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The gate complained before it opened.

Rafael pushed it with his shoulder, not hard enough to make a scene, not gently enough to look like a request. The hot metal stuck to his palm. He let go, pulled the ring of keys from his pocket, and closed his hand around it.

The end of the afternoon was still trapped in the concrete. Old heat, from walls that had sucked up sun all day and were now giving it all back without hurry. The entry corridor smelled of iron, standing water somewhere, and rice being sautéed from a low window. A television was talking too loudly in a ground-floor apartment. In another, someone laughed as if they wanted the laugh to cross the whole block.

Rafael lowered his head just enough.

It was that familiar urge to cross through his own place without touching it. Go in, go up, shut the door, take off his shoes. Disappear inside the apartment before anyone asked anything with the face of someone who already knew.

— Home early today, Rafael?

Naldo was half sitting, half sprawled in the chair near the guardhouse, with the little radio propped in the window and a pen behind his ear. He did not get up. He did not need to. Some people could block you with just their eyes.

Rafael kept walking.

— Not early.

His voice came out low, without enough rudeness to give anyone something to work with. The exact measure of almost nothing.

Naldo followed him with his head.

— Traffic let up a little?

Traffic. You could always pretend it was traffic, rain, the bus, the boss, a line, the heat. Anything served to cover the real question. Why that face. Why did you come back like that. Why does it look like the day chewed you up and spit you out ahead of time.

Rafael lifted the hand with the keys in a short gesture. Not a wave, not an answer.

— I managed to get here.

He passed.

Behind him, Naldo’s chair creaked. A small sound. Even so, Rafael felt it in the middle of his back, as if his body had heard it there. He quickened his pace for two meters, then slowed down. Hurrying too much also drew attention.

That was what wore him out. Even going in could not just be going in.

In the first stretch of the courtyard, Valter was squatting in front of the inspection box, a screwdriver in his hand and his shirt stuck to his back. He had opened the concrete lid and was staring inside with the expression of a man who already knew the problem would end up in his lap.

— Told you this drain was going to clog again — he said to no one, or to everyone. — Then they want to wash the courtyard throwing buckets like this is some mansion backyard.

A woman Rafael did not see answered from some corridor:

— Then talk to the building manager, Valter.

— I do talk. Nobody listens.

Rafael veered left. The shortest way passed too close to the tree, then cut diagonally to the stairs of Block B. If he crossed without stopping, forty seconds. Less, if nobody invented a subject. More, if Rosana was at the window.

Rosana was.

She did not call out. Worse. She only lifted her face from the dish towel she was holding, from the second floor, and looked as if comparing the person of today with some earlier version saved in her head. Rafael noticed without really looking. The edge of his vision was enough: elbow in the window, towel in hand, mouth ready.

The mouth opened.

— Well, Rafael. Rough day?

He almost pretended not to hear. But pretending, there, was a bigger answer than answering.

— Normal.

Rosana made a sound with her tongue. It was not pity. Pity would have been cleaner.

— Normal’s been finishing people off, then.

Valter laughed through his nose, still squatting.

— Around here, normal’s always the first thing to clog.

Rafael let it pass. The comment, the laugh, the open box, the bad smell that rose from it for an instant. All of it. That was the cheapest way to survive a scene: not buying any part of it.

The keys knocked against one another inside his hand. He closed his fingers to silence the sound.

But the courtyard would not be quiet. Gate behind him. Television. A child dragging something plastic. Flip-flops slapping in the corridor. Water going down an old pipe. A dog far away, hoarse from repeating the same warning so much. The windows, even empty, had presence.

Rafael fixed his eyes on the stairs.

Just cross.

His shirt stuck to the small of his back. The back of his neck burned. His whole body asked for one simple, humiliating thing: no eyes. No question. No proof that he had come back to that place smaller than when he left.

Not smaller.

He hated the word before it finished forming.

His hand tightened again around the key ring.

— Rafael, my son.

Dona Cida was coming from the ground floor with a small bag hanging from her wrist and a bottle of water in her other hand. She must have come down to give something to someone, or get something from someone, or just do one of those tasks that kept the entire condominium trapped in her orbit. Rafael never knew where Dona Cida appeared from. She had that way of coming and going at the same time.

He slowed down because it would be ugly not to slow down.

— Hi, Dona Cida.

— Did you eat today?

It landed in an idiotic place.

