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FOR LOVE AND REVENGE


Chapter 1

My story begins when I was invited to compete in the Miss Brazil pageant.

Mom was flattered by the invitation. Dad, on the other hand, feared that a pageant of this level would lead young women astray. The event organizer had to talk to him to reassure him that nothing bad would happen to me.

Mom, to encourage him to let me participate, reminded him that a contest like this could open up many opportunities for me. So, he ended up agreeing to let me participate.

The Anhembi Convention Center in São Paulo was packed to watch the final of the Miss Brazil contest in 1995. Family members of the contestants from each state of the country mingled with curious onlookers and reporters from TV, magazines, and newspapers.

The master of ceremonies, dressed in an elegant black tie, took his place at the center of the stage and prepared to announce the winner of the Miss Brazil contest, in which I was participating.

At that moment, I felt my legs wobble again. My heart was beating so fast that it felt like it was going to shatter into a thousand pieces like tempered glass when it hits the floor.

Everyone present had their eyes on me. So did the viewers. My supporters were as strong as those of the representative from the state of Goiás. The second favorite.

The presenter did his best to maintain the suspense and climax of the contest. Finally, the moment to announce the winner had arrived:

"The winner of this year's Miss Brazil contest is..."

The drums rolled.

"The winner is... Miss Paraná! Marina Mendes Arcanjo." 

The audience went wild. So did the viewers, because the person everyone wanted to win had won.

It took me a few seconds to realize that I had been elected the newest Miss Brazil. The emotion was evident, and I burst into tears despite myself. When the bouquet of flowers was placed in my hands by a TV heartthrob, I almost fell to the floor.

"Beautiful!" some shouted, while others cheered and whistled.

I had won, surprisingly, I had won. But there was nothing surprising about it, after all, I was by far, without any modesty, the most beautiful girl in the contest, with a rare face, like a shining diamond, valuable and stunningly beautiful.

The presenter came up to me, bowed slightly and asked:

"Marina Mendes Arcanjo, how do you feel about being elected the newest Miss Brazil?"

I didn't answer right away. I stared into the presenter's light brown eyes, which held my gaze firmly.

I opened my mouth and let out only an exclamation of euphoria, then lost my voice. I lowered my head temporarily, then looked back at him, apologizing with a grimace. I looked at the audience and when I spoke, my voice sounded different, filled with emotion.

"I don't know what to say... This all seems like a dream.

"Just say if you're happy."

"Happy?" I murmured dreamily. "Yes, I'm very happy."

"It's a great responsibility and a great privilege to represent Brazil in the Miss Universe pageant, you know..."

"I know, and it makes me very proud. Very proud indeed. I hope I don't disappoint my country." 

“With your beauty, your grace, and your charisma, you will conquer the whole world, my dear. The whole world.

I walked across the stage again, with a beautiful, giant bouquet of flowers tucked under one arm and the other waving in the air. I walked as if I were dreaming. A shower of rose petals fell from the ceiling, perfuming the air, while the audience continued to applaud me, moved.

"Marina! Marina! Marina!" they all shouted in unison. Only someone who has been Miss Brazil can understand the thrill of victory, what I felt on that unique and unforgettable night.

My city was in an uproar, awaiting my arrival. No wonder, they were proud of me for winning the contest. They had never felt so important as they did now, we were featured in all the newspapers, magazines, and TV news programs in the country.

And everyone was very proud that it was me, Marina Mendes Arcanjo, who had turned Brazil's eyes to them. And very soon, if all went well, I would turn the eyes of the world to them. Yes, because if I won the Miss Universe pageant, everyone would want to know where this beautiful creature, elected the most beautiful woman in the world, had come from.

And I repeat, without modesty, I was beautiful, really beautiful. And of a singular delicacy. A masterpiece of nature. Like an orchid, a rare diamond.

My face was always pretty, whether I wore makeup or not. I was one of those young women who would remain beautiful even as an adult without needing to wear makeup.

My eyes were a greenish-brown color, my eyelashes were long, and I spoke softly, with a low, attractive voice and very clear diction. It was as if I were, properly speaking, a "Lady Macbeth."

"Lady... Who?" One of Shakespeare's characters. I loved Shakespeare. By then, I had read almost everything he had written. The phrases of his that most impressed me were:

"Our doubts are traitors and make us lose what we could often win, simply for fear of taking risks."

"Men of few words are the best."

"Everyone is capable of mastering pain, except those who feel it."

"Fighting for love is good, but achieving it without a fight is better."

“Suspicion always haunts a guilty conscience; the thief sees a policeman in every shadow.”

“It is easier to get what you want with a smile than at the point of a sword.”

“We suffer greatly for the little we lack and enjoy little of the much we have.”

“Love is not seen with the eyes, but with the heart.”

The phrases by Shakespeare that touched me the most were:

“Passion increases in proportion to the obstacles that oppose it.” and “To lament a past pain in the present is to create another pain and suffer again.”

