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Synopsis

Raquel was born on a ranch in a small town in Rio Grande do Sul. She lived with her father, mother, three brothers, and her grandfather, a rude, authoritarian Polish immigrant. On the neighboring property lived her uncle Ladislau, his wife, and their two daughters. Raquel’s ordeal began at the age of nine, when she became the target of harassment by Ladislau—a calculating man who, despite his good reputation in town, lacked all scruples. Time passed until a painful tragedy occurred and a major secret was revealed, one that would change Raquel’s life forever.

Still, there is always a chance to start over. Raquel decides to move to São Paulo, gets a job at an airline, and meets Alejandro, who becomes far more than just a friend to her. Yet, as life demands its reckoning, Raquel once again comes face to face with those who hurt her so deeply in the past…
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Eliana Machado Coelho was born in São Paulo, the capital, on October 9. Since childhood, Eliana has always been in contact with Spiritism, and the constant presence of the spirit Schellida in her life—who until the date appears as a lovely young woman, gentle, with a sweet and loving smile—already foreshadowed a strong partnership between Eliana and her beloved mentor for the works they would later accomplish together.

The years went by. Supported by her loving parents and grandparents—and later by her husband and daughter—Eliana, always accompanied by Schellida, continued her work. After years of study and psychography training, her first book, Awakening to Life, was published in July 1997. The work was written by Schellida in just twenty days. Later, other books followed, including Hearts without Destiny.

Aside from her work, some natural curiosities arise about this remarkable duo—the medium and the spirit—who captivate readers with the beauty of their romantic stories. One of these curiosities concerns the origin of the name Schellida. Where did it come from, and who is Schellida? Eliana explains that the name Schellida comes from a story shared between them, and, out of respect, she leaves the revelation to her mentor. Schellida has already told her that she will write a book recounting the main part of her earthly journey and her loving bond with the medium. For that reason, Schellida once stated that, if she were ever to write through another medium, she would use a different name, so as to preserve the integrity of that worker and spare them from unnecessary doubts or uncomfortable situations. After all, the name of a spirit matters little; what truly endures is the moral content and the higher teachings conveyed through trustworthy works.

Eliana and the spirit Schellida have published several books, including The Right to Be Happy, No Rules for Love, A Reason to Live, Awakening to Life, and A Journal in Time. Other unpublished works are soon to be released, along with re-editions of earlier ones. In this way, the spirit Schellida assures that their mission is vast and that a long path still lies ahead for both of them. Together, they will continue to share teachings about love in the spiritual realm, the tangible effects of the Law of Harmonization, happiness, and the personal achievements of each one of us—for goodness always prevails when there is faith.
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Chapter 1

Impending Difficulty

 

 

It was early in the evening, and as usual, Raquel was going about her nightly routine after work: making dinner and tidying up her modest home.

Suddenly, a loud voice shouted from the doorway, catching her attention.

“Ah! Is Marcos!” she exclaimed, immediately recognizing him and greeting him with a warm smile.

For Raquel, her brother’s visits were common. However, after he entered the house—even before Marcos could settle into a chair he had just pulled out—Raquel noticed how sadness, melancholy and worry clouded her brother’s face, dimming his usual smile.

Without asking what was wrong, Raquel offered him a cup of coffee. She poured one for herself as well and took a seat beside him, facing him.

“How’s everything at work?” he asked.

“Good, the same routine.” She replied quietly.

“I can’t say the same for me.” He said.

Raquel fixed her gaze at her brother and waited patiently for him to continue. After a brief silence, he finally spoke.

“I haven’t been able to sleep these past few days. They’re laying people off—one every day. I live in constant fear, thinking that tomorrow it’ll be my turn.” He said with tears in his eyes and his voice trembling. After a short pause, he continued:

“And as if that weren’t enough, home feels like hell.” Looking slightly at his sister and taking her hands, he added, “I’m sorry, Raquel. You must be tired of hearing me complain about Alice.”

“You’re just letting it out, Marcos. I understand. After all, if you don’t talk to me, who else can you talk to?” said Raquel trying to comfort him.

Marcos let go of his sister’s hands, took another sip of coffee, and continued in a sad tone.

“Marrying Alice was a big mistake. You know that. She’s bad-tempered, picky and arrogant. It’s awful to live with her. Living with her is unbearable. Lately, she’s been complaining about how we live—about the lack of money, the lack of luxury. But she doesn’t lift a finger to help me!”

Trying to defend her sister-in-law and calm her brother down, Raquel spoke gently.

“But Alice takes good care of the house and the kids. She’s very meticulous, Marcos—you can’t deny that.”

“Meticulous about the house, sure,” he replied. “But when it comes to the kids, lately she’s been falling short. She’s always yelling at them, cursing, picking fights... There’s nothing worse than coming home to an angry, nervous woman who complains about everything. I’m at my limit, Raquel. I can’t wait for what will happen today when I get home.”

“What’s happening tonight?” she asked.

“Our rent’s gone up, and we can’t pay it. I didn’t get a raise, and I might lose my job any day now. And on top of that, I’ll have to face Alice’s shouting.”

“What are you going to do, Marcos?”

“I don’t know. We haven’t bought clothes in ages, we don’t go out anymore, and we’re barely eating well. Now I can’t even pay the rent.”

“What if you moved to a smaller house in another neighborhood? Maybe the rent would be lower.”

“I don’t even have enough to pay a new deposit—and Alice would just lose it,” he said after a moment’s silence. Then, with a sigh, he added softly, “If it weren’t for the kids...”

Raquel stood up worried and walked slowly to the kitchen, thinking how her brother had helped her during a difficult time in her life. When every door had closed to her, it had been Marcos who supported her and even took care of her health. Raquel was grateful for everything and would surely do everything she could to help him. Still, the situation was so difficult that there was little she could do. Remembering the small savings she had tucked away in a bank account, the young woman offered:

“Marcos, I have some savings. It’s not much, but… it’s yours!” she said with conviction. Hoping to see a brighter expression on his face, Raquel was disappointed when her brother said: “I’m already two months behind on rent. One more month and I’ll be out on the street.”

At this unpleasant revelation, Raquel turned pale. But suddenly an idea came to her:

“Move into my house. That’s it! Problem solved. You, Alice and the kids can come live here. The house isn’t very big, but we can make it, can’t we?”

Marcos lifted his head, which had been bowed, and looked at his sister with grief that left him speechless.

“Here’s the solution, Marcos! I’ll keep paying the rent here and you just help me with groceries and the water and electricity bills. Once you’re back on your feet, you can save a little and things will get better.”

“And what if I get fired?” he said.

“It’ll be better if you live here if that happens. You won’t be left without a place to stay, and you’ll have time to find another job.”

“I can’t do that, Raquel,” he said, unhappy with the proposal.

“You have to accept!” she urged.

“I don’t want to use you, Raquel. You know how Alice is… This won’t work.”

“It’ll only be for a short time. I’m sure these layoffs at your company will stop and they won’t fire you. When things return to normal, you’ll find a better place.”

