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			For all the girls

			who don’t wear crowns,

			but have the heart of a princess



		


	

“Whatever comes,” she said, “cannot alter one thing. If I am a princess in rags and tatters, I can be a princess inside. It would be easy to be a princess if I were dressed in cloth of gold, but it is a great deal more of a triumph to be one all the time when no one knows it.”

			Frances Hodgson Burnett, A Little Princess
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			Bianca sighed for what seemed like the twentieth time that morning as she listened to her stepmom’s bothersome voice analyzing clothing combinations in front of the large living room mirror.

			Flávia had insisted that Bianca join the try-on session. Shopping for clothes was not Bianca’s ideal way to spend her Saturday. At least she was home and she had Bobby to distract her. She played catch with the little white and caramel-colored Shih Tzu and gave the pup lots of hugs and kisses. Having fun with the puppy seemed way more appealing than watching Flávia admire her own reflection in the mirror.

			“You look amazing!” the personal stylist gushed for the hundredth time. The woman with the blonde bob haircut owned a boutique that sold imported clothes and would bring her merchandise to the Neves’ stately family home whenever she was asked. Flávia didn’t like having to walk along the city promenade to get to the store, so even though it cost extra, she insisted on having the store come to her.

			“Aren’t you going to try anything on?” Flávia turned to Bianca and looked at Bobby with disgust as he played at her feet.

			“Oh, no thanks. I have enough already.”

			Standing tall in her six-inch heels, Flávia tucked her shiny, wavy hair behind her ear and pursed her lips as she looked Bianca up and down.  

			“Sweetie, you realize that some of your clothes don’t fit you anymore, right?”

			Bianca immediately crossed her arms over her stomach.  

			“They seem fine to me,” she shrugged, trying to hide the blush creeping up her face. She should’ve known Flávia would mention her weight. Again.  

			“Your friends are going to rock their prom dresses, but with the way you’ve been eating, not even the tightest shapewear will help you squeeze in.”

			Tears welled up in Bianca’s eyes, but she managed to hold them back before Flávia could once again call her dramatic for crying in front of others. Without saying a word, she got up and went to her room. Bobby followed her. As she was still climbing the stairs, she heard her stepmom shout:

			“Your dad’s coming home tomorrow! He wants to have lunch with us at noon.”

			Bianca kept heading up to the second floor, and when she got to the first door on the right, she closed it gently behind her.

			Why hadn’t her dad called her or even sent a message saying he’d be back the next day? He’d been gone for two weeks, and his communication with his daughter had been reduced to two quick texts. “Hey, sweetie! How’s it going? Good morning (or good night).” 

			Rodolfo was a very busy man. With an agricultural degree, a piece of inherited land and a dream in his heart, he had built an apple plantation empire in the Santa Catarina countryside with a great deal of determination and some fortunate opportunities along the way. Right after graduation, he had married Lúcia, Bianca’s mother, who had graduated in chemical engineering the same year as Rodolfo. They worked hard for many years until they finally saw their company, Apple Kingdom, selling apples and apple products all over Brazil and even abroad. Bianca was devastated that her mom couldn’t be there to see how far the company had come.

			Sitting on her unmade bed, the girl caught sight of her reflection in the mirror across the room. She noticed how the shirt she had bought just a few months ago was too tight now. She squeezed her slightly chubby arms and sighed. A few pimples marred her pale skin and her short black bob was thick and in need of some serious hydration. Why had she thought cutting her hair so short was a good idea? Oh, right. Flávia had said it would suit her features.

			The 17-year-old girl flopped down onto the bed and picked up a picture frame from the nightstand. She gently ran her fingers over the photograph behind the glass.

			“Oh, Mom, why did you have to leave me?” Bianca whispered to the photo of a beautiful woman with black hair and a smiling gaze. Suddenly, her reflection in the mirror didn’t matter anymore. At that moment her pain and loneliness was stronger and deeper. 

			

			The next day, Bianca’s dad arrived and almost immediately they sat down for lunch. The lamb roast had barely been placed on the table when he got up to take a phone call. Bianca watched sadly as the food got cold.

			“I saw there’s a charity event happening downtown this week,” Flávia said after a long silence. “We could go together.”

			“I’ll be busy,” Bianca replied.

			“Even on Thursday night? After the event, I was thinking of checking out that new vegan restaurant that just opened.”

			“I’m not really into vegan food,” Bianca replied, turning to Rodolfo, who had just reentered the room with Bobby playing with the hem of his pants. “Are you staying home all week, Dad?”

			“Oh, honey, unfortunately not. I have to leave for Floripa on Wednesday morning. I’ve got some meetings with the distributors there.”

