALBERTINE!

The group of desperate people (or curious, at least), grew at every second. Not even Jeremy knew there were so many people in that village.

- DID THEY COME OUT? ANY OF THEM ESCAPED THE HOUSE?

- We don’t know! – answered a man in a pajama next to the boy – When we got here, the house was already taken by flames, we didn’t see anyone getting out.

Jeremy quailed when he heard these words. No, he couldn’t accept that. Albertine wasn’t there, she wasn’t home. That was what he wished the most. He couldn’t even think of her parents, he just wanted the girl to be alive, now, by his side. He took his sweaty hands to his face and burst into tears, feeling the heat from the fire in front of him. He felt breathless several times, his teary eyes clouded. He knelt on the floor and couldn’t see the crowd opened behind him, creating a free space, through which a large white carriage, pulled by two strong horses, who seemed apprehensive to get any closer to the fire. Even before its complete stop, a frightened girl jumped from inside the carriage, colorless, her green eyes reflecting the hellish red.

- LET ME THROUGH! LET ME THROUGH! – she screamed while the tried to clear the way through the layers of curious people.

Jeremy wasn’t sure, but he instantly rose as he thought he heard Albertine’s desperate voice. He turned around and saw her there, paralyzed, her face covered in tears and her mouth opened, her chin moving, trying to say something. All his grief abruptly diminished at that very moment. After all, she was there, alive, in front of him.

- JEREMY! M-MY GOD, PLEASE TELL ME THEY’RE ALL RIGHT, TELL ME THEY’RE OUT HERE! – Albertine’s voice was almost inaudible in the midst of all the humming of dozens of other voices. Jeremy didn’t answer her question and she felt all was lost. She broke down into tears, her weeping mixed with sobbing. She held on to Jeremy and together they saw what was left of the house being completely swallowed by gigantic flames.


CHAPTER II


RAIN

The lasts remnants of embers of the house’s wreckage were subtly put out by a light rain that fell yet again before sunrise. There was no one else watching the total destruction, and no one dared to talk about it all day, at least not at Jeremy’s house, were Albertine was invited to stay for the night. They didn’t sleep, or talked. It was too terrible. She remained siting, perfectly straight, in one of the living room’s soft armchairs, with Jeremy by her side, silently supporting her. She was quiet and still, to the point where you could mistake her for a ceramic sculpture, with her eyes glazed, staring at nowhere. She spent the whole day like this, without eating a single crumb, or drinking a single gulp of water. The tips of her gloves, now left on a sideboard next to a blood-red table lamp, showed pieces of ashes and fallen mesh, as did her dress and her shoes. Jeremy tried to read her mind, he wanted to know what she was thinking to try to help, but he realized that nothing apart from silence could be of any comfort. Day after day, Albertine got used to the idea that, in a click of Death’s fingers, she became an orphan. A lovely underage girl with no family. She took the liberty of settling on Ridell’s house, by Jeremy’s invitation, obviously. Rosa dedicated her one of the guest rooms that had never been used. It was cozy and charming; its walls were lined with light yellow wallpaper adorned with little daisies, a large glass chandelier hanging over a large varnished wood bed, the floor covered with a soft carpet that matched the walls. One could almost feel a vanilla scent in the air, as the room had a soft vanilla-cream look. Jeremy tried his best to keep his normal routine, but for countless times he left the office earlier than usual, so she wouldn’t be left alone. In the beginning, Albertine seldom left her room, but after two or three weeks, she wandered throughout the whole house, getting familiar with the servants – especially Rosa. Her motherly support was now divided by those two young people, both marred by the dark shadow of the loss of close relatives. In a way, to Jeremy it wasn’t hard to live without his real mother, because he never really got to meet her; he didn’t even know what she looked like. Rosa said that the few portraits of Dianne Ridell were lost inside old trunks and urns that were gradually removed from the house throughout the years, together with any other piece of memories about her. He frequently asked what became of his mother’s belongings – had they been burned, donated, or simply thrown away as if they meant nothing? He felt outraged to think that someone’s existence could be so easily erased, a whole life forgotten in the course of a few years, and deep down in his soul he longed to have someone that, in the end of his life, remembered the person he was, that at least kept his portrait so that his years above ground didn’t disappear next to his time-consumed body. He wondered if it would be easy for Albertine to forget them, or at least to learn to control her feelings of loss when they came to torment her.

