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Prologue

The evening began to bid farewell to the astral colony. The sun coloured the sky, forming a rare beautiful orange canvas. A pretty young woman, with silky brown hair, the ends of which swayed gently over her shoulders, smiled for the first time in years. Her greenish eyes gazed at the horizon, and she thanked the Creator for being alive and filled with the desire to start anew. Immediately, she felt a little flutter in her stomach.

Recommend? she asked herself, in an almost inaudible voice. Am I ready? 

She continued walking. She stopped near a beautiful flower garden and saw some benches. She decided to sit down, because she still felt tired. She settled her slender body on the wooden bench, closed her eyes, and breathed in the scent of the flowers. In front of her was a fountain carved in marble, from whose half–open lips little angels were pouring crystal clear, energizing water.

The young woman stretched, raising her hands in the air and yawned. She stood up, walked slowly to the fountain and bent down until her hands touched the clear, cool water. She pressed her hands together, forming a shell. She brought the crystalline liquid to her lips and savoured with pleasure. She wiped her lips with the back of her hands. She closed her eyes again and smiled.

 How blessed to be alive! she exclaimed.

– Talking to yourself? a familiar voice asked, behind her.

– The young woman turned his face and broke into a wide smile.

– Lola! 

– How are you? 

– Very well! he replied with a smile. The water is delicious. don’t you want to try? 

Lola was a spirit whose luminosity made her even more beautiful. She had an angelic face, but her green, crystalline eyes conveyed impressive strength. She approached the fountain, took some fresh water and drank 

– Mmm. I agree with you. It's really good. 

– I was tired of staying in the room. One of the nurses let me walk to the garden. 

– That's good. Your spirit needs movement. It's been so long. 

– The treatment has been helping me a lot to remember my last life on Earth. I've started to see everything more clearly. 

– Are you sure? 

– Yes, she replied, determined. I found out who killed me. 

– Really? You were killed? 

– Yes, Lola. It's difficult to forgive someone who took away your physical life, but in the face of eternity and understanding the cycle of reincarnation, I realize it was what had to happen. 

– You attracted the kind of death that was most aligned with your way of being. You allowed yourself to be suffocated by the negativity of others. You didn't listen to yourself.

– I know that. I was reckless, had a fiery temper. I've always been very manipulative and controlling. I was nervous and couldn't stand being contradicted. I never wanted to see the truth.

– Getting caught in an illusion and not wanting to see can lead to eye problems. It's better to learn not to fear what we see, even if it might hurt us.

– My eyes have been a bit cloudy – she put her hand to her mouth and asked, bewildered, Am I going to return blind? 

– No. Your perispirit didn't get to the point of impairing your vision. Maybe you'll be born with a little issue, a small remnant that your spirit needs to expel.

– What else can you tell me?

– I believe you have the means to see him again. The young woman felt another flutter in her stomach.

– Meet him? Why?

– You yourself said you understood everything that happened to you in your last existence. You even stated that it was tough, but you forgave. Are you sure you really know how everything happened? Did you see the facts with the eyes of your soul?

– Affirmative – she nodded. – The technicians from the Reincarnation Department showed me everything I asked to see. No detail was missing.

– Then I don't see a reason to avoid meeting him again.

– I know what happened, I'm aware, and I've forgiven everyone. So, I ask you: meet him for what?

Lola smiled and accompanied her back to the bench. They sat down. She took the young woman's hands and looked into her eyes.

– I know it would be too much to ask for you to find it again at this time. I also know that you spent many years in the nether regions accusing each other. The dark period has passed, and both were granted the right to return to the planet.

– Are we going back together? asked the young woman, surprised.

– He is getting ready. He is set to be reborn next year. 

The young woman opened and closed her mouth. Then she nibbled her lips, thoughtful. She inquired, curious:

– And the others? 

– Some have already reincarnated. Others will do so at an opportune moment. What matters is that you will be able to return; however, given the past, you will need to focus on overcoming rejection. 

– Are you telling me that my mother will be there too? 

– You both need to reconcile. Forgiveness here in the astral world is of no use if the same doesn’t occur in the next reincarnation stage, with the veil of forgetfulness over past memories. 

You will go through some experiences for your spirit to learn this feeling. The young woman lowered her head. She knew that overcoming rejection would be a significant step in her evolutionary journey. She felt that she needed to face situations that would make her confront this monster that had hurt her so much in some lifetimes. She took a deep breath and looked directly at Lola.

