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“She believed in angels and, because she believed, they existed.”

Clarice Lispector
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THE PRELUDE
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Public repartition of some government agency...

STAMPS AND MORE stamps. I don't know the reason for so many. The only thing I know is what I've been told and that they are all important. I doubt it, but I can't argue against it or someone to do so. I see long and endless lines every day, sometimes even before the sunrise. Everyone is in a hurry and have urgency on what there is to solve. It was the State taking over all individual problems. Some sort of paternalism towards the continuity of power, but that has turned against itself, transforming the father into a stepfather. That would be utter government insanity. The whole world would turn into a Kafkaesque book. I'm surprised that nobody is stirring up a revolt or at least some agitation, a riot of protest, nonconformity or unacceptance of the wrong world and how it is like, but there's just no disagreeing voice. And the passersby keep going in mass and they don't even know where they're going. I was told they were from the nearby cities that were devoid of public power and now search for refuge in our town, regional district headquarters. Everything's still wrong with the world, but I know I'm the one in the wrong, who doesn't do anything and only revolt in introspective thoughts and empty monologues. That's it, that's my biggest protest.

– Next!

I took almost an hour to answer another person and only because I was busy with my ramblings. I even think I've done that on purpose, but nothing happened and nobody punished me for inefficiency. My job was free from threats. And that's how another day went by.
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On my way home, which I walked on foot, the same usual things. I took the opportunity to buy some fruits and restore the stock. I couldn’t explain, but out of the blue, in an ordinary day, I began a more balanced diet based on vitamins and similar things of lighter foods during the night. Content, I was on my way back home, an apartment on the third floor of a building with no elevators. I guess it was a nice place to live, but it was uncomfortable crossing the halls and walking on stairs, which was projected to the courtyard and outdoors and could easily reveal the come and go of its habitants as well as their schedules. That bothered me. Also, then, I wasn’t able to not greet Mrs. Nair, who stubbornly spent the whole day sitting on that chair near her apartment’s door, at the hall, a mandatory path on my way home. 

– Hello! Good afternoon! How are you doing?

– Huh?

She had hearing lost and despite the fact that the conversation was almost always the same, every day I lost some valuable time with this simple and usual clarification.

– I just said good afternoon.

– Yeah, I know. It’s going rain.

I just smile at her cordially. Because of that, I was always grateful when she, rarely, wasn’t there. There was also a playful little girl, who was so fidgety that would always run by me, bumping into everything and almost making me drop my fruit packages and the milk. She never apologized. But I had learned my lesson and I was more attentive. But that day, that wasn’t what I saw, but a girl curling up on the cold ground sobbing. I almost stopped to talk to her and ask what had happened, almost. It wasn’t none of my business. 

I was happy when I stepped into my apartment. I left the grocery on the table and sat on the armchair turning the TV on. I stopped on a series from decades ago, which easily entertained me. I dozed off and only woke up to the screams. It was the girl, the playful redhead of the halls, who was being spanked once again. Her aggressor was that rude bearded man, who I assumed to be her father. The man was clearly drunk and totally out of himself. The woman tried to help the child but was pushed away. Judging by the gravity of the scandal, someone had to do something, but everyone seemed to be unaware of that girl’s misfortune, so I grabbed the phone and thought about calling the police. But the tumult suddenly stopped and everything calmed down. So, I went back to my own world. I made some smoothie and enjoyed it while watching a superhero and superpowers movie that was on TV. Fiction seems to have a way of solving one’s problems more easily.
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– Would you do me a solid?

It was Mrs. Marta, an icon among the attendants.

– Sure.

– It will be either me or you. But if it’s you, approve this client’s order. 

She handed me a piece of paper with a name. She explained:

– It’s a favor to a friend of mine.

– Isn’t it against the rules?

– Don’t talk about rules. Can you do it or not? It’s a simple request.

– What about the lecturers? 

– Don’t worry. They won’t cause any problems. 

Due to the imposition, I couldn’t say no. And unfortunately, the person whose name was on the paper was handed to me. Mrs. Marta looked at me from afar and I did the wrong thing regarding my job. It wasn’t a case to be validated, since there was many fraud indications and incomplete documentation, but I approved it anyway.

After that, Mrs. Marta gave me a chocolate box. 

– It’s just a courtesy. 

