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PROLOGUE

[image: ]




THERE'S A THEORY THAT the flapping of a butterfly's wings can cause a hurricane. A small movement, over time, can turn into a catastrophe. And that's how their lives changed. An instant was all it took for chaos. For the incident that split their lives in half.

A few years ago, that day arrived. On one side, Álvaro, newly married, with his infant son in his arms. A man devoted to his duty and his family. On the other, José Henrique, a businessman in love with his wife and twin sons, still very young.

The news that could have been just a routine call between them, their wives, who traveled together like the close sisters they were, in a routine moment they did every year, became a great torment.

Now widowed and with children, Álvaro and José Henrique need to relearn about life, to teach it to those little apprentices.

What Álvaro didn't expect when he returned to his routine on the farm was that in a few years, true love would find him unexpectedly.

José Henrique, immersed in pain and longing, never even thought that he would one day love again.

And what seemed like something they would never be able to experience again, changed their lives forever.
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​CHAPTER 1
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Aurora Dias

MY “OPTIMISTIC” QUOTE of the day?

Nothing is bad enough that it can't get worse.

I started the day stumbling upon an eviction notice. A yellowed A4 sheet, folded in half, lay like a silent insult under the door of my tiny apartment. A dry, emotionless letter.

“Vacate in 15 days.”

And so, São Paulo sent me flowers: ruined and smelling of the end.

This tiny apartment has known me since I arrived from the Marvelous City. I came to study Pedagogy at the college I was accepted into, and survived as best I could. Being a Carioca in São Paulo isn't a stroll along Copacabana. Every time I open my mouth, someone resurrects the Rio vs. São Paulo feud with jokes about my "strange accent" as if it were a character flaw.​

And yes, being poor doesn't help either. But I've given my all over these nearly four years. I've been a waitress, a bus station bathroom cleaner, a copy machine assistant at a prep school, an invisible newspaper vendor, a bakery attendant at six in the morning. Everything but a criminal. And I haven't even managed to get a single date. I'm still a virgin— not out of angelic purity, but out of sheer lack of time and luck.

Today I was determined: It would be the day of the change. I showered, dried my hair with the breeze from the window, and put on my dark jeans— the same ones I wear at night to study. The tight-fitting shirt helped me look professional. It was the ideal outfit for the "serious, hard-working candidate." With my bag full of folded resumes, I headed downtown on a mission almost divine.

I don't know how long I was wandering between handing out resumes and asking for information in that concrete jungle when:

"Miss, try over there," said a polite receptionist at a fancy restaurant, pointing to a building with a mirrored facade. "It's already full here."

Mercy, this will be my last attempt.

She pointed to an HR firm. I immediately crossed the avenue when the light changed and ran to the indicated location that early afternoon. The building had that typical smell of a downtown office building: a mix of fresh coffee wafting from the reception, air conditioning, and disinfectant with a hint of pine. I just wanted a job and nothing more.

However, amidst the rush of people in hurried suits, I saw something that made me stop.

A little boy. He must have been five or six, with messy dark blond hair, designer clothes, and clean sneakers. He walked alone, observing everything curiously. No one seemed to notice.

I left the focus on the resumes for later. I approached and gently touched his shoulder, not wanting to startle him. His skin was warm and smooth, with that sweet scent of baby lotion— something between chamomile and vanilla.

He turned slowly, his green eyes staring at me with a mixture of surprise and politeness.

— Hi... do you know me?

The voice came out calm, but with that typical childlike innocence.

— I don't think so... but I wanted to talk to you — I replied, bending down to his height.

He shrugged.

— It's just that normally only people who know me tap me on the shoulder.

I smiled, trying not to look too silly.

— So let me introduce myself properly. I'm Aurora. And you?

— Apollo.

Nice name. It suited him.

— Are you alone here?

He lowered his gaze, kicked the floor lightly with the toe of his sneaker, and said in a somewhat thoughtful tone:

— I wanted to go to heaven. I think up there, on the top floor, you can get closer.

It didn't sound like a joke. But it didn't sound too sad either. It was more like a curious plan he was trying to put into action.

— The sky itself is kind of hard to reach... But we can go up there just to look. How about that?

He thought for a moment, his eyes lost some of their shine, but he nodded calmly.

— I just wanted to talk to my mother.

At that moment, everything stopped. The noise in the lobby turned to silence. All I could hear was the sound of my heart pounding. He wanted to visit his mother. The one who's no longer here.

I couldn't destroy the fantasy, nor reinforce it with harsh truths. So I took a deep breath and improvised.

