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Chapter 1

I

The young Romani Guiarone was born in Florence, Italy.

As soon as he got married, he moved to Brazil, as he firmly believed that this would be the ideal country to prosper. With the inheritance he received from his parents, he bought a farm with red soil, excellent for growing grains, near a small town called Girassóis.

The town had been given this name, logically, because of the countless fields of sunflowers in the surrounding area. Sunflowers of extraordinary beauty.

When the Guiarones arrived in the city, it had no more than 2,000 inhabitants, many of whom lived on neighboring farms. Despite gaining new inhabitants every year, increasing its population, Girassóis took a long time to appear on the map, and when it did, it was nothing more than an almost invisible dot.

Romani Guiarone built the home of his dreams on a small hill in the middle of his property. It was a large house, but with simple architecture. On one side were four bedrooms and on the other, taking up the same space as the bedrooms, was a large kitchen and a spacious living room. Around the house, except at the back, there was a covered porch. 

Alcântara, Romani's wife, who until then had seemed fragile and inactive, revealed herself, after moving to the farm, to be a woman of strength, efficient, ready to be her husband's right-hand woman. She assisted him in everything on the farm, from making sugar to giving orders to the employees. In less than a year, her fair skin had become tanned and her body had become strong and vigorous.

The Guiarones waited until they were fully settled on the farm to have a child. Romani thought from the beginning that this would be the most sensible thing to do. Alcântara agreed with her husband wholeheartedly. It would indeed be very complicated to have a child during the process of moving. Romani had learned from his father that every action should be carefully considered before being put into practice; he had learned that man had been given a brain to be used intelligently and not to serve as decoration.

At the right moment, Alcântara became pregnant, and exactly nine months later, the couple's first child, Felipo Guiarone, was born. He was an admirable son who, from childhood, was a tireless worker. No sooner had his father finished asking him to do something than he was already doing it. He became a young man of great energy. He walked with his head held high, his chest puffed out, imposing.

Felipo had only one brother, Tiziano, who was born about a year after him. As a child, Tiziano spent months waking up at a certain time in the early morning crying copiously, loudly, and uncomfortably. At her husband's request, so that he could sleep, his wife moved the boy to the back room of the house.


One had the impression that the father was more attached to Felipo because he was the firstborn, but no, he was attached to him because he considered Tiziano weak-minded. He thought the boy was physically lazy and assumed he was mentally lazy as well. For him, Tiziano had taken after an uncle from Romani who was considered the black sheep of the Guiarone family, a kind of reverse Midas, who ruined businesses and brought frost wherever he went. In short, he was what you might call a real jinx.


They say that mothers devote themselves equally to their children. If that is true, Alcântara was an exception, turning all her attention and affection to Felipo, perhaps because she wanted to imitate her husband's attitude towards his son, believing, without question, that he, her husband, always did the right thing. 

Due to the contempt he had received from his parents, Tiziano did not feel intimidated or affected in his heart when faced with the possibility of leaving them. In high school, he fell in love with an Irish girl four years older than him, with beautiful blond hair and violet eyes; a true beauty who had come to Brazil to learn Portuguese. He married her on a whim and moved to Europe, from where he limited himself to sending only a Christmas card at the end of the year to his parents.

The boy ended up being seen by Romani and Alcântara as a cold son, and Romani was satisfied to have treated him as he had treated him all his life, as if predicting that he would be useless. He even believed that his son would end up being supported by his wife, and when he learned that they could not have children, he believed that Tiziano was sterile, which proved his uselessness.

Romani and Alcântara only remembered their youngest son when they received that Christmas card; otherwise, it was as if he had never existed.

Felipo was nineteen when Romani died suddenly from a rattlesnake bite.

Felipo felt regret for what had happened, considering it an unjust act on God's part. He wanted his father to have seen him married, to have known the children he wanted to have, to have lived with them, or at least to have witnessed their birth.

Although Romani died suddenly, the years he spent with his son were enough for him to teach him everything he believed was important for his prosperity in life.

For Alcântara, his husband had died satisfied that he had managed to pass on to his son everything that had been passed down from generation to generation in the Guiarone family.

Since he was now the man of the house, and a wife would keep his mother company, Felipo Guiarone decided to get married.

To this end, he immediately set about finding a woman to fulfill his purpose, which did not take long. He found a descendant of Portuguese immigrants, impetuous, with dreams similar to his, whom he married after only two months of courtship.

Her name was Marina Lisboa. Her father did not allow her to study beyond the fourth grade; he believed that women did not need education beyond the elementary level, that a woman's place was in the home, caring for and attending to the needs of her children and, above all, her husband.

Marina never even considered the possibility that her father's view was limited. She firmly believed that he was right and she would, of her own free will, become excellent at what her father believed to be a woman's duty. She would do her utmost to become an excellent wife, mother, and human being.

Felipo and Marina had very similar views on almost everything in life. Even when she disagreed with something Felipo said or did, she would quickly analyze her reaction and opinion and end up concluding that he was right to think and act that way.

Marina became like her mother-in-law, a wife totally devoted to her husband. She kept the house impeccably tidy and clean and always had a serene smile on her slightly protruding lips to welcome Felipo when he returned home from work. She herself would hang up her husband's hat and take off his boots.

Marina became pregnant in the first few months of marriage and gave birth to a beautiful girl named Nazaré.