I smiled awkwardly and took the present. I kept the box on my drawer, but I didn’t eat any of them. Then I threw it out. It was a silly thing to do , but I brooded over the fact that I would be condoning the wrong and consolidating the bribe of the favor I had done. Maybe not, but maybe yes. Anyway, after that, I felt that to Mrs. Marta, the box represented some sort of accounting, in which due to the present she gave me she didn’t owe me anything. I assumed that due to her treatment towards me, which went back to that rude and snappy thing she had going on. As if she had forgotten the occurrence or had just deleted it, but, the thing was that I hadn’t. My “good action” had put my honesty at stake, becoming a burden. That kept running through my head. I went to have lunch. 

– What’s wrong?

– Nothing.

– How is it nothing?

– Stop being annoying and let me eat.

It was 30 seconds of peace.

– Check it out!

– What?

– What do you mean ‘what’? The whole cafeteria is looking at her, except you.

– Oh! That’s just Carmen, the directory’s secretary. 

– Just Carmen? It is Carmen! Mount Olympus’ only goddess. The maximum perfection. The woman who walks by exhaling her aphrodisiac power driving all of us, poor mortals, to madness. 

– Oh! Don’t exaggerate. 

– Who is exaggerating? Or you don’t think the same? Look at her. 

Yes. She was all of that and a lot more. But I didn’t want to make a big deal out of it. 

– Yeah, so?

– I don’t get you. 

– What’s the point of drooling over her without taking any action? I’ve never seen a starving dog sit in front of a butcher shop and stay there for hours. Certainly, his ending is starving to death.

– Man! You’re so weird. I’ll get back to work. I’ve finished my dish. You can eat in peace.

– I appreciate that.

And I was alone. But not so much, since Carmen had sat in front of me. I mean, kind of. She was four tables away from me. She was also on her own. But it was funny, because I ended up staying like the dog in front of the butcher shop, the one I’d just talked about to my colleague. 

––––––––
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At the end of the office hour, I stopped, apparently, unintentionally in front of the building near the fountain, way ahead of the imposing entry of the public building covered in marble and granite. In the agglomeration, I observed the usual movement of people in a hurry wishing to leave that place quickly, perhaps to go home to their families. Light made itself present from that agglomeration, Carmen emerged. She didn’t walk, but better saying, she floated. I almost gasped. My eyes followed her attentively, trying to break the improbable from vision, when some unaware person passed in front of her and interrupted the possibility of keep seeing her shape. But fortunately for me, soon I could reestablish the visibility. I turned her short path into kilometers. Other times, I would stop the time. Exactly. That was my imaginary manipulation power over time. Too bad that it was delusional and something created in my mind. Although, it was off, once again I thought I had accomplished such feat of freezing the time. That was due to enjoy every moment. Everything going slow motion. But nothing lasts forever and not even this poetic state created from a unique beauty, target of unnoticed contemplation. Out of the sudden, the implosion of the sublime moment. Carmen would scurry and jump into the lucky man’s arms, her boyfriend. My dream ended there. I turned around and followed my path, as well. Sometimes, a lot of times, any path.
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– What’s wrong?

– Nothing.

It was a mixture of things. The girl was literally sitting on my apartment’s door. I couldn’t avoid talking to her.

– What’s your name?

– Barbara. 

She answered with her head down.

– You don’t want to look at me?

– Yeah.

– Why is that?

She went quiet.

– Can I pass?

– Yes.

She got up and I looked at the bruise on her face more carefully.

– What was that? 

– Nothing! It’s none of your business.

She ran away. I watched her disappear in a matter of seconds. 

– Man! What a menace girl. At least I can get into my apartment.

Then, nothing notable. Just another boring night. When I woke up in the morning to go to work, when I felt like I’d heard other screams. I went to the kitchen and looked through the window to the little menace’s apartment, but I didn’t see anything. I finished my glass of milk and was off to work.

