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CHAPTER 1

The best solution for everyone

1942

The weather remained perfect, clear and sunny. Alba Marinelli enjoyed looking at the landscape through the window of the train on which she was traveling with her husband to the north of the state where they lived.

The next minute, she closed her eyes and forgot about him sitting next to her and the other fellow passengers. She sighed and shifted in her seat again.

"Well," she thought, "my biggest dream is about to come true."

A beautiful smile, full of fulfillment, blossomed on her lips. She opened her eyes again and looked back at the landscape through the window. A spot on the horizon caught her attention; it was a cloud that looked like a baby to her. The sight gave her goose bumps. It was a sign that she was doing the right thing, that the baby she was going to pick up at the orphanage was truly meant to be hers. Her eyes filled with tears once again. Soon, her whole face was streaked with tears.

She remembered the anguish she had experienced from wanting to have a child and not being able to. She had tried and tried, but to no avail. She believed she had tried every kind of treatment, and yet she had not been able to get pregnant.

The last time, when she thought she was finally pregnant, she woke up in the middle of her nap, feeling something wet and sticky between her legs. When she looked down, she saw a red stain on the sheet, causing her to scream loudly in distress. The maid, who was in the kitchen, ran to help her.

"Mrs. Alba, what happened?!"

She didn't need to say anything. Seeing the bloodstain on the sheet and the horror on her mistress's face, the maid understood very well what had happened.

"Calm down, Mrs. Alba," the woman advised, also trying to remain calm. "I'll call your husband right now!"

"The doctor, Carmosina," Alba interrupted, desperate. "Call my doctor, please, quickly! I can't lose my child. I can't!"

Noticing that her employer was about to burst into tears, Carmosina went to her and comforted her. Then she called the doctor and returned to the room, wondering repeatedly what she should do for her employer in that state. The question only served to make her even more agitated and anxious.

"Oh, my nerves," she sighed heavily.

Alba continued to cry copiously and repeat tirelessly:

"My son... my son... I can't lose him. Not again."

"Mrs. Alba, you will get through this. Don't panic! God will support you in such a difficult time," encouraged Carmosina, increasingly distressed by the woman's state.

It took half an hour for the doctor to arrive at the house, but for Alba Marinelli it felt like he had taken all day to show up.

"Doctor, she seems so lifeless... Almost dead..." commented Carmosina, scratching the back of her neck incessantly.

"She'll be fine..." replied the doctor efficiently.

But his calm manner did nothing to allay the employee's fears.

"Are you sure she will...?"

"I'm a doctor, I know what I'm talking about."

The maid sighed deeply. Never had the hours dragged on so slowly and tensely as they did that day. Hours that culminated in yet another sad and difficult outcome for Alba Marinelli. She had lost the baby again.

When her husband came home and learned everything that had happened, Alba was completely devastated. The sight made him feel an even greater lump in his throat.

With his arms trembling with nervousness, Dorival Marinelli said:

"Alba, my love, I'm here."

Noticing that her boss was shaking all over, Carmosina tried to calm him down too.

"She'll be fine, Mr. Dorival. You'll see."

Her enthusiastic manner did not convince the man, who, to cheer up his wife, said:

"We'll have another child, Alba. Not just one, but two, three."

His words made his wife cry even harder. For her, that would no longer be possible; disbelief had taken hold of her completely.

In the months that followed, Alba and Dorival tried to conceive again, but in vain, they were never successful. This left Alba increasingly desolate and unhappy.

"Don't be sad, Alba. Don't lose hope."

"I've already lost, Dorival. There's nothing left."

"Oh, my love."

The fact that she couldn't get pregnant devastated Alba Marinelli inside and out. Never in her entire life did she think she couldn't have children. She dreamed of having at least two, a boy and a girl.

That's when her friends and relatives advised her:

“Adopt a child!”

To which she replied:

"I can't. That's not what I dreamed for myself. I want to have a child born from my own womb. Is that too much to ask of God? If every woman, or at least most women, is born with the ability to procreate, why did God deny me that right? There must be a way for me to have my own baby."

Alba even rebelled against the people who gave her such advice. This continued until she no longer found the strength within herself to oppose the idea, the only solution for the fulfillment of her greatest dream.

"This is how life wanted it, Alba, don't lament anymore," she said to herself. "Adoption is the only alternative that life offers you to have a child. Come on! Stop being stubborn, put your arrogance and vanity aside. Enough suffering! There is no other way... You must agree that many of our dreams are unlikely to come true. That's how life is. We must understand that we should and can replace our dreams with others."

Dorival also did not want to have an adopted child, but faced with his wife's despair, he ended up accepting the alternative.

Even so, Alba resisted the idea, crying, silent, often filled with hatred for not being able to bear a child in her own womb. An acquaintance of hers, a spiritualist, then advised her:

"Let go, for a moment, of what you think is right. Don't follow your beliefs. See if, deep down, you really care about having an adopted child. Feel your heart, ask God to inspire you, showing you what is best for you. Then, observe. I am sure that at some point you will know what to do."

Alba did so, and the answer she received surprised her. A child, through adoption, would be welcome, yes! Very welcome!

All her resistance became a thing of the past, and from then on, she was determined to adopt a child, and nothing would make her change her mind.

