
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


GOD NEVER 

LEAVES US ALONE
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Part 1


God speaks to us, often,

through our dreams...
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Teodora felt a chill in her stomach as she turned left at the next block. She even thought about slamming on the brakes, putting the car in reverse, and turning back, but something inside her stopped her: the dream.

The same dream had been repeating itself for months. After much reflection, she came to the conclusion that it was a warning from the Afterlife, telling her to seek out the two women who had become so special in her life and with whom she had lost contact. Were they still alive? Perhaps not. So many people pass away in thirty-five years. Soon, she would have the answer. It wouldn’t be long now before she reached the place where life had brought the three of them together. 

The place was getting closer; the house numbers the car passed were in descending order, as if it were a New Year’s Eve countdown: 8, 7, 6, 5... 

“My God!” exclaimed Teodora, once again unsure whether to continue. “It’s better to turn back, to give up while there’s still time. Why stir up the past?”

Going back there was the same as returning to a past she had no desire to remember, but which had been a part of her. 

It would be better to step on the gas as fast as she could and drive right past the place. It had been foolish to want to go back there. 

No sooner had Teodora made her decision than the dream filled her mind once more. With it came a wave of heat, a mixture of joy and sadness all at once. 

“Leave me alone,” she pleaded, as if the dream were a living entity. “Leave me alone, go away, now, as soon as possible... It wasn’t easy to live before you showed up, so now... Come on, please, go away, leave me alone!”

Teodora was so lost in her thoughts that she nearly ran over a boy who was running into the middle of the street to retrieve the soccer ball he was using to train to become, in his deepest dream, a great soccer player.

She slammed on the brakes so hard that the car screeched against the asphalt. 

The boy turned his lively eyes, black as two jabuticabas, toward the driver of the car and smiled at her, a smile full of decayed teeth. 

Still panicked by what might have happened to the poor child, she jumped out of the car and ran over to him.

“Are you okay?” she asked, anxiously. 

The boy replied that he was, with a slight nod of his head, and, in a whirl, ran off kicking the ball with the agility of a star player.

“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to...” Teodora tried to explain, but the boy didn’t even hear what she was saying; he was so focused on the ball that everything else was invisible to him. 

Only then did Teodora pay closer attention to the boy. The way he was dressed revealed his precarious social condition. He was barefoot and wore only a grubby pair of shorts, worn out and torn at the back, revealing that he wasn’t wearing underwear.

That sight reminded Teodora of how much she hated poverty and everything she had done to escape it throughout her life.

When she came to her senses, she realized she was sweating profusely. She wiped her forehead with a handkerchief and returned to the car. As she was getting into the vehicle, she realized she had inadvertently stopped in front of the place she was looking for, the place where she had spent her entire childhood and adolescence: the Santa Clara orphanage. Run by nuns, it housed only girls, about 170 of them in the 1940s.

Teodora felt a chill run down her spine. Then, a wave of heat washed over her entire body, filling her with a joy tinged with sadness. It was a strange emotion she couldn’t quite define. 

Her eyes were fixed on the gate leading to the orphanage. Perhaps it had been renovated, which was why it remained in such perfect condition as in the past. Looking more closely at the place, everything else there seemed the same as it had been thirty-five years ago. The trees lining the sidewalk, the flowers in the flowerbed at the foot of the wall, the wall itself...

“My God, it feels like it was just yesterday...” Teodora murmured, letting out a sigh. “It feels like it was just yesterday that I walked through that gate, never to return.”

A tear glistened between her brown lashes. And a light breeze ruffled her brown, wavy hair that fell over her shoulders.

Without realizing it, Teodora leaned against the car she had rented as soon as she arrived in the city to go to the orphanage, and let herself be carried away by memories of what she had lived through since her parents left her at the Santa Clara Orphanage on a cold winter night in 1945. She was only one month old. 
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Naturally, Teodora remembered very little of what happened during her first four years of life. She recalled events from the moment she turned four: running with the other girls at the orphanage, whom they affectionately called “little sisters”; running among the nuns who looked after the place, hearing some of them call her attention or insist that she eat all her soup and porridge, or standing beside them and the others, saying the daily prayers. 

They were fragmented memories, like pieces of a puzzle that, when separated, seem to have no connection at all, but when put together, form a beautiful picture.

Then, the image of Lira came back to Teodora’s mind—the little girl who had become her dearest little sister at the orphanage. The two were inseparable. They walked and played house together all the time, as if one were the other’s shadow. In the dining hall, they also sat side by side. And whatever one ate, the other ate too. They adored each other, loved each other unconditionally. On stormy days, they would even sleep in the same bed, clinging to one another.

“Lira... beloved Lira,” murmured Teodora, as her eyes shed the tears that only longing knows how to shed. 

Lira had large, deep green eyes and an angelic smile. She was always willing to listen to her. She found everything she had to tell her interesting. Running with her through the immense garden that surrounded the orphanage grounds, a garden filled with rosebushes and parrot’s-beak plants, night-blooming jasmine, rue, ficus... Where butterflies played, hummingbirds quenched their thirst to kiss, and the little birds gathered to make a great racket, a true uproar amidst their fiery symphony. 

A garden well-tended by Otacílio, a sweet man, always smiling and patient with the girls. 

Life at the orphanage alongside Lira was what one might call life in Paradise, Teodora realized much later. A life that few children have the opportunity to experience. 

The affection Teodora felt for the girl and Lira for her was admirable in everyone’s eyes, except those of Sister Jandira, an austere, potbellied woman who spent a good part of her day scolding the two inseparable friends. 

“You two need to stop clinging to each other!” she would say. “It’s as if you were glued together. You have to learn to play with the other girls too, you hear?” 

And, raising her voice, the Sister repeated the question:

“Did you hear me?!”

And the two girls would reply humbly:

“Yes, ma’am.” 

However, no matter how much Sister Jandira forced Teodora and Lira to play with the other girls, the more they distanced themselves from them, especially from Ivone and Conceição. 

Ivone was a little girl with dark skin, almost ebony, dark curly hair, and a shrill voice, almost a soprano.  

Conceição was skin and bones; she looked completely malnourished, but she was as strong as an ox. She had boundless energy. She was what many call a tomboy. She had dark skin, and her hair and eyes were lively and beautiful.

Just like Teodora and Lira, Conceição and Ivone were always together, yet they played with all the girls their age at the orphanage, excluding no one.

No one knows for sure exactly when Conceição and Ivone discovered that there was something more fun than playing games to pass the time. They discovered that pestering Lira and Teodora—“teasing” would be the most appropriate word to describe their attitude toward the two girls—was the most fun thing in the world. 

The two little troublemakers tormented the two girls, giving them the worst scares. They would jump out from behind doors, bushes, or pillars around the orphanage and shout, “Boo!” Then they would laugh mockingly and hysterically in the girls’ faces. 

