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Chapter 1

After another exhausting day at work at the city hall where she lived, Vanessa Palomino returned home, eager to take a shower, wash her hair, and become a perfumed and refreshed woman once again.

She should have gone to the gym to work out a little, at least long enough to allow her to eat sweets and pastries from the market without feeling guilty. However, she preferred the comfort of home, a high-calorie dinner, and her favorite spot on the living room sofa to watch her favorite soap opera.

She had always been addicted to soap operas, impossible not to be, having been born in Brazil, the country of remarkable soap operas by Janete Clair, Cassiano Gabus Mendes, Ivani Ribeiro, and so many others.

For Vanessa, a day without watching a soap opera was like spending a day without showering.

A Sunday without watching Fantástico was like skipping mass, which, incidentally, she had been attending only in body for some time, as her mind wandered far away, always far away, between one unfulfilled desire and another.

For Vanessa, reaching the age of thirty unmarried was such a defeat. She would be lying if she said she didn't feel jealous of her friends who had managed to get married. She did feel jealousy and frustration. Something that left her in need of therapy and antidepressants from time to time.

When she fell in love with her therapist, more out of need than love, the therapy had to be interrupted. In fact, she attended more out of passion than for psychological help.

Vanessa Palomino was what everyone would call a stunning woman. Six feet tall, thick hair, beautiful face, delicate nose, sensual mouth; attractive brown eyes, full breasts, elegant hips, well-built body. She had always been very attractive, yet her four relationships ended in nothing. She was simply left high and dry.

She wasn't boring, nor was she clingy, to explain why her relationships had the same outcome. On the contrary, she was friendly, loving, and faithful. The daughter-in-law every mother-in-law dreams of having for her beloved son. Even so...

Only now did Vanessa realize that her life was like a soap opera. Four boyfriends, with no victory in the end.

The first was called Ricardo de Freitas Rodrigues. They met at school. He was handsome, many girls wanted him, but it was Vanessa who won him over with her delicacy and beauty, at the height of adolescence. Because he was her first boyfriend, Vanessa fell madly in love with him. She gave herself body and soul to that relationship, which ended when Ricardo moved to another city to attend college. She suffered for months, thinking she would never recover, until she met Henrique Pasquale, who asked her out and saved her from emotional    chaos, giving her a new perspective on life.   

Vanessa dated Henrique Pasquale, her second boyfriend, for three years, from age 19 to 21. It was such a close relationship that Vanessa was sure they would get married and be happy for the rest of their lives. She was completely wrong. Suddenly, Henrique asked her for some time apart, saying he was still too young to commit and wanted to enjoy life. However, he was already with someone else a month after the breakup. Vanessa felt terrible again and almost fell into a deep depression.

That was when Otávio Mohamed, known to his closest friends as Otavinho, came into her life. He was a calm and friendly guy, not at all snobbish, even though his father was a big farmer in the region. Through him, Vanessa learned a little about Muslim customs and soon decided that Otavinho was really the right guy for her to marry, have children with, and live happily ever after. However, the young man couldn't control himself when Thaís Albuquerque hit on him, shamelessly stealing him from Vanessa, her best friend at the time. Vanessa once again felt devastated and betrayed. She never thought Thaís was capable of such a low act. Neither did Otavinho. But they left, without mercy or pity.

Her fourth and last boyfriend was Leonardo Santana who, after getting into music and forming a country duo, adopted the name Leonardo Veloso. He was a handsome guy who dressed in the best cowboy (country) style, always wearing a cowboy hat, an open shirt at chest level, tight jeans, a belt with a gold buckle, and leather boots. He was desired by many girls, but it was Vanessa who won him over, which made her very proud of herself. They got along well, and whenever she could, she accompanied him to his performances in local bars, which was always an enjoyable pastime. They planned to get married soon, or so Vanessa thought and hoped, until the country duo Leonardo Santana was part of was hired by a renowned producer and he had to break up with her to give his full attention to his artistic career. Once again, Vanessa felt terrible, stabbed by fate, which seemed to want to make her suffer. 

In all, she had four boyfriends, all very handsome and different from each other, both in personality and physique. However, all four broke up with Vanessa, leaving her totally frustrated and disillusioned with love.

How many times did she ask herself if she was boring, inconvenient, or even smelly? She wasn't ugly. Neither her face nor her body. So what was the problem? Karma acquired in past lives? Bad luck? The twists and turns of fate? Oh, how she wished she could find the answer, because time was running out and she would soon be turning thirty-three (still single, stranded, like a river bend where only trash accumulates), then thirty-eight, and in the blink of an eye, forty in that sad condition.

Just imagining it made her body tremble as if she were being shaken by a Mexican earthquake.