Felipo was happy about the birth of his daughter, but not completely. He had hoped for a boy, a male who would carry on the family name and follow in his footsteps. Yes, he wanted a son who would become like him, a great man, with presence, social status, and political influence.

Since then, Felipo had been waiting for his wife to become pregnant again and for it to be a boy this time. However, no matter how hard Marina tried to get pregnant, she couldn't. The months of waiting turned into years without a child.

During this period, Felipo, Marina, and Alcântara prayed to the heavens to be blessed with a baby, and that it would undoubtedly be a boy.

Felipo even built a chapel on the farm in the hope that his wife would conceive a son.

Marina, for her part, stopped eating her favorite dish for a year, hoping that God would help her get pregnant. Yes, she needed to get pregnant; it would be a great disappointment not to be able to fulfill her husband's wish—to give him a son.

Faced with this difficulty, Marina began to hate herself for not being able to fulfill the desire of the man she loved. She also hated herself for the hatred with which Felipo had begun to look at her lately. A wary, contemptuous look. If God did not grant her the grace to become pregnant again and have a boy, she thought, she would rather die than have to live with a man who she knew would not forgive her for not giving him a son. It would be better to leave him a widower so he could marry someone else who could fulfill his desire. Yes, that would be the best outcome for that sad story, she concluded.

One day, Felipo had what we now call an "insight."

He realized that since a certain employee had started working on the farm, his wife had been unable to get pregnant. Felipo had learned early on from his father, and his father had learned from his ancestors, that certain people were more susceptible to the devil, that is, they did not have the power to prevent him from taking possession of their bodies. The employee in question could be one of those people, he concluded, and he certainly was, which was why the devil was there, spreading evil.

What would his father do in this case? Felipo asked himself, consulting his memory. He would dismiss the man, to exorcise the devil from his lands as quickly as possible, he concluded, hearing the suggestion in his head as if it were his father himself who had said it.

At that moment, Felipo fired the man and demanded that he leave his land with his family as soon as possible.

The man and his family were stunned. The employee tried to talk to Felipo, begging him on his knees not to fire him, but the boss locked himself in the mansion and did not leave until he was absolutely sure that the employee had left his land with his family.

The other employees felt immense pity for their dismissed friend, some even thought of asking their boss to change his mind, but they were advised against it by their colleagues, who reminded them how severe and ruthless Felipo Guiarone was.

A week later, a man appeared at the farm looking for the job vacancy. When he saw that he was black, Felipo did not even attend to him. He sent one of his employees to tell the man that the vacancy had already been filled and to get rid of him as quickly as possible.

Felipo had learned from his father never to employ black people. He never knew exactly why, but it wasn't necessary; everything his father told him was right.

To the astonishment of all the farm's residents, Marina Guiarone became pregnant less than two weeks after the employee was fired. The event convinced Felipo once again that everything his father had taught him was absolutely right.

To celebrate the pregnancy, Felipo asked the priest of the small parish of Girassóis to say a mass in the chapel he had built on the farm. It wasn't really a request, but rather an order. The priest complied with the order immediately; after all, what Felipo Guiarone determined was law for everyone there.

Felipo was so delighted with his wife's pregnancy that he never considered the possibility that she might be carrying a girl and not a boy, as he so desperately wanted.

Unlike most women, Marina was more fearful about the birth of her second child than she had been with her first, because she feared the worst: that the child she was carrying was a girl and not a boy. She knew full well that Felipo would not forgive her this time if she gave birth to a second girl.

To ensure the birth of a boy, Marina promised God that if the baby was a boy, she would name him Gabriel, in honor of the angel, to whom she was very devoted.

To reinforce her request, she said long prayers in the morning, afternoon, and evening alongside her mother-in-law. Alcântara also wanted a grandson very much.

Suddenly, it became more important to both women that the child be male than that he be born in perfect health, something rare for an expectant mother.

II

It was on a splendid sunny day, around four o'clock in the afternoon, that Marina's water broke. Alcântara immediately asked the maid to go and tell her boss about the big event.

When she reached the balcony of the mansion, the girl called out to her boss at the top of her voice:

"Mr. Felipo!"

Realizing that he had not heard her, the maid ran down the stairs and across the yard in front of the house, shouting:

"Mr. Felipo!"

"What is it, woman?" asked Felipo, somewhat irritated, coming out of the corral.

"The bag... it burst," replied the maid, breathlessly.

“When?! Why didn't you call me sooner? “scolded Felipo, running toward the place where he had left the carriage.

"I did call you, sir!" replied the girl, her voice tired from the effort of running and the tension of her fear of her boss.

"Eugênio!" Felipo yelled. "I'll go get the midwife."

Felipo got into the carriage, thanking God that the horse was already hitched to it, and set off, demanding the most from the horse. He hoped that the birth would be within the midwife's capabilities, otherwise he would have to go to the city to fetch the doctor.

Luckily, the midwife, Mrs. Luzia, lived on a farm near the ranch, so it didn't take long for Felipo to return to the ranch with Mrs. Luzia.

The two entered the house with long strides and found Marina lying on the double bed, moaning due to the strong contractions. Dona Luzia examined her and immediately began the normal delivery process.

Marina moaned so loudly that her screams hurt the ears of everyone around her.

Dona Luzia said to her:

"Take a deep breath and push, my dear. Take a deep breath, come on!"

