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    To my eternal children Laura, Adam, Tabata, and Solange,




    real faces of true love.


  




  

    1. THE TWINS
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    Waiting in the nursery’s anteroom, the nervous father expected to hear, at any moment, the babies’ cry that would bring joy to the whole family. Yes, twin babies were expected ! The tired mother, with swollen face and red eyes, could see her husband fogging up the window glass with his heavy breathing, assuring her that everything was going to be all right.




    The baby, or rather, the babies, were born! … — announced the doctor, a few minutes later. His voice, heard by everyone and mixed with the sound of the surgical instruments and the crying of the beautiful twin baby girls, was a relief for the parents. Like a choreographed dance, two nurses held them upside down while others deftly tied around their delicate little wrists the identification tags numbered according to their time of birth, 1 and 2.




    The tearful mother hugged her two little girls tightly and lovingly. She looked very carefully at one, then at the other, amazed at how much alike they were. She couldn’t point at anything different, no matter how subtle, about her daughters’ delicate bodies. The father, who had rushed into the room, hugged the three of them crying and thanking everyone and everything for the double blessing they had received.




    After this emotional display of gratitude, the father also could not believe the incredible similarity of the two newborns. He searched for something that could differentiate them, such as a small sign that the mother had not been able to find, to no avail.




    Once at home, the grandparents and all the relatives didn’t talk about anything other than the incredible resemblance of the two little babies. This inspired their parents to boldly choose the same first name, “Sarah”, for both girls, thus taking the first step so that they could be raised without distinction, as if they were just one person.




    Each girl was given the same rooms, beds, clothes, and toys. When calling them for a bath, or lunch, their parents would simply call “Sarah” and both would promptly respond, without any doubt or hesitation. Even scolding one of them, as in “Sarah, don’t do that again!” would not cause any problems or embarrassment, as the two girls always complied immediately, with total complicity.




    The mother was the most upset with this unusual situation for not being able to tell them apart as they grew up. She found her inability to individualize them awkward, as she believed her mother’s instinct should have enabled her to know who was 1 and who was 2. However, she always kept a keen eye on the smallest details and made her best to notice every gesture that could differentiate them.




    Not giving up, she read several genetic works about twinning cases and discovered that no individual was, is, or will be totally identical to another, even identical twins. However, the response of modern genetics seemed like a distant and impractical hope to distinguish them based on a more technical and in-depth expertise. Hence, she got used to not being successful even when trying to guess their differences based on their daily behavior.




    As time passed by, the girls’ parents began to accept the situation and stopped showing they were interested in differentiating them. They were happy to identify them when one would cut a finger or the other would fall off the bicycle. These small occurrences were greatly cherished by the parents, for, until the scratches disappeared, they could have some identity moments.




    At school, classmates also got used to the girls’ similarity, playing pranks on those who didn’t know them. They performed magic tricks to make one of them disappear, placing one at one side of the hall and making the other appear at the other side. The teachers had a code during class discussions, addressing them as “Sarah, the one sitting on the left”, even though they didn’t know which would be sitting on the same side the next day. The small and insignificant differences in their academic performance were also of no avail when trying to identify them. School psychologists struggled to detect something that made them the first ones to discover a single trait for precise identification. They soon realized that the twins did not have any desire or made any effort to be individualized, as they really enjoyed those fun and singular situations.




    Following everything that happened to the twins, the parents compared them to a painting that dazzled them and made them proud. The girls were very good friends, keeping company to each other daily, showing no sign that their perfect similarity was an obstacle to having a totally normal and carefree life.




    Although the parents were delighted to have these two unique daughters, they still raised them with care and rigor. They made them aware of the importance of good behavior when being understandably harassed, as they frequently attracted people’s attention. In fact, whenever they left home, the girls had to remember the family mantra: “double daughters, double manners”.




    When the twins grew a little older, they asked their parents to join a dance company and study ballet. Though surprised, the parents didn’t hesitate to make their daughters’ first dream come true. With the girls enrolled, the mother had a new task, dressing them in identical outfits, down to the smallest detail. Throughout their dance classes and rehearsals, the twins showed great talent and dexterity. Their dance instructors were amazed at their talent, choosing dance pieces that would match the perfect symmetry of the choreography presented by the two girls. The parents, dazzled by their surprising talent, asked the dance instructors discreetly, if they had noticed any difference, however small, in their performance. The answer was always “A mirror! They seem to be a mirror of each other.”




    The girls’ rooms were equally decorated with pictures and posters of famous dancers, evidencing their love for dancing and their belief that they had a future in this art. Thus, taking up a more advanced ballet course became the dream of those beautiful twins, so they both applied for a scholarship at an international dance company.




    A few months passed, until one day, great news was given by a worker in their classroom at school. An illustrious representative of an international dance company was waiting at the office for the scholarship applicant. Suddenly, one of the twins, who could get up faster from her chair, ran to meet that messenger of happiness. The representative then said:




    — Congratulations, you were granted a scholarship and here are the documents for your parents to sign. The girl, still panting and very anxious, opened the envelope and asked in amazement:




    — Is the scholarship granted only to one student?




    — Yes, of course, yes, our school only grants this prestigious scholarship to a single candidate and only once every three years. So, congratulations, you are the winner!




