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PRIMERA PARTE

Lines and Notes

​

My heart traces lines,

seeking to find you,

you approach, you evade me,

your course is lost

in confusing strokes.

Together we draw

pure straight lines,

we travel in parallel,

equal in fears,

solitude, and longings.

My voice whispers in your soul,

and your charm in mine.

The chords weep,

the strings and the fret,

plaintive notes

of a song.

Evoking youth,

laughter, fun,

and the sorrow of a passion,

that does not understand...

the unreason of the heart.
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CHAPTER I
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«Come on, Mireia! Hurry up, or we'll miss the bus and get caught in the storm! »

Her friend Rose waved her arms, urging her to pick up the pace; but neither the brushes nor the shoves, some accidental and others intentional from their classmates, could make her walk any faster.

When she finally reached the sidewalk, the other students had already scattered, with the swiftness of a swarm dispersing among the school buses or their parents' vehicles.

Impatient, Rose rolled her eyes and took Mireia's arm, adjusting her friend's pace to her own in her haste to reach the bus stop.

—But what's wrong with you? I'm not willing to wait for another bus because of you! I'm starving! —exclaimed the girl, whose excess weight spoke volumes about how insufficient the snack served in the school cafeteria was for her. Mireia didn't respond, so her friend added:

—Don't tell me you're upset because of what Alexia said?

—It's not what she said, but I'm annoyed because Mr. Alfonse forced me to apologize to her.

—Well, it was that or a suspension...

—I was just defending myself. I don't understand why they say it's good to turn the other cheek. It's the same at home, and sometimes I'm just tired of it!

Rose shrugged, as if her comment were no big deal.

—I know what Alexia said isn't true, you know, that stuff about your parents not throwing you a party because they don't have money, and that your sister only had that 'super sensational party' because her lover paid all the expenses...

Her friend shot Mireia a quick glance, searching for any reaction that would confirm the rumors, but Mireia didn't react. So, she continued, intending to break through the girl's usual reserve.

—So, is it true that you're the one who doesn't want your fifteenth birthday celebration?

—Of course, I'm the one who doesn't want it! And nothing she said is true!

That was her first angry reaction since the incident in the cafeteria, to which her friend nodded with satisfaction, believing herself to be a skillful interrogator.

—Well, if my sister had had such a sensational party as she did, I wouldn't want a celebration either if it wasn't just as grand. Everyone remembers that party...—, she commented wistfully.

"Yes," Mireia thought, "they remember it at home too," and she relived the moments when the bank called to warn that the loan payment was overdue. It was then that the little calm that reigned vanished, and the arguments and recriminations between her parents would return. And for some reason, everything would end when they agreed to name the one who always turned out to be guilty of all their troubles: her.

They were just a short distance from the bus stop when a car approached. «Mireia! » someone called from inside. The girls barely slowed their pace to see who it was, but when Mireia recognized him, she stopped.

«Hi...» she greeted, surprised to see her sister's boyfriend, and alone; she had assumed he had picked her sister up, as was usual, after school.

That ride, which was certainly forbidden to her by her sister's explicit decision, was the reason she took the bus every day, except on the occasions when Rose didn't accompany her. When she went alone, she would decide to walk the more than twenty blocks to her house, in order to save some money with which she would later buy drawing and painting materials, her little secret.

—Are you looking for my sister? —, she asked, still taking it for granted.

The vehicle stopped completely, and the young driver approached the window.

—Actually... no. Can we talk for a second? —, he asked, while her friend tugged on her arm, hurrying her along.

—Can you wait a few minutes? —, she asked Rose, her eyes pleading, but the girl immediately refused. 

—Sorry, the bus is coming. We'll talk on Monday! —, she exclaimed, and ran off as if she couldn't wait another second.

—Okay—, Mireia replied to her retreating back, disappointment washing over her as she saw her excuse to not be left alone with him disappear. With no other option, she turned to the vehicle and asked:

—What 's wrong?

—She and I... we argued. I mean, I called her, and she told me she didn't want me to come looking for her, and that from today on I'd have to ask her before coming... I don't know what the hell is wrong with her! —, he exclaimed, running a hand through his hair in a gesture of utter bewilderment.

Mireia watched him, almost with pity. A few drops of rain began to fall.

—Maybe it's because of the storm, so you don't risk driving in bad weather, and since they let us out of school a few minutes early...—, she added, hoping to end the conversation and run home.

—No, that's not it. I know, it's something else. Mireia, get in. You're going to get soaked—. His words weren't an invitation, but a command. She looked around, almost as if searching for a sign telling her what to do, or what excuse to offer so she wouldn't have to get into the car.

—Don't worry, I'm fine. The next bus will be here any minute—, she replied, blinking hard to clear the drops that were starting to hit her eyes.

—Get in, don't be silly—, the young man insisted, opening the door for her.

With all the discomfort in the world, her body moved towards the inside of the car. The last thing she wanted was to add more drama to her life, and she knew all too well that if her sister found out, no one at home would let her live it down.

He turned towards the back seat, she followed his movement, noticing beer cans on the floor and a sports bag from which he pulled out a t-shirt. He handed it to her.

—Dry yourself, you're soaked—, he said. Mireia looked at the garment. He smiled and added—: Don't worry. It's clean—, and started the engine.

By then, the rain had turned into a downpour. The windshield wipers worked at their limit and in vain. Nothing could be seen.

Mireia dried her face and instantly perceived the masculine scent. She liked it; it was a scent she wasn't used to, but already knew. When he would visit her sister, that aroma spread through the house, leaving a manly and sexy trail.

She watched him check his phone and type something quickly. He was very handsome, and her appreciation wasn't just the result of her first youthful infatuation. His honey-colored hair was curlier due to the rainy weather; he wore a shirt and jeans; he always dressed well in fact, and he had the resources to do so. He wasn't rich, but a young man who worked diligently.