They made the ugliest faces at them, scoffed at their games, and tied knots in their pajamas. They put glue on the chair they were about to sit in. On top of that, they pinched them and pulled their hair. They were literally terrible to the two of them.

Naturally, because of this, Teodora and Lira began to hate Ivone and Conceição, and the more they showed their hatred for them, the more Conceição and Ivone felt provoked to torment them.

Teodora and Lira also began to hate Sister Jandira because she was always picking on them, trying to drive a wedge between them.

Unlike Sister Jandira, who was always giving orders and looking for faults where none existed in the work and services performed by her colleagues, staff, and the orphans, there was Sister Wanda, whom Teodora loved dearly. She was a very sweet and kind Sister to all the girls, but Teodora knew, just as the other Sisters did, that Wanda had a special affection, patience, and extra attention for her. Even the tone Sister Wanda used when speaking to little Teodora was more thoughtful, and her good-morning and good-night kisses were longer.

The memory of her beloved Sister brought new tears to Teodora’s eyes. A smile—sad yet happy at the same time—tugged at the corners of her lips. Longing and joy danced together within her now.

Teodora then recalled the time when Sister Wanda would gather all the girls from the orphanage to put up the Christmas tree. Each girl was allowed to hang one ornament, and when she did so, she was to ask for peace and health for everyone, Sister Wanda advised.

Next, they would set up the nativity scene, made up of various plaster figures, beautifully hand-painted—something rare to see these days. It was fun to spread the sand over the wooden box, made by Mr. Otacílio, and then plant the unhusked rice, which, watered every day, would bloom on Christmas Eve, turning the nativity scene all green, as if it were a beautiful miniature wheat field. It was a time of great celebration and joy.

Ah, Christmas was, without a doubt, the most eagerly awaited time of year for all the girls living in the orphanage—not for the gifts, since there weren’t any, but for the activities the holiday brought to everyone. The most they received as a Christmas gift was a handful of candies, given to each one by Sister Dulce, who dressed up as Santa Claus every year, wearing a long cotton beard and a shiny red satin robe. For the girls, there was no better gift than that, besides the feast with food and drinks throughout the day.

It was Sister Wanda who also rehearsed the Christmas choir, which performed on the eve of December 25th for the orphanage directors and all those who made monthly donations to support the place. Most of the guests brought their families to watch the event, filling the large hall where the performance took place with people.

Wanda considered Lira and Teodora to have the most beautiful and in-tune voices in the choir and often asked the two to sing for her privately. The sweet Sister seemed to delight in and lose herself in the world as she listened to the two little girls sing, leaving Teodora and Lira immensely happy to be able to bring such joy to their beloved Sister.

Many sisters also delighted in the girls’ singing, except for Sister Jandira. The duo’s voices irritated her deeply. She became so irritated that she would even yell at them to shut up. She would rather hear an auctioneer shouting at a fair, “Who’ll give more? Who’ll give more?! I heard thirty, I heard forty? Who’ll give more?!” than listen to the two of them belting it out. 

Yeah, life at the orphanage wasn’t all roses. Like everywhere else, there’s always someone trying to disrupt the harmony and happiness of others.

Not even at Christmas time did Ivone and Conceição leave Teodora and Lira alone. They kept pestering the two girls without mercy or pity. They mocked their singing, pinching them, tweaking their arms, pulling their braids, crawling under the table where they sat in the cafeteria to tie, without them noticing, the laces of their little shoes together, so that when they stood up, they would trip and fall to the floor. It was an endless torment for the two little girls and the greatest amusement for Ivone and Conceição. 

With that, of course, the hatred grew in the hearts of Teodora and Lira. Especially in Teodora’s heart, to the point that she wished for the death of the two girls. Teodora and Lira began to pray, literally, every day, at a certain hour, for the two insolent girls, as she called them, to die.

“Dear Our Lady, please make Ivone and Conceição die as soon as possible. Only then will Lira and I be at peace. Please. Amen.  

One day, Sister Wanda heard the girls praying for the death of their two enemies and immediately reprimanded them for their behavior.

“Pay close attention to what I’m going to tell you. Pay very close attention!” said the Sister, in a stern tone, completely out of character.

The two girls looked at the Sister, frightened. She had never spoken to them in that tone, much less had such a serious expression on her face. Both made a great effort not to cry.

“You must never wish harm upon others, ever!” Sister Wanda continued. “Much less wish for someone to die. Would you like it if someone wished the same upon you? Would you?!”

Teodora swallowed hard once more before blurting out: 

“But Ivone and Conceição are mean to Lira and me. They’re always picking on us! They stick out their tongues, make faces, pull our hair, and scare us. They call us names we don’t like. 

“Even so, that’s no reason for you to wish them dead. 

“No?!

“No. 

Wanda took a deep breath, struggling because of the bronchitis that occasionally flared up, especially when she got nervous. She added: 

“As long as the two of you keep getting upset by those two girls’ antics, they’ll just keep annoying you more and more. However, if the two of you stop paying attention to what they do, they’ll soon get tired of bothering you. Do you understand? 

The two girls looked at each other, unsure of how to respond. Sister Wanda, gasping for breath, added seriously:

“You can and should try to be friends.

Being friends with Ivone and Conceição would be the death of her, Teodora thought. It would be like being forced to swallow a piece of sautéed eggplant, something that just the sight of it turned her stomach.

For Lira, it would be like being forced to swallow a spoonful of mashed avocado, or a fried egg, which also made her feel nauseous just looking at them. 

“I’m going to talk to Conceição and Ivone too, so they’ll learn some manners,” Wanda added, seriously.

“I don’t want to be friends with them!” Teodora exploded, bursting into tears. “They’re ugly and clumsy. Conceição is black and has a big mouth. I don’t like girls with big mouths!”

“Learn to like them!” Sister Wanda retorted, raising her voice, surprised by the girl’s reaction. 

Teodora cried even harder and, amidst her sobs, said:

“I don’t want to like that big-lipped, dark-skinned girl! I don’t want to!

“I don’t want to hear another word, Teodora,” Sister Wanda objected firmly. “If you don’t become friends with Conceição and she doesn’t become friends with you, I’ll put both of you in detention. Do you hear me? And that warning goes for you too, Lira!”

The girl, who until then had listened silently, could no longer hold back her tears in the face of the threat. She burst into agonizing, heart-wrenching sobs, just like her friend. Sister Wanda was not intimidated; she made another remark:

“If the four of you don’t become friends, I’ll make each of you sleep in beds side by side. And if that isn’t enough, I’ll separate the two of you into different rooms. 

The Sister’s words fell upon the two girls like a thunderstorm. The two now clung to each other, trembling and weeping, terrified of the fate that awaited them if they did not become friends with Conceição and Ivone, the “unbearables,” as they privately called them. 

