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PROLOGUE 

	 

	 

	It's night. Everything goes in silence. In the warm dawn of the sunrise, only the chirp of nocturnal birds seems to breathe life into the shady landscape of the Earth.

	In a window, in the dark, a quiet figure watches the silent crackle of the night that is ending and the dawn of the beginning dawn.

	Her face is pale in the diaphanous light of the dawn; her slender body trying to see the way, to discover the first rays of light that will draw the true road.

	Anguished sobs break the cool stillness of dawn.

	The slender body resting on the sill shakes rhythmically, lulled by the pain in anguish.

	Handkerchief to the mouth, the cough becomes suffocating. The purity of the white is tinged with red and the hot blood in unbearable spurts stains the pure shirt. The thin young body, in a herculean effort, tries to rise and stares at the sky, in a final effort. Her sunken eyes, open, still try to ask why there is so much pain in her fourteen years.

	Slowly, like a flower that falls in the face of the storm, the pale figure fainted and her body slid close to the window, and hung to the ground, but her head, leaning back on the backrest, remained facing the day that was born. Her eyes remained open and foggy. They seemed to inquire into the deep mysteries that separate life from death.

	After a few minutes, a radiant emanation detached from the body, thickening and embodying itself in a perfect replica of the outstretched young woman.

	As if by an authentic miracle, of gigantic power, it had multiplied.

	Surprised by the radiant and translucent form, she looked at the body she had just left. Her countenance denoted pity and love.

	She felt light and healthy. But when she looked at the inert body, a lively feeling of pity invaded her; it seemed to her momentarily to return to the yoke of heavy chains of an annihilating prison. In an instinctive desire for liberation, she tried to turn away from it.

	It was then that she saw a radiant and dear figure walk towards her, arms outstretched, face bathed in gentle kindness. Where would she have seen that face? What saint would she be? She respectfully knelt before the resplendent form. Upon her still, fearful and insecure spirit poured out a gentle and fragrant breeze, kissing her cheeks with the morning dew, while a sweet voice reached her spirit:

	Nina. You're free! In the rudeness of the trials, like an imprisoned bird with fief dignity, you awaited release. Today, we have come to seek you. You will go with us to happy worlds, where you can enjoy the peace and calm that you have always longed for. You will be able to work on noble tasks and you will enjoy a good disposition and well-being.

	Nina looked up and unfathomable tears streamed down her eyes in overflowing emotion:

	– Madam! Blessed, are you sent from the Highest. You have come for me. My heart trembles with joy at the soft emotions of this sublime hour that I do not deserve. I would be happy to go forward, towards the enchanted worlds where you reside, enjoying peace and serenity. However, in this home that I received with so much love, my mother in the flesh faces with difficulty the test of misery and renunciation. My father, a noble lord of old, today fights against pride and arrogance by working hard for insignificant pay, digging the hard earth to barely get a little bread. Four angels of the Lord, my little brothers on Earth, awaken to life, in difficult conditions of impaludism and malnutrition. If I am gone, for sure, they will soon follow, for weakness and tuberculosis will strike them down their lives still in a delicate phase in this incarnation. Therefore, if possible, I beg you, madam: it is all right that by addition the divine mercy has granted me, be reversed in favor of the beings I love and to whom I owe devotion and affection. Forgive me for such boldness, but you can read the sincerity of my heart and feel the pain that causes me to leave now towards happiness while they suffer!

	Bowed, in a submissive attitude, Nina waited. The enlightened entity approached and lifting her right hand gently smoothed her head with immense tenderness:

	– Nina! What do you want?

	Nina looked up that reflected respect and love:

	– Madam, allow me to stay. Although sick, I take care of the home so that my mother can earn some money. If I leave, she will have to stop working and less bread will come into this house.

	The beautiful woman moved, smiled and said:

	– Do you know what you ask of me? If God allowed you to return, you would certainly suffer greatly. The body you used in the flesh is very emaciated. How many times have you lied saying you were fed so that your little ration would benefit others? How many times have you gone through the 24 hours without tasting food, in a truly admirable renunciation? You have suffered a lot. Do I offer you peace, abundance, and tranquility and you ask me for pain, sickness, misery and death?

	Nina sobbed:

	– I asked God to allow me to stay. That's all I ask.

	The entity fixed its gaze on her with immense kindness, where a glow of energy was reflected.

