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Marcos

I’VE ALWAYS BEEN A private guy.

In school, I was the classic nerd—with a very pejorative use of the word. The kid with glasses, reading comics at recess, and actually paying attention during class.

As a teenager, I was the type who preferred to slip through places invisible, never drawing any attention. Still, despite all that, I’ll admit the spotlight on me no longer bothered me. I never had any ambition to be a celebrity, but my work ended up dragging me there.

That afternoon, I was giving a lecture to a massive crowd of journalists, partners, businesspeople, and guests, officially marking the launch of the new version of my most successful app, Connection. A social network with an interactive short-video format. Initially, the target audience was teenagers, focused on their small friend groups. But over time, the thing caught on, the app became the darling of celebrities, brands started showing interest in sponsoring content, a whole new niche of digital influencers was born, and... now, five years after the first version was created, my name was constantly showing up on lists of the richest people in the country—and on a few global ones, too.

But it was funny how business portals and magazines weren’t the only ones running stories about me. In a very curious twist, the nerdy kid from high school was now being given bizarre titles like “sexy CEO” and other nonsense in that vein.

Thirteen-year-old Marcos would probably have laughed if someone had told him that would ever happen. Well... nothing like maturity.

As usual, after the lecture I set aside some time to meet with the journalists and answer questions about the new version of the app, alternating that with questions I considered stupid and completely irrelevant to the situation.

“So, that heart of yours—any new owner yet?”

I forced a slight smile—I wasn’t one for big displays of enthusiasm, at least not with strangers—even though that kind of question was anything but pleasant for me, or even coherent by any standard of human decency. It had been three years since I lost my wife to a terrible disease. Well... “humanity” was a hard concept to expect from gossip-portal reporters.

“Any more questions about the launch?” I asked, trying to steer things back on track.

A journalist in the back of the room raised his hand.

“You were seen a few days ago at a restaurant with a mysterious brunette. Are you in a serious relationship?”

I snorted, barely hiding my irritation.

This was ridiculous.

Less than a week ago, I’d treated myself—while on a business trip—to stopping for lunch at a restaurant. There was a couple ahead of me confirming their reservation, and in the brief minutes I waited for my turn, a woman came up, recognized me, asked for an autograph, and started a quick, casual conversation about how much she liked my app.

What was that? Three minutes of conversation? Four at most? Enough for someone to snap a photo, and less than an hour later, it was plastered all over gossip sites with ridiculous questions about who the mysterious brunette was. We didn’t even touch each other.

But I didn’t have much patience for explaining that kind of thing, so I declared the press conference over, thanked everyone, and left amid protests and flashing cameras.

Even if I’d wanted to, I couldn’t have stayed any longer. I had a non-negotiable commitment. A commitment that could define my entire life.

I got my car and drove to the luxury condominium building where I lived. My sister Elisa lived one floor below me. She and my nephew Caio were my only family, and I made a point of keeping them close. Especially if what we’d been trying for over a year had finally worked out.

She was already waiting for me in front of the building and got into the car. I took her to the hospital, where she would undergo the tests that would tell us if the latest attempt had been successful.

Like the previous ones, the answer was a disheartening no.

The insemination hadn’t worked again.

After hearing all the explanations from the doctor in charge, Dr. Jonas, we decided to leave.

As I drove home, there was only one thing I hated more than the disappointment in Elisa’s eyes: the fact that I knew it mirrored my own gaze. My own disappointment. Not with her, obviously. Not at all. My sister was wonderful, and I could never thank her enough for what she’d been trying to do for me. But disappointed with life.

Life, the big fucking bitch, who seemed determined to take everything I had.

“We can try one more time...” she said, breaking the silence that had hung in the car ever since we left the hospital.

I was tired of all of it. And above all, tired of putting my sister through it.

“No, Elisa. That was three tries. I’m not letting you go through this again.”

She took a deep breath, shaken.

“Funny how, with one slip-up on birth control, I got pregnant with Caio without even planning it. Now, inside a lab, with all the medical technology, my uterus can’t form an embryo. It’s impossible.”

She was frustrated, and that was another reason for me to reinforce my decision to drop the whole thing. My sister was a young woman—thirty-two years old, with an eight-year-old son. She had no plans to get pregnant again, but she agreed to that insanity for one reason only: to be a surrogate for my child.

“I want to try one more time, Marco. This child is your dream. Isadora’s dream. And I’m not going to let you give up on it.”

“This is too draining, Elisa. Especially for you, obviously, who has to go through these invasive procedures. But emotionally for me, too.”

Isadora had wanted that child so badly that, when she saw her disease progressing, she wanted to freeze her eggs. After she was gone, I felt like shit for not having found a way to fulfill that last wish of hers yet. It wasn’t the kind of thing you ask just anyone. My sister was amazing to offer herself for it. Unfortunately, her body didn’t seem to want to cooperate.