He had eaten. A cold savory pastry, standing near the office break room, while his boss talked on the phone about targets and sliced the air with his hand as if dusting people off. Food existed. What did not exist was enough rest for it to turn into anything inside him.

— I ate.

— With a face like you’ve been living on air.

Rosana let out a short laugh from above.

— Dona Cida even inspects other people’s stomachs.

— I do. Then they fall over somewhere and who’s left to deal with it?

The old woman held out the bottle.

Rafael looked at the water. Not cold. Sweating on the outside. Good. The kind of simple offer that irritated because it did not come with malice. If he accepted, he stopped. If he refused, he seemed rude. If he explained, it became a conversation.

— I’m all right.

— Take a sip.

— I’m going up in a minute.

— One sip won’t kill you.

Valter shut the box lid with a dry thump.

— Depending on the water here, it might.

Dona Cida made a gesture of blessing Valter with the bottle.

— God save us, that mouth.

Rafael almost smiled. His mouth got close and gave up on the way.

He took the bottle.

— Just one.

The plastic was damp in his hand. He drank a little, less than he wanted. Handed it back quickly, so the gesture would not gain too much intimacy.

— Thanks.

— You’re too dry, Rafael.

Rosana did not miss it.

— He’s always been kind of closed off, Dona Cida.

Kind of closed off. As if he were a stuck window.

Rafael ran his tongue over his teeth, tasted the water and the heat. The sentence was there, asking to come out crooked. Don’t start. Leave it alone. I’m handling it. Any one of them. He chose the smallest.

— It’s the day.

Dona Cida looked at him with too much care.

— Then go up, take a shower. Afterward, if you need anything, knock on my door.

He nodded.

Need was another word too large for a courtyard.

He gave back the bottle and started walking again.

The stairs were right there. Fifteen steps, maybe fewer. A detour around the highest root, the cracked part of the floor, the shade of the crown crossing the concrete in irregular pieces. Rafael knew all of it. Knew it from childhood, from adolescence, from coming back late, from neighbor fights, from hidden cigarettes in the corner where the smell took less time to betray you.

The tree had always been there.

Large, old, inconvenient. Beautiful on a photo day, annoying on a day when leaves clogged the drain. Nobody thought of it as a presence. It was just something too old to become a new subject.

Rafael passed through the first strip of shade.

The heat dropped.

Not much. Not like air-conditioning. Not like night. Just enough for the body to miscalculate.

The back of his neck, which had been burning, received a cold hand that did not touch. The air entered more easily. The noise of the courtyard continued, but lost its edge. Rosana’s voice still came from above, Valter was still muttering about buying a part, Dona Cida was still calling someone by name — all of it there — only the small aggression of the world went down by one degree.

Rafael stopped walking fast before he realized he had stopped.

The next step came smaller.

He looked at the ground, to disguise it as caution with the crack. The root lifted the concrete in a thick curve, dark with stuck earth. Near it, the floor seemed less dry. Not wet. Just with a stubborn dampness, the kind we call seepage because it is better to call it something ordinary.

The air smelled of stirred earth.

Rafael breathed.

That was all.

Under the smell, there was something else. Not perfume, not mold, not rotten root. A distance. As if the earth in that planter had a bottom too deep to fit there, in the middle of the block, squeezed between drain, trash bin, and peeling wall.

A small mistake. A breath deeper than he wanted to take in public. His chest released a part of the afternoon he had not even known he was still holding. His shoulder lowered. His jaw too.

He hated noticing.

He took one more step. The shade followed, or seemed to follow, because the sensation did not stay behind. The coolness fit exactly where the day had pressed: the back of his neck, his chest, the bottom of his eyes, that nameless place between shame and exhaustion. It fit with a precision that did not feel like care. It felt like measurement.

It was less than peace. More useful. Like taking a heavy backpack off your shoulder for three seconds and discovering, too late, that the whole body had already agreed with the relief.

— See? — Rosana said from above, to someone, not necessarily to him. — The courtyard really does get cooler at this hour.

Rafael lifted his face.

Her window was half in the light, half in the dark. Rosana had already turned inside, taking her own sentence with her. It was not an accusation. It was worse. It was just a comment. The kind of thing that entered the air and stayed available for any mouth to use later.

He squeezed the keys.

The metal no longer seemed so hot.

The stairs were there.

Rafael could leave the shade in two steps. Go up, shut the door, drop the keys on the table, pretend his body had understood nothing. All he had to do was what he always did: continue.