Marcos went silent and Raquel insisted in a generous voice with a shine in her eyes:

“Please accept. Let me do something for you. Give me the chance to repay what you did for me. I’m not doing this for the money; I’m doing it out of love. We’re family, Marcos. Aren’t we?”

He looked at her, recognizing that Raquel was his only option. With a melancholic look and a sad, forced smile, Marcos nodded and said he would accept. Raquel was moved and discreetly wiped away the stubborn tears on her face. 

With a worried expression, Marcos said, “I still have to talk to Alice.” Thoughtful, he concluded almost discouraged: “It won’t be easy, sister. You know my wife well. I only accept your offer because I have no other alternative. I don’t like that you’ll have to sacrifice so much… losing your privacy, your freedom, and you’ll have to deal with Alice’s bad temper.”

“Don’t see it that way, Marcos. I’m not sacrificing myself. I’ll always be grateful for everything I have now. I’ll always be by your side.”

With a tender, grateful look, Marcos approached Raquel, kissed her forehead and thanked her. 

“Thank you, Raquel. I think it will just for some time, really.”

“Everything will be fine. Don’t worry,” she said brightly, hiding her concern with a wide smile. Then, eager to steer the conversation elsewhere, she invited him: “Well, you’ll stay for dinner tonight, won’t you?”

“No, Raquel, thanks.”

“Just tonight, Marcos!”

“No, thanks. I want to get home early. I have to talk to Alice and… I think it’ll be a long night.”

After Marcos left, an indefinable feeling overcame Raquel. Her appetite evaporated; sadness and anxiety gnawed at her because of her brother’s uncertain situation. She showered quickly and went to bed without eating. Lying in bed, she could not sleep; thoughts and emotions, poisoned with melancholy and insecurity, began to eat away at her soul.

“Did I do the right thing?” she asked herself. “I have no other choice. He’s my brother!” she justified, clinging to those ideas. Besides, Marcos had been the only person to help her when she needed it most. She couldn’t abandon him now.

Raquel’s thoughts raced; countless doubts remained about the decision she had made. Living with Alice would be difficult. But for Marcos, she had to endure it. “I owe him so much,” she reflected. After a short pause she insisted to herself: “I promise—to myself—to tolerate Alice. I won’t listen to her taunts. I’ll let her talk and even fight alone. It won’t be for long.”

And so, Raquel spent the night convincing herself that letting her brother stay in her home had been the right decision. She clung to positive plans to occupy her mind and, without realizing it, stayed awake until dawn.

Meanwhile, at Marcos’s home, Alice reacted with extreme rebellion to the already difficult situation. The woman seemed surrounded by an aura of flame; driven by an irresistible force, the poor wife could not hold back and shouting, voiced her opinion to her husband.

“I can’t believe it!” Alice screeched, frowning and showing her disgust. “Living with your sister because of your incompetence! That was the last straw. I can’t accept this, Marcos!” Walking back and forth across the room, Alice seemed delirious with anger and indignation. Marcos’s silence irritated her. The man was crushed, discouraged and without arguments. With no words from her partner, Alice — pacing like a caged animal — continued to complain:

“What did I do to deserve all this? Just look at where we’ve ended up! We’ll be living off your sister! As if that weren’t bad enough, now we won’t even have a place to live.” After a brief pause she lowered her voice and complained in a less shrill tone: “We lead a poor and miserable life while many enjoy luxury and pleasure; we can’t even clothe ourselves properly. Sometimes I ask myself whether God really exists, because I can’t stand so much injustice.”

After a few moments, trying to console his wife, Marcos spoke hopefully: 

“It’s just a phase, Alice. This will pass. Everything will be fine.”

Energetic and unable to hold back, Alice snapped: “That’s all I hear: ‘It’s just a phase! Everything will pass!’ And yet you do nothing to improve our lives. Since we left Rio Grande do Sul, I’ve heard nothing but that.”

“What do you want me to do?”

“Do something now!” Alice shouted, flinging aside the tool she was holding.

“How?!” Marcos shouted back. “Should I rob a bank? What do you want me to do? The crisis is everywhere! The government doesn’t provide decent living conditions, politicians steal, the schools are poor! All I hear from you, Alice, is complaints! I’m desperate too! Only Raquel listens without judging, and she’s the only one trying, in some way, to help me.”

“Why don’t you ask for a raise? Complain a little yourself.”

“To hell with you, Alice! You and your damned opinions! In my department they’ve already fired two people this week. Do you want me to be next?”

Mid-argument, Alice, overtaken by indignation, muttered without thinking: “I don’t know how I ended up marrying such an idiot.”

Although she spoke quietly, Marcos heard the vile remark clearly. He approached Alice and, his hands clammy with cold sweat, gripped her arm firmly. Now looking at her with fury and a parched throat, he demanded in a trembling voice, “What did you say?!” Without waiting for her to repeat it, his face darkening, he continued in a deep, measured voice: “If you wanted a rich husband, you should’ve thought of that before. You’re not good enough to be so demanding. And you, Alice,” he added contemptuously, “are unproductive. In fact, more incompetent than I am. At least I work. I earn little for what I do, but I earn something. As for you, Alice, you live off me, and you complain! If it weren’t for this idiot here, you’d starve — you can’t even clean properly; no one could stand you.”

Alice fell silent, but a hidden threat glinted in her narrowed eyes. With a brusque gesture she shrugged free of Marcos’s grip and pushed him slightly. They stood in silence, but Alice’s thoughts were boiling. Marcos had no right to mock her like that. She had never felt so humiliated or trampled as in that moment. Marcos would suffer greatly for that offense. Alice vowed, full of hate, that she would find a way to get revenge on her husband. The poor woman’s mind began to imagine ways to return to him the suffering, pain and anguish those words had caused. She would take pleasure in her revenge.

That situation, by itself, generated very low vibrations and energies in the home. Now Alice’s corrosive thoughts fed and strengthened those vibrations. Negative thoughts, mental images of tragic events, the bitter affairs of other people’s lives, complaints and discouragement attract and create lower spiritual energies — energies that will, as a consequence, bring about great suffering in the near future for whoever creates them.

* * *

Far from there, José Luis, another family man, was talking pleasantly with his wife about his day.

“Today we had another meeting. I think things will finally be more stable now. Those who had to be laid off are already gone. From now on, the company will offer professionalism, safety, better wages, and above all, recognition to the employees who remain.”

“I just hope, dear God, that they don’t fire anyone else,” sincerely pleaded Ivonne, José Luis’s wife. “We know from our own experience how hard it is to be unemployed. I feel so sorry for those people who were let go. If only we could help…”

“But honey, I’m just a director. I follow orders! I spent sleepless nights when they asked me to make a list of the employees who didn’t meet the company’s standards. I’d never done that before. It’s a huge responsibility—you know that! I prayed so much, asked God to help me and forgive me for any mistake I might make…”

“Yes, I know. But you received instructions at the company to choose or indicate which employee didn’t meet the requirements, right?”

