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PART ONE

FIRST CHAPTER

Europe 1840

Agatha was a graceful girl with golden brown hair, deep gray-blue eyes, and delicate, prominent cheekbones. Nothing escaped her eyes, whether it was an object, a fellow human being, or nature itself. They were always attentive to everything, studying everything, even with the eyes of her soul.

She accompanied her mother wherever she went, not because she had to, but because she enjoyed her company and wanted to spend as much time as possible by her side. That day, the girl had accompanied her mother to a seamstress in the suburbs of the city where they lived.

While Aretha, Agatha's mother, explained to the seamstress how she wanted her dress to be made, little Agatha gently let go of her mother's arm and went out for a walk. Aretha was so absorbed in what she was doing that she didn't even notice what her daughter had done, nor where she had gone.

About fifteen or twenty minutes had passed when she realized that the girl was no longer by her side and had been gone for some time.

"Agatha?!" she called, with some tension.

She turned her neck around, looking for the little girl.

"Don't worry, ma'am," said Berna Elsevier, the seamstress, "your daughter is probably outside, playing in the garden."

Aretha nodded and said,

"Certainly."

However, she could no longer concentrate on what she was doing because of a growing uneasiness.

"Excuse me, I'd better go see her. Otherwise, I won't be able to relax."

The seamstress offered to accompany her, but Aretha quickly thanked her.

"Don't worry, ma'am, stay here. I'm sure I can get to the garden without any problems and come back."

And with a pale, trembling smile, Aretha left.

As she descended the stairs, a tangle of voices and a mixture of sounds that she couldn't quite identify coming from the neighboring house caught her attention.

A buzzing sound on her right startled her, causing her to open her eyes and turn in that direction. She couldn't say what it was, but it certainly scared her a little.

Aretha resumed her descent with concentrated steps and a certain apprehension surrounding her soul. In front of the wooden fence that divided the seamstress's house from her neighbor's, Aretha stopped. She suddenly feared what was hidden behind it. She became so apprehensive that she even forgot her daughter's whereabouts.

Standing on tiptoe, the twenty-eight-year-old woman managed to see part of the house, whose function she found difficult to identify, since several children of different ages, dressed simply, were talking around it.

She then found a gap that a small child like Agatha could certainly pass through. Yes, and knowing Agatha as well as she did, she knew immediately and intuitively that she had crossed the fence to explore that place full of children.

Aretha tried to cross there, but soon realized it would be impossible. She then followed the corridor that led out of the house where she was, took the sidewalk, and walked to the neighboring house.

She rang the doorbell with her hand, which was trembling as much as her lips at that moment. She waited. There was no sign, nothing to indicate what was going on in that place.

A tall and considerably ugly woman came out of the building and pounced on her. With a slight smile of superiority on her poorly arranged features, she greeted her with a strong German accent:

"Good afternoon. Helga Mentz at your service."

Aretha, somewhat embarrassed, replied:

"Sorry to bother you, ma'am. But my daughter, her name is Agatha, she's ten years old, must have entered your garden through a gap in the fence that separates this house from Mrs. Berna Elsevier's, the seamstress. You must know her, right?" 

The woman rubbed her nose, doubtfully.

“Agatha is a very curious girl...

The woman pondered the matter.

“Well, if you believe your daughter has...

She was about to say "invaded," but stopped herself, realizing it wasn't an elegant word to describe the act. So she simply said:

"Come, let's look for her among the children."

Aretha nodded, walked through the door as soon as the woman let her pass, and followed her down a hallway, looking at everything with great interest.

"What is this, exactly? A school?"

Helga Mentz let out a pleasant chuckle.

"No, ma'am. It's an orphanage."

Aretha was surprised by the answer. She never thought it was one, especially that there was one in the suburbs and in such simple conditions.

As soon as they reached the garden, Agatha saw her mother and ran to her.

"Daughter!" exclaimed Aretha, hugging the girl. "How could you leave like that without telling me? You shouldn't have done that. You had me worried." 

The girl apologized in her cute little way.

"Can I play a little longer?" she asked sweetly.

Seeing her mother's hesitation, Agatha said:

"Please, Mom."

"All right, all right, but just a little longer."

The girl smiled and returned to the other children, who were delighted to have her back.

Helga Mentz then commented on the children. But Aretha didn't pay much attention to what she was saying. She was paying attention to her. In her opinion, there could be no better place for a woman to hide her ugliness from people and even from herself than that place, Aretha thought. How many people visited an orphanage? Almost none. Therefore...

To ease her guilt for judging the poor woman, Aretha decided to be extra friendly. She asked with genuine interest:

"Do you happen to like working in a place like this?"

"This is my life, ma'am," Helga replied sincerely.

Aretha had never seen anyone answer a question with such pride.

"Would you like to visit the inside of the orphanage?"

Aretha hesitated between yes and no.

“The children would really enjoy your visit,” Helga insisted. “Do it for them.”

Aretha, still unsure whether or not to comply with the request, followed the woman. Standing in front of the termite-eaten wooden door, Helga Mentz said:

"Come in, ma'am. Even though it may be difficult to face the reality that lies behind these walls, come in, because the reality that resides here needs affectionate eyes as much as it needs cotton shoulders."              

Aretha tried to smile and followed the German woman.

It took her about fifteen minutes to contemplate some of the children who lived there, whose fate, for various reasons, had left them without a father or mother.

When she came face to face with reality, it hurt her deeply. Those little eyes, so needy of affection and attention, turned to her with great interest. As she walked through the rooms, she couldn't help but feel a sense of sadness and discouragement wash over her.

Everyone wanted to live only part of reality, the part where there is only joy, luxury, especially luxury and glamour, never sadness, abandonment, the bad side of life, Aretha realized as she understood the reason for such sadness and desolation.

"Aren't they beautiful?" asked Helga Mentz.

"Yes, they are," she agreed, because it was true. "Why are these children in here? Why aren't they outside with the others?"

Helga Mentz turned to Aretha, furrowed her brow, narrowed her eyes, and asked:

"Haven't you noticed yet?"

Aretha blushed. Whatever it was that seemed so obvious, she hadn't noticed it. Helga Mentz gently explained:

“The children here were born with one or two, or even more physical disabilities. Many cannot walk and are learning with the help of volunteers who work here. 

Aretha swallowed hard and confessed:

“I confess, ma'am, that I hadn't really noticed.

"That's good! It's rare for people to fail to notice their disabilities."

The two women went to another room. There, one of the children caught Aretha's attention.

He was a boy of nine or ten, with black hair and eyes. He was sitting in a large dark chair, wearing a long-sleeved flannel shirt and what looked like twill pants. His hair was cut very short, and his hands were folded in his lap.

As soon as he saw Helga Mentz, he looked directly at Aretha, who stood silently studying him.

Aretha had never seen such a beautiful face, but one that revealed a certain sadness and desolation.