“We need to understand when it’s time to quit,” I finally said. Even though saying it hurt me deeply.

Elisa tried to argue, but I made it clear that, at least for that day, the matter was closed. We arrived at our building, and when the elevator stopped at her floor, I kissed her cheek and we hugged tightly, saying goodbye. Usually, I’d stop by to see Caio, but there was no mood for it today. I went up to the top floor, which was entirely occupied by my penthouse.

I took a shower and, wearing a robe, went to the home theater room, which was a place I liked to escape to. I bought that apartment six months after Isadora died, but I always thought that if she had known this place, the home theater would have been her favorite spot. Even though our movie tastes were pretty opposite. She was more of an arthouse type, liked films with a philosophical bent that sparked a lot of reflection. I, on the other hand, still had my high school nerd aura burning bright in me, and I was a fan of that style in movies, too. Or at least, I used to be. I didn’t find much fun in it anymore these days.

Work consumed me completely, and it was good that way. But at that moment, I just needed a strong drink and a dark place to retreat.

I poured myself a brandy and sat down in one of the armchairs facing the blank screen. The silence was very welcome there, until it was cut short by my phone ringing.

What the hell... why didn’t I leave that stupid piece of crap in the bedroom?

Well, I knew the answer. I was never disconnected. Technology, like work, was an addiction.

I looked at the screen to see who it was, so I could decide whether or not to answer. It was Thiago, my best friend and also my lawyer. I answered, figuring it might be important. But it was just for the question I wanted to avoid.

“How did Elisa’s tests go? Did the insemination work?”

I took a long gulp of my drink and knew that just the delay in saying anything would have given him a clue about the answer.

“No. It didn’t work.”

“Fuck, man... Was that the what? Fourth try?”

“Third. And last. I’m not going to keep putting my sister through this.”

“I get it. I really do, man. But that’s no reason for you to give up.”

“And how exactly do I not give up, Thiago? Elisa is my only family. There’s no one else I would ask to carry my child.”

“It’s been three years since Isa died, Marco. At some point, you’re going to have to move on and find another woman.”

“Oh, right. I’ll get a girlfriend and ask her to carry my deceased wife’s child. Really, Thiago, that makes perfect sense.”

I snorted, taking another sip of my drink. Thiago knew very well that the issue wasn’t about me having a child. Even without any interest in being with anyone, I was a young man and could someday find a woman who also wanted to have a child. But that wasn’t just my dream. It was mine and Isadora’s. A dream we built together, ever since we started dating in our senior year of high school. She died without achieving it, but I owed it to her.

“I know, buddy, I’m sorry,” Thiago showed he understood. “But there are other ways. A woman to carry this child doesn’t have to be a relative of yours, or have any relationship with you at all.”

Legally, she did, and he, as a lawyer, knew that very well. The laws in Brazil only allowed so-called “solidarity surrogacy” to be performed without any financial compensation, by close relatives of the person—sister, mother, aunt, cousin...

Still, I found the explanation unnecessary—since he was fully aware of it—and I just got sarcastic:

“Should we put an ad in the newspaper?”

I wasn’t usually that sharp with a friend, but my mood really wasn’t the best.

“Not exactly in a newspaper. It could be a more discreet search. Offer a good amount, and we won’t have much trouble finding someone.”

I almost choked on my drink. Was he seriously proposing that?

“That’s illegal, Thiago. You’re a lawyer, you know that better than I do.”

“Yes, it’s illegal, but it shouldn’t be. You need a child. There are young, healthy women who need money. One would help the other.”

“It doesn’t matter if it should be or not. It’s a crime. Besides, you know my life is closely watched by the media. How do I explain a child appearing out of nowhere?”

“Adoption? Or, better yet: a romance with a woman who didn’t want to take responsibility for the child and disappeared. Even if the media’s suspicion led to some kind of investigation, the child will be yours, easily proven by any DNA test.” I had the impression he’d already thought of everything. And he proved it by continuing. “It’s not hard to find women willing to do this. Did you know there are even people who advertise this ‘job’ in Facebook groups?”

“You’ve been researching this?”

“Just counting on the possibility it wouldn’t work out with your sister. You always said you were willing to do anything to have this child.”

“Not to break the law.”

“First of all, laws aren’t always fair. Hence, this is an accepted practice in many countries. And second: I know the law, and I can make sure everything happens as discreetly as possible, without leaving any loose ends. You won’t even need to have much contact with the woman, and in nine months, she’ll simply disappear and you’ll have your child in your arms. Come on, Marcos, I’m speaking as your lawyer, as your best friend, and as Isadora’s best friend. Just let me handle this. I’ll do whatever it takes, but I won’t let you give up on this dream.”

The idea was horrible, and I knew it. On so many levels that I couldn’t even begin to list them.