— Up there... we can make a special call. We write a magic letter. She hears everything.
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WHEN THE DOORS OPENED on the top floor, we were greeted by a raw concrete space. The walls were stained with age, and the floor reeked of dry dust, cement, and wind. But there, in the middle of nowhere, was a clear view of the sky— huge, blue, and open, with thin clouds slowly dripping like cream on glass.

Apollo took a deep breath, the wind ruffling his fine hair. His coat swayed around his small body as if the fabric, too, was trying to contain his feelings. He walked to the center of the terrace, looked up, and said,

— She’s around there... right?

His voice came out soft, with that tone that mixed certainty and doubt, like someone who believes, but is also afraid of believing too much.

“Yes, she is,” I replied, sitting next to him. “And I think she’s going to get a special message today.”

I took a sheet of paper from my notebook— pink with lilac polka dots— and wrote at the top: "Letter to the sky." The paper had a faint scent of gel pen and eraser, that school smell that's more comforting than it seems.

— Will you help me write?

He looked at me with a serious expression and shook his head slowly.

— I want you to write... but can I tell you what to say?

“Sure.” I picked up the pen and touched the tip to the paper. “Go on, tell me.”

His voice echoed slowly, softly, his breathing softly between sentences. He gestured lightly, rubbing his fingers on his knees as if trying to organize his thoughts.


"Mommy.

My brother, dad and I miss you so much.

If you can come back, just for a few days, it will make us very happy.

Dad cried in secret, I remember it to this day.

Yesterday I missed you so much that I couldn't stop crying either.

Sometimes I remember that you would put me to sleep next to Arthur every day, and sing us a song.

If you can sing again, I would be very happy.

There are days when I don't remember your face, so I take a photo and look at it again.

You must still be so beautiful, right?

My brother and I grew up a lot.

Daddy is being very good, even though he grounds us sometimes.

That's it. I just wanted to see you.

I love you lots.

Apollo."



I wrote down every word he dictated with the utmost care. The handwriting was slightly crooked, the paper trembled in the wind, but even so, the message seemed to take on a life of its own.

In the end, he smiled shyly.

— Ready?

I nodded and calmly folded the paper. I made an airplane fold, one of those simple ones that looked special in the context.

— Now we're going to send this letter to heaven. Can I have your hand?

He held on tight. His little hands were warm, his fingers gripping with confidence. We approached the edge of the terrace (at a safe distance, of course) and launched the little plane. It spun once in the air, was carried by the wind, and disappeared between the buildings, rising until it was just a tiny dot too far away to see.

Apollo stared for a moment, then gave a small smile. The kind of smile that makes no noise but changes the air around it.

— I think she'll see.

What he said hit me in the chest. I can't imagine the pain of losing his mother at that age. He must have suffered so much!

“I think so,” I said, wiping away a tear that had fallen before he noticed.

There, in that late afternoon silence, with the smell of wind and concrete in the air, I felt I had done the right thing. There was no need for drama, just to be there.

And he needed that too.

Afterward, Apollo remained silent for a few seconds. The wind blew against his face, pushing a strand of blond hair upward. He blinked slowly, as if waiting for some answer from beyond— something visible, perhaps a different cloud, a sign on the horizon.

But time passed, and nothing happened.

— I wanted to go with her... — he murmured.

The sentence came out in a whisper, almost as if he were speaking to himself. His small, choked voice hung in the air for a moment, and before I could fully comprehend it, he took a step back, took a deep breath, and exploded:

“I want to go with her!” he repeated louder, stomping his feet against the concrete floor.

I was startled. The way he spoke was sharper, faster, and more desperate. It didn't sound like a tantrum, it was just too much emotion trying to escape such a small body.

— Apollo, don't run! You might get hurt!

He began to run across the terrace, his sneakers squeaking against the rough floor. His shirt flapped, his coat slipped off his shoulder. He stumbled, fell, and got up again. He pushed me away with his arms outstretched, not letting me get close, as if he were protecting his space from pain.

I waited. Not impatiently, but carefully.

I sat against the wall, watching, wondering what he must have been thinking, doing all this. The wind carried that tense silence, broken only by his sobs and the sound of the city below.

Little by little, he slowed down. He sat on the ground, exhausted, his eyes red. His breathing was ragged, as if he'd run miles— but it was just the emotion gasping for air.

I approached slowly, without invading his space, and sat down next to him. I wouldn't be so bold as to ask him questions.

— Do you want to stay quiet a little longer?

He simply nodded. Then he rested his head on my arm. He didn't say anything else.