	 – I can’t attend to you. You need to come with me. One day you will understand why. I can only tell you that your stay on Earth is over. You’re sick and suffering presence wouldn’t contribute to alleviating the problems of this home. However, fear not. No one remains abandoned on Earth. Your parents' problems, only they can solve, fighting, suffering, learning. Devoted brothers watch over your little brothers. God allows proof for the spirit to redeem itself. Suffering sublimates the spirit and leads it back to God. – Embracing her affectionately, she continued: – Later, when you are able, if you want, you can come to them, work for their redemption. Let's go now!

	The young woman, whose sobs had ceased, stood up and embraced by her protector, and offered to follow. Feeling liberated from a great weight, it seemed to her that her chest dilated in joy never felt, while a huge sense of well-being invaded her being.

	She surrendered softly and they walked out of the humble hut.

	While the first rays of the sun blessed the day of birth, transmitting a message of life, two entwined figures disappeared towards the infinite; It remained only a pale and emaciated body, a seraphic and serene face, a blood-stained nightgown, abandoned forever, as a useless garment and route that time would be in charge of transforming and destroying in the constant mutation of nature.

	 

	 


CHAPTER I

	 THE SUFFERING FAMILY

	 

	 

	At the Lageado farm in Minas Gerais, the day started early.

	There was much work to be done and the settlers needed to get up early to be in the yard when the old bell rang on the porch summoning them to work.

	Colonel Gervasio Fartes was not the man for jokes. He demanded the settler’s strict fulfillment of their tasks, and it was the terror of men when mounted in their stall to appear in the fields or pastures. He did not tolerate delays. He got up very early and when the foreman tolled the bell the men needed to be in the yard for the service to be distributed.

	José Mota had been working on the farm since he was a teenager. The son of settlers, not content with the misery of his father's house, at the age of twelve he decided to try his luck in Lageado and since then, he has never been able to leave. He had always earned very little, and moreover, he never could learn to read, which made him quite wary.

	Although he had never been able to improve his life, he had not become accustomed to the humble conditions of his work. He hated Colonel Gervasio. He envied him but feared him. To him, it was God in heaven and the Colonel, the devil on earth.

	He often revolted against his situation, but no matter how hard he tried, he could not get out of it. He had met Mary on the farm itself. From their youth, they started dating. She, at first, dreamed of going to live in the village. At the age of fifteen, she almost did run away with a peddler to other cities. But Joe's ambition tempted her. Her nonconformity married well with his ambition. Together, they would go to town and make money. They would wear good clothes and many ornaments, like Miss Eugenia, Colonel’s wife, a literate female, with a painted face, who drove a car and smoked like a man.

	They got married. She was sixteen, he was eighteen.

	The mud wall hut was raised shortly before with the consent of the Colonel and the assistance of some companions on Sundays after work. The bed had been a gift from Miss Eugenia. It was old and broken, but José fixed it.

	His heart filled with hatred before the bed with a broken foot. He wasn't content with the crumbs of others.

	Disguising his feelings, he tried to arrange himself in the best way. The mattress was made by Mary who for two months dried and selected corn straw for this purpose. The lining was faded and patched.

	The party consisted only of coffee with cornmeal cake, which Mary's parents offered to friends and two bottles of cachaça1 that José had won from the boss.

	A hard life began for them. But they both worked in the fields and so, at the cost of some hardship and much struggle, they were able to buy some utensils and some clothing. Time went by when the children began to arrive. The first was born strong and beautiful. They named her Nina. Her birth caused some disturbances in Mary's health, impaired by the absolute lack of medical care. Therefore, only after six years did, she has other children. Then, they didn't stop, they came one after another. To each child, José said to the woman: “Mary! Because of him, we can't go to town for now. Money doesn't fall from trees. When he's grown up, we'll go.

	But they couldn't go. Why they hadn't gone when it was just the two of them, how could they do it now with so many children? Despite this, José was an extreme father. His anger grew with each child, for not being able to give them what they wanted. What he had always wanted to have and had been denied. Gradually, an intense hatred of the person of Colonel Gervasio began to grow in his chest. Each time he gave an incisive, energetic order that admitted no answer, Joseph vibrated with resentment.

	He envied the sunny farmhouse with its red curtains and upholstered chairs. The bright harnesses of the boss's son, his shiny leather boots, and his noisy laughter of a happy, childish child.

	He obeyed with low eyes so the Colonel didn’t see the glow of revolt. That is what his workday was like.