Felipo was also sweating cold, overcome by deep tension and anxiety; he paced back and forth, wiping his forehead every now and then with a handkerchief that soon became soaked with sweat.

"Calm down, son, everything will turn out fine," said Alcântara, trying to calm him down.

He made an impatient gesture with his hands, asking his mother to be quiet.

Just then, the maid arrived carrying a tray with three cups of lemon balm tea.

"It's good for you to have some, it calms your nerves," she said kindly.

Felipo gave her such a hard shove that she lost her balance and dropped the tray on the floor. The dishes shattered instantly.

"Clean this up immediately," Felipo roared, red with anger.

The girl, crying silently, crouched down and began to pick up the cups that had been shattered by the fall.


Felipo Guiarone had a terrible habit of taking out his tensions and irritations on others. Especially on his employees, who were forced to endure his outbursts in silence for fear of being fired.


Everyone in that room was so tense that no one noticed there was someone else there: little Nazaré, six years old at the time, watching everything silently, her eyes frightened, huddled in a corner of the room.

Then the high-pitched cry of a child was heard. Felipo immediately asked:

"Well, Mrs. Luzia, what is it?"

"It's a boy."

"Praise God!" Felipo thanked her, rubbing his hands and kneeling down.

Marina felt fulfilled when she saw the expression of joy on her husband's face. There he was, finally and happily, the son he had dreamed of having. The son she had thought she would never have.

If only she had had him first, she would have spared everyone that agonizing wait.

III

Determined to fulfill her promise to God, Marina said to Felipo:

"If you don't mind, my husband, I would very much like to name our boy Gabriel in honor of the angel."

Felipo was so immersed in his thoughts, admiring his son, that he didn't even hear his wife.

"Felipe... I..." she ventured again.

"What did you say?" he asked in his usual dry tone.

"The boy's name... I would like to call him Gabriel."

"Gabriel?! That's not a man's name, Marina. My son will be named after my father. He will be called Romani Guiarone Neto."

"But I made a wish," his wife observed.

However, faced with her husband's gaze, she fell silent, knowing it would be useless to insist. What Felipo decided was law.

All that remained for the woman to do was to ask God for forgiveness for not fulfilling her promise. He would understand and forgive her lapse.

Since Romani Guiarone Neto's arrival, Dona Luzia visited Marina constantly to see how the boy was developing. Since the little one seemed malnourished, she advised the child's parents to feed him goat's milk, as it was a strong milk.

Felipo immediately went to buy some goats so he could milk them on his own farm and feed his son abundantly.

Meanwhile, the wife of one of Felipo's employees had also given birth to a child who was suffering from the same state of starvation. At Dona Luzia's suggestion, the employee asked his boss for permission to take some goat's milk to feed his son.

Felipo replied that he would not give the man a single drop of milk from his goats, as he feared there would not be enough for his own son. He told him to ask Dona Luzia, since she was the one who had made the suggestion, to provide the milk, otherwise he would be left without.

Felipo had learned from his father that one should never favor employees too much, otherwise they would take advantage of their bosses.

Believing that his boss would not notice the small amount of milk produced by his goats, the employee risked milking one of them. Unem surdina. Infelizmente , one of the goats escaped from the pen while he was milking the animal, forcing the poor man to interrupt what he was doing and run after the beast.

He was returning to the pen with the fugitive in his arms when he met Felipo on the way, who accompanied him to the spot and, upon arriving there, discovered what the poor man was doing.

The employee tried to make an excuse, but Felipo left him talking to himself. He simply informed him that he was fired.

The dismissed family went to ask Mrs. Luzia for shelter until they found a place to live. The woman welcomed them all warmly to her farm, and the next day, as soon as she could, she went to have a word with Felipo about his meanness.

Felipo was blunt and rude to the lady. He told her in no uncertain terms that she was nothing but an ignorant woman and that she should leave his land as soon as possible.

Dona Luzia hoped that Marina would say something in her favor, but she remained silent. All that was left for the woman to do was to turn her back on the couple and leave.

Dona Luzia was not one to hold a grudge, and although she found Felipo's behavior inhumane, she continued to greet him and his wife every time she saw them in Girassóis, especially during mass. Felipo and Marina, however, ignored her, treating her as if she were a mere mosquito passing between them.

IV

As his son grew up, Felipo devoted himself body and soul to his land. He woke up religiously at five o'clock in the morning and, on most days, well before the rooster crowed. He would then scan the darkness for a few seconds, take a deep breath, push the blanket aside, and get up; he would then yawn long and hard, stretch, scratch his head behind his ear, and start getting dressed.

His wife would wake up when she heard him. She would then get up, put on her ankle-length nightgown, and quickly go to the kitchen to light the wood-burning stove. Sometimes, the wood used the night before still had embers, so all she had to do was blow on it a little and the wood would soon reignite.

Marina would then fill the kettle with water and put it on the fire for her husband and herself to wash their faces.

While the milk, water for coffee, and bread were heating on the stove, Marina cut a few generous slices of cheese, which she had made herself, to be eaten with jam, usually orange, papaya, cider, or pumpkin, also made by her.

After filling his stomach with a hearty breakfast, Felipo managed his land, his pride and joy, with an iron fist. He had learned from his father that there is no saying truer than "a pig gets fat under the eyes of its owner." In other words, the more a man dedicates himself to his farm, commanding it with grit and determination, the better his prosperity will be.