Suddenly, she wanted to know what was going on in the boy's little head at that moment, what feelings he harbored in his heart.

Helga Mentz, noticing the visitor, commented:

"I see that little Pietro has caught your attention, ma'am. He's a lovely child. Reserved, shy..."

"Did you say Pietro?"

"Yes, ma'am. That's his name. Pietro! Beautiful name, isn't it?"

"Yes, without a doubt. It was the name of my..."

Aretha didn't finish her sentence. A thought had penetrated her brain with the speed and impact of a bullet. 

Helga Mentz spoke again:

“I've caught little Pietro talking to himself several times. I thought it was one of those invisible friends that all children have. Until I found out it was his mother. 

Once again, that thought penetrated Aretha's brain, making her shudder.

The orphanage director continued talking about the boy:

"He tells his invisible mother about the events of his day. The games he plays with his friends at the orphanage, what he has learned with us.

In fact, Pietro did talk to his mother. He couldn't hear her voice or feel her touch, but he thought that if he spoke to her, she could hear him wherever she was.

"Sometimes his words to his mother," Helga continued, "the way he says them, bring tears to my eyes. Many... They even dampen the cuff of my blouse as I dry them. He reminds me of my mother, who is long gone. May God rest her soul. He reminds me of how much I miss her and pretend not to.

And worse, this feeling that hits me and overwhelms me, often makes me want to talk to her even though my eyes can't reach her and say words as beautiful as little Pietro says.  

Aretha commented, even though her mind was racing:

"We all live in the shadow of longing for our parents who have left this Earth.

"Yes. Even children who never got along with them properly miss them.

"Family ties are very strong."

Helga Mentz, noticing Aretha's interest in the boy, suggested:

"Why don't you talk to him?"

“I'd like to. Should I?

“Yes, why not? I'm sure Pietro would love to talk to you.

Aretha sighed. Suddenly, she found herself lacking the courage to do something so simple, without knowing exactly why. That wasn't true; she knew what she was afraid of. The possibility continued to vibrate impetuously in her brain.

She approached him, while the boy longed for a harmless conversation, almost as much as a tight hug, a piece of bread fresh out of the oven, or a clean, fragrant change of clothes to wear after a warm bath.

As soon as she reached Pietro, Aretha's lips formed a shy, trembling smile. The child smiled back in the same way.

Silence.

Meanwhile, Aretha felt an overwhelming desire to see that child smile more freely. She knelt beside the chair and reached for his little hand to squeeze it, to convey human warmth and affection...

When her hand enveloped the little boy's, he smiled more freely.

Helga Mentz added:

"He can't walk, ma'am."

Aretha tried to hide her shock, but she was terrible at it.

"No?! How come?!"

Her voice, filled with astonishment, sounded unduly loud.

It was only when Helga showed her Pietro's little feet that she could see that both of them had a physical disability. They were turned inward.

The German woman rolled up her sleeves, took the boy in her arms, and said:

"Come, ma'am, come with us, I'll take Pietro to his favorite place."

Aretha followed her, feeling increasingly moved by the situation.

As soon as they arrived at the garden, the woman, with the strength of a bull, sat the boy on a stool and said:

"This is where he lets his imagination run wild in a garden of smiles."

Aretha turned to her, her eyes red with emotion, and asked quietly:

"Doesn't he have a wheelchair?"

"No, ma'am. We haven't had the money to get him one yet."

"That's unfortunate. It would be so stimulating."

"Yes. But he doesn't complain. He doesn't ask for anything. He accepts his condition like few others do."

Once again, Aretha felt a chill run through her soul.

When she saw them, Agatha ran over and introductions were made. Agatha's empathy for Pietro was evident, and vice versa. Agatha only left after her mother promised she would return to visit the boy.

After settling everything with the seamstress, Aretha and Agatha were ready to leave. They were about to get into the carriage when Aretha's eyes once again fell on the orphanage, with its sad and melancholic appearance.

Turning her gaze to the windows on the upper floor of the building, she saw a child looking in her direction. It was Pietro. The meeting of their eyes sent a chill through her soul once again. An invasion of sadness, an outpouring of pity. 

Aretha returned home that day, feeling her soul being whipped, more and more, by that strange cold, making her increasingly introspective. Her eyes seemed to feel the emptiness. Never in her entire life had she felt as moved as she had during her chance visit to the orphanage run by Helga Mentz.

"What's wrong, Mom?" Agatha asked, noticing her strangeness.

Aretha hesitated, searching for an answer, but simply opted to say:

"Nothing, dear, nothing..."

But Agatha was one of those girls whose mental age did not correspond to her physical age. She knew, her heart sensed it, and when she sensed it, she had learned some time ago, she knew she was never wrong.

Her mother was upset about something, something to do with that boy. It was as if she had recognized him. As if he were an old friend from long ago, a friend who had disappeared. Or even her invisible friend from her childhood.  

Aretha couldn't sleep well that night; her mind wouldn't shut down. Her nervous system was on the verge of panic. She couldn't shake the hypothesis that kept growing and growing inside her, destroying her peace. An absurd and frightening hypothesis.

When she opened her eyes, Pietro's face came to her, with his beautiful but sad and melancholic gaze that time seemed unable to take away from him or alleviate.

She closed her eyes and the face of that adorable orphaned child returned to occupy her mind. Someone who seemed to be even an orphan of God.

Lying there... in that dimly lit room... in that comfortable house, next to her husband... to the sound of his snoring... the image of Pietro remained etched in her mind, his eyes of infinite beauty and sadness staring at her throughout the night.

At the first rays of sunlight, her sleep was still disturbed by that thought which, no matter how hard she tried, she couldn't get rid of. Was it justified? God forbid.


CHAPTER TWO

Around ten o'clock in the morning, Aretha put on her feathered hat and set off in a carriage, a four-wheeled, two-seater carriage pulled by a pair of horses.

Half an hour later, she arrived at a solidly built Victorian house, which she entered through a well-kept driveway lined with daffodils and rose bushes.

The coachman helped Aretha out of the carriage and after saying "thank you very much," she hurried along a beautiful porch entwined with flowers and vines that led to the house.

She was greeted at the door by a new maid, who appeared to be foreign. The girl looked at the visitor with great curiosity before asking:

"Yes?"

"Tell Caroline that her sister is here and needs to speak to her urgently."

The maid excused herself and went to deliver the message to her mistress. Minutes later, she reappeared and said:

"Please come in, ma'am. Your sister will see you now. Follow me."

Aretha promptly followed the girl, observing, as always, the superb decoration of Caroline and Raul Velasco's house.

Caroline, wearing a lovely outfit, was sitting in one of the armchairs in the living room, her hands resting delicately on her lap, looking at them with admiration.

She was an extraordinary figure. One of those people who know how to be very unpleasant when they want to, but if they want to charm someone, they always succeed.

Everyone was always torn between hating her with fierce and vengeful hatred, or being fascinated by her. 