– I'm ready. I know I'm strong, and I have friends here in the astral who will inspire positive thoughts in me. I will win. 

– I'm glad you think that way. Tomorrow we'll go to the Reincarnation Department to finalize details for your next life on Earth. 

– Should I go back soon? 

– If all goes well, you should reincarnate in four or five years. 

– Will it really take that long, Lola? 

– Be grateful and seize this opportunity. Not everyone has the privilege of planning their return to Earth. Time passes by too quickly here. Before you know it, you'll be back. 

– I was born, died in 1915. According to my calculations, after spending those dreadful years in that zone, I think it’s been about twenty years. Am I correct?

– You have a talent for organization, but you're not so good with calculations, Lola replied with a broad smile. Your spirit has a knack for administration and the arts. Your sense of time is quite mistaken.

– Why is that?

– Earth has just reached the mid–1970s.

– The young woman put her hand to her mouth to stifle a gasp of astonishment.

– I'm dead, she did a quick calculation with her fingers – which means I've been living here in the astral for at least sixty years? All of this?

– Let's be realistic, it's not such a long time. It's the average time a spirit spends between one incarnation and another, also known as the period of errancy. You see, dear, it all depends on the level of awareness of the spirit. Some stay here for a very short time. Others, according to need, stay a bit longer. I've been here for quite a while and still have no plans to return. But you still have a few more courses to take and need to prepare for your new reincarnation. If all goes as planned, Lola made a graceful gesture with her head, you should be reborn in four or five years, around 1980.

– 1980! I can't even believe it. The world must be very different from the one I knew.

– In some respect, yes. Technology has advanced significantly, but individuals continue to face and overcome the same fears, traumas, and prejudices. The human mind still advances at a slow pace. In the face of eternity, what's the rush?

They both smiled, and the beautiful young woman rested her hands on her spiritual friend's.

– I will come back and I will conquer.

– I will root for you. Now it's time to go back to your room. Shall we?

The young woman nodded. They held their friend's hand and walked back through the courtyard to the building. She said goodbye to Lola, entered the room, and looked around. She smiled. She made a small prayer of thanks and lay back down. She would return to Earth soon. She felt ready to overcome the rejection that had been bothering her, taking the next step in the progress of her spirit.

 

 


Part I 

The story of the parents

 

 


Chapter 1

 

 

That afternoon a thunderstorm had just blown in, relieving the strong heat that had persisted in the city for a few days. The rain drove people away from the funeral procession. Many lefts without saying goodbye to the family. The sisters Alzira and Arlete, aged seventeen and eighteen respectively, were inconsolable. Tears rolled down incessantly, and it was with great effort that Alzira controlled her sobbing. He blew his nose and opened the raft. Quickly picking up the book that was crumpled and the cover worn.

– I need to get better, she said to herself.

Arlete squeezed her sister's hand and tried to smile:

– This book that we've read and reread so many times... is it a coincidence?

Alzira opened it to a marked and well–worn page of “Odes of the Countryside.” She read a few lines with great emotion: the letter that the character Olivia left for her beloved before she died. A new tear rolled down her flushed face.

– I don't know if it's a coincidence, Arlete. But Mom’s death on the exact same day as the writer Erice Veríssimo makes me feel closer to him and his characters. It's as if this cry is for Mom and for him.

They heard a voice behind them, scolding them:

– But could it be the devil? Don’t you even respect while the priest is talking? Where is the respect for your mother? 

Alzira needed to breathe and let out the air a few times. Arlete squeezed her hand in a gesture of solidarity.

– Look who's talking! He barely helped take care of her, he's eyeing that hussy Gisele, and on top of that, he's trying to scold us?

– What will become of our lives when we return home? – Alzira asked, nervously.

– I don't know...

Arlete was about to speak, but the priest raised his voice and asked the few present to join hands and recite the Lord's Prayer while Josefa's coffin was lowered to the bottom of the tomb...

The girls took a white rose that was attached to the only wreath they had sent to the wake and gently placed it on the coffin.

– Go with God, Mommy – Arlete said.

– We'll pray for your soul – Alzira added.

Olair said nothing. He muttered something and hurried away. Gisele appeared out of nowhere, from behind a tree, and approached Olair. She was dressed in black, as protocol demanded, but it was extremely tight, accentuating her well–shaped curves. Olair smiled and approached the young woman. She whispered something in his ear, he shook his head from side to side, and smiled again. Then he offered his arm to her, and they harvested. 