I took the last gulp of my drink and felt the alcohol running through my bloodstream, fueled by the feeling of frustration. I had always said, after all, that I would do anything to have that child. And now that a possibility was opening up before me, wouldn’t it be cowardly to let it slip away?

Maybe I would regret letting the alcohol and frustration speak for me. But before I knew it, the words were already spilling out:

“Do whatever it takes. I’ll pay any price.”

I heard a soft laugh on the other end of the line.

“You got it, boss.”

​
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Luciana

I DOUBLE-CHECKED EVERY single item before it went into the cardboard box.

Two mugs, one cushion, three notebooks, one planner, and two pens.

Everything was properly verified and packed with care so it would arrive at its destination in perfect condition.

Once sealed, the box went on top of four others, in the pile of orders waiting to go to the post office. Perfect.

The week had started out slow for sales, but it looked like things were finally picking up, thank God. What I made from my online custom-items shop was the household’s entire income.

I heard the gate to my house open, but I didn’t worry, because I knew there was only one person who walked in like that without having to announce herself. Sure enough, a few seconds later, Carolina appeared at the living room door.

“Lu, I’m heading downtown. Anything for the post office?”

Sitting on the floor, I stretched both arms out in front of me, showing off the packages.

“Perfect timing.”

“Wow! Sales were good today!” She smiled. “I’m stopping by the market. Want me to bring you anything?”

“Not today, Carol, thanks. Actually... if you could grab some bananas. Lara loves them, but we’re almost out. Let me get you the money.”

“Don’t worry about it, I’ll pay with my card. You can pay me back later.”

I gathered the packages and stuffed them into a big bag. I had just made coffee, so I asked if she wanted some before she left. She said yes and followed me into the kitchen.

“So, how was yesterday with the lawyer?” I asked, referring to the guy my friend had been seeing for the past few weeks.

As always, she broke into a smile and got excited to talk about him.

Carolina and I had known each other since I moved here almost ten years ago, and our first meeting felt more like a reunion of souls, like we’d known each other for a lifetime. We felt like childhood friends, so much so that I asked her to be my daughter’s godmother.

When I went through the hardest moments of my life, she was right there beside me, giving me all the support she could. I loved her like the sister I never had, and that’s why I was always worried about her relationships. She was thirty—a year older than me—and a classic romantic, searching for her great love, with the small problem of constantly getting involved with the wrong guys. I really hoped this time she’d found the right one.

“Girl, yesterday we went to a bar, and I think he had a little too much to drink, because he told me some stuff about his work... you won’t believe the tea.”

“You won’t believe” meant she was definitely going to spill it, whether I asked or not.

“Stuff about work? He’s a lawyer. What’s so exciting about that? Is he defending some famous case?”

She finished pouring coffee into a mug and took her first sip before speaking again.

“So, he works for this guy loaded with money. I don’t know if he’s famous or not, because he didn’t say the name. But he’s mentioned the guy before, and apparently he’s the top client at his firm, the big one. I pushed, but he wouldn’t tell me the name. Probably afraid the story would leak, I don’t know.”

“Wow, I wonder why?” I said sarcastically. “In less than twenty-four hours, you’re already here telling me.”

“If you keep calling me a gossip, I won’t tell you the gossip.”

I raised my hands in surrender. I wasn’t really into gossip. To be honest, I was usually pretty oblivious to it, always the last to know anything. If this client was a famous celebrity, chances were I’d have no idea who he was. But Carol seemed pretty excited to tell me, so it had to be at least somewhat interesting.

She went on:

“So, the guy lost his wife a few years ago, but apparently she left behind some frozen eggs. Eccentricities of rich people, right? She wanted, even after she died, to have a child with her DNA out there somewhere.”

I didn’t really know what to think about that. Sure, everyone can do whatever they want with their own life, but... since I’d been orphaned very young, I thought growing up without a mother was far from pleasant. Subjecting a child to that out of sheer whim felt a little selfish to me.

Well, who was I to judge anyone?

Carol continued:

“Now Thiago’s stuck with the job of finding a woman willing to lend her uterus for it.”

“Doesn’t he have some female relative who’d be up for it?” I took a sip of my coffee.

“He has a sister, but apparently she tried a bunch of times and couldn’t make it work. So now they’re looking for someone who’ll do it for money.”

I almost choked on that revelation, especially because of the obvious issue:

“Isn’t that illegal?”

“Apparently, yeah. But... whoever’s detached enough to go for it is going to make out like a bandit. Thiago told me that, besides covering all the woman’s living expenses and the costs of medical procedures and exams during the pregnancy, he’s going to pay no less than two hundred thousand reais.”

It was a tempting amount, no doubt. But it didn’t make the whole situation any less unpleasant.

“Go through nine months of pregnancy only to hand the baby over to someone else and never see it again? I don’t think I’d have that kind of detachment,” I said.

And my friend agreed.