			“But you’ll be back by Saturday, right?”

			“Saturday… why?” Rodolfo started putting food on his plate, and Flávia joined him. Bianca stared at her dad without blinking.

			“The nonprofit meeting. It’s been scheduled for a month, Dad.”

			“Oh, well, it’ll have to wait till next time. Business is business, sweetheart.”

			Bianca bit her lips hard. Her face turned red and felt like it was on fire. But it didn’t really matter. Her dad didn’t even seem to notice.

			“What’s that meeting for again? Something about a donation, right?”

			Bianca straightened up and, as if seeing a glimmer of hope, said, “Remember that place where Mom used to teach? There are leaks in the ceiling, and the wall is falling apart. We’re planning to get it fixed. But the meeting isn’t just about that. The team also wants to discuss the nonprofit’s 20th-anniversary party happening next year.

			Rodolfo took a sip of grape juice.

			“How much do you need?”

			“I’m not sure yet. That’s going to be discussed in the meeting.”

			“Find out, and then I’ll transfer the money.”

			Bianca opened her mouth but a second later decided not to say anything. She just thanked him and ate her food. More than anything, she wanted her dad to attend the meeting, not just flippantly donate money to fulfill his company’s social responsibility.

			Her mom had put so much effort into that nonprofit! Dream was in a community at the edge of the city, where Lúcia grew up. It was there that her mom took free prep classes that got her into the federal university, where she met Rodolfo.

			Lúcia had never forgotten her roots. While in college, she tutored at the nonprofit every week. And she kept doing it until she died. Despite the company’s growth and the many new responsibilities of being a mother and a businesswoman, Lúcia used to say she could never stop serving God with what she had received from him. The facility improved as a result of the generous donations she began to make, and Rodolfo continued to donate out of respect for his late wife’s memory, and because Bianca had always insisted on it.

			Ever since she had learned to take the bus on her own, Bianca went to the nonprofit, Dream, every week. She’d done a bit of everything, from cleaning bathrooms to teaching cooking classes. Right now, she was leading the kids’ choir every Saturday. That was usually the highlight of her week and where she felt the most happy and like she truly belonged somewhere in the world.

			After lunch, Flávia asked the cook to bring dessert. Bianca beamed from ear to ear when the sweet smell reached the table.

			“What’s this?” her stepmother asked angrily. The cook suddenly stopped smiling.

			“The apple pie that Bianca requested.”

			Flávia turned her head sharply toward the girl.

			“You asked for apple pie?!”

			“Yes. I love apple pie, Dad loves it, and…”

			“Your mom loved it too?” Flávia finished the sentence bitterly. Rodolfo frowned at his wife, who quickly let out a nervous laugh. “Oh, it’s just that we see so many apples all the time… Apple juice, apple compote, apple dessert, actual apples…”     

			“I’m sure Bianca didn’t remember that you’re not too fond of this pie, Flávia,” Rodolfo said, taking a big slice of the dessert. Bianca smiled, not entirely sure that was true.

			“So, how are the preparations going for the company convention?” Rodolfo asked his wife, changing the subject. “I’m pushing the production managers to make sure the new products are ready on time.”

			“They’re going great. I’ll be sending a report soon with everything I’ve planned. It’s going to be an unforgettable event!” Flávia replied, and the two spent several minutes talking about the Apple Kingdom company convention that took place every two years. 

			“When is it?” Bianca wanted to know.

			“The last weekend of June. A month from now,” Flávia replied, then quickly turned back to Rodolfo and continued talking with him. Bianca quietly left the table and went upstairs to her room, where a pile of scientific articles awaited her.

		


		
			

			Beads of sweat gathered on Bianca’s forehead. She fanned herself with a folded notebook page and pressed “rewind” on the speaker once more. It was Saturday afternoon. She had been in the stuffy main hall of the nonprofit for an hour, rehearsing with the children’s choir.

			“Let’s go!” she shouted.

			The whole group, who had been chatting away, snapped to attention. Following along with the music, they took a breath to start the first verse, but their mouths stopped like deflated balloons when the music abruptly turned off. 

			“I can’t believe it! I forgot the charger. Now what?!” Bianca exclaimed, disheartened. The kids all started talking at once. 

			“Ask Uncle Edu to play for us!” a little voice stood out, and soon everyone agreed to the suggestion. Bianca forced a little smile and, with no other options, sent a message to her friend. Two minutes later, Edu, who had just finished his guitar lesson in the room next door, appeared in the hall with his instrument in hand and a playful grin on his tan face.

			His forever-friendly brown eyes lit up when the kids shouted his name. He spent the next hour perfectly playing the song he had just learned.