“Oh, yes! We were told to point out those who lacked education, who were aggressive in words or actions, who used inappropriate language in the workplace, those who harassed their female coworkers…”

“Or their male coworkers!” Ivonne interrupted with a teasing smile, then added:

“Because nowadays, it’s not just men who harass.”

José Luis smiled and nodded as he admitted:

“That’s true. Some girls… it’s crazy! You wouldn’t believe it. They speak in suggestive ways, use tricky words, wear inappropriate clothes… There was one day when I had to call out a young assistant from the accounting department. You know, I tried to be polite and delicate…”

“What did she do?” Ivonne asked, intrigued.

“It wasn’t what she did—it was what she wore. Or better said, what she didn’t wear. The young woman had on a miniskirt and one of those little tops… you know what I mean?”

“Yes, I know, those with thin transparent straps, like spaghetti.”

“Exactly. I told her that especially because her section was near the warehouse, where we have a lot of men, it would be better to wear something more appropriate to command respect. I was thinking of her own good.”

“And what did she say?”

“She said this was a free country.”

“And what did you answer?”

“I didn’t say anything. But I started noticing that the guys in that area kept walking past her desk, stopping to talk to her, harassing her, you know?”

“Oh my goodness!”

“It wasn’t revenge for what she told me, but I saw that she—or rather, the kind of clothes she wore—caused a stir and didn’t align with the moral values the company wants to preserve. I had no choice but to put her name on the list of those who had to be fired.” After a brief pause, as if wanting to unburden himself, he continued:

“Since this is a free country, she can enjoy her freedom somewhere else. We can’t go against youthful fashion styles. My own daughter wears trendy clothes, but there’s a time and place for everything, and there must be limits. We always have to use common sense.”

“Sometimes people only learn and find their place after they’ve suffered a bit.”

“That’s true. Still, now that so many employees are gone, especially those who disrespect moral standards, the company will have a healthier environment. There will be restructuring and great opportunities for those who want to grow. Several training courses will be provided, and new machines are arriving.”

“It’s time to move forward!” said Ivonne.

“Even as a simple director, I try to act as fairly as possible. I don’t want anyone to act unjustly toward me either. I ask God to help me make the best decisions. And if I ever have to be dismissed, I hope my values will always be recognized.”

The couple’s peaceful conversation was interrupted by the arrival of their two children, who, full of excitement, began talking over each other to tell their stories. It looked like everyone would be going to bed quite late, as the tales seemed endless.

* * *

The next morning, Raquel’s pale face showed the result of a sleepless night. Sitting in her chair at her desk, she stared blankly at the pile of papers in front of her.

“Wow, Raquel, that face!” said a coworker. “Looks like you didn’t sleep at all.”

With a weary expression, eyes cast down, and forcing herself to respond, Raquel explained:

“You’re not wrong, Rita. I really didn’t sleep last night.”

“Something wrong?”

“Yes. It almost feels like we can’t live without problems,” Raquel said with a faint, forced smile.

“Here,” her coworker offered, handing her some folders while adding,

“Mr. Valmor, as usual, wants this done yesterday. It’ll be good to get you moving a bit—be extra careful, okay? These charts can’t go to him with any mistakes. Focus on them.” After a few seconds, while Raquel looked over the documents, Rita said:

“I’ll stop by at lunchtime so we can go out together and have more time to talk.”

“I don’t think I’ll have lunch today. I have too much to do—and these damned charts,” Raquel said with a worried look.

“Oh yes, you will! I’ll stop by and—”

“I’ll join too!” interrupted Alejandro, a coworker who had approached and overheard Rita’s last words. The girls looked at him, and with a wide smile, he asked:

“May I?”

“May you what?” Raquel asked simply.

“Have lunch with you two!”

“I might not go,” Raquel insisted, downcast.

“Oh, but you will!” said Rita confidently. Turning to Alejandro, she added,

“Alright, we’ll meet here then?”

“Yes!” he replied, still smiling as he walked away.

Rita turned to Raquel, rolled her eyes dramatically, and in a playful tone complained:

“Oh my God, I’m going to kill you!”

“Why?” Raquel asked, startled.

“How can you ignore a catch like that by saying, ‘Maybe I won’t go to lunch!’” Rita mocked in an exaggerated tone. “Are you crazy, Raquel?”

“Come on, Rita, don’t be ridiculous!”

“Girl, men like that are rare these days! Especially the kind—single, tall, athletic, and, above all, handsome. Oh, those eyes!” Rita pretended to swoon, staggering playfully.

Raquel smiled faintly, shaking her head. “You’re exaggerating, Rita.”

“I’m not exaggerating at all. He’s gorgeous! Don’t you think?”

Taking a moment before answering, Raquel agreed.

“Yes, he is. Alejandro is very handsome, that’s true.”

“Ugh! You sound so unenthusiastic. I can’t believe how calm you are about it.”

Raquel, a bit more serious, brought her back to reality.

“Let’s get back to work, or I’ll still be buried under this pile by lunchtime.”

Surprised, Rita went back to her desk, leaving Raquel to work in silence.

The truth was that Alejandro—exuberant, friendly, cheerful, and full of energy was greatly admired by most of the women who worked there. Many tried to win him over, but all they ever managed to achieve was lively conversation and a bit of camaraderie, nothing more. No one knew much about his personal life, and no woman seemed to have truly caught his attention — at least, not at work. Despite being young and handsome, Alejandro never used his charm to deceive anyone or take advantage of any girl who felt attracted to him. Perhaps that very restraint was what most intrigued and fascinated his female coworkers.

That invitation to join the girls for lunch wasn’t surprising, since it was his habit to invite a different colleague to lunch each day, without any preference or distinction.

Later on, when he arrived at the section where Raquel worked, Alejandro, accompanied by a friend he had brought along, approached her and called out:

“Ready to go? Where’s Rita?”

“She hasn’t arrived yet. But… look… I’m so—”

Before Raquel could finish or argue about anything, he interrupted gently:

“Raquel, listen… I think you’re far too worried about work. You look pale, tired, like someone who hasn’t slept—and you don’t even seem aware of what’s happening around you.”

Coming closer, with his usual attentive manners, he took her by the arm, removed the pen from her hand, and turned her chair so she would stand up. Then he continued:

“Let’s go have lunch—it’ll cheer you up, you’ll be more alert, more focused…”

When Alejandro placed his hands lightly on her shoulders, playfully guiding her, Raquel’s expression turned serious. She quickly stepped back, showing that she didn’t like being touched that way. Noticing her reaction, Alejandro stepped back too, raising his hands in a gesture of apology and said:

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to—”

“No, it’s me who should apologize, I…,” Raquel replied, equally embarrassed, not knowing how to justify her reaction.

Vagner, the other colleague who had witnessed the scene, found her behavior a bit strange but simply exchanged a quick glance with Alejandro and said nothing. Fortunately, Rita’s arrival broke the awkward tension that had suddenly filled the air. Seeing Vagner there with Alejandro, she asked cheerfully:

 “So, Vagner, you’re coming with us?”

“Yeah, I’m coming.”

“Then let’s go!” Alejandro said enthusiastically, taking the lead toward the door.