As she adjusted her purse, Vanessa found the card of the fortune teller who promised to open her paths to love. There was also the card of a tarot reader and the phone number of a very good priestess.

How many spells had she cast to reorganize her love life? To give it a new direction, a more decent and satisfying course? Countless times in the last three years.


She had tried to find a frog to tie the name of a potential future boyfriend to its mouth, as a love counselor had suggested. But while trying to catch a frog on a rainy day at her uncle's farm, Vanessa slipped and fell flat on the muddy ground, getting herself all dirty. Faced with the situation, an employee of the place came to help her and when he found out what she was trying to do, he asked her, puzzled, with his country accent:



"But why do you want a frog, young lady? To sing?"


Vanessa replied, feeling very embarrassed:

"It's for a school project."


"But are you still in school? At your age?!"


Vanessa nodded, blushing like a tomato. How embarrassing.

Finally, the man agreed to help her, picked up the frog, put it in a small cardboard box, and handed it to Vanessa, who thanked him profusely. When she returned home, she was in utter despair, because she was disgusted by the thought of touching the frog, and even wearing rubber gloves, she couldn't bring herself to take it out of the box, such was her revulsion. So she turned the box upside down until the frog rolled onto the table. Only then did she realize that she would not be able to sew anything on the poor thing's mouth, not only out of pity, but also because she was disgusted by the thought of touching it. Now she had to get rid of the blessed creature, and that was also a struggle. She had to call a neighbor, an elderly gentleman, saying that a frog had appeared in her house and she needed to get rid of it. Phew!  

The next charm Vanessa learned to win a boyfriend or make him marry her was to strain coffee through underwear worn by the suitor. It was also disgusting, Vanessa realized immediately, but in any case, she would do the charm if at least one guy showed interest in her.

Vanessa also devoted herself to all the superstitions and spells surrounding Saint Anthony. She placed the saint upside down under her bed in a glass of water; she stuck a brand-new knife into a banana tree on the eve of the day honoring the saint, and even so, no guy interested in dating her appeared.

Vanessa even went to a terreiro, but when the priest channeled a Pomba Gira, Vanessa was so scared that she ran out of the place without even looking back. She got in the car and stepped on the gas.

She also made promises, giving up chocolate for a year in the hope of finding a new boyfriend. She also gave up the pizza and lasagna she loved so much for another year for the same purpose, but even so, no one showed up to date her. How sad!

That day, Vanessa took a little longer in the shower. She needed to relax, and so she did. After getting dressed, impeccable as always, she prepared her dinner and went to the living room with her plate to watch TV while enjoying her meal. 

Better to have dinner in the company of William Bonner than with the lonely walls of the kitchen. Better to believe that he only had eyes for her while reporting the news of the day than the eyes of the penguin on top of the refrigerator.

Vanessa once again remembered how urgent it was to find a new love. If at twenty it was already worrying for a woman to remain single, at thirty it was panic syndrome. Not even Bach flower remedies could fix the situation for much longer.

Hearing William Bonner say "good night," looking directly at the camera, as if looking directly at Vanessa, was the most seductive thing a man had done to her in recent times. And she returned his kindness by saying, "Good night, my dear. Sleep well."

At that moment, a beautiful smile lit up her face, her anxiety gave her a break, and the world seemed to smile at her again.

The soap opera was about to begin. With attentive eyes and ears, another chapter of the same story that had already been told in past soap operas, with different actors and actresses, with modern sets and sound effects. Even so, it was electrifying.

Even though she knew that the heroine of the soap opera would end up with the hero in the end, Vanessa and most viewers did not give up on following the couple's saga for six or seven months of television drama, Monday through Saturday.

The plot was always the same: the protagonists met in the first few episodes, then separated for various reasons, many of them influenced by the villain of the story, until they met again in the course of the plot, rekindled their romance, loved each other again, and fought until the conflicts ceased once and for all, so they could be together at the end of the soap opera.

Why did every main couple in the plot have to suffer so much throughout the story, only to triumph in the last chapter? In the soap opera, this seemed interesting, but in real life, not at all.

Even the chapters were similar. In the first part, the heroine slapped the villain and returned to the arms of her beloved. In the second part, they made love. In the third, they fought. In the fourth, he returned to his mistress, and in the fifth, six months had passed. The soap operas were really sensational. Lots of action in a short time.

The soap opera finally began. All attention turned to the small screen. This one told the story of a young woman who had been humiliated and mistreated by a family and, after going through hell, decided to take revenge on everyone who, in one way or another, had destroyed her life.

A sort of Count of Monte Cristo in a skirt.