“Right? Just imagine, dealing with all the discomfort and risks of pregnancy, feeling a baby growing inside you, developing, moving around... and then just leaving it with someone else? I’d never have the guts to do that. Lucky for whoever says yes, because two hundred thousand would change anyone’s life.”

“It would definitely help mine. But I’d pass on that offer. Actually, why did Thiago tell you this? You think he thought you might be interested?”

“Oh, no. It was just conversation. Thiago’s a nice guy, he wouldn’t propose something like that to someone he’s dating. Just think about it, if things get serious between us... me dating him and carrying his boss’s child from a dead woman?”

I was starting to wonder if he was really such a nice guy.

“I don’t know, Carol. The bare minimum you expect from a lawyer is that he operates within the law.”

“I thought about that too, Lu, but something he said made me look at it differently.” As she spoke, she moved to the sink and started washing her now-empty mug. “Think about it—illegal as it is, what harm can it really do? It’s two people helping each other out. A woman with an empty womb who needs money, and a man with a lot of money who needs a child. Both sides win. I wouldn’t do it, but... there are people who’ll do anything for money. At least let them do something that’ll be good for someone.”

I shrugged, going back to my earlier train of thought:

“But then... any chance this thing between you two could get serious?”

She turned red, and I found it funny. Carol could be bold about anything in life, but when it came to relationships, she acted like a teenager.

“I think so. I mean... I don’t know. Sometimes it seems like it, like today, when he told me something so important about his work. But other times it feels like he’s trying to keep a wall between us, you know? It’s weird.”

“But you’re still just starting out. How long have you been seeing each other?”

“It’s been over a month now. But you’re right, I’ll just let it flow and give it time. I’m dying to introduce you to him, by the way. You have to see how hot he is.”

“You’ve already shown me pictures of him, and I agreed with that fact.”

“Trust me, the pictures don’t do him justice. In person, he’s way more than that.”

I laughed. Carol was really in love. I hoped it would work out. From what she told me, this Thiago guy seemed nice. And my friend deserved to be happy.

Deciding she needed to go before the post office closed, she kissed me on the cheek and left, grabbing the bag with the orders as she passed through the living room. The room was a mess with leftover packaging materials, and I gave everything a good clean. Then I sat down at the desk where my computer was to answer some emails that had come in for the store. I don’t know how long I spent on that, but I was pulled back to reality by the sound of a honk and the gate opening, followed by a shout in the sweetest voice in the whole world:

“Mommy! I’m home!”

I spun in my chair, facing the door, just as Lara came in, her blonde hair all messy. When she saw me, she broke into a smile, showing the little gap where one of her baby teeth had fallen out not long ago.

“I’m home, Mommy!” she repeated.

I got up and went to her, as always, greeting her with a hug and a kiss on the cheek. I knelt down so I was closer to her height, at her recently turned eight years old.

“How was school, my love?”

“It was fun,” she always answered that way, but as if trying to avoid me pushing further, she quickly added something good. “The teacher praised my reading. She said I’m improving fast.”

During her literacy year, Lara had been away from school for a few months, which ended up slowing down her reading development a bit. But she was very hardworking and had been catching up.

“That’s because you’re very smart,” I replied. And she smiled again.

I would always think my daughter’s smile was the most beautiful in the world—I guess all mothers must think that. But it wasn’t the same smile she had two years ago, before that damn accident that had taken so much from us. There was a trace of sadness in it that I was afraid would never go away.

And I would give anything to have that old sparkle back.

“How about helping me with dinner?” I asked.

She agreed, and we went to the kitchen. Of course, at her young age, help was limited to grabbing things for me that were either on the table or in a low cabinet, but that time together was always special. That was when Lara would tell me a little about her day.

There were two kids—a boy and a girl—she always mentioned. They seemed to be her only friends in the class, but I knew that at that age, little groups were already forming, so it was normal for her to be closer to some kids than others. She talked a lot about what the teacher had taught that day and then went on to say she’d already seen something about it in some cartoon episode she’d watched.

After that, we had dinner together, and I also told her a little about the orders I’d received. That day, one of them had been for items with a Frozen theme, which was Lara’s favorite movie, and that turned into another long conversation.

When we finished, I asked her to go brush her teeth while I washed the dishes, and she headed to her room. It took me a few minutes to get everything clean, and then I went to my daughter’s room. To my surprise, she was already in her pajamas, lying in bed with a storybook in her hand, waiting for me.

On the floor next to the bed, the pieces of her uniform were neatly folded, even though she knew I’d take them to wash. On top of the pile of clothes, a prosthetic leg was already waiting to be used again the next day.

With a deep breath, I forced a smile onto my face and walked into the room.

“Shouldn’t someone take a shower before bed?” I asked. I always helped her with that.