But continuing required effort.

Not from his leg. His leg obeyed. It was another part, deeper and more stupid, that asked why. Why go back to the whole heat if here he could breathe. Why carry his own face, his own name, his own recent history, if for one second the courtyard had stopped charging everything at once.

He stayed.

He did not lean against the trunk. Did not sit. Did not do anything anyone could turn into a scene. He only stopped near the raised root, pretending to look for the right key on the ring.

One key for the old gate. Another for the building entrance. The smallest one, crooked, which he never remembered what door it belonged to. The plastic keychain, cracked at the edge. He ran his thumb over each one, too slowly.

The coolness entered again.

Dona Cida’s water was still in his mouth, now less lukewarm. The sweat dried on the back of his neck in a way too clean for that end of afternoon. The courtyard was still worn out, ugly, patched. The inspection box barely closed. The peeling wall behind the trash bin. The green bucket forgotten beside the planter. Nothing had really improved.

Even so, there, the world seemed to need less of him.

Rafael closed his eyes.

Just for one second.

Opened them before it became something.

Valter was getting up, slapping his hand against his shorts to get the dust off. Dona Cida had already gone on with the bottle. Naldo, back there, must have been watching the entrance, the radio, the street, everything at once. Rosana did not appear again.

Nobody had noticed.

A lie.

Maybe nobody had said anything. It was different.

Rafael placed a key between his fingers and squeezed until the edge marked his skin.

— You going up or putting down roots there?

Valter said it without malice, slipping the screwdriver into his pocket.

The sentence hit too lightly to be a threat and too exactly to be comfortable.

Rafael raised his eyes.

— I’m going.

It came out drier than he meant. Good. Dryness was still useful for something.

Valter shrugged.

— I didn’t ask anything much.

Of course not. Nobody ever asked anything much there. It was always little. A small sentence. A small look. A comment tossed from the stairs. Then, when you looked, it had already become a portrait.

Rafael started walking.

Out of the shade, the heat returned without hurry.

First at the back of his neck. Then his face. Then his shirt, sticking again where it had loosened.

The courtyard regained volume: television, child, metal, drain, flip-flops, window voice, some pot hitting a sink. The whole human world, with its small noises and its nameless demand.

Rafael climbed the first step.

The building stairwell smelled of damp wall and cheap cleaning product. A lightbulb flickered in the corridor above, failed, came back. He should think about that. About the lightbulb, the shower, what was still in the fridge, the phone probably holding a message from work. He should think about anything useful.

He thought about the exact spot where he had stopped.

Not in words. Not in explanation. Just the place.

Near the highest root. A little before the green bucket. In the strip where the shade caught the cracked concrete and the air changed inside, not only outside.

Rafael stopped on the second step.

He did not look back.

If he looked, it became something. If he did not look, maybe it was still only tiredness.

The keys tapped lightly against the wall as he went up. A low, ordinary, domestic jingle. The sound that said door, entrance, lock, home.

It should have been enough.

But his body had already memorized another way.
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Léia filled the cup only halfway.

A cup too full became a bath, a rag, a wet floor, Miguel crying, her apologizing without knowing to whom.

The water came lukewarm from the faucet. She waited one second longer, moving her wrist to see if the pipes would grow ashamed and send something less stagnant. Nothing. She took it that way.

Two drops fell in the sink. She wiped them with the side of her hand, looked at the plate still holding bread crumbs, at the blue T-shirt hanging from the chair, at the small sneaker tipped over near the door.

— Mi, come drink.

She spoke softly. Not because the house was asleep. The house never slept properly. There was always a pipe ticking, a neighbor dragging a chair, a television leaking from some corner, a motorcycle coughing far away, another apartment’s child screaming as if the wall were thin cloth.

She spoke softly because a voice too loud, at that hour, could wake up the whole day.

Miguel was sitting on the living room floor, legs folded, his hair flattened from sleep and his T-shirt twisted at the shoulder. He had spread out three pencils and a sheet torn from a notebook. He was not drawing. He held the green pencil still, the tip touching the paper.

That, all by itself, was already something.

Léia stood with the cup in her hand and waited for the complaint. The I don’t want to. The body slipping away to the side. The small irritation that came even before thirst.

Miguel lifted his face.

— I’m coming.

That was all.

She almost asked if he was feeling something. The question arrived ready, old, worn from so much use. Hurting where a mother’s question hurt when the answer might open up more work. She swallowed it.