His whole family had dedicated themselves for decades to the grape harvest, him too, since childhood. But as an adult, contrary to what his family expected, he decided not to go to university. He specialized in winemaking and started a small wine business.

Inwardly, Mireia wondered why this act of courage, this transgression against the established, against what was determined by someone other than oneself, was so magnetic to her. She asked herself if it wasn't a reflection of her own longings, which were beginning to rumble inside her, yet still unheard, that most attracted her to this young man. That persistence in chasing after something probably unattainable. "Probabilities, catch a butterfly," were thoughts that tangled in her curious, nervous, and solitary teenage mind.

She was about to turn thirteen when she met him. It was at her sister's sixteenth birthday party. And where else could it have been for a young girl whose social circle was limited to her drawings and paintings, besides the inquisitive Rose, her classmate and walking companion to the bus stop.

He had attended with one of the guests, a cousin who had begged him to accompany her, that's what he had told her that day, when they crossed paths in the garden as Mireia was carrying more refreshments for the guests, while her sister kept them waiting, trying to enhance her already singular beauty.

From the beginning, they got along well; he was easygoing, funny, direct, kind but a bit rough, perhaps glimpses of his athletic skills or his strict family upbringing. She couldn't be sure.

Instantly, they became friends. At that party, they had talked about silly things, and Mireia had felt enchanted by the way he looked at her. Usually, she went unnoticed by everyone; but he, with every phrase or question he threw her way, fixed his gaze on her as if he needed to read her before she uttered a single word. And it was like that, until he discovered her sister, and all his attention turned towards Lucrecia.

Inwardly, she celebrated having met him first; a silly notion that comforted her when her sister declared airily that he only treated her out of courtesy, after, a couple of days after the party, Lucrecia had introduced her parents to "her new boyfriend."

During that courtship, born with the swiftness of a summer squall, there were not a few fights and estrangements that Mireia witnessed; however, the friends never let those sentimental fluctuations affect them; they remained in contact, protected by the immaculate halo of friendship; for their own peace of mind and to her sister's annoyance.

But, as time went by, something more grew between the two pals, an "unease" perceptible only to them. When their eyes met at a dinner, or when he went to pick up her sister from school; Mireia perceived in his eyes a plea that her childish mind and soul did not allow her to decipher, and the young man, confused and aware of his friend's sensitivity, would look away.

Gradually, that unknown feeling that overwhelmed her when she saw him led her to create distance; but she failed in her self-imposed sentence when, with each fight between him and her sister, Mireia was the receptacle for the unwanted boyfriend's outpouring; just like that day, exposed to the onslaught of inevitable elements, the two young were surrounded by an incipient destiny.

—Her phone isn't answering! —he complained—. When she acts like this, I swear I don't understand her. I do everything to make her happy, but it's like she enjoys having me in this state.

With the storm raging above them, the vehicle moved slowly, and Mireia felt as if eternity had absorbed them and everything outside had vanished.

The sound of the rain hitting the metal invaded the interior, but it didn't silence her inner voice that said, "Yes, she enjoys that. But don't blame her, she's young. She doesn't know what she wants and finds it amusing to feel desired by men, not just by you."

Her mind replayed what her innocent eyes absorbed from any of the hiding places or corners of the house where she was invisible to everyone, and from where reality crashed against her childish thoughts, forcing her into adult reasoning.

And in that reality, her sister shone. Of a beauty recognized throughout the city, she grew up feeling admired, mainly by her parents, who, after having two sons, sought to conceive a girl almost obsessively.

At that time, the marriage was going through a stable economic period, so they could afford the attempt. They succeeded; after almost ten years of treatments, her sister was born. Her parents, satisfied, decided that such a divine gift was all they needed, their family was complete, but, oh surprise! three years later she arrived.

Perhaps it was the circumstances, the juncture that surrounded her family when she was born, the unexpectedness of that conception that came to shatter the seemingly perfect family portrait in her mother's eyes, until then an upper-middle-class family that began to slide towards the hardships of the lower class, and the fear and dissatisfaction with what her mother failed to accept, all of it was catalyzed by the mistreatment of Mireia, first subtly, but as the financial debacle worsened, the treatment towards the little girl with black eyes and a freckled nose solidified into a cold, evasive, and even cruel relationship.

In her solitary world, the girl questioned the reasons for such evident emotional inequality, and almost like a detective, she looked for clues to answer her questions. Lacking grandparents, aunts, uncles, even her older brothers who had already moved away, she made no progress in her investigation, and contented herself with what her childish mind and wounded heart allowed her to invent, in order to fill the void that this situation generated.

In the occasional snippet of conversation that filtered through from some neighbors and her mother's gossipy friends, she learned that her father, who had long awaited a promotion at work, with whose salary increase her mother boasted about the trips and purchases she would make with her little princess, lost his job before even reaching the required time for a modest retirement; coincidentally, it was the day he found out about the unexpected pregnancy.

Although her brothers had moved out of the house and no longer represented an expense in the family budget, they also didn't contribute from afar, and as expenses had increased as the longed-for girl grew up, money was always lacking. Consequently, her father had to take poorly paid jobs that didn't make him happy, and neither did they make her mother happy.

So, her birth not only represented a harsh surprise for her parents but was also associated with profound unhappiness; and for them, clinging to their beautiful girl Lucrecia was like clinging to a lifeline that kept them close to the good memories, to the happy couple they once were, before she arrived.

That interpretation was what Mireia registered from a very young age and did not allow her to harbor bad feelings towards them; on the contrary, it was compassion that awakened in her chest, feeling them unhappy because of her; she could only be grateful every day that they had kept her under the same roof.

She silenced the clamor of that unrequited love, locked in her room, surrounded by her drawings, by the stories she created, where there were no sad girls, only happy girls like her sister: admired, loved, spoiled, desired.