That is why Felipo was totally devoted to his land, organizing it like a military base, and when he found himself ill, he would say:

"We must be strong, never completely bowing to illness, whatever it may be. For the needs of a farm do not wait for a man to recover his health."

This was another valuable lesson he had learned from his father, who had learned it from his father, and so on. Lessons that spanned generations of his family.

In those days, Felipo would drink strong coffee and take generous doses of honey several times a day to keep himself going at work, thus ensuring the prosperity of his lands.

"A man who does not learn from the experience of his elders is a fool." He constantly told his wife, children, and employees, referring, of course, to the advice he had received from his father.

His dedication to work was increasingly bearing fruit. Those lands had never been so well cared for and beautiful as they were now under Felipo Guiarone's management. The crops grew lush and abundant, a pleasure to behold.

Just as her husband maintained the farm, Marina took care of the house and household chores impeccably. She was always baking bread, sewing, instilling good manners and solid morals in her children.

Felipo had also learned from his father to be demanding and strict with the employees. He required them to give him a brief daily report on the work they had done on the farm. If he felt that the work had not been done well, he would explode at the employee, reducing their self-esteem to zero. He did not accept excuses, and if he thought that an employee was being careless with their work or took any of his words as an insult, he would respond in kind and fire them.

Due to the lack of jobs in the region, Felipo exploited the people. Knowing that, for the poor, it was better to earn a few bucks than nothing at all, he employed them for the absurdly low wages that existed at the time for that type of work. As there were no laws or oversight for this type of behavior in those days, Felipo did as he pleased, without any problems with the law.

Due to poverty, Felipo was forced to hire workers to guard his crops, especially corn, because the poor used to steal the corn when it was about to be harvested. The lack of food in those areas was so severe that they stole corn to feed themselves, not to sell it.

If Brazil today faces problems of hunger and unemployment, at that time the problems were even greater, due to the scarcity of jobs and the greed and exploitation of the powerful.

Felipo Guiarone had also learned from his father to guard against frost, drought, and pests. He knew how harmful they were to crops, leaving farmers without a penny for months, even years.

That is why he saved as much money as possible, so that if such an unforeseen event occurred, he could continue to support his family and employees during that period.

However, as time went by, Felipo stopped seeing frost, drought, and pests as a bad thing. He realized that they allowed him to buy farms from those who had not saved money for these difficult times, leading them to borrow money from him. Later, unable to pay him back, they were forced to hand over their land to settle these loans.

This is how Felipo Guiarone managed to triple the size of the farm his father had left him, which gave him great satisfaction.

V

Ten years had passed since the birth of Romani Guiarone Neto. On that date, Felipo also celebrated ten years of success. The farm had never been as prosperous as it had been in the last ten years. This fact made him very proud.

The only disappointment in those ten years was the death of his mother. Alcântara passed away suddenly. One day she was full of health and vigor, the next she fell ill and never got up again.

During this period, Romani Guiarone Neto grew up handsome and vigorous, just as his father had wished. He was becoming more and more like his father, both physically and in his manner. He obeyed everything Felipo told him and asked of him, and when he did not live up to his father's expectations, Felipo made him feel like the worst person in the world.

One afternoon, when he got home from school in Girassóis, which he had been attending since he was seven, the boy got off the cart, driven by an employee who took him to and from school every day, eager to talk to his father. He ran quickly toward the family mansion, calling for Felipo.

Marina came to meet him.


"Where's Daddy, Mom?" asked the boy, panting.


His mother's answer was immediate:

"Your father went fishing, Romani."

A look of disappointment crossed the boy's face. When he saw his sister, he approached her and said.

"Nazaré, look at the drawing I made."

Nazaré smiled at him and took the sheet of paper from his hand.

"It's beautiful..." she exclaimed with genuine admiration, and then kissed her brother on the cheek.

At sixteen years of age, Nazaré had become a beautiful young woman, considered one of the most beautiful in Girassóis. She dressed modestly, as her father demanded she do. No modern dresses, no vulgarities, as he defined the styles that were popular at the time. Felipo wanted and would have a respectable daughter, whatever the cost, he said. Nazaré, like everyone else, obeyed her father's orders without question.

At that moment, the rumble of thunder was heard again.

"There's going to be a storm," Marina commented, with some concern.

"Oh, how annoying, the road will be all muddy and I have a test tomorrow," Nazaré remarked regretfully.

Her mother looked at her daughter curiously. She noticed once again that her face reflected a happiness that had not been there before. She had been noticing her daughter's changed state for some time. She thought Nazaré was enchanted by a classmate. She prayed to heaven that it would be one that Felipo liked.

"We need to prepare your wedding dress for the quadrilha, daughter."

"You know I've wanted to be the bride of the quadrilha for a long time, but I never could."

"Your time has finally come, Nazaré. Who will be your partner?"

"Társis, Mr. Viriato's son."

The mother noticed the pleasure with which her daughter pronounced the boy's name. He was undoubtedly the reason for the radiant happiness that shone on her face.

As soon as Marina entered the house accompanied by her children, clouds and more rain-laden clouds darkened the sky even further. It looked like another deluge was about to fall.

VI

On the river that crossed the vast lands of the Guiarone family, Felipo was calmly fishing from a canoe. Based on his experience with weather conditions, the storm would break over lands far away. So there was no reason to interrupt his fishing and seek shelter. However, on that day, Felipo was wrong about his prediction. In a matter of minutes, the storm broke with thunderous force. The howling wind sounded like a deep, piercing scream of pain, frightening to the ears.