    — Thank you! I’m very... very... happy! I’m going to run and give my sister this wonderful news. — The company representative kindly added:




    — Don’t forget to ask your parents to sign below this line where your name… “Sarah” is written. That’s your name, right? — The girl, without hesitation, replied:




    — No, my name is Sonia.
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    Hidden in the mountains and surrounded by beautiful trees, there was a village where people led their daily lives under a fraternal and solidary atmosphere. There was a strong family connection among the hundreds of inhabitants, a trait inherited from their centuries-old ancestors. This village was well known for producing delicious delicacies and famous craft, attracting tourists who flocked there to enjoy its pleasant and hospitable people.




    Tourists were impressed with the utopian way the locals related to each other, a collective relationship characterized by harmony, loyalty, and love. There was no evidence or report of betrayal, revenge, hate, resentment, envy, or any other negative feeling that could tarnish those people. Each family had an obligation to fulfill a community task, holding an administrative position, taking turns and without competition. Even the most pleasurable or difficult tasks were carried out to their fullest and in total anonymity. Families that had some financial advantage did not hesitate to help others less fortunate or occasional victims of some unforeseen event.




    Within this perfect scenario, however, there was an exception, a cultural legacy of extreme display of greed. Something that involved the entire community every five years — winning the title of “Strawberry Queen” at the region’s famous Strawberry Festival. Yes, winning this title at this great celebration tested the limits of all the virtues of the community.




    For years, mothers raised their daughters hoping to see one of them get lucky and be elected. Grandmothers would advise them on how to succeed in the election. Nothing could make these happy families happier than having a daughter chosen by the people to receive and keep for one dreamy day, the royal title of Strawberry Queen. After this glamourous and short moment was over, choosing a new queen would take another five years. After the election and everyday this new choice would lead to new excitement, comments, and guesses feeding the parents’ dreams and hopes, as well as their anxiety.




    Life went on as usual, without any major changes besides the distressing expectations of the future election. However, this year something completely different happened, changing the village’s centuries-old routine. Two new candidates, both married, were running for the title of Strawberry Queen. Both were everybody’ s favorites, and they were almost reaching the final stage of the difficult selection process. Their candidacies were especially surprising and novel as they were the former and present wives of a local resident. It was really a rather unusual situation, to have an ex-wife and a present wife competing for the same title.




    Not only this curious fact, but other ingredients spiced up the heated election. The ex-wife’s five-year-old daughter lived with the second wife and her father, a condition that seemed to give the second wife an advantage. After all, she had raised her cute stepdaughter with as much affection as the real mother, something that was clearly shown in the loving way the child behaved towards the two “mothers”.




    Also, the friendly and affectionate relationship between the two wives made it more difficult for people to choose.




    The doubt about which one to vote for, which would not be resolved until the day of the actual election, increased as time went by. Voters did not want to act unjustly. Their choice should, above all, be transparent, honest, and fair.




    People were especially curious to know which one of the two wives was the husband’s favorite candidate. They tried, in every subtle way, to find out his preference, by analyzing every small gesture or “careless” comment made by him that would reveal such a secret. In trivial conversations, the husband always praised both the women, saying they were intelligent, wonderful, dedicated housewives, and good candidates. He would add he had a great admiration for both, and that his choice had been just a matter of passion, as it can happen to anyone.




    Nothing could be discovered, though, about how the two candidates’ families felt. Not a single clue. The community had a deep respect for both, so no one would ever do anything inappropriate or even issue a public statement of preference in favor of one of them. The preference for a candidate was very well hidden until the day of the election.




    A few days before the expected voting day, a new fact emerged. Residents began to suspect something strange was happening to the former wife. She did not seem to be well and would often look sleepy and momentarily dizzy during public presentations. Everybody started to get worried about her health. She tried hard not to show it and would go out of her way to hide it. However, people’s uncertainty increased as the frail candidate pretended to be healthy, to avoid any type of advantage, pity or compassion that would influence their choice.




    It didn’t take long until the confidential news, which no one wanted, finally emerged —a terminal health problem was diagnosed, turning the candidate’s health condition public. There was no way to hide; emotional displays of affection and support had been offered to her, including from the second wife. A profound feeling of sadness pervaded in ways never reported before in the history of the village.




    However, another issue had to be avoided at all costs. Someone would have to prepare the sick ex-wife’s daughter for this devastating news. The situation was indeed very delicate, as the girl’s excitement about her mother’s participation in the election was contagious, so everyone wanted to avoid any pain or suffering for that child. Those closest to her wanted to minimize the problem, thinking that, after the election, she could be very happy with her mother being elected the queen just to discover, in a twist of luck, that she would soon lose her, forever.




    So, a community effort to minimize the child’s pain was made, ruling that, except for the candidates, all individuals, including children over five, had the right to vote.




    Luckily, the first wife’s daughter had reached the age to vote for the first time. She was thrilled, repeatedly talking about the election and how she wanted to be the first one to cast her vote in the ballot box.




    Expecting a painful and emotional election result, people told the child that the winner would receive two prizes: one, the strawberry crown, and the other, never given before to any queen, the prize of twinkling forever close to the stars.
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