	In the evening, back at the poor house, he was irritated by the calluses of his thick hands, which burned as much as his thought.

	Silent and discouraged, he sat at the crude table for the meal that seemed tasteless to him. Beans, cassava, cornmeal, or flour. Sometimes rice, with some vegetables harvested in the backyard. He imagined himself sitting at the clean and well-placed table of Mrs. Eugênia, with clean glasses and smelly and varied food.

	Mary, with her lamentations, caused him more revolt. For her who had imagined a better life in the city, the tragic reality had made her unhappy. The husband, each day, became more taciturn. However, he tried hard to multiply his resources in order to serve their own well, but his great efforts were never recognized.

	At first, she tried to be optimistic, to stimulate her husband. Gradually the difficulties were killing her illusions and filling her heart with infinite bitterness.

	After a few years of marriage, she no longer even resembled the pretty young woman she always was.

	Nina grew up in that environment. Between the mother's complaints and the father's revolt. However, on her skinny, brunette little face there was always a smile. Her bright, black eyes looked like two stars radiating joy and love.

	From an early age, she had shown great understanding and tenderness towards everything and everyone. She tried with her little body to help her mother in what she could. She got up early and at the age of seven, she was already in charge of lighting the fire, fetching water, and tending to the few birds that they had. She never complained. If they gave her an old rag, she would have smiled happily with gratitude.

	She put up with her mother's complaints and always tried to give her words of understanding and optimism. When her father came home from work, with the usual scowl plastered on his cheek and harsh words on his lips, she would wrap her arms around him and kiss his sunburnt cheek. Although he wasn’t into gestures of affection, he was gradually calming down and the nights could be a little less bitter.

	But they didn't realize it. There was so much softness and kindness in Nina that they, blinded by their passions, could not comprehend.

	As her little brothers were born, she devoted herself to them with maternal care. Nina was twelve years old, but she was already replacing her mother who went to the plantation early, taking care of her siblings, and cooking. When her mother returned, she would do laundry in the creek. Her weakened little body, hunched under the weight of the bundle of wet clothes or from or the can, she didn't rest. She would come home with her little dress soaked and her hands poached by the soap, which was homemade and of poor quality.

	But things for the colonel were not very good: the low of the cattle, the disease decimating the animals. It squeezed the settlers even harder, making them pay more for the foodstuffs they consumed, to the point that they were always owing him.

	They were slaves who worked undernourished and revolted.

	One day Nina, while looking for firewood near the house, heard voices. Her mother laughed loudly, showing joy. Since this was rare, Nina smiled as well and walked closer, but stopped a little startled.

	A strange voice said softly:

	– Listen to what I say. I've never forgotten you, Mary! That's not life! To live with this man who doesn't recognize your worth! Let's go. Together we will be happy! Look, I have a house in town.

	He paused, and, noticing Mary's bright gaze, continued, engaging:

	– It's not very rich, but it's made of brick. It has plank floors and balcony at the entrance. It has a well with a pump, you don't have to go to the river to get water. And then there's me, who has long thought of you, that I can't come without you. Since those times.

	– I can't, Manuel. If it was just José... But I don't leave my children. I can't.

	Manuel didn't give up:

	 – Look, Mary! Look at this!

	He took from the suitcase that landed on the floor a bouquet dress, in cheerful colors, and a pair of pearl earrings that shimmered in the reflection of the sun.

	Mary didn't hold back. She touched the soft fabric with her thick hands and was embarrassed because they were a little stained from the work on the land.

	– It's yours, Mary. It can stay. She smiled delightedly:

	– Mine?!

	She picked up the dress enthusiastically and placed it in front of her lean body.

	 – Just shorten it a bit and it looks good.

	In a loving outburst, Manuel tried to hug her. She resisted:

	 – Nope. Don't do that.

	His voice was pleading:

	– Mary! You were born to wear silk and not rags. You are still beautiful, and with me you will be happy! All your beauty will revive with the treatment you will receive.

	Nina watched palely, her loving little heart beating wildly. Unable to bear the scene any longer, she pretended to be running and approached:

	– Mom! You're here. Glad you're here! Mary, startled, returned the dress to the peddler and embarrassed replied:

	– I'm already going home, Nina. – And turning to Manuel with an indifferent tone:

	 – Go, Manuel. I don't want to buy anything. I have no money now. He smilingly tried to put the dress in her hands:

	 – It doesn't hurt. Her husband is a good man. Pay later. -She got serious.