But that beauty didn't come for free, and Mireia witnessed it; all the flattery her exterior received was undermining the young girl's interior, like a spring that gradually dried up, as her mother, driven perhaps by desperation or madness, instructed her to get the most out of the exquisite beauty she had been assigned, that pressure made her even more egocentric and mean-spirited.

«The best is only for you, it's what you deserve and what you must claim», her mother used to repeat while combing her straight brown hair; and for that, her sister's stylistic requirements were not long in coming. The newest wardrobe, the best clothes and cosmetics could not be lacking, even with the tight family budget. The slender figure, the long hair, the perfect snow-white complexion could demand no less, and as if it were the answer to a superior, if not divine, request, they were satisfied.

Of course, so much effort to meet her sister's required standards further drained the meager economy, and in this situation, there was nothing left for the younger daughter, so Mireia inherited the clothes her sister discarded; but, both out of pride and out of not identifying with those plain clothes as she called them, she didn't wear them, and she managed to create her own style from a suitcase she found with clothes her brothers had left behind.

That great discovery couldn't have come at a better time for her. Eagerly, she dedicated herself to altering some that were too big, others she wore as they were, and those that fell into her hands from her sister, she sold at the city's flea market to make some money.

Her masculine grunge style contrasted with the abundant and delicate wavy brown hair that danced wildly down her back, the small face adorned with endless eyelashes, and the skin of a soft cinnamon tone. It wasn't perfect, especially when she suffered from sporadic rosacea flare-ups; she possessed an exotic beauty of which she was entirely unaware, and of course, it was overshadowed by her sister's explosive beauty.  

In an attempt to understand her sister's attitude towards the young man beside her, Mireia came to think that it was the product of a rebellion against that almost imposition by her mother to "take advantage of her beauty"; otherwise, she couldn't understand the reason why she would hurt the feelings of the "boyfriend" whom everyone recognized as an excellent match, and whom Lucrecia herself had proclaimed as perfect to the four winds.

—Shit! With this weather, we won't be able to advance even half a kilometer more! —, the young man exclaimed.

—What will we do? —. Mireia asked, frightened, seeing some branches being shaken so violently that they hit the car roof.

—I'm thinking we could go to the old Kemp vineyard, there are no trees along the way and it's not far, we can wait in the shed.

Mireia nodded without knowing what else to do or say; in that seat, she felt as exposed as the trees that were being shaken from one side to the other with no other option. The weak ones fell, the strong ones resisted. Would she resist?

—Do you know where she could have gone? —, he asked, gripping the steering wheel tightly, fighting against the wind—. Maybe...did she mention why she didn't want me to pick her up today?

—I don't know, I think they were going to try on dresses for the graduation party—, she replied and instantly regretted it.

—You know she didn't even mention it? The party or us going together? I'm her damn boyfriend and she didn't even tell me! —, he shouted. Mireia flinched.

He fixed his gaze on her, his eyes were glassy, and she didn't know if it was from held-back tears or because he had been drinking.

—Please, you shouldn't worry, surely, she will soon. She's very stressed about graduation and the end of classes, she still doesn't know what she'll do afterwards...

Everything around her was blurry, nothing was distinguishable except those olive-colored eyes that were looking at her in that way that intrigued and frightened her equally, the very thing that had led her to put distance between them.

He remained silent for quite a while, while Mireia wondered if it was due to the concentration required to escape the storm, or if it was the effect of the consternation over the conflict with his sister. Only when they were passing along the narrow path surrounded by the skeletons of the old vineyard did he add:

—Alright, we'll wait for the storm to pass. Do you want to let your family know?

—I already did—, she lied. 

Mireia had tried to send a message to her mother when the device ran out of battery, she put it away distressed, knowing her mother would be unhappy about her detour home, whether she told her or not.

He nodded, and remained absorbed in his thoughts as he positioned the vehicle under the abandoned storage. In the old shed, the wind had become a hissing intruder that seeped through the openings, shaking the decrepit metal structure menacingly.

Mireia hugged herself in search of warmth and containment; he turned off the engine, and after a few minutes said:

—I'll try one more time, maybe the storm left her with bad signal—. He called, but got no answer, sent a couple of messages, nothing—. Damn it—, he declared, defeated. 

—Calm down. I assure you she'll answer soon—. Mireia tried to comfort him and placed a hand on the young man's arm. What else could she do? 

—To be ignored, that's the worst, you know? Not understanding why her feelings can't be the same as mine. I only want to love her, to make her completely happy. And she... she just keeps giving me smaller and smaller rations of affection—, he finished.

Mireia identified with that dynamic, although she didn't understand it either; despite the fact that all her experience was based on her relationship with her parents, she lived firsthand the repercussions of the slightest tension in the house, which always fell on the crumbs of affection she received: if there was a lack of money, if a plan went wrong, she was destined for an ostracism from which she was freed only if an event warranted it. She didn't care; habit led her to cling to that emotional seesaw of: “I give you, I take away; I love you, I don't love you; you exist, you don't exist,” and like a starving person who savors the scraps thrown at their feet, that's how she conformed. Because to her, something was always better than nothing.

Knowing the pain that a stingy love causes, her empathy with the rejected young man came more easily, but not so when it referred to analyzing the motivations of that relationship or the justification for that ordeal to which someone submits to have someone beautiful by their side.

That is to say, on the one hand, she knew that anyone would fall under her sister's spell with a snap of her fingers; the factor that exponentially changed everything in Lucrecia´s favor was undeniable, not only at home, it was the same at school, church, the club, the block, the city, and her sister knew it.

Always observing from near or far, in plain sight or in some corner, being invisible made it easy to see the unfolding of other people's lives like a grand stage play, and there were not a few times when, curious, she wondered: What would remain of those relationships if that factor were of lesser quantity or vanished? Would feelings dilute in the absence of beauty? Was affection proportional to the beauty of the beloved?