The wind caused the river water to ripple and the canoe to rock to the point of nausea. Without losing his cool, Felipo tried to row to shore, but the wind was so strong that no matter how hard he rowed, the canoe remained in the same place. Putting more force into the oars, he ended up dislocating his shoulder. Since the pain caused by the dislocation was unbearable, he could no longer row.

The river waters were now rocking so violently that the canoe suddenly capsized and Felipo fell into the river.

With supernatural effort, the man clung to the hull of the boat. His face was now a stony, rigid mask due to the great effort he was making to stay there.

As the rain obscured his vision, Felipo could not see the riverbank, nor could he tell how far away it was.

He considered the possibility that someone might be nearby. If so, they might hear his cries for help and come to his aid. So he began to shout for help with all the strength he had in his throat.

It was a futile appeal, he concluded a few minutes later. Who would be around there, especially at a time like this? He was overcome by a sudden discouragement that almost made him let go of the canoe's hull and sink.

His heart was now racing, and the waves caused by the strong wind drenched his face and mouth, causing him to swallow water and choke many times.

The image of his father flashed into his mind with the force and brightness of lightning. He begged him, wherever he was, to help him in that difficult moment. Then he asked God for help too.

Then, to his surprise, he realized that the wind had blown him closer to the riverbank. The discovery made him less tense.

He then had the impression of seeing someone on the riverbank; he must have been delirious, after all, who would be there at that hour? What he had seen was probably a bush moving in the force of the storm.

The wind blinded him again. Despair took hold of him. He knew he couldn't hold on much longer; the pain in his shoulder was excruciating, and soon he would no longer be able to hold on to the hull of the canoe.

He was about to let go of the hull when a man's hand grabbed his right wrist tightly. In one swift movement, the man grabbed Felipo from behind and dragged him with all his strength, swimming to the riverbank.

The rescue was so quick that Felipo didn't even see what happened in detail. He had swallowed so much water that the next minute he was vomiting. Only when he felt better did he pay attention to the man who had pulled him out of the river.

The man who had just saved his life was a mature man, short in stature, with a military mustache and a broad forehead where there was a bleeding wound. Rainwater was still running down his face, bringing a little blood with it.              

"Who... who are you?" Felipo asked, confused.

The man answered the question immediately:

"My name is Juarez, sir. And you, who are you?"

"My name is..."

Felipo Guiarone's answer was cut short by a sudden fainting spell.

Juarez stood there not knowing what to do. He tried to revive Felipo, but was unable to. He then gave in to despair. What to do? A life was at stakem jogo. Juarez , he then remembered the rest of the brandy he had left in his flask. He always carried a little to drink while fishing. He put the neck of the bottle in Felipo's mouth in an attempt to revive him. He succeeded. Felipo regained consciousness.

Not being a man given to emotional extremes, Felipo's face remained impassive, only his black eyes widened slightly when he came to.

"You..." he murmured, "you saved my life... your name is..."

"Juarez, sir, and your name, sir, what is it?"

"Felipo... Felipo Guiarone."

Juarez nodded and then helped Felipo to his feetem pé. Felipo rose with difficulty and was overcome by an inexorable dizziness as soon as he stood on his two legs again. The discomfort, however, was fleeting.

"If you wish," Juarez offered, "I can help you back to your home."

"No need, I'm feeling better now, I can go by myself..."

Felipo then reached out his hand to Juarez, shook the man's hand firmly, and said:

"I will be eternally grateful for what you have done for me."

"Don't mention it, sir. You would have done the same for me if I were in your condition."

Felipo looked sideways at the poor man for a few seconds. Finally, he said:

"I've never seen you around here before. Are you new to the area?"

"Yes, I recently moved to Girassóis with my wife and daughter. I came here looking for work in the area."

"What experience do you have?"

"In various things, sir. After working as a cowboy for a large farmer for ten years, I was a caretaker on a farm for another ten, but due to last year's frost, they had to fire me because they couldn't afford to keep me there.

"I want you to come with me."

"Yes, sir," Juarez agreed solemnly. "Do you live around here? Do you work on a farm?"

Felipo laughed at the question.

"Yes, I work on a farm," he replied with a sarcastic smile.

"Which one?"

"Mine. All of this is mine, from here to there," Felipo said, pointing his finger toward the beginning and end of the property, which was impossible to see accurately with the naked eye.

"Your name sounds familiar. You're one of the candidates for mayor of the city, aren't you?"

"That's me."

There was now a tone of insipid pride in Felipo Guiarone's voice.

Part of the way, Juarez told him about the region of Minas Gerais where he came from. Felipo listened to everything with interest.

VII

Marina, visibly worried, was waiting for her husband to return on the porch of the mansion when he arrived accompanied by Juarez. By then, the rain had eased up.

"Good heavens, my husband! Where have you been? What happened?" she asked anxiously, her eyes filling with tears.

Felipo explained what had happened.

"By the grace of God, you are safe!" his wife exclaimed, joining her hands in praise.

Seeing that Juarez's clothes were not only wet but also wrinkled and filthy, Felipo said:

"Ask Janaína to find some of Eugênio's clothes for this man to wear and take him to your house to bathe."

"That's not necessary," Juarez said humbly.

