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Leni and Oscar and the Mystery of the Quiet Voice








For Readers

Sometimes a voice is very loud.

It interrupts, pushes others aside, and acts as if it is always right.

Sometimes a voice is very quiet.

It gets stuck in the throat, even though it wants to say something important. It says nothing, even though something is not right. It waits, even though it should have been heard long ago.

And sometimes there is a voice that does not want to be either loud or quiet.

It wants to be clear.

This book tells the story of Leni and Oscar.

Leni sees a lot. She often notices earlier than others when someone is sad, ashamed, or treated unfairly. But Leni does not always say what she thinks. Sometimes she is afraid that everything will get worse if she speaks.

Oscar is different. When something is unfair, he runs off immediately. He wants to help, protect, and speak up. But sometimes he is faster than his thoughts. Then his voice becomes louder than it needs to be.

Leni and Oscar are not perfect.

They make mistakes. They misunderstand things. Sometimes they say too little or too much. That is exactly why they can learn something.

In this story, they meet the Whisperer, the Shouter, and the Twister.

The Whisperer says: “Stay quiet. Then nothing will happen to you.”

The Shouter says: “Be louder than everyone else. Then you win.”

The Twister says: “Make the truth a little different. Then you get what you want.”

But little by little, Leni and Oscar notice: None of these paths is truly good.

Because whoever always stays silent loses their voice.

Whoever always shouts no longer hears the others.

And whoever twists the truth makes the world less clear.

There is another way.

You can say what you see.

You can say what you feel.

You can say what you need.

You can say no without becoming mean.

You can be brave without making others small.

Maybe you will find a character in this book who is a little like you. Maybe sometimes you are like Leni. Maybe sometimes you are like Oscar. Maybe you also know someone who whispers, shouts, or twists things.

Then this book is for you.

Not because you always have to do everything right.

But because your voice matters.

Even if it is quiet at first.




Foreword

This book tells a story.

It is not a story about children who are always brave. It is also not a story about children who always know immediately what is right.

Leni and Oscar do not always know that.

Leni notices many things that others overlook. She hears undertones. She sees glances. She senses when a sentence sounds friendly but is not meant kindly. But precisely because she notices so much, sometimes everything becomes too big for her. Then her voice stays quiet.

Oscar is different. He does not wait long. When something is unfair, he stands up. When someone needs help, he runs off. That is a strength. But sometimes Oscar runs off before he has understood what really happened. Then courage almost becomes an argument.

Both have something important.

Leni has Attention.

Oscar has courage.

But Attention without courage often stays silent. And courage without Attention can become unfair.

That is what this book is about.

It is about the question of how children can stand up for themselves without making others small. It is about saying no without becoming hard. It is about listening without forgetting yourself. And it is about not twisting the truth just because it would be easier.

Some words in this book are simple.

Others are harder.

Fairness.

Courage.

Respect.

Clarity.

Responsibility.

But hard words do not have to stay unfamiliar. You do not understand them first with your head alone. You understand them when you experience what they mean.

When someone is laughed at.

When someone stays silent, even though they need help.

When someone becomes loud, even though they are actually afraid.

When someone finds the courage to say calmly: “Stop. Not like this.”

This book does not want to give finished answers. It wants to invite you to look closely.

Maybe children will discover while reading that they are sometimes like Leni. Maybe they will notice that they sometimes act like Oscar. Maybe they will also recognize the Whisperer, the Shouter, or the Twister in situations from their own lives.

Then the story has fulfilled its purpose.

Because a clear voice does not come from always winning.

It comes from learning to speak truthfully, stay fair, and take responsibility for one’s own actions.

Even when the voice is still quiet at the beginning.




1 When Everything Grew Quieter




1.1 The Girl Who Saw Too Much

Leni saw things that others did not see.

Not because she had better eyes.

Her eyes were completely normal. Brown, a little round, sometimes tired in the morning and sometimes very awake when something interesting happened.

But Leni noticed small things.

She noticed when Ms. Sommer, her teacher, smiled, but a small wrinkle appeared on her forehead at the same time. Then Leni knew: Soon it will become serious.

She noticed when someone laughed loudly in the schoolyard but was not happy at all.