They had lunch in a modest restaurant, where the four colleagues sat together at a corner table and talked freely. Rita, lively as ever, drew everyone’s attention with her beautiful voice, charming laugh, and contagious energy. Raquel, however, remained more reserved — she smiled now and then but stayed mostly silent. When she did speak seriously, one could notice an indefinable sadness in her eyes, something she tried to hide at all costs.

Without letting the others notice, Alejandro kept observing her. Sharp and perceptive, he found himself drawn to the calm and natural mystery that seemed to surround her. Eventually, annoyed by her lack of participation in the conversation, he decided to tease her a little:

“And you, Raquel? What do you have to tell us?”

Everyone stopped at once and turned their attention to her. Startled by the sudden question, Raquel seemed to shrink a little in silence for a few moments before finally saying:

“Well…” she hid behind a shy smile and added,

“I don’t really have anything to tell.”

Alejandro and Vagner stared at Raquel, watching her gentle and embarrassed demeanor. Vagner, ever the teasing one, pressed on:

“It seems to me, Raquel, that your thoughts grew wings and left you here. Won’t you tell us about the scenery you were looking at?”

Raquel was caught off guard. Her delicate face flushed, and she offered a beautiful, generous smile in response before saying:

“I’ve just been overwhelmed with work and... well, that’s what I was thinking about.”

Vagner, on his part, flirted lightly with her, talking about the importance of stepping away from problems for a while — that rest often helps one find the strength or solutions to deal with them better. He clearly wanted to draw Raquel’s attention and get closer to her.

However, Rita, seizing the first opportunity, ended up revealing what her friend had confided in her just a few minutes earlier while they were in the restroom.

“Raquel’s problem is something else entirely. Her brother’s going through a rough time, and he’s going to live with her. You won’t be living alone anymore, right, Raquel?”

Raquel frowned slightly, showing her annoyance, and immediately said:

“Oh, Rita! You’re so indiscreet. If I’d known you were going to tell everyone…”

Trying to ease the tension and avoid any awkwardness, Alejandro quickly changed the subject:

“So, you live alone, Raquel?”

“Yes,” she replied simply, without adding more.

“Me too,” said Alejandro.

“Oh, you live alone, Alejandro?” asked Rita, clearly eager once again to draw all the attention to herself.

“As I said, yes, I do,” he replied casually.

Vagner, showing a keen interest in learning more about Raquel, continued:

“We don’t know much about you, Raquel. You’ve been working with us for over a year, but we still know so little. Tell us—where are you from? Where do your parents live?”

Still a bit upset, and not fond of sharing her personal life, she answered quickly but without sounding rude:

“I’m from Rio Grande do Sul. My parents live there.”

“Why don’t you live with them, or why don’t they move here?” asked Vagner curiously.

“They live in the countryside. My brother Marcos and I never really adapted to that life,” she explained after a deep, serious sigh, clearly displeased with his persistence.

“But…” Vagner tried to say, but Alejandro cut in, coming to Raquel’s rescue:

“Guys! We’re late! Shall we go?”

At that moment, Rita once again found something else to talk about, and everyone’s attention shifted to her story. When they returned to the building where they worked, the topic of Raquel’s personal life was forgotten. The girls went back to their department, and Raquel, still hurt by her colleague’s indiscretion, remained silent. Rita, on the other hand, seemingly unaware of what she had done, lost admiration for what had happened.

“Oh! I hope Alejandro joins us for lunch again sometime,” she said dreamily. Since no one else was in the restroom, she looked upward and sighed in delight, completely enchanted by the moment. “I must be dreaming! Out of so many girls, the most handsome guy here invited us!”

Looking down again, as if lost in thought, Rita sighed once more and murmured:

“I’ll still win this man over!”, she said. Looking at herself in the mirror, she went on:

“I’m beautiful, charming, I know how to behave… What do you think, Raquel?”

“Everything’s possible,” her colleague replied without enthusiasm.

“Don’t you think I’m capable of winning Alejandro over?”

“I can’t say, Rita. I don’t even know him. I think I’ve talked to him once or twice before lunch today. I can’t tell whether he wants to be won over or not. On the other hand, I don’t doubt your desire or even your ability,” she said, feeling bitter.

“I don’t understand, Raquel. What do you mean?”

“Here’s the thing: I’ve noticed that most of our colleagues are constantly throwing themselves at Alejandro. Like I said, I don’t really know him. But from the few times I’ve interacted with him, he struck me as a cheerful, easygoing, intelligent person — yet very reserved. He seems like the kind of man who doesn’t want to be tied down, doesn’t like to talk about his private life, you know? Even though he’s polite and kind, he keeps his distance from anyone who tries to invade his privacy.”

“But it’s impossible for a man like that not to want to be with someone, not to want a woman or a girlfriend. There must be a way to get his attention.” Thinking for a moment, Rita suddenly observed:

“You don’t seem attracted to him, do you, Raquel? Actually, you don’t seem attracted to anyone.”

Caught off guard by the question, Raquel blushed and tried to hide her discomfort:

“Yes… maybe I just haven’t met the right person.”

“But you don’t go out much, and you’ve never told us about a boyfriend — if you ever had one.” Seeing her colleague’s silence, Rita pressed on:

“You have had a boyfriend, right, Raquel?”

Raquel seemed nervous while Rita watched her with eager eyes, waiting for an answer. Embarrassed, she felt a cold sweat dampen her hands. She definitely didn’t like talking about her personal life. Facing her colleague and trying to hide her uneasy, she admitted:

“No. I’ve never had a boyfriend. Because I’ve never felt attracted to anyone.” With an almost defiant tone in her voice, she added:

“And I don’t intend to let myself be attracted to any man. That’s a choice I have the right to make.”

Amazed and surprised, Rita couldn’t contain her curiosity. Giving in to her indiscreet impulse, she asked:

“Wow, Raquel! Beautiful, elegant, and friendly as you are and you *want* to be alone?”. Without waiting for a response, she continued:

“I’ve always found you very… very closed off to admirers, but now that I hear from you yourself that you don’t want any man in your life, I’m just… well, I don’t know. I think it’s strange.”

Raquel remained silent, her face clouded with distress. Her heart filled with a sudden sadness that hurt even more. Quickly packing her bag, she said:

“I have to go to the department, Rita. Are you staying here?”

“Raquel, I’m still curious. Have you really never liked anyone? Young and beautiful as you are, you’ve never had a boyfriend in your life?”. The question irritated Raquel. She didn’t want to go through that inquisition. Her heart beat fast and heavy, sad and tense, as she said:

“Please, Rita. I’d rather not talk about that. I don’t like the subject at all. Now let’s go, we’re already late.”

Saying this, Raquel walked away. Rita, on the other hand, was left with her mind full of curiosity and a lack of respect for her friend’s privacy. Though slightly annoyed, she said nothing more and followed Raquel out.