	 – No, Manuel. I really can't. If he could, he would buy clothes for his children. Not to me. I don't have to. Come on, Nina. Good bye Manuel!

	Embracing her daughter, Mary pulled away between Manuel's meek smile and the disguised fear that hurt Nina's heart.

	In the days that followed, Mary gradually changed herself. She neglected her obligations. She smeared her husband with more violent grievances. She accused him of being miserable and demanded a new standard of living.

	Angry, Joseph almost assaulted the recalcitrant woman. And Nina felt the fear grow within her. She surprised her mother in a dreamy attitude, oblivious to everything that surrounded her. She saw her throw the humble dresses she owned to the ground in hysterical crisis.

	She rushed to her, embracing her affectionately, saying to her in an emotional voice:

	– Mom! You are the most beautiful, the best, and kindest mother in the world. I'm lucky to be your daughter!

	Mary looked in surprise at her daughter's brunette little face. So much adoration read in her gaze that she softened:

	– Dear daughter! – she replied, embracing her, overcome with a sudden tenderness. – 

	How good you are! I am sorry you see this struggle and this misery! What a life, my God! What a life!

	Nina kissed her cheeks contentedly.

	– But I'm happy. Very happy! I want nothing more than to live here, as we are. Me, the lady, the father and the little brothers. I want nothing more. New dresses get old and ugly over time. The yummy foods soon transform and run out. What counts, mother, is our life, our love, our home.

	Mary understood. She kissed the girl's skinny little face and tried to change herself from then on.

	So was Nina. So pure, so loving, so simple, that she had the gift of transforming the unstable and difficult climate in which she lived.

	But life was hard. In the effort made, in the eagerness to relieve her own, Nina gradually weakened. She ate poorly. She was impoverished.

	The parents worried about her appearance, but did not have the resources for treatment.

	Miss Eugenia warned Mary of Nina's weakness. She warned her to prevent her son from approaching the girl, fearful of contagion. She did not bother to give her proper treatment.

	In this way, her condition worsened, until she was stuck in the bed of extreme weakness, due to an annoying fever, by the fits of coughing and sweating.

	Roque was the second oldest brother. He was only seven years old, but, guided by her, he took care of the three minors while their parents left for work.

	At sunset. Nina told Roque to open the window of her small room, hastily built to separate her from the others.

	Mrs. Eugenia had helped with its construction. Nina felt that the air was lacking in her. Roque opened it and she was able to catch a glimpse of the sky that was already turning orange at the farewell of the sun. She felt elevated in her contemplation.

	Despite the calm of the coming night, she felt her heart overwhelmed by a feeling of sadness and pain. She did not fear death. Intimately awaited her as a deliverance. She even seemed to have died many times, in different bodies.

	But what about her loved ones? Who would look at them on Earth? Who could help them through difficult times?

	As she fall asleep, she dreamed of a flowery, fragrant field, a freedom of movement, an indescribable lightness. Birds sang merrily, and the sky reflected a pure blue of immense clarity. Cheerful children played in their alleys and Nina felt strong, without pain and without suffering. But behold, suddenly, looking at the sky with wonder, she saw a luminous cross drawn on it, while a very sweet woman's voice whispered in her ear:

	– Nina. Your task is over. Today you will set yourself free. May God bless you.

	The girl felt a shock. She thought of her loved ones and felt a hurt awakening that turned into despair and pain.

	She felt sick again and screamed with all her might.

	– Nope! Don't take me yet! No! I want to stay with them!

	In the same instant, everything disappeared from her aching gaze and she woke up in distress, with a very strong pain squeezing her chest, breathing was heavy for her. She felt that the crisis was approaching. She staggered up and went to the window. The fresh air of the dawn kissed her burning brow.

	Leaning on the window sill, she looked at the stars of the sky in mute supplication. A sharp pain in her stomach and back robbed her ability to breathe. She felt her gaze blur as the first gulp of blood-soaked her shirt.

	In a second her spirit remembered all the moments she had ever lived, in meticulous and eloquent hindsight.

	She let out a scream and her body fell bending over itself on the hard, cold floor of the room.

	 


CHAPTER II 

	RECALLING THE PAST OF THE SPIRITUAL COLONY

	 

	 

	In a pleasant living room, leaning back in an armchair, Nina rested softly. The atmosphere was calm and welcoming. Graceful, colorful flowers adorned the vase over the solace, and the evening light spread through the cracks of the windows in soft hues.