We stood there for a few minutes, accompanied by the smell of hot concrete, the distant sound of horns, and the sky above us, huge and indifferent.

After he calmed down, we got off the bus together. I asked him to tell me his full name and where he'd gotten off the bus. To my surprise, he knew everything perfectly: his first name, last name, the model of the car, and where it was parked.

We walked the streets calmly. The city seemed less noisy now, as if respecting the break he needed.

Until, as he turned a corner, he stopped, pointed, and said firmly:

— It's my daddy!
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Well, that's right. My day— which began with an eviction notice and seemed to have ended with a paper airplane launched into the sky— ended with a flourish: at the police station.

All because Apollo's father, a veritable human wall who looks like he could even boss the country's president around, decided to denounce me. According to him, I posed a risk to his son's physical, emotional, and cosmic well-being. He simply showed up with the boy in his arms and delivered a speech worthy of a soap opera.

I didn't even get a chance to open my mouth. Apparently, the influential gentleman there was the kind of man who didn't need to show any documents: the officers already treated him like the head of the unit.

I sat on a hard chair that smelled of old rubber while the clerk listened to our story. The air was stuffy, and the coffee in the next room was already stale. I observed everything with the calm of someone with no choice, and with my anger well hidden in my pocket, because I still didn't know who I was dealing with.

My time would come. I knew it.

— So this citizen, — he began, using “citizen” as if it were an insult — whose name I don’t care to know, left my son in this state, as you can see.

His voice was deep, cutting, the kind that echoes even when spoken softly. It could intimidate anyone. Except me.

— My son has been exposed to who knows what this whole time!

I tried the diplomatic approach.

— May I speak now, sir, officer?

No. Of course not. It was obvious not.

"You can't," the man replied, his son already in his arms like a walking emotional fortress. "If there's anyone here I trust, it's my son."

Apolo remained silent. His coat was still dirty, his eyes curious but tired. He didn't seem to fully understand the commotion. He looked at his father, then at me, then at the police chief. He paused in that way that gives anyone in the informal dock a racing heart.

And then, in a calm, quiet voice, he said:

— Aunt helped me send a letter to my mom.

That's it. That was all it took.

General silence. A simple, sincere, and impossible-to-distort statement. I took a deep breath. I might not be exonerated immediately, but there, in that few words, was my complete defense.
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​CHAPTER 2
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José Henrique

— AS I MENTIONED EARLIER to Mr. Salles... Priority investment in renewable energy will grow by 22 percent compared to the rate five years ago. Everything is detailed in this table, and the estimated final profit is shown here.

I struggled to keep my gaze fixed on my partner as he presented the multicolored graph that occupied the center of the meeting room wall. A chart of progress and projections that, to the eyes of those present, looked promising. But to me, the numbers seemed blurry, as if the glass were covered in a persistent fog. My attention slipped between percentages and predictions, irretrievably lost in the echo of the image that had haunted me since the previous night: Apollo's muffled cry, his small body trembling in my arms, as if trying to dissolve within me.

Over the past three years, I've become a different person. I've abandoned the role of the father who comes home smelling of street food and coffee, who laughs at their mischief and turns out the hallway lights with a goodnight kiss. I've become the man who lives as an extension of them— a watchman, a pillar, a prisoner of a devotion that simultaneously consumes and honors.

The pen spun between my fingers like a nervous pendulum, the soft click of the cap repeating with an irregular rhythm. Sitting at the head of the table, I tried to focus on the presentation. But my heart galloped like a runaway horse, its beats echoing in every vertebra, like dull hammer blows on a locked door.

No one warns you that the fear of losing someone you love tears you apart. It eats away at your bones, paralyzes you, and leaves you trapped in a limbo between past and present. Memories drown, and even when I breathe, I gasp for air.

Then, as if the universe had heard my inner whisper, the phone vibrated.

"Excuse me. One minute." I raised my index finger, interrupting the diplomatic buzz in the room. I put the receiver to my ear, my stomach sinking into an abyss as if I knew what I would hear. "What happened?"

Lindalva's voice came out shaky, with the texture of someone trying to maintain composure in an earthquake.

— Mr. Salles... the boy Arthur... he simply disappeared.

The word "gone" was a piercing siren piercing the back of my neck. My blood seemed to boil in my veins, every cell vibrating in a frenzy. I pressed the phone to my ear as if I could squeeze another reality out of it, trying to muffle the scream imploding within me.​

— I'm going now.

I stormed out the conference room door. I didn't look at anyone. The stiff faces behind the table blurred like ghosts, irrelevant in the scenario where the worst nightmare was beginning to unfold.

My son is missing.