It was obvious that he was still very shaken by destiny’s drastic decision; Albertine’s parents were always very nice to everyone, but a little piece of Jeremy’s mind was happy for the girl’s double loss. For what other reason would they be able to have lunch, dinner and evenings together? He tried to convince himself otherwise, but in a way he was grateful. Albertine’s presence made the house livelier. Not even his father’s bizarre scenes, coming home drunk in the middle of the night, raging incomprehensible words against the servants or his own son, could bother him. He even imagined his growing pains vanished miraculously because of her presence.

In the course of the next few weeks, the sky seemed increasingly melancholic and washed-out. It had been quite a few days since the warm rays of the sun bathed the village. Everyone expected that a long season of persistent rain would hit the village any time soon, but the clouds seemed to be gathering like an army to pour themselves out all at once. And it was on one of these dark afternoons that fate dealt a fierce blow yet again.

A letter brought from far-away Paris was delivered to Albertine. It was protected by a medium-size yellow paper envelope, sealed with blood red wax; a coat-of-arms with the letter “G” beautifully printed on the wax.

Dear Albertine,

The one who’s writing this letter is Noelle J. Grahamfield, Albert B. Grahamfield’s sister, from Paris. Before any other words, I would like to express my sincere condolences and sympathy for your indescribable loss. News have arrived a few weeks ago and since then I have spent several hours every day imagining how sad and lonely my nephew must be, notwithstanding, of course, the suffocating feeling that my only brother is gone. Although we parted a long time ago, Albert was always present in my mind. Maybe you haven’t heard a lot about your old aunt Noelle; somethings are better left unsaid.

In fact, I do not wish to extend this letter much further, I wrote only to tell you that it will be a complete honor to receive and shelter you in my house, now that I am your last and only direct relative, and it is my duty, as well as a great pleasure, to be able to offer you all the support you need here, in Paris, until you become of age. I have already ordained the vehicle that will pick you up, you should be expecting it soon. I can only imagine how much you must be suffering without a home, on that thorp you live in.

I have the custody documents with me, duly filled and signed. Me and your cousin Cécile are anxiously awaiting your arrival so we can constitute a family again.

Best regards,

Noelle J. Grahamfield

Infinite sadness filled the chest of those two young people. Deep down they knew that sooner or later Albertine’s relatives would enter the picture, but they never dared speak or even think a lot about it. More disturbing than the news itself was the knowledge of the distance that would soon be imposed between them. Paris, the wonderful city of dreams, from where no one felt anxious to return.

Maybe those were the last days they had with each other; from then on, the fear of the carriage arrival to separate them grew cruelly in Jeremy’s chest. He thought of running away with her, daydreaming. He wished there could be something that at least would stop her from leaving, but he couldn’t think of anything. She couldn’t even refuse to go – she was a minor, in her aunt’s custody, as they read in that damned letter that was thrown in the fire after being read.

They spent every last minute of their days in the best possible way, having fun together, or just talking by the fire. Time made exactly two weeks fly by, until a great carriage finally arrived, attracting every look as it entered the village. It was superbly spacious, its wheels moved delicately on the little bumpy road, while the coachman, who wore a long black top hat and a thick same colored cape, drove its horses dexterously. Jeremy saw through the living room window as it aligned itself neatly in front of the study. The coachman stood up and jumped, snapping little stones beneath his sturdy boots.

It was time. Albertine, almost as she already knew, was sitting on Ridell’s living room’s couch, with her bags packed and neatly stacked. They stared at each other as if it was the last time they will ever do it, as Jeremy walked towards her; the coachman followed him, ready to carry the big bags to the carriage. They held hands, his were sweaty, and hers were shaking. Albertine’s perfume could be felt in the air, entering the boy’s mind, and slowly originating tiny drops on the corner of his eyes. The embrace, their last embrace, could be eternalized, and they would no longer suffer. The only sound one could hear was the tick-tock of the obtrusive wall clock that seemed to mock the sad scene, rushing them, warning them there was no more time.

- Take care of yourself, Jeremy. Take good care of yourself. – she whispered next to his ear, her tears cascading down to her chin.