The accident two years ago hadn’t just taken my husband’s life and made me lose the baby I was carrying; it had left my daughter with a permanent disability. I thought it was so unfair that I was the only one who came out of it physically unscathed.

Physically. Because my soul had been shattered beyond repair.

Because of the amputation on her left leg, just above the knee, Lara still couldn’t do some things on her own—like showering. Her prosthesis couldn’t get wet, so it had to be taken off before she got in the shower. She still couldn’t balance on one leg to wash herself alone.

“It’s cold today, Mommy!” she shot back. “I already took a shower today, before school.”

“But you went to school. You spent hours there. You need another one.”

“Can’t it wait until tomorrow? I don’t even stink, smell.”

She lifted her neck for me to sniff her. I pretended I was going to do it, but instead I attacked her belly with tickles. The sound of her laughter filled the entire room and was the sweetest music to my ears.

“Alright, I’ll let you off the hook for today, but first thing tomorrow morning, missy, you’re getting in the shower.”

“Deal!”

I sat down on the edge of the bed, beside her, and picked up the small prosthesis from the floor, looking at it carefully. It was already starting to get too small for Lara. For kids, the recommendation was to replace it every year. She had adapted well to the model she was using, which was quite expensive for our current standard of living. This was the second one, and buying it and the first, along with all the medical procedures my daughter had gone through, had simply drained the savings I had.

“Mommy’s almost got the money for your new prosthesis,” I said, still looking at the object in my hands. “I’ll have it by next month.”

“With the new one, will I be able to play like the other kids? Do everything they do?”

That question tore me up inside, but I was as honest as I could be:

“That’s not about the prosthesis, Lara. That’s what physical therapy is going to help you do. And it takes time. You can play whatever you want, but with some things, you have to be careful.”

“And can I run?”

If her question was about the light running in everyday games, I would answer that once the new prosthesis arrived, more suited to her current height, she’d have more stability and could play more freely. The problem was I knew that wasn’t exactly what she was talking about.

Lara went to an expensive school. My husband had worked there for years as a teacher, and that’s why, even after his death, the principal kept Lara’s full scholarship. The school offered a range of extracurricular activities, and Lara had plenty of options to fall in love with... but her passion had been the children’s track and field team.

My little girl wanted to run. Of all things, run. Precisely what she couldn’t do, for the reason I tried to explain to her.

“Your new prosthesis will be like this one, my love. You know it’s not meant for running. You can run during playtime, but not do high-impact activities. The running one is very expensive, and Mommy can’t afford it for you right now.”

“So I’ll never be able to run again?”

“You will! Of course you will, my love. Mommy’s going to work very hard for that. But I need you to wait until then. Deal?”

She nodded her head in agreement, and that only made my heart squeeze tighter. Lara was an impossibly sweet child, far too understanding for someone so small. Any other kid would have dug in their heels over something far less significant, but Lara just accepted it. Somehow, I knew that even though she didn’t understand the limitations of adult life, she trusted me. If I asked her to wait, she would wait.

But... for how long?

I picked up the book she had chosen and started to read. She seemed exhausted, because she didn’t even make it halfway through before she fell asleep. I adjusted her blanket and pressed a kiss to her forehead. Then I stood up and picked her uniform off the floor. I left the room and went straight to the laundry room off the kitchen, where I dropped the clothes into a basket to wash the next day.

But I stayed there, standing in front of the laundry basket, my eyes staring into nothing and my mind racing a thousand miles an hour. I really had almost enough saved for the new prosthetic, but... a running blade? Those were expensive, and they’d have to be replaced every year since Lara was still growing. Why had I told her to wait, when there was no real hope of ever getting that kind of money?

The truth is, I couldn’t bring myself to tell her that, just as I refused to accept it myself. I would find a way, no matter what.

I knew I would.
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Luciana

WHAT ELSE COULD BE cut?

The basic expenses spreadsheet I’d put together was already stripped down to the bone. There was no way to get more basic than that, unless I shut off the power and started living by candlelight. Given that I needed a computer to design the artwork for my products, that wasn’t exactly an option.

What could I do? A regular job would probably help tremendously, because I could keep running my shop, even if it meant working through the night. But how could I commit to a steady job with all the care Lara needed?

I was a graphic designer. I worked at a marketing agency and had a good salary, but I had to leave it all behind after the accident, because it was just me taking care of my daughter.

Physical therapy three times a week, monthly doctor appointments, a psychologist every week... Lara’s schedule was pretty packed, and mine, of course, followed hers.

That didn’t even count the times in the middle of the afternoon when I’d get an urgent call from the school because Lara had hurt herself. Falls were really common in the first year after the accident, while she was still getting used to the prosthetic. Nowadays, they weren’t as frequent, but they still weren’t exactly rare.

What could I do to scrape together more money? That question kept hammering away in my mind.

I was pulled out of my thoughts by Carolina’s voice as she stepped onto my porch.