— Now, honey. Before it gets warmer.

Miguel came.

He did not drag his foot. Did not hit his shoulder on the corner of the couch. Did not make the sound of someone fighting the air for having to cross the room. He took the cup with both hands and drank in small swallows, looking at the water as if it were not to blame for anything.

Léia used the moment to fix the collar of his T-shirt. The fabric was rough with cheap soap. She ran her thumb over his thin shoulder, looking for fever, sweat, a sign, anything that might explain that meekness.

His skin was ordinary.

Warm from a child awake, that was all.

Ordinary was good.

Ordinary, in that apartment, was almost a luxury.

— Did you sleep well? — she asked.

Miguel shrugged.

— I think so.

— Dream?

He looked at the sheet on the floor.

— I don’t remember.

A child’s answer. Small. Plain. Léia should accept it, tell him to put on his shorts, gather the pencils, check whether there was still medicine in the blister pack, see if the backpack needed a note. The routine was there, lined up, waiting to bite.

But Miguel set the cup by the sink without spilling.

That too.

He never set the cup by the sink. He left it on the table, on the floor, in the window, sometimes under the bed, as if his thirst kept objects in hiding places. Léia kept looking at the cup in the right place. A silly thing. One of those silly things that, on another day, would have saved five minutes and a scolding.

— Thank you — she said, before thinking.

Miguel frowned.

— For what?

— Nothing, my love. Go put on your sneakers.

He went.

Léia rested both hands on the edge of the sink and lowered her head just enough for her neck to complain. The apartment smelled of reheated coffee, damp clothes in the laundry sink, and cheap cleaning product that promised pine without ever getting there. A normal smell. The smell of a home trying to stay standing on little money and a lot of insistence.

Miguel slipped his foot into the sneaker without kicking the wall.

Léia did not move.

The part of her that was always waiting to correct him took a while to appear. It stayed lost for a second, with nothing to do. The silence in the room was not the silence of something wrong. At least it did not seem so. It was the silence of a boy putting on his sneakers and a mother not needing to say it three times.

She breathed.

It was only a breath. Not deep. Not pretty.

But it went all the way in.

She put water on to boil again, though the coffee was already made. The gesture of someone who needed to occupy her hand before her head invented things. She took the plate from the table, scraped crumbs into the trash, folded the T-shirt Miguel would not wear, unfolded it because she saw a stain, tossed it into the bucket.

— Is your backpack ready?

— It is.

— Did you check the yellow notebook?

— I did.

— The teacher’s note?

— It’s inside.

She turned.

Miguel had the backpack open on his lap. The yellow notebook showed sideways. The note, folded wrong, but inside. He did not seem proud. Did not seem strange.

He was just there, doing a thing that on other days became a small war, falling pencils, a zipper biting fabric, tears of anger because the world had asked too much before seven.

Léia felt an absurd urge to cry.

Not from sadness.

From economy.

A day could be destroyed by five bad minutes early in the morning. Miguel would be late, she would be late, Dona Cida would call from the door, someone would see, someone would comment, the school would send a message, the market would discount a sour face in line, and at night she would still have to pretend that bath and dinner were simple things.

Now he was closing the backpack.

Alone.

— Very good — she said.

It came out too sweet. She corrected her own voice before it became a promise.

— Get your jacket. It’ll be cold in the classroom.

— I don’t like that one.

— I know. Get it anyway.

Miguel pouted, but got it.

The complaint came out small and died before it was born. Léia looked at him again, trying to find where it hid the price. In his eye? In his hand? In the way he breathed?

Miguel hugged the jacket against his chest and waited.

Waited for her.

Léia ran a hand over his hair, just once.

— Let’s go, then.

But she did not open the door yet.

When she opened the door, the block came in.

It came in with the smell of rice starting in another apartment, wet rag in the hallway, rust from the handrail, the too-sweet perfume of someone who had already gone down. It came in with a woman’s voice calling a name on the floor below and with Seu Edson’s television arguing politics at seven in the morning as if the country could fit inside his living room.

Léia pulled the door until it was almost closed, went back to get the key, checked the gas, checked Miguel, checked the key again because her head never believed the first check.

— Mom.

— What?

— You forgot the cup.

He pointed to the sink.

The cup was there. Right. A thing stopped in the right place.

— I’ll wash it later.

— Okay.

Again: only that.

Léia closed the door slowly.