	Her swarthy, youthful face was the same, yet she was now riper and more tinged with healthy colors.

	In these moments entered the small room a young lady, bringing to hand some canvases in which appeared beautiful landscapes portrayed. She approached, and tenderly rested her hand on Nina's shoulder.

	– Nina! It's in the hour, I came looking for you.

	Nina opened her eyes, which reflected great vivacity, and said:

	– Cora dear! Already?

	– “Yes – replied the other –. We can go.

	Nina braced herself quickly and declared herself ready to leave. It had been almost a year since Nina had arrived in Campo da Paz. Despite the well-being she felt, Nina had not been content to leave her earthly family and wished at all costs to return to Earth.

	She had requested a new reincarnation within the same family, but until now she had been advised by the mentors of her spiritual colony to seek to work for the benefit of suffering souls while they studied the case.

	Nina lived in the home of Cora, with whom she identified spiritually, and although she did not remember the details, she felt connected to her past, as a benefactor and dear friend.

	Under her care, she had felt her health reborn, which was always shattered when she despaired of missing her loved ones who remained on Earth.

	With patience and affection, she applied loving passes to her and at the same time talked to her, comforting her and seeking to elevate her mind with faith and love.

	With this care, Nina was getting better and her bouts of longing spaced out. That is why Cora was able to take her with her in the care of the sick sisters who had just arrived from the Earth, who had been taken to the hospital, as well as in the entertainment of the children who attended the Evangelical School where Cora worked as an assistant and advisor.

	The two of them left. It was pleasant to walk through the streets where cozy trees shaded the sidewalks and where the colorful and cheerful cottages sweetened the eye. Nina, always so sensitive to natural beauties, was worried and anxious.

	She had been summoned to a meeting where, together with her advisor, Cordelius, she would review her case and possibly see it resolved.

	Walking briskly, the two of them soon arrived at the square where the Department of Guidance and Reincarnation Aid and Choice of Tests was located. Led into the presence of Cordelius, Nina was moved. The kind and energetic figure of his advisor inspired respect and sympathy.

	His percussive gaze enveloped her with candor and interest. His ever-wise words had the power to make her feel supported and at ease.

	Seeing her, Cordelius stood up and embraced her affectionately.

	– You're welcome, Nina. I was expecting you. Please sit down.

	Nina obeyed and said nothing. She felt him guess her anxiety.

	– My daughter. We study your case. You wish to return to Earth. You want to reincarnate. However, Nina, it seems to us still very early. While your motives are just and noble, we do not believe your sacrifices useful.

	Seeing the disappointment draw on the delicate countenance of the young woman, he continued:

	– You, by the works and merit you have, can get what you want. However, you have recently come from Earth. By bringing your thoughts back to the loved ones who are there, you have not yet been able to awaken to your past and see your previous lives. We think it is unfair that without this knowledge you should return to the world. That is why we invite you today: to remember the past. Start. If you feel tired, we will continue in other sessions. Only then will you be in a position to discern and resolve the case under study.

	A wave of joy enveloped Nina's heart. Know the past! She would finally unravel the thread of past existences to know the origin of the bonds of love and affection, of responsibility and friendship that united her to loved ones.

	She let herself be led docilely, trying to calm her spirit so as not to lose a single detail of what would be shown to her.

	They entered a small room where a screen hung on a wall and a few graceful armchairs lined up in front of them. Behind, a complicated and hard-to-describe device started working as soon as the three of them settled down and the lights went out.

	Immediately, the screen in front seemed to come to life lighting up, and the first images, taking shape and color, began to draw on it.

	The room was preciously adorned. The walls covered with richly colored carpets. The furniture laboriously carved in the purest Louis XV style, all painted in gold. The delicately colored porcelain bibelots married well with the beautiful silver chandeliers that adorned the magnificent piece.

	Books, a grand piano, and in one corner of the room, a young woman of rare beauty worked without much interest on a delicate carpet she wove boredly.

	Seeing her face framed by brown silky hair caught in whimsical curls by a ribbon and the beautiful black eyes of velvety reflections, Nina let out a small scream:

	– It's me! That's me! I remember now.

	She-controlled herself then, eyes locked on the reminiscent screen, trying not to miss any detail of the scene unfolding.