––––––––
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The stamps were endless and that day they seemed to have multiplied. Each form I took in my hands, many and even piles of orders, bulky files, which was necessary for my analysis. I had to qualify, probably deny and rarely approve them; otherwise the system would lose credibility. However, returning them and making more demands was the trivial. It felt like an endless clash, in which my mission was to exhaust the applicant out. And everything, literally everything, through the endless stamps. The red one with block letters was the worst: REFUSED! It was a huge cruelty. But I wasn’t always the one who applied the monstrosity deliberately. There was a small letter that was used as a basis and that I wasn’t supposed to go against. And then... Ah! It wasn’t finished. More or less thirty three percent of my evaluated orders were submitted by draw and randomly to the lecturers, and those were unforgiving. Once, I saw a staff member being execrated by one of them, that scum and for so little. They looked at us as if we were fraudsters or non-trusting people, true corrupts, and they, the omnipotents, guardians of the good and evil. That’s why one of my fundamental rules and one of the first things that were pointed out to me when I got this job was to never deal with relatives, or acquaintances, or acquaintances of my acquaintances, or people who knew one of my friends and such. I don’t even know if I could deal with someone without guilt. It was in this crisis, in this existential professional imbroglio of questioning that as I raised my head from the papers and stamps on my desk, I saw an old lady, the same one who had came into our repartition for the twentieth time handle a question as simple as breathing and be once again mistreated in the long wait and probably be told to return in the next week for some other silly demand.  I looked at her among my introspection and inattention of my work. And that was bothering me. The lady, once again, took her glasses off and wiped it with a handkerchief, all very slowly. There was no rush or perhaps she knew she needed no rush. I noticed her struggle and discomfort. There was no respect towards her wrinkles or her gray hair. Her hand was trembling. Probably because of some neurological illness. I began to suffer along with that lady, due to my nonconformity. So much, that I stopped my work. Her wait was now mine, too. And it was long. But finally, she was called. The red light on the panel went on with her waiting number. I was attentive and when I realized that her attendant was Mrs. Marta, I did the unusual; I got up and waved at the old lady. The poor woman came towards me. I got multiple looks, including Mrs. Marta’s. 

– Hei! What are you doing? She was for me.

I couldn’t back off. With Mrs. Marta that lady had no chance. I yelled:

– My mistake. Sorry. But now let me handle it.

Mrs. Marta didn’t insist. Good. Maybe she remembered the favor I had done. On my right shoulder, the lecturers’ bench fuming me with their eyes and I didn’t dare to face them. I only felt more comfortable when I sit at my desk.

– Please, give me your order.

The lady handed me the documents courtly, but her fear was clear. She dared to speak:

– Sir, I really need your help. I can’t come here to solve this problem of mine anymore. If I don’t do this today, I’ll give up.

– Calm down.

I looked surreptitiously at the superior lecturers’ bench.

– So what then, sir?

I did my job and after a few minutes, I utilized a less used stamp, the green one with medium-sized letters. The lady was in ecstasy. She simply couldn’t believe it. It was embarrassing for me, since her euphoric gratitude draw too much attention to me. Finally, she left wishing me all the blessings form the most high and that I would be rewarded. I don’t know, but despite the risk I took there, it made me feel good. 

I barely cool down from my agitation and I was called into de “cage”, my boss’ place and stronghold, a small room in the middle of the repartition, surrounded by transparent, translucent and opaque glass screens. I felt the world stop and accompany me. A terrible feeling that I was going to be fried, cooked and eaten, worse, with an audience and everything. I stepped into de “cage”. And he couldn’t be more straight to the point:

– What the hell happened?

I must have been white or pale. My voice failed. I think I stuttered, but, however, I made an effort.

– What?

– You know what I’m talking about. 

He punched the desk so hard that it shook. I kept the “I don’t know anything” position.

– The old lady you just talked to. Do you know her?

– No. I’ve never seen her in my life. I mean, except for the other times she’d been here.

– And what is the reason for the approval? 

– I followed the letter and didn’t find anything. I only did my job.

My boss looked deep into my soul. I tried to stay firm. I started to sweat cold and so much that I even felt a cold drop in one of my armpits. Even so, I tried not to show any signs. 

– Hummm. Fine. One of the lecturers will immediately verify this old woman’s order. Pray that nothing will be found. 

– I’m certain about that.

– We’ll see.

– Like I said, I follow the letter.

– But two approvals in one week?

– It happens.

– Impossible! Not in my sector. You can go.

I left the “cage” with a peculiar anxiety. But I didn’t say anything to anyone. When I got to my desk, I was dizzy and thought I was going to pass out. But the “thing” was gone and I went back to normal.

––––––––

[image: image]


– So?

It was Oscar, that dumbass, once again to torment me at lunch. But he kept insisting on change my concept about him. 

– It was nothing.

– How is that?

– It’s like I said. 

– Come on! You don’t have to lie to me. It’s me, your buddy.

– Stop it.

– Look! Everyone is talking about you.

– I don’t understand why.

– Don’t be ironic. You stood up to Beraldo.

– How do you know that?

– The “Cage” is made of glass. Joca read your lips.

– He was wrong.

– I don’t think so.

– Think whatever you want. Can I eat now?

– Okay, that’s all right.

It didn’t last long.

– Do you know who asked about you?

– No.

– Aren’t you even going to ask “who”?

– All right. Who asked about me?

– Beatriz, the girl from the secretary.

– Really?

–Yes.

– What did she want?

– She asked me if I could find a way