Alzira looked at her sister and spoke in a tone of complete disapproval:

– That snake is leaving the cemetery arm in arm with Dad. Can you believe that?

– If someone told me, I'd have a hard time believing it – Arlete replied. – Gisele has been watching her father since her mother got sick... I bet she's making her move now.

– Dad can do whatever he wants with his life, as long as he respects Mom's memory.

A lady approached and bid farewell to the girls. Then another woman, in her forties, exuding sympathy and compassion, greeted them.

– My name is Celia, and I liked your mom very much – she said to Alzira.

– We've never seen you at our house – Arlete replied.

– Olair wouldn't allow me to visit Josefa. I prayed for your mother in my home, wishing for a peaceful passing.

The girls didn't understand what Celia was talking about. She smiled and, before saying goodbye, spoke in a tone that exuded serenity:

– Death isn’t the end.

Alzira and Arlete nodded.

– Is it? – Arlete asked.

– When you want, come visit me. We can talk about anything – Celia took out a notepad and a pen from her bag. She wrote down her address and handed the piece of paper to Arlete.

This is your Ariovaldo's address, the school guard.

– And my husband – Celia replied.

– We like your Ariovaldo – Alzira responded. – He has always been very nice to us.

– We'll visit them – Arlete said.

– You'll be welcome.

Celia bid farewell and left. A handful of more people said their goodbyes, and in the early evening, Arlete and Alzira held hands and left the cemetery towards their home.

Upon arriving home, after walking a few blocks, they didn't find Olair.

– He probably went to cry in the arms of that tramp – Arlete muttered.

– Don't speak that way. We're in mourning.

– Why do you say that? We're in mourning, but what about Dad? Is Gisele really evil?

– Alzira, you always see the good side of people.

– Mom raised us this way.

– Reality is different. Some people are good, others more or less, some are good and not so good and there are those who were born crooked, naturally bad. Gisele is part of the last group.

– You're different from me – Alzira sighed as she started preparing chicken soup. – Is she really as bad as we imagine? Or are we jealous because daddy is interested in her? 

Arlete laughed and threw her head back.

– Imagine us being jealous! Dad hardly talks to us. I'm sure he'll soon fall for her, and he might even marry this harlot.

– Mom just died.

– I know, Alzira, but Dad is a man and doesn't think with his head. He's always had a weakness for women. We know he cheated on Mom. He was always unfaithful.

– Will he remarry? If he does, we'll be out on the street.

– Not at all. This house is as much ours as it is his. Half of it belongs to me and you.

– I know, Arlete, but don't forget that Dad always used to throw in our face that he had to wake up early, work to support three women.

– I'm a good person, but I have limits. Dad, I’m not going to get this sacrificial talk. If he put me in the world, patience...

The girls talked, cried a bit more, and didn't even watch the soap opera that night. They were very sad and, in the last year, had devoted themselves entirely to taking care of their mother's fragile health. It was a Saturday night, and they wanted and needed to rest. They needed to sleep and relax their bodies, minds, and spirits.

Both of them were physically and emotionally exhausted. It had been over a year since Josefa had been suffering from cancer that had taken over her entire body. Olair didn't have health insurance, and Josefa had to be admitted to a public hospital. At that time, the healthcare wasn’t as poor as it is today. The doctors did everything they could. When they realized that Josefa's condition was only getting worse and that the cancer would overcome her, they fulfilled her request and allowed her to return home to die.

The girls took care of Josefa with great affection. They gave her baths, changed her clothes, administered treatments, and medications, and cared for their mother with diligence and love. Olair was rarely at home and showed little interest in his wife's illness. He had bought a cot and preferred to sleep in his tailor shop. He felt nauseated by the smell of morphine and, using this as an excuse, avoided participating in his wife's care. Olair was a tailor and practiced his trade in a small rented shop on the corner, a few blocks from their house.

Alzira and Arlete attended a public school and didn't work because Olair claimed he couldn't afford a domestic worker. He would often remind his daughters that they had come into the world and were expensive. If they had a bed to sleep in and food on the table, that wasn't all.; such privileges didn't fall from the sky.

Therefore, the girls had to give something in return. They woke up early, made their beds, prepared breakfast, and tended to their mother's needs. They went to school, returned, and prepared lunch. In the afternoon, they took care of the house, the laundry, dinner, and Josefa. It was a tough life. The girls had little time to watch TV or even go out with friends. Olair wouldn’t let them. 