	The girly girl, fifteen presumably oblivious to everything, remained weaving in the warm intimacy of the room. Suddenly, the door opened, and a woman of about fifty, stern attire, grave countenance, entered erect and perplexed, steps studied. A pince-nez, which with each step she took off and reattached, made her figure more rigid. Her hair, fastened to the top of her head so carefully that not a strand left the place, made her more distant and impersonal.

	She was the governess of the house of the Count of Gencelier, feudal lord of the beautiful county of Ancour, with many tracts of fertile and generous land.

	Efficient and rigid, she had lived for twenty years in the castle of Ancour, where she was respected and feared.

	The young daughter of the Count of Gencelier loathed her. No one, by the way, had anything against Madame Henriette, zealous and fulfilling her duties, devoted and honest. But Geneviève had a habit of scrutinizing everything she could, of getting to know the people with whom she lived. Not that she was malicious, but extremely impulsive when she liked someone, she did so body and soul but rather instinctively sought to penetrate deep into the creature's innermost depths, to know the recesses of the soul and then to surrender her esteem in a complete and safe way.

	With Madame Henriette she had never been able to get personal contact. She had been born under her care and supervision, but she had never been able to surprise her with a moment of weakness, sensitivity, expression of feeling, anger, or even love.

	Safe, balanced, impersonal, it irritated Geneviève, so emotional, so cheerful, so full of life. She had solemnly implicated her, but despite being the count's youngest and favorite daughter, she had not succeeded in getting her to replace her in the government of the house. Despite her young age, she understood that it was to her that everyone owed the enviable order and hygiene that reigned in the huge castle, for her lovely mother, Countess Margueritte, was not interested in household chores, leading an intense life at court, shining with the rutilant glow of her jewels and her beauty.

	Approaching the girl, Madame spoke:

	– Miss Geneviève, your embroidery hour is over. You can rest for half an hour. The dance teacher today will come at four.

	With a sigh of relief, the girl pushed the rack and stood up:

	– Fed up! I don't like this job. I don't think I'm going to finish it –. And looking defiantly at the housekeeper she continued: “I don't like it and I won't. Or else I'll do it all wrong.

	Without caring, Madame replied in a calm and firm voice:

	– You will conclude it, certainly. You will undo all the pieces poorly made and weave them again. We have time. What I assure you is that it will be completed.

	A wave of revolt enveloped the girl in the face of her own powerlessness.

	– If I don't want to, I don't! I tear it to shreds. Without giving up, Madame concluded serenely:

	– We'll start another one with the same drawing. You can be sure that we will.

	– You know what? Madame, you are not human, you are not a person, you are a beast! In a fit of rage, Geneviève slammed her delicate little feet to the ground, while her little face was colored with intense blushing.

	Ignoring the scene, madame, impassive, became:

	– Excuse me. Be prepared for class at four!

	When she left, the girl threw herself into an armchair trying to control herself. She felt sad, in complete solitude. She wanted to see her mother, to admire her beauty, to feel her hands resting in her hair in an affectionate gesture in which she wrapped her around her when she visited. However, the countess would not admit that she would go looking for her without being called. When she wanted to see her, she sent for her. She almost always had her first meals in her private room and when she felt like seeing her daughter she sent for the afternoon lunch, which was always a party for Geneviève.

	In the main, they rarely saw each other, because at night, almost always, there were receptions and parties, which they took care not to miss. She spent a long time in preparing, and between rest, the fashionista, the jeweler, the hairdresser, the beauty treatments, she divided the few hours of her short day, since at night she shone in the aristocratic salons.

	The girl felt very alone. The count, busy in taking care of the administration and application of his rents, was frequently absent. Her two older brothers spent more time at Versailles than at Ancour.

	Her mother had once said to him:

	– You are beautiful. Soon you will shine at court.

	Geneviève had felt a warmth of joy and pride warm her heart, and she dreamed! He dreamed of the parties, the stones, the glitter and rustle of the halls. However, she always imagined shining at court, always saw his mother's satisfied face, admiring her, praising her, being proud of her. Carried away by these thoughts, she forgot Madame Henriette as if by spell. She reclined on the velvet couch and enjoyed her moment of freedom by giving free rein to her girlish ramblings.

	She startled, shortly after, hearing the housekeeper's voice again, but she didn't have time to get angry with her again.

	– The dance teacher will not be coming today. She has rhinitis. She asks Miss for a thousand pardons. Now, go get ready because the lady countess invites you to tea.

