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Love is a recurring theme in great works, ranging from 

 

the exciting happy conclusions of fairy tales to the tragic endings immortalized by Shakespeare. First love, which usually arises in early adolescence, is the most devastating, as it becomes a mixture of good and bad, happy, and sad feelings. Love in this respect is different from infatuation, which is carnal and depends on both of us, while love can be one-sided, and when it is, the natural way is for it to diminish and heal. However, of all the possible forms of love, Liam had been affected precisely by platonic love, which is that perfect, eternal and immutable love that subsists only in the field of ideas, and when this occurs in an adolescent who has 90% of his world in the field of ideas, then this love can become infinite. 
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I DEDICATE THIS BOOK TO A GOLDEN-HAIRED GIRL I MET IN 

 

THE WINTER OF 1997, ON A BEAUTIFUL MANDARIN ORANGEO 

FARM. THERE WAS A SIMPLE WOODEN HOUSE THERE, PAINTED 

PINK AND WITH A ROUGH FLOOR, BURNT WITH VERMILION AND 

CEMENT, SO WAXED AND RED THAT YOU COULD COMB YOUR HAIR 

IN ITS REFLECTION. THAT DAY I ATE A PIECE OF WHEAT CAKE, ACCOMPANIED BY A CUP OF FRESHLY GROUND BLACK COFFEE, SERVED BY DELICATE HANDS, ACCOMPANIED BY THE MOST 

BEAUTIFUL SMILE I HAD EVER SEEN IN PARALLEL, IN THIS LIFE OR 

ANOTHER, AND WHICH HAD CHANGED THE COURSE OF MY LIFE 

FROM THE DAY I MET HER UNTIL THE LAST MEMORY... 

HELTON ROGÉRIO MENEZES 
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AN OLD FRIEND. 

As she stepped into the room, she couldn't help but

notice how cruel time had been to her old friend. If not for the  wall  of  the  living room  covered  in  photographs  from his youth, she might have thought she'd entered the wrong house. Moved by compassion and tenderness, she slowly approached,  facing  Liam's  vacant  stare—he  no  longer recognized  her.  To  be  honest,  Alzheimer's  had  hardened his  expression  so  much  that  even  she  might  not  have recognized  him  had  she  encountered  him  by  chance, wandering the city.

Now bedridden, he watched his memories slip away

each  day,  like  water  draining  through  a  sink.  In  his healthier days, he'd always been calm and gentle, but now, he frequently lost his patience, especially when he realized he  could  no  longer  remember  simple  everyday  things.  It was  heartbreaking  every  time  he  failed  to  recognize  a familiar face, a voice, a song, or even the title of a book he'd cherished as a child. Oh, how he loved to read... The Green Fingered  Boy, Twenty  Thousand  Leagues  Under  the  Sea — adventures that had accompanied his childhood and now lay abandoned in the vast library that occupied two rooms of his spacious house.

Liam  had  been  successful  in  life.  He  studied

Geography  and  even  taught  for  a  while,  but  after  six
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months  facing  a  high  school  classroom,  he  switched  to consulting.  Initially,  he  worked  in  the  environmental sector,  later  transitioning  to  civil  engineering,  designing land development projects and roads. This shift led him to pursue a second degree in Civil Engineering in his forties— more to satisfy his ego than out of necessity. By the time he returned to university, he was already earning more than most engineers he knew. His career provided him with all the  comfort  he  needed  in  his  later  years  and  ensured  a considerable safety net for his children to move forward in life.

Inside  the  bedroom,  Liam's  vacant  gaze  met  the

warm  eyes  of  the  distinguished  lady  who  had  been standing  there  silently  for  a  while,  hesitant  to  introduce herself.  It  was  clear  she  feared  her  old  friend  no  longer remember her. Her eyes, brimming  with restrained tears, betrayed the pain of seeing him in such a pitiful state. The frail man before her no longer resembled the cheerful and kind-hearted  friend  of  their  youth.  Summoning  her courage,  she  stepped  forward  cautiously.  Reaching  the bedside,  she  gently  ran  her  fingers  through  Liam's  white hair,  a  soft  smile  on  her  lips.  In  a  hushed  voice,  she whispered: "Liam,  my  dear  old  friend...  do  you  know  who  I

am?"
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Liam, his eyes still distant, responded weakly:

"Ma'am... I'm sorry... my memory isn't what it used

to  be...  Each  day,  I  forget  another  face,  you  know...  That young man over there, the one who takes care of me, he can explain  it  better..."  Liam  said,  pointing  to  his  own  son, whom he also seemed not to recognize.