And half of me evaporated along with him from the house I thought was a sanctuary.
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COMPLETELY OUT OF MY mind, I sped up the driveway as if pulled by invisible currents. The SUV still roared in the yard, left with its doors unlocked and the steering wheel askew. The crunch of grass beneath the tires and the smell of hot rubber mingled with the muggy air of that cloudy afternoon.

The mansion's windows reflected a heavy sky, and the silence felt artificial— that out-of-place feeling, hidden behind the marble walls and neatly pressed curtains.

"What happened?" I asked between shallow breaths, as I saw Lindalva approaching the room. The sound of my footsteps echoed across the polished stone floor. My tie was askew, and sweat dripped down my shirt collar.

She came slowly, stumbling over her own words. Her hands scratched nervously, as if trying to erase something invisible. Her gaze lowered and trembled, lacking the courage to face my urgency.

— Sir, I don't know how...

“Where’s Apollo?” I cut in, my voice scratchy with urgency. “He must know something.”

The maid pointed toward the upstairs hallway, and I took the stairs two at a time, nearly slipping as I rounded the bend toward his room. The door swung open with a thud when I pushed hard, the latch nearly popping out of the wood.

Inside, time seemed different. The room was enveloped in a comfortable silence, the scent of crayons and baby shampoo lingering in the air. Apollo sat with his back to me at the central table. His coloring book was open, a poorly drawn pink cloud on the paper. Hearing the door slam, he turned with a start, dropping two crayons on the floor.

His eyes widened in instinctive shock, the sharp green reflecting confusion and fear.

— Daddy...

My body needed air, but my heart demanded calm. I inhaled as if trying to capture courage in the atmosphere. He's only six. He's a child. I can't let him see the panic in my eyes.

I walked slowly, the carpet muffling my footsteps as if the world wanted to shield me from this conversation. I crouched down to his level, resting one knee on the plush rug that exuded the warmth of the room.

Apollo looked away, opening and closing his mouth twice— an old ritual he performed when trying to keep secrets. It was like watching a tide trying to hold back its waves.

I held his cold little hands. I was trembling. His small, icy touch made my whole body tense.

— Son, look at me.

I spoke with restrained firmness, seeking the impossible harmony between authority and affection. An emotional bomb was exploding inside me, but the shell needed to remain intact.

After a few seconds of painful silence, he finally looked at me. His voice was hesitant, as if each syllable had been drawn out with effort.

— I'm Arthur... it was Apollo who ran away. He said he missed his mom and was going to visit her in heaven.

Everything froze.

— And... — my voice barely came out — Did he say how he would do it?

Arthur took a deep breath, his eyes drifting toward the window. The dim late afternoon light tinged the curtains gold, the contrast of the moment almost cruel.

"He said he was going to get in Uncle Jonas's car and go to the tallest building. I told him we're not birds, Dad... but he said he's not afraid, that he'll find Mom." His voice broke. "Can we find her like this?"

My heart shattered into a thousand pieces in that moment, as if each word were a crack in an emotional dam. The day before had been Paula's birthday, their mother, and every year I take time to talk about her and show her photos. I think this may have caused all this confusion in my little ones' heads. Arthur's eyes were filled with tears, and the innocent gleam of hope in them tore me apart.​

On impulse, I hugged him tightly, as if trying to stop the universe from taking him. His weak cry became a river, and I was the bank that kept him from getting lost.
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After leaving Arthur with Lindalva, my hands were already searching for the driver's number, guided by instinct. My fingers trembled, each touch on the screen feeling like a ton. Jonas answered after two rings, but his voice revealed more questions than answers.

— Sir, I didn't see the boy. He's not in the car. I... I don't know where he might be.

Anger crashed like a dry, silent wave— not against Jonah, but against myself. Against the illusion of security I'd built. Against my failure.

I parked the car near the location Jonas had indicated. The streets in the area were bustling with late afternoon: honking horns, hurried footsteps, and discordant voices. São Paulo was bustling with life, and there I was, trying to find one child among millions.

The city seemed like an immense beast. A concrete maze that would swallow a small boy with fair hair. Anxiety painted horrific images— strangers approaching, locked doors, dark alleys...​

Every corner I turned was a silent stab in my chest. The blocks multiplied, and with them, the panic. My legs burned, I was short of breath, and sweat dripped down my temples. I ran, not with my feet, but with desperation.

I glanced at a public clock on a street corner: 4:04 p.m. The sun was beginning to disappear behind concrete buildings and clouds. I'd been searching for over half an hour, and there was no sign of it. No clue.

My eyes returned to the sky.