Alba awoke from her reflections when the train whistle blew. The locomotive was arriving at the station in the city where she and her husband would pick up the boy they were going to adopt. From the station, the couple took a taxi to the "Vitória" orphanage. Once there, they were very well attended to by the receptionist who, after taking their details, asked them both to wait a minute.

Alba then went to a room where there was a beautiful image of Our Lady of Sorrows, made the sign of the cross, and began to pray silently while she waited.

A large lady with a broad smile appeared a minute later and welcomed them.

"Come see the baby."

Alba bit her lip to keep from crying. Seeing that she wasn't moving, Dorival went over to her, took her by the shoulder, and gently led her forward to the employee who was holding the little boy in her arms.

"Isn't he adorable?" asked the friendly employee.

Alba, her chin trembling, replied, nodding her head:

"Yes, he is."

In fact, the baby was very cute. A graceful boy, white, just as she had insisted. It was not surprising that she did not want, under any circumstances, a black or mulatto child, having grown up in a prejudiced and racist  family. Her husband too. 

The pleasant lady turned to her and said seriously:

"You and your husband were chosen by God to have custody of this child. You must honor that choice."

"We know."

Admiring the boy, Alba thought about how much she would like to be able to breastfeed him, a desire that would have to be replaced by another loving gesture.

"What about the parents?" Alba asked next.

"The parents?"

“The boy's parents. Who are they?

"Do you really want to know?"

"Yes. It's important for me to know, isn't it?"

"Maybe... All I know is that they're very poor... They're in no position to raise the boy."

“Wouldn't it be better... Never mind... I thought about meeting them, but that's silly of me.

“Yes, my dear. Once you adopt the boy, he is yours, just like a child you gave birth to with great effort and love.

“That's true.

Alba Marinelli smiled emotionally and turned her attention back to the little boy in her arms.

"He's adorable. Does he have a name yet?" she asked.

"Cirilo..." replied the employee promptly.

"Cirilo... Cirilo Marinelli, that will be his name."

"From now on, yes."

"It's much better than Silva, Santos, Pereira... Such common names, aren't they?"

"Maybe..."

Her desire to be a mother, to raise a child and enjoy that emotion, had finally come true. Alba Marinelli could hardly contain her happiness.

Dorival, contemplating his wife's joy, commented:

“I'm so happy to see you happy, Alba.

She shed a few more tears as he kissed her cheek and caressed the boy who had become her son.

Since then, the Marinelli couple had much more reason to be happy than in the past. Cirilo was definitely the joy of the house. There was also something about him that awakened his adoptive parents to a happier reality, a natural charisma, a gift from God.

Both Dorival and Alba were moved by the child who grew more lively and intelligent every day.

"We are blessed, Alba, to have taken in a boy as sweet and charismatic as Cirilo.

"I think about that every day, Dorival. Cirilo was truly a blessing in our lives."

The husband hugged his wife, expressing all his affection.

Changing the boy's diapers was done with enthusiasm, never with complaints. Bathing him, changing his clothes, everything, in short, was also done with great love. Even when the boy made faces because he didn't want to eat his baby food, it was a reason to laugh. Cirilo's first birthday was celebrated with great joy. 

Dorival already imagined his son playing soccer with him in the near future and cheering for his favorite team. That's why he encouraged him to play with the ball every day.

He, who at first had opposed the idea of adopting a child, thanked God for changing his mind. If he hadn't, he wouldn't be enjoying the joys he now had with the boy. The adoption had truly been a blessing for him and his wife, definitively transforming their lives for the better, as every child is capable of doing, whether biological or adopted.


CHAPTER 2

Giovanna's arrival

It was on an afternoon, a year and a half after Cirilo's adoption, that Alba fell ill. She felt very dizzy and had a knot in her stomach that made her vomit suddenly.

"Are you all right?" asked Carmosina, helpful as always.

"No, I'm not, Carmosina. Please call my doctor."

As soon as the doctor arrived, Alba confessed:

"I had a very strange feeling, doctor."

"Calm down, Mrs. Alba, I'll examine you."

At that time, in 1943, it was very common for doctors to visit people's homes and they were also called "family doctors."

As soon as the doctor finished examining the woman, he was clear and precise in his diagnosis:

"There's nothing to worry about."

“Nothing serious, doctor?

“No. Not at all.

"Thank God."

"You're pregnant."

Alba's eyelids arched in astonishment.

"What?!"

“That's right, Mrs. Alba. You're pregnant!

“Pregnant, me?! It can't be!

"Dona Alba," exclaimed Carmosina, "what wonderful news!"

Alba's joy did not last long:

"I've been pregnant before and... well, you know."

"This time may be different, Mrs. Alba," the doctor reminded her.

"Different?!" "Really?"

"Yes. Many women, after a failed pregnancy, become pregnant without planning to and end up succeeding in this new conception."

"I suffered so much the last time I got pregnant that I don't even know if there's any reason for me to be happy this time.

"Let's be optimistic. It costs nothing."

"You're right. It really doesn't cost anything."

And the invincible optimism of the human spirit shone brighter this time within Alba Marinelli.

Dorival was in his office when his wife called.

"Honey!"

Alba?! What happened?"

She couldn't answer, she cried with emotion.

"What happened? Did something happen to Cirilo?"

"No, he's fine. It's me, something really good has happened to me."