She wanted to ask the disturbed boy beside her, to inquire about the mechanics of that painful love, but she refrained and only said:

—She's very young...—, she said, and it didn't seem at all paradoxical to her that she was even younger. It was then that he took the hand that rested on his arm and held it firmly as he said:

—You're so sweet, Mireia, sometimes...—and he paused, before adding—. Sometimes I think about how wonderful it would be if she were a little more like you.

Mireia swallowed hard. Incredulous at this revelation. She didn't know what to think; if she knew what she wanted to say through the confused thoughts of an infatuated girl: "Isn't my sweetness enough for you to love me?". "Could you wait for me a few years?". "I'll be older and maybe a little prettier."

Then the sound of the mobile phone immediately caught the young man's attention and freed Mireia's hand to grab it. He read the message and his whole expression was a mixture of disbelief and pain. «Fucking shit! », he exclaimed, throwing the device against the windshield, and with one movement he got out of the car.

Mireia, surprised, watched the mobile phone that had fallen on the seat. She picked it up and read the message: "I don't want to see you again." She bit her lips and looked for him in the dim light of that forgotten shed. Not seeing him, she left the phone and went out too.

She walked a couple of meters amidst old stacked barrels until she saw him; he was leaning against a column, head down.

—I know we've drifted apart several times, but this time, something tells me it's definitive...—, his voice sounded defeated; it was a declaration loaded with hopelessness.

Mireia listened to him and wondered if somehow, he managed to decipher the enigma once and for all. She wondered if the heart had a sensor that alerted when it was truly unloved, if he had finally noticed the signs; because she did know that this time it was definitive.

At first, she believed that her sister only started the flirting as a game, one of many, but in the end, she noticed how she acted with the boy from section C. She never saw her look at anyone the way she looked at him. Yes, it turned out to be much more than a game.

«He's so cute, he's so funny, he makes me laugh»; her eyes sparkled, and even her voice sounded different, happy, when she talked about Rocco. Lucrecia didn't care that he was a nobody, popular for his conquests, wild parties, tattoos, and suspensions.

Again, the question arose. What does it depend on for us to fall in love? What leads us to love one person and not another? Why when we get on the bus, or walk down the street and our eyes meet a stranger, do we feel that it is him with whom we want to be and wish that he feels the same for us? Why don't we desire everyone on the bus, or all the strangers who pass by us every day? And what does it depend on to be reciprocated?

—Maybe...you should give her some time, it might be good...For both of you—, she declared hesitantly. Then, he turned abruptly and with tearful eyes, he approached and held her tightly in his arms, clinging to her, he cried on her shoulder.

—No... No, Mireia, it’s over... I know it; you know it...—, he repeated. 

Mireia could barely fill her lungs with air, she was held too tightly in his embrace. She could feel his trembling body, heavy against her small one; his warm tears cradled on her shoulder.

—I'm sorry... Please, don't despair—, she comforted him.

The young man straightened up and held her face, he looked at her through his tears. That girl he adored; he would lose her too.

—You don't know how great my loss is, because I'll lose you too, my sweet Mireia.

—No! We can still be friends! —. Mireia managed to say before her girl's world was dragged into a woman's world, and he sealed her lips in a slow and desperate kiss.

In that instant, the storm fell silent, and the only thing Mireia could hear was the pounding of her innocent, stunned heart. Her inexperienced body awoke frightened at the onslaught of sensations, where fear struggled to prevail over other unknown, timidly carnal ones.

She grasped his strong hands, trying to pull them apart, opened her eyes and could see the expression of desperation that covered that always cheerful, friendly face. For an instant, he felt like a stranger, and she struggled, but he wouldn't let her move away, he didn't release her. In that instant, she felt trapped within a scene, no longer herself, but the stroke of a strange hand in a dark story, one that was stealing a decision that belonged only to her.

Mireia felt as if she were submerged in a dream, similar to many innocent fantasies she had once had with him, but this one surpassed the limits that her adolescent mind longed for.

In the distance, lightning split the sky, illuminating the scene in a fleeting flash. She wasn't there; that small body squeezed against the rough wood of the dusty counter wasn't hers, nor were those her sobs, swallowed by the wind's roar against the crumbling structure. The one trying to subdue her wasn't her friend.

It was swift. She was left ashen when it was over. Mireia wanted to cry, but it was too late. «¡Mireia, look how bad a daughter you are! ».  «¡You're a bad sister! ». Phrases she often heard at home for the slightest excuse, now echoed in her head with greater force, but they didn't hurt her because now those words rang true.

The young man shifted, and she squeezed her eyes shut, remaining still until she heard him walk away, only to return quickly and begin wiping her. «It's okay, it's okay, » he repeated as if in a trance, his voice sounding lost. Only then did she open her eyes and find him holding the same t-shirt she had used to dry herself earlier. He stared at the garment where crimson stains were spreading. «What did I do? Oh God! What did I do? » she heard him murmur before hurrying away again.

Mireia took advantage of that instant to sit up. The terrible pain that ran through her body had to be put aside; she needed to straighten her clothes, her hair; she needed to leave that place, get away from everything that had happened. A sob escaped her lips, as she imagined that in some dirty corner of that old shed the end of a part of her story would remain hidden, and immediately she covered her mouth, she wasn't going to fall apart, she repeated to herself, nor act pathetically, her pride prevented it. 

Even with her small trembling hands, she finished shaking out her skirt and fixing her hair when he returned to her.

—The storm... it's moving away, it's our chance to leave—, he said, his eyes never once meeting hers. Mireia nodded, and she did observe him intently, until finally he did too.

—Let's go—, she said then and headed for the vehicle; he followed her in silence. 

They left behind the old shed, the vast land furrowed by thin skeletal rows of dry vineyards and what had been before that instant that now remained trapped inside the dilapidated storage, as part of a past that would never be recovered.

The way back was tortuous; a pitiful rain still fell, matching the grief of the usurper and the usurped, body and soul torn apart; it was difficult to say if they would heal. When he parked in front of her house, Mireia hurried to get out, but he held her back.

