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Further Reading: The Summer of '89


"You cannot lose what you never had. So why does it hurt this much?"

— unknown
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The American Dream

Allan's last day in the village tasted of watermelon and smelled of wet earth.

It was August, and the rain that had fallen in the small hours still trickled down the embankment behind his grandmother's house when he woke at six to the sound of the chickens. He lay still for a moment, staring up at a ceiling he knew with the thoroughness of someone who had spent nineteen years memorizing it — every water stain, every crack in the white plaster — and felt, with an odd certainty, that this was the last ceiling like this he would ever lie beneath. From tomorrow there would be another ceiling. Another neighborhood. Another world.

He was nineteen years old. He had one and a half suitcases. And he had the kind of courage that only exists before you know what you're getting into.

Grandma Marlene made breakfast without saying anything. That was how she was — she expressed everything through food. The table was full of things she knew he liked: bread with butter, strong milky coffee, cornbread cake she had baked in the middle of the night because Allan had once said, around age eight, that the smell of warm cake in the morning was the best smell in the world.

"Eat before you go," she said without looking at him, stirring her coffee.

"Grandma, this is too much."

"Do what I'm telling you."

Allan ate. Not because he was hungry, but because he understood that this was his grandmother's way of saying what she would not know how to put into words.

The settlement where he grew up had no official name on any map — it appeared as "Rural District" on certain documents, as "Fundão" in the accounts of the older residents, and as "here" in the mouths of everyone who lived there. Eighty-odd families scattered along a dirt road that connected nothing to nowhere. No traffic lights, no shopping centers, no FM radio. The television signal was contested by antennas on rooftops like flags over miniature territories.

And yet Allan had been happy there in a way he didn't know if he would ever be able to replicate.

His friends arrived before eight. That had always been the agreement since they were children: when someone needed something, you showed up without warning. Tavinho and Dudão, the same since they were seven, the same ones who had traded baby teeth for sticker albums and learned to ride a bicycle no-handed in the same week. They arrived with Tavinho's old bike and two two-liter bottles of soda, as though it were a game day, as though they had come to play rather than to say goodbye.

"So you're going?" Tavinho tossed a soda to Allan.

"I'm going."

"The city's going to eat you alive," Dudão said, biting into a bread roll Grandma had pushed toward him.

"Maybe." Allan smiled. "But at least I'll be eaten somewhere else."

The three of them laughed, sitting on the cracked concrete sidewalk that his grandmother swept every morning with a straw broom. They sat there mostly in silence, drinking warm soda and watching the empty street like people waiting for something they know isn't coming. That was what Allan had always loved about those friendships — the silence was never uncomfortable. They simply existed near one another, and that was enough.

When the bus arrived at half past ten, Grandma Marlene was at the door with a plastic bag into which she had packed more cake wrapped in aluminum foil. Allan held her longer than was usual between them, and she went rigid for a second — she had never quite known what to do with physical affection — but then she placed one hand on the back of his neck with a firmness that said everything.

"You won't call me every day," she said into his ear.

"Yes I will."

"No you won't, because you'll be busy. And that's fine."

He climbed onto the bus. He looked through the fogged window. Tavinho and Dudão waved with their arms thrown wide open, exaggerated, ridiculous, until the bus turned the corner and they disappeared. His grandmother didn't wave. She stood on the sidewalk with her hands folded in front of her, watching, and that final image stayed with Allan for a long time — not with sadness, but with a kind of gratitude he would only find words for years later.
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The journey took seven hours. Allan slept, woke, slept again. When the landscape began to change — less scrub, more construction, streetlights every fifty meters instead of every kilometer — he pressed his forehead to the cold glass and watched.

The capital was a place he had visited twice in his life to spend holidays with his mother, and both times the feeling had been the same: that there was an entire world happening without him. People walked quickly. Traffic lights blinked. Billboards promised things. Everything was loud and lit and full of motion, and he had gone back to the village thinking he preferred the silence.

But now was different. Now he was coming to stay.

His mother, Dona Cidinha, was waiting at the bus station with the expression of someone caught between happiness and worry. She was a pretty woman, small, with the same hands as Grandma Marlene — hands built for work, for usefulness. She had left the village when Allan was two years old to work in a textile factory, then a supermarket, then a cleaning company, sending money every month, calling every week, visiting when she could — which was not often. Allan had never blamed her for this, which made her feel even more guilty.

"You've grown," she said, looking at him the way mothers look.

"I'm always growing. It's my specialty."

She gave a small laugh and took his backpack without asking, which was her way of saying she was glad he had arrived.

Her apartment was a two-bedroom on the second floor of an old building in a neighborhood forty minutes from the center. It was small and smelled of fabric softener, and the television was on most of the time, but for Allan, who was accustomed to the silence of the village and to thin-walled rooms where you could hear his grandmother praying softly before sleep, it felt like luxury.

That first night, after his mother fell asleep, he sat on the bed with his phone in his hands. It was a simple device, secondhand, that his mother had sent as a present when he turned eighteen. In the village the signal had been weak and intermittent — sometimes one or two bars, sometimes nothing. But here in the apartment, he opened the browser and the phone simply loaded. Fast, without freezing, without that maddening spinning wheel that never went anywhere.

He stayed awake for hours.

He read about emotional dependency without knowing that's what he was reading. He read about public figures he had never heard of. He discovered forums where people discussed music he loved and had no one to share it with. He found communities of people who identified the same way he did, who used the same words to describe what they felt, and for the first time in his life he had the sensation that he was not alone in a room but sitting in a vast open square, invisible but present, surrounded by people like him.

At three in the morning he turned off the screen and lay looking at the new ceiling — smooth, without stains, without cracks.

He smiled at himself in the dark.
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In the first months, the capital was kind to him in the way big cities sometimes are with newcomers — through indifference. No one looked at him differently in the street. No one knew he was from the interior. He could be anything.

The problem was he still wasn't sure what he wanted to be.

The city's young people had a self-assurance that left him paralyzed. They spoke loudly in public places, sent two-minute voice messages in group chats, had opinions about everything — politics, pop culture, what was currently fashionable and what had already passed. They shared experiences with a ease he found almost obscene, as though they had never been afraid to say what they felt.

Allan looked in the mirror and saw the boy from the interior. Saw the shy one. Saw the one who had never fallen in love, who had no stories to tell, who preferred silence to risking saying something stupid. He considered himself ugly — not in any absolute sense but comparatively, the kind of ugly that only exists when you place yourself next to other people and come up short.

He had known he was gay since he was fourteen — there was no uncertainty about that — but in the village it had been an identity that existed in silence, that fit only inside himself. In the capital there was the possibility that it might be different. There were bars with rainbow flags in their windows, there was
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