Slowly, reluctantly, Caroline got up from where she was sitting and went to meet her sister.

"Aretha, you here?!" she exclaimed, in a tone of false sympathy.

Aretha greeted Caroline with a certain euphoria.

The two were quite similar physically, differing only in hair color and mannerisms.

"Sorry for coming without warning," Aretha continued, her voice wavering.

"Come on, Aretha, you can come to my house whenever you want. We're sisters, and there's no need for that kind of formality between sisters."

Aretha sighed, clearly nervous.

"What's wrong?" asked Caroline, paying closer attention to her sister. "You seem tense."

"I am, Caroline," sighed the girl. "I needed to talk to you urgently... I hardly slept last night because of it."

Caroline frowned.

"Come on, tell me, what is so urgent that you need to tell me?"

"I don't even know where to start..."

Aretha now clenched her hands and sweated as if she were under a scorching sun.

"Don't mess with me, Aretha!" Caroline exclaimed. "Just tell me what's got you in such a state. I hate suspense."  

Her eyes darting back and forth between her sister's, Aretha spoke with great difficulty:

"Yesterday, I went with Agatha to visit a seamstress that Anita recommended to me. They say she's excellent! While I was talking to the woman, Agatha wandered around the house and discovered a passageway that gave her access to the house next door to the seamstress's.

Aretha then told how she got to the orphanage and then to Elga Mentz.

She put her hand to her chest as if to slow down her racing heart.

Caroline, impatient, abruptly interrupted the story:

"And what does all this have to do with me, Aretha?"

With her chin trembling and her lips white, Aretha explained:

"There was a boy, Caroline..."

"Where?!"

"At the orphanage."

Caroline laughed and said sarcastically:

"It's reasonable to assume that there are orphaned boys in an orphanage, my sister."

"The boy, Caroline... The boy's name was Pietro... Well... He..." As I looked at him, a thought entered my mind.

Caroline's expression changed; there was now a certain apprehension in it.

"What thought was that?"

Aretha looked her sister straight in the eye before answering, and when she did, it was very carefully:

"It occurred to me that that boy, that poor boy named Pietro, is the son you lost when he was just a few months old, whose name was also Pietro.

The pause she took before answering worried Aretha.

"Come on, sister," Caroline laughed exaggeratedly. "What an imagination! Only you would think of something so absurd!"

Aretha was bothered by the comment, because her intuition told her that none of it was absurd. So she defended herself:

"Since then, my nervous system has been in a state of panic. I..."

Caroline cut her off sharply:

"What, Aretha? How can a child who died be alive? Explain yourself!"

Aretha didn't answer. She just shook her head, embarrassed.

"I don't know, that's why I came here to talk to you. To find out from you if Pietro, your son Pietro, really died or if in fact you and Raul..."

Another abrupt interruption from Caroline.

"Are you implying that Raul and I faked the death of a child... Come on, Aretha, don't offend us, please."

"I don't want to offend anyone, Caroline. I just want to get this hypothesis out of the way, clear up my doubts, and silence once and for all these possibilities that are screaming in my brain."

"You'd better leave," Caroline interrupted seriously. "Go, before I get angry with you. Don't let Raul ever know you were here with such an absurd idea. He would also be very offended by you."

Aretha Velasco Garavelo left her sister's house, regretting having gone there to talk about Pietro. Her sister had suffered so much from his death that she never spoke of the child again so as not to suffer. However, the idea that the boy Pietro from the orphanage was Pietro, her nephew, continued to throb inside her, like a sharp stone in her shoe. Why? Why?!

Aretha suddenly wished she had never been to that orphanage, never met Pietro, so she would no longer be tormented by it all. However, her wish seemed unattainable.

The next day, Aretha returned to the orphanage to visit the boy, bringing him food and clothes. Agatha went with her. She also took the opportunity to try on the dress that Mrs. Berna Elsevier was making for her.

Pietro, Pietro, Pietro... Aretha couldn't stop thinking about him. Primízio, her husband, talked to her.

"Your hypothesis doesn't make sense, Aretha. We went to the baby's funeral, didn't we?"

"No. Don't you remember? Raul and Caroline didn't want anyone to be present at the burial. Raul took the coffin to the cemetery alone."

"Even so, why would they leave such a charming boy, as you yourself say, their own son, in an orphanage?"

"Because of the child's feet. I told you they're crooked, didn't I?"

“Yes, you did, but your sister and brother-in-law's son's weren't.

"Well... that's true, although I never saw the boy's feet. They were always covered with a blanket."

"Considering that no one kidnapped the baby, if they had, Caroline and Raul would have reported it to the police, and even if they hadn't, why would anyone kidnap a child and leave him in an orphanage? It doesn't make sense." 

"You're right, Primizio, but something keeps stirring in my head, weighing on my chest."

“Relax, my love. Try to forget everything, please.

“Honestly, I don't know if I can.

The following afternoon, Aretha was visiting her sister again. When she saw her, Caroline, frank as she was, said:

“Aretha, you look terrible... What happened?

“It's the boy, Caroline...

“Oh! Him again! Please, Aretha...

“I can't stop thinking about him. Don't you want to see him to get it out of your head?

"Me?! Are you out of your mind?!"

“Yes, you.

“No way. There's no reason for me to go see that boy. My son is dead, Aretha. Dead and buried. So... It can't be him under any circumstances. Forget about it once and for all!

"I wish I could..."

Suddenly, Aretha began to cry.

“But she really is a softie, Caroline scoffed, pouting.

"If you saw the boy, beautiful and kind... you would understand me better."

Caroline snorted, almost reaching the limit of her patience.

"Can we change the subject?"

"Tell me, Caroline. Your son didn't happen to have his feet turned inward, did he? I don't remember ever seeing him without being wrapped in a blanket."

Caroline twisted her lips into an even bigger pout.

"He wasn't kidnapped, and you..."

Caroline exploded:

"Enough!"

Her scream startled her sister.

"Enough, enough, enough!" Caroline continued hysterically.

She turned to Aretha and motioned for her to stand up.

"Come here, Aretha."

Faced with her sister's indecision, Caroline raised her voice:

"Come on, I'm telling you to."

"Yes," Aretha said submissively.

Standing in front of the luxurious wardrobe with its doors open, Caroline asked:

"Which of these dresses do you like best?"

Her sister thought for a moment.

“This one.

"Just this one?"

"No. This one too."

“What about this one? “asked Caroline, taking a pastel brown dress off the hanger.

"Not this one."

“I know.

She raised one eyebrow, trying to understand.

"You don't like it because it's brown, and you've never liked that color."

Carolina placed the dress on her bed and, as she smoothed it out, said:

"Imagine if you were forced to wear a dress you didn't like all the time. Not because your husband wanted you to, not because society demanded it, but because fate wanted it that way? What would you do?"