Why did they affect me so much? Well, you'll soon find out.

I wore a well-tailored white suit and a very light lilac blouse, delicately pleated, with a high neckline closed by a small cameo when I returned to my city. My brown hair fell on both sides of my face. Like Mona Lisa's.

I was well dressed because I knew in advance that the city hall had prepared a reception for my arrival at the city club.

As soon as I got out of the car that the mayor had sent to pick me up in São Paulo, I was taken by the first lady to meet the city officials, from whom I received greetings, compliments, and awards, and, of course, I posed for photos with each of them.

The most time I had for my family, consisting of my father, mother, and sister, was to kiss and hug them. As for Luciano, my boyfriend, I only managed to give and receive a kiss on the cheek. Nothing more. I don't think he was bothered by this, because he knew that this rarely happened and that we would have all the time in the world to enjoy each other afterwards.

The club hall reserved by the city hall for the event was packed with people. The most important people in the city, of course, and members of the party that was in power at the time were present.

Waiters served champagne and guaraná, as well as snacks.

I was in a good mood, responding enthusiastically to everyone's comments.

To loosen up a little, I took a sip of champagne. Wherever I went, everyone followed me with their eyes. Being the center of attention did not make me conceited, no. Nothing made me more conceited than having the eyes of my boyfriend, Luciano Segabinassi, my first boyfriend, the love of my life, focused on me, revealing passion and admiration, filling my heart with joy and satisfaction.

After all the excitement, speeches, and compliments about me, and my own speech in which I thanked everyone for their presence and support, I gave one last brilliant smile to those present and left in the company of Luciano, who felt as important as I did. 

He drove me home and before I went in, we talked a little outside the car.

He then held my face with his strong, firm hands and then very slowly kissed me. In this affectionate touch of his lips, I felt once again that his love for me was deep and lasting. Then he stroked my hair, making me feel as happy as a dog that loves to be petted by its owner.

He put his arms around my waist and stared at me with his beautiful, magical, luminescent eyes. I stood on tiptoe and kissed him again with passion.

He looked deep into my brown-green eyes and declared:

"You are beautiful, Marina. The most beautiful woman in the world."

"Stop throwing confetti at me, Lu, come on! Soon success will go to my head and I'll become unbearable."

“Not at all. Beautiful things are meant to be seen and admired. At least that's what my father thinks, and I agree with him. I'm proud to have the most beautiful girl in town and in the country as my girlfriend.

I stood on my tiptoes again and kissed him passionately.

“I really wanted to stay with you for the rest of the day, but... I need to pay attention to Mom and Dad too. We barely talked during the reception. Besides, the trip left me exhausted.

"Don't worry, Marina. Get some rest. We'll see each other tomorrow. And sweet dreams."

It was hard for me to say goodbye to Lu, because I missed him so much.

As soon as I got home, Mom came up to me and hugged me.

"I didn't even get to talk to you properly, my dear," she said, tucking my hair behind my ears so she could see me better.

I smiled.

"It was so exciting, daughter, when the contest host said your name. My heart almost stopped."

"Don't exaggerate, Mom."

"I'm serious. For a mother to see her daughter crowned Miss Brazil is very emotional. Something to be very proud of."

Mom was a thin, short woman with a full neck and discreetly styled hair... everything about her, in short, was discreet.

Dad was the next to congratulate me. He kissed me on the forehead and said:

"Congratulations, daughter!"

He didn't say much, but what he said meant a thousand words to me.

He was the most humble man I had ever met. As my generation would say: a simple person through and through. A hard worker. Everything he had achieved in life up to that point, after long years of work, was the house we lived in, a BNH* house. His love for us and his affection made up for any lack of money.

He had a somewhat solemn appearance. A broad, frank smile. Brown hair, straight like mine.

There was also Beatriz, my sister. We were almost the same age.  We were very close. We talked a lot and shared secrets.

Everyone emphasized my beauty so much that Beatriz was also expected to be beautiful. No one was ever prepared to encounter the imperfection of her features, her angular nose, her protruding chin and square forehead. Only her hair resembled mine, with one difference: mine was combed back, while Beatriz's was combed forward in order to hide the face she disliked so much.

She came up to me and hugged me:

"Sister, you've become a celebrity, isn't that amazing?"

I smiled and hugged her warmly.

Beatriz was an entirely ordinary young woman. She wasn't a brilliant student, but she was efficient. Her voice was low and expressionless, like someone determined at all costs not to draw attention to herself.

She was small, dark-haired, and seemed shy—her dark eyes spent most of their time modestly looking at the floor; she didn't like to look at anyone and feel judged.

She was, in every sense, a repressed person. She had been a child with a touch of endless sadness because she had thought herself ugly since childhood. She had always considered herself very ugly for as long as she could remember. That's why she took refuge in the world of books to escape the reality that hurt her so much.