—Look at me...—, he asked, she did—. Don't hate me, because I won't be able to stay on this earth knowing that you do. If only you were older, sweet girl... If only she were...—, his voice, hoarse with guilt, was interrupted by Mireia's harsh and trembling voice, who was trying to see through his tear-filled eyes that mischievous boy's face, the friend's, the pal's; she could only see a lost face. 

—¡Don't say it! —, she pleaded. 

Silence crowned the moment, and before Mireia walked away, he extended his hand to place in hers the gold choker with a cross pendant that she always wore. «Remember me», he uttered, and Mireia didn't know how to react to that word.

She stood motionless, watching him speed away with reckless abandon, a velocity that not even the wildest or most foolish would risk on the wet road.

Enveloped in new fears and the stark realization that she would never see him again, sadness seeped into her chest. Neither the cold, nor the rain, nor her mother's calls from behind her as she entered the house could pull her back to reality; it was the events that followed that stormy afternoon, shaking her family with the same force as that destructive wind, that finally did.

In the refuge of her room, Mireia felt her own inner storm brewing, as powerful as the one that had just battered the city, threatening to drag her to an unknown place. However, at that moment, her mother opened the door, her face distraught.

—Where have you been? —, she demanded.

—I...

—How could you not tell me? —By then, her mother was sobbing.

—Mom.... —Mireia wasn't sure what to add, assuming her mother's reaction was due to seeing her get out of Lucrecia's boyfriend's car.

—Everyone knew it but me, and if it hadn't been for director Otis's call, I'd be dead from despair by now!

—What? What are you talking about, Mom? And what did the principal say? —, she asked, bewildered.

—That your sister skipped the last two hours of school and they saw her get on that tattooed young man's motorcycle...!

—Rocco?

In her confused and overwhelmed mind, still reeling from what had happened that afternoon, she now had to face her reality, but at least this one was familiar, and it hurt less than thinking about what had occurred in that old shed. She decided to cling to that, decided to escape what she couldn't rationalize, and welcomed, almost with relief, the drama that Lucrecia, as usual, was installing in the house.

—Yes! — she exclaimed with a sob—. That hoodlum! I never thought he'd be capable of taking her. If I had imagined he'd jeopardize her relationship with Karl, I would have never allowed him to court her! I thought it was just a game, like her other admirers, and now... they're gone.

—Gone how? They'll be somewhere waiting for the storm to pass...— Mireia offered weakly, the memory her words evoked making it difficult.

—No! They saw them take the train out of the city. Your father went to confirm, and then he's going to file a report at the police station... God! My princess! My beautiful girl! What will I do now? I, who have been a mother who only wanted the best for my little one... What will the gossiping hyenas of the city say? How will I ever be able to go out in the street? —, she wailed.

Mireia watched her, inwardly reproaching her own continued surprise at her mother's level of self-absorption; and she thought of her sister, suspecting for some time that it wasn't just a flirtation. Lucrecia's reluctance to have Karl wait for her after school, the recent events; it all corroborated her mother's story.

Then her father arrived, joining them in the small room. His face was pale, his shoulders slumped.

—Tell me! Is it true?! Did they run away? —, her mother confronted him, gripping his arms.

—Yes—, her father replied tersely, as if in deep shock. Her mother then threw herself into his arms, weeping and wailing with the melodrama of a Turkish soap opera.

—What will we do? —, her mother shrieked.

—I already spoke with the commissioner. They're going to look for them at Rocco's grandmother's house, but the condition they set for returning is... that they want to get married.

—Married?! And what will we tell Karl?

Then her father slumped onto the edge of the small bed and said:

—You... you don't need to worry about it anymore... This afternoon, on the road out of Lavik, there was an accident. Karl crashed into a tree.

—What? Are you sure?

Mireia listened to her parents' conversation, and instantly felt her legs weaken, her lungs turning into a vise that prevented her from breathing. She bit her cheek to keep from crying out. «They took him to the central hospital, but apparently he didn't survive», her father added.

The crucifix in his fist digging into his flesh, and she saw herself sinking into a chasm alongside recent memories, because what had happened was a break in time; in their lives that would never be the same, because parts of their souls would remain lost in a hidden limbo, in the old sheds of the Kemp vineyard.
​
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​CHAPTER II
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Her attire was not what someone who aspired to make an impression, or provoke any reaction —much less approval— would usually choose. Her wide-leg jeans had unevenly turned-up hems, her long-sleeved gray t-shirt was knotted at the front, and over it she wore a sleeveless black hoodie with the hood pulled up.

She paused for a moment in the middle of the campus plaza, at whose center stood the beautiful white marble fountain depicting a naked man and woman with outstretched hands, in a futile attempt to touch each other.

She remembered that image; she had kept it for a long time on her old cell phone. The beauty of that work of art impacted her so much that it was what drove her to put all her effort into being admitted to the University of Arts and Sciences of Veniak.

During her last four years of high school, she had saved everything she could from her various jobs, and coincidentally, the one that caused her the most trouble in her old town was the one that had allowed her to access the scholarship the university awarded to talented young people.

The more than five hundred kilometers that separated the dry Lavik from the center of Veniak posed no obstacles for her parents. Despite having agreed long ago that they wouldn't pay for her university studies—since none of their other three children had pursued tertiary education—when Mireia explained that they wouldn't have to pay anything, coupled with the stir that had been created in the town by the latest edition of the comic strip Mireia published in the local newspaper, they accepted her news of moving to Veniak without objection.

“Lavik is a dry land, where not even the grapes grow anymore, and brains dry up like raisins. I think even the air is rank with so many lives that have given up...”, Clementine, the main character of her comic book, would retort, in her parting words to the town, emulating what her creator would do in the following months.