She noticed when a child said, “It’s okay,” even though it was not okay at all.

And she noticed when an argument was beginning, even before the first loud words fell.

On this Monday morning, everything began with a red ball.

The ball belonged to Mila from second grade. It was not especially big, but it was very shiny. When the sun fell on it, it looked like a small apple bouncing across the schoolyard.

Mila held it pressed tightly against herself when she came through the school gate.

“New?” asked Leni.

Mila nodded. “From my grandpa.”

She said it so quietly that Leni had to bend toward her a little.

“It’s beautiful,” said Leni.

Mila smiled. Only briefly. Then she looked over at the older children standing at the edge of the yard.

Finn was there.

Finn was not the tallest child in the school. But most of the time he acted as if he were. With a single glance, he could make other children take a step back. And he had a voice that was always a little too loud.

Leni saw Finn notice the red ball.

She saw how his eyes stayed on it.

She saw how he pushed himself away from the wall.

And then she knew: Something is about to happen.

Leni wanted to say something.

Maybe: “Mila, you’d better come with me.”

Or: “Finn, the ball belongs to her.”

Or simply: “Stop.”

But the word got stuck somewhere between her stomach and her throat.

Finn was already there.

“Let me see,” he said.

Mila pressed the ball more tightly against herself. “I want to play with it.”

“I’m just looking.”

Finn took the ball.

It happened so quickly that it almost looked as if Mila had given it to him willingly. But Leni had seen that it was not willing. She had seen Mila’s fingers still clinging to the ball for a moment. She had seen how Mila’s mouth stayed open without a word coming out.

Finn threw the ball up.

“Not bad,” he said.

Two other children laughed.

Mila did not laugh.

Neither did Leni.

She felt her heart beating faster. In her head, the right sentences were ready. They were very clear.

Give it back.

The ball belongs to Mila.

You did not ask.

But Leni’s mouth stayed silent.

Maybe Finn will make fun of me, she thought.

Maybe the others will say I should not interfere.

Maybe everything will get worse.

Finn threw the ball to another boy.

Mila watched the ball go.

She said nothing.

Leni stood beside her and said nothing too.

That was the worst part.

Not that Leni had seen nothing.

She had seen everything.

She had even seen too much.

She saw Finn’s quick hands. She saw Mila’s red cheeks. She saw the other children laughing uncertainly because they did not know whether they should laugh. She saw that it was wrong.

But she did nothing.

Then the bell rang.

Recess was over.

Finn threw the ball at Mila’s feet.

“It was just a joke,” he said.

Mila picked up the ball. She wiped it with her sleeve, even though there was no dirt on it.

Leni wanted to say: “That was not okay.”

But now the moment was over.

At least that was how it felt.

In the classroom, Leni sat down in her place by the window. Beside her lay her blue notebook. It was not a school notebook. It was her observation notebook.

On the front of the cover stood:


Things I notice



Leni opened it.

She took her pencil and wrote:


Mila was afraid to say something.

So was I.



Then she looked at the sentence for a long time.

It was a true sentence.

But it did not feel good.

Ms. Sommer began with mathematics. Numbers stood on the board. The children calculated. Oscar raised his hand three times, even though once he had not been called on at all. In the back, someone dropped an eraser.

Everything was as usual.

Only Leni did not feel as usual.

She thought of the red ball.

She thought of Mila’s fingers.

She thought of Finn’s sentence: “It was just a joke.”

Leni did not like that sentence.

It was like a broom with which someone swept away everything that had happened before.

It was just a joke.

Then no one was allowed to be sad anymore.

It was just a joke.

Then no one was allowed to say that something had hurt.

It was just a joke.

Then suddenly Finn was no longer responsible, but Mila was, if she did not find it funny.

Leni pressed the pencil harder.

The tip broke.

“Everything all right?” asked Ms. Sommer.

All heads turned to Leni.

Leni’s face grew warm.

“Yes,” she said quickly.

It was not a real yes.

It was one of those yes-words that actually meant no.

Ms. Sommer looked at her for a moment longer. Then she nodded and continued explaining.

Leni stared at her notebook.

There it still stood:


Mila was afraid to say something.