“Calm down, I'm on my way.

When he saw his wife, Dorival was surprised by her joy.

"Alba..."

“Oh, Dorival, I have wonderful news to tell you.

“Wonderful news? I thought something serious had happened. You started crying on the phone and...

“It was out of emotion, Dorival.

He sat down next to her and asked kindly.

“What happened?

“I'm pregnant.

“W-what?

“Pregnant, my dear.

"Are you sure?"

“Yes, Dorival. The doctor was here and examined me. I felt sick this morning and had to call him.

“What wonderful news!

“Isn't it?

“Absolutely. We need to celebrate.

The husband wrapped his arms around his wife and kissed her tenderly.

“I'm so happy for us, Alba.

“Really?

“Yes, my love. Very happy.

Dorival turned his eyes to Cirilo and picked him up.

"Cirilo, my dear, you're going to have a little brother. Or a little sister."

“Little brother... “murmured the boy.

"Yes, son. That means you won't be playing alone in this house anymore."

"Just..." stammered the boy.

The child did not fully understand what was to come, but he was happy nonetheless, infected by his parents' joy.

Months later, the future mother woke up with the baby moving inside her. Her heart raced with joyful excitement when she realized what was happening. She immediately put on her robe and ran to the kitchen, hoping to find her husband there, having breakfast, so that he could witness the event too. Luckily, Dorival had not yet left, and when he saw her happy, his face lit up too.

"Alba?!" he exclaimed, surprised to see her entering the room. "Awake at this hour? Isn't it too early to get up?"

"Yes and no."

"Yes and no?"

She laughed.

"I woke up feeling our baby moving in my belly. I want you to witness this moment."

Dorival, moved, let his wife guide his hand to touch her belly so that he too could feel the baby moving inside. It didn't take long for that to happen.

"I felt it!" he exclaimed happily. "It feels like it kicked."

"Exactly!"

The two laughed, and the husband then rested the left side of his face on his wife's belly and closed his eyes, delighting in the pleasant warmth there, the same warmth that surely enveloped their child, who would be born very soon. It was a very different start to the day, unforgettable for both Dorival and Alba.

The man left, leaving his wife admiring the wonderful, bright day, with new buds blooming everywhere. New life was everywhere under the splendid sun of the first days of spring 1943.

That day, Dorival worked with renewed enthusiasm at the lumberyard he had inherited from his father and made prosper far beyond his goals.

His renewed enthusiasm came from the joy that soon, very soon, he would be having his first biological child, the child he and his wife had dreamed of and longed for for so long. A child to brighten the couple's life, give them grandchildren, and continue their family history.

Alba was so excited about her new pregnancy that she was no longer afraid of losing her baby. She no longer allowed herself to be tormented by previous losses. Optimism had finally triumphed within her.

As the doctor predicted, the pregnancy went smoothly, and when her water broke (in mid-1944), Alba was ready to give birth for the first time.

"Take a deep breath, Mrs. Alba," advised the doctor, ready to assist her in the delivery.

Alba, sweating profusely, complied with his request, trying her hardest. She even grunted, like an animal being slaughtered, such was the effort and pain she felt to bring the child into the world. It was a painful process, but victorious in the end. Thus was born Giovanna Marinelli, a beautiful little girl with hairy legs and a rosy, cuddly face.

With her breasts full of milk, Alba was finally able to fulfill her desire to breastfeed a child. The little girl always nursed with enthusiasm and determination.

In the months that followed, Dorival became a devoted father to his two children. Every night, whenever possible, he would tell a story to Cirilo and Giovanna, whom he would rock in his arms until they fell asleep. Alba, on the other hand, had eyes only for her daughter, because she was born from her womb and therefore meant more to her.

A year after Giovanna's birth (mid-1945), Cirilo, running into the living room, accidentally bumped into the console and knocked over the vase that was there.

"Cirilo!" Alba yelled impatiently.

The boy was startled, and the woman, once again, showed no mercy, spanked him, and locked him in his room as punishment.

"This kid is impossible," she complained loudly.

Hearing Giovanna crying, she ran to help her.

"Did that clumsy boy scare my poor little girl?"

Alba picked up the girl and comforted her.

"Calm down, my love, calm down. Mommy is here."

The girl soon stopped whining, and her mother was able to put her back in her crib. Alba then turned her thoughts to Cirilo. She had been picking on him for a long time; not a day went by without her punishing him.

"I can't stand that boy anymore," she said to herself, not expecting Carmosina to hear her.

The employee, concerned about the mother's relationship with the boy, thought it best to have a private word with her boss. Dorival was surprised by the information and went to talk to his wife.

"Alba, I've noticed that you've been impatient with Cirilo. What's going on?"

"The boy is becoming more and more impossible, Dorival."

"That's natural, Alba, after all, he's a child. Children at that age are, as you yourself say, 'impossible.

"Dorival, I don't know if we did the right thing in adopting this boy."

"But, Alba, until very recently, Cirilo was the joy of this house."

"You said it, Dorival. He 'was' the joy of this house, but he stopped being it after...

"The arrival of Giovanna, is that it?"

“Yes, that's it! If I had known that I could have our dear Giovanna shortly after adopting Cirilo, I wouldn't have adopted him.

“Alba, don't say that.