At least once a day, she would look at herself in the large mirror on her dressing table and criticize her appearance. Sometimes she thought that at least her eyes were beautiful, a hypothesis that gave her great satisfaction.

Unfortunately, the deep wound of judging herself ugly always permeated her attitude towards life.

But I loved Beatriz, always, ever since I was a little girl. And I wanted her to be happy, as happy as I was. I wanted her to free herself from the prejudice she had against herself so she could enjoy life in a lighter, freer, and more relaxed way, as it should be, as I think it should be, at the time.

I woke up early the next day and rolled silently out of bed, taking care not to wake Beatriz, who seemed to be sleeping deeply.

"Up so early?" she asked as soon as I started getting dressed.

I approached the bed with a kind smile.

"I lost sleep."

She sat up in bed and leaned her back against the pillow against the headboard.

"You have so much to tell me, Marina."

"There's not much to tell, little sister. Everything I've been through, you've seen on TV."

"Ah, but it's not the same as being there, live."

“Well, that's true.

“And the soap opera heartthrob who presented you with the sash? Is he as handsome in real life as he is on TV?

“Yes. A dream. A hottie.

“Wow! I'm so happy for you. I'm sure you'll win the Miss Universe contest.

“I wouldn't count on it. Just participating is a big achievement for me.

“You're going to win, Marina. I'm sure of it, as sure as two plus two equals four.

The idea of winning the Miss Universe contest made my heart race once again. Beatriz, excited, said the following:

"Luciano seemed to be walking on air yesterday."

“Did you think so?

“We all did. No wonder, what guy has a girlfriend who wins the Miss Brazil pageant? 

"Yeah... you're right."

Beatriz hugged her knees and mused:


“Oh, I wish I had a guy who was as in love with me as Luciano is with you.


“Are you going to tell me you don't?

“In love with me? No one!

“Are you in love with anyone?

Beatriz blushed.

I sat on the edge of the bed and, staring anxiously at my sister, asked:

“Who is he, Beatriz? Come on, tell me.

Beatriz spun around, got up quickly, and changed the subject.

"Oh, sis, why now? We've always been confidants. Tell me who he is."

Her smile widened. She now seemed to see the boy far beyond what she saw in her mind.

"He goes to the same public school as me. His name is Danilo Lacerda."

The words came out slowly from her lips. 

"He has remarkable eyes. His gaze awakens in me a delicious curiosity to unravel his mysteries."

I looked at her approvingly.

"Tell me more, come on," I asked, genuinely interested in what she had to say.

“Ah... “Beatriz sighed “What a beautiful couple we would make! However, I don't think he's ever noticed me at school.

"Really? How can you be sure?"

"I just know, my sister, that ever since I saw him, my heart has been irrevocably devoted to the possibility of dating him."

"How wonderful!"

"Not at all. It will never happen. I have to face reality."

"Now, now, Beatriz... Don't jump to conclusions."

“What good does it do me to harbor illusions?

“Hey! You're not a fortune teller, so how can you know...

She cut me off gently:

“I may not be a fortune teller, but I am sensible. I know very well that no boy likes ugly girls. No boy, no girl, no one.

“Oh, that's an exaggeration, Beatriz.

“It's not an exaggeration at all.

“Yes, it is!

"No, Marina."

I silently wondered if Danilo really ignored her as she thought, or if it was all just a figment of her low self-esteem.

Perhaps he treated her with indifference because he hadn't noticed Beatriz's fascinated face, lost in love for him.

“Rumor has it at school that Danilo likes Vera Lucia, the prettiest girl in school after you.

"But you're not sure."

"But that's what they say. Where there's smoke, there's fire."

After a brief pause, Beatriz returned to the subject:

"I think he's going to the dance next week."

“Wonderful! “I exclaimed, excited. “That way you'll have the opportunity to get closer to him.

“How? The dance is only for club members. Tickets for non-members cost a fortune.

“Sis, sweetie. I was invited to the dance by the club director. He gave me a table for free. I have four tickets.

"Really?"

I nodded.

"Wow! You really are a lucky girl, Marina."

“Now! I'm, let's say, famous because of the contest.

“Not at all, Marina... You've always been lucky. Starting with your beauty. Nature has blessed you. If I were as beautiful as you...

“Beauty isn't everything, Beatriz.

“I don't know about that. In the world we live in, it is!

When Luciano and I met that afternoon, he immediately noticed that something was bothering me.

"What's wrong?" he asked, looking at me sideways. "You seem upset."

"Do you know someone named Danilo Lacerda?"

“I've heard of him. But we're not friends, if that's what you're asking. Why do you ask? I'm already jealous.

"Don't be silly, Luciano. I'm asking because of Beatriz. She's flirting with him."

"Yeah... So what?"

His coldness surprised me.

“So what? I'd like to know if he's into her too, come on.

“Why?...

“Well...

He gave me a quick kiss and said sweetly:

"Let's talk about us, Marina. Forget your sister, we each have our own problems..."