			Bianca was impressed but decided not to say anything. She knew what was coming as soon as the rehearsal ended.

			“I’m waiting,” Eduardo raised his eyebrows as soon as the last child left the room.

			“Waiting for what?” she rolled her eyes.

			“For you to admit that I’m always right.”

			“That was just an unlucky coincidence,” Bianca argued as she put the speaker in her backpack. Eduardo had told her the week before that she needed to bring the charger in case the battery died in the middle of rehearsal. Bianca had shrugged it off, saying the speaker’s battery lasted for days.

			“And when I warned you not to eat that fried drumstick from Giba’s bakery and you ate it anyway? And got sick for days? That was also a coincidence?”

			She gave his arm a playful smack and smiled but soon went back to packing her things to leave. Edu frowned.

			“Are you okay?” he asked.

			“Yeah,” she shrugged.

			“Hmm… that didn’t sound very convincing.”

			Bianca sighed, debating whether to share another page of her family drama with Eduardo. He had been her friend since they first met at the entrance of the nonprofit five years ago.

			At that time, the girl with long black hair was sitting in a corner, looking around, when Edu, who had just finished a jiu-jitsu class and smelled like a sweaty teenage boy, ran up to her and introduced himself, shaking her hand. Bianca made a face, wiped her sweaty, sticky hand on her pants, and said, “Yuck!” out loud. He apologized and laughed.

			Since then, they were always hanging out.

			“It’s my dad. He’s traveling again,” she finally decided to say. “He won’t be at the meeting today.”

			Edu bit his lower lip. He seemed unsure of what to say. He always felt uncomfortable trying to always help his friend see the bright side.

			“Maybe Dream isn’t as important to your dad as it was to your mom and is to you, Bianca.” He immediately seemed to regret expressing his opinion. “Or maybe it really is just his unavoidable work commitments! Mr. Rodolfo is a very busy man…”

			“Go ahead and say what you mean, Edu. You’re always right, aren’t you?” Bianca gave a sad smile, and Eduardo swallowed hard. “But tell me, how’s college going?” Bianca said, changing the subject when she noticed how embarrassed her friend was. 

			“Oh, the usual. Lots of studying and projects. Yesterday, I found out that the owners of the office where I’m interning are planning a party in two weeks to celebrate another year of operation. It looks like they’re going to award the best interns that day.”

			“That’s cool, Edu! I hope you have a great time.”

			“I… I don’t think I’ll go.”

			“Why not? You’ll definitely get an award!”

			“You’ll think I’m stupid…” his face flushed slightly.

			“It wouldn’t be the first time…” Bianca joked, and Edu laughed.

			“It’s just that the people there are really fancy, you know? I already wear my best clothes to go to the internship, so what am I supposed to wear to the party?” Bianca pursed her lips as she watched her friend. Eduardo was the person she most admired in the world. The 19-year-old had grown up with his mother and two younger brothers in a small house close to the nonprofit. He worked hard to get into architecture school and sold treats he made himself to help cover the costs of his full-time course materials. Bianca had no idea how he still found room to help her and voluntarily teach guitar lessons at Dream. 

			“I can take care of that,” she replied, already imagining the response. Sure enough, Eduardo’s eyes got so big she thought they were going to pop out of his head. 

			“No, Bianca, don’t give me that look. I’m not going to accept. You know that.”

			“Stop being so prideful! It would just be payment for all the help you have given me with the research.”

			“If I helped you expecting something in return, I’d charge you.” Edu raised his eyebrows emphatically. “Speaking of which, have you made any progress?”

			“No. I’m still trying to get through the articles by that German biochemistry company. I’ve been poring over them all week. They’re written in English, and I don’t understand much, especially some technical terms,” Bianca sighed. “I really regret not taking my English course more seriously!”

			“I know a bit of English; I could try translating.”

			“When would you find the time, Edu? You can barely keep up with your own life. I can’t give you extra work.”

			About a year ago, Bianca started going through some archived folders on the computer that had belonged to her mother and discovered something that made her admiration for her mom grow even more. Before the accident that took her life six years ago, Lúcia had planned to launch a line of recyclable products made from apple peel waste, which was thrown away in large quantities in their industry. And the best part was that they would produce them on a large scale and at low cost so people could have access to them. There would be notebooks, wallets, plates, and bags. All kinds of things.

			Bianca was heartbroken when she realized that the research hadn’t been completed. It hadn’t even reached the testing phase. But on that cloudy Sunday afternoon, she had never been more certain of anything in her life. She would go to college and major in a program that would allow her to finish her mother’s research.

