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Dedication

To those who once felt themselves disappearing in silence.

And still, they stayed.
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Some stories are not born to explain a wound, but to sit beside it.

These stories are about people who arrived too late, who did not know how to say something in time, who cared from a distance, who apologized too much, who mistook silence for respect, who learned to make themselves smaller so they would not become a burden.

Not all of them find an answer.

Some barely find a chair, a letter, a plant, a note, a room, an open page.

But perhaps that counts too.

This book is not trying to save anyone.

It only wants to keep company with those who, at some point, felt themselves disappearing in silence.

Should one of these stories find you, I hope it asks nothing of you.

I hope it only sits with you for a while.
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He kept her ashes in the kitchen.

Not out of love.

Out of habit.

Every morning, he poured two cups of coffee.

One grew cold.

So did his.

When he finally cried, he discovered something worse:

he had spent years waiting for her to apologize from beyond the grave.
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The first time they called his name, Samuel pretended not to hear.

It was not difficult.

In hospitals, everyone pretends something.

They pretend to read the signs taped to the walls. They pretend to watch the television with the sound off. They pretend the coffee from the machine tastes like coffee. They pretend the nurses’ footsteps mean nothing until one of them stops in front of them with a folder in her hand.

Samuel pretended he had not heard.

The receptionist called again.

—Family of Emilia Vargas?

He had his hands clasped over his knees. He was not praying. He was not calm either. He had simply discovered, after nearly an hour in the waiting room, that if he pressed his fingers together hard enough, he could give his body something to do while guilt settled into the chair beside him.

A woman in a blue dress looked up.

—I think they’re calling you.

Samuel barely smiled.

—Must be someone else.

The woman looked at him with that way some older people have of needing very little evidence to know when someone is lying.

—Is someone else named Emilia too?

Samuel lowered his eyes to the paper they had given him at reception.

Room 312.

Third floor.

Elevator at the end of the hall, on the right.

Everything was written with offensive clarity.

It was easy.

So easy that it was precisely why he had not gone upstairs.

—She’s my mother —he finally said.

The woman did not answer right away. On the silent television, a presenter smiled too brightly for a place where no one could believe her. A child cried behind a door. Someone coughed with the kind of dry cough that makes everyone look for a second and then feel ashamed for looking.

—Then you should go —the woman said.

Samuel let out a short laugh.

—I know that too.

—Sometimes knowing doesn’t move your legs.

He looked at her.

The woman had a black purse on her lap and a folded handkerchief between her hands. She did not look sick. She did not look well either. Some people entered hospitals with healthy bodies and left with something broken somewhere else.

—Who are you waiting for? —Samuel asked.

The woman slowly shook her head.

—You don’t ask that question here.

She was right.

In a hospital, no one should ask who another person is waiting for. The answer always brings with it a bed, a gown, a tube, a closed door.

Samuel looked at the paper again.

Room 312.

At reception, he had said:

—I’m here for my mother.

As though being there were enough. As though saying those words immediately placed him among the good sons.

But he had been sitting there for forty-seven minutes without going upstairs.

His mother was awake.

That was what the nurse had told him.

—You can go in. She’s awake.

She’s awake.

As if that were not a threat.

Had she been asleep, perhaps it would have been easier. Samuel could have entered quietly, touched her hand, cried a little perhaps, just enough to feel decent, and then left with his grief arranged into something presentable.

But Emilia Vargas was awake.

And his mother had a way of looking at him without accusation.

That was the worst part.

If she confronted him, he could defend himself. If she called him a bad son, ungrateful, absent, he could get angry. He could raise a wall. He could remember all the years when he too had felt alone, all the times he called and she did not know what to say, all the inherited silences, all the conversations in his family that broke before they even began.

But his mother was not going to do that.

His mother was going to look at him with tired eyes and say:

—You came.

Nothing more.

As if he had not taken years.

First, he stopped calling her on Sundays.

It was not a decision. Decisions, at least, have the honesty of resembling a door. What he did was smaller. A call he left for later. One Sunday filled with work. Another Sunday filled with exhaustion.

Then came a quick message:

I’m fine, Mom. Bless me.

After that came the emojis.

Hearts.

Praying hands.

Smiling faces.

Samuel lowered his eyes, suddenly ashamed of something absurd: he had abandoned his mother with little drawings.

She sent him long voice messages.

—Son, eat well.

—Son, don’t work so much.

—Son, call me when you can.

When you can.

What a dangerous phrase.

Because one can always do it later.

The woman in the blue dress opened her purse and took out a mint.

—Here.

Samuel shook his head.

—No, thank you.

—I didn’t ask if you wanted it. I told you to take it.

He accepted the mint.

He did not unwrap it.

—What’s your name? —he asked.

—Nora Patricia.

The name seemed too whole for a waiting room.

—Samuel.

—I already knew.

He frowned.

—How?

Nora Patricia motioned toward reception with her chin.

—They called you twice.

Samuel slipped the mint into his shirt pocket.

—they weren’t calling me.

—Of course not. They were calling the man who came for Emilia Vargas and stayed sitting because the emotional staircase turned out to be longer than the elevator ride.

Samuel laughed, more genuinely this time.

—You talk strangely.

—You hide strangely.

That silenced him.

The clock on the wall read six twelve. Samuel thought of his mother’s voice messages. Of the way she said son with a tenderness he sometimes heard as accusation. He thought of the previous Christmas, when she had sent him a photograph of a table set for two even though she was going to eat alone.

He replied with a red heart.

Nothing more.

A red heart.

As if love, reduced to a symbol, could still serve as company.

—My mother didn’t throw me out of her life —he said.

Nora Patricia watched him without moving.

—That would have been easier. People want stories with clear villains. Closed doors. Cruel sentences. Something that lets you say: I left because they wouldn’t let me stay. But no. My mother simply kept getting pushed into a corner of my life.

He stopped.

He did not know why he was telling her that.

Perhaps because Nora Patricia did not seem to be in a hurry. Perhaps because strangers in hospitals have the dangerous advantage of not belonging to our consequences. Perhaps because he had spent years avoiding a conversation with his mother and now, before going upstairs, he needed to rehearse with someone who could not forgive him.

—Like a bag you leave by the door to throw away later —he continued—. And then you get used to seeing it there.

Nora Patricia tightened the handkerchief between her fingers.

—Did she call you?

Samuel nodded.

—Yes.

—Often?

—Often enough.

—What for?

He wanted to say: to bother me.

But he could not.

—To know whether I was still her son.

The sentence came out softly.

So softly he could almost pretend he had not said it.

Nora Patricia did not comfort him. He thanked her for that in silence. Some people, faced with someone else’s guilt, rush to clean it as if it were a stain on a table. Nora Patricia cleaned nothing. She let the sentence remain between them, uncomfortable, breathing.

Another name was called from reception.

—Family of Nora Patricia
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