He kissed me again, and this time it was a long kiss. One of those kisses that take us to heaven and leave us speechless. That awaken in us a wave of deep affection. Yes, that was exactly how I felt now, a wave of deep affection for Luciano.

"I wish I didn't like you so much," I confessed in a distant voice, hypnotized by passion. "I'm afraid I'll become dependent on you."

"Like an addiction?"

"Yes... Like an addiction..."

He laughed.

"Relax, Marina. Liking is good..."

"I know... It's just that sometimes it scares me a little, you know? Something I can't explain myself."

“Women... “he teased in a mischievous tone.

I squeezed Luciano's cheeks and confessed:

"It's so hard for me to distance myself from you, Luciano.

“But we're always so close!

“I know, but the Miss Brazil contest has distanced us a bit.

"I told you not to worry about it."

"I was afraid that the distance imposed by the pageant would drive you away from me."

“I'm here, aren't I?

“Yes. I think I worried for nothing.

“As always...

I pouted, smiled, and continued:

“You know we'll have to be apart again for a month or two while I'm competing in the Miss Universe pageant, right?

“I know.

“And that doesn't worry you?

“Of course not!

"Well, it bothers me.

“Why?

“Why?! Because it hurts too much to be away from you, Luciano.

“But it's only for a month or two...

“Just a month, you say? For me, it's almost an eternity.

“I've heard that women exaggerate, but this is too much.

“It's because I love you so much, Luciano.

“Calm down, Marina. It'll all be over before you know it. Focus on the contest, do your best, opportunities like this are rare, make the most of it. You can earn a lot of money from it, money that could be very useful to you.

"And for my family," I added. "Yes, I know. That's what motivates me most to participate in the contest. The more money I get, the better it will be for us, I mean, for my family. We don't even have a house that's fully paid for, you know."

"I think... In my opinion, okay? That you should save the money for yourself, for your future."

"I'm not like that, Lu. I can't just think about myself."

"Well, you should."

Luciano scratched the back of his neck with a mocking grimace and added.

"Well, you know what to do. When the time comes, you decide what's best for you. The important thing is to win the Miss Universe pageant, because doors and more doors will open for you if that happens.

"Won't you be jealous if I'm elected the most beautiful woman in the world?"

“Jealous, me?! I'll be very proud, that's for sure. It will be a great honor for me to have a Miss Universe as my girlfriend.

I looked at him with sudden interest and said impassively:

"I'm going to win that title, my love. I am. For you and for my family. You'll see!"

We kissed once more, this time more lingeringly. Our meeting that day ended with the same phrases as always:

"Will we see each other tomorrow?" I asked, eager for a yes.

And Lu replied with one of his dazzling smiles.

"Sweet dreams."

I sighed, enchanted.

Days later...

I was sitting on an old chair, reading a gossip magazine as old as the chair, in the tiny backyard of the house where I lived, enjoying the pleasant autumn sunshine, when Beatriz and Sônia, her best friend, showed up.

I smiled at them and invited them to sit next to me. Beatriz pulled up a stool for her friend and another for herself, stretched her legs, and sighed as if stretching in the morning:

"Finally," she said with a certain euphoria, "there's only one day left until the dance."

"And why, may I ask, are you so eager for that day to arrive?" asked Sônia, giving her friend a mischievous look.

The answer rang with undisguised joy.

"To see the boy who drives me crazy."

"Danilo, I bet!" commented Sonia with a touch of irony.

Beatriz nodded in agreement, looking satisfied.

"Do you know him, Sonia?" I wanted to know.

"Yes."

“And what do you think of him?

"He's hot, one of the hottest guys in school. He has a certain way about him, a smile, everything about him is charming."

"And what does he think of Beatriz?"

"Well, according to Débora and Patrícia from our class, he's also interested in Beatriz, but he's too shy to talk to her."

“Really?! When did you find out?

“This week, after Beatriz told everyone she's going to the dance.

Beatriz blushed with delight. I turned to her and said:

“You didn't tell me that, sis.

Beatriz, all smiles, replied:

“Sônia just told me, Marina.

Sonia continued, excitedly:

"Débora also told me that she heard that Danilo intends to ask Beatriz to dance at the ball."

“How wonderful!

"Now," said Beatriz, "I can hardly contain my excitement."

“Relax, Beatriz, everything will be fine.

"I'm so happy, Marina. So happy that when I walk, my feet barely seem to touch the ground."

“I know, I've felt that way before. When I realized I was in love with Luciano.

“It's so good, isn't it?

"It's wonderful."

“You really like this guy, huh?

“I am. So much so that if he doesn't ask me to dance because he's shy, I'm willing and determined to ask him.

“Wow!

“That's right! I can't stand this distance between us imposed by shyness anymore.

Beatriz stayed there for another minute, gazing at the golden world that seemed to swim and dissolve into itself, indistinct and blurred by its own beauty. The world of passion, which only teenagers can see at the first flutter of love in their hearts.