			In the meantime, she would continue researching what she could on her own and, whenever possible rely on Edu’s help, who, despite studying something completely different, always gladly assisted her.

			“Hey, you two! The meeting is starting!” shouted Valéria, the nonprofit’s director.  A middle-aged woman with white hair she refused to dye, appeared at the door. 

			“We’re coming, Vavá. We’re done here,” Eduardo replied. Looking at Bianca, he said: “Send the articles to my email when you get home. I’ll have a few free hours later and can read them then.”

			She smiled and nodded gratefully. The two hurried to catch up with Valéria, and, without planning, each put an arm around the woman’s shoulders. Despite her firm management style, she was like a mother to all the young people at Dream. Vavá smiled and hugged them both, leading them to the meeting.
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			On Sunday morning, Bianca was spreading bread crumbs along the ledge of her bedroom balcony when she heard her dad’s voice. The birds, who always showed up early in the morning, were starting to come closer, singing. But this time, Bianca wouldn’t be staying to keep them company.

			She opened the door and saw her dad finishing a call in the hallway. 

			“Hi, honey. I just got here. Everything okay?”

			Bianca hugged him and told him about the nonprofit meeting the day before. Realizing that her dad didn’t seem very interested, she changed the subject:

			“Are you working today? We could have lunch after I get back from church.”

			“Sorry, Flávia made a reservation for the two of us at a restaurant. We’ll have to do it another time.”

			Bianca wilted like a flower after a day in the hot sun, and turned her back to her dad. Then she heard him say:

			“I’m sure we can get a reservation for three.” 

			She spun on her heels and smiled, her eyes shining with excitement.

			

			After half an hour and countless attempts to get ready, Bianca came down the stairs wearing whatever she could manage. No outfit seemed to fit her body quite right. But at least she was going out with her dad after Sunday school. She couldn’t remember the last time she went anywhere with him.

			After a pleasant morning with Edu and other friends at church, Bianca came home. She walked into the living room and noticed Flávia looking at herself in the big mirror. She was puckering her lips and making seductive faces. When she saw Bianca walk in, she nearly tripped on her heels.

			“You almost gave me a heart attack!” Flávia put a hand on her chest. Bianca apologized. 

			“I thought you were still at church.”

			“I just got back, but I’m heading out again.”

			“Where are you going?”

			“The same place as you.”

			Her stepmom gave her a dagger look when she heard those words. 

			“My love, I forgot to mention that I invited Bianca to join us for lunch today.” Rodolfo walked in, his cologne filling the room. “You don’t mind, do you?”

			“Not at all, dear.” Flávia’s red face seemed to say the opposite. “Great way to celebrate four years of marriage…” she muttered under her breath. Bianca pretended not to hear.

			A few minutes later, the three of them sat at a deck table at a fancy restaurant. Bianca ate a dish whose name she couldn’t pronounce, and even managed to have some conversations between the calls her dad took. During those moments, when he was talking to some supplier or businessperson, Flávia kept looking as though she had just drunk unsweetened lemon juice. After the fourth call, Rodolfo had barely sat back down when his wife started talking. Bianca didn’t have a chance to bring up the topic of the nonprofit where her mom used to teach. 

			“My love, the guest list for the company’s convention is almost complete. And several journalists have already reached out to get tickets!”

			“That’s great. How’s the program coming along?”

			“Perfect. It’ll be two days—the first day will be to introduce Apple Kingdom, our sales numbers, market reach, and to announce the new product line. The second day will be to open registrations for the trainee program and seal new deals. And, of course, to reveal that big surprise.” Flávia smiled excitedly, and Bianca frowned. What could it be?

			Flávia had been in the same class as Lúcia in college and now managed the quality control department at Apple Kingdom. She also insisted on organizing all the events, of course. Rodolfo trusted her a lot. With a sense of disgust, Bianca thought that perhaps that was the reason her father had taken an interest in her, along with the fact that Flávia was usually the most beautiful woman everywhere she went. 

			Bianca had never really got along with Flávia. At least not since the third or fourth time her dad brought her home and said that she was going to be her new “mom.”

			

			The weeks that followed flew by. Even though Rodolfo wasn’t traveling, he spent practically all his time at the company. Flávia went with him, busying herself with preparations for the upcoming event. Bianca spent her time between school, the nonprofit, church, and working on her mom’s project.

			One Friday afternoon, Bianca was scrolling through social media while waiting for Eduardo to arrive. After he had translated two 15-page articles for her, she asked him to come over to help with another one. Bianca noticed that he didn’t seem too excited about the idea, even though he had agreed to it.

			She smiled nervously. Edu was in for a big surprise.