For the first time, Teodora felt hatred and, at the same time, fear toward Sister Wanda. She was disappointed in her. Naturally, being a child, she didn’t have a clear understanding of what she was feeling. 

As soon as she could, Wanda also had a serious talk with Ivone and Conceição. What pleased Conceição most about all this was knowing that if they didn’t become friends, they would be put to sleep in the same room and in beds side by side. For her, that would be wonderful, as it would give her the chance to pester the two older girls throughout the night. Little did Sister Wanda know what was going through little Conceição’s mind. If only she had known...

Sister Wanda thought the four girls’ behavior would change after the lecture she’d given them, but she was deeply mistaken. Conceição and Ivone kept pestering the two girls, and more and more so. It was around this time that the two little devils nicknamed them “Poop” and “Fart.” Teodora was “Poop” and Lira was “Fart.” 

“Here comes Farty,” Conceição would murmur, making a funny noise by pressing her right hand under her left armpit. 

“Here comes Cocô,” Ivone egged her on. 

Every time Teodora was about to retaliate against the taunts, Lira reminded her friend of what would happen to both of them if Sister Wanda caught them arguing with each other. Teodora took a deep breath, trying to control herself. She would even clench her teeth, to the point of making a noise, to contain her hatred. Yet the hatred grew inside the girl—inside both of them, actually—more and more each day, and to frightening proportions. 

Determined to bring the four girls closer together, Sister Wanda decided to place them side by side in the Christmas choir the following year. By then, the girls were already seven years old. Teodora and Lira hated the idea, but pretended to be happy. Ivone and Conceição loved the idea for malicious reasons. During rehearsals, they would discreetly tug at the girls’ hair, and when the girls turned around, both would put on a saintly face, pretending not to notice the looks of hatred the two were directing at them.

On the day of the choir’s performance, the girls took their places. Ivone accidentally nudged Teodora in the back. The girl took it as a provocation and, since she was tired of silently putting up with the two girls’ insults, she immediately retaliated. She also elbowed Ivone, hitting her around the navel. Ivone, taken by surprise and indignant, immediately retaliated. She yanked one of Teodora’s curls with all her might. The pull was so strong that the girl’s head snapped back. 

Lira, who could no longer bear to remain silent in the face of the two girls’ taunts, exclaimed:

“Get your hands off my friend!” 

Conceição flew into a rage and lunged at Lira. Each pulled the other’s hair. Seeing this, Teodora threw herself on top of Conceição and began scratching her. It didn’t take long for both of them to roll across the floor, forcing the choir girls to step back, causing a huge commotion. Some even lost their balance and fell backward. It was a total embarrassment.

Sister Wanda, accompanied by another Sister, rushed over to separate the girls and put an end to that regrettable episode. As soon as she managed to break up the fight, she put each pair in a corner and, after apologizing to those present, began the performance by the famous choir of the Santa Clara Orphanage, which was, as always, met with a standing ovation from the audience. The small ceremony ended with food and drinks and many compliments from the guests.

Later, Sister Jandira met privately with Sister Wanda: 

“Do you understand now, once and for all, why we can’t treat these girls with kid gloves?  Because they ride roughshod over us. That’s why we have to be strict, tough-skinned. Only then will they learn to respect others and become well-mannered.  

Sister Wanda didn’t know what to say this time in defense of her charges. Sister Jandira, in a way, was right in her observations. All she could do was leave the room, head down and silent. However, as soon as she found herself alone, locked in the bathroom, she cried softly, disappointed in the girls and also in herself for failing to improve the four girls’ behavior. 

That night, Lira and Teodora could barely sleep, afraid that Sister Wanda would carry out what she had promised them if they didn’t make peace with Ivone and Teodora. Just the thought of having to sleep next to those two unbearable girls or being separated from each other made the two girls feel their bodies tremble with fear and dread.

Teodora even imagined Ivone and Conceição rolling on the floor laughing so hard, so happy to see her and Lira separated into different rooms, just as Sister Wanda had promised. 

“How cruel they both were... God in Heaven, how could they be so cruel?” the little girl murmured to herself. 

It was incomprehensible to her why God was taking so long to send them to hell, if they were so evil. After all, she had learned that God, Heavenly Father—as all girls Teodora’s age called the Creator—sent to hell all those who were mean to others, because He did not approve of wickedness under any circumstances. And to Teodora, there were no more wicked people on the face of the Earth than Conceição and Ivone.  

What else did those two unbearable girls need to do to be sent to hell? That was the question that kept circling in her little head like a bird looking for a place to land and finding none.  

Over the following days, morning, afternoon, and night, the two friends prayed to God that Sister Wanda wouldn’t separate them in the dormitory. It wasn’t fair, after all; neither of them was to blame for what had happened. The only ones at fault for that incident were Conceição and Ivone. 

But, to their relief, Sister Wanda didn’t follow through on what she had promised them. Both even knelt before the image of Christ in the orphanage chapel to thank God that Sister Wanda hadn’t separated them. However, their beloved Sister wasn’t the same with them anymore. She seemed to avoid them. She barely looked them in the eye. This left the two girls with a terrible lump in their throats. They desperately wanted their relationship to go back to the way it was before.

Just as festive as the Christmas activities were the days when Mr. Otacílio would show a movie using a film projector that a very wealthy family from the Morumbi neighborhood had donated to the orphanage. The nuns would make popcorn and gooseberries and join the girls to enjoy the little movie screening. It was the only way the girls could see a movie, since it would be too expensive to pay for everyone to go to a movie theater in town. 

It was the same family that later gave the orphanage a TV, so that everyone could watch the programs on Brazil’s first television network, the now-defunct TV Tupi. 

It was hard for the girls to see the screen clearly, since the TV was only 22 inches, but it was better than nothing, Sister Jandira reminded them in her usual sour tone. She would protest every time someone got carried away by the emotions the shows stirred up in everyone. “Quiet!” she would yell. “I said quiet!”

Another big thrill was swimming in the pool when summer arrived. Thanks to one of the country’s leading businessmen at the time, a shallow pool had been built in the garden next to the orphanage grounds. Sunbathing and swimming were the big highlights of summer!

Life at the orphanage—at least at that orphanage—truly offered the best possible care, as far as possible, for the girls who lived there. This led many people, after visiting the place, to ask themselves: “Would these girls have had the same chance if they hadn’t been left there?” The answer emerged from within each person. 

A day of great excitement was also the day when the gardeners* arrived at the orphanage to pick up the girls for a trip to the city zoo and the Botanical Garden, to visit the city’s museums and parks, or to go to the circus or an amusement park. Riding in a garden car was, for them, like taking a rocket for a ride through the Milky Way. Something out of this world!