“I'm saying it because it's true. I only adopted him because I really wanted to have a child. Now that I have a girl, born from my own womb, I see no reason to keep a child who is not ours in our home. The son of a woman who is surely abominable, otherwise she would not have left her child in an orphanage.

"His mother and father only gave the boy up for adoption because they were extremely poor. The orphanage employee herself told us. Remember?"

"And you believed her, Dorival?"

“Alba, I suggest you talk to the doctor about your obsession with Cirilo. Maybe he can help you.

"All right. I'll do as you ask."

In the weeks that followed, Alba tried to see Cirilo with the same eyes she had seen him with before Giovanna was born. She couldn't. She continued to pick on everything he did, because everything he did bothered her deeply.

To her despair, Dorival contracted hepatitis and was taken to a remote location so he wouldn't infect anyone else until he recovered.

Alba, desperate, wandered around the house, from room to room, nervous and irritated.

"Calm down, Mrs. Alba," Carmosina would say, always cheerful and kind to her boss.

"How can I calm down, woman?! My husband, with this serious illness... Just thinking that I might catch it. That my daughter might be infected, I get goosebumps.

"Mom!" Cirilo called affectionately.

"Not now, Cirilo!" she replied curtly.

"Mom!" the child repeated, seeming eager to talk to her.

"Didn't you hear me, Cirilo?"

"Daddy..."

"Daddy is sick, Cirilo. Very sick."

The boy cried, and Carmosina went to comfort him, only to be scolded by Alba at that very moment.

"You're not paid to comfort children, Carmosina! You're paid to keep this house clean and tidy. Go and do your work."

Turning to the boy, Alba was forceful once again:

"And as for you, Cirilo, go to your room and leave me alone!"

The boy, obedient as always, promptly complied with his mother's request.

What he really wanted to tell her was that he was hungry. That his stomach was growling with hunger. Luckily for him, Carmosina brought him a glass of milk and a piece of bread with butter to his room, which he devoured eagerly.

"Poor Cirilo..." murmured the woman, "you were really hungry, just as I thought. 

The maid left the room when she heard her mistress calling her with a shout. Cirilo then tried to entertain himself with a wooden car, his best companion since he had been ignored by his mother. He talked to the toy as if it were a living being.

A few days later, two women arrived at the Marinelli home.

"Please have a seat," Alba asked, and as soon as they were both settled, she got straight to the point:

"My husband and I are no longer able to take care of the boy we adopted from your orphanage. That's why we've decided to return him to where he came from."

"But..."

"I'm sorry for being so direct, it's just that..."

"Are you sure this is what you want?"

"Absolutely!"

“What about your husband?

“My husband is very ill. He has hepatitis and...

“We're sorry to hear that.

“In any case, suggested one of the women, wait a little longer. This decision to give the child back may be premature.

The suggestion left Alba temporarily conflicted. Was she really being hasty? No sooner had the question echoed inside her than she dismissed it and said:

“There's nothing more to think about. My husband and I have definitely decided to return the boy to the orphanage. If he was lucky enough to find parents as good as us, he'll find them again.

With these words, the visit ended.

On the day Cirilo was taken back to where he came from, Alba felt a terrible pain in her chest. For a minute, she thought about reversing her decision, but her daughter, in her arms, born from her own womb, reminded her that the boy had only ended up there because she had not been able, until then, to give birth to a biological child.

"Mommy!" cried the little boy, stretching out his arms as he walked through the door.

Alba ignored his pleas and, hugging Giovanna tightly, headed for her room. Carmosina clasped her hands and prayed for the little one. She felt devastated by the situation. She had never seen anything so sad in her entire life.

"Poor Mr. Dorival..." she murmured through her tears, "he'll be shocked when he comes home and finds out that the boy he loves so much has been returned to the orphanage."

In the days that followed, Alba Marinelli woke up in the middle of the night, frightened, because she had dreamed about little Cirilo once again.

"Did I rush into my decision to return him to the orphanage?" she asked herself repeatedly, every time she dreamed about him.

In the minutes that followed, she tried to convince herself that she had done the right thing.

When Dorival returned home and discovered what his wife had done, he nearly had a heart attack. He cried like a child and decided, urgently, to bring the boy back home.

"But Dorival..."

"Alba, you had no right to do what you did. No right!" the man raged.

"Talking like that, it seems like you love that boy more than your own daughter, your real daughter!"

"Don't you realize how much that boy must have suffered when he was taken away from here, all of a sudden?

"He's a child, he'll soon get used to his new life.

"In any case, I'm going to pick him up from the orphanage."

Dorival did just that, and when he returned home, Alba was surprised to see him arriving alone.

"Where's the boy, Dorival?"

He took a while to answer:

“He was adopted by another couple.

"Really?!"

Alba was delighted.

“How can you be happy about this news, Alba?

“But, Dorival, this is wonderful news! The boy is no longer alone. He has new parents, and that is, in my opinion, wonderful!

“I liked the boy, I got used to him... I formed emotional bonds.

“Dorival, if he was adopted by another couple, it's because that's how it had to be.

“Is it really that simple, Alba?

“Maybe you can visit him. The boy's new parents won't object to the idea.

“I highly doubt it, especially if they find out that we adopted him and returned him to the orphanage. Or rather, you returned him without my consent, taking advantage of a moment when I was absent due to illness.