- Promise me I will see you again, and only then I will have a reason for taking care of myself – Jeremy replied, sadly.

They were silent once again, until their long sighing almost echoed throughout the room. The coachman, who had just finished carrying the bags, awaited, cruelly pinned next to the door.

- I promise we will see each other again. For my parents, for me and for us – she now looked tenderly at him, fighting against her will of simply running away, so that everything else could go to hell. – I promise.

They dropped their hands and Jeremy saw Albertine’s figure walking towards the door, the sound of her steps clattering his mind like raging thunder. Without looking back, she got into the carriage, with the help of the coachman, who jumped up to his position again, and already held the reins. Shouting, he announced the departure, and with a snap of the whip, the horses started to walk and Jeremy, now standing next to the door, saw great drops of rain starting to fall from the dark sky, soaking his face, washing his tears away. One would think the sky was crying too... or was it just the two lovers’ imagination? The carriage merged with the rain and went out of sight, and all was silent again, except from the ticking of the pendulum behind Jeremy’s back.


CHAPTER III


J. RIDELL’S MANSION

Rain still poured from the ominous cloud-filled sky. The wind blew melancholically, sweeping the leaves from the tree tops and wrecking every fragile thing that dared to defy it. Thunder was a common sound to everyone, like the second voice of the melody of the rain falling on the earth. Jeremy was in his study, elbows on the desk, one of his hands holding his large chin, which was covered by his dark beard. His eyes were fixed on the window, watching the raindrops crashing against the glass and then draining towards the stone parapet. He was once again totally free of documents or terms, or any other office duty. The movements at Ridell, as soon as the rain season began, were decreasing with each passing day. Most of the tenants lived on neighboring cities, and so it was highly unlikely that they would take those muddy roads, or take the chance to cross the vast forest that covered more than half the distance from the village to the nearest city. Ridell’s central office’s location was not pleasant, Jeremy was sure of that. The only thing that prevented the office from total stagnation were the villagers that went to pay their lease agreement charges, since more than eighty percent of the village’s houses and department stores were Ridell’s property. It was, in fact, a very prestigious company, even in bigger cities. Jeremy, however, was not comfortable with the wearing drop of profits and occasional reduction of the company’s funds – something that was now his job to control. Old Joseph now, more than ever, seemed to abandon things that took him years to build to their natural fate. He was never home, as always, but he acquired the habit of nonchalantly withdrawing large amounts from the central safe before each trip. He obviously returned without a single coin, looking exhausted, with his clothes smelling like cheap perfume. Jeremy could only feel pity towards him, but he was actually afraid to find out over night that Ridell perished due to the old man’s irresponsibility. From then on, he started to save everything he earned in a little fund, in order not to starve in case that dreadful day ever arrived.

It was yet another one of those monotonous, workless days that Jeremy decided to get busy; he set his mind in reorganizing his study and get rid of every useless thing inside the cabinets and shelves. He started by throwing away hundreds of expired contracts, as well as the non-renewed ones that were piling up on the larger cabinet, then moved on to the shelves, from where he took over thirty dust and mold covered books. After a long afternoon, he had freed a generous amount of space, the room looked a lot more organized, and that didn’t usually last long. There was only one cabinet that Jeremy hadn’t opened yet. The one that stood on the corner of the room, of which Ellie hadn’t showed what it contained. For some sort of reason, he didn’t want to mess with things that remained untouched for so many years, but he thought he would gladly finish what he had started. The cabinet’s small doors hadn’t been opened since forever, and its hinges seemed to resist the bending, jamming and crackling at every attempt of being moved; they gave in after four or five tries, revealing a stunning amount of envelopes, filled with yellow aged papers inside. It didn’t take long for Jeremy to realize they were only archived documents concerning buildings that were already out of Ridell’s list because they were sold to another real estate or were too old for business. It was like a cemetery. There were three specific piles – a pile for the sold ones, another pile for the old ones, and an unidentified pile. He felt curious about this last pile, took it off the cabinet after removing some cobwebs. The room now smelled of old paper; some envelopes had moldy patches, and others were slightly moth-eaten. He placed them carefully on the desk, which was almost empty after all the tidying.