			A little while later, she rushed down the stairs when she heard the doorbell. Bobby chased after her, barking loudly. Bianca opened the door, and Edu was grinning from ear to ear.

			“Have I already told you how amazing the architecture of your house is?” he said as he walked into the enormous living room, looking around at everything. 

			Bianca laughed.

			“Yes. Every single time you come here, to be exact.”

			“Are your dad and Flávia home?”

			“My dad? At home? Yeah, that would be a miracle,” she sighed. “And Flávia, well, she’s been super busy lately planning the company convention.”

			“They always introduce new product lines at these events, right?” Eduardo asked, petting Bobby.  

			“Usually. This time it looks like they redesigned all the packaging and are going to reveal the apple juice with a new formula. Plus, there’s supposed to be some kind of mega surprise.  

			“In a few years, your line of recyclable products is going to steal the show at this event,” Edu encouraged.  

			Bianca laughed nervously. 

			“Does your dad know about your research and everything? “ 

			“I never really felt like telling him,” she shrugged.  

			They went upstairs to the second floor, and Bianca opened her bedroom door.  

			“Come in here quickly. I want to show you something,” she said, trying to hide her excitement.  

			Eduardo hesitated.

			“Why are you standing there like a bump on a log?” she asked.  

			“It’s just that… well… you’re alone and… I don’t want people to think… you know…”  

			Bianca burst out laughing, making Eduardo look down, embarrassed.  

			“The housekeeper is downstairs, don’t worry.”  

			Edu’s embarrassment quickly turned into discomfort when his eyes landed on his friend’s bed.  

			“What’s that?” he asked.

			“The little favor I said I’d give you. The internship party is tomorrow night, right?”  

			Eduardo stammered, unable to form a coherent sentence as he stared at the dark blue blazer laid out on the bed. Bianca waited expectantly. 

			“Why… why did you do this?” Edu asked, embarrassed. “I said I didn’t want any help.” 

			“Look, I knew you’d turn it down.  So, think of it as a loan, okay? I asked a personal stylist who’s always here selling clothes to Flávia, and she agreed that you could wear the suit for one night and then return it. Isn’t that awesome?”   

			“Personal stylist?” Edu made a face.

			“She’s someone who knows about fashion trends and personal style.” His expression said it all.

			Bianca clicked her tongue.  

			“But just don’t worry. Just tell me what you think!”

			Eduardo ran his hand through his short hair and, looking away, swallowed hard. Bianca knew her friend hated depending on favors.

			“Edu, it’s not embarrassing to accept help from people who care about you.”

			He took a deep breath and slowly let it out.  

			“Alright. I’ll only accept because I might win the intern award and…”

			“Might? I’m sure you will!” Bianca laughed, excited that he agreed. “Try it on so we can see if it needs any adjustments.”

			Edu grabbed the clothes, and before he walked out the door to go to the bathroom, he turned back with a gentle smile.

			“Thank you.”

			

			A few minutes later, Eduardo was back in the room with a huge smile on his face.

			“It’s perfect! You picked the exact size!”

			Bianca smiled like it was no big deal for her. 

			“Now, should we go over that article?” he asked.

			“Oh, there’s no article.” Bianca waved him off. “I just needed an excuse to give you the suit.”

			Edu laughed, his cheeks turning red.

			“I didn’t want to take up any more of your time with that research,” she said, quickly adding, “At least not right now.”

			“I’ll always make time for you, Bianca.”

			She turned to Eduardo and he said, “That’s what friends are for, right?”

			Bianca nodded, not sure why she suddenly felt nervous. To cover it up, she took him for a walk in the garden, and they spent a good amount of time just chatting. 

			When he was about to leave, Eduardo cleared his throat.

			“So… um… I found out this week that everyone can bring a guest to the party, and I was wondering… would you like to go with me?”

			The gum that Bianca had been chewing got stuck in her throat, and she started desperately coughing. Eduardo patted her back and offered her his water bottle. She took a sip after managing to spit out the gum and thanked him. Then the two were silent for a minute.

			“Did the idea of going with me seem that ridiculous?” Edu frowned.

			“No! It’s not that… it’s just… I thought you might take your mom. Or, you know, some other girl.”

			Eduardo smiled and, ignoring the “other girl” part, replied, “I tried to convince my mom. But she said that ‘fancy people’ stuff isn’t her thing. And since you’re my best friend, I thought maybe you’d feel sorry for me and say yes,” he laughed. “And do you think a brownie might help convince you?” Edu pulled a package from his backpack and offered it to her. Bianca couldn’t resist. Eduardo’s brownies were the best.

			“Okay. I’ll go with you!”
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