"Don't think like that... If they're good people, they won't care about that detail."

"Detail, you say?"

"Isn't it?"

Dorival sighed.

"In any case, the new adoptive parents don't live that close; in fact, they don't live anywhere.

“Are they gypsies, by any chance?

“No, Alba, they're circus performers. They live in a circus.

“In a circus?!

"Yes. They work in a circus as clowns."

The woman's eyes lit up.

“How interesting, don't you think? I mean, going to live in a circus, don't you think?

“I think Cirilo would be happier living with us. He would be in a much better position to stabilize his life, growing up alongside us.

“Fate is unpredictable, Dorival.

“I know. Even more so when it happens with your help, Alba.

"How long are you going to keep blaming me for what I did?"

He snorted, while she, pensively, recalling her trips to the circus, commented:

"A circus... What must it be like to grow up in one?"

The question floated in the stillness of the room and was lost in time, which continued its course, tirelessly.


CHAPTER 3

1962

(17 years after the last reports)

Over the years, Giovanna Marinelli had become a young woman of undeniable charm and magnetism, exercised in a seemingly natural way. Her warm, vibrant voice, pleasant to the ear, and the magnetism of her personality attracted the attention of everyone around her. Of medium height, her hair matched the brown of autumn leaves. Her exceptionally green eyes became luminous in the sun, as if two lights had been turned on inside them.

Evaristo Orciollo, three years older than her, was her boyfriend. He was a friendly guy with reddish-blond hair, piercing blue eyes, and a pleasant face with a square chin and a dimple in the middle. Beneath his beautiful and delicate features, there seemed to be common sense and determination.

He had met Giovanna at the school where they attended elementary and high school. Because Evaristo had repeated two years, they both ended up in the same class and, since then, they had never been apart. The warmth of the boy's affection for the girl and her affection for him was seen by everyone with admiration. They simply adored each other. They were that typical couple who you immediately realize were born for each other. Soul mates.

On the day in question, they were once again together, dating. They crossed the walls of the girl's house through the front gate and headed for the street, filled with green trees in spring. The invigorating sunlight and the softness of the air gave them a sudden inner peace.

Then, in the square, they sat down on one of the stone benches and held hands, something reassuring and comforting.

They were admiring each other passionately when the church bell rang.

"Oh, the bell rang at the wrong time," commented Evaristo, checking the time on his wristwatch.

"The person in charge must have made a mistake," replied Giovanna, turning her eyes to the church tower.

"Yes..." The young man stopped what he was about to say when he saw a funeral procession leaving the church. "Ah, that explains the untimely chimes.

At that time, the dead were mourned in their own homes and then taken to the town's main church, where they received the priest's blessing. Both on arrival and departure, the bell was rung in respect for the deceased.

"Let's get out of here," Giovanna said, standing up. "I hate funerals."

Her boyfriend promptly complied with her request. They left before the funeral procession passed them on its way to the cemetery, drawing everyone's attention as it went by. 

Meanwhile, at the Marinelli home, Alba found herself in trouble again. The last few years had served to humanize her, helping her become a more mature woman, aware of what is right and wrong in the eyes of God. When a new wave of remorse hit her chest, she called her trusted friend and opened up to her:

"Selma, dear, I feel my end is near." 

"Don't say that, Alba."

"Yes, I will, my friend. I don't want to, but I have to be realistic."

The woman nodded, and Alba continued:

"But before I die, I need to redeem myself for my greatest sin, Selma."

“Sin?!

“Yes! Do you remember the boy we adopted and I returned to the orphanage after Giovanna was born?

“Yes, and according to what you told me, he was lucky to have been adopted by new parents.

"Yes. But Dorival never forgave me for what I did."

“Dorival did forgive you, Alba, he told me so himself.

“He didn't forgive me, Selma. It was just lip service.

"And you, Alba, have you forgiven yourself?"

She burst into tears.

“I've never forgiven myself. That's the truth. 

“I'm sorry.

“I was hasty. Dorival was right. And now, before I die, I want to redeem myself. I need to ask the boy for forgiveness.

“He must be a man by now, right?

"To me, he'll always be a boy."

“I understand.

“How are you going to find him? According to what you told me, he was adopted by a couple who were part of a circus.

“Yes. That's what they told me at the orphanage. They would have no reason to lie, right?

“True.

“I need to find him. Find him while there's still time.

That same day, as soon as she got home, Giovanna went to see her mother. She was surprised to find her looking rosy-cheeked and with shining eyes, revealing a certain euphoria.

"Hello, Mom. You look much better today."

Giovanna kissed her forehead and sat down beside her.

"My end is near, Giovanna," Alba explained seriously.

The girl shuddered.

"Don't say that, Mom."

The young woman was about to continue, but her mother interrupted her:

"Daughter, I have something very important to ask you."

Giovanna was startled, and another shiver ran down her spine. It was then that Alba revealed her entire drama, everything that weighed on her heart. When she finished, Giovanna frowned, meticulously analyzing her mother's face. Was she delirious? she wondered to herself, and it was as if Alba had heard her thoughts.

"No, Giovanna, I'm not delirious."

For a moment, a second or two, astonishment showed in both the young woman's expression and her voice:

"A boy... Adopted. Returned to the orphanage... Come on, Mom, you must be joking."