When she approached the desk where Raquel was working, Rita leaned in very close to her colleague, who was already seated, and asked in a low voice, almost whispering:

“Raquel, what if someone likes you? What if a guy comes to talk to you? Like today, for example — it was obvious Vagner was interested and… you know, right? What if he wants to get to know you better?”

Letting out a deep sigh that showed her discomfort, Raquel relaxed her tight lips and said:

“I can’t know that, Rita. I don’t even know if I’ll be alive tomorrow. However, right now, I don’t want to talk about this anymore. Please.”

Rita stood up, apologized, and left. Raquel was upset. She was hurt by having to face that situation, which, because of lingering traces from the past, felt bitter to her. Her eyes nearly overflowed with burning, stubborn tears that welled up despite her efforts.

Rita went back to her seat, intrigued by her friend’s secret. But her curiosity lasted only a few minutes, as her thoughts soon turned to her plans for winning over her coworker. She knew it wouldn’t be easy; however, with the help of a colleague, she believed she would have an advantage. For that reason, she couldn’t afford to argue with Raquel. She would have to find a way to get closer to Alejandro, without revealing her intentions.


Chapter 2

The Only Help

A few days had passed since the recent events, but Alice and her husband still couldn’t reach an agreement. Irritated by their difficult financial situation, the poor woman expressed her dissatisfaction, her long complaints now mixed with bursts of anger in both her words and actions. Once again, the couple began another argument.

“I’m not leaving here to face such humiliation by having to live in your sister’s house!” Alice said vehemently. “If Raquel is so willing to help, then she can move here and help you pay the rent.”

Pacing back and forth, feeling his forehead burnt from so many worries and troubles, Marcos hid his now dark thoughts. Alice kept complaining in ways that would irritate anyone. After taking a few careless steps toward the kitchen sink, the desperate man thought, as his eyes fell on a kitchen knife:

“That’s why so many tragedies happen. I can’t stand Alice anymore. I could end this misery right now and then fix my life.”

Almost reaching for the household utensil that had suddenly become a weapon, Marcos hesitated for a moment while his wife continued her complaints:

“Alice is the reason for this hell I’m living in!” he thought. With trembling, cold hands, he grabbed the knife and stared at his wife, thinking:

“That’s enough! I’ll end this right now!”

 

A spiritual worker assigned to protect and guide the incarnated — known as a guardian spirit was already surrounding poor Marcos with love and kindness, even though Marcos could neither see, hear, nor feel him. The spirit did everything possible to dissolve the tragic idea that had taken hold of the man’s mind. Realizing how hard it was to reach his protégé directly, the spiritual worker sent waves of love and inspiration toward one of the couple’s sons, who was more spiritually attuned and sensitive to higher influence. The boy, Eloi, suddenly felt compelled to go to the kitchen. Not knowing exactly why, he opened the refrigerator, found an apple, grabbed it, and approached his father.

“Can I borrow the knife?” he asked.

Startled, Marcos looked at his son and, almost automatically, handed him the utensil. Eloi sliced the fruit and even offered:

“Want some? Here, take it!”

“No, thank you,” his father replied, dazed.

Alice, still muttering complaints, hadn’t noticed what had just happened. But as Marcos looked at his son, a realization struck him like a jolt — he suddenly understood what he had almost done, as if waking up from a nightmare into reality.

“That would’ve been madness!” he thought.

Alice kept complaining. Marcos, without saying another word, left the house. Later, after walking for a long while trying to clear his mind, he arrived at Raquel’s home and began telling her what had happened.

“Alice doesn’t want to move in here, like I said. And I’ve only got two weeks left to sort out the rent situation.”

Raquel’s thoughts, gentle but worried, began to race with uncertainty. Should she leave her home and move in with Marcos, as Alice had suggested? Her belongings wouldn’t fit in her brother’s place. She would have to part with many of them. If it weren’t for her brother’s painful situation — and for everything Marcos had done for her in the past — she would never consider such a decision.

Raquel feared that her brother might do something reckless against his wife’s life or even his own. Hiding the anxiety forming in her heart, she decided:

“Don’t worry, Marcos. We’ll handle it this way: I’ll move into your house and help pay the rent. It’s settled!”

“I can’t agree to that, Raquel. No one can stand Alice. I just told you everything that happened today—I lost control after hearing her complaints nonstop—and you still want to move into my house? You must be crazy!”

“Look, I know Alice, so I won’t mind whatever she does or says. I’ll be ready.”

 “No!”

“Then who’s going to help you?” Raquel asked firmly, facing him not with arrogance, but in a way that stripped him of any excuse. After a few moments of silence while Marcos thought, she continued:

“I think it’s partly my fault that you’ve been distant from our family and that you’ve lost touch with everyone. Dad is paralyzed, the poor man barely understands what’s happening. And Mom... well, I don’t even know if she’s submissive or just compliant. As for Grandpa, the ‘czar’ of our family—sovereign, cruel, larger than life—he would never allow our siblings to help us. Just like ‘Peter the Great,’ he’d be capable of punishing any child who dared to defy his authority.”

After a brief pause, Raquel softened her tone, speaking with genuine warmth:

“We only have each other now, Marcos. You’re all I’ve got. We’ll live together — I’ll move in, and everything will be fine.”

Marcos looked at her for a long while. He had no alternative, no argument left. In the end, he had to accept.

* * *

Over the following days, Raquel moved in with her brother. Once they had a moment alone, she offered him something.

“Here,” she said, holding out a wad of bills.

“Where did you get this?” Marcos asked, surprised.

With a sweet smile that radiated tenderness, Raquel answered, “I robbed a bank!” she joked, laughing out loud. Seeing the astonishment in Marcos’s eyes, she added, “I’m kidding, you fool.”

“I know… but how did you get it?”

“I had some savings in the bank and… well, the rest I got by selling some furniture: the TV, the VCR, the fridge…”

“Raquel!”

“Don’t say anything,” she interrupted, placing her index finger against Marcos’s lips to hush him. Then she added, “I want you to accept it and pay the overdue rent.  From now on a new life!”

 

“Raquel, you shouldn’t have done that!”

“Why wouldn’t I? Aren’t you going to let me use your fridge? Or watch your television?”

Marcos fell silent, visibly distressed. Something about the situation bothered him. It felt like a sacrifice too great for his sister. He didn’t want her to give so much. Holding the money in his hand, he looked at her for a long time without saying anything, then forced a gentle smile onto his pale face. At that moment Alice entered the room and, with an air of disdain and a mocking tone, observed:

“What a scene! How touching.”

Ignoring his wife’s cruel remarks, Marcos showed her the money.

“We have the money to pay the rent. Raquel lent it to us.”

Alice’s ironic smile from moments before vanished. She didn’t say a word. Her face, previously pale, flushed deeply with anger and outrage. By nature, she had a proud heart, full of hatred and petty impulses that would not allow her to thank anyone for help.

The scene was interrupted by the arrival of Eloi, the couple’s youngest son, who announced, breathless, an unexpected event:

“Mom! Mom! Nilson’s fighting in the street—punching and kicking!”