So was I.



Under the sentence she wrote one more word.


Why?



In the next recess, Leni looked for Mila.

Mila was sitting on the bench beside the gym. The red ball lay next to her. This time she was not playing with it.

“May I sit down?” asked Leni.

Mila shrugged. That was not a yes, but it was not a no either. Leni carefully sat down at the other end of the bench.

For a while, neither of them said anything.

In the yard, children ran around in every direction. Someone called for a jump rope. Oscar chased a paper airplane that landed in a puddle. Finn was standing by the wall again.

Leni looked at Mila.

“That earlier,” she began.

Mila looked at her shoes.

“Was not just a joke,” said Leni.

Mila moved her foot back and forth. “Doesn’t matter.”

Leni shook her head. “No. I don’t think so.”

Mila was silent.

Leni felt that pulling in her throat again. She was afraid of saying the wrong thing. But this time she did not want to stay completely silent.

“I saw that you did not want to give him the ball,” she said.

Mila looked at her.

Only briefly.

But in that brief look there was something Leni could not miss.

Relief.

“Then why didn’t you say anything?” asked Mila.

The question was quiet.

But it hit Leni like a loud bang.

Leni opened her mouth.

Then she closed it again.

She could have said: Because I was afraid.

She could have said: Because Finn can become mean.

She could have said: Because I did not know whether I was allowed to.

All of it would have been true.

But none of it came out.

“I don’t know,” said Leni.

That was not quite the truth.

But it was not a lie either.

Mila took the ball and placed it on her lap.

“I didn’t know what to say either,” she murmured.

There they sat.

Two girls on a bench.

A red ball between them.

Many unsaid sentences in the air.

And Leni thought: Maybe that is the problem. Not that we see nothing. But that we do not know how to begin.

That afternoon, at home, Leni placed her observation notebook on her desk.

At the top of a new page, she wrote:


What I saw today



Under it she made three lines.

Beside the first, she wrote:


	Finn took Mila’s ball away.


	Mila did not want that.


	I said nothing.




Then she paused.

Those were things that had happened.

Beside them she wrote:


What I thought




	Finn will get angry if I say something.


	Maybe the others will laugh.


	Maybe everything will get worse.




Again she paused.

Then she wrote:


What I felt




	Fear.


	Anger.


	Shame.




Leni looked at the three small lists.

She did not know why, but it helped a little.

As if the thoughts were less tangled when they stood on paper.

At the bottom of the page she wrote one more sentence:


Maybe a voice does not have to be loud. Maybe first it has to be clear.



Then she closed the notebook.

Outside, it was slowly getting dark. Her face was reflected in the window.

Leni looked at herself.

She saw a girl who noticed a lot.

A girl who often stayed silent.

A girl who had not helped today, even though she had seen what had happened.

That hurt.

But Leni also saw something else.

She saw a girl who might be able to find a first sentence tomorrow.

Only one.

Maybe not a loud one.

But a clear one.




1.2 The Boy Who Ran Too Fast

Oscar was not good at waiting.

He could wait when a cake was in the oven. Almost, anyway. He could wait when Ms. Sommer handed out the notebooks. He could even wait when his mother said, “In a minute,” even though “in a minute” sometimes lasted longer than an entire math problem.

But Oscar could not wait when something was unfair.

Then he felt it in his legs.

First it tingled in his knees. Then in his feet. Then his whole body seemed to call:

Go.

Now.

Do something.

That was how it was on that Monday too.

Oscar had seen the red ball. He had seen Finn take it away from Mila. He had seen how Mila became quiet.

But Oscar had seen something else too.

He had seen that Leni stood beside them and said nothing.

He did not understand that.

Leni usually saw everything.

She noticed when a child was sad even before the child noticed it themselves. She could say why Ms. Sommer sounded stricter today than yesterday. She knew who was secretly crying in the classroom, who was ashamed, and who was only pretending that nothing mattered.

But when Finn took the ball, Leni stayed standing there.

Just like that.

Oscar would have liked to shout immediately.

But at that moment the bell rang, and recess was over.

In the classroom, Oscar could hardly stay seated.