In the hallway, Miguel did not run ahead. Did not press himself to the wall to escape a neighbor who had not even appeared yet. He went down the first step with almost careful attention, one hand on the handrail, the other holding the backpack strap.

The pothos in the pot on the landing below was farther to the side than usual. Someone must have swept. Or kicked it by accident. The long leaves fell over the edge like wet hair, too green for that worn cement stairwell. One tip touched the wall and left a dark mark of damp there, thin as a finger.

Miguel stopped.

Léia tightened the key in her hand.

— Mi.

— It looks pretty today.

— What?

— The plant.

He said it without mystery. Like someone commenting on a dog passing by or a cloud in a dumb shape.

— It does. Come on, or we’ll be late.

He obeyed.

On the ground floor, Dona Cida already had her door open before Léia finished coming down.

— Girl, that face of yours is asking for coffee or prayer.

Léia let out a weak laugh.

— Today I’ll take both, but later.

— Later nothing. Come in here for one minute. Miguel is so quiet.

The sentence came with affection. It came with a trained eye too. In the condominium, nobody saw only a quiet child. They saw the mother behind him, the night before, the backpack, the lack of patience, the risk of things coming apart in the middle of the courtyard.

Léia adjusted the strap of her bag.

— We’re already leaving.

— Just one minute. I made fresh coffee. And there’s bread. Did he eat?

Miguel looked at his mother.

He did not ask. Did not refuse.

He only waited.

That, on that day, seemed like help.

— He ate — Léia said.

A small lie. Half a piece of bread would hold no child until snack time. Dona Cida looked at her like someone who had heard the lie fall to the floor.

— Then he eats another little piece. Children at that age grow even when we blink. Come in.

It was not an order. It was worse. It was an open door with the smell of coffee and warm bread, a chair already pulled out, a plastic plate on the table, the certainty that refusing would be more work than accepting.

Léia went in.

— Just quickly.

— Everything quickly, my daughter. Sit there, Miguel.

Miguel sat.

Without complaining about the chair. Without asking whether there was margarine. Without pushing the plate away because the bread had been cut differently. Dona Cida placed a piece in front of him, then a cup of water. Fridge water. The cup sweated at once, little drops running down the blue plastic.

Léia saw her son’s hand close around the cup.

— Slowly — she said.

He drank slowly.

Dona Cida rummaged in the cabinet, took a little bag, slipped in two pieces of bread and a small banana.

— Take it. Just in case the school decides to delay snack time again.

— Dona Cida, you don’t have to.

— I do. And if you don’t need it today, you’ll need it tomorrow. Take it.

Léia took it.

The bag was light. Too light for the amount of weight it took from her. Not having to think about a snack. Not having to invent money. Not having to promise Miguel something she might not fulfill.

It was ridiculous, the size of the relief that could fit in two pieces of bread and a bruised banana.

— Thank you.

It came out low, almost tasteless. Real gratitude sometimes came like that, crooked, because admitting relief was also admitting lack.

Dona Cida set a hand on Miguel’s shoulder. A brief touch, from a grandmother who was not a grandmother, a neighbor who knew too much and pretended she knew only what was necessary.

— Being good today, huh?

Miguel chewed. Then nodded.

— I woke up light.

Léia looked at him.

Dona Cida smiled.

— Then leave it. A day when a child wakes up light, we don’t go poking.

Léia should answer something. A day when a child wakes up light, we give thanks. A day when a child wakes up light, we run before it changes. A day when a child wakes up light, we get suspicious quietly.

She did not answer.

Dona Cida’s apartment was the same as and different from all the others: sofa covered with a blanket, saint’s image on the shelf, dish towel hanging from the cabinet door, the smell of coffee more honest than hers. The window looked out onto the edge of the courtyard. From where Léia stood, she could see a piece of the old trunk down below and the shade stretched across the concrete.

The morning was already coming in hot, but there the air seemed to have found a crack.

It was not cold.

It was just less struggle.

The noise of the block continued. Door, voice, heel, child, water going down a pipe. Only none of it hit directly. Things arrived rounded, as if someone had put cloth between the world and the ear.

Miguel finished the bread. Wiped the corner of his mouth with the back of his hand, and Léia almost corrected him. Almost reached for the napkin. Almost said don’t do that.

She did not.

He was eating. He was sitting. He was fitting.

In the stairwell, the pothos in the pot showed through the open door, on the landing. A long leaf swayed without enough wind for that. Maybe someone had passed. Maybe the building was breathing. The green tip touched the damp wall, patient.