A chorus of giggles sounded behind her. Mireia turned her gaze towards a group of girls walking away and whispering, in obvious reaction to her attire. She refrained from rolling her eyes and wondered if these echoes of high school would last only through the first year; she hoped so.

She unfolded the small piece of paper where the details of her accommodation in the residence were printed. North Building, Block A, she verified. She still had a good distance to cover, so she adjusted her backpack and continued dragging her small suitcase, crossing the courtyard, leaving several buildings and staircases behind, until she reached what would be her room for the next few years.

The sun was beginning to set when she entered through the wide, old-fashioned door. Its aged wood supported the vaulted stone ceiling. She continued checking her map and then confirmed the location with a group of girls heading in the opposite direction. «It's the next block, on the second floor. Are you sure that's where they assigned you a room? », they asked.

Mireia confirmed that it was and continued until she reached Block A. While the exterior structure was old, the interior looked like a charming boutique hotel. She knocked on the door, and after the third knock, a stunning blonde opened it.

—What 's going on? —, she asked curtly.

Mireia entered without waiting; her feet ached. Inside, there was another group of girls, together they were something like the golden quintuplets. Some were unpacking, others were doing their nails in a small lobby area. Along the sides were small beds, one was empty. She headed towards it, when the blonde behind her challenged her.

—May I ask what you're doing?

—Settling in. What does it look like? —. Mireia retorted in the same tone. The other four stopped what they were doing to pay attention.

—I don't think so. I mean...—, she added, gesturing towards Mireia's clothes—, there must be some mistake.

—There isn't—, Mireia replied, pulling the university paper with her residence details from her backpack. The young woman read it with narrowed eyes. Mireia placed her suitcase on the bed, but the annoying girl added,

—If I were you, I wouldn't do that...

—If the problem is the hair color, just tell me what tone you use...—. Mireia retorted without looking at them.

A murmur rippled through the room as the hostess made a call. Mireia couldn't make out what she was saying and continued unpacking, but more whispers arose, so she turned to face the group, meeting their scrutinizing gazes. 

She crossed her arms, waiting for whatever was going to happen. Judging by their death stares, they might just murder me. Or, even worse, they'd bewitch me and turn me into one of them. God forbid, she thought sarcastically.

—My name is Sasha Davonic, and I just got off the phone with my uncle, Jarkos Davonic. He's the vice president of the university's board of directors, and after reviewing your file, he has confirmed that there was an error. You shouldn't be in Building A, but in Building C—, Sasha declared.

—I don't think so—, Mireia replied, more out of surprise than disappointment, not having imagined what it would be like to live with such a group for a whole year.

—I'm so sorry—Sasha added with fake drama.

—I'd like to hear that from him—, Mireia stated.

More murmurs, and the annoyed look on the barbie doll's face as she reluctantly redialed the number and passed the call. From the other end, the relevant explanations and apologies for the "unusual error" were given.

Mireia shrugged and gathered her things, leaving the place. The only thing she regretted at that moment was having put on her hiking boots again, because her insteps were killing her.

Building C didn't differ much from A on the outside, except that it was on the university's edge, bordering a thick grove of trees; consequently, the commute from classrooms, the library, and the dining hall to the residence took them longer than it did for the rest of the students.

But inside, it was far from resembling a hotel; it was cold and gray, like the stone walls that enclosed everything, even the staircases. After asking several residents, she managed to find the wing's RA, a young Indian girl in her second year, who pointed her to the third floor, room 8E, as her future home for the next few years, and also handed her a sheet of paper with "coexistence recommendations."

As she climbed the stairs, she quickly read: -Always wear socks or flip-flops; the floor is always freezing, even in summer. -In winter, gather firewood from the forest to feed the fireplaces (the block lacks central heating). -Guard your keys, because the intercom doesn't work, and if you get locked out, possibly no one will hear you. -Take short showers, as the water heater cools down quickly, etc.

Mireia smiled. Everything she saw, touched, and breathed in was part of the realization of a dream, a longing she had held since she was little. Here she was, facing a new world alone, and with all the odds stacked against her, just as her parents had made sure she knew since she was a little child.

Her room was located at the end of the hallway. She hurried excitedly, while faint conversations, laughter, and the thud of drawers drifted from the other rooms. She smiled and finally opened the door. It was a smaller room than the blondes', and it only had two beds, which she found even more appealing.

She chose the bed located behind a piece of furniture that served as a desk, right in front of the balcony. She unloaded her things and took off her boots, not caring that the icy floor went right through her bones.

She wandered around the room, approached the fireplace in front of which there was a small futon, inspected the tiny kitchen with empty shelves except for a heater; then she went to the bathroom. The basics were there; it was little, but it was enough.

With a squeal, she ran to the bed and started jumping on it wildly, welcoming the beginning of a great dream and the mountain of challenges she would have to climb in the coming years. Yes! She had done it!
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CHAPTER III
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The first year didn't turn out to be as easy as she had anticipated; however, she endured it stoically, in the way she knew well. The academic workload was significant, but that wasn't the reason why she couldn't fall asleep for several nights. She reproached herself then that, despite everything that had happened in Lavik, she still felt something she didn't want to describe as nostalgia.

She analyzed that feeling for some time and accepted that, just like an animal that develops in a hostile environment and learns to survive in it, she too sought to return to what she had grown accustomed to—the constant emotional and mental survival—. No, she was no different from any living being.

But that kind of masochistic nostalgia, as she had labeled it in an episode of the comic book she continued to create in her scarce free time, waned after the first Christmas she spent away from home.

She swallowed hard against the knot that tightened in her throat, something that always happened when she remembered "everything that happened..., as her mother had put it. Only they didn't know what "everything" was, and she had decided to leave it that way forever; what was lost would never be recovered, and what had occurred lay buried in the past.

