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I wanted to begin this preface gently, perhaps with a delicate phrase, but as I wrote about Denise, the truth presented itself in a different way. She doesn't allow herself to be constrained by what would be easy, nor does she permit herself to be reduced to a narrative of pain or tragedy. And that’s why her story, this story, could only be told by her.

There is something in the way Dê tells her life that transcends any suffering that may have been imposed on her. Through every word, I saw how she chose to rise again, how she, with immeasurable strength, reinvented herself at every step. There was no space for the weight that many would expect; she simply didn't allow pain to define her. With silent elegance, she transformed everything given to her into potential.

I listened for hours to her story, the way it intertwined with each moment, each discovery, each gain, each loss, and I realized something that went beyond any conventional narrative. Denise did not choose lament; she chose to live, despite it all. And in doing so, she gives us something immeasurable: not a story of pain, but a story of rebirth. There was no sorrow for what was left unsaid or what could have been, because she transformed it all, becoming someone capable of standing tall in the face of what life, in its cruel way, took from her.

What remains here, in light of all this, is the intensity of a woman who, without concessions, remains unbreakable. What remains is her truth, her strength, the mark of someone who, by choosing to stay true to herself, became an example of how, even in the most unforgiving circumstances, life can be reclaimed with a unique authenticity.

She was not broken. No. She became even more whole. And by sharing her story with us, she not only tells us what happened — she allows us to see, between the lines, the immeasurable strength of someone who chooses to transform, rewrite, and move forward, always. What remains, in the end, is this: Denise. Unbreakable. Badass. A woman who carries within her the gift of knowing, without a doubt, that life can always be restarted. I leave this story with you.

With love,

I.D.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​

INTRODUCTION


[image: ]




I learned the difference between left and right at the top of a tree. My grandmother Lila would tell me to climb and guide me through the branches with the precision of someone who understands the balance between risk and trust. “Left, now the right there!” — and I, between the fear of falling and the certainty that the ground would never reach me, made the top my favorite place to learn.

There are things that support us, even when everything seems to break apart. Thin, fragile branches that defy the logic of any weight, yet still resist. Because life, in its inexplicable wisdom, gives us support where we shouldn’t find any (or perhaps exactly where we should find everything).

About my mother... She taught me other lessons that the branches of trees could never teach. They weren’t the easy lessons, but they were the lessons of a lifetime. She made the best creamy coffee, the kind that invaded you so completely that the taste lingered in your mouth long after you swallowed it. She taught me to be music. She was music. She taught me to be scent. She was scent. And she IS. She is the fragrance of fresh flowers, not the dead ones that fade in cemeteries, but the ones that dance in the air, spread out, move between worlds, invading us without asking permission. I learned not to ask.

My mother had the unique ability to be more life than life itself. She was the kind of person who, when entering a room, transformed the order of things, the very vibration of the environment.

And then I wonder: what remains when the person who was an entire universe within your world disappears? What’s left when the strength that sustained the weight of your beliefs, your childlike understanding of life, the trust in existence, suddenly fades away?

My mother was taken from me in a way that words cannot carry. A violence that does not deserve the luxury of words. I went through everything a human being can go through after that: the pain that tears you apart, the scream no one hears, the anger that consumes the days, the revolt, the longing that lodges itself in the body as if it had always been there. I went through all the stages, but I was prepared, and time, with its wisdom, pushed me forward, carrying with it a question that never left me: what remains now?

What remains when the emptiness fills every corner of the house? When death sits beside you, and you, with no choice, offer coffee? What stays when you realize there’s no such thing as “getting over it,” but only transforming the parts that make you who you are? What remains when there’s nothing left but to accept the things that happened?

I’ll tell you: what remains is everything. And by everything, I mean me, whole, I also mean love. Not the easy love, the kind that loves when everything is beautiful. What remains is the love that burns and persists, that hides in the simplest things. In the smell of coffee that was only hers. In the embrace that welcomed my tiny body and my head full of dreams. In the hug that never left. In the way I close my eyes when I hear certain songs, because they are more hers than mine. And what remains is strength. Because pain doesn’t destroy things, as it seemed in the beginning.

There’s a quiet strength that grows as you rebuild yourself, a strength that lifts you, even when the body doesn’t want to get out of bed.

What remains is will. Because, somehow, inexplicably, even after everything, life still calls. The will to keep going. What remains is courage. Not the grand courage, but the simple courage of those who choose to live with the pieces that remain. The courage to love again, even knowing that love can be longing once more. And it was. Is. Will it be?

We carry absence, it’s inevitable. But not like a heavy cross, no, like a gentle tattoo. It blends into our skin, never leaves, and that’s okay. Because if death took my mother, love gave me back the possibility to move on. A piece of her lives in the branch that doesn’t break and lifts me higher, in the music that rocks me, in the coffee I try to make just like hers but never can. And in me, she lives completely. She lives in my actions, in my words, in my blood, in everything.

In the end, what remains is this: what transforms. What makes us look at pain and, in soft whispers, say, “I am also made of you, but not only of you.” What remains is the certainty that, even after everything, love is what keeps us tied to the world. And maybe that’s what really matters.

The story I bring to you now is about realizing that our hearts may never really break, because, despite pain existing and being real, each traumatic experience brings much more than we can see!