Seeing the serious expression on her mother's face, Giovanna quickly realized that she was serious.

"So you're saying there really was a boy that you and Dad adopted."

"Yes, Giovanna, and I returned him to the orphanage after you were born." 

Giovanna, still looking at her mother in astonishment, said:

"Why bring up the past now, Mom? It happened so long ago. That boy, now a young man, probably doesn't even remember you anymore."

"Even so, I need to see him again, to ask for his forgiveness. For your father, especially."

"Did Dad care that much about him?"

"Yes, Giovanna. Your father died of grief over what I did."

"You're exaggerating."

“No, Giovanna, I'm not.

A long pause ensued until the young woman, returning to reality, said:

"Okay, Mom. I'll try to find this guy, as you so desire."

Alba's eyes sparkled.

"Thank you, daughter. Thank you for understanding me."

The next day, Evaristo Orciollo found his girlfriend acting differently. Giovanna was removing some dead flowers from a vase when he arrived.

"You seem worried. What's wrong?"

"It's my mother, she insists on..."

She told him the whole story involving Cirilo and his parents in the past.

"Wow!" Evaristo was astonished. "I never thought anyone could return an adopted child to an orphanage."

"It happens. At least it happened to my mother. Her dream was to have a child, she never thought she could have me after adopting the boy, and when I came along, well..."

"So it was because of you that she returned the boy to the orphanage."

"In a way, yes!"

“And you don't feel bad about that?

“Honestly? No.

“How do you plan to find him?

“The orphanage should have the details of the couple who adopted him. The problem is that they were circus performers.

“Circus? Really? Wow... So it's going to be hard to find them, don't you think? A circus moves to a new city at least once a month. In some places, every week.

“I know. But I have to try, for my mother's sake. She won't leave me alone if I don't.

The next day, as she had promised Alba, Giovanna went to the city where the orphanage was located to ask for detailed information about Cirilo. There she confirmed what she already knew: he had indeed been adopted by a couple who were part of a circus troupe. The Esputinique circus.

"My God," murmured the young woman. "How am I going to find them now? They could be performing anywhere in the country."

Evaristo had an idea. Since circuses usually arrived in cities through city halls, with authorization from the local or state government, any of the cities or states where the circus had passed through could provide them with some information. They had to call ten city halls before they were able to obtain the desired information. Now all they had to do was find the circus.


CHAPTER 4

Ladies and gentlemen!

In a cozy little town in the interior of the state of Minas Gerais, the Esputinique Circus was putting on another one of its performances. The lights over the audience went out and only the stage remained illuminated.

"Ladies and gentlemen!" said Savério Constanzo, the circus owner and presenter. "How's it going, kids? Good evening!"

The children applauded and cheered.

"That's weak! Good evening!" said the presenter, raising his voice.

The applause and cheers were repeated, this time louder.

"Welcome to the wonderful Esputinique Circus, which is honored to present the greatest show on Earth!

More excitement and more applause.

"Tonight we have Zandor, the great juggler and trapeze artist, Waldick Giordano, the magician of a thousand and one tricks, Nilvan, the knife thrower and also the tamer of our ferocious lions; the formidable dwarfs Lúqueo and Lucinda, as well as the funniest clowns in the world. To close this magnificent show, we will have the frightening and challenging Globe of Death. And to start, a performance by the amazing Malena, the bearded woman!

And so the show began, and with each attraction presented, the audience went wild. When it was the clowns' turn, the audience went crazy.

"Kids, here are the best clowns in the world! The Esputinique clowns!" announced Savério Constanzo at the top of his voice.

The children cheered when the trio of clowns, formed by João Balão, Fofureza, and Palerma, invaded the ring, walking awkwardly.

"Is there marmalade today?" asked João Balão, one of the most charismatic clowns in Brazil at the time.

"Yes, sir!" replied the circus in unison.

"Is there guava paste today?"

"Yes, sir!"

"And what is a clown?"

"He's a woman thief!"

Applause, lots of applause.

The final act was left to the challenging and frightening Globe of Death. Total ovation. Some people covered their ears because of the noise, but no one could take their eyes off the three motorcyclists inside the metal sphere, spinning around and making that irritating, deafening noise. As always, it was one of the most memorable moments of the show, which ended with the entire circus troupe holding hands in the ring, thanking the audience for their thunderous applause.

It was there, among all these artists, that Cirilo grew up. Adopted by Norma and Jofre Salamandro, a couple of clowns, Cirilo never thought for a moment that one day he would become a clown like his adoptive parents, especially one as charismatic as they were.

At first, he considered the possibility of becoming a juggler, then a magician, later a lion tamer... A clown, never! It all happened by chance, when he had to replace his sick father, and everyone there, including himself, realized that he was born to be in the business.

His charisma infected not only the audience, but also his co-workers. Everyone at the circus loved and admired him as a human being. He was always smiling at everyone and being helpful, which made him human, captivating, and loved by everyone.

It was there, in the circus itself, that Cirilo was educated and became a man of faith. Every day, when he woke up, he would lift his thoughts to God and thank Him intimately for everything he had. For him, God always made him see sides he hadn't seen before, which allowed him to always be generous and kind to everyone. He prayed every night for God to bless his path, the circus, and everyone who depended on it.