Now given an opening to vent, Alice unleashed her dissatisfaction about what had just happened. She could pour out her repressed fury in a torrent of words: “I want him dead!” the woman shouted, trembling with hate. “Let him die already! That’ll be one less to give me trouble!”

Silently, Marcos went out with Eloi to see what was happening. Raquel, surprised by her sister-in-law’s expression, took a deep breath, lifted her head, and followed her brother. She didn’t want to be there with Alice. A short time later, Marcos came back into the house holding his son Nilson by the arm and warning him, “Nothing justifies that! I’m tired of seeing you roaming the streets like an animal.”

“He cursed me…!” Nilson cried. “What do you want? For me to be a coward?”

“Respect me, boy!” Marcos shouted furiously.

Alice, who had a knack for stirring up trouble, shot back:

“Do you want me to be like you, Marcos? Funny—the other day you said he was turning seventeen and should get a job and start working. And now you call him a child!”

At that, a new fight erupted between the couple. Nilson, who had intervened, was punished physically by his father and sent to his room. Raquel stayed in another room, silent and distraught.

Given the bickering attitudes, the complaining and critical thoughts, the bitter, low-vibration speech emanating from the household, suffering spirits of low moral standing in the spiritual plane were resonating with the atmosphere created by the residents.

In that moment, while Marcos and Alice argued, they actually had spiritual allies—a group of followers vibrating encouragement toward their chosen one.

Mutual disrespect, a lack of patience, constant complaining, and a loss of faith and prayer leave any home exposed to disharmony and imbalance. Spirits that are ignorant or even malicious are drawn to such environments; through their vibrations they begin to influence and involve the incarnates and often incite them to discord and conflict, wishing that tragedies be carried out by those very people.

These spirits, as we have said, ignorant and suffering, take pleasure in such disastrous events. However, they can act only when the incarnate allows himself to be dominated by wrong, negative, and lamentable ideas, and then expresses those low feelings in deeds.

On her first night in her brother’s house, Raquel could not sleep; she tossed and turned seeking rest, but in vain. When she rose in the morning, she had only a cup of coffee left. Alice decided to fetch the bread so the children would have breakfast, and she went out grumbling:

“Now I’ll become the maid for the ‘lady of the house’! He didn’t even bother to get the bread—he only had coffee because I woke up early and made it!”

On her way back, before entering the house, a neighbor to whom Alice often confided private matters greeted her:

“Good morning!”

“Hi, Celia.”

“What a face! Did something happen?”

Alice stopped on the doorstep and faced Celia, who seemed ready to start a chat.

“I can only look like this, right?” Alice answered.

“Who was that I saw leaving your house a moment ago? Did you have an early visitor?”

“I wish it were a visitor. That’s my sister-in-law, Raquel. Don’t you remember her?”

“Oh… I think I know her, but…”

“That’s right, Celia. The more I pray, the more unsettled I feel. We’re in such a difficult situation, girl… You know, Raquel came to live with us to help with the expenses.”

“One more mouth to feed! How is that going to help?”

“She’ll help pay the rent. The first idea was for me to move into her house. No way would I agree with that. Then I told Marcos that if he really wanted help he should move here! It’s like the devil himself has come!” Alice said, showing her displeasure and sour mood. “But at least I’m still in my house. I’m in charge here! If necessary, I’ll make her leave! Oh, Celia, what am I to do?” she added, her voice turning tearful.

“I told you, but you don’t believe in spells,” Celia warned.

“If you teach me a spell that helps me, get a job, and it works, then I’ll believe you,” Alice admitted, dejected.

“To get a job?”

“I heard some insults from Marcos.” With a haughty look, recalling the affront, Alice revealed, “I’ll get my revenge. I want him to swallow his words. I’ll show him who’s incompetent and unproductive. He’ll pay for this!”

“Ah! If that’s the deal… come with me, then.”

“But I have to take the bread to the kids.”

“It’ll only take a minute!”

 

Celia led Alice to her house and took out a notebook filled with notes on her beliefs.

Shortly after, Alice returned home and, convinced she had no other option, began gathering the implements she thought she would need. At that moment, Alice’s guardian spirit drew near and gently wrapped her in loving protection, suggesting:

“Daughter, if you think of offering these things to God, you’re wasting your time. God is the owner of everything. If you offer this to any spirit, be careful! Jesus already told us: ‘Test the spirits to see whether they are from God.’ If the spirits are from God, like the Heavenly Father, they want none of this. Personal values and accomplishments are earned by merit, not by bargaining.”

Although Alice did not listen, her mentor wisely offered that guidance. Through the embrace of love, Alice suddenly felt an inexplicable fear. A chill ran through her body and she thought: “Is this right? Will I attract bad things by doing this?”

That thought was a warning sign indicating that something was wrong. Alice should have heeded that inspiration, but her desire for revenge and her vanity were stronger. She could not stop and went on.

In the spiritual realm, on a vibratory frequency where Alice could not perceive him, was Sissa—an ignorant spirit who, when incarnate, had behaved much like Alice: complaining, fomenting quarrels, selfish, vain, and proud, not practicing wholesome things like prayer and pure thoughts. Sissa was unproductive and knew only how to voice long complaints.

 

Sissa had been with Alice for some time, and at that moment, seeing the woman doing what she herself had practiced while incarnate, she rejoiced. Approaching Alice, Sissa embraced her warmly, delighting in the deeds of the embodied woman. Deciding then to remain at her side and help her achieve her aims, Sissa infused Alice with a sense of security and faith — a faith that was not true to what Alice was about to do. The fear Alice had felt a moment earlier now vanished.

Wisely, Alice’s personal mentor did not interfere further, because his task had already been fulfilled: participation and inspiration to remind her of what was right. Alice had somehow noticed that inspiration, but, unfortunately, did not accept it. A mentor “is not a babysitter,” and every incarnate being retains the right to free will and free choice.

Had Alice stopped at the moment she felt unsure and prayed, “God, guide me. Help me to do what is right. Instruct me,” she would almost certainly have felt in her heart the urge to abandon what she was doing and would not have let herself be wrapped by any unrefined spirit that might be nearby.

How many times do we ask “God, why am I unhappy and dissatisfied? Why am I in such a difficult situation?”

Instead, we could harmonize ourselves and humbly ask, “What have I failed to do to be in this state? What can I do to find acceptance, to work for the good of others, and to grow spiritually, with God’s blessings and in accordance with the teachings of Jesus?”

There is always an enlightened entity to guide us on the spiritual plane. Tuning in to that guidance and distancing ourselves from evil and ambitious spirits depends on our thoughts, our words, and our actions being consistent with God’s Laws and the teachings of Jesus.

* * *

Much later, when she got home, Raquel was surprised to see that thick candle burning high up in the kitchen.

After dinner, while helping her sister-in-law clean up and making sure not to irritate Alice with her curiosity, Raquel cautiously asked,

“What’s that candle for, Alice?”

“Ah! It’s for a request I’m making. I want to get a job, earn some money, keep myself busy, and have more worth in your brother’s eyes.”

“Why? Marcos values you. But if you want to find a job, I think he’ll be even happier, since your situation will stabilize more quickly.”