A look of sorrow spread across the lady's face, as if

the last thread of hope that her friend still remembered her had just slipped away. Just as she prepared to say her name, Liam interrupted her:

"You know what my last memory is, ma'am? When

I close my eyes... I see a skinny boy... brown hair... greenish eyes... That boy is running through a tangerine orchard... running  so  fast...  Sometimes  he  runs  so  lightly  that  I  can almost feel him floating, as if he could fly... And I see a little wooden house, painted pink. A simple house, but so clean, ma'am...  The  kind  with  a  red  cement  floor,  polished  so much  that  you  could  see  your reflection  on it...  A  red  I'd never seen before... You know what made me stop staring at the floor?"

With a trembling voice, the lady barely managed to

whisper:

"What, my dear friend?"
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"A  beautiful  girl  with  golden  hair...  long,  reaching

the middle of her back... brown eyes... a sweet, timid voice... a kind and captivating presence. Sometimes I  dream that I'm in heaven, and there, I meet this girl. She reaches out her hand and invites me to play volleyball with her..." Liam smiled, as if reliving every detail. Then, as if recalling the funniest joke, he chuckled and continued: "You  know  what's  funny?  To  be  honest,  I  always

knew—I was terrible at sports, even spinning a top... How could I have agreed to play volleyball with that beautiful girl? I must have looked like a clumsy fool... All I wanted was to impress her that day. I always thought love at first sight was just a cliché, but that day, as an eleven-year-old boy, I stood before my first love."

Liam paused briefly, as if replaying each scene, as if

replaying each scene in his mind, gazing out the window at the gray and cold June day. Rain had started to fall—it was funny,  really,  because  Liam  always  told  everyone  that rainy days were his favorite. They tasted like childhood to him, bringing back fond memories. They were the best days for  reading  an  enjoyable  book  or  sleeping  all  day. Whenever he arrived at a worksite on an overcast day, he'd joke with his colleagues: "I woke up with such a strong will to work  today,  but  then—oops,  it's  raining!"  Because  he  knew that once the rain started, it meant heading home. Not that he disliked his job, but he loved spending a rainy day even 
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more inside his vast library.

"Ma'am..."  Liam  resumed,  his  voice  softer  now,  "I

hope my heaven is like that tangerine orchard, where I met that girl. I want to be a child again, in the days when my imagination was my best friend. In the days when I could be a superhero... a hero with a red cape, though I can't quite recall his name anymore. A red just like the floor of the pink house... You know, ma'am, people laugh at me... It hurts... They say that girl only exists in my mind, but I know she was real... They want to take away my last memory... but I know it happened... I'm not crazy... I can still remember the taste  of  freshly  brewed  coffee,  the  sound  of  the  grinding mill, the flavor of the homemade wheat cake, slightly burnt at the bottom. I remember that beautiful girl wore a dark gray  shirt,  like  the  school  uniform,  and  navy-blue  shorts with black and white stripes down the sides, the kind used in gym class, soft and comfortable... She was so enchanting that her face never faded from my mind... You know what saddens me, ma'am?"

With her face bathed in tears and a trembling voice,

the lady drew closer and caressed Liam's hair before asking between sobs:

"What, my dear friend?"

"The name... I can't remember her name anymore..."
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THE MANDARIN ORANGE FARM 

I’ve come across many love stories, some passionate,

some painful, some filled with disappointment, others with happy  or  tragic  endings.  Some  lasted  a  lifetime,  some burned  intensely  for  a  moment.  But  none  of  them  were quite like this one.

It all started on a sunny afternoon, just as winter was

beginning. A casual invitation from his father, Alex, to ride the tractor out to the mandarin orange farm would end up changing Liam’s life forever.

Liam  was  eleven  at  the  time,  about  a  year  before

Brazil  lost  3–0  to  France,  crushing  their  dream  of  a  fifth World  Cup  title  in  what  would  become  the  most heartbreaking final for the country of football.

He was a tall, skinny kid, bright, and one of the top

students in his class. But he wasn’t the type to spend hours buried in books. He loved playing in the yard, running as fast as the wind, watching superhero movies, and—more than anything—losing himself in his imagination. His mind was a constant stream of stories so vivid and detailed that he could entertain himself for hours without saying a word. That was just who Liam was—quiet, reserved, a boy who 
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kept  his  emotions  tucked  away,  especially  the  new  ones starting to stir as he entered adolescence.