The first envelope had several music scores signed by someone called Gilbert Brawn. He didn’t mind this one, and checked the other ones, one by one, finding only names he didn’t know, such as the first one. He quitted his checking before reaching the half of it, assembled the pile back together as it was, and placed it back on the cabinet. He threw them somewhat roughly inside the cabinet, but before he could leave them for another set of years, he noticed the last envelope was unlike the others. It was fairly white, undoubtedly younger than every other one of those yellow moldy envelopes. He picked it up and sat with it at his desk to examine it. Taking a closer look, he noticed it wasn’t from the same time as the other ones; the envelope was new and its size was slightly different from the others. The front of the envelope was totally blank, but as he turned it around, he squinted to make sure he was seeing right. On the bottom left corner of the envelope, J. Ridell was written in a beautiful handwriting. It was strange that it was there, among the other ones, when it should have been placed with the others that kept documents concerning buildings registered in the personal name of Joseph Ridell, instead of the company.  It had sealing wax with his family’s coat of arms in it. He was afraid of opening it... it wasn’t a part of his job, and as it was on the archive surely it was of no use, but he couldn’t resist his curiosity. With the letter opener, he cracked the wax and stuffed his fingers inside the envelope, instantly feeling a bunch of thin paper sheets. Before he could take them out, though, he was interrupted by someone knocking on his door, and he heard Ellie’s voice asking him to go to the reception, to check on a leak. He closed the envelope and kept it in his briefcase, so he could examine it at home.

As soon as he left the office, Jeremy was in a rush to get home and shelter from the never ending storm. The streets were like mazes of water puddles, which made the simple fact of arriving clean wherever one went an amazing feat; and to make things even more distressful, his umbrella was taken by a fierce blast of wind as he went to the office, and got stuck on the leafless branches of a tall tree. When he finally got home, with his hair soaking and his clothes dripping, he saw old Joseph on his living room, smoking on a thick stinking Cuban cigar, holding a glass filled with something that looked like whisky with the other hand. Jeremy couldn’t stop thinking on how life was so unfair; he was in the prime of his youth and never smoked or drank even half a glass of alcoholic beverages without feeling sick and being tormented with headaches for days in a row. And then he thought of his father, a man about sixty-year-old, always clinging to a cigar or hunched over some table getting drunk until he could barely stand, without showing the least sign of rebate. He most frequently appeared on the ballroom, where the bar stood.

Although he hated alcohol, Jeremy admired the magnitude of the bar his father had built. There were dozens of shelves filled with perfectly aligned bottles, filled with liquids with several colors, flavors and origins. They had Italian wines, spirits from Brazil, and even scotch whiskies over one hundred years old. On a separated shelf, it even had three or four bottles of the wretched absinth. Passing by the living room, he thought about questioning Joseph about those neglected documents, but he thought he was too drunk. He made an effort to walk silently by, and not to draw any attention to himself; he didn’t know what kind of drunk he would be today – he would randomly be a cranky, rude old man or a smiling boring story teller – and he preferred to save himself from such knowledge, heading straight to his room, after asking Rosa to prepare him a hot bath with soothing herbs, the way only she could do.

The storm went on drearily. The wind swishing the windows and the roofs was one of the few things that really annoyed Jeremy. Cold weather made him blue. He stood there, merged in scalding water for more than half an hour, an even so he couldn’t keep his bones warm. Growing pains were haunting him again; he felt his arms and legs’ joints almost immobile. His ends mimicked the ones of a cadaver – stiffened and cold. With his neck uncomfortably bended back, leaning against the china bathtub’s edge, he closed his eyes and let himself drowse. Long enough to dream that dream again; he was standing in a dark forest, holding a sharp object, panting, observing hooded figures moving in front of him, as they were trying to escape him, while the sky was torn by lightning as fierce as a thousand lamps. He just watched the figure vanishing in the darkness and held tight, apparently full of hatred, on to the object. But this time, he started walking, following the hooded figure, stumbling on the maze of branches and bushes covered by mist that reached his ankles. He was awakened by a roar that turned into thunder outside his dream. The water was getting cold. He quickly left the bathroom, got dressed and went to the dining room to feast on the delicious supper Rosa always prepared. On his way, he met her coming out of the library, looking worried and slightly pale, locking the door. He thought she was also feeling blue by the lack of sun, a fact that tormented every inhabitant of that region, and he moved on, not wanting to delay her. It took him about twenty minutes until he was full, and he went straight back to his room to finally examine the envelope he found earlier.