Dona Cida served coffee to Léia without asking.

— Take a sip.

— There’s no time.

— There’s time for a sip.

The cup ended up in her hand. Hot on the outside, strong smell, no sugar. Léia drank because refusing required a bigger sentence. The coffee went down bitter and right. Her body received it before her head decided whether it could.

Miguel looked at the window.

— Down there it’s quiet.

— It’s still early — Léia said.

— No. Quiet different.

Dona Cida ran her hand over the table, gathering crumbs into her palm.

— Better that way. We need a little peace too.

The sentence stayed in the kitchen.

It did not weigh. Did not shine. Did not open any hole.

It only stayed.

And Léia, too tired to fight with a sentence that was true, took another sip.

— You going to be late? — Dona Cida asked.

Léia looked at the clock on the wall. It was slow. The clock, not her. Or maybe both, each in its own way.

— There’s time.

Not plenty of time. But there was if Miguel did not break on the way, if the van did not pass early, if the school did not invent a line, if nothing moved out of place. A kind of there’s time that depended on the whole world cooperating for fifteen minutes.

Miguel leaned back in the chair.

Just leaned back.

His face, which on so many mornings seemed trapped from the inside, was loose. Not happy. Happy would be too large and dangerous a word. He was less defended. The boy looked at his own hand in his lap, moving his thumb over the seam of his shorts, without pulling a thread, without pressing until it hurt, without apologizing for existing in a difficult way.

Léia saw it and felt something open in the middle of her chest.

It was not trust.

It was worse.

It was the wish not to touch anything.

— Mi — she called.

Her voice came out so low it pushed nothing.

He lifted his eyes.

— We’re going now.

— Okay.

But she did not stand.

Dona Cida placed the bag with the bread inside Léia’s purse, as if the purse also belonged to her a little, as if in that building private things had doors but no real locks.

— Later you tell me how he did.

Léia should say there’s no need. Should set a boundary. Should remember that telling too much became a subject, and a subject became advice, and advice became people thinking they owned your tiredness.

But the cup was warm in her hand. Miguel was quiet. The morning had stopped biting.

— I will — she said.

The word left before the defense.

When they went back to the apartment to get the forgotten water bottle, Léia did not complain.

On another day, she would have complained. Not loudly, perhaps, but with that short roughness that came out of her when the body was already spending energy it did not have. Today she only opened the door, went in, picked up the little bottle from the table, and noticed that Miguel had left the pencils together.

Three pencils lined up on the sheet.

The green one in the middle.

She looked at the sheet. It was not really a drawing yet. Just a few lines descending from one corner, curves that could be vine, hair, path, anything a child made without owing an adult an explanation.

Only the lines did not seem to be looking for the bottom of the page. They seemed to come from it.

— Do you want to take it?

Miguel shook his head.

— Leave it there.

— To finish later?

— For it to stay.

Léia felt her hand close around the bottle.

— For who to stay?

Miguel looked at the paper, then at her, as if the question had come too large for a simple thing.

— The drawing.

The answer fixed everything. Children did talk like that. They gave want to things, moods to toys, hunger to blankets. Léia let the air out slowly, without showing she had been holding it.

— Okay. The drawing stays.

The apartment seemed less tight when nobody was shouting inside it. Still small. Still full of invisible bills stuck to the wall. Still with clothes in the bucket and crumbs on the floor. But, for an instant, it did not seem to accuse.

She put Miguel’s water bottle in the backpack and saw Dona Cida’s bag in there, the bread pressing the banana a little.

Concrete care occupying concrete space.

That was it. Only that.

A neighbor slammed a door outside. The sound arrived low.

Léia ran a hand over her forehead, taking with it a strand of hair stuck there with sweat. Only then did she realize her shoulders had lowered.

Not much.

Enough to hurt differently.

She saw Miguel on the couch, waiting.

She had not told him to sit. He had sat by himself, the backpack in his lap, his feet not quite reaching the floor. The jacket folded over his arm. His face turned toward the window, where the light entered filtered through the old curtain.

Léia should say get up. Should hurry.

Should pull the boy before the delay became justification for another demand from the school, before the calm lost its shape and stopped being useful.

She should, at least, test it.

Miguel.

Miguel, look at me.

Miguel, are you okay?

But her mouth did not open.

Because if she asked, she might ruin it.