“Lu? You up? I’m coming in!”

I knew the question was mostly rhetorical. It was a little past seven in the morning, but Carol knew I woke up early. When she reached my door, she smiled at me in greeting.

“Good morning!”

“Morning,” I said. And I whistled, nodding at how dressed up she was. “Got a job this early? Looking like that, the client won’t stand a chance.”

“That’s the idea.” She winked, playing along. “I’ve been trying to sell this apartment for almost a year, now I have to make it happen!”

Carol was a real estate agent. One of the best. I think she could convince a polar bear to buy a shack in the Sahara Desert. But that apartment was a white elephant she just couldn’t get rid of.

She reached into her bag and pulled out a shipping receipt, handing it to me along with a bag of the bananas I’d asked her to pick up the day before.

“Is Lara still asleep? I was hoping I could give her a kiss.”

“Yeah, no physical therapy today, no doctor, no psychologist... it’s her day to sleep in a little.”

“You should too. But there you are, working.”

“Actually, I’m doing the books. Yesterday Lara brought up running again.”

“Can’t she do it with her current prosthetic, sweetie?”

“It’s not made for high-impact activity. It could hurt her, cause injuries. Actually, the one she’s using now is even worse. It’s already too small for her, and if it’s not replaced soon, it’ll start hurting her just in her daily life. But if everything goes right and no extra expenses pop up, I can swap it out next month. Expensive, but cheaper than the running one.”

“She’s only eight, Lu. Kids change their minds fast. At her age, I said I wanted to be a veterinarian, and now I close my eyes when my cat gets a shot because I can’t stand it. This running thing probably won’t last forever.”

I hoped she was right, even though deep down, my heart screamed that she wasn’t. Because a mother knows her child, even in the smallest things. And I saw the way Lara’s eyes lit up when she watched a track-and-field event on TV, or even a weekend jogger passing by on the street in front of our house. When she was six, she’d joined the school’s age-group team, competed in the annual Olympics the school put on, and won a second-place medal that she still kept proudly. That was just a few weeks before that damn accident. After that, she had to learn to walk all over again. A few weeks ago, she’d started talking about running again.

“Well, when she gets home from school, bring her by my place so I can give her a kiss. I’ll order us a pizza to—hopefully—celebrate selling that goddamn apartment!”

“I know you’ll do it, Carol.”

“I hope so. The commission is great, and I really need it. Otherwise, I’ll have to tell Thiago I’ll take that job as a surrogate.”

I laughed, knowing she was being dramatic.

“You’re crazy!” I teased. “You won’t need to, because the sale’s closing today!”

“God, I hope you’re right, girl!” She came closer and kissed my cheek. “And look... don’t worry, everything will work out. If I do close this deal, at least I can help with part of the money for the prosthetic.”

“No, Carol... don’t even think about it. That money is yours, from your hard work.”

“And you’re my best friend, Lara is my goddaughter, and all I want is to help you. Don’t even argue. We’ll figure out the rest some other way. We’ll do fundraisers, campaigns, beg for a discount at the store, whatever! Believe me, girl, we’ll make it happen.”

She hugged me and I hugged her back, feeling my eyes sting with tears. Carol was my entire support system, and I was so grateful to God for putting her in my life. It moved me so much, but I knew it wasn’t fair to let her take on such a huge expense. And even if I allowed it, it wouldn’t be enough. The prosthetic was only part of it. There were the accessories, which were also expensive, plus the annual maintenance and replacement. And I couldn’t see any way I could handle all that.

When Carol left me there alone, I went back over the numbers... and even started accepting the possibility of taking my friend’s help. Still, the math didn’t add up. I was already going to rack up serious debt just to cover the cost of the everyday prosthetic, which had to be replaced next month anyway. The running prosthetic was completely out of my league.

But how could I tell Lara that? She’d lost a limb. She’d lost her father and the baby brother she’d dreamed about so much. I couldn’t bear to let her lose the one thing she loved doing most, too.

I felt like the most complete failure as a mother.

I looked at the framed photo on the table, a picture of our family. Me, Lara, and Vinícius, my late husband. I couldn’t deny that I loved him, but I couldn’t say we’d had the perfect marriage. Maybe, if it hadn’t been for Lara, we wouldn’t have stayed together as long as we did. But he was a great father.

“If it had been me instead of you... I’m sure you’d be handling all this way better than I am...” I whispered to the image in the frame.

Knowing it was pointless to keep wallowing, I opened the browser on my computer to check my emails and shop orders. I answered a few questions, sent out tracking codes for the latest shipments, and spent some time preparing posts for the business’s social media, replying to comments about the products in the photos.

When I was done, I checked the time in the corner of the screen. Almost ten in the morning. It was strange that Lara still wasn’t up. But she usually woke up really early on other days of the week, so I figured she deserved to sleep in a little more.