Chapter 2

The ball started right on time. The cream of society was there. I confess, I was more amiable than usual, charming and engaging as I knew how to be when I wanted to be.

Beautiful girls, blondes, brunettes, elegantly dressed, passed by, smiling and talking, followed by well-groomed boys with their hair slicked back with gel, with the unique and ephemeral beauty of adolescence at its peak.

At the tables, I saw blondes and brunettes who, ten, twenty, thirty years ago, had graced the ballroom and today were wrinkled and obese. This led me to realize that beauty, for most people, is indeed fleeting.

At the table that the club's board insisted on giving me as a courtesy, Luciano, Beatriz, and her friend Sônia were seated with me.

Beatriz was impeccably dressed. She had never been so concerned with looking beautiful as she was on that occasion. On the table were her glasses, which she rarely wore due to vanity, preferring to walk around blindly, as she could hardly see without them.

When she saw Danilo Lacerda, whom Beatriz was interested in, Sonia discreetly signaled to her friend. It was then that I could see the young man and, even from a distance, realize that he was really handsome.

"Is he looking at me?" she asked anxiously. "Is he? Come on, tell me. I'm anxious. Can't you see?"

"Calm down, Beatriz," I said. "Your anxiety is going to ruin everything. Put on your glasses and you'll be able to see everyone clearly."

"Me wearing glasses? I'm already ugly without them, with them I'll be hideous."

"Don't be silly. You're adorable."

"You say that because you're my sister and you feel sorry for me. I can't even stand to look at myself in the mirror for very long."

"Don't exaggerate."

"You know it's not an exaggeration."

When she turned her eyes back in the direction Danilo had gone, Sonia could no longer find him.

"I lost sight of Danilo," she said with some disappointment.

"Damn it," Beatriz snorted, irritated.

"Calm down, Beatriz..." I said. "The night is just beginning."

At that point, Sonia insisted once again that her friend accompany her to the bathroom. After much insistence, Beatriz finally agreed to her request.

It was obvious to me that Sônia had no physiological need to go to the bathroom; what she really wanted was a good excuse to parade around the club and show off to the boys.

And nothing could draw more attention to her than parading alongside a young woman like Beatriz, whose face and body were considered outside the standards of beauty by most people, especially the guys.

Walking beside her served to enhance her beauty, as Sonia must have realized. It was the same procedure that should be adopted if a woman wanted to appear taller. All she had to do was walk beside shorter friends.

Hollywood used this trick in the old cowboy movies. To make the actors look taller, they built the doors of the houses lower.

I thought about forbidding Beatriz from accompanying her friend so she wouldn't be used by her, but I changed my mind. I didn't want conflict between the two; Sonia was Beatriz's only friend, and even if she was a bit fake, it was better to have one like that than none at all. No one can live without friends.

After a spin around the dance floor, the two young women returned to their table. It was when they were coming back that Beatriz and Danilo crossed paths, and she took the opportunity to greet him.

"Hello," she said in a friendly tone.

He didn't seem to hear her, as he continued walking, showing off and flirting with the other girls.

"He didn't hear you..." commented Sônia.

"Well, with that loud music."

As soon as she reached the table, Beatriz told me the latest details.

Minutes later, Danilo stopped again a few feet from the table where we were sitting, and his impersonal, uncurious gaze met Beatriz's. Even so, she sighed as if he had looked at her with interest.

I considered going over to talk to him, to build a bridge between the two of them. It wouldn't have cost me anything, but my attention was distracted again by the arrival of influential people from the city, who had come to congratulate me on winning the Miss title.

When I thought again about serving as a bridge between Danilo and Beatriz, Luciano returned to the table and took me in his arms. A waiter appeared shortly after, bringing us complimentary champagne.

"Let's drink to this great event," Lu ordered after we had a glass full of sparkling wine in our hands.

Slowly, very slowly, with my eyes fixed on his, I raised my glass to my lips.

"To your success," he said, "and to your great future as Miss... Universe."

I smiled, enamored, and drank. Then we went to the ballroom to dance.

"How does it feel to be dancing with the newest Miss Brazil?" I asked him with the usual intonation of young people.

"Knowing that the most beautiful woman in Brazil is mine alone, there's nothing better."

A kiss completed his answer.

I only found out what I am about to tell you later, through Beatriz, but I am telling it now because this is the correct order of events.

Tired of waiting at the table for Danilo to grace her with his presence, Beatriz decided to take a spin around the room in search of him. She soon found him in a circle of friends.

Of course, she had her doubts. If she approached him to strike up a pleasant conversation, would he respond with the same cordiality? However, there was no reason to fear, she thought; one of her classmates had made it very clear that he had been interested in her for some time and only refrained from approaching her because of his shyness.

"Well," she thought, "here I go! In the name of love!"

As soon as she approached, Beatriz discovered that the boys were talking about me, Marina.

It was Danilo himself who monopolized the conversation:

"How can one be so beautiful and the other so ugly?