Caroline turned to her sister, walked over to her, and, once she was just inches away from her eyes, insisted on the question:

"Well, Aretha, what would you do?"

Aretha held her gaze firmly. Caroline's face then contorted into a scornful expression as she said.

"No need to answer, everyone knows the answer."

Her voice now showed contempt.

Aretha remained silent as tears began to roll down her cheeks. Caroline moved away from her and walked toward the dresser.

"What would you do if you received a gift that you couldn't even bear to look at?" was her next question. "You would find a way to give it to someone who would feel better in its presence, or, if that wasn't possible, you would let it break one day and say it was an accident. Isn't that right?"

Unbearable dogs and cats are given away when their owners don't suit them. That's life: if you don't like it, pass it on.

Aretha, flustered, tried to speak:

"Are you saying that..."

"In the past," Caroline continued, preventing her from continuing, "in some cultures, society allowed women who had retarded, physically malformed children the right to kill them. They suffocated these children with pillows or threw them into the abyss.

"Stop, Caroline, please."

"That era existed, Aretha."

"That's disgusting."

Caroline returned to her sister, lifted her chin, forcing her to look at her, and said sternly:

"It's repugnant because you weren't born in the shoes of those who were born deformed, retarded, etc. If you had been, you would thank heaven that your parents took such action and that such a thing was permitted at that time."

"That's not right," Aretha said indignantly. "It's nothing more than murder. Cold-blooded murder."

Caroline clicked her tongue.

"Right? Wrong? Who can say what is right and wrong?"

There was a pause before Caroline continued. She adopted a theatrical tone of voice when she spoke again:

"You have no idea how painful it would be for me to have to live with something that doesn't match what I've dreamed of for my whole life. Being forced to see it all the time right there under my eyes..."

"Are you... trying to tell me that..."

Caroline's voice was so loud that it made the windows and glass rattle.

"Are you stupid, Aretha?"

"So, the boy from the orphanage..."

She interrupted her sister's words again.

"You don't know how I felt when I remembered that I had carried 'that' in my womb for nine months!"

Aretha also became upset:

“Your son!

“A freak! “Caroline's scream, in contrast, made the glass and crystal rattle even more.

In tears, Aretha replied:

"Still your son, Caroline. Your son..."

"You wouldn't be the one who would have to look at him all the time for the rest of your life.

"You can't have gotten rid of your son so coldly..."

Aretha clenched her teeth and breathed tensely through them. Caroline mimicked the gesture and said:

"My only child is a girl who is somewhere in this house, playing and growing up beautiful and vibrant.

Her tone of voice had never been so cold. Aretha's mouth opened slightly again, in shock and pain.

"You couldn't have done such a thing to your boy... it's inhuman."

Caroline snorted, smoothed her hair, and spoke with clear resentment:

"Do you know how many times I threw up just remembering that... that thing was inside me? You have no idea. That's why, Aretha, that's why I lost those fifteen pounds that time and everyone thought it was because of the child's death. It was because I remembered that I carried it inside me that I became skin and bones. I almost wasted away to death.

“My God, how could you?

"Get away from me with your moral lessons, Aretha."

Aretha burst into agonizing tears while Caroline turned to the mirror on the dresser and fixed her hair as if she were putting the finishing touches on her look before going out to a soirée or a party.

Minutes later, Aretha's sad voice rang out again in the room.

"Bring the boy back to this house, Caroline."

Caroline laughed, a mocking laugh.

“Bring him?! How? Have you lost your mind?! What would people say? We have a reputation to uphold, Aretha. Have you forgotten?

“What is a name compared to a child, a human being?

“What explanation would we give people about his return? That he rose from the dead? No, that wouldn't make sense.

“Lie! Say that you and Raul sent the boy to a clinic, a kind of hospital, where he could be treated, and that's why he's only just returned.

“Lie?! You want me to lie? I wouldn't...

“What is a lie to you, Caroline? Just one more, among the many you've already made up?

"If you're implying that I'm a liar, know that you're offending me."  

Aretha shrugged her shoulders and turned even paler. She was the picture of sadness itself.

"I'm disappointed in you, Caroline. Very disappointed. Especially since I've always admired you so much."

"Are you done? Even if you're not, please leave. I want to be alone. You've already worn out my beauty. You've even given me a headache."

"That's a weight on my conscience."

"No, it's the burden of having an annoying and unpleasant sister like you."

Aretha suddenly felt short of breath.

"I'm leaving, there's no air in this room."

“It's about time.

“I'm leaving, but I'll be back so we can talk about all this properly. Wait for me.

“Don't make me ban you from this house, Aretha.

Aretha said nothing, picked up her feathered hat, and before leaving added:

"You should ask God to give you some sense, to enlighten your thoughts and feelings."

"I don't talk to God," Caroline replied curtly.

"Well, you should."

Caroline looked at her sister again and shared a peculiarity with her:

"Do you know why I've never talked to God, Aretha? Because I'm too lazy to look up at the sky. It's easier to talk to the devil. It's more comfortable for the eyes and the head."

Aretha was outraged. Without another word, she left.

Caroline sat very still, her cheeks flushed, her eyes angry. She couldn't look at anything else in that room without seeing the image of the son she had given up for dead.

A minute later, little Ítala entered the room quietly, taking her mother by surprise.

"Mommy?" asked the girl in her inimitable tone of voice.

Caroline turned her eyes to the little girl and tried to smile.

"What's wrong, Mom? Are you crying?"

"No, my dear, of course not. It was just a speck of dust in my eye."

Caroline realized that her daughter was not entirely satisfied with her explanation. Her daughter was smart. She picked up the girl, held her face firmly but gently, and said:

"Mommy loves you very much, you hear, dear? Very much. Never forget that. You were, are, and always will be the most beautiful thing that has happened to me in recent times. Do you understand? You were the most beautiful gift God ever gave me."

"I understand, Mom."

Another kiss. Another confession from Caroline:

"I missed you."

Another smile. Another tight hug.

A new question, this time from the girl.

“Missing... Mom, do you miss him too?

"Your father, of course I do."

“No, Mom, Pietro. My little brother.

Caroline was speechless. Her throat went dry, her mouth twisted strangely.

"I miss him," the girl continued, "even though I never knew him, I miss him very much. What a pity, Mom, what a pity that he died."

Caroline put the girl down, stood up, and, resuming her stern demeanor, said:

"Pietro is dead, Ítala. Dead, do you understand? And you can't bring the dead back to life. Do you understand? You can't! Never! Ever!"

That afternoon, when Raul returned home, Caroline immediately brought him up to speed on the latest developments.

"Aretha already knows everything, Raul..."

"Everything what?"

"About the boy..."

"You mean..."

"That's right. She found out everything by chance. She went to a blessed seamstress who lives next door to the blessed orphanage where you, against my will, left that child."

Raul was stunned. It was too much of a coincidence. 

"I told you you shouldn't have left him there!" Caroline said, enraged. "I told you! But you didn't listen to me!"