At first, Savério Constanzo, the circus owner, had treated Cirilo like a son, the son he had dreamed of having but could not. However, when the boy turned fifteen, Savério began to treat him with indifference.

Many thought that his change in behavior was due to jealousy of the boy's talent, because he could not stand anyone who might outshine him during the show. The fact was, however, that Savério Constanzo realized that both Cirilo and his daughter, Wanderleia, were beginning to take an interest in each other.

He dreamed of a much better future for her, the only daughter he had with his wife, who had died young from a sudden and mysterious illness.  

It was also rumored among the circus members that Savério only kept Cirilo employed there because he was an excellent clown; if he weren't, he would have fired him long ago.

Cirilo, for his part, tried to remain the same in front of his boss, always being helpful and kind to him, despite his mistreatment.

Savério Constanzo had fought hard to build the circus of his dreams. His father advised him to pursue another profession, but he wanted to pursue his biggest dream, even though he often regretted not listening to his father's advice. Life in the circus was not as easy as he had thought it would be, especially after achieving an impeccable structure and a team of first-rate circus performers. The arrival of television in Brazil, which was becoming increasingly popular among Brazilians, was driving audiences away from circuses.

Therefore, he longed for a future far away from there for his beloved Wanderleia. A girl who had never made a mistake in her life, with the face of a princess, dark brown hair and eyes, always looking at everyone, the universe itself, with the same interest and fascination. She loved animals, but her father would not let her near them, for fear that they would harm her.

For Savério Constanzo, his daughter, whose eyes danced with life and hope, needed to be protected as if she were a vital organ of his body. Hence his jealousy and excessive concern for her and his endless desire to give her a future completely different from the one she had known in the circus until then.

For him, Wanderleia would marry a young man from a wealthy family, who could allow her to have a comfortable and peaceful  life in a pleasant city, far, far away from the gypsy life they all led, living in a circus. 

But Wanderleia's heart beat even stronger for Cirilo, just as his did for her. Every time they saw each other, a surprising and undeniable admiration spread across their frank faces. For Cirilo, the young woman was truly perfect. Nothing about her was out of place or awkward. She was pleasant to look at, interesting to talk to, in every way, the most charming of companions.

On the night in question, after the show ended, when Cirilo had already removed his clown makeup and thanked God for the wonderful performance that night, he spotted Wanderleia sitting near the circus, where she could be bathed entirely in moonlight.

"Wanderleia," he called out, surprising the young woman with his sudden appearance.

"Cirilo," her eyes sparkled.

“I spoke to God about you again today.

“Oh, Cirilo... You and God seem so close.

“We are, and you can be too, Wanderleia.

“Really?

“Yes, God hears everyone, God is there for everyone.

“You speak of God in such a beautiful way, Cirilo.

“Because everything about God is beautiful, Wanderleia.

“Every time I hear you talk like that, you have no idea how good it makes me feel. Your words, spoken with such love, seem to light a fire in my heart. I can even feel the warmth.

“I feel the same warmth in my heart every time I talk to God, Wanderleia.

The two fell silent, and when she felt embarrassed by the young man's gaze, she lowered her head, feeling the blush spread across her face.

"You're always so shy around me, Wanderleia. We're like brother and sister. We grew up together, remember?"

"How could I forget, Cirilo? How?"

He took a step forward, looking into her eyes, and asked affectionately:

"You can look me in the eyes without being shy. If you don't think you can, try at least once."

She blushed again, and when she managed to comply with his request, he moved even closer to her, and when he was about to kiss her, something he had long desired, he was interrupted by a call from Fofureza, his partner in the clown act. 

"Cirilo!"

"Fofureza?!"

"Don't forget our rehearsal tomorrow," the clown reminded him, nodding his head.

"Oh, yes, don't worry."

When he saw Savério Constanzo coming in that direction, Cirilo immediately understood what his friend was trying to tell him. Smiling at Wanderleia, he left, waving comically, quietly slipping away before the girl's father saw them together there.

When he joined Fofureza, whose real name was Ariovaldo Bertazzo, his colleague said seriously:

"Cirilo, my friend, you're poking the bear with a short stick."

"Fofureza, what are you talking about, man of God?"

"If Mr. Savério catches you trying to kiss his daughter, he'll kill you!"

"No way!"

"Cirilo, don't abuse his trust."

“Mr. Savério is a good man, he treats me like a son.

“Messing with his daughter is like messing with a hornet's nest. Listen to my warning.

“Sweetie, you're always so scared.

“A friend warns you.

That night Cirilo slept, thinking of Wanderleia and she of him. So deep was the feeling that united the two that their souls detached themselves from their sleeping bodies to meet on another plane, one of the many in the universe to which only souls have access.

There she was, beautiful, illuminated by a light that was both magical and mystical. He stood there, with his beautiful, dreamy eyes, admiring her beautiful, angelic face, until she said:

"I enjoy your company, Cirilo... I enjoy it very much!"

"And I like yours, Wanderleia."

"In joy and in sorrow?"

He laughed and agreed:

"And also in sickness and in health."

For both of them, it was all just a dream. A similar dream that coincidentally they both had. However, it had all actually happened, through the dismemberment of the physical soul, during the period when the physical body rests.