His leg bounced under the table. His pencil tapped against his notebook. Ms. Sommer explained subtraction with borrowing, but Oscar was not thinking about numbers.

He was thinking about Finn.

And about the ball.

And about how everyone always acted as if Finn was just Finn.

As if that were an excuse.

That’s just how Finn is.

Oscar did not like that sentence. It was like a door someone slammed shut so that no one could look inside anymore.

That’s just how Finn is.

Then Finn did not have to change.

That’s just how Finn is.

Then everyone else had to move out of the way.

That’s just how Finn is.

Then the unfair thing suddenly became normal.

Oscar raised his hand.

“Yes, Oscar?” asked Ms. Sommer.

Oscar blinked. He had forgotten that this was math.

“Um,” he said.

A few children giggled.

Ms. Sommer looked at him kindly. “What is forty-eight minus nineteen?”

Oscar calculated quickly in his head. “Twenty-nine.”

“Correct.”

He leaned back.

Actually, he had wanted to say something else.

Something about Finn.

But now was probably not the time.

Oscar thought adults thought that sentence far too often: Now is not the time.

When was the time, then?

When Mila no longer wanted to play with her ball at all?

When Finn found the next child?

When everyone pretended nothing had happened?

In the next recess, Oscar ran off before Leni had even pushed her chair properly under the table.

He saw Finn standing by the wall.

The red ball was back with Mila, but Mila was not playing. She was sitting on the bench beside the gym. Leni was sitting with her.

Good, thought Oscar. Leni is talking to her.

Then I can talk to Finn.

Oscar did not walk.

He marched.

That made a difference.

Walking was calm.

Marching was a statement.

Finn noticed him and grinned.

“What do you want?” asked Finn.

“Leave Mila alone,” said Oscar.

Finn raised his eyebrows. “I am.”

“You took her ball away.”

“It was a joke.”

“It wasn’t.”

Finn laughed briefly. “Did she complain?”

Oscar pointed to the bench. “You can see that she’s sad.”

“You’re not her lawyer.”

Oscar did not know exactly what a lawyer did. But he knew that Finn did not mean it kindly.

“I don’t have to be a lawyer,” he said. “I have eyes.”

Finn took a step closer.

“Then look somewhere else.”

Oscar felt the tingling in his knees.

There it was again.

Go.

Now.

Do something.

“No,” said Oscar.

The no came out louder than he had planned.

A few children turned around.

Finn’s grin became smaller. “What did you say?”

“No,” Oscar repeated. Even louder.

Now even more children looked over.

Oscar noticed that his hands had become fists. He had not decided that. It had simply happened.

Finn looked at Oscar’s fists.

“Do you want to fight?”

“No,” said Oscar.

But his fists looked as if they were saying something else.

“Looks like it,” said Finn.

Oscar wanted to open his hands. But he could not manage it right away.

His heart was beating fast.

Too fast.

His head grew hot.

“You just need to stop,” he said.

“Or what?”

That was the question Oscar hated.

Or what?

It was like a trap.

If he said nothing, Finn had won.

If he said something threatening, everything would get worse.

If he walked away, it would look as if he was afraid.

Oscar took another step closer.

“Or I’ll tell Ms. Sommer.”

Finn laughed. “Oh no. Not Ms. Sommer.”

A few children giggled.

Oscar turned red.

Not with shame.

With anger.

“You think you’re so great,” he said.

Finn’s face changed.

It was only a small shift. But suddenly the game was over.

“And you think you’re so important,” said Finn.

Oscar wanted to answer.

Fast.

Hard.

In a way that would finally make Finn be quiet.

But at that exact moment, he heard Leni.

“Oscar.”

Her voice was not loud.

Still, he heard it.

Maybe because she said his name as if she were holding him still.

Oscar did not turn around.

“Oscar,” said Leni again.

This time she was standing beside Mila.

Mila had the ball pressed against herself again.

Leni did not look angry. She looked worried.

That made Oscar even angrier.

“I’m handling this,” he said.

“I see it,” said Leni.

That was a strange sentence.

Oscar blinked.

“What?”

“I see that you want to help,” said Leni.

Oscar did not know what to answer.

Of course he wanted to help.

That was the whole point.