She shook off the discomfort that came with not being able to defend herself, though it had always been this way; they would push her away only to then lash out at her for being bad when she distanced herself, and as she grew older, it only worsened, as if what had happened with her sister, or the financial difficulties her family went through, had been her fault. Of course, the accident served to clothe her sister in mourning and compassion; and not long after, as a bride, the most beautiful of all brides.

That quickly, the accident faded into the background, and mourning dissolved into wedding preparations. Mireia kept her grief in a corner of her heart, along with the questions that arose about that time as she grew older and became a woman, but which she refused to answer. What would be the point if he was no longer there? she repeated to herself, letting the pain of her own experience blur with the pain of losing a friend.

Her mother, who would never acknowledge defeat, faced with the loss of the project for a better life she had crafted based on Lucrecia's advantageous marriage to Karl, stubbornly insisted on painting her daughter's new conquest in rosy hues. And since the lovebirds had fled, there was no other option than to stage a new romantic drama where her daughter Lucrecia would, of course, be the star.

She wouldn't allow all of Lavik to talk about anything other than the magnificent party. This was why all of her parents' savings were squandered on the celebration, based on Rocco's family's promise that they would provide for the newlyweds to live comfortably, as they indeed had resources. However, her mother hadn't counted on them becoming annoyed by the bride's endless demands, so the high standards required were replaced by those of an average life, in a simple house on the outskirts of Lavik.

There, they raised the two small children who had been born with little time in between, a situation that stressed the young mother and required constant visits to the psychologist, especially when she didn't feel sufficiently pampered by Rocco, who at least had assumed the responsibility of the marriage and started working as a mechanic to support the family. But since this job was far from what Lucrecia had yearned for in a husband, it subjected her to a constant state of frustration that led to depressive episodes, a situation that justified, in her parents' eyes, avoiding any interaction between Mireia and her sister, although, as we see, it was later used to accuse her of being a bad sister.

Mireia hid her face in her hands, trying to prevent the conversation from tearing new tears from her, because the truth was that no matter how much she tried, it still hurt. She was in the silent library, and the weight of a realization settled upon her: "There's no way to force a heart to love you," she thought. Her eyes scanned the thousands of volumes that covered the shelves; none explained the heart´s unreason.

She considered then that, although her mother's attitude hurt her for several reasons, all well-known—her parents' indifference, the unhealthy preference for her sister—there was something good in it, and perhaps she needed it. She had to take a step further, even if her heart bled, like that time when, playing in the backyard of her house, a piece of glass had pierced her heel. The pain was unbearable, but she knew that leaving it in her flesh would only prolong it, so, with tearful eyes and biting her lips, she pulled out the glass. The wound bled profusely, but after a few minutes it stopped, and the pain lessened as the wound closed.

In her analysis, the analogous situation required her to endure deep pain in order to later find relief. "This is no different," she told herself, and from that day on, she began to sever the umbilical cord that kept her tied to her family. Mireia was well aware that her family wasn't perfect, but it was the only one she had, and that was always better than nothing. Nevertheless, she had decided; it was hard, but she did it. It was the last time she called her mother.

That Christmas and New Year's, she spent alone, going to the forest to gather firewood, running on the athletic track, drawing and getting ahead with credits, reading, and taking small excursions into the city.

What a small treasure she had discovered! At first, she was somewhat fearful, typical of someone who had never gone beyond the limits of her hometown, but gradually, with each new revelation the city bestowed upon her, she gained courage. Although she didn't dare to explore it alone at night, she was content to capture the beginning of the sunsets.

She enjoyed sketching the water canals that crisscrossed the city; even with heavy snow, the landscape acquired a nostalgic and unique air. Several narrow streets and bustling cafes lined up parallel to the canals, and she incorporated them into the settings of her comic.

A couple of times, absorbed in the images she was discovering, the sun escaped her, giving way to night. Then she would hurry back to the residence, passing couples, groups of young people, solitary men. It was then that she wondered if she would ever cross paths with the one who would claim the affections of her orphaned heart, and instantly she would answer herself that it didn't matter, because she was enough to love herself, and most importantly, she would never betray herself.

She also liked the summers; she learned to discover the best times to go to the beach and capture the landscape in perfect light. Several photographs from the beach or the bridges hung on her wall, as well as sketches from her various academic subjects.

The long walks left her languid after a cold shower, and taking advantage of her roommate's absences, she would lie naked on the bed for a long time. They were learning sessions, she said, because in the solitary hours she learned to know her body, its reactions and needs; and when she experienced climax for the first time, she cried remembering that moment, because it was unique and not perfect; and there was no longer any way to piece together the broken illusions of that girl or the lost morality of that boy.

«I forgive you, » she would repeat in moments when the memory of his voice interrupted her silences, begging for it the last time she saw him, doing so while clutching the cross that hung on her chest from that day forward.

Sometimes she said it in her sleep, according to what her roommate had once told her. At first, she thought she was joking, but she ended up accepting it. Annette was the name of the blonde she shared the room with. She was good company when she didn't bring visitors to the small space, which happened frequently, especially when she returned from parties at one of the other residences.

She began her second year with the same routine, except that now she had more friends, not too many, but enough to spend a few hours with when the solitude became unbearable. However, when the long breaks arrived and the university village emptied out, she had to reinforce her determination for self-sufficiency so as not to fall into pitiful hours of isolation; nevertheless, her sketchbook, as she had learned since childhood, was always good company.

Summer vacation was starting in a few days, and a magical mix of youth, craziness, and pheromones floated in the air. Amita, the young woman who had welcomed her to the residence over a year ago, invited her to a party in Block B, which she later learned was the neutral block. According to what she was told, those who lived there weren't governed by the students' status or last names, but by "good vibes and a desire to party."

«We'll see, I haven't decided yet, » she replied. She wasn't sure about going; the last time she attended one of those parties, she got tired of fending off the advances of drunken idiots.

For her part, Annette had also invited her to another party, at the opposite end of the university village, where the boys' residences were located. Few qualified for these invitations, because, of course, you had to meet certain standards.