"Caroline, please..."

"I just want to know how you're going to solve this problem now. Because if that crazy Aretha lets the cat out of the bag, we'll be the most embarrassed people in the world in front of society.

"Calm down, my love..."

"Calm down?! Calm down, my foot!

Glaring at her husband, Caroline was emphatic once again:

“It's all your fault, Raul. All yours! That boy should have been killed!

The man was stunned.

Raul was a handsome man with black hair, dark skin, black eyes, and an elegant bearing. At 30, he still didn't know what it was like to have to work. His hobby was getting together with his high-society friends to drink, smoke, chat, and play cards.

That night, at the orphanage...

Elga Mentz, after embroidering and sewing clothes for the orphanage children, went from room to room to kiss the orphans under her care goodnight. The children there went to bed early.

She found Pietro waiting for her, with a piece of paper in his hand.

"Pietro?!" she exclaimed, smiling. "What are you doing with that paper in your hand, my dear? Are you going to write a letter to someone?"

"Yes, I am, and I want you to help me."

"Now?"

The boy nodded.

"It's time for bed now."

"Please, Mrs. Elga."

Taking pity on the boy, the German woman finally agreed. She sat down next to him and asked:

“Who is the letter for?

The boy smiled and replied:

“I want to write a letter to my mom. So she doesn't feel lonely.

Elga Mentz observed without batting an eyelid:

"Your mother isn't alone, Pietro. She's with God."

“And what does God want with her?

"I don't know. If we ever see Him, we'll ask Him."

"What is this place where God lives with my mother, Mrs. Elga?"

"It's an incomprehensible place from which, as far as I know, no one ever returns.

“Why come back if we'll be with God, right?

The woman smiled.

“Yes, Pietro. Exactly. Why come back if we'll be with God? Is there any better company than His? You're a very smart boy, Pietro.

“You always tell me that.

“That's because it's true, my dear. The absolute truth.

“Is Dad with Mom?

"Of course he is, Pietro. Not only him, but all your ancestors.

“Who were they, Mrs. Elga?

“It's impossible to know, my dear. Unfortunately, their names have been lost from generation to generation.

“Unfortunately?

“I say unfortunately because I would really like to know who my ancestors were. What they were like, how they lived, because I am an extension of their union; without them, I would not be here.

Turning to the child, Elga Mentz laughed and said:

"This conversation is not for children your age. It's a topic for adults to discuss."

That same night, as Aretha tried to fall asleep, her mind involuntarily replayed everything that had happened between her and her sister that afternoon in her room.

"What would you do if you received a gift that you couldn't even bear to look at? You would find a way to give it to someone who would feel better in its presence, and if that wasn't possible, you would let it break one day and say it was an accident. Isn't that right? Unbearable dogs and cats are given away when their owners don't suit them. That's how life is. If you don't like it, pass it on.

In the past... in some cultures, society allowed women who had mentally disabled, physically malformed children the right to kill them. They suffocated these children with pillows or threw them into the abyss. That era existed, Aretha.

You don't know how I felt when I remembered that I had carried "that" in my womb for nine months!

My only child is a girl who is somewhere in this house, playing and growing up beautiful and lively.

Do you know how many times I threw up just remembering that... that thing was inside me? You have no idea. That's why, Aretha, that's why I lost those fifteen pounds that time and everyone thought it was because of the child's death. It was because I remembered that I carried it inside me that I became skin and bones. I almost wasted away to death.

I don't talk to God... Do you know why I never have, Aretha? Because I'm too lazy to look up at the sky. It's easier to talk to the devil. It's more comfortable for the eyes and the head."

The more Aretha replayed Caroline's words in her mind, the more indignant and horrified she felt. Outraged would be the right word to describe her feelings. How could she have done such a thing? Worse, how could she be her sister? It took Aretha a great deal of effort to fall asleep, and it was a heavy sleep filled with nightmares.  


CHAPTER THREE

The next day, after lunch, Raul Velasco visited his sister-in-law at her house to talk about her son.

"Raul?" Aretha was surprised to see him.

Her brother-in-law walked straight up to her, took her hand, kissed it, and said affectionately:

"Hello, Aretha. I need to talk to you. In private."

She led him into the adjoining room.

Clenching his hands and biting his lips, Raul sat down in the armchair next to Aretha. His eyelashes trembled. There was a brief moment of hesitation before he began the conversation:

"I heard you were at my house yesterday afternoon and that..."

Raul blushed slightly when he saw Aretha's searching gaze on him. Dispense with the preamble, he got straight to the point:

"I was afraid, Aretha, you understand? Afraid that Caroline would do something to the child, even if it was, in her view, to spare her from a life under the prejudiced eyes of people, many of whom mocked her crooked feet behind her back.

"Sparing Caroline from prejudiced eyes, you mean. Not the poor boy.

"No! If she took her son's life, believe me, it would be to spare him from prejudice, not just to protect herself from the shame of having a disabled child. It would also be to spare him from the difficulty and suffering that it would be for the boy to have to walk with his feet turned out like that.

You may not believe it, Aretha, but beneath all of Caroline's coldness, which leads many to think she has no heart, there is a woman whose heart is full of kindness. In addition, of course, to her maternal feelings. The rational and sentimental sides would certainly conflict. They would duel to the death. The death of one of those involved. Hers or the boy's.

"I confess, Raul, my brother-in-law, that I am stunned. You mean she really considered killing the child?"             

He sighed nervously. His answer was not direct.

"If she did anything to the child, she would be charged with murder, so I was afraid. I was also afraid that the shock of her birth would cause her to waste away with remorse and indignation. I love Caroline, you know how much. That's why...

"That's why you left that child at that orphanage."

"Yes. It was the best solution I could find for mother and child. For me too.

But know that since I left the boy there, I have been helping the place financially every month. Of course, I make these donations anonymously. No one there knows that the boy is...

"And do you think, Raul, that money is enough to fill the love of a father and mother that a child needs to grow up happy, especially in the conditions in which Pietro was born?"

He looked at her straight and directly, without answering.

Aretha studied his expression for a moment and concluded:

"You couldn't bear to see your son with that disability either, could you?"

He hung his head.

"I knew it. You and Caroline are so alike. No wonder many say that opposites attract, not alike people.

Raul seemed flustered when he spoke again:

"Aretha, for God's sake, I beg you. It's more than a request, it's a plea! I implore you, if necessary. No one can ever know what happened! It would be a scandal, you know that."

Aretha looked even more indignant.

"Can I count on you? Please."

Aretha pressed her lips together.

"You've always been so level-headed..."

There was an almost envious admiration in her voice.

Aretha nodded vigorously in agreement.

"If that's what you want, Raul... If that's what you want, Raul..."

"Don't think Caroline came out of this whole thing unscathed. She may seem strong, an impenetrable wall, but I know she's not, nobody is. We can pretend we're an impenetrable fortress, but it's all just cheap pretense, a mediocre performance. Underneath, everyone has a heart as fragile as crystal.