Leni continued. “But right now it is getting bigger.”

Oscar looked around.

Many children were now standing in a semicircle around Finn and him. Some were grinning. Some were waiting. Some looked as if they were hoping something exciting would happen.

Oscar looked at his hands.

Still fists.

Slowly he opened them.

Finn noticed. “Well? Not so brave after all?”

The tingling came back.

Stronger.

Oscar wanted to move forward again.

But Leni said, “Brave is not the same as loud.”

The sentence was quiet.

And annoying.

Because it stayed stuck in Oscar’s head.

Ms. Sommer came across the yard.

“What is going on here?”

At once everyone talked over one another.

“Oscar wanted to hit Finn!”

“No, I didn’t!”

“Finn started it!”

“It was just a joke!”

“Mila cried!”

“No, she didn’t!”

Ms. Sommer raised her hand.

“Stop.”

It did not become silent immediately. But it became quieter.

“One at a time,” she said. “Oscar?”

Oscar was breathing heavily.

Finally.

Now he could say what was going on.

“Finn took Mila’s ball away and pretends it was a joke, but it wasn’t, and everyone always laughs, and no one says anything, and then Finn just keeps going, and when someone says something, he makes fun of them, and then you’re supposed to stay calm, but you can’t when it’s unfair.”

It all came out at once.

Like an overturned bucket.

Ms. Sommer nodded slowly.

“Thank you,” she said. “That was a lot at once.”

A few children giggled again.

Oscar glared at them.

Ms. Sommer looked at him. “Oscar. Please look at me.”

He looked at her.

“I believe you that you wanted to help,” she said.

Oscar nodded.

Finally someone understood something.

“But you were very close to threatening him yourself.”

Oscar opened his mouth.

Then he closed it again.

Was he?

He had only wanted to help.

Ms. Sommer turned to Mila. “Mila, would you like to say what happened?”

Mila looked at the ball.

Leni stood beside her.

Oscar saw that Leni said nothing. But this time it was different from the morning. She was not silent because she was afraid. She was silent so that Mila could speak.

That was hard to explain.

But Oscar saw it.

Mila said, “Finn asked if he could look. But then he already had the ball. I didn’t want that.”

Ms. Sommer nodded. “Thank you.”

Finn rolled his eyes. “I gave it back, didn’t I?”

“That is true,” said Ms. Sommer. “But giving it back does not undo the fact that you took it.”

Finn said nothing.

That was rare.

Oscar felt a small sense of victory.

But it did not last long.

Because Ms. Sommer looked at him again.

“And you, Oscar, please come with me in a moment too. We will talk about how to intervene without turning one unfair thing into even more unfairness.”

Oscar pressed his lips together.

That felt unfair.

Finn had taken the ball away. Why did Oscar have to come too?

He wanted to protest.

But Leni looked at him and shook her head almost imperceptibly.

Not now.

Oscar hated not now.

But this time he stayed silent.

Not because he had no voice.

But because he noticed that his voice was still too hot.

After recess, Oscar sat with Ms. Sommer in the small group room beside the library.

On the table stood a cup with dull colored pencils. On the wall hung a poster with words like Listening, Respect, and Class Community.

Oscar did not especially like posters like that.

They always acted as if everything were easy.

Ms. Sommer sat down across from him.

“You are angry,” she said.

Oscar shrugged.

“Yes.”

“Because you wanted to help and now you are sitting here anyway?”

“Yes.”

“I understand that.”

Oscar looked up.

“Really?”

“Yes. It is hard when you see something unfair.”

Oscar nodded. “You can’t just do nothing.”

“That is true.”

Relief spread through his belly.

“But,” said Ms. Sommer.

There it was.

He knew that but.

“But when you intervene in a way that makes the other person feel threatened, a new argument begins.”

“Finn doesn’t listen otherwise.”

“Maybe,” said Ms. Sommer. “But when you threaten him, he does not listen either. Then he only defends himself.”

Oscar was silent.

That sounded logical.

Unfortunately.

Ms. Sommer took a sheet of paper and drew three lines.

“There are different ways to react to unfairness,” she said.

Above the first line, she wrote:


Running away or staying silent



Above the second:


Attacking or threatening



Above the third:


Speaking clearly and fairly



Oscar looked at the words.