It was in that instant— broken and faithless— that my soul, stuck in my throat, whispered something. Like a thread of humanity that refused to die:

"God... I know I'm not your best son. I know what I said... what I yelled at you three years ago..." My voice came out shaky, choked. I leaned against a post, my fingers slipping over the cold rust of the structure. "But today... just today... I beg you. Help me. Just this once..."

My voice turned to a lament. The breath of a frail man, surrendered to impotence. I felt my body falter, the weight of guilt and the words spoken over the years crushing me from within.

I closed my eyes. The city disappeared. Only that pain remained— the pain of someone who had lost everything and wondered if they had any right to get anything back.

But then...

— Sir!

A firm hand touched my shoulder. The shock made my vision go black for a second, as if the world had jolted.

— Lord! Oh my God, someone help me, he's falling to the ground!

— Father!

That word... that voice.

I opened my eyes, fighting dizziness. The image around me spun, but the sound guided me like a beacon in a storm.

It was Apollo.

Kneeling almost on the asphalt, his dirty little hands clutching mine, Apollo pulled me tightly— like someone finally returning home after getting lost in a world much bigger than themselves. His dark blond hair clung to his sweaty forehead, and his clothes were wrinkled, stained with traces of the difficult path he'd traveled. But despite this, his eyes shone with relief— the kind of shine that only comes when a child feels safe again.

The expression on his face, previously filled with weariness, now reflected a shy and urgent joy, the comfort of knowing that the worst was over and that his father's arms were there, once again, open to welcome him.

"Help!" the female voice beside him shouted, but no one came to help. "He's almost seven feet tall and weighs more than this pole! Someone help!"

No one came, but with the woman's help, I got up. My muscles slowly started working again, as if they'd been thawed. My head was pounding, but my instincts were pure steel.​

Apollo stood before me, wounded on the inside and dirty on the outside. Staring at me with eyes that simultaneously asked for explanation and protection.

The woman beside him looked as shaken as I felt. Her brown hair was disheveled, her eyes wide, her lips trembling. There was an air of urgency and fear, as if she'd stepped into unfamiliar territory.

I crouched down before my son. The pain was swallowed by the need to be strong.

— Who did this to you? What happened, Apollo?

I looked for signs on his body. Torn clothes, bruises, anything that would tell me the unseen story.

The woman tried to speak, but my attention was riveted on the boy. So I quickly turned toward her.

"Who are you?" I snapped, already standing, my chest swelling with fury. "Did you attack my son? Did you do something bad to him?"

— N-No... I just...

— Daddy, she brought me...

"We'll talk at the police station." I grabbed Apolo by the arm, already pulling out my phone. "Come on. You're grounded."

The call was made quickly, without hesitation. As I explained what had happened to the police, I saw the woman's lips lose color.

— Yes, the suspect is with me.

— Sir, I didn't do anything, I swear!

I stared at her hard.

— Don't take a single step before the police arrive.

She whispered something like, “Oh shit... now my life is going to be hell.”

However, she didn't know what hell was.

Hell was living knowing your children could be taken away by the world at any moment. That you don't have the power to save the ones you love from every tragedy.

She didn't know.

But I, unfortunately... knew too much.
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​CHAPTER 3
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José Henrique

I WAS PISSED!

An unknown woman, with a smooth, ordinary appearance, had spent hours with my son, doing who knows what! And there I was, sitting in that police station, trying to narrate the facts so that a police report could be filed, fighting the urge to say everything I thought.

What if it had been a kidnapping?

What if Apollo had been injured?

But then, as if the universe found my silent outburst amusing, my son said:

— Aunt helped me send a letter to Mom.

That's it. That was all it took.

The simple sentence tore a hole in my certainty.

I took a deep breath. My body remained rigid, but inside everything slipped. It was as if someone had pulled a thread at the core of my logic, and it began to unravel, slowly and inevitably.

My greatest weakness has always been my family. Ever since I lost Paula on that damned mountain between São Paulo and Rio, this protective instinct has become the most important thing in the world. Any little thing turns into a massive trigger.

And suddenly, in front of that woman — who until then I had thought was irresponsible or dangerous — everything seemed... disproportionate.

She didn't do anything wrong.

No ulterior motives.

No malice.

I looked at her and said:

— Do you know who we are?

She stared at me unblinkingly with those steady brown eyes. She raised an eyebrow and replied with the slight irony that only people accustomed to dealing with the world have:

— Apollo gave me their full names, but I didn't Google them. Why? Are they famous tycoons?

The irony there didn't hurt me. It made me stop.
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