It wasn't the first time the French girl wanted her as a companion, and neither was it the first time Mireia had turned her down, because there was nothing attractive to her about that tribe of worshippers of insubstantial perfection, as she called them. 

«It's just for fun, you don't need to overthink it, » Annette replied, but even so, it didn't convince her. And it wasn't that she didn't appreciate beauty; on the contrary, she admired it, as much and as long as it was a reflection of something more valuable.

Later that night, she watched from the balcony as small groups headed towards the various parties for the last day of classes before the summer break. Not many were staying behind, but she was sure there were enough to cause a ruckus. «See ya, Mire!» Annette warbled from the doorway. «Take care! » she replied, and when she turned to look at her, she only caught a glimpse of her small butt covered by a minimal piece of fabric. She rolled her eyes, and then noticed something on her bed.

Annette had left her an impossibly tight pair of jeans, along with a turquoise top that Mireia loved, and heels that looked like stilts.

Amused, she decided to try on the clothes. She struggled to pull on the pants and then adjusted the top that revealed her midriff. She looked at her figure in the mirror that her roommate had brought with her other belongings. She was surprised to see how she looked, then she slipped on the heels and concluded that she looked: attractive! 

She let down her long brown hair that fell in uneven spikes to her lower back. Seeing herself like this, as a woman, stirred a dormant thought she thought she had left behind: "Could you wait for me a few years?" "I'll be older, and maybe I'll be a little prettier," and she simply broke down as she recognized that those olive-green eyes would never see her this way.

With heavy steps, she went to her bed and slowly took off the clothes, dried her tears, and, agitated as she was, knew she wouldn't sleep until her brain shut down from exhaustion. She then went to her desk and began to sketch frantically. It had worked; she barely managed to put on her small cotton shorts and the holey t-shirt she used as pajamas, lay down, and fell asleep.

Her sleep was fitful; she would wake up in brief spells, restless. At one point, she thought she heard someone knocking on the door, but then the sound of banging intensified. She sat up in bed, straining her ears, thinking it was just a dream, but no; there it was again: "knock, knock, knock." She shook her head, imagining her roommate was so drunk she couldn't find the lock. The banging repeated. «I'm coming, » she announced, and opened the door.
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​CHAPTER IV
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Mireia didn't know what surprised her more: the perfect, slender figure that seemed to have stepped out of one of her comics, or the way he looked at her while leaning against the wall opposite her door. She rubbed her eyes, checking that her perception wasn't a product of drowsiness. No, it wasn't.

He moved towards her, and the dim light of her room gave him the air of a fallen angel, just as she would have drawn him. Her gaze traced his silhouette, and she read the words on his flannel shirt: "Every act of creation is above all an act of destruction," before finally reacting.

—Annette's at the party, — she said, assuming that's who he was looking for.

—So, Annette, huh? —, he replied, amused, leaning against the doorframe. His voice sounded friendly, like someone ready for a long chat.

—Hey, how did you get in without keys? —. Mireia asked, now more awake and half-closing the door.

—I'm a resourceful man—he replied nonchalantly—. By the way, you don't need to be afraid of me...

—Mireia.

—Mireia—, he repeated with a slight nod towards her—. I'm Baruch, it's a pleasure—, he greeted, extending his hand in the small space she left. She shook it cautiously.

—So, what are you doing here, Baruch?

—Well, your roommate and I... we met at the party, and we agreed to meet here.

Mireia analyzed the information for a moment and asked:

—Tell me, how long ago was that?

—Twenty minutes? More or less...

—Forgive me for asking, but was she drunk?

He gave her the most beautiful smile in the world and, slightly embarrassed, declared:

—Well, not as much as the others...

—Okay. Wait a second—, she requested and closed the door.

Before he could wonder what was happening, she reappeared wearing sweatpants and the same holey t-shirt, and while tying her tangled hair into a loose bun, she said:

—I think I know where she is. Could you give me a hand?

—Anything you want—, he replied with an ease that made Mireia wonder if it was the product of being a natural charmer, or if she elicited that reaction in him. She decided to stop dwelling on it; he had come for his friend, and now they were going to look for her.

—May I ask where you're taking me? I'm not in the habit of following a stranger—, he pointed out behind her, which provoked a silent smile from Mireia.

—Don't worry, I swear we won't do anything you'd be ashamed of—, she replied, looking at him over her shoulder. She caught him smiling and shaking his head.

After descending to the main entrance, she led him towards the opposite sector from their rooms. They went down a few steps, and the illuminated lobby was left behind, giving way to a dimly lit room with two vaulted corridors opening in opposite directions.

—Not that I don't trust you, but this place is a worthy haven for any bloodsucker—, he commented.

—I know, it is creepy. But, it's just that my friend, when she drinks, loses all sense of space and location; she takes the wrong hallway and ends up in the laundry room—, she explained. And she stopped right in front of Annette, who was sleeping on a pile of sheets waiting to be washed.

—Wow! At least she didn't end up in the restrooms—, the young man beside her exclaimed.

—So, what do you say? Will you help me carry her?

—Your wish is my command, madame—, he replied, and with astonishing ease, he scooped Annette into his arms and carried her to their room, three floors up.

Mireia, now following behind him, took her time analyzing that slender, tall body. His dark jeans accentuated his toned thighs, and his black t-shirt detailed all the musculature of his back. "Good choice, Annette. Good choice," she thought, amused.

She opened the door to the room for him and indicated where to put her. He carefully placed her on her side and covered her with a blanket, then turned to Mireia and said:

—It would be good to have a bucket handy, just in case.

She immediately went to the kitchen and brought back a small saucepan. He watched, amused, and added:

—Remind me not to accept a dinner invitation...

—Don't worry, I don't know how to cook. On the other hand, Annette has a good touch; I've tried her omelets—, she commented, arms crossed, then turned to the girl who
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