Meanwhile, Arlete had taken a typing course because she had won a magazine contest and received a full scholarship. She was a diligent young woman, and in six months, she completed the course.

Alzira gave Portuguese tutoring lessons, and the little money she earned was used to buy medication to alleviate her mother's pain caused by the illness.

Arlete had repeated the first grade, so she and Alzira always studied together and had just finished high school, equivalent to today's high school education. Alzira loved literature and devoured books from the school library. She was a fan of Orígenes Lessa and Erico Veríssimo. She had read “The bean and the dream” by Lessa and classics like “Clarissa” and “Look at the lilies of the field” by Veríssimo multiple times. She had a penchant for studying languages and was very skilled in the kitchen. Alzira was an excellent cook. With her mother's passing, she didn't know what her future held. Perhaps she and Arlete would seek employment and take care of their own lives. They felt that they couldn't rely on their father from then on.

The days passed quickly, and the first of several checks arrived on Christmas Eve. Alzira and Arlete didn't want to do anything. They had no desire to celebrate the holiday that year. They were still in mourning. Josefa had passed away less than a month ago, and they couldn't wait for the holiday season to be over. They wanted to quickly move into the next year and forget that difficult year.

Olair arrived at the house shortly after six in the evening. He was carrying a Christmas basket in one hand and a giant turkey in the other.

Arlete shook her head from side to side several times.

– What’s that?! 

– I got it from a wealthy client in Jardim França. He gave me the basket and the turkey.

– We've explained to you several times that we don't want to celebrate anything. Mom passed away recently, and...

Olair abruptly interrupted.

– Enough whining! I am the owner of this house, and you should respect me. I'm tired of seeing you crying in corners, kissing and crying over your mother's picture.

– Of course, we cry. We miss Mom – Alzira said.

– It's natural – added Arlete.

– Natural is to put all this aside, for heaven's sake! Josefa is dead, and she won't come back. Can't you accept reality? You're a grown woman. You should be working and taking better care of this house instead of crying – Olair ran his finger across the top of the refrigerator and showed his dusty finger – See? That's what I'm talking about. You can't even clean the house properly.

– You don't have the right to speak to us like that – Alzira argued. – Respect our grief.

Olair put the turkey on the table and smiled disdainfully. 

– Well, well. I'm the father, and if another tear falls because of your mother, I'll use the belt.

Arlete knew the conversation was about to heat up. She asked mockingly:

– What are you going to do with this turkey and the basket?

– Our Christmas dinner. You'll put this bird in the oven right now.

– Impossible – Alzira replied. – A turkey this size takes hours to roast. Besides, it needs to be seasoned and left to marinate in the sauce for a day.

– Aren't you the smart one who knows how to cook? Well, turn this thing into something edible. Today.

– But it needs to be seasoned, as I said. Only if it's for tomorrow – Alzira replied, with all the patience in the world.

Olair shrugged his shoulders. 

– No problem. There's plenty in this basket – he pointed – I'll go to the bakery on the corner and get some mayonnaise, stuffing, and a pork loin. We'll have our Christmas dinner.

– But... – Alzira tried to argue again.

Olair replied curtly:

– Gisele is coming to have dinner with us.

– Ah, now I get it – Arlete intervened with a mocking laugh. – So, we don't need turkey. We'll have chicken for dinner.

Alzira laughed and barely noticed when Olair's arm swung, and his large, open hand hit Arlete's face square. Slap! The slap was strong. She felt dizzy for a moment.

– Never speak of Gisele that way again – Olair warned in a threatening tone. – If you ever speak ill of the girl again, besides receiving more severe slaps, I'll give you a beating that will ruin your race, besides marking you for the rest of your life, you wretch. Why did I have children? Why?

Olair spoke with anger, spun on his heels, and left. He slammed the living room door hard. Alzira ran to her sister.

– Are you okay, Arlete?

– Mm–hmm.

– Did it hurt?

– Aren't you used to this slapping? Remember when we were little? We were always getting slapped without knowing why. 

– We grew up being slapped. Mom tried to help, but the poor thing got even more.

– Dad is rude, a brute. He doesn't know how to deal with people. He didn't like Mom, and he doesn't like us, Alzira.

– He never gave us a kiss or a hug.

– I hope he suffers a lot.