“Don’t try to flatter me, Raquel. Marcos has never valued me”, her sister-in-law replied sarcastically.

“He has, at least to me. The other day he mentioned how hard you work around the house. You know, Alice, my brother loves you very much. You and the children are the only family he has. As for me... well, I’m just his sister. I’ll be here for a while. Marcos only has you.”

Softened by Raquel’s natural gentle manners, Alice asked,

“I don’t know why we fight so much. What can I do?”

Thoughtful and careful with her words, Raquel ventured:

“You know, when things get tense, when everyone’s emotions are on edge, and I feel like my opinion might stir things up even more, I stay quiet. I keep silent. Then, when everything calms down, maybe I’ll take a chance and gently share what I think.

“Ah! That’s you. I don’t know how to be like that”, Alice said quickly.

“You know, Alice, for everything in life, we need to practice. Try it! As many times as necessary. When you see the good results, the change will start to come naturally.

Alice stayed thoughtful until the spirit Sissa approached her and interfered, determined not to let her soften and reflect on what was good—because if that happened, Alice would no longer be under her influence.

“Is she trying to tell you what to do?”, Sissa sneered. “Looks like she’s already starting to run your life!”

Suddenly, Alice’s calm face turned into one of irritation. Ending the conversation, she said almost arrogantly:

“Anyone who wants to live with me has to accept me as I am.”

Raquel fell silent, feeling her face grow warm with shame and a sting of pain at what she had just heard. Like a deep ache, she kept that feeling of disappointment in her chest without saying a word. She had promised herself not to argue with Alice, so she wouldn’t nor would she offer any advice or opinion that wasn’t welcome.

* * *

A few days went by… Marcos was now calmer, since he had paid the rent with the money his sister had given him. Raquel’s presence brought a sense of peace to the house; she was kind and handled things well with Alice, who was no longer as irritable as before. The new guest tried her best not to bother her sister-in-law and even helped her whenever she could.

Knowing that Alice wanted to work, Raquel looked for a job opportunity for her through some acquaintances.

One day, when the afternoon was blessed with a beautiful sunset, the time of year when the pleasant summer seemed to brighten everyone’s spirits— Raquel, in good spirits, barely noticed the walk home. She hardly realized that the sun was still visible, glowing in shades of orange across the horizon.

The young woman couldn’t wait to get home and share the latest news with her sister-in-law

Shortly after…

“...so, Rita gave me the phone number. The manager is her brother-in-law. You know, I wanted to talk a little about the kind of person who might fit the position and... well...”

At the pause, Alice looked eager:

“Come on, tell me!

“Here’s the address!”, Raquel announced with a wide smile, handing Alice the slip of paper with the note written on it.

“Oh! I can’t believe it!”, Alice shouted, thrilled.

“Believe it”, Raquel said warmly. “You have an interview scheduled in two days.”

Looking at the address with shining eyes, Alice said with conviction:

“I’m going to get it. I know I can.”

“Of course you will!”, Raquel encouraged her.

They were both delighted with that small first victory.

Marcos, who had just come home, was surprised to see his wife so animated, it was something rare. Once she shared the news, Alice, still excited, suddenly worried about a few details:

“And the clothes!”, she exclaimed. “I don’t have anything good to wear for the interview.”

“If you don’t mind, you can wear mine”, Raquel offered sincerely.

“But… will they fit me?”, Alice asked, looking her sister-in-law up and down.

“Of course! We’ll find something. You’re not much bigger than I am. Besides, I’ve got dresses made from stretchy fabrics. Come on, let’s see!”, Raquel said joyfully, pulling Alice by the arm.

Once in the bedroom, they started searching for the best outfit for the occasion—clothes, shoes, hair accessories, a purse, earrings, and even some makeup that Raquel eagerly offered her. Amid the cheerful search and the playful trying on of things, Raquel failed to notice the envious look in Alice’s eyes, masked by a forced smile and slight disappointment whenever a piece didn’t fit her well.

With innocent happiness, Raquel held up a dress against her own graceful figure, admiring it under her sister-in-law’s resentful gaze—which she didn’t perceive—while laughing good-naturedly after making a lighthearted joke.

 

Holding the dress in one hand and pressing it gently against her waist with the other, Raquel spun in front of the mirror, smiling as her long hair flowed down, covering her completely in a soft, beautiful cascade.

With simplicity, she brushed her hair back, freeing her face from the long strands. Turning to Alice, she offered her the outfit and said:

“Try this one on. I never had the chance to wear it. But it’s beautiful!”

Irritated by her sister-in-law’s delicate and radiant beauty, Alice shuddered with envy. Yet, since she needed Raquel’s help, she replied politely:

“It’s no use. It won’t fit.”

“Just try it on!” Raquel insisted, without any pretension.

“I don’t want to compare myself to you, Raquel! Everything looks good on you!”

“Don’t underestimate yourself, Alice. You’re very beautiful, you’re young…”

Immediately putting her in an awkward spot, Alice shot back:

“Thirty-seven years old is young? Where, exactly?”

“If you’re grumpy, dull, and selfish, then even at eighteen you’re already old. Come on!” Raquel said kindly. “Put it on.”

The dress, although worn by Alice—who had a different build and was beautiful in her own way—still suited the elegant Raquel better. With her delicate face, fine features, and gentle expressions over soft skin, she seemed to radiate generosity, embodying a sweet charm and harmony in everything she wore.

Once the clothes and accessories were chosen, Alice had calmed down, while Raquel began to see her sister-in-law as a friend. She believed that all of Alice’s bad temper came mainly from not having any productive or profitable occupation. Now that she had found a job—and with new daily experiences ahead—Alice would focus on other things and, consequently, be less demanding about household matters.

* * *

The days went by quickly.

Everything was going well. Alice got the job she wanted and, surprised by her success, took the first opportunity to visit Celia, to share the news and thank her for helping her get it.

“Thank you, Celia! Thank you so much! If it weren’t for you… Who would’ve thought that someone like me, who could only work as a cleaner and, at my age, would find a job like this?”

“It’s a big magazine, Alice! How lucky! A sales promoter must earn well! Did you see how the orders are handled?”

“It’s true! Now what I need is to help Marcos with his work.”

“Ah, that’s easy. But for Marcos to get a good job and for his boss to give him a raise, the best thing is to go to a *place* I know—it’s wonderful.”

After listening to her friend and agreeing to go to “that place,” Alice returned home and told her sister-in-law:

“So, Raquel, it was after that request that this job opportunity appeared. God, I never paid attention to the spiritual side before!”

 

Raquel listened attentively, but as Alice spoke, something about the subject made her uneasy. A bitterness began to stir inside her, to the point that she actually felt ill. Raquel didn’t believe that any sort of spell had helped Alice get the job, it was the result of her genuine desire to work. Had she known earlier that her sister-in-law wanted to find a job, she would have helped her long ago. But she had been afraid to interfere, thinking Alice might snap that she hadn’t asked for her help or that it wasn’t her business.