You're a mother too, so you can imagine what it's like to have to give up a child to spare them from even greater suffering than they're already going through. Even if it's to protect yourself from others.

Aretha's response surprised Raul.

"You're not a mother, but you're a son, and because you are, you know very well how difficult it is for a child to be separated from his mother, father, and family."

He lowered his head.

"I have to go," he said a minute later.

He stopped at the door and looked around. Then he focused his gaze once more on Aretha. There was an appeal in his eyes that clearly said, "For God's sake, don't tell anyone what you've discovered. Don't make things even harder than they already are for me, for us."

Without another word, Raul Velasco left.

Aretha remained there, lost in thought. It was Agatha's arrival that brought her back to reality.

"What's wrong, Mom? Are you crying?"

"Yes, I am, dear. Crying with indignation and shame at the knowledge that there are human beings capable of anything to avoid looking bad in the eyes of society."

"I don't understand..."

"You're too young to understand."

That night, with Primízio, Aretha told her husband everything.

"I'm stunned!" he admitted.

"They got rid of their son as if he were a defective object."

“It's unbelievable...

“Yes, isn't it?

“What do you intend to do?

“I don't know... I don't know yet...

“Raul is right... If I say anything, it will be a scandal.

“But I need to do something for the boy. He's my nephew... I can't forget that, pretend I don't know anything...

Primízio hugged his wife, trying to reassure her with that embrace.

In the days that followed, while Aretha searched for a solution to the case, she visited Pietro at the orphanage whenever possible. Her arrival was always a joy for the child. It was during these visits that she discovered that the boy had a gift for music. He played the violin, inherited by Elga Mentz from an uncle, divinely well, as if he were a musician with years of experience. It was wonderful to see, wonderful to hear.

Two weeks later, around two in the afternoon, Agatha went to visit her cousin at her home. She entered the room where Caroline was sitting so quietly that her aunt, who was looking out the window at the garden at that moment, did not notice her arrival.

"How are you, Auntie?" asked her niece in her gracious voice.

The question startled Caroline and made her turn like lightning toward the girl.

"Agatha?!"

Caroline blushed slightly when she saw her niece's suspicious look. Even though she was an innocent girl and Aretha had sworn to keep the secret about her son, Caroline had the impression that the girl knew the truth. Why wouldn't she? All she had to do was overhear it behind the door. 

When Caroline realized it, the girl was no longer there. She turned her neck around to look for her, but she seemed to have vanished.

It was around five in the afternoon, and Caroline was already sitting at the table on the porch, facing the rose garden, to have her five o'clock tea, when Aretha entered the room, visibly distressed.

"Have you seen Agatha?" she asked anxiously.

"Agatha?!" Caroline was alarmed. "Yes, she was here, she exchanged a few words with me, but that was some time ago. It must have been around two or three in the afternoon. I don't remember exactly. Why?"

"Where's Ítala?"

"Playing around, as usual. They must be together."

Aretha went through the door leading to the garden and started calling for her daughter and niece. No matter how much she called, neither of them answered.

The butler, at Caroline's behest, called the maids, and everyone went out to look for the girls.

The coachman, hearing the calls, ran to his mistress and said:

"The two girls, ma'am, left in the carriage."

"What?! On whose orders?"

"They left in the carriage that brought little Agatha here."

"My God, where did those two go?"

Aretha was lost in thought for a moment.

"I know!" she exclaimed. "I know where Agatha took Itala."

Caroline looked at her sister  suspiciously. 

"Are you coming with me?"

Stunned, Caroline replied, "Yes." The two took the carriage and left. Forty minutes later, they arrived in front of the orphanage where Pietro lived.

Caroline peered through the window.

"What is this place?" she asked, feeling disgusted by the place.

"It's the orphanage I told you about."

Caroline shuddered.

"And why did you bring me here?"

"Because the girls must be there."

"Here?!"

As soon as Aretha got out of the vehicle, she saw her own carriage, the one that had taken Agatha to her cousin's house, parked a little way ahead of Mrs. Elga Mentz's orphanage.

The coachman was a few meters away from the vehicle, leaning against a tree trunk, smoking a straw cigarette.

"Arthur?" she called.

"Ms. Aretha?!" the employee was surprised. "What brings you here?"

"Where's Agatha?"

“She and her cousin went into that big house. She told me to wait for them here. She said you had given me permission to bring them here...

"All right, Arthur, thank you."

Aretha returned to the carriage and confirmed what she had suspected.

"I'll go inside and get them," she explained.

"Go. As quickly as possible," Caroline ordered impatiently. "The sooner we get out of here, the better."

Caroline remained inside the carriage in an unusual state of distress. She clenched her hands, bit her lips, and rubbed her neck nervously.

The boy Pietro's eyes widened when he saw Aretha entering the room where he always stayed, and his face immediately lit up with a broad smile.

The girls sitting next to him turned around and smiled when they saw Aretha.

"How are you, Pietro?" asked Aretha, delighted to see him again.

"Fine, very well. And you?"

Turning to the girls, Aretha changed her tone:

"And can you two young ladies tell me why you came here without telling me?"

It was Agatha who replied, appropriately:

"I really wanted to bring Ítala to meet Pietro, Mom. When I asked her if she wanted to meet him and she said yes, I asked Arthur to bring us here. Since he was the one who brought us to the seamstress the other times, he would know how to get here..."

"Agatha, you should at least have told your aunt.

"If I had, she wouldn't have let Ítala come."

Aretha fell silent; that was very true.

"Well, now that you've talked and played with Pietro for a little while, we have to go."

"Already?!"

The objection came from Ítala.

“Yes, young lady. Your mother is worried about you. She's in the carriage, anxiously awaiting your arrival.

"Mom is there?! Go get her, auntie, so she can meet Pietro. Please go."

“We're in a hurry, my dear. We'll come back another day, another time.

“What a pity!

Only then did Aretha notice a little girl sitting next to them. A girl with a pretty face, bright eyes, and curly hair.

"And who is this young lady?"

The girl smiled shyly. Agatha answered for her.

“Her name is Adoriabelle.

Smiling, Aretha commented:

"What an unusual name."

"She likes to tell stories," Pietro explained, with a certain pride in the girl.

"One day I'd like to hear them. Will you tell them to me, Adoriabelle?"

The girl nodded yes.

"Wonderful! Now we have to go..."

Aretha stopped talking when she realized that the girl didn't have both hands. Before they noticed her shock, she said:

"Agatha and Ítala, say goodbye to your little friends, please."

The two said goodbye. Then it was Aretha's turn to give Pietro a goodbye hug.

"Take care, sweetheart," she said, feeling emotional again at being with the boy.

"When will you be back?" he asked, eager for everyone to return. 

"As soon as we can," Aretha replied.