– Don't call me like that – Alzira said, while helping Arlete regain her composure. – Dad doesn't know what he's saying.

– But he knows what he does. He loves hitting us. I'm tired of all of this.

– Our life is so dull. Now that Mom is dead, I feel like getting out of here.

Arlete had an idea.

– Why don't we pack our bags and leave?

– Leave?

– Yes.

– How? Where?

– We can look for a boarding house for young ladies. Marivaldo's daughter from the butcher shop, after getting pregnant, went to live in a boarding house near the convent.

– That boarding house only accepts pregnant girls. That's not our situation – Alzira justified.

– Or we can try to find Aunt Lurdes.

– Aunt Lurdes? If Dad hears us mention her name...

– She's our only living close relative. She's Dad's sister. Mom always spoke of Aunt Lurdes with affection.

– We can think about looking for her. However, we don't have a photo, address, or anything.

– We'll find her, Alzira.

– Well, let's think about it tonight. We don't want to stay here.

– He can't do this to us – Arlete said, shaking her head from side to side. It's terrible. He's suffering from the memory of our mother. Worse, he's not respecting our grief.

– I don't think it's fair either.

– How about we bail? – Arlete suggested, in a defiant manner.

– Spend Christmas night where? On the street?

– We can go to school. Your Ariovaldo, the janitor, is our friend. His wife was very kind to us.

– I liked Mrs. Celia. There was so much warmth in her voice when she came to greet us at the cemetery – Alzira said, smiling. – But thinking about going to someone else's house without an invitation? Isn't that rude?

– It's Christmas night, Alzira. We'll only stay a little while so we don't have to have dinner with that harlot Gisele.

– I don't know...

– Alzira, stop being so timid. Do you want to stay here and put up with that tramp?

– I couldn't bear it.

– We don't have any other choice. Let's go.

– Dad will be furious.

– Nothing will. He might get a little mad at first, but then he'll thank God for being alone with the snake. He's more in the mood to go out with that ordinary girl than to celebrate Christmas with his family. 

Alzira agreed. It was better to be out of the house. She couldn't bear to see her father holding Gisele and celebrating a night when she'd rather be locked in her room, reading Erico Verissimo, trying to absorb the sweetness and understanding of Olivia, the classic character from the book.

– Let's get ready.

– For what? – added Arlete. – Dad will be back soon. I don't want to see his face until tomorrow.

– You're right. Let's go.

The two of them left, rounded the corner, and headed to the school. The building was dark, and there was no sign of the janitor.

– It's Christmas night – said Alzira. – The streets are empty.

– They must be at home. Here's the address that Mrs. Celia gave us – Arlete said. – We'll ring the doorbell, and...

Ariovaldo, the janitor, appeared and greeted them:

– What are you doing here? It's getting dark.

They exchanged glances, and Arlete said:

– Mr. Ariovaldo, for God's sake! We came here looking for you.

– Really?

– Yes. We'd like to go to your house, and...

Alzira protested:

– It's not that we want to go to your house, but...

Arlete interrupted:

– We don't want to spend Christmas at home.

He nodded.

– I understand. That house has become very sad since Josefa passed away.

– That’s right. Our father wants to have dinner, and we don't want to. We're not in the mood to celebrate anything.

– Why not celebrate? I understand your pain. Losing a loved one always causes us great inner suffering. However, everything is temporary, and soon we will all be reunited.

– We buried our mother – Arlete said sadly. – It's all over.

Ariovaldo gently placed his hand on the young woman's.

– Death is not the end.

– Your wife told us the same thing at the funeral – Arlete noted.

– Celia and I have a different view of life and death – Ariovaldo replied with a smile.

– There was a time – Alzira added – when our mother told us she believed in the continuation of life after the body's death. She was sick, bedridden, and one day she said that her mother had come to visit her in the room.

Arlete was surprised:

– I never knew that!

Alzira smiled.

– Mom liked to talk to me about these things. Remember my nightmares?

– Of course!

– Mom took me to Mrs. Augusta, and I was blessed. After a few prayers, I never had those nightmares again. When Mom was given up by the doctors and came back home, she confided in me that she saw her mother in the room from time to time.

– That's impossible. Grandma died before we were born. Mom must have been hallucinating – Arlete changed her tone of voice and stood up straight, posing as an adult know–it–all.

– The doctors said she could lose her mind – Ariovaldo intervened in the conversation.

Alzira shivered and clung to her sister's arms.

– I'm afraid of ghosts.