I got up and went to the laundry room, starting to sort the clothes to put in the washing machine. But when I unfolded Lara’s uniform, I froze. There was a dark red stain on the leg of one of the pants. I felt like all the blood in my body had turned to ice. I dropped the piece of clothing on the floor and ran to my daughter’s room. When I opened the door, I found Lara already awake, sitting up in bed. When she saw me, she hurriedly pulled the blanket up to her waist. I couldn’t believe she would hide something like this from me...

“Let me see your leg, Lara,” I said, my voice serious, trying to keep control.

Her little blue eyes stared at me, frightened, and I hated that she was scared to show me an injury on her own body. When she lowered the blanket, I took a deep breath, fighting the urge to cry, to scream, to curse the whole world and swear every filthy word I knew. It wasn’t just a simple injury. The stump of Lara’s amputated leg was bright red, almost raw.

Like a hurricane, I left the room and went to the bathroom, grabbing the first-aid kit. I came back and sat on the edge of the bed, starting to clean the area. My daughter let out a whimper of pain, and it shattered me even more.

“Is this why you wouldn’t let me take off your prosthetic or give you a bath yesterday?” I asked, still struggling with everything I had to stay calm.

She nodded, and added, “You’d get sad if you saw it. And I was scared you’d be mad at me.”

“If you get hurt, Lara, I get sad. That’s always how it’ll be. I’m your mother. But why did you think I’d be mad at you? Before you went to school yesterday, you weren’t hurt. What happened?”

She bit her lip, like she always did when she was nervous. A habit she’d picked up from me, actually. I kept looking at her in silence, waiting for an answer to come.

“I know you said I couldn’t run, Mommy, but... I told the coach you said it was okay, and he let me join the practice during P.E. yesterday.”

I ran my hand over my face, still making a surreal effort to stay calm. Now I wanted to go to that school and jump down that teacher’s throat. How could he take a child’s word for something so serious?

Still, that didn’t excuse Lara’s behavior.

“Baby, I told you, this prosthetic isn’t made for that. Look what happened. How long did you think you could hide that hurt leg from me? There are other activities at school, even other physical activities with less impact. We can pick something else.”

She lowered her head, but I could still see tears streaming down her cheeks.

“It only hurt later, Mommy. When I was running, I just felt happy. I only have two friends at school, Mommy. Caio and Ana Clara. And they’re both on the running team. I love to run and I love being with them. The other kids don’t like me. Some of them point at me and laugh because I still limp a little when I walk. That makes me sad. And I feel sad when I think about Daddy. But I feel happy when I’m running.” She lifted her little face, already soaked with tears, and looked at me with those blue eyes drowning in sadness. “Do you understand, Mommy?”

It was my turn to bite my lip, fighting to hold back my own tears. I ran my hand across her face, drying her tears.

“I understand, my love. And I swear to you, I’ll find a way. But I don’t want you to keep hurting yourself, so promise me you’ll wait a little. Please.”

She nodded in agreement, but I knew that would be incredibly hard for her. I pulled her close and hugged her tight, unable to stop a few tears from sliding down my own face. But I wiped them away quickly. I couldn’t cry. I couldn’t fall apart. I had to be strong for my daughter.

I went back to cleaning and disinfecting the wounds. Then I helped her bathe, and once her skin was dry, I bandaged her. I didn’t want her to rub the prosthetic against it that day, so I decided not to send her to school. I told her we’d have a movie day at home, and after lunch, I took her to my room, where the bed was bigger, and we spent the day there watching cartoons on TV. I made popcorn and sandwiches in the late afternoon. Lara started smiling again, even laughing at funny scenes in her favorite shows, and it was like anesthetic for my heart.

But anesthesia is temporary, and as soon as she fell asleep, late in the evening, the pain came back. I turned off the TV and leaned over the bed, gazing at my little girl’s sleeping face. When she was born, I swore to myself I would always protect her. But I’d been failing miserably. I would do anything for her. But... what did “anything” mean? What was I missing?

An idea settled into my mind, at first unsettling, but then revealing itself as a solution.

I got up and left the room. Crossing the living room, I grabbed the jacket hanging over the back of my work chair and put it on as I opened the door and stepped out into the yard, then onto the street. I stopped in front of the gate next to mine and pressed the doorbell. Normally I’d just walk in without announcing myself, the same way the woman who lived there did at my place, but I didn’t intend to go inside. My daughter was home alone, so I’d just say what I needed to say from right there.

Carol appeared a moment later, opening the gate and looking at me with confusion.

“Why didn’t you come in, Lu? It was unlocked. Where’s Lara? I thought you two were coming for our pizza. Well, I didn’t close the deal, but the pizza’s still on.”

“Carol...” I cut her off. The expression on her face turned worried; she probably sensed something was wrong.

“What happened? Is Lara okay?”