The viewer rooted for the heroine of the plot, having followed her suffering from the beginning. There was no one who did not wish revenge against all those who mistreated the young woman. Vanessa rooted for the protagonist, as if her life were real, as if she herself were in her shoes.

"That's right!" Vanessa cheered at each act of revenge carried out by the character.

On the day she took revenge on the boyfriend who had only made her suffer, Vanessa was ecstatic:

"Serves him right!" she cursed, seeing the guy lying in the gutter because of what the heroine of the plot had done to him.

The protagonist did not believe in divine justice, nor in the idea of "what goes around comes around, because one day everything will come back to you." For her, justice had to be done with her own hands, no waiting for the heavens to notice the mistakes made by a person and decide to punish them for their bad behavior. That's why she took revenge herself, getting even with them one by one, without mercy or pity. 

Pray, let go of the resentment in your heart, send out good vibes, forgive—this was the advice of all the sensible people around the young woman in the soap opera, who nevertheless maintained her thirst for revenge. She would not rest until she made everyone who had hurt her suffer in the same way, feeling the same pain she had felt. She would take justice into her own hands, and it would be that way until the end.

On that particular day, Vanessa came across a tempting idea. She too should take revenge on those who had hurt and wounded her, made her feel foolish and deluded. That is, her four ex-boyfriends. It would be more than fair, after all, they had not treated her right. They danced and stomped on her carcass, trading her for another, without mercy or pity.

Revenge, yes!

Oh, how she would love to get back at each and every one of them.

But life was not a soap opera where the author could find ways for a character to successfully take revenge on those who had harmed them throughout the story. In a soap opera, everything fell into place and became conducive to revenge, because that was what the author and his collaborators had planned, creatively and in advance. In real life, you had to rely on luck, which was not always willing to smile on everyone.

In any case, Vanessa Palomino continued to be tempted to take revenge on every boyfriend who had made a fool of her, used her, and later despised her. The idea was tempting, but unfeasible; after all, her life was real, not a Brazilian or Mexican soap opera.

Before going to bed that night, Vanessa Palomino decided to read a little more of the self-help book she had bought in order to improve her self-esteem.

"If you are alone and lonely, it is because you do not love yourself enough. Only by truly loving yourself will you have a chance to find the ideal partner, to finally attract love into your life," the book said.


Vanessa hated every word written there. For her, the author had not yet been informed that most men are inveterate womanizers, who only need to see a skirt that flirts with them to jump the fence without any consideration for the woman they claim to love.


She could love herself, inflate like a balloon with so much love for herself, and even then, men would continue to be what they are. As the saying goes: no man is any good. And Vanessa had good reason to believe that.

She wanted to find the author of the self-help book and make her swallow every page. She would like to do the same to the priests who insisted on giving relationship advice without ever having had a relationship, at least not one that was apparent. She wanted to strangle them one by one, especially the handsome ones who, to her and so many others, were seen as a waste. After all, who would ever trade a woman for a cassock? Only a fool would do that. Or a gay man.

Vanessa tried to calm down, took another sip of Maracujina, and tried to fall asleep. She rethought the idea of taking revenge on each of her ex-boyfriends. Ah, if life were a soap opera and she were the heroine of the plot, she would do it with great pleasure. 


Chapter 2

Two days later, Vanessa Palomino received a visitor at city hall.

"Vanessa!" exclaimed Henrique Soares, who had been her second boyfriend. "What a pleasant surprise."

He, handsome and well-dressed as always, approached her with a broad smile, and she, feeling silly, remained behind the counter, enchanted by his sudden appearance.

"Henrique!"

"So, how are you?"

"F-fine... And you?"

"Great! Even better now that I've found you again. I had forgotten you were working here."

"Yeah... I passed the exam..." Vanessa was still dazed, so much so that she articulated her words as if her mouth had been numbed by a dentist about to treat her root canal.

“Vanessa, you're still beautiful, you know?

“Thank you.

And to herself she commented: Not so much, dear, after all, you left me for someone else.

"What's it like working here?" he asked, still looking seductively into her eyes.

"Not bad. I like it. My coworkers are nice, and so is the environment. It's worth it."

“That's good. Because there's nothing more boring than working in a boring place.”

“True.”

She laughed like a silly girl in love, intoxicated by his perfume: Polo, by Ralph Lauren. Perfect on his skin. Perfect for her. What a perfume!

After a brief pause, she wanted to know:

“And you, are you still married? Do you have children?”

“Yes, two. They're quite grown up now.”

“And are you still married?”, she repeated.

"Yes."

Looking at her hands, searching for a wedding or engagement ring, Henrique realized that Vanessa was still single, so he didn't ask her the same question back as he had planned to do.

"Are you very busy now?" he asked next.

“A little.”

"That's too bad. Otherwise we could go get some ice cream."