– I'm not – Arlete replied. – You can talk about these things with me. I'm grown up and not scared.

Alzira was about to protest, but Ariovaldo, realizing that the conversation wouldn't end, invited them:

– Come and have dinner with us. It would be a pleasure to have you. Celia will love it, but, I must warn you, it's a very simple house.

– We also live in a very simple house – added Alzira. – Are you sure we won't be a bother to your wife? We don't want to gatecrash your dinner.

Ariovaldo laughed.

– You two won't be gate crashers. Celia and I don't have any relatives in São Paulo. Our only daughter got married early, and her husband was transferred to Argentina.

– I'd love to visit Argentina – Alzira sighed. – We've never left São Paulo.

– Once, many years ago, Dad took us, very reluctantly, to spend a few days in Praia Grande – Arlete added.

– Iara sent us some pictures of her and her husband in Buenos Aires. I'll show them to you, Alzira.

– Oh, I'd love to see them, Ariovaldo. One day I'll go there.

– Of course, you will – he checked his watch and continued:

– We usually have dinner around eight o'clock. We're almost on schedule.

The two sisters exchanged glances and nodded.

Ariovaldo smiled and concluded:

– It will be a very pleasant evening. You'll love it.

  

 


Chapter 2

 

 

In another part of the city, in the Morumbi region, the staff was busy with the final preparations for the grand dinner. Gradually, numerous guests started arriving at the elegant mansion of the businessman America Gumercindo Calini. An invitation to any event at his house was highly sought after. Artists, businessmen, politicians, and the cream of São Paulo's society all adored him.

America was very friendly and had a strong charisma. He was tall and elegant with bright green eyes, and his features reflected European heritage. He had a head of thick, slightly silver hair, combed back neatly. His clothes always fit him impeccably. He had an athletic build and was highly sought after. He came from a humble family of Italian immigrants who had arrived in São Paulo in the early 20th century. After years of hard work, his grandfather had established a grocery store that sold various goods. The small shop expanded, eventually branching into three large markets, and a few years later, America's father established one of the first supermarket chains in the country. 

America had one more brother, Adamo, who had a passion for architecture. He chose to finish his studies in Italy and visited Brazil from time to time, maintaining a strong relationship with America, exchanging letters regularly. America and his daughter visited Adamo frequently.

Américo now managed the network, which had grown significantly, reaching the interior and also other capitals of the country. 

In his youth, America had a girlfriend with whom he was deeply in love. They were very much in love and made plans for a wedding; however, at a party filled with a lot of drinking, the boy had an affair with a young woman and got her pregnant.

Aware of his slip, America reluctantly ended his relationship and entered into an arranged marriage with Amelia Vaz, a woman from a prestigious São Paulo family. 

Their marriage was a notable event, covered in the magazines of the time because it involved a nouveau–riche man marrying into the São Paulo elite, descendants of the coffee barons.

A few months after their marriage, Amelia gave birth to a beautiful daughter, Valeria. Unfortunately, Amelia died due to severe haemorrhaging just days after giving birth. In the face of such a tragic event, America became the most beloved, celebrated, and sought–after widower of his time. He tried to find his former girlfriend, his one true love, but she had disappeared without a trace. He even hired a detective, but to no avail. The woman had vanished. Disillusioned and heartbroken, he decided to stay single and dedicated himself entirely to his work. His business thrived, and he raised his daughter on his own.

Valeria had just turned eighteen, and America, who fulfilled her every wish, had bought her a brand–new car as her Christmas gift. The car was hidden in the garage and would be her surprise present.

The young woman was beautiful, taking after her father. She had a slim figure with well–defined curves. Valeria also had green eyes that perfectly complemented her naturally wavy auburn hair. The freckles on her face gave her the appearance of a mischievous girl.

Usually the spoiled side? It showed up when she wanted her father to do what she wanted. With her friends and even with her employees she was cordial and very friendly and, perhaps from past experience, she was terrified of children. She fled from a child, or from contact with him, as the devil flees from the cross.

Valeria had a deep affection for America. When she was around ten years old, he had tried dating a few women, but those relationships never went far. Valeria always found a way to disrupt her father's romantic involvements. Then, when she entered adolescence and began to feel attracted to boys, she became more malleable, to the point of changing her attitude and starting to think about finding someone for her father.

– Even more now – she said to herself as she adjusted her appearance in front of the bathroom mirror.