“Lara’s not okay, but she will be. I’m going to get her the prosthetics. Both the everyday one and the running one. As soon as possible.”

“How, Lu? My God, you’re not thinking of taking out a loan with a loan shark or something, are you?”

“Something like that...” I said. It was pretty different, but... it was equally illegal. I took a deep breath, bracing myself for what I was about to say next. “I want you to tell your lawyer friend that you know a woman who’s interested in his client’s proposal.”

Carolina’s tanned face went pale, shocked by what she was hearing.

I don’t blame her. Inside, I was in shock too. But I wasn’t going to turn back.

​
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Marcos

Two Weeks Later

THE SITUATION WAS... curious, to say the least.

Sitting on the sofa in my office, at the headquarters of MH Technology—my company—I stared at the three envelopes on the table. They contained photos, information, and, most importantly: the results of the medical exams taken by the three “finalists” in Thiago’s search.

He’d actually found women willing to rent out their wombs—for the price I’d agreed to pay, that didn’t surprise me all that much. They’d all gone through interviews. He’d also hired a trusted psychologist to do an evaluation session with each of them—after all, I didn’t want some psychopath who might try to kidnap the baby, threaten me, or pull any other kind of stunt. Finally, they’d all undergone medical exams to assess their overall health and fitness for pregnancy. At the end of it all, three remained. Young, physically healthy, and mentally stable. And now I had to choose one of them based on... I had no idea.

“You’ve got their photos to help you,” Thiago said, sitting in the armchair across the table, pointing at the envelopes. “That’s where your kid’s going to live for nine months. Only fair you pick the prettiest one.”

“This isn’t renting an apartment, Thiago,” I shot back, mildly irritated. “We’re talking about three human beings.”

“It is a rental, my friend. And if I may add, a damn expensive one. They’re all about the same age and equally healthy. The only parameter left is looks. Come on, look at the photos and make a decision.”

I wasn’t going to do it. No, that was too much for me.

I stood up and started pacing slowly across the spacious room.

“Where did you find these girls? None of them know who I am, right?”

“You’re not dealing with an amateur here, man. Of course none of them know my ‘client’s’ identity. You’ll probably want to be present for some of the prenatal checkups, so the one we pick will have to sign a confidentiality agreement. We’ll cover our asses as much as possible to make sure this never hits the media.”

“Right. But where did you find them?”

“I dangled some bait. Mentioned the deal to about half a dozen people... don’t worry, none of them know you. One of them actually volunteered on the spot. Out of the other five, three mentioned it to friends who ended up contacting me. The others, like I said, posted in Facebook groups about the topic. Speaking of which, you could totally build a group system into Connection, you know? That shit would be a lifesaver.”

I wasn’t about to discuss the features of my app with Thiago. So I pushed the subject.

“And these three ‘finalists’—where’s each one from? Also, do you have anything to say about them, so I have something besides medical history and photos to base my decision on?”

Thiago spun the armchair around to face me.

“Two of them came from the groups. Number one is the youngest, twenty-five, no kids, works as a teacher...”

“Won’t that be weird?” I interrupted. “She’ll show up pregnant at work. Her colleagues and students are going to ask about the kid afterward.”

“Don’t forget you’re covering all the expenses for whoever we pick during those nine months, Marcos. Exactly so she won’t have to work and can stay more isolated. It’s essential that only the people closest to the woman know what’s happening—as few people as possible.”

“And what’s the minimum for this girl?”

“She lives with her parents and three siblings.” Five people... that wasn’t good. Too many people involved. “Moving on—number two, who also came from a group, is twenty-six. She’s married, but no kids either.”

“Her husband’s okay with this?”

“He went with her to all the exams. They really need the money, but I’m already bracing myself—the guy’s kind of jealous and tries to stick his nose into everything.”

Just what I needed...

“And the last one?”

“Number three is the oldest, twenty-nine. She’s a friend of a girl I’ve been seeing, one of the ones I dangled the bait in front of. Honestly, I can tell you more about the other two—they basically told me their whole life stories. This one’s the type who doesn’t talk about herself. She’s pretty quiet, only answers what she’s asked. But she did mention this will be her second pregnancy and second delivery. If you want to factor in experience, she’s a good option.”

“A good option.” The way he talked still sounded like a realtor trying to lease a property. Well, everything about this situation was already surreal enough that I had no room to complain about anything. I had to decide who would be the owner of the womb that would carry my child, based on half a dozen scraps of information.

Defeated, I walked over to the table, opened each envelope, pulled out the printed photos on A4 paper, and lined them up next to each other, recalling what Thiago had told me about each woman. None of the three family setups was ideal. Parents, siblings, husbands, and kids would just add more people in the know about the arrangement, which could complicate things. I looked at each photo. Three physically different women, though all very attractive—not that that actually mattered. But I lingered longer on the last one, replaying what my friend had said.
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