“I didn’t run away,” he said.

“No,” said Ms. Sommer. “You did not.”

“And I didn’t hit Finn.”

“No.”

“Then it wasn’t so bad.”

Ms. Sommer put down the pencil.

“Oscar, this is not about whether you are bad. It is about whether your way helped.”

That was another sentence that stayed stuck in his head.

Not whether I am bad.

Whether my way helped.

Oscar thought of the semicircle of children.

Of Finn’s face.

Of his own fists.

Of Mila, who had looked even smaller when everyone was watching.

“Maybe not,” he murmured.

“What could you have said instead?”

Oscar thought.

“Finn, give the ball back.”

“That is clear,” said Ms. Sommer. “What else?”

“Mila did not want that.”

“Good.”

“You did not ask.”

“Very good.”

Oscar looked at the third line.

Speaking clearly and fairly.

“And if he laughs then?”

“Then you can repeat what matters. Or get help. But you do not have to step into his trap.”

“What trap?”

“The trap where you become so loud that everyone sees only your anger and no longer the unfairness that it was actually about.”

Oscar leaned back.

That was mean.

Not of Ms. Sommer.

Of the trap.

That afternoon, Oscar walked home slowly.

Walking slowly was almost harder for him than running fast.

He kicked a small stone. The stone hopped across the sidewalk and stopped beside a drain.

Oscar thought of Finn.

He was still angry.

But the anger looked different now.

No longer like fire.

More like a knot.

At home, Oscar took a sheet of paper from his schoolbag. It was the paper from Ms. Sommer with the three lines. She had given it to him to take home.

He placed it on his desk.

Then he wrote underneath:


I wanted to help.

But I was too fast.



He stared at the sentences.

Then he added:


Maybe courage is not running off immediately.

Maybe courage is standing still long enough to act rightly.



Oscar thought the sentence was pretty good.

Maybe a little too long.

But good.

He folded the paper and put it into his math book.

Not because it had anything to do with math.

But because he had to open his math book every day.

And maybe he had to see that sentence every day too.

The next morning, Oscar did not want to avoid Finn.

But he did not want to march either.

So he walked.

Quite normally.

That was harder than it looked.




1.3 The Argument in the Schoolyard

On Tuesday morning, the red ball was lying in the schoolyard again.

Mila no longer had it pressed tightly against herself. She held it loosely in both hands, as if she wanted to show that she was not afraid.

But Leni saw that this was not true.

Mila’s thumb kept stroking the same spot on the ball again and again. Her shoulders were raised just a tiny bit. And she did not stand in the middle of the yard, where children usually played with a new ball.

She stayed near the bench beside the gym.

Where she could sit down quickly.

Or leave quickly.

Leni stood at the edge of the yard and watched.

She had decided something the evening before.

Today she did not want only to see.

Today she wanted to say one sentence.

Only one.

It did not have to be loud. It did not have to be especially clever. It did not have to solve everything.

It only had to be clear.

Leni had practiced it at home.

In front of the mirror.

Then in front of her wardrobe.

Then in front of her hamster Pünktchen, who had not been especially impressed.

The sentence was:


That does not belong to you.



Four words.

Actually simple.

But in the schoolyard, four words suddenly felt heavy.

Oscar came running through the school gate. His jacket was open, his schoolbag hung crookedly on his back, and his hair looked as if it had decided to think in different directions today.

“Morning,” he said breathlessly.

“Morning,” said Leni.

Oscar looked at Mila. Then at Finn, who was standing by the wall again.

“If he starts again, I’ll say something,” said Oscar.

“Me too,” said Leni.

Oscar looked at her in surprise.

“Really?”

Leni nodded.

She hoped it looked like a sure nod. It felt more like a small wobble in her head.

“Good,” said Oscar. “Then we’ll both say something.”

That sounded easier than it was.

For a while, nothing happened.

Mila played with two children from her class. She threw the ball, caught it again, and even laughed once. Not loudly, but truly.

Leni relaxed a little.

Maybe nothing will happen today, she thought.

Then Finn came.