– Now what? – asked Natalia, her friend since childhood.

Natalia was the only person on the face of the Earth, excluding Americo, for whom Valeria was very fond of and trusted. Valeria told her friend absolutely everything about her life. Natalia, in turn, was very attached to Valeria, because she had a heart of butter and often got into a bad mood because she didn't know how to say no. She thought she needed to resign herself and accept her life. She believed that she needed to resign herself and accept situations without forcing herself to change them. If something adverse happened to her, it was because it had to do with some wrong action in a past life.

Natalia was deeply involved in spiritualism and often tried to convert people to accept the world of spirits. Valeria didn't pay much attention to that side of Natalia. She liked her friend just the way she was. When Natalia started talking about accepting negative astral influences without question, Valeria would counter with, “I'm in control of my own thoughts. Nobody has power over me”.

Valeria tossed her hair and applied a little perfume on her chest and neck.

– My father has never looked more handsome, and we've never had this much money. He was named Businessman of the Year, and there will be women flocking to him.

– There have always been women falling at the feet of your father, Natalia added, while fixing her bun.

– I know that.

– You're not telling me you're jealous of your father? I thought that phase was behind you.

– It is. I don't play the daughter who tries to sabotage her father's relationships anymore. I've moved on. I would really like my father to find a girlfriend, a woman who genuinely cares for him. Most of them are after his money.

– That's a fact.

– I won't allow any woman to get close to him for financial gain. My father is good and deserves a loving companion in his old age. He should have a woman who truly loves him, not this horde of fake women who want jewellery and a life of luxury. My father is not a financial institution; he's a man with feelings.

– I agree. Don't forget that your dad can spot a gold–digger from a mile away. He knows how to handle it.

Despite her peculiar views on spirituality, Natalia was an enchanting girl. Daughter of parents who had once been wealthy, she got along well with Valeria. Natalia's family had lost their fortune. Her father was fond of card games, and over the years, they had lost everything to pay off debts that kept piling up. Her parents separated, and she and her mother moved to a more modest neighbourhood to start over.

Natalia's mother, Elenice, studied and passed a civil service exam to become a public-school teacher. She was a woman with a balanced temperament and paid no attention to the judgement of friends who criticised her for being a divorced woman. In those days, a divorced woman was often ostracised by society, with friends distancing themselves, fearing that she might pursue their husbands. This social torment would only subside with the approval of the divorce law.

Elenice was unfazed by societal expectations. She was a woman of strong convictions who knew her worth. She met Milton, a man in his forties who was retired from the local municipality and lived a few blocks away. They married in Uruguay and lived in a modest but tastefully decorated home due to the refined education and luxurious life Elenice had experienced in the past.

Natalia had just taken her entrance exams for architecture. Of average height with a well–proportioned figure, she caught the attention of young men more for her gentle and sweet demeanour than for her physical appearance.

She smiled at her reflection in the mirror.

– We look beautiful.

– We don't just look beautiful, – Valeria concluded. – We are beautiful.

– Mom must be worried. We've been in this room for a long time.

– You're right, – Valeria agreed. – And, to be honest, I need to act surprised. Daddy thinks I don't know, but that Maverick in the garage is going to be my Christmas present.”

– Wow! – Natalia exclaimed. – It's a very nice car. By the way, has your driver's licence been issued?”

– Not yet, – Valeria replied. – The unlucky clerk decided to go on vacation and won't be back until after the holidays.

– Better not use the car until...

Valeria interrupted her friend. – Hey, are you crazy? Do you think I'm not going to drive my brand–new car?

– Do you know how to drive, but you don't have a licence? Don't get into trouble.

– Dario can drive.

Natalia frowned. Valeria noticed and, while adjusting hoop earrings in her ears, said, – You really don't like him, do you?

– I've been your friend forever. You know what I think of Dario. You've always been spoiled.

Valeria interrupted her – Don't exaggerate.

– My friend, you always wanted your father to do everything you wanted. I remember you were less reckless, you started getting into trouble after Taviño's death and you started going out with Darío. 

– What trouble? Going out to dance at a nightclub and having fun is getting into trouble? I like to have fun.

– Bearing the energetic burden of the environment. If I go into a disco, I hear about all the bad stuff that's in there 

– Why not pick up the good stuff?

– Because there's nothing good in a nightclub?

– Don't be a killjoy. There are plenty of people who go out at night to dance, relax, chill out, meet someone, hook up... The night can be very good, or very bad, it depends on your head and not on the “energy” of the place. 