"Yes, it is. We'll talk later," Felipo replied seriously.

As soon as he heard his father's voice, Romani came running to meet him.

"Dad, what happened?" he asked tearfully.

"I'm fine, son, don't cry.

"I thought you'd never come back, I was scared. Scared that the storm would kill you."

"I'm here, son, and that's what matters."

"Who was that man?"

"Juarez. He saved my life."

“Really?

“Yes, the canoe capsized and I almost drowned.

“What a good man!

“Yes, son, and I will be grateful to him for the rest of my life.

Romani then showed his father the drawing he had made for him. Felipo admired the work and then turned to Nazaré and said:

"Nazaré, see if you have any old clothes you can give to Juarez's wife and daughter. They need them; they have nowhere to go."

She nodded submissively and went to the bedroom.

Minutes later, Juarez returned to the mansion accompanied by Eugênio. He had taken a shower and was now wearing one of the servant's clothes. With a curt gesture, Felipo dismissed Eugênio and took Juarez to the kitchen to have dinner with him. Juarez refused at first, but eventually accepted when Felipo told him it would be a great insult if he did not. The poor man sat down at the table, feeling very embarrassed.

Marina served bread and butter, made coffee, and heated milk for anyone who wanted it. She also made some doughnut balls. When he finished eating, Juarez said sincerely:

"Thank you very much for the food..."

Felipo interrupted the man:

"You told me you're looking for a job, right? Well, maybe I can help you.

"I would be very grateful to you; any kind of help is welcome. My wife, my daughter, and I are practically living off the last pennies of my savings and..."

Felipo interrupted him again:

“I'm offering you a job here on my own farm.

"Here, sir?"

“Yes. I can't pay you much, but it's better to earn a little than to be unemployed, don't you agree?

"Without a doubt, sir... I... I don't even know what to say... thank you very much."

"Come back here tomorrow and I'll show you the house where you'll be living and give you your work instructions. The house needs some renovations, which you'll be responsible for doing. Do you accept?"

"Of course, sir."

Felipo accompanied Juarez to the door. Before leaving, Juarez shook his new boss's hand again and said in a voice choked with emotion and deep sincerity:

"I am very grateful to you. It was God who guided my steps to the river today."

Juarez was already descending the flight of stairs in front of the mansion when Felipo grabbed him by the arm and said seriously:

"I am doing this in gratitude for what you have done for me, which does not mean that I will not demand competence and honesty in your work. If you do not serve me well, I will not hesitate to dismiss you, even knowing what you have done for me."

"I know, sir, you can trust me."

The man thanked him again and left.

Felipo Guiarone watched him until he disappeared from view.

VIII

The next day, Juarez arrived by wagon, bringing with him his wife, daughter, and their few belongings. The three were taken to the house where they would live. It was a simple wooden house, badly damaged by time. Its walls were uneven, built with planed wood; one of the rooms had a very low ceiling, and Juarez's head was less than a foot from the ceiling.

There would be a lot of repairs to do there, Juarez realized, but he would do everything in time, making his boss proud of his work.

While his wife and daughter began cleaning the house, Felipo explained to Juarez everything he had to do on the farm and how he wanted the work to be done.

Hours later, Marina welcomed Leonor, Juarez's wife, and Yolanda, the couple's daughter, who was the same age as Romani.

Leonor was not very pretty. She had light eyes, pale skin, and crooked teeth. In the weeks that followed, she proved to be a woman of admirable qualities, neat and meticulous in her work. She hurried around the wood stove located under an arbor near the house where she lived with her husband and daughter to prepare food and boil clothes efficiently. She still had time to offer her services to Marina in the kitchen and for anything else she needed. Marina was impressed by the woman, especially because she knew when to speak up.

Juarez also proved to be an excellent worker, always willing to please his superiors and do more than his share.

The couple's daughter, Yolanda, was also very helpful, just like her mother. She only opened her mouth to answer a question and only spoke when someone started a conversation with her.

IX

Nazaré was once again in her favorite place: her bedroom. It was a beautiful room, with cream-colored walls, where there were a few pictures hanging with images of Jesus Christ, the Virgin Mary, and her family. The single bed was large, unusually wide, always covered with a beautiful patchwork quilt made by Alcântara shortly before he died. Next to the bed was a nightstand with a lamp and a jug on it. Above the headboard hung a crucifix.

Nazaré was sitting at her desk reading a poem, something she loved to do. When a poem touched her soul deeply, she would read and reread it until she memorized it, then walk through the garden of the house, where there were many different and beautiful flowers, reciting the poems aloud and with passion. One of her favorite poems was this one. It said:

We go through so much that we don't even think we'll make it through

We have gone through so many things that we never thought we would make it

Because love took turns and revolted us

It made us want to change countries

to perhaps be happy again...

Come see the sun rise, come see the moon grow

Come see us sing what we caught in our love...

Nazaré was so focused on reading that she didn't even notice her father entering the room.

"What are you doing?" Felipo asked, in the dry tone he always used when speaking to his daughter.

Nazaré was startled, her face paled, her lips turned white, she didn't know what to say at first, but overcoming her fear, she said in a muffled voice:


"I'm just reading a poem, Dad..."


"I don't send you to school to learn poems; I send you there to study. You should spend more time studying than reading this nonsense."

In a quick gesture, Felipo took his daughter's notebook, tore out the page where the poem was written, glanced over it, shook his head, and said:

"What nonsense."