"Man, you're right. What Marina has that's beautiful, Beatriz has that's ugly.


"Man, the difference between the two is striking."


"Yeah, it is, dude."


"It's enough to make you mad."

And they drank a little more beer from the bottle.

Beatriz, shocked by what she heard, saddened, returned to the table, picked up her glasses and her party bag, and left the dance without saying goodbye to anyone. She walked back home, trying not to cry, but soon bursting into tears.

At that moment, I was dancing with Luciano, so I didn't see what happened, nor did I have the opportunity to calm her down and stop her from leaving as she did. It was only when I returned to the table and noticed she was missing that a lady sitting at the next table told me what she had done.

My expression changed immediately.

"What's wrong?" Luciano asked, surprised by my behavior.

"It's Beatriz."

"Her again, Marina?!"

"She left!"

"So what? If she wasn't enjoying the dance... she had to leave, didn't she?"

"Something happened. Something bad. I'm worried."

“Your little sister isn't a child anymore, baby.

“I know, but she's just as defenseless.

“You're exaggerating...

“No, Luciano.

“If I were you, I'd forget about Beatriz and enjoy the dance. It's not every day that...

Luciano was interrupted by the club director, who at that moment climbed onto the stage where the band was playing to entertain the dance, to give a brief speech thanking everyone for their presence, for honoring the great event, and for my presence.

"It is with great honor that we have here with us tonight: Marina Mendes Arcanjo. The newest Miss Brazil and future Miss Universe."

The whole club applauded.

I smiled awkwardly.

"Marina, please. Come up on stage."

I complied with the request. Another round of applause. When I got there, yet another round. I was then presented with a beautiful gold-plated necklace by the club's board of directors.

"I have no words to express my gratitude," I said, because it was true. "Thank you. Once again, thank you very much."

The director said a few more words and the band started playing again. Luciano, who was a little "tipsy," came over to me and took me to the dance floor to dance to a romantic song.

I ended up forgetting about Beatriz. I only remembered her when I got home. The day was already dawning and she was sleeping, apparently peacefully. So, I left the conversation for the next day.

I woke up when she woke up. When her eyes met mine, she shuddered. They were blurry, a sign that she had cried a lot.

"What happened, Beatriz?" I asked gently. "Why did you leave the dance if you were so excited about it? You should have at least told me. I was worried. Luckily, a lady sitting at the next table told me about you."

Beatriz remained standing, her sad eyes fixed on the floor. Half a minute later, after I repeated my question, she told me the truth.

Danilo's words were:

'How can one be so beautiful and the other so ugly?

And his friend said:

"Man, you're right. What Marina has that's beautiful, Beatriz has that's ugly."

To which Danilo replied:

"Man, the difference between the two is striking."

"And you paid attention to that?" I exploded, sitting down on the bed.

Beatriz's voice rose.

"But it's true, Marina. It's the absolute truth."

"They don't know what they're talking about."

She cut me off abruptly:

"Yes, they do! I really am ugly!"

"No, dear..."

“You know, Marina, that it's true. You only insist otherwise because you're my sister. Because you feel sorry for me.

I fell silent. Turning to the small mirror hanging on the wall, Beatriz vented:

"Just look at how imperfect my face is. So many flaws. This angular nose, this protruding chin and square forehead. My hair looks like corn on the cob.

"You should change your haircut, comb it back. That would enhance your face."

"Comb it back?! No, Marina, that's for you. To highlight your pretty face. My hair has to stay the way it is. Forward, to hide my ugly, dull face."

I tried to defend her once more, but her voice drowned mine out:

"As if my ugliness weren't enough, I have this low, expressionless voice, I'm one of the worst students in school, I'm not even good at art, which is shameful for a person. The only thing good about me are my eyes, there is a certain beauty in them."

I got up, went over to her, caressed her face, and said in a motherly tone.

"One day, Beatriz, there will be a boy who will be interested in you and make you very happy. As the saying goes: There's a lid for every pot.

Beatriz lowered her eyes and murmured:


"You're just saying that to comfort me. Everyone (especially boys) is only interested in beauty. Society is focused on admiring beauty. If I don't have beauty, how can I win over a nice guy?!"


I sighed, feeling a certain tension.

"Forget Danilo," I suggested. "He's not right for you."

She moved away and said:

"He is right for me, it's just that I'm not right for him. And it will be like this with everyone, I may like a man, and I will like him, but they won't be interested in me. And then they say that beauty doesn't open doors, but it does!"

I tried to argue, but she held me back and, looking deep into my eyes with her red eyes full of sadness, asked me:

"What's it like to be beautiful, my sister? Tell me. What's it like to be born beautiful?"

I was embarrassed.

"I just want to know, little sister, what life is like for someone who was born beautiful like you. Whoever you go, you attract the attention of men and women. You even make them sigh."

I bit my lip, still not knowing how to respond.