"Tomorrow?" ventured Agatha, turning to her mother and insisting, "Please, Mom."

"I can't promise," Aretha replied. "But we'll be back as soon as possible."

The boy nodded.

Then it was Aretha's turn to say goodbye to Adoriabelle. She kissed the girl on the forehead and wished her good luck.

As soon as the three visitors left, Adoriabelle approached her little friend and said:

"Don't be sad, Pietro. I'm still here to keep you company."

The little boy looked at her with teary eyes and tried to smile.

"Would you like me to tell you one of my stories?" she suggested to the boy.

He nodded yes, and she, who always liked to cheer him up with her stories, the fruit of her imagination, was happy again to be useful to him in some way.

Before leaving, Aretha discreetly asked Dona Elga Mentz about Adoriabelle. She wanted to know why she didn't have both hands.

"It's a birth defect, ma'am."

Aretha nodded in understanding as she visualized the girl again with her delicate face and beautiful curly hair.

"Why did she end up here?" she asked next.

"I don't know. She was left in front of the orphanage door. Under the snow. She almost froze to death."

"How awful."

"Don't even mention it!"

"Well, I have to go. See you later."

"Come back soon. Everyone here is always very happy when you visit."

Aretha smiled and left.

As soon as Ítala got into the carriage, Caroline scolded her:

“Never leave the house without asking my permission again, young lady! As soon as we get home, we're going to have a very serious talk.

The girl cowered under her little dress. Turning to her niece, Caroline also scolded her:

"And what about you, Agatha. How nice, huh? Going out with your cousin, my daughter, without asking permission. You deserve a spanking, girl. At least a month of grounding."

Aretha thought it best not to comment so as not to make the situation worse. 

"Mom," Ítala said next. "You need to meet Agatha's little friend. He..."

"I don't want to know, Ítala."

"But he's really nice!"

"I don't want to know," Caroline repeated, raising her voice. "Have you gone deaf, by any chance?"

The girl pouted, holding back tears. Caroline exploded:

"Are you going to cry now just because I don't want to hear what you have to say?"

The girl couldn't hold back. Caroline was impatient once again:

"You really are a softie."

Aretha had to comfort the girl in her arms to calm her down.

Throughout the entire trip back, Agatha paid attention to her aunt's expression, which deeply bothered Caroline. With every jolt the carriage made as it passed over winding or bumpy stretches, Caroline threw a tantrum and uttered the worst expletives.

As soon as Raul returned home from the club where he had been chatting and passing the time gambling, Caroline told him what had happened that day. Raul immediately scolded his daughter for what she had done. Ítala went to her room, crying copiously.

That same night, Aretha decided to have a very important conversation with her husband.

"Honey, I was thinking to myself..."

"I know those eyes well..." Primízio said good-humoredly. "I know you're thinking about something very important."

"You know me very well, Primízio. I am."

"Come on, tell me, what is it? I bet it's about your nephew Pietro, isn't it?"

"You're right again. Well, the boy is my flesh and blood. I don't think it's right to leave him in that orphanage, helpless. I won't be able to sleep peacefully if I don't do something for him."

"What do you suggest?"

Aretha's eyes answered for her.

"It's up to you, my husband, to say yes."

Primízio didn't need to think twice before giving his wife an answer:

“If it will make you happy... fine... we'll adopt the boy.

Aretha's face changed. Joy overwhelmed her. She ran to her husband, kissed him, and said, euphoric:

"You won't regret adopting him, my love. Pietro is a lovely child!"

"He must be, to have charmed you and Agatha the way he did."

The couple embraced.

"Your sister will never forgive you," her husband commented a few minutes later.

"Well, I don't give a damn about Caroline. What matters to me is Pietro's happiness."

A smile lit up Primízio Garavelo's face.

"That's one of the reasons I admire you so much, Aretha."

"And I admire you too, Primizio, for having a generous and understanding heart."

The couple hugged and kissed again.

Half an hour later, Aretha and Primízio told Ágatha the news.

"Daughter, your father and I are thinking about adopting little Pietro. What do you think of the idea?"

“Pietro?! “exclaimed the girl, beaming. “Oh, Mom, that would be wonderful!

The couple looked at each other happily.

"When will he arrive?"

"As soon as the adoption papers are ready."

"Wonderful! We need to start getting his room ready. Which one will it be?"

"You decide, my angel."

"The one next to mine. How about that?"

“Wonderful!

The girl kissed her mom and dad and declared with that voice that comes straight from the heart:

“It will be so nice to have Pietro here. I like him, and I've always wanted a brother.

Husband and wife looked at each other, happy to have made that decision.

Weeks later, Raul arrived for his usual visit to the orphanage and was surprised to be informed by Elga Mentz that little Pietro had been adopted by a very suitable couple.

"With so many children," he said, pausing before adding, "healthy children... They chose to adopt a boy with clubfeet?

"So you see, there are still people in the world who don't care about little details like that.

"Surprising!"

Raul paused for a moment. Then he asked:

"Could you give me the address of the couple who adopted him? I would very much like to meet them."

Elga Mentz was quick to reply:

“Yes, I can.

She wrote down the name and address of Pietro's adoptive parents on a piece of paper and handed it to Raul, who, after reading what was written there, left the orphanage almost running, without even saying goodbye to the woman.

Elga Mentz ran after him and asked:

"Will you continue to help the orphanage now that the boy no longer lives here?"

But Raul did not answer, hurriedly got into the Landau—a four-wheeled carriage with a double hood that can be raised and lowered—and drove away.

Elga Mentz found the attitude of that man, who was also, in her opinion, very strange, definitely very strange.

An hour later, Raul stood in front of his wife.

"What is it?" she asked, looking at him with a disgusted expression. "What's the reason behind that sour face?"

"The boy..." stammered the man.

"Boy? What boy?!"

"You know..."

Caroline frowned.

"I've already asked you not to talk to me about him... I don't know why you insist..."

Raul quickly said:

“He was adopted.

Caroline's face changed.

“Impossible! Who would adopt "that"?!

The answer was immediate:

“Your sister, for example.

Caroline laughed sarcastically.

"Aretha is crazy, but not that crazy. I highly doubt she would go that far."

“Well, she did.

"Primízio Garavelo would never consent to the adoption. If she did it, it must have been without his consent."

"He consented, Caroline. The boy now bears his surname."

Caroline bared her teeth in a sarcastic smile.

“I'll believe it when I see it with my own eyes.

“If you doubt my words, then go to your sister's house.

Caroline snorted. Half a minute later, she vented her indignation in a loud, high-pitched, irritating tone of voice.

"I'll kill Aretha if she did something like that to me!"

This time the irony came from Raul:

“Then you'd better get a gun to take with you.

Caroline, in a fit of rage, knocked everything off her dresser.

"Aretha couldn't have had the nerve to..."

"She did, believe me."

"But this isn't going to stand, Raul! It really isn't!"