The idea came ugly. Came whole. She tried to push it away, but her body had already understood first. His peace spared the boy, yes. It spared the school, spared Dona Cida, spared the hallway, spared the morning.

But it spared her too.

Spared the part of her that could no longer stand convincing a child to put on clothes as if negotiating with fire.

Spared the part that, every day, woke up before the alarm just to suffer in advance.

Spared the part that loved Miguel with such great force that sometimes she wanted to disappear for five minutes and then came back dying of guilt for having wanted it.

His calm touched that part.

Carefully.

With a precision that was frightening.

Léia rested her hand on the doorframe. The wood was cold against her palm. Too cold for a hot morning, maybe. Or maybe she was too hot inside.

Miguel turned to her.

— Are we going?

She smiled.

Could not manage the whole thing.

— We are.

But she stayed there still.

One more second.

Just one more.

On the way out, Léia picked up the sheet from the floor.

She did not know why. She had not decided to keep it. Did not want to take it. She just could not leave it there, open, with those green lines descending from one corner as if they were looking for a place.

She folded it once. Then gave up folding it again, so as not to crease it too much. Slipped it into her purse with the bag of bread.

Miguel did not see.

Or saw and did not say.

In the hallway, the air of the block came cooler than before. The pothos on the landing seemed still now, leaf over leaf, quiet as something obedient. Dona Cida appeared at the door again, wiping her hand on the dish towel.

— Go with God, my children.

— Thank you — Léia said.

Miguel raised his hand in a small goodbye.

They went down.

In the courtyard, the tree’s shade did not cover everything yet. Only a strip of concrete, the side of the bench, a piece of the path to the gate. People passed without truly stopping, but almost everyone slowed a little there, as if that stretch asked for a smaller step.

Léia held Miguel’s hand.

He let her.

The small hand was warm. Normal. Alive.

She squeezed lightly, waiting for resistance, the tug, the complaint. Miguel squeezed back.

Léia closed her eyes for less than a second.

She did not pray. Did not give thanks. Did not ask for an explanation.

She only let the morning continue that way for three more steps.

Three steps of peace were a small thing.

And even so, when they reached the gate, she was already afraid of needing them again.
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Miguel arrived with his backpack thumping against his back and the right shoelace making a limp tongue out of his sneaker.

He had seen it. He just did not stop.

At the entrance, the woman at the gate was talking to a mother about medicine, a boy was crying without tears because he did not want to let go of the package of cookies, and the bell had not rung yet, but everyone was already in a hurry. Miguel passed through the middle without touching anyone. He liked managing that. Passing without a shove, without a question, without someone holding his shoulder to turn his body the right way.

The school smelled of wet rag, lunch starting early, and sharpened pencils. In the hallway, the Water Week posters were crooked. One blue drop smiled with teeth. Another had one eye larger than the other. Miguel looked quickly, because it was not polite to look for mistakes in other people’s drawings, even when the drawing was on the wall for that.

The classroom was hot.

The fan spun making the sound of a tired thing. Spun, stopped a tiny bit, came back. The blades gathered dust at the tips, and Miguel kept thinking that when it turned off, the dust might fall or keep clinging on by its own will.

He sat at his desk, which had a deep scratch in the pale wood. Someone had written LUAN hard, then scratched over it until it turned into an animal with no name.

— Portuguese notebook on the desk — Clara said.

She did not shout. Even so, everyone heard, because Clara had a way of putting her voice in the right place. She did not need to push.

Miguel opened his backpack. Took out the notebook. Took out the pencil case. Took out a bottle cap he did not remember putting away. He kept it in his palm for a second, smooth and blue, before slipping it back into the small pocket.

Clara walked between the desks collecting notes. Her dress brushed lightly against the corners. She said good morning to some by name. When she came near Miguel, she did not ask why he was quiet.

Quiet was not always a thing.

Sometimes quiet was just quiet.

Davi came in late without seeming late.

He entered with the front of his hair wet, his T-shirt hanging out of his shorts, and a bitten eraser between his fingers. He threw his backpack onto the back of the chair and it slid to the floor with a noise that made two girls look.

— It fell — Miguel said.

Davi looked at the backpack on the floor.

— I saw it, didn’t I.

He picked it up without hurry. Then leaned toward Miguel as if he had important news.

— João Pedro said today there’s free drawing.

— Who said?

— João Pedro.

— He lies.

— But sometimes he gets it right by accident.

Miguel thought about that. You could get things right by accident. The
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