It was only at those times that they could see what was happening beyond the walls that protected their home. Everything was observed with great interest and curiosity, especially the children who were out with their parents.

Then, as expected, the inevitable question arose: “Why does that child have a father and a mother, and we have a bunch of mothers?” They, of course, considered the nuns to be their mothers. The same question was asked when the girls saw children with their parents visiting the orphanage, or when such a scene appeared in the children’s books the Sisters read to them. The nuns tried to give a convincing explanation, while Sister Jandira simply replied, bluntly and curtly:

“You had nuns instead of parents because God wanted it that way, and that’s that. Period! And you know what? Be grateful that you had us as both father and mother in one person, because there are parents out there who... It’s better not to even talk about it. 

“I think that’s enough,” Sister Cecilia scolded, indignant at Sister Jandira’s lack of patience and tact toward the girls.  

“Brrr,” Sister Jandira muttered as she left the room, stomping her feet. 

Of course, as they got older, the girls could understand the facts better. They all had parents who, for reasons beyond their control, were forced to leave them at the orphanage, under the care of the Sisters.

Another issue that puzzled the girls was adoption. It was strange for them to see, all of a sudden, a dear little friend leave the orphanage never to return.

“Why were some adopted and others not? What was adoption really?” they asked. Sister Cecilia, always very patient, gave them the necessary explanations.

Of course, only the older girls could truly understand the meaning of it all. The younger ones listened without fully grasping it. But deep down, they all harbored a secret desire to be adopted one day. Why not? If the Sisters said adoption was a wonderful thing, why not be adopted? Many even asked God for this to happen to them, and for many, it did indeed happen. It was a special day, a happy day, until they realized that adoption, despite being a wonderful thing, separated the adopted girl from all the girls she considered her sisters and from the Sisters she considered her mothers. For many girls, it was a painful process; some even became ill and depressed.

Teodora, Lira, and Ivone also dreamed of being adopted. Conceição did not. For her, there was no reason for that to happen, since she was happy there at the orphanage.

At the age of eight, Lira’s dream came true. A Brazilian couple living abroad—in Europe, to be precise—after trying with great effort to have a child, decided to adopt a child. And the child they chose was Lira. The news was received by the girl and Teodora with great joy. They were so elated by the news that the two inseparable friends jumped up and down, hugging each other until they were drenched in sweat. 

Ivone and Conceição looked at the two with disdain. Ivone, out of jealousy that the little girl had been adopted; Conceição, simply because the two girls were throwing a tantrum.

Lira then felt like the most important girl in the orphanage. All eyes had turned to her. It was as if she were now the center of attention. Ivone could barely contain her hatred and envy at seeing the girl standing out among everyone else. She felt like spitting on her to show her anger. Conceição, on the other hand, was the only one among them who didn’t praise Lira. She kept watching the girl from afar, with her little black eyes, lively and thoughtful.

It was only on the eve of the day the couple would come to pick up the girl that Teodora and Lira realized the adoption would separate the two friends.

Up until that moment, they hadn’t realized it at all. And the discovery was far from pleasant for either of them. It was a blow, a shock, a tremendous disappointment.

“If you leave tomorrow with the couple who adopted you, Lira,” Teodora blurted out, “we’ll be separated. We’ll never see each other again, because none of the adopted girls ever come back here!”

“You’re right, Teodora,” Lira agreed, through her tears.

Teodora suddenly clung to her little friend and, sobbing, begged:

“You can’t leave tomorrow, Lira. You can’t!” 

Lira didn’t know what to say. She clung to her friend, while also breaking down in tears. Tears that were heartfelt and mournful.  

When Sister Wanda found the two of them crying, she was deeply alarmed.

“What’s wrong with you two?” she asked right away, as she cradled the two girls in her arms.

“Sister Wanda,” Teodora explained, her voice filled with anguish, “if Lira is adopted, she’ll never come back here. We’ll be separated forever, and I don’t want that. I don’t want it, Sister. Please, don’t let them take Lira tomorrow. Please, don’t let them!”

Sister Wanda felt a tightness in her chest as she searched within herself for words that might comfort the two girls.

“Don’t cry; try to calm down. The adoption will be very good for Lira. At first, it will be difficult for both of you, but later, in the future, you’ll both be grateful for this moment. Lira, for realizing that the adoption has opened many doors for her, and Teodora, for realizing that the adoption was a great opportunity for her dear friend.”

“I don’t want to, Sister. I don’t want to be away from Lira,” Teodora pleaded, in tears. 

Lira, through her tears, added:

“I don’t want to be away from Teodora either, Sister Wanda. I don’t want to!”

“Calm down, my dears,” pleaded Sister Wanda, trying to appear strong. “There’s nothing to worry about, my darlings. Lira will be able to return to the orphanage whenever possible to visit Teodora and all of us.”

The girl swallowed her tears and asked:

“Will I be able to?”

“You will, my angel, you will “replied the Sister, putting on a brave face.  

Sister Wanda knew she was lying, for the couple who had adopted the girl lived in Europe. That would prevent Lira from making frequent visits to the orphanage. But she had to encourage the little girl about the adoption, for her own good, for growing up under the care of a family could give her a better future, far more promising than if she stayed at the orphanage. 

It was wrong to lie, Sister Wanda knew that very well, but in this case, the lie was the only way to ensure a greater good. It was a lie out of love. Her heart told her, affirmed without a shadow of a doubt, that in the future Lira would be very grateful to her for encouraging her to leave. And Teodora would feel the same, having understood the importance of the adoption for her dear friend.

It was with great sorrow, immense sorrow, that Lira and Teodora said goodbye to each other on the day Lira’s adoptive parents came to the orphanage to pick up the girl. 

A smile of satisfaction lingered on the faces of Ivone and Conceição as they watched the two friends being separated.

When the car—a beautiful, gleaming black vehicle carrying Lira’s adoptive parents—drove through the orphanage gate, the girls watched the vehicle with great attention. That attention intensified as soon as the car stopped in front of the orphanage building and the couple stepped out, happy to be blessed with the adoption of a child. In the eyes of all those girls, they seemed like beings from another planet, something supernatural.

Brother Cecília turned to Lira and said:

“Lira, my dear, come. Your parents are waiting for you.” 

The nuns were all there to welcome the couple and say goodbye to the girl. The goodbyes then began. Lira said goodbye to each little sister and to each Sister. However, when it was time for the girl to say goodbye to Teodora, her little friend clung to her and pleaded in her ear:

“Don’t go, Lira, please. Don’t leave me here alone...”

The sisters had to very gently separate the two girls, as Teodora was clutching her friend’s arms with impressive strength. Everyone watched the scene with great sorrow. Sister Jandira thought of taking action, in her own way, regarding the situation, but was stopped by one of the Sisters. Her abrupt way of reacting to situations would only serve to make things worse.  