Then he tore the page into tiny pieces and put them on the desk.

"Throw it in the trash!" he ordered.

His tone was sharp, causing the girl to feel a knot in her stomach. She pursed her lips and clutched her belly button. She was trembling, feeling much more than fear, in fact, dread, the dread she always felt whenever she was in front of her father.

X

A week later, Nazaré was in her room trying on the wedding dress she would wear to dance the quadrilha at the school's June festival. She admired herself in the mirror. She loved seeing herself wearing the dress. She imagined herself dancing the quadrilha alongside Társis; it would be an unforgettable day.

Then her father called his wife. Marina quickly went to meet him. She always responded promptly to her husband's call, dropping whatever she was doing to attend to him. She even avoided going to the bathroom during the time her husband usually returned home, so that she would be available if he needed her.

A few minutes passed and her father entered Nazaré's room accompanied by her mother. Their daughter turned to him, surprised and astonished by his arrival.

"My daughter does not dance quadrilha with the son of any of my political opponents!" her father raged.

"But, Dad..." Nazaré's words were cut off by her father's new torrent of words.

"No more, no less, ask your teacher to choose another girl to be your bride. You will not dance with Viriato Graziani's son, and that's final!"

Felipo turned and left the room.

His daughter lowered her head and burst into tears.

"Nazaré, your father knows what he's talking about," said her mother.


"It's just a dance troupe..." interrupted the girl, tearfully.


"Your father wanted to know who your partner would be in the quadrilha, and I told him. I didn't know that Mr. Viriato had decided to support the other party. You have to side with your father, Nazaré, he's right, it's not right for you to dance quadrilha with the son of one of his opponents. It would be like betraying him."

Nazaré looked at her mother with anguished eyes. She realized now that if her father wouldn't allow her to dance a simple quadrilha at São João with Társis, he would never allow them to date, as she so desperately wanted to do.

Társis had been flirting with her for months, and she had given up trying to avoid his gaze, because she found herself attracted to him too.

She didn't know what love was, but she believed it was what she felt every time she met the boy at school.

As soon as her mother left the room, Nazaré lay down on the bed and cried copiously for a long time. The next day, she explained to the teacher that she could no longer participate in the dance, apologizing profusely. The teacher reassured her, informing her that she would find another girl. When Társis heard the news, he tried to talk to her, but she avoided him furtively.

During the June festival, Nazaré watched the quadrilha with such bitterness that she felt a lump in her throat when she saw Társis next to the other girl, feeling in her soul that it should not be her standing there beside him. She was the one who should be there, not someone else. Oh, why did there have to be that feud between their parents, why?

From above the stage, Társis looked at Nazaré several times, always giving her a beautiful and passionate smile. Smiles that aroused both happiness and fear in the young woman, for she feared that her father would see Társis smiling at her.

Társis Graziani was a sixteen-year-old boy of medium height and well-defined features. He had a clean-shaven face, an expressive mouth, and hazel eyes that stood out even more beautifully in contrast to his tanned skin. He was handsome, with discreet and polite manners and a visible talent for public speaking.


As soon as the dance ended, he looked for Nazaré.


The young woman shuddered at his sudden arrival.

"What's wrong, Nazaré?" asked the young man, surprised by her reaction.

"Nothing!" she lied, but without much success.

"No, something is wrong. You've been avoiding me since you told the teacher you wouldn't be dancing in the quadrille anymore. I'm starting to believe that the reason you quit is because of me." He took the girl's hand and looked at her seriously. "Tell me, Nazaré, why have you been avoiding me?"

"..." Her lips moved, but no words came out.

"I love you, Nazaré!" he confessed. 

A confession that frightened the girl.

"You shouldn't," she said, distressed.

Her breathing was agitated now.

Társis's brain raced, trying to find the right words to express his feelings for Nazaré.

"I love you, Nazaré, and I know you feel the same way about me."

"No!" she interrupted. "I don't feel anything for you!"

"Don't lie!"

"I never lie."

He held her tightly in his arms and asked the question again, but this time in a more incisive tone:

"Why are you running away from me?"

The young woman's face took on an expression of sadness and pain.

"Our love is impossible, Társis..." she confessed, "don't you see? Your father opposes my father. My father won't even allow me to be your friend, let alone..."

"Is that why you gave up dancing the quadrille with me?"

Nazaré lowered her eyes, wanting to hide the tears that were beginning to well up.

"Yes. When he found out I was going to be his partner, he wouldn't let me dance with him because of his father. The sensible thing to do is to forget about each other."

"Never.

"It's the right thing to do!"

"No, it's not! I'm going to fight for our love!"

Nazaré felt a deep tenderness wash over her. At that moment, Débora, Nazaré's closest friend, approached the couple and pulled Nazaré by the arm, whispering in her ear:

"Your father is coming this way."

em disparada. MeioNazaré walked away quickly, accompanied by her friend. Társis watched her from a distance. He felt uneasy now, his heart racing. A minute later, he heard a voice in his head saying:

"Go to Felipo Guiarone, tell him how you feel about Nazaré, and ask his permission to court her."

Társis liked what he heard. The boy had heard about Felipo's strict nature, but that didn't scare him. However, he thought it best to wait a while in the hope that Felipo would change his mind about him and Nazaré. It would be better, lest he become even more enraged by his audacity.