Admiring every detail of my face, Beatriz added thoughtfully:

"Danilo is right. Absolutely right. What Marina has that is beautiful, Beatriz has that is ugly."

A disconsolate little laugh escaped from her chest.

"We are the beauty and the beast, Marina. Needless to say who the beast is, right?" 

"Behind the beast there is a handsome prince, remember?"

"Only in fairy tales, my sister. In real life, there's nothing else.

"In the soul, at least."

"What good is the soul in this world of appearances?"

“But appearances aren't everything.

“You say that because you're beautiful. If you had been born in my condition, with this poorly made body, you would agree with me.

After a brief pause, Beatriz said something that made me think a lot:

"You, Marina, are a brilliant gem. And I am a rough diamond."

She lowered her eyes, sat down on her bed, and buried her face in her hands. I sat down on mine and waited for her to calm down. She then repeated the question she seemed to be longing for an answer to:

"What's it like to be beautiful, Marina? You didn't answer me."

Suddenly, I feared my own sister. Just as I feared envy.

"Beatriz, are you jealous of me?"

The question came out of me with difficulty. It was as if I had dragged it like a burden out of my lips.

She looked at me with her sad, teary eyes, but didn't answer me.

"You'd like to be like me, wouldn't you? To be in my place, to have been crowned Miss Brazil?"

She replied with a wry smile:

"Me and all the ugly girls on the planet, right, Marina? At least the ones in Brazil."

I was speechless again, lost in thought. Then Beatriz, looking back at the past, commented:

"You know, when I was a little girl and my mom read me fairy tales, I imagined that one day my life could become one. That a positive transformation would happen to me, as it always does in fairy tales. The witch turns into a beautiful and adorable young woman. But life is cruel, Marina. There's nothing like a fairy tale about it. It tortures some while others, like you, it magnifies, bringing them only happiness. 

What could I say in response to that observation? Beatriz was right, life really did seem to favor some women more than others. All I could say, all I managed to say, was:

"I wanted so much for you to be happy, my sister."

"Happy?" she murmured, with a certain acidity.

"Happiness for some on this planet is something from another world."

"Never forget, little sister, that I love you."

"Me too. And I just want you to understand that I do envy you, but not in the way that many people do. Instead of wanting the same things for themselves that life has given them, they prefer to ask life to take away from others what they don't have.

I nodded and suggested:

“Well, let's wash our faces, brush our teeth, put on some perfume, get ready, have breakfast, and eat the fresh bread that Dad must have already brought for breakfast.

I went to Beatriz, held out my hand, and asked:

"Come on! Cheer up! It's a beautiful day!"

But joy was something that seemed to be in its last breaths inside Beatriz.

Breakfast was great, sitting next to Dad and Mom. Even though it was just French bread with butter, milk, coffee, and cheese, it seemed to me like breakfast at the hotel where I stayed in São Paulo.

Mom wanted to know the details of the dance, and I told her everything with great enthusiasm, especially the part where the club's management honored me.

As soon as Beatriz left the kitchen, Mom lowered her voice and asked me:

"What happened to her?"

I explained.

"Poor thing," my mother murmured, feeling sorry for her.

"I tried to cheer her up. I reminded her that this boy isn't the only one on the planet, but when you're in love, it's hard to think about anyone else, isn't it?"

Mom agreed.

I took the opportunity to ask her opinion about something that had been pecking at my head like a woodpecker.

"Mom?"

"Yes?"

“Do you think jealousy is contagious?

"I don't know, dear. Some say yes, others say it's just silly superstition that only serves to make people worry in vain. I only know one thing, Marina. No one suffers more than an envious person. Because no matter how envious they are, nothing will change for them unless they change themselves.

I nodded thoughtfully.

As soon as she finished clearing the breakfast table, Mom went to try to comfort Beatriz. She found her staring intently at the models and actresses on the covers of women's magazines.

"What are you reading?" Mom asked, just for the sake of asking.

She knew she wasn't reading anything, but rather imagining herself as one of those beautiful girls in the magazines, beautifully made up and dressed.

"I'm imagining what my life would be like if I had the profile and physique of those girls."

"Honey..."

"Don't say anything, Mom. Let me dream a little. I deserve it."

Her mother sat down next to her daughter and tried to say something to cheer her up.

"Beauty isn't everything, Beatriz."

The young woman didn't respond.

“There's a taste for everything, you know? There are many women who are considered ugly and are happily married. And with gorgeous husbands. Just as there are many men who are not so handsome married to beautiful women.

While the two were in the bedroom, I slipped out of the house with the intention of confronting Danilo about what he had said about my sister during the dance. It took me a while to find him, but I managed with Luciano's help. As soon as I found him in a group of friends in front of his house, I got straight to the point:

"Danilo!"

When he recognized me, he smiled.

"What an honor to have the new Miss Brazil talking to me.

"I need to talk to you, seriously."

"Yes?"

“Not here. In private.

"Ah!"