Lira ran her delicate little hand over Teodora’s face and said tenderly:

“Don’t worry, Teodora, I’ll come visit you whenever I can.”  

“Do you promise?”

“I promise.

There was one more tight hug before they were finally separated. 

The adoptive mother reached out to Lira and said:

“Come on, sweetheart. 

Lira was already getting into the car when she turned around, ran over to Teodora, and kissed her once more on her tear-streaked face. She then returned to the car, and the vehicle drove off. 

The nuns and the girls from the orphanage waved to the girl, who, from the car window, waved back at them. Only Ivone and Conceição stood motionless, watching everything with different eyes. 

No sooner had the car passed through the gate than Sister Jandira immediately said:

“Come on, come on, come on... everyone inside.” 

Her gesture, seen from a distance, was the same one a woman uses to shoo away chickens. 

That day was, for Teodora, the worst of her entire life. She believed she could never erase from her memory the sight of that black car taking her dear friend away from her. Never. Her friend’s final wave was also etched in her memory forever.
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Everyone had already gone back to their daily routines that day when Sister Wanda noticed Teodora was missing. As she looked for the girl, she found her standing in front of the orphanage headquarters, in the same spot where she had been until then. She seemed to be in a trance, completely out of it. The Sister touched her little shoulder and said:

“Teodora, dear, come...

The girl fainted, and if the nun hadn’t been quick to catch her in her arms, the girl would have fallen to the ground. With all the strength she had, Sister Wanda lifted the girl into her arms and carried her inside the building to give her the necessary care. 

“It won’t be easy for little Teodora,” commented Sister Elvira, as she helped Sister Wanda revive the girl. 

“No, it won’t. No separation is. Poor thing.”  

When the little girl woke up, Sister Wanda hugged her tightly and affectionately and burst into tears. 

“It’s all right, sweetheart. It’s all right, don’t worry.” 

Teodora lay limp in her arms like a rag doll, beautiful but lifeless.

The episode left Sister Wanda so upset that she had a severe bronchitis attack. The poor woman was gasping so violently that her condition worried everyone at the orphanage, including little Teodora. It was Sister Cecilia and Sister Irene who cared for Sister Wanda during this time, providing her with the necessary care so she could overcome the crisis. 

Faced with little Teodora’s despair at missing her inseparable friend and seeing her beloved Sister ill, Sister Cecilia sought to comfort the girl with words of faith and hope. 

“Sister Cecilia,” Teodora asked one day, “when is Lira going to come visit me?”

“Well, my dear, as soon as possible...”

The nun couldn’t finish what she was saying, because, at that moment, Sister Jandira approached the two of them and spoke in her usual energetic tone:

“Lira is never coming back here, Teodora. Do you hear me? Never again! You’d better get used to the idea. The sooner you accept reality, the less disappointment you’ll have in the future.”

“Sister! “protested Sister Cecília, trying to cover the little girl’s ears, who, at that moment, was looking at the nun in fear, her eyes filling with tears.

“Don’t listen to what Sister Jandira says, sweetheart. She doesn’t know what she’s talking about.” 

“I do know! “Sister Jandira insisted, raising her voice even higher. “Why keep giving the girl false hope? The sooner she faces reality, the better for her; fewer illusions.

Sister Cecília was once again outraged by Sister Jandira’s behavior. How could anyone be as heartless as she was?

In the days that followed, Teodora anxiously awaited Lira’s visit, and the longer time passed without the girl showing up, the more depressed she became. 

She no longer ate properly, had lost interest in her studies, and had no desire to play with the other girls. Getting up in the morning was a struggle. Not even Sister Jandira’s yelling at her could make the girl change her behavior. The only place Teodora went willingly was the chapel inside the orphanage, where she would kneel before the image of Christ and plead with Him to bring her friend back as soon as possible.

As a result, the girl came to look like a child suffering from a terminal illness. Her skin had turned yellowish, and her eyes were ringed by deep, purplish dark circles. There was not a shred of sparkle left in them, nor any vitality. They were dull, empty, sad, and melancholic. 

Not even Ivone and Conceição’s sarcastic laughter could enrage the little girl. It was as if the two had become invisible to her, which was worrisome for Ivone and Conceição, whose greatest joy in life was to torment the girl. What fun would their days hold, the two worried, if Teodora no longer bothered with their taunts?

Concerned about the girl’s condition, the Sisters asked the doctor who worked at the orphanage to examine the little girl and cure her of that affliction that seemed to pierce even her soul. 

After a thorough examination of the child, the doctor suggested they take the girl to a psychologist. However, that was impossible; they had no money to pay for a psychologist. At the time, there was no psychological counseling for underprivileged children provided by city or national authorities. Nor were there any psychologists offering free services at institutions like that one. If there were, they didn’t know of them. All that remained for the sisters was to ask God for help and redouble the affection and patience they devoted to the girl, in the hope that their love would pull her out of the pitiful state she was in.

That was how Sister Wanda grew even more attached to Teodora than she already was. She clung to her, just as a mother clings to a beloved child at a time like this. Despite Sister Jandira’s protests, Sister Wanda managed to bring the girl to sleep with her in her room, believing that their closeness would have a positive effect on the poor child’s inner self. 

And it was her dedication, affection, and tenderness that began to pull the little girl back from the depths of despair into which disappointment, longing, and melancholy had cast her after the departure of her dear friend from the orphanage. Without realizing it, Teodora had adopted Sister Wanda as her new inseparable friend.
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One day, in the middle of a conversation with Sister Wanda, little Teodora asked:

“Sister, all of us here at the orphanage had a father and a mother, and they left us here when we were born, didn’t they? 

“That’s true, dear. Each of you had a father and a mother.”

“Why did they leave us here, Sister? Why didn’t they stay with us, just like the parents who live outside the orphanage stay with their children? Why? 

“Because they couldn’t, my dear.”

“Veronica said it’s because they didn’t like us. 

“That’s not true. They left each of you here because they didn’t have the means—in most cases, financial means—to support you. Leaving you at the orphanage was the only way they could find to protect you.

The girl fell silent for almost a minute. Finally, she asked:

“Where are they, Sister?

“Them?

“My parents.

“In heaven, my dear. That’s where all the souls of those who die go. 

“Heaven? Are you sure? Because when I look up at the sky, I don’t see anyone—just birds.”

Sister Wanda found it amusing and explained: 

“The heaven that shelters souls isn’t this sky that hangs above us, my dear. It’s a place our eyes can’t reach. It’s where Jesus and the angels live...

The girl looked out the window, where you could see a little piece of the sky, and said:

“I’d like to see my dad and my mom, Sister. 