– We think differently. I prefer to stay home and read.

– Each one does what they think is best. I prefer going out.

– Back to Dario. Even if I'm the quirky friend who feels things, I don't like him.

– He's good for me. Dario helped me get through it when I lost my ex–boyfriend.

– You weren't in love with Taviño. It was a high school romance, a passing thing. I know you well, and I know you never loved him. Besides, you were fifteen at the time; you didn't even know what love was.

– You're right. But Dario is a good guy.

– He might be a decent person, Valeria, but he likes drinking and drugs. What kind of future do you expect next to a guy who enjoys drugs?”

– It's just a phase. Who said I'm going to marry Dario?

– But you… – Natalia blushed, – you... have an intimate relationship with him!”

– So what? It doesn't mean I'm going to marry him. Wake up, Natalia. I'm just enjoying life. That's all.

Natalia turned her head from side to side in disbelief. – You're so beautiful! There are so many more interesting guys at your feet. What do you think of Lauro Vasconcellos? He's the son of that Supreme Court justice, Robertinho.

– They're not for me.

– Dario isn't for you either. Think and reflect, dear. Natalia reflected –. Re–evaluate your feelings. Don't waste your time on things that don't make you happy. 

– I'll think about it. You're capable of saying things that make me think sometimes.

– It stirs in a good way. I genuinely like you.

Natalia hugged Valeria and kissed her on the cheek.

– Know that I'll always be by your side, no matter what happens.

Valeria got emotional and stepped back, wiping her eyes with the back of her hand.

– Stop talking like that. This way, we'll spend hours redoing all the makeup.

They laughed, and as they left the room and walked down the hallway, Natalia noticed a different picture frame on a dresser.

– I don't remember this picture frame, – she pointed. – Who's this man? – Natalia spoke and felt a warmth spreading through her body. Valeria laughed.

– Do you like it?

– Wow, I liked him. Do I want him? 

– My uncle Adamo.

– He looks so different. I only knew him from this old photo, – she pointed to an old, weathered photo in which there was a young man whose face was turned to the side.

– Ah, you were used to that old photo of my uncle. This black and white photo is as old as us. It must have been taken when he moved to Italy.

Natalia was impressed. And she wasn't exaggerating. If Americo was a handsome man, Adamo was a Greek god. He looked like a movie star. He reminded me a bit of the actor Robert Redford in his youth. Adamo had wheat blond hair, green eyes, big and expressive. His mouth was formed by full lips and his smile was impressive.

Valeria smiled

– You're smitten with my uncle.

Natalia blushed.

– Is he married?

– A confirmed bachelor. As far as I know, he's never had a serious relationship.

Natalia felt a new surge of emotion. She changed the subject.

– Let's go downstairs. We're running late.

– You know, I don't know what makes me such good friends with you and like you so much – We don't have common tastes – said Valeria. 

– I'd never be interested in someone like my uncle. I prefer dark–haired men with a tough look. Men who look like angels don't attract me.

– Thank goodness we don't like the same type. Imagine the confusion it would be?

– That's why I'm attracted to Dario, Natalia. He has a big build, a muscular body and a sleazy face. That's why I'm attracted to him.

– Why don't you respond to Thomas's advances? He has a tough look, a face marked like a gangster.

Valeria closed her eyes and sighed.

– Thomas is the man I dreamt of having for the rest of my life.

– I don't understand – Natalia was surprised. – Thomas is crazy about you. Why don't you date him?

– Are you crazy, Natalia? Marion is obsessed with Thomas.

– So what?

– That's why I don't want any trouble on my side. Thomas is a very interesting guy, even more so than Dario. However, I'd rather endure unfulfilled desires and forget about him than deal with Marion. Do you remember when Thomas kissed Laura at my fifteenth birthday party?

Natalia felt a shiver run down her spine.

– How I remember! Marion nearly ruined your party. It turned into a shouting match, a big commotion.

– That's nothing – Valeria continued. – The most frightening part is that Laura got run over the day after the party and almost died. The poor thing was crippled. 

– Do you believe that Marion... – Natalia didn't finish her sentence.

– Surely. One of the witnesses to the accident claimed that the car was a red Corcel GT with black stripes, and the licence plate had the letters BT. Who has a car that matches that description?

Natalia brought her hand to her mouth, feeling stunned.

– I never knew about this.

– My dad told
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