He did not come alone. Jaro and Benno were walking beside him. The two of them were not mean. At least not always. But when they stood with Finn, they laughed at things they might not have laughed at if they were alone.

Finn stopped in front of Mila.

“Well, did you bring your treasure again?”

Mila held the ball tightly.

“We’re playing right now.”

“I see that.”

Finn grinned.

Jaro grinned too.

Benno looked at his shoes.

Leni felt her heart beating faster.

Oscar took a step forward.

Leni briefly placed her hand on his sleeve.

Not firmly.

Just enough for him to notice her.

“Understand first,” she whispered.

Oscar looked at her.

His face said: I already understand everything.

But he stayed where he was.

Finn pointed at the ball.

“We need it for our game.”

“No,” said Mila.

The no was quiet.

But it was there.

Leni heard it.

Oscar too.

Finn acted as if he had not heard it.

“Come on. You’ll get it back later.”

“No,” said Mila again.

This time a little more clearly.

A few children turned around.

Finn’s grin did not disappear. But it became narrower.

“Don’t make such a fuss.”

There it was again.

One of those sentences that wanted to turn a no into a problem.

Finn was not supposed to change anything.

Mila was supposed not to make such a fuss.

Leni felt the sentence in her belly, as if someone had tied a knot there.

Oscar clenched his hands.

Leni saw it.

She also saw Finn’s glance at Oscar’s hands.

The trap, she thought.

She did not know why she thought that word. Maybe because of Ms. Sommer. Maybe because of Oscar. Maybe because she suddenly understood it.

If Oscar became loud now, everyone would look at Oscar.

Not at Finn.

Not at Mila.

Not at the ball.

Oscar took a breath.

Leni was faster.

Not with her legs.

With the sentence.

“That does not belong to you,” she said.

Her voice was not loud.

But it was clear enough for the children nearby to become quiet.

Finn turned his head toward her.

“What?”

Leni almost flinched.

But Oscar stood beside her.

Not in front of her.

Beside her.

That helped.

“The ball belongs to Mila,” said Leni. “And she said no.”

Oscar nodded. “Exactly.”

His voice was firmer than Leni’s. But not as hot as yesterday.

Finn looked from Leni to Oscar and back again.

“So now you two are the schoolyard police?”

Jaro laughed.

Benno did not.

Leni noticed her face growing warm. She wanted to look away, but she did not.

“No,” she said. “We are only saying what happened.”

Finn snorted.

“What happened? I asked.”

“And Mila said no,” said Oscar.

That was good.

Short.

Clear.

Not shouted.

Mila stood completely still. The red ball lay against her belly, between her arms and her jacket.

Finn looked at her.

“Then say something yourself.”

Everyone looked at Mila.

Leni noticed at once that something was wrong.

It was good if Mila was allowed to speak.

But it was not good if Finn pushed her to do it in front of everyone.

Mila became smaller, even though she did not move.

“She does not have to prove anything right now,” said Leni.

The sentence came by itself.

Leni was almost startled by it.

Oscar looked at her briefly, as if she had just done something very important.

Finn rolled his eyes.

“You’re annoying.”

“Maybe,” said Oscar.

Leni looked at him.

That was not the sentence she had expected.

Oscar shrugged. “But the ball still belongs to Mila.”

A few children giggled.

This time not at Leni.

Not at Mila.

Maybe a little at Finn.

Finn noticed.

His face became hard.

“Fine,” he said. “Then play with your baby ball.”

Mila looked at the ball.

Baby ball.

The word was small and sharp. It was meant to hurt without looking like a blow.

Oscar took another step.

This time forward.

“Take that back.”

His voice had become louder.

Not very loud.

But loud enough for Leni to notice.

Finn raised his eyebrows.

“Or what?”

There it was.

The trap.

Again.

This time Oscar heard it too. Leni saw it in his face.

His mouth stayed open, but no word came out.

He breathed in.

Then out.

“Not or,” he said slowly. “It was simply unfair.”

Leni stared at him.

That was new.

Oscar had seen the trap and had not stepped into it.

Finn looked disappointed. Almost as if someone had refused to play a game.

“Boring,” he muttered.

Then he turned around.

Jaro followed him immediately.