The next day, around noon, shortly after a late breakfast, Cirilo met with his two stage partners, the clowns Fofureza and Palerma, to rehearse a new skit, hoping to please the audience and make them laugh. The three were already in makeup for the matinee that would begin at 3 p.m., and the rehearsal took place in the circus ring itself, which at that hour was silent, allowing them complete freedom of expression. They were finishing the rehearsal when Giovanna Marinelli appeared.

"Hello, good afternoon."

"Good afternoon," replied the clown Fofureza.

"I'm looking for a young man named Cirilo," she explained. "I was told I could find him here. Is he one of you?"

Cirilo's colleagues immediately looked at him.

"It's me," the boy said. "Cirilo, at your service."

He took a step forward and admired Giovanna's green eyes, just as she seemed to admire his, behind his heavy clown makeup.

"How can I help you?" Cirilo asked, as amazed by the girl's beauty as his colleagues beside him.

She looked at him with curiosity, wondering what his face would look like behind the clown makeup, and replied:

"My name is Giovanna Marinelli. I am the daughter of Alba and Dorival Marinelli. Do those names mean anything to you?" 

Cirilo's eyes filled with tears.

"Yes, they do! They were my adoptive parents for a while."

"So you still remember that? I thought that since you were with them for such a short time, you would have forgotten."

"There are some things a child never forgets. Wouldn't you agree?"

"Maybe..."

Once again, she felt the urge to know what his face looked like behind the clown makeup. His eyes were beautiful, intensely beautiful... Would his face be as beautiful as they were? Giovanna wondered, feeling uneasy ever since.

"I have a message for you from Mrs. Alba Marinelli."

"Oh, really?"

"She is very ill and fears she will not live much longer."

"I'm sorry."

Tears rolled down both their faces.

“She wants to see you, Giovanna continued with some difficulty.

"She wants to see me?" His chin trembled with emotion.

“Yes. It's like it's her last wish.

New tears welled up in both their eyes.

"So, will you go to her?"

"Yes, I will. Tell her," Cirilo replied promptly.

"Well, the address is still the same, but since you were just a boy when you left, you probably don't remember it, right? That's why I wrote it down here."

He took another step forward and timidly took the piece of paper from her hand.

"Thank you."

Giovanna's green eyes focused on his again, studying them intently, just as he seemed to be doing with hers.

Without further ado, she left, leaving Cirilo standing in the middle of the arena, watching her retreat. 

"Who was that girl, Cirilo?" asked Malena, the bearded woman, approaching him.

"The daughter of the couple who adopted me before I came to live in the circus."

"Why did she come looking for you after so many years?"

He explained.

"Will you go see her?"

"Yes, Malena. They were good to me and..."

“They were good, but they sent you back to the orphanage.

“I'm not one to hold a grudge, Malena. You know that.

"Yes, I know. She's a pretty girl, isn't she?"

“I thought so too. Extremely pretty.

“Pretty and pedantic. Snobbish and annoying.

“Malena...

“I honestly didn't like her, Cirilo. I know I shouldn't say that, that it's a sin, but...

Cirilo, thoughtfully, commented:

“I would never get involved with a girl like her, Malena. My heart already belongs to... you know who.

“You're living an impossible love, Cirilo.

“Do you still believe that?

"Yes. Mr. Savério will never allow you to marry Wanderleia."

"Why not? I'm not a bad person."

“I know you're not, but he wants a different future for his daughter. With a man who can give her a more comfortable life, less painful than ours.

“Everyone's life is full of suffering, Malena. That's part of life.

“Cirilo, I care about you very much, you know that. I don't want to see you suffer.

"I know, thank you for caring about me."

She tried to smile.

Cirilo was returning to his tent to pick up his equipment for the afternoon matinee when he saw Wanderleia looking sadly in his direction. He immediately slipped into his clown persona, making a funny face to make her smile. He hopped over to her and made funny faces, but this time, nothing cheered her up.

"What's wrong?"

"The pretty girl, Cirilo. Who was she?"

"Her name is Giovanna, the legitimate daughter of the woman who adopted me before I came to live here."

"What?! You had another mother before you were adopted by Norma and Jofre?"

"Yes, I did. I'll tell you everything."

Cirilo didn't get very far; his words were interrupted by Savério Constanzo's shout.

“Wanderleia!

She immediately ran toward her father.

"I don't want you talking to Cirilo!" he thundered, harsh as always. "It's not right for a young lady like you to be so close to a... I also don't want you to get your hopes up about that boy.

"Does that mean I'll never be able to get married, Daddy?"

"Yes, you will, daughter, but to a man of good birth, with a degree, who can give you a dignified and promising future."

"But, Dad, I'm happy here at the circus. I have everything I need."

"In the beginning, Wanderleia, I loved everything here. I gave my life for this place, but there were so many ups and downs, so many lean times, that I came to the conclusion that it wasn't worth it."

"Oh, Dad."

"Yes, daughter. I fought so hard, so hard, and what do I have today? Nothing but an old circus and a few old trucks."

“I don't care.

"But I care about you, Wanderleia. I promised your mother on her deathbed that I would take care of you and give you a promising future. A promise is a promise, and I will keep it."

Turning his eyes toward Cirilo, who remained standing in the same place, looking at the two of them, his sadness disguised by his clown's smile, Savério Constanzo concluded:

"Cirilo is a good guy, but not for you, daughter. No way!"
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