	Geneviève jumped up and began to dance for joy, cheering on the teacher's indisposition. She pretended not to see or hear Madame Henriette's admonitions, and with rapid steps, almost running, she made her way through the rooms and corridors until she reached the countess room.

	The maid was already waiting for her, and despite the girl's impatience, she only let her out when she saw her well dressed, combed and fragrant. As she knew she was jovial and careless, she preceded her to the chambers of the lady countess.

	At the door, Geneviève stopped. She knew her mother was annoyed if the etiquette was disregarded. So, she restrained herself and tapped gently.

	Entered. It was always a feast for her to penetrate this unknown realm.

	Elegantly she entered and made her way to the small hall where the countess was taking her meals.

	– It's settled, I'll stick with both. The one of brilliant and the one of rubies.

	With a delicate but decisive gesture, she said goodbye to the jeweler, who thanking her and making measures left the salon.

	Geneviève stood still, amazed. Her mother, elegant, with her brown and ringed hair wrapping around her shoulders delicately, was more beautiful than ever. She wore a delicate light green negligee and, in her hands, shone a few rings. Although she was at ease and at rest, she never took from her fingers the ring that the count had offered her on her wedding day. It was a delicate jewel of precious stones where the coats of arms of the house of Ancour were reproduced. Stripping herself of him, albeit in intimacy, the young lady Countess Margueritte Bertran Gencelier felt as if crippled from her social position.

	She lay stretched out in a delicate canapé of pure silk, the emerald color of which married very well not only with her attire but with her very well-dusted complexion.

	On a solace, two open boxes containing two wonderful sets of necklaces, earrings, bracelet and a ring that ruffled despite the dim light of the room. The countess was always in the twilight, to spare her eyes weary from the constant vigils.

	Seeing the girl standing at the entrance of the room, her face lit up in radiant joy.

	– My little one! My ray of sunshine!

	With bright eyes, Geneviève threw herself into her mother's arms. Indeed, for the countess, away from the pleasant light of the sun, the girl,

	With his radiant joy and contagious vivacity, she was able to transmit to her the warmth of a ray of sunshine.

	She pulled her away from herself and with an approving look said:

	– You look very pretty. I'm proud of you. Now, tell me of what you have done during those days when we did not see each other.

	– It's been eight days, my mother! It seems like a long time, because my life is so monotonous.

	Without caring, the countess smiled and added:

	– Mrs. Henriette? Is it always the same? But you must obey her. Prepare your education. No one can shine and be queen of the halls if she is not well educated. I feel like you need to endure it. But there's no other way to achieve our goal of preparing you for a brilliant wedding.

	Geneviève blushed violently. She dared not tell anyone that in her dreams as a girl there was already a burning desire for love and understanding.

	– But don't worry. It's still too early. Now, I need to tell you the reason for your coming here today. Next month you will turn fifteen and our gates will open to give way to the guests, and for the first time we will do so in the evening in the main hall. You will be presented to the court in three weeks and then we will be able to officially invite our peers to the party.

	The girl's heart beat harder. Finally, his dream would come true! Finally!

	They took care of the preparations and the details, and when Geneviève left it seemed to her not to step on the ground such was the wonder in which she was involved.

	At the same time, she was worried about the fear of not knowing how to pool like her mother and not living up to the place that by beauty, grace, finesse, she had been able to conquer.

	She retired to her chambers and emotionally could not contain herself, bursting into tears.

	Nina's face was bathed in emotional tears as the scene faded from the bright screen. She identified herself and, strangely, relived the emotions not only in the recesses of memory, but also as if she were living again, although preserving awareness of the present, feeling the experience of today, analyzing the yesterday that had already ended.

	When Nina's spirit again calmed, as if by enchantment the screen began to light up, and those present touched, with respect and tranquility, fixed it again. The reminiscence would continue.

	 


CHAPTER III

	 SCENES OF SOFT HAPPINESS

	 

	 

	The majestic black-painted iron gates were wide open, and the two gilded livery porters, holding at hand the staff with the arms of the Ancour, pointed the direction at the coachmen of the rich, exquisitely ornate carriages entering the sumptuous park, the main entrance to the castle.

	The animal’s hooves cracked the stones of the main alley, and the tinkling of the metals completed the characteristic and pleasant noise.

	In front of the white marble staircases stood a servant in an imposing position and on the initial floor two servants welcomed the arriving guests, bowing deeply and placing the two carpeted steps, helping them to descend.