“One day, dear, we will all be reunited with those who have gone before us.” The loving Sister kissed the girl’s forehead, smiled at her, and said: “Now, let’s say our prayers, dear.” 

And so they did. Both recited an Our Father and a Hail Mary. And to end the evening, as was her custom, Sister Wanda read a children’s book to the girl, one of the many in the orphanage’s small library. Sister Wanda wasn’t just reading for the girl; she was reading for herself, for she had always loved immersing herself in the magical and supernatural world of children’s stories. 

Wanda became so engrossed in the story that it took her a few minutes to notice that the little girl had fallen asleep. She then got up, covered the girl up to her shoulders, gave her an affectionate goodnight kiss on the forehead, and went to bed. She thanked God once again for seeing little Teodora less distressed than in the previous days. 

Noticing the girl’s excessive attachment to Wanda, Sister Jandira scolded her colleague: 

“Wanda, Wanda, Wanda... You’re spoiling this girl too much. It’ll do her a lot of harm later on.”

“A little pampering doesn’t hurt anyone, Jandira,” Wanda defended herself, seriously. 

“You’re right. A little, but not excessively, as you’ve been doing,” Jandira emphasized sternly. “Look, Wanda... A friend who warns you is a friend indeed.”

Sister Jandira might be grumpy, sullen, moody, almost hateful, but she was right to warn her, Wanda concluded in the silence of her reflections. In fact, she was crossing the line of healthy pampering toward Teodora. She needed to start getting the girl to bond with her at a healthy and safe level, without going overboard. The right thing would be for Teodora to find another girl to become her best friend. But who, if she wasn’t interested in making friends with anyone else?

As soon as Ivone and Conceição realized that Teodora had improved, they immediately went back to teasing the girl. 

They kept an eye on her at mealtimes, just to see where she would sit, and as soon as they found out, each would sit on one side of her just to squeeze her in the middle.

“Are you better now, Cocô? Are you better?” Conceição asked mockingly. 

“You’re better,” Ivone replied sarcastically. “You don’t have that pee-colored face anymore.” 

Tired of the taunts, Teodora would get up, grab her plate, and move to another table. The two girls would follow her wherever she went. When there was no room for them, they would simply use their eyes to convince their little friends to give up their seats.

This reignited the hatred Teodora felt for the two girls, to the point that she complained to Sister Wanda, forcing the nun to have another serious talk with them. Ivone and Conceição defended themselves against the accusations, pouting and feigning tears. Finally, they promised to leave Teodora alone, but it was a completely false promise. They had no intention whatsoever of sparing the poor girl from their taunts. That was their greatest pleasure. Without the taunts, their days were no fun. 

During a meeting with the orphanage’s board, the Sisters told Teodora to go to the kitchen and ask the cook to make coffee for everyone. The girl complied immediately and, as soon as she entered the long hallway leading to the kitchen, she hurried to carry out her mission as quickly as possible. 

She was about to enter the kitchen when Ivone and Conceição jumped out from behind one of the columns there and gave the girl a huge scare. Teodora let out a high-pitched, hysterical scream and felt like clawing at the two girls, without mercy or pity, for what they had done to her. She also wanted to grab their hair and spin them around in the air as if they were a cowboy’s lasso preparing to rope a bull.

Her desire, however, retreated into the shadows the moment one of the Sisters appeared at the end of the hallway and scolded them for the commotion. Without further ado, Teodora resumed her way to the kitchen, this time stomping her feet.

As soon as she found Anita, the cook, she passed on the Sister’s message. 

“It’s for right now, little Teodora,” replied the cook, putting back on the apron she had just taken off.

In seconds, the woman lit one of the stove burners and set the kettle full of water there to boil. Then she asked the girl to fetch the sugar bowl from the pantry and, after that, to set out the tray with coffee cups and spoons. 

The girl was about to grab the sugar bowl when Conceição jumped in front of her again, giving her a terrible fright.

“Boo!” the girl screamed. 

Teodora felt her blood boil again. This time, however, she couldn’t contain herself; she ran after Conceição, eager to grab a rolling pin to hit her over the head. 

Conceição ran away, jumping up and down, making faces and sticking her tongue out at the girl. 

“I’ll catch you, Carvão! I’ll catch you,” Teodora growled through clenched teeth.

“Teodora!” called the cook. 

At the call, the little girl returned to the small room that served as a pantry for storing food and grabbed the sugar bowl. Then she set the tray, while the cook finished straining the coffee, whose aroma soon filled the air. 

“Will you take it or shall I?” asked the cook, when everything was ready on a wheeled cart used to serve the administration. 

“I’ll take it,” said the girl, with great satisfaction. 

“Make sure you do it right, okay? Do everything just right. 

“You can count on me, Anita “replied Teodora, returning to the executive office while pushing the coffee cart.

The meeting participants praised the girl for her competence. Sister Wanda felt proud of her little protégé. Everyone helped themselves. Wanda was still admiring Teodora when she heard the directors spitting out the coffee from their cups. 

“They put salt in it... They put salt in the coffee!” said one of them.

“Girl!” scolded Sister Jandira, who, furious, jumped out of her chair and headed toward Teodora to give her a few pinches. 

Faced with the situation, the girl ran out of the room, frightened and desperate, looking for a place to hide.

“Please excuse me for what happened,” said Sister Jandira, feeling uncomfortable with the whole situation.

“You should never make a child do an adult’s job,” observed one of the directors sternly. 

“You’re right, absolutely right,” agreed Sister Jandira, giving Sister Wanda a reproachful look. 

Sister Wanda reiterated her apology and offered to go to the kitchen to ask the cook to make a fresh pot of coffee. So she did, and so everyone was finally able to enjoy Anita’s famous, delicious coffee—this time, however, properly sweetened.

The meeting ended around five in the afternoon, and night fell, bringing a beautiful moon in a sky studded with twinkling stars. Dinner was about to be served when Sister Wanda noticed Teodora was missing. 

“Where is Teodora?” she asked, worried.

No one knew the answer, for neither the Sisters nor the girls had seen the little girl in the last few hours. 

“The last time I saw her,” said Anita, “was when she came to ask me to make coffee for the board.”

“That was the last time I saw her too,” replied Wanda, racking her brain. “She must have felt terrible after accidentally putting salt in the coffee. We’d better look for her around here.” 

A thorough search for the girl was conducted on the orphanage grounds, but no one found any sign of her. It seemed to everyone that the girl, as they say in slang, had vanished into thin air. 

An hour after the search began, Sister Wanda was having a severe bronchitis attack. The poor woman was breathing with such difficulty that it was painful to look at her. 

“Calm down, dear,” Sister Irene urged, worried.

“Where on earth could she be?” Wanda asked, gasping for air. “We’ve searched every corner of the orphanage, even the garden, and there’s no sign of her... It’s long past dinnertime, and the poor thing must be starving.” 