From that day on, Társis did not miss a single opportunity to be with Nazaré at school. For a while, she managed to resist his advances, but then, because of the love she felt for him, which grew stronger and stronger in her heart and which she could not eradicate no matter how hard she tried, she began to talk to him and stay by his side, as he insisted.

She was certainly terrified that her father would catch them together, but at school that would be impossible; he never showed up there, except at parties.

The elections came and Felipo Guiarone was elected mayor. Although he had never held the title, he had always been indirectly the city's boss. All the mayors until then only decided anything according to his orders. No wonder, he was the owner of the money there, in those parts, and for that reason, he ruled and misruled everything.

For Felipo, Girassóis was his. Not only the city, but also its inhabitants.

XI

Társis was delighted with the election results and explained to Nazaré why.

"My father lost the election, isn't that great?" he said, truly happy about what had happened.

"How can you be happy that your father lost the election?!" Nazaré was astonished. "Especially something that involves your father?"

Tarsis hastened to say:

"Don't you see, Nazaré? Now we can date. Your father won't refuse to consent to our relationship now that he's won the election."

A sparkle flashed in the girl's eyes, but it was temporary and soon faded. Sadly, she said:

"I don't know, Társis... I know my father well, and I don't believe he'll change his mind just because he won the election. When he sets his mind on something..."

"He will, Nazareth, you'll see! In time, I'll convince my father to switch to his party, and everything will turn out well for all of us."

"Will it?"

"Please don't give up on us, keep believing in our love! Please!"

Nazaré bit her lip, apprehensive, wanting so much to believe the words of her beloved. In the next second, Társis ran to the school garden and picked a flower, which he gave to the young woman. Turning his head quickly to make sure no one was watching them, he gave Nazaré a quick kiss on the cheek. She blushed as a beautiful smile lit up her face.

"Ah, Nazaré, I love you so much. Think of me because I am always thinking of you."

From that day on, Nazaré spent her nights praying that Társis was right about what he had said about her father, because she loved him. She wanted to date him at all costs and then marry him, have children, and live until death separated them.

The love between the two grew so much that they spent all their recess time together, expressing their feelings for each other.

One day, Nazaré had to go to her best friend Débora's house to do some schoolwork. Débora lived on a farm near the city.

When she mentioned this to Társis, he realized that this would be the ideal opportunity to meet Nazaré for the first time outside of school.

With Débora's consent, Társis went to do the schoolwork with the two of them. However, the two could hardly concentrate on the task. They delighted in each other's enchanting gaze, the scent exuding from their skin, the waves of heat emanating from their bodies.

At one point, Débora informed her mother that they were going to take a break from studying in the orchard, near the jabuticaba trees. With her mother's consent, the three headed there. When they arrived, Débora left Nazaré alone with Társis.

Tarsis took the young woman's hand and led her away. However, Nazaré suddenly stopped.

"Come on, let's walk a little," he said. "Don't be afraid."

Nazaré finally gave in, and the two walked hand in hand among the trees.

"I wanted to go out with you like this, hand in hand, for everyone to see how much we like each other, how much we love each other..." confessed the young man. "Ah, how wonderful it would be for us to be together without fear of being happy..."

Társis noticed that his words made his beloved tense. To relax her, he said:

"Your father will consent to our relationship, Nazaré, I know he will. He can't be that bad..."

Tarsis bit his lip when he realized he had said something rude.

"I'm sorry. I expressed myself poorly."

Nazaré said nothing, remaining silent until they reached a mango tree. There they stopped and stood facing each other, admiring each other with loving eyes.

The sun-warmed ground radiated heat, and there was an unmistakable scent of pine in the air. The boy sniffed the air delicately and looked back at Nazaré, who continued to gaze at him affectionately, suppressing her growing desire to kiss the boy she loved so much passionately and ardently.

A little bird flew past them, rustling the leaves on the lower branches. A deep silence followed, in which they both realized that even absolute silence can be heard.

Társis remained staring at her with one of those looks that awaken peace and harmony in the depths of the human soul. The boy then stroked Nazaré's beautiful, delicate hair, brushed away a strand that fell over her face, and finally kissed her.

The kiss seemed to transport them to a world where gravity did not exist. They felt themselves floating, free, light, and loose among the clouds of love. It was the first kiss between them, one that would be forever cherished in both their hearts. The feeling would never be forgotten, but rather perfectly relived every time they closed their eyes and returned to that moment.

At school, a week later, Társis approached Nazaré and whispered to her:

"I'm dying to be alone with you again, my love."

"Impossible."

"Impossible, nothing! Let's meet in secret!"

"Never!"

"No one will know. It can be on your own farm, on the banks of the river that runs through it, so you can go without having to make excuses to leave your house. The feeling between us is too beautiful to be destroyed like this, by something silly, a feud between our parents."

Társis stared at the young woman, now with an expression full of intense desire to get a positive response.

"All right!" replied Nazaré, managing to break the stiffness in her face caused by doubt and fear with a smile. 

XII

Days later, Társis arrived at the appointed place on the riverbank at the agreed time. Nazaré had not yet arrived. The young man hid behind a tree trunk as a precaution, in case Nazaré's father suddenly appeared or had followed his daughter.

As the minutes passed and Nazaré did not appear, the boy began to worry. Had she given up on the meeting? Had her father found out? Tension took hold of him at that moment.
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