Suddenly, Raquel’s thoughts were interrupted by Alice’s voice:

“So, Celia said there’s this amazing place. You know, Raquel, I really wanted to go there, but… ah! You know… going alone feels so awkward.”

Raquel, expressionless but a bit uneasy, waited for the inevitable and unwelcome invitation.

“Oh, Raquel, will you come with me?”

Hesitating and not wanting to hurt her sister-in-law, who had been friendlier lately, Raquel replied:

“I don’t know, Alice. I don’t like that kind of thing.”

“Have you ever been to a place like that?”

“No. But I don’t like the idea. You know, I was raised in the Catholic Church, and… well, you know how traditional my family is. I don’t like those things.”

“Oh, come on, Raquel. If we don’t like the place, we won’t go back, that’s all.” Faced with Raquel’s silence—she didn’t know how to assert herself—Alice guilt-tripped her, saying,

“Are you my friend or not? If you are, you won’t let me go there alone.”

Raquel, forcing a smile, finally gave in.

“All right. But only this once, okay?”

Alice was pleased, but Raquel didn’t feel at ease about it. Still, if she wanted to keep her sister-in-law happy, she had no choice but to give in to her whims.

* * *

The next day at work, Raquel was feeling overwhelmed by all the paperwork.

Vagner, her coworker who had taken an interest in her, walked over and said,

“You look so focused!”

Startled, Raquel turned to the side, her usual politeness reflected in her simple smile.

“Sorry? I didn’t hear you.”

“I’ve been watching you for a while, and I’ve never seen anyone so concentrated.”

“I have to pay close attention to these charts, codes, and figures—otherwise…” she explained gently. “Can you imagine booking Spain instead of Australia, or mixing up relocations and statistics? We’re getting close to vacation season, remember?”

“Yeah, I know. I’m going crazy with it too. When I started working for an airline, I never thought it’d be like this. I thought I’d have more chances to travel during vacation time, but it turns out that’s when we work the most.”

Raquel smiled faintly and began turning back to her desk, but Vagner persisted.

“Don’t wear yourself out so much. You need to save your energy.”

At her soft smile, he took a chance.

“I’d like to talk to you sometime, Raquel. You’re so… mysterious.”

Her expression turned serious, but he went on:

“How about going out today, after work?”

“No. I can’t,” she answered immediately, without thinking.

“Why not? We’d just talk, get to know each other a bit. You never talk about yourself.”

“Sorry, Vagner, but I’m so busy right now I can’t even give you proper attention. I appreciate the invitation, but I really don’t feel like going out. I’m very tired.”

“Then how about lunch together?”

“Sorry again, but I’m skipping lunch today.”

“All right. Another day, then.”

Frustrated but hiding it well, Vagner gave up.

Without further comment, Raquel forced a polite smile and went back to work. She felt uneasy about his invitation—because she simply didn’t want to accept it. For days, she had noticed Vagner occasionally trying to get closer, looking for ways to strike up a more personal conversation.

Much later, when hunger finally caught up to her, she decided to skip a proper lunch and just have a quick snack. Seated at a quiet table, since the lunch hour had long passed, Raquel enjoyed a small bite while her thoughts drifted, still annoyed by the idea of having to accompany her sister-in-law. She didn’t want to upset Alice, but that wasn’t what she wanted for herself. Still, Alice had been cheerful, kind, and excited lately, something Raquel had never seen before.

“Mind if I sit?” a deep voice asked suddenly.

Raquel, lost in thought, nearly screamed. Startled so badly she flinched, spilled part of her drink from the glass in her hand.

“I’m so sorry, Raquel,” said the man, clearly embarrassed. Awkwardly setting his tray down on the table, he gently took her arm, trying to calm her.

“It’s nothing,” she replied, trying to hide her fright and wiping the table with a napkin.

Though clearly ashamed, Alejandro couldn’t help but laugh—his amusement shining in his eyes. Raquel started laughing too, unable to resist the contagious humor.

“Go on, sit down,” she said with a smile.

Alejandro sat across from her.

“After that, I’m honestly embarrassed. But… I have to admit; your reaction was hilarious. You looked like you’d just been hit by an electric shock.”

Raquel laughed again, and he added, teasingly,

“Where did your thoughts fly off to? I was right in front of you, and you didn’t even notice.”

“No, I didn’t see you at all. I was totally distracted.”

“Everything all right?”

“Yes, everything’s fine.”

“Doesn’t look like it. Grabbing a snack at this hour… you must be swamped with work—just like me.”

“Ah! Yes, that’s true.”

And both said at once, like a chorus:

“Vacations!”

They burst out laughing, then continued their snack, chatting casually about work. Raquel listened more than she spoke. She had a calm, almost mysterious personality, hidden behind her naturally angelic beauty.

After finishing, they walked back to the office together, trying not to be noticed by Rita or Vagner—each preoccupied with their own personal interests. Raquel felt content with Alejandro’s company; he wasn’t nosy and always talked about pleasant things.

That same afternoon, at the first chance he got, Vagner approached Alejandro.

“So? You made your move, huh?”

“My move? What are you talking about?” Alejandro asked, genuinely puzzled.

“Don’t play dumb, man. You’re trying to win over Raquel. She’ll just be another one in your collection.”

Alejandro laughed heartily, shaking his head.

“I’m not trying to win anyone over, man! You go ahead and ‘make your move’ if you want. If you’re saying that just because you saw us, come back together, forget it. It was coincidence. I ran into her while grabbing a quick snack.”

“But I invited her to lunch and she turned me down.”

“That’s where you messed up. You should’ve invited her for a quick snack. Raquel told me she’s buried in work—like all of us—and didn’t have time for lunch.”

Vagner frowned, looking at his coworker suspiciously. He didn’t like the idea of Alejandro being interested in Raquel; he had already decided he wanted to win her over himself. Yet he feared his colleague’s charm—he couldn’t compare with Alejandro’s confident, magnetic presence. Though Alejandro wasn’t the kind of man known for flirting or chasing women; in truth, people knew very little about his personal life.

“Take it easy, Vagner. I’m not trying to pursue Raquel. You’ve got good taste—she’s beautiful, smart… but I’m not looking to tie myself to anyone. Good luck to you.”

“Raquel attracts me, you know. She has this mystery about her that fascinates me. She’s… different.”

Thinking for a moment, Vagner asked, “So, what should I do to get closer to her?”

“People who are quiet and mysterious don’t like others getting too close. They tend to push away anyone who invades their privacy. Approach her without being clingy. Be kind and friendly. Talk about what she wants to talk about.”

Alejandro smiled, remembering how his family often called him “clingy,” since he loved hugs and affection.

Vagner smiled at the advice, suddenly more eager than ever to win Raquel over.

By the end of the day, even though quitting time had already passed, Raquel was still working, trying to finish her tasks. Watching her from a distance and noticing that most coworkers had already left, Vagner seized the moment, walked up to her desk, and announced:

“It’s time to leave!”

Raquel wasn’t satisfied; Vagner was distracting her from the work she desperately wanted to finish as soon as possible, and the young man’s presence made
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