“She didn’t leave the orphanage. I’m certain of that,” Sister Cecilia observed. “There’s no way she could have; Otacílio wouldn’t allow it. So she must be right here, hiding in some little corner. Don’t worry. The moment she gets hungry, she’ll come back, you can be sure of that.”

“May God hear you, Sister. May God hear you.”

As soon as Wanda felt better, she walked to the orphanage chapel to pray for the girl, asking God to protect her from any harm that might befall her. 

As she prayed, kneeling a few feet from the altar, Wanda heard the echo of heavy breathing reverberating through the room. There was someone else there besides her... God willing, it was the missing girl. Wanda began peering into every corner of the chapel until there was no sign of the little girl left. All that remained was to look behind the altar, and that’s what she did next. To her surprise and relief, Teodora was there, lying down and fast asleep. When she touched her, the girl woke up, looking at the Sister in fear.

“It’s all right, Teodora, don’t be afraid,” said Wanda, her voice as sweet as honey. “I was worried about you, my angel. Come, let’s have dinner; you must be starving.” 

With great tact, Sister Wanda helped little Teodora to her feet and then led her to the kitchen, where she heated up a plate of food for the girl to eat.

“Eat it all up, it’s delicious,” Wanda encouraged her in a reassuring tone. 

The girl took big bites of food without taking her eyes off the Sister. Her gaze reassured her and filled her with courage and comfort. 

When Sister Jandira found the two of them, she immediately scolded the girl. 

“So the little beauty has shown up,” she said, sarcastically. “You’re going to get a good spanking to teach you never to do that again. Who ever heard of running off and leaving everyone worried?”  

“Let the girl eat in peace, Jandira! Please,” Wanda interrupted, feeling another bout of bronchitis come on.

“But this girl needs to learn how to behave, Wanda!” Jandira raged, her expression even more severe than usual. “Who ever heard of putting salt in coffee, especially in coffee meant for the orphanage’s board of directors?!”

“We all make mistakes,” Sister Wanda reminded her. “What she did wasn’t out of malice. It was an accident.” 

“Accidentally? Yeah, right... As if I’d believe that. As far as I’m concerned, she did it on purpose, to make us look like fools in front of the directors.

“Haven’t you ever made a mistake in your life?” Wanda cut in, looking deeply at the Sister. “Let he who is without sin cast the first stone!”

Sister Jandira was about to say something else, but fell silent at Sister Wanda’s remark. Her face flushed pink immediately afterward, just as she shot Sister Wanda a half-closed, furious glare. 

All the girls had already retired to their rooms to sleep, and many had already fallen asleep when Wanda took Teodora to her room. She helped the girl put on her pajamas and settle into bed. After reading her a bedtime story, as usual, she tucked the girl in up to her neck, kissed her forehead, and said goodnight. Although she appeared calm, Sister Wanda was still suffering from a severe bout of bronchitis. She was breathing with difficulty. For an hour, she tossed and turned in bed, trying to fall asleep. It was always hard for her to fall asleep in that condition. Even though she was constantly immersed in her prayers, they failed to calm her that particular night. 

The next day, as soon as Teodora saw Ivone and Conceição looking at her with a cynical, mocking smile escaping from the corners of their lips, the girl realized what had really happened the day before. It had been them who, somehow, had switched the sugar jar for the salt jar. Surely, the moment she had run off after Conceição, Ivone had switched the jars. 

“Devils!” Teodora muttered under her breath. “Those two are devils. But one day I’ll get them back. I sure will!” 

And, after a sigh of irritation, the girl added softly: 

“Those two are going to burn in hell for the evil things they do to me. They sure are. I won’t rest until I see the devil jabbing his trident into those two’s butts!”
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Almost a year had passed since the last events. During that time, Sister Wanda, after much insistence from Sister Jandira, managed to get Teodora to sleep in her room again, along with the other girls. 

Conceição and Ivone’s teasing of the little girl had worsened during this time. Of course, the two girls were careful to misbehave and torment the poor child when none of the nuns were around to witness their actions. The two of them, those little monsters, were practically wetting their pants from laughing so hard whenever they remembered what they’d done to poor Teodora. They were becoming increasingly convinced that there was no greater pleasure on Earth than tormenting the little girl. Not even swimming in the pool, outings outside the orphanage, or their favorite meals were as fun as that.

One night, the silence of the early morning was broken by the shrill sound of an ambulance pulling into the orphanage grounds. It had been called to assist Sister Wanda, who was having the worst bronchitis attack she’d ever experienced in her life. The poor woman was taken to the hospital, where she remained for several days.

The next day, as soon as Teodora heard what had happened, she panicked. She ran to the chapel, where she threw herself at the feet of the image of Christ and began to pray for the ailing Sister. 

“Lord Jesus, please protect Sister Wanda. Grant her good health so she may leave the hospital as soon as possible.”

Teodora gazed deeply into the eyes of the image of Christ, which seemed to her to be alive. They looked at her with the same intensity with which she looked at them. 

Days later, Sister Wanda was discharged and was able to return to the orphanage. There was widespread joy, for everyone—both the nuns and the girls—loved Sister Wanda dearly. Teodora could hardly contain her happiness. 

“I prayed so hard to Jesus for you to get better, Sister,” Teodora told Wanda as soon as she had the chance. 

However, the joy was short-lived. Sister Wanda contracted pneumonia a few days later and was hospitalized again. Teodora found herself once more desperate and pleading at the feet of the image of Christ in the chapel.

As she prayed, Teodora heard a muffled giggle echo through the silent chapel. When she turned around, she found Ivone’s mischievous eyes staring intently at her. Teodora tried, in that very moment, to ignore the girl and returned to her prayers. But no sooner had she begun again than Ivone interrupted her:

“You’re going to be alone,” said the girl, a hint of pleasure in her voice.

“Alone?” Teodora asked in surprise, turning back toward the girl. “Alone?! What do you mean by that?!” 

Ivone’s reply was immediate:

“Sister Wanda isn’t coming back from the hospital!”

“No?! Why not?”

Teodora’s question burst from her mouth in a high-pitched, frantic tone. Ivone’s reply was once again quick and precise:

“Because Sister Wanda is going to die.” 

“No, she won’t!”

“Yes, she is. And you’ll end up all alone in that orphanage. All alone!

“I won’t!

“Yes, you will!”

Ivone burst out laughing. A malicious, mocking laugh. Teodora began to cry and tremble. Ivone struck again:

“Teodora is going to be all alone, la la ri la rá!

“Shut up! “the girl exploded. 

Ivone laughed even harder, cruelly. 

“I won’t shut up. I won’t shut up!

It was at that moment that Conceição entered the chapel. Ivone turned instantly to her friend and said in her most feline tone:

“Teodora will end up alone... Sister Wanda is going to die... La la ri la rá!