Benno stayed standing for a moment.

He looked at Mila.

“The ball is not babyish,” he said quietly.

Then he ran after the others.

No one said anything.

For a moment, the schoolyard was strangely quiet.

Not completely quiet, of course. A schoolyard is never completely quiet. Somewhere a swing squeaked. Someone called for a jump rope. A child laughed near the bicycle racks.

But around Leni, Oscar, and Mila, a small quiet circle had formed.

Mila no longer pressed the ball quite so tightly.

“Thank you,” she said.

Oscar grinned. “No problem.”

Leni said nothing.

Not because she was afraid.

But because the thank-you felt warm and unfamiliar.

Mila looked at her.

“You said it.”

Leni nodded.

“Yes.”

“Were you nervous?”

Leni would have liked to say no. A brave no. A casual no. A no that sounded as if she always had sentences like that ready.

But that would not have been true.

“Very,” she said.

Mila smiled.

“You could hardly tell.”

“Hardly?” asked Oscar.

Mila shrugged. “A little.”

All three of them laughed.

It was not loud laughter.

But it was real.

When recess was over, Leni walked back into the school building beside Oscar.

“You didn’t run off,” she said.

Oscar pushed his hands into his jacket pockets.

“Yes, I did. In my head.”

“But not with your feet.”

“That’s true.”

They walked a few steps.

Then Oscar said, “And you spoke.”

Leni looked at her shoes.

“Only four words.”

“Good four words.”

Leni smiled.

In the classroom, she sat down in her place and took out her observation notebook.

Oscar saw it.

“Are you writing down again what everyone did wrong?”

“No,” said Leni.

“What, then?”

She opened to a new page.

At the top, she wrote:


What was different today



Under it, she wrote:


	Mila said no.


	I said a clear sentence.


	Oscar did not step into the trap.


	Finn did not get the ball.




Oscar read over her shoulder.

“You forgot that Benno said something nice.”

Leni nodded and wrote:


	Benno dared not to laugh along.




“And you forgot that I was very calm,” said Oscar.

Leni raised her eyebrows.

“Very calm?”

“Pretty calm.”

She wrote:


	Oscar was pretty calm.




Oscar nodded with satisfaction.

Ms. Sommer entered the room and clapped her hands once.

“Good morning, everyone.”

“Good morning, Ms. Sommer,” said the class.

Leni did not close her notebook yet.

At the bottom of the page, she wrote:


A clear sentence is smaller than shouting. But sometimes it is stronger.



Then she looked at Oscar.

Oscar was already sitting on his chair, but his legs were not bouncing.

Not today.

At least not very much.

In math class, they did subtraction problems again.

Leni made three mistakes.

Oscar made five.

But that was not so bad.

Because in the schoolyard, they had learned something that was not written in any math book:

A no may begin quietly.

A brave person may stand still for a moment.

And sometimes an argument does not change because someone wins.

But because someone finally says clearly what is true.




2 Three False Ways




2.1 The Whisperer

On Wednesday, the schoolyard was different.

Not really different.

The wall still stood where it always stood. The bench beside the gym was still the same. The chestnut tree at the edge of the yard was still losing brown leaves, even though Ms. Sommer had said that autumn was actually already over this year.

The children were the same too.

Finn stood with Jaro and Benno.

Mila had her red ball with her.

Oscar came running through the school gate late again.

And Leni had her blue observation notebook in her schoolbag.

Still, something felt different.

Maybe because Leni had spoken the day before.

Only four words.

That does not belong to you.

But those four words had not simply disappeared. They had stayed. Not in the schoolyard, not in the air, not with Finn.

In Leni.

That evening, she had written them in her notebook again.


That does not belong to you.



Then she had written underneath:


I can say a sentence, even when my voice trembles.



She liked the sentence.

It did not suddenly make her brave.

But it made the fear smaller.

A little.

During the first recess, Mila played with the red ball again. This time four children joined in. Benno stood at the edge and watched. After a while, he asked whether he could play too.

Mila nodded.

Leni saw that and was happy.

Not loudly.

Leni was rarely happy loudly.

But it became warm in her belly.

“See?” said Oscar beside her. “Yesterday helped.”
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