"I'm on a diet."

Yes, she was, but only paying lip service. Just yesterday she had eaten two scoops of Kibon ice cream with marshmallow sauce and sprinkled with nuts.

"I hope to see you again."

“Me too.”

“It was really nice to see you again here, Vanessa. I was really happy. 

He smiled charmingly at her again and, leaning over the counter, gave her an affectionate kiss on the cheek.

“See you around.”

“See you later”, she repeated, rubbing her cheek like a silly teenager, capable of doing anything for the young man she adored. 

The guy was already leaving when Vanessa realized the mistake she was making. The guy she loved so much had tried to be kind to her, and she, even though she was craving attention, had cut him off. Only a fool would fail to enjoy a moment like that. That made her drop what she was doing and run after the guy:

"Henrique!”, she called, panting.

He stopped, turned to her as if in slow motion, and smiled one of his breathtaking smiles.

"If you still want to get ice cream, I'll take a break from work.”

His smile widened.

Five minutes later, they arrived at the ice cream shop. He wanted a high schooler, and she wanted a banana-split.

Between spoonfuls of ice cream, Vanessa asked:

"You graduated with a degree in engineering, right?”

"Yes, I did. But my diploma is at home, behind one of the doors, like a still life painting."

"You mean that..."

"It was useless. I never practiced the profession. At least not until now." 

"So what are you working with these days?"

“I ended up following in my father's footsteps. I'm a real estate agent. I work at his real estate agency. You may not believe it, but I love what I do. I never thought I would enjoy it so much. I got my CRECI license and...

“I'm surprised.”

“Yeah.”

“And are you a good salesman? You earn commission. How does that work?”

“I earn a percentage of what I sell. My father pays me a little more because I'm the owner's son, but it's not so much that I feel privileged.”

He laughed at his own words, and so did she.

“And your mother, how is she? “Vanessa wanted to know after devouring a piece of banana with crunchy cream ice cream.”

"Fine. For a woman her age, she surprises me. With her retirement income, she works miracles. She's always traveling around Brazil or the world. She never stops; she's really an admirable woman."

“Without a doubt. When we broke up, I thought she would intercede on my behalf, but no, she remained neutral. I found that very strange on her part, because she seemed to like me quite a bit. One day, she passed me on Rui Barbosa Avenue and pretended not to see me. She must have been afraid that I would cry about my disappointment with what you did to me.

“Vanessa, Mom definitely didn't see you, otherwise she would have said hello. She always loved you very much. She always liked you a lot.

"Really, Henrique?"

"Of course! Why wouldn't she like you?"

"That's exactly what I asked myself at the time. Why wouldn't Mrs. Tereza Pasquale treat me well, when I practically took care of her for three months after she fell and broke her femur?"  

“True. That's a good reason for her to love you very much.”

"But that day..."

“That day, Mom must have been in a hurry, late for some appointment, for sure. Mom was always very friendly with everyone. There's no one she doesn't love.” 

Vanessa ended up agreeing with him as she devoured another huge piece of banana, this time with dulce de leche ice cream.

Then, suddenly, she changed her tone. Her face hardened and she managed to be very precise in her question:

"Henrique, what happened between us? Why didn't you want me anymore, suddenly?"

"Come on, Vanessa..."

"Answer me, please. Did I do something wrong? Tell me."

“No, Vanessa, you didn't do anything wrong. It was just that, at that time, I wasn't ready to continue dating a wonderful girl like you seriously. I wanted to enjoy a little freedom, you know? So...

“Freedom?!”

“Yes! Freedom! When I saw my friends without commitments, able to do whatever they wanted, I...”

“But you and Magali started dating right after that. A month later, I ran into you at the Chapa snack bar, and you were already together.

“Really?...”

“Yes, it was. Unless you and she have twin siblings. Besides, you got married less than a year after you started dating. You dated me for three years and nothing happened.

“Wow, was it that long?”

“Yes, sir. And you said you loved me. That you wanted to be with me for the rest of your life. That I was the woman of your dreams. Perfect. We made so many plans. We even made a wedding registry and...”

“That was your idea, Vanessa.”

“Maybe. But everything pointed to us getting married, and then suddenly you asked me for some time apart. And suddenly, you threw all our plans into the abyss. I was shocked by your attitude. Very shocked.”

“I had to be honest with you, Vanessa. You wouldn't want to marry a guy who, at the time, was full of doubts about the future. You deserved a more decisive guy who truly loved you...

“You said you loved me.

"And I did. But not as much as you deserved. I always wanted the best for you. Only the best. I still do. And that's why I'm here.”

Her eyes filled with tears.

"That's right, you heard me correctly; I want the best for you, Vanessa, always!"
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