Faced with Teodora’s despair, Conceição asked her friend to be quiet.

“Come on, why should I shut up, Conceição?”

“Because I said so! “replied the girl, her eyes darting back and forth between Teodora.

“But you’re the one who said Sister is going to die!” Ivone defended herself, astonished by her friend’s reaction.

Conceição was about to say something, but was interrupted by Teodora’s high-pitched, tearful voice.

“I hate you both!” she screamed, her face contorted with pain and rage. “I hate you! You deserve to burn in hell!”

Ivone gave the girl a little wink and then burst into another scandalous fit of laughter. Conceição said nothing; she simply pulled Ivone by the arm out of the chapel, leaving Teodora in tears at the feet of the image of Jesus Christ. 

Just as Conceição had predicted, Sister Wanda passed away in the hospital two days after that date. It was a blow to her family, to the nuns who lived with her, and to the girls at the orphanage who loved her so much, especially Teodora.

The news of her death was delivered to the girl by Sister Jandira in a curt and blunt manner. It even seemed as though the Sister took pleasure in giving her the sad news, provoking a deep and desperate cry from the girl. 

“You can cry, cry as much as you want,” Sister Jandira thundered. “No tears will change fate.” No tears will bring your beloved little sister back... From now on, things will be very different around here, Teodora. Very different, do you understand? All the pampering and special treatment Sister Wanda gave you is over. Over! The end! Period. Are you listening to me? Now I’m going to set you straight, girl. Set you straight!

The girl didn’t hear a single word of what had been said to her. The pain she felt at the loss of the Sister she loved so much was so great that it left her indifferent to everything going on around her. If it weren’t for Sister Cecilia arriving and supporting the girl in the face of that painful and difficult moment, the poor little thing would have suffered even worse. 

Sister Wanda’s funeral was attended by the Sisters, her family, and her friends. Only Sister Dulce did not go; she remained at the orphanage, along with Anita, the cook, her assistants, and Otacílio, to care for the girls and keep everything organized there. Many girls wanted to go to the funeral, but to do so they would have had to rent a bus, which would have cost money they didn’t have at that moment, so they couldn’t go. Besides, it would have been difficult for the Sisters to keep an eye on everyone, especially given the pitiful state they were in.

It had been a long time since the orphanage had been in mourning, with the atmosphere as sad as it was that day. When the Sisters returned from the burial, their faces all bore the pain of losing the Sister they held so dear. Sister Cecilia immediately wanted to know how Teodora was doing. She knew that, because she was so attached to Sister Wanda, she must be suffering terribly from her loss. The Sister found the girl lying in her bed, seeming oblivious to everything and everyone. Her condition left her deeply concerned. It would be best to call a doctor to examine her before her condition worsened. When she mentioned this to Sister Jandira, the latter immediately said:

“Don’t tell me you’re going to start coddling the girl now? Cut it out, Cecilia. It’s high time she started facing the realities of life, without any pampering. I won’t allow another Sister Wanda to be among us here at this orphanage. I really won’t. Enough of spoiling these girls. 

And the idea of calling the doctor was set aside, much to Sister Cecilia’s dismay. 
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Just as Teodora had suffered from Lira’s departure from the orphanage, the girl fell into a deep depression after Sister Wanda’s death. She barely ate. She’d nibble on a little something here and there, but with very little appetite. The Sisters tried to cheer her up, to encourage her to start eating properly again, but the little girl didn’t react as expected. Sister Jandira, impatient as always, said without mercy:

“Aren’t you going to eat? Then don’t eat!”

And she would take the plate away from the child. 

“Aren’t you going to drink the soda (or the milk)?! Then don’t drink it!”

And she would take the glass away from the little girl. 

The other Sisters remained silent in the face of their colleague’s impatience toward the poor child, in order to spare their ears from the sermons Sister Jandira loved to give to everyone.

Teodora also stopped speaking after the sad event. Her silence was broken only when she asked Christ to bring Sister Wanda back to the orphanage. On several occasions, Sister Jandira had to drag her by the arm out of the chapel; otherwise, the girl would not have left the place.

“Until you get a good spanking, girl,” Sister Jandira would rage, enraged, “you’ll never learn your lesson!”

The beating Sister Jandira promised all the girls, to correct tantrums and spoiled behavior, never actually happened. It caused fear and dread, both in the girls and in her fellow nuns, but it never came to pass. It took a long time for her colleagues to realize that her anger was all talk. 

On the twentieth day after Sister Wanda’s death, evening fell with a storm about to break over the city. It was then that Sister Cecilia noticed Teodora was missing. When she checked with her teacher, she discovered that the girl hadn’t returned to the classroom after lunch. “Where could she be?” Cecilia wondered, beginning to feel anxious. The poor woman checked every room in the orphanage, but there was no sign of the little girl. Soon, the other nuns were helping in the search for her. 

“I can’t believe that brat has disappeared again,” Sister Jandira exploded as soon as she heard about the little girl’s disappearance. “Until she gets a good spanking and is grounded, she won’t change! I’ve told you before, but you won’t listen to me. No one listens to me in this place!”

The thunder began to intensify in the sky, while black clouds gathered, darkening the city. It felt as though a deluge was about to fall. Since no one had found any sign of the girl on the orphanage grounds, the Sisters set out to search the garden surrounding the place. 

Mr. Otacílio stated categorically that the girl had not passed by him. Not for a single moment had he left his post by the orphanage’s entrance gate, and when he did, he kept the gate locked with chains, making it impossible to open. The possibility that Teodora had climbed over the wall was also ruled out, since it was too high for a girl of her size to scale and then jump from. Mr. Otacílio joined the search, but no sooner had it begun than a fierce storm broke over the city. 

The lightning flashed so high that it shook everything around. The windows rattled so much in the wind that it seemed the glass would shatter. The Sisters, with the exception of Sister Jandira, were literally desperate. 

“Where on earth has that girl gone?” Sister Elvira asked herself, in agony. 

It was then that Conceição suddenly jumped up from the bench where she was sitting and ran out toward the garden.

“Come back here, girl!” Sister Jandira shouted. 

But Conceição paid no heed; she kept running through the garden in the pouring rain. 

“Now this! Where did that crazy girl go?!” Sister Jandira exploded, slapping her hands hard on her hips. “As if the problems we already had weren’t enough! Praise God!”

New flashes of lightning lit up the sky.

“Where’s Otacílio? Someone has to go after that disobedient girl!” Sister Jandira yelled, at the end of her patience. 

It wasn’t long before Conceição returned, out of breath and soaked from head to toe.

“What’s gotten into you, Conceição?” one of the sisters scolded her. “Have you lost your mind?”  

With a trembling voice, Conceição said:
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