	The night was beautiful and one could notice, in spite of the chandeliers of many candles and the two torches, the brightness of the stars and the grateful caress of the spring breeze.

	With each name uttered by the spokesman, the count and countess hastened to welcome them with elegance and fidelity.

	The hall was feverish and the ball had already begun.

	Like a flower that blooms in petals and perfume, Geneviève twirled in the arms of a young gentleman. Her eyes reflected excitement and delight. Everything to her was new and intoxicating. Presented at Versailles a week earlier, its success had been absolute.

	Her mother was in charge of preparing and dressing her according to the most demanding taste of the conceited court of the time. Her jewelry was commissioned and designed by a famous jeweler, and his gestures rehearsed exhaustively. But it had been rewarding, Geneviève thought, feeling her mother's pride and her father's approval. To her it was more important than that.

	Now, the fifteen years, the ball, the tributes, the gifts, the first gallantries. The furtive grip of an eloquent hand, an intentional and obsequious look. Everything was excitement, awakening, joy.

	Everyone wanted to dance with her, her carnet was completely taken.

	She looked up at her partner, to whom she had promised three contradances. He was an elegant young man, pale brunette face, brown eyes like his silky, shiny hair, bound by delicate black ribbon. The elegant dark green velvet suit sat well with his tall, slender figure. The lace cuffs and starched gown gave his countenance a boyish look. But his eyes showed energy and firmness.

	At one point, passing through one of the doors, he took her delicate little hand and asked:

	– Come with me. Let's see the garden.

	Geneviève smiled. She was tired and a little air would do her good. Accepting the arm that the gentleman offered him, they made their way through the flowery and fragrant alleys.

	– When I saw you again, I never thought I could be the same person. The young woman made a spoiled girl gesture:

	– Why, did I get uglier? He smiled with pleasure:

	– Ugliest? Impossible! Worse than it was could never be. She withdrew her injured arm:

	– I must say you weren't a big deal either. The last time I saw you were thin, inelegant, full of freckles and wearing horrible striped pants.

	He laughed even harder, and taking the girl's little hand in a conciliatory tone:

	– Okay. I surrender to the evidence! I was horrible, but the worst thing is that I didn't change much, whereas you...

	Pretending to ignore the look of false innocence of the malicious girl, he continued:

	– How nice it would be if we didn't have to go through adolescence. From the candor of the early years to the blossoming of youth, where love appears to glorify our lives.

	Walking, they had made their way to a bench by a flowery, fragrant hedge. They sat down. Suddenly, a noise of voices came to them. A couple, probably on the bench on the other side of the hedge, between laughter and ironic sayings, commented on the party.

	Disgusted, the young man-made mention of pushing Geneviève away, but she, the moment she got up to leave, had her attention aroused by the words of the woman, who said:

	– Exactly. All her lovers are here tonight. She's a man-eater. The count doesn't even know. If he knows, pretends very well!

	Laughs. The male voice replied:

	– Well, I feel sorry for the daughter. So young and beautiful. The day she gets married, poor thing, her mother will rob her husband!

	– True! And I say more, it may even be until she imposes on her one of her favorites to have him always at hand. Everyone knows she adores young men!

	A punch to Geneviève's head wouldn't have left her so stunned.

	She paled and would have fallen if Gerard hadn't supported her.

	Livid, the young aristocrat took the young woman's fan and shook her fearfully.

	When he saw her breathing better, he leapt through the hedge with the intention of surprising the slanderers and giving them a lesson. He didn't find anyone. With the noise made by Geneviève they had disappeared from there.

	He returned to the side of the girl, who was upset and was crying softly. Moved, he wiped her tearful eyes and with infinite affection became:

	- No one can penetrate the hypocrisy of the halls and keep their innocence.

	Poor Geneviève. What did they do to you?!

	Gerard ran his hand gently through the young woman's hair. His tone was grave:

	– Geneviève! In a court, where vanity, envy, intrigue, jealousy, and the lust for power trigger the devices of meetings and relations, it is natural that the beauty of the lady countess, which shines everywhere, should arouse more contradictory feelings. Slander is a way of destroying oneself or of soaking up this glow, this beauty, this admiration. However, my little one, you have learned today that you cannot trust people whose greatest ambition comes down to always being the first, the best, wherever you go. At court, my little one, with very few exceptions, are all like that.

	Geneviève looked at him in awe. No one had ever spoken to her so seriously, and the
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