His  family  didn’t  have  much.  His  father,  Alex,

worked as a bricklayer, but often took on side jobs for local farmers. One of them, Luiz, had become a good friend over the years. Luiz often called Alex out to his farm, especially during the mandarin orange season.

Liam  loved  mandarin  orange—those  sweet,  juicy

little  citrus  fruits—but  what  he  was  really  excited  about was  riding  on  the  tractor  trailer  and  finally  visiting  the place everyone called “Three Pubs.” The name alone had always  fascinated  him.  In  his  imagination,  the  village entrance  would  be  lined  with  three  enormous  pubs,  the kind  with  big  glass  cases  filled  with  colorful  sweets  that made  your  mouth  water.  He’d  dream  of  one  day  getting rich  and  buying  the  entire  stock  just  to  eat  it  all  in  one sitting.

In  his  mind,  the  main  pub  would  have  a  string  of

smoked sausages and thick slices of mortadella hanging in the  back,  like  the  ones  his  father  bought  in  bulk  at  the beginning  of  each  month—just  a  kilo  that  his  mother somehow made stretch for  thirty days. And tucked away behind  the  bar,  near  the  bottles  of  cachaça,  he  imagined there’d  be  shelves  stacked  with  cans  of  sardines  and sausages, maybe even the kind packed in tomato sauce— 
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the big cans too, the kind that let you sneak an extra piece of fish and still have enough sauce to drizzle over your rice.

At  home,  everything was  carefully  rationed  by  his

mother, and Liam hardly noticed the financial strain. In his world,  anything  scarce  was  special,  something  to  be savored. His mother used to say that meat was “the mix” that  gave  flavor  to  food—and  a  proper  meal  wasn’t  food with mix, it was mix with food.

Back then, Liam had no real sense of just how tight

things  were.  Once,  a  relative  gave  them  an  old  cassette player and a tape from a comedian named Barnabé. Being as imaginative as he was, Liam memorized all the jokes and would laugh for hours at the comedian’s playful, country-style humor. But there was one joke he didn’t understand for years.

In  it,  the  comedian  describes  an  extremely  poor

family with more than ten kids. One day, the father comes home  with  a  wild  bird—a White-winged  dove—that  he’d caught in a trap. He cooks it and buries it in a bucket filled with twenty kilos of flour. One by one, the kids reach in and pull-out little pieces of the bird. Then the father shouts from the living room, “Don’t forget to eat the food too—it’s not just seasoning!”

Liam said he didn’t really understand the joke until
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the day he realized he was poor, maybe as poor as the kids in the story. It hit him when he saw his friends playing with a  genuine  leather  soccer  ball  while  he  made  do  with  one crafted from plastic bags stuffed into a sock. Or when the house smelled of cheap cuts and boiled broth, because the month  had  been  tough  and  even  chicken  was  too expensive.

Liam  had  a  younger  sister,  Elena,  two  years  his

junior.  They  were  a  lot  alike,  though  Elena had  inherited their  mother’s  golden  hair—passed  down  from  their maternal  grandfather,  who  had  fled  the  former  Soviet Union for Brazil before the First World War. As the story went,  Liam’s  great-grandfather,  just  thirteen  at  the  time, had  lost  a  bag  of  bread  and,  afraid  to  go  home  empty-handed, stowed away in a ship’s cargo hold and landed in Brazil. Just like that.

Liam sometimes wondered if his great-grandfather

had  also  known  the  legendary  quince  stick—just  like  the one his mother used to discipline them when Liam teased Elena  (which  he  did,  often,  and  always  for  the  silliest reasons). The two of them were constantly at each other’s throats, but the truth was they couldn’t go a day without one another.

Even  with  so  little,  Liam  was  an  incredibly  happy

kid. He learned early on to value every coin earned through
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hard work. He saw his father labor all day for others, then come  home  and,  by  night,  slowly  build  their  new  house brick  by  brick  on  the  lot  they’d  inherited  when  Grandpa Silas went to live with God.

Liam couldn’t wait for school break to start. That’s

when  he’d  go  exploring  with  his  dad  and  discover  new places.  This  time,  he’d  finally  visit  the  famous  village  of Smallville—a small rural community near his hometown in the  countryside  of  Paraná.  Locals  called  it  “Three  Pubs” because it had grown from three little shops that once sold cachaça and roll-your-own tobacco.
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