There’s the learning and the fullness, and that’s what remains and feeds me. It’s about understanding that, even in the cracks of the soul, there is space for a new life to blossom. Pain is not the end, but a passage that leads us to a place of acceptance and renewal. And, even in the face of loss, we find wholeness, the strength that resides in what seemed fragile, because we are not our losses.

In the end, what remains is what truly matters: the fullness of me, of you, of what doesn’t break but reinvents itself with every step.

This is the story that begins now.
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I’ve always been a small child, delicate, almost disproportionate to the world around me. While the others in my family carried an obvious stature, a presence that filled spaces, I occupied little more than a shy, discreet corner—but no less meaningful. I was so happy!

In fact, this difference never brought me shame or a sense of being small; quite the opposite. There was something curious about my smallness, a trait that seemed designed to remind me that being smaller didn’t mean being less. It was as if my fragility carried its own kind of beauty, a lightness that contrasted with the vast dimensions of the world around me. And I liked that.

I would watch others, big and vigorous, and feel a paradoxical connection to them: a small piece in an immense puzzle—I fit between them, and also in places where they couldn’t. And still, there was a harmony in that. My mother, with her delicate strength, and my father, with his intensity, seemed to live in universes that coexisted with mine, though different. I never felt inferior; it was almost an intuitive acceptance of my uniqueness. Regarding this (appearing small), I never had any issues.

There was a time, still quite young, when my rebellion took shape in simple gestures but full of determination. Like one day, at a Festa Junina. I was only four years old, and perhaps you might think: what does a four-year-old understand about life? I didn’t understand many things, but I always knew what I wanted and what I didn’t. The memory is vivid: the folk dress my grandmother sewed, with her careful hands, seemed to have come out of a dream. It was vibrant, adorned, beautiful, each detail chosen to make me the most beautiful character at that party. I knew that my grandmother put more than fabric and thread into those stitches; it was her love that enveloped me, making me feel special.

But on that day, the beauty of the dress wasn’t enough to convince me to follow the rules. When it was time to dance, they pointed to a boy who would be my partner. They said I had to take his hand, smile, and spin around in the square dance. I looked at him, at his shy and unsure eyes, and knew that I didn’t want to. It wasn’t anything personal. He wasn’t the problem; the problem was the idea that I didn’t have a choice, and I had already made it clear that I wouldn’t dance with him.

I crossed my arms and did what many would call a scene. I said no, that I wouldn’t dance. The adults tried to argue, appealed to my good behavior, but I didn’t move. There, at four years old, it seemed obvious to me that no one should be forced to do something they didn’t want to. And although I couldn’t explain it in words as clearly back then, there was something essential in that refusal. It was my way of saying that my will be mattered, even if I was small, even if I was just a child.

When my mother saw the scene, she was mortified with embarrassment and tried to intervene, but my will was an unchangeable path. Later, at home, after my father found out, he asked me why I had done that. In my mind, it was clear: I had already said I wouldn’t go. I didn’t want to. I didn’t go. And, as usual, my father sided with me. And so, I stayed, in my dress, happy to be true to myself.

My childhood was a tangle of small moments that, seen from a distance, almost seem magical. I remember that time with such sweetness. I was so happy! Each memory carries a different texture, but one of the most vibrant and alive is that of my grandmother Lila. A healer with gifted hands, she had a unique way of seeing the world, and without realizing it, she shaped how I would come to understand it later. She didn’t teach me to be intelligent in the conventional way, but to see beyond the obvious. I loved the lenses through which I saw myself: mischievous, beautiful, smart, crafty...

With Grandma Lila, I learned to be clever, to steal fruit from the neighboring orchards like I was committing a little divine mischief. It wasn’t just about the fruit; it was about the art of being bold, of being courageous, of seeing beyond the fences and walls, and trusting the branches I stepped on. Grandma Lila had this ability to turn everyday life into an adventure, and by her side, I felt powerful.

My grandmother was of incredible strength, and I admired her so much that, at times, I wanted to be like her: fearless, simple, and wise. She showed me that there was strength in vulnerability and that there was greatness in small things, like picking fruit right from the tree, hitting the left and right branches, and so on.

I was a little rascal, very spoiled by my father, surrounded by cousins and friends. I was the smallest in the family, skinny—"ate poorly," they would say. But size was never an issue. I knew what I wanted. And even more, I knew what I didn’t want. I didn’t wear clothes I didn’t like, and I didn’t greet people I didn’t want to.

I had an extremely simple childhood, but I only realized that when I grew up. During those years, poverty was never a word in my vocabulary. My mother, with her immense creativity and tireless generosity, made it seem like life was an eternal invitation to joy.

I remember when she would buy "confetti’s," those chocolate candies everyone loved, and divide them between the three of us in a way that turned the simple into the extraordinary. She would sort the candies by color, and we swore the flavors changed. She divided them between us, each with our own little cup, and we managed them in our own way, making it a celebration. To us, it was as if we lived surrounded by magic, because my mother knew how to transform little into banquets and scarcity into abundance like no one else. She was the very personification of abundance.

We also had the Monica’s Gang yearbooks, which my mother would buy religiously during the holidays to share between the three of us. One single yearbook, and yet it felt like an entire universe. She made us do our part in the activities, teaching us without us realizing the efforts she was making.
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