He took it out his briefcase and dropped it on the writing desk next to his bed. The envelope looked even younger under the room’s fine lighting. He searched for his reading glasses and found out he had forgotten them back in the office. ‘Hell’, he thought. It was always challenging to try to read without his glasses; in a couple of minutes his head was throbbing and his eyes felt like they were being swallowed by his brain. He decided that wouldn’t stop him, took the paper sheets out of the envelope, and started reading the first page. It was only geographic and architectural data, of which he knew nothing about, and therefore was of no interest whatsoever. The second page had some clauses signed by his father, with his rubric J- Ridell. The third document was the first to capture his attention; it was a page with the basic description of area measurements and a list of furniture and features of the concerning building. Two living rooms, two dining rooms, two pantries, a playroom, a ballroom, a library, an art gallery, six bathrooms, two saunas and eight bedrooms. The outbuildings included a fountain, a stable, a garden and a chapel. It was a mansion after all.

He was really impressed by that building’s magnitude, and he questioned himself once more about why would it be out of Ridell’s list of buildings available for trade. The following documents were just contracts and other information of no use to him, but in the end, after all the other pages, there was another tiny envelope, closed but not sealed. He quickly picked up its contents; five small yellowed photographs – images of the mansion. The first showed the front part; there were pillars that rose from the floor and ended in an arched roof on the main entrance, dozens of windows, with eaves of baroque style. The next photograph showed one of the sides of the magnificent building, stretching out of the photograph’s range. The walls were filled with huge glass windows, with a row of small trees beneath them, trimmed in a cubic shape in order to perfectly fit with one another. Maybe it was the lack of glasses to make the images clearer, but Jeremy thought he saw a human silhouette in one of those windows. The last three photographs showed, respectively, the fountain, the garden and the chapel, none of them less magnificent than the rest of the ensemble. Another striking detail he saw on those photographs was that there were strange doodles on the back of each one – some were words apparently written in reverse. He concluded this could be caused by the stacking of the photographs over papers on which had just been written with a pen, so he placed everything back in the large envelope.

Deep down, Jeremy didn’t know why he brought those documents home, for what he really wanted was to keep away from real estate business as he left the office. It was enough to be buried in documents during the hours he worked there. He lay comfortably on his soft bed and curled up as a cocoon, feeling his bones trembling beneath his flesh. It was unbearable to deal with that; if only the cold would subside, maybe then he could walk without feeling like an eighty-year-old; not just him, but most of the inhabitants were long being chastised by that storm. He tried to sleep, but he couldn’t do it. Instinctively he stood up, opened the envelope, and admired the photographs once more. He wasn’t fond of pictures or portraits and he thought it was a waste of time to spend money on paintings and canvas, but there was something different about those images. Something caught his attention on that specific building. The photographs were reasonably small, but the few visible details clearly showed that project had been handled with care. Everything was harmonious and sturdy, yet cozy. He felt compelled to know the interior of the mansion, even more after reading the page of the magnificent description of its settings. What could possibly be in there for it to be abandoned? Maybe irreversible water seepage? Or simply a bad location, perhaps? Considering this last hypothesis, he noticed that the address was nowhere to be found on any of the documents. He thought again about asking his father, but maybe he wouldn’t like to know Jeremy was snooping around things that were none of his business, as dealing with the archive was not a part of his job at Ridell. If only he knew where the mansion was, he could clear all his doubts, and see with his own eyes, the real reason of the abandon of such a rich and magnificent building.

The table was laid for breakfast when Jeremy came down. It was Sunday, so he was still on his pajamas and hadn’t combed his hair yet. While he was sipping his coffee, Rosa went in and out of the room several times, carrying trays, vases and so many other objects. She was apparently upset, as if she was searching for something. She came up to Jeremy and started to clear the table before he could finish his breakfast; she almost took the cup out of his hands.

- What’s the matter with you, Rosa? – said Jeremy, while he finished swallowing the last piece of jelly covered toast. She stopped and covered her eyes, concerned. She tried to mask her distress by smoothing the wrinkles of her apron, which was very well adjusted to her fifty-year-old surprisingly youthful body.
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