Turning to his friends, the young man said:


“I'll be right back, guys.



And he made a mischievous gesture with his hands, as if to say, "I'm done!" which made everyone laugh.


As soon as we walked away, he rested his right hand on the wall above my head and looked me in the eyes.

"You're even more beautiful up close, Marina. I can't believe you chose that jerk Luciano, that daddy's boy, to date. It's just because he has money, right? I know, everyone knows, it's obvious."

"It's not like that. I really like Luciano."

"Bah!"

"I swear."

"Tell me another one!"

I snorted, irritated.

“But I didn't come here to talk about that.

“So what did you come here to talk about? Could you get to the point?

“You're so rude, huh?

“Just say what you want.

"It's about my sister."

He looked as if he was trying to remember.

“Beatriz.

“Ah!!!!

“You remember her?

Patting me on the shoulder, he asked confidentially:


"Tell me, she was taken to be raised, right?"


“Beatriz?! Of course not!

“Of course she was! You just don't know it. I bet when she was taken home, you were still a baby.

“She was born before me, Danilo. Don't be silly.

"Then it was easier for your parents to hide from you that she's adopted.

“She's not adopted.

“Are you 100% sure about that?

I snorted.

“Why do you think she was taken in to be raised?

“Come on, Marina, do I really have to answer that? You two are completely different from each other. Opposites like light and darkness. Sweet and sour. Beauty and ugliness.

No. Seriously, Marina. Your sister is very ugly.

“That's exactly why I'm here. She heard you talking about her like that at the dance last night.

“Did I say anything untrue?

“You hurt her deeply with that comment.

But she really is ugly, come on! What can I do?

“Don't you care about other people's feelings?

“Look, Marina, I apologize for being sincere and frank. I am not a hypocrite. I speak my mind. I am not pretentious, so you will never have to be wary of me, because I am a transparent person, as they say.

Now, if you would do me a favor, leave that jerk Luciano Segabinassi and date me, come on. I'm much more sincere than he is.

"You're hopeless, Danilo."

Running her finger delicately over my chin, she murmured:

"Only you can fix me, Marina."

At that moment, I felt like slapping him.

"Listen carefully, Danilo. Don't say anything more about my sister being this or that; if you hurt her again, I don't know what I'll do."

He laughed, shamelessly. As soon as I turned my back on him, he spoke again:

"Ask your mom and dad about the adoption thing. You'll be surprised! Then come tell me, okay?"

I left the place stomping, feeling worse than when I had arrived. That boy had managed to get me really angry.

I was so upset, as was Beatriz, that we forgot to check out the story Débora told us about Danilo. That he didn't approach Beatriz because he was shy. It was obviously a very tasteless joke played by the girl. 

That afternoon, when I talked to Lu about what had happened to Beatriz, I was surprised when he defended the boys.

"But he didn't say anything wrong, Marina."

"How come? Don't tell me you agree with him too?"

"Marina, truth be told: your sister is..."

"Go on, Luciano, go on!"

"She's ugly, come on! Truth be told. When compared to you, it's as if you were the flower and she were the stem, or the thorn, or something insignificant.

“I don't like people talking about my sister like that.

“There's no point in trying to hide the sun with a sieve.

“I love her, Luciano. I love Beatriz no matter what. I would do anything for her.

“That's good, right?

“What do you mean, "thank goodness"?

“Because she's going to need you, and a lot. Because she's not going to get married, let's be honest. What man is going to be interested in her when there are so many beautiful women out there? Let's face it.

I felt sad.

“And there's no point in you moping around. None of this changes Beatriz's condition. I don't even think plastic surgery would help her.

After a moment's reflection, I asked:

“Why aren't all people born beautiful? If they were, it would spare many people a lot of suffering.

"I don't know, I didn't create the world. I just know that beauty makes a difference, period. If I were ugly, I bet you wouldn't give me the time of day."

"I..."

"Think about it and be honest. Would you date a guy who isn't good-looking? No, right? I wouldn't date an ugly girl either."

We finally arrived at Luciano's family home.

His mother, Mrs. Wilma Segabinassi, tall and slender with brown hair streaked with gold, was sitting in a comfortable Empire-style chair, writing letters with the same dedication and energy she applied to everything she did.

When she saw me, I had the impression that her face stiffened.

"Hello, Mrs. Wilma."

She stood up and kissed me.

"Hello, dear. And congratulations on winning the title."

"Thank you!"

"Sit down here and tell me how everything went."

“There’s not much to tell, you saw everything there was to see on television, right?

"Not behind the scenes, honey."

“Oh, yes.

I spent almost half an hour or more answering the woman's questions.

When she realized there was nothing more to know, she ignored me. She turned to Lu and talked about the final arrangements she had made for the trip abroad they would be taking in a few weeks. A forty-five-day tour of Europe.

"It's a shame you can't come with us, dear," she said, looking at me sideways.

I pretended to be a landscape.
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