She sighed heavily.

"And it's all your fault, Raul. If you had done what I suggested."

Her husband bit his lip, stunned.

Just then, Ítala appeared at the door.

"What happened, Mom?" she asked anxiously. "I heard a noise."

When she saw the objects scattered on the floor, she became alarmed.

"What happened?"

Her father swallowed hard. Her mother went to the girl and comforted her.

"It's nothing, sweetheart. I thought I saw a mouse or something like that, and to get rid of it, I ended up throwing everything on the dressing table on the floor."

"A mouse?"

"Yes, sweetheart. A mouse with crooked feet."

The girl's eyes widened even more. Caroline continued mercilessly:

"It was more than a mouse, Ítala. It was a little monster... A little monster with crooked feet." 

Before the girl could ask another question, her mother hugged her, showering her with love.

Two hours later, Caroline arrived at Aretha's house. In less than five minutes, the two women were alone in a room, face to face.

"I had to come in person," Caroline began, with hatred, "so I could hear from your mouth, looking deep into my eyes, that..."

Aretha answered before she could finish.

"Yes, I adopted your son, Caroline."

Caroline's face showed even more hatred. Glaring at her sister, her mouth salivating with rage, Caroline gave her most sincere opinion:

"You adopted a defective creature, that's all."

Aretha became enraged.

"Defective creature, my ass. He's your son!"

Without thinking twice, Caroline slapped her sister across the face.

"Don't ever say that again, you ungrateful wretch!" she roared. "I was the one who took care of you when you were a child. I indulged your every whim. I played with you and gave you attention. I was the one who stayed with you when you were sick, who even prayed for your recovery. Me, Caroline, are you listening to me? Me! That's why I didn't deserve to be betrayed by you like this! By you of all people!

"What does all this have to do with anything?"

"Everything, Aretha. You owe me respect and consideration for taking care of you when you were a girl.

“And I do. I always have. But that doesn't mean I'm going to condone your wickedness and mistakes. No way.

Caroline, glaring at her sister, said:

"I will not allow my eyes to rest on even a single strand of hair belonging to that defective creature. No way. When you see me out and about in the company of 'that thing,' pretend you don't know me, because I will do the same. And don't you dare, at any time, set foot in my house with that freak of nature. No way!"

"If that's how you want it, my sister, so be it."

Without further ado, Caroline put her gloves back on, her eyes darting back and forth to her sister's. She adjusted the feathered hat on her head and left.

Aretha turned to the mirror and focused on the tears rolling down her face. She couldn't say for sure why she was crying. She only knew that she was willing to make her nephew, now her son, a human being worthy of all that is good in life.

Months later, due to the death of Primízio's father, he was forced, because of family business, to move with his wife, daughter, and adopted son to a city about three hours away from where they were used to living. This distanced Aretha even further from her sister. Ágatha was very sad to have to stay away from Ítala, her beloved cousin.

There, Pietro was enrolled in the best school in town, and although many children gave him dirty looks, he didn't seem to care.   

The boy also began to study music and take violin lessons, his passion, with one of the best violin teachers of the time. Professor Schneider, a luminary.

Pietro soon became the master's favorite student, not only because of his charisma, but also because of how quickly he mastered the instrument. The man had never had such a talented student.

All of this was a source of pride for Aretha and Primízio. Ágatha was also proud to have such a talented brother who aroused so much admiration in people.

And so the months passed and turned into years...

As for Caroline, she rarely saw her sister. When they did meet, it was at weddings of family members or mutual friends in high society, and even then, she treated her coldly, leaving no room for a long, friendly conversation.

It was at these times that Agatha and Ítala made up for having been away from each other.

When the girl learned that Pietro had been adopted by his aunt and uncle, she was surprised and happy at the same time.

When she mentioned it to her mother, Caroline cut her off sharply:

"I don't want to know anything about that... child, Ítala, please.

"But don't you think Auntie and Uncle did the right thing in adopting the boy?

"No, Ítala! I thought it was stupid. And you're still too young to understand why I think that way."

When she mentioned it to her father, Raul repeated his wife's behavior. No matter how hard she tried, Ítala couldn't understand why her parents were against the adoption. After much reflection, she came to the conclusion that it was because they hadn't had the opportunity to get to know the boy better. If they had, they would have known how wonderful he was.

One day, Ítala, who was 14 at the time, asked her parents a question that alarmed them.

"My brother..." she began.

"Brother?!" Raul was startled, looking alarmed at his daughter and then at his wife. "What brother, Ítala?!"

"Come on, Dad, my little brother... The one who died when he was still a baby." 

The couple relaxed. 

"Oh, yes..." replied Raul with obvious relief. "What about him?"

"It would have been nice if he had survived. I would love to have a brother, even if he were adopted, like Agatha has. Her brother is a musician, you know? A virtuoso violinist." 

Caroline interrupted the conversation:

"How many times do I have to ask you, Ítala, not to talk to me about that boy? Nothing related to him interests me or your father."

"But, Mom, Pietro is a very neat boy."

"Enough, Ítala!"

Her father decided to help:

“Please, dear, don't upset your mother with this subject.

The girl lowered her eyes and replied:

“All right. I'm sorry for saying what I shouldn't have.

"You're forgiven, my dear," said Caroline, "but don't let it happen again. Agreed?"

"Agreed, Mom."

And time continued to pass, and Ítala, Ágatha, and Pietro reached the height of adolescence, increasingly enthusiastic about life.

Ítala attended dances appropriate for her age. She was always dressed with great elegance and grace. Ágatha did the same, but only at dances held in her city.

Pietro, on the other hand, preferred to stay at home, devoting himself to the violin, which he mastered with increasing precision and passion every day.

Aretha wondered if he was hiding behind his dedication to the violin as an excuse not to attend dances and soirées for young people his age, because he was ashamed of his feet. When she mentioned this to Primízio, he did not know how to respond.


CHAPTER FOUR

Seven years after this story began, fate brought together Ágatha Garavelo, 17 at the time, and Achille Priami Gastiglioni, 19.

Achille was a rather cheerful-looking young man with a broad, frank smile who easily struck up conversations with people, showing his good-humored smile and responding enthusiastically to comments.

When Ágatha met him, she wondered if the young man would see her through the same halo of fascination that she saw him through. His gaze seemed impersonal and without the slightest curiosity when he first met her eyes. That broke her down, causing her to close her eyes and sigh.

"Well," she thought, "there's no point in me liking him if he doesn't like me." When she opened her eyes, she almost screamed in fright. The young man was right in front of her, looking into her eyes, showing his beautiful smile and seeming very eager to get to know her.

"Miss," said the gentleman, bowing over her hand in the most elegant of gestures.

Agatha wanted to be friendly, but her sudden nervousness overshadowed her friendliness. Her blue-gray eyes stared intently at the stranger's face, scanning every feature that she had already found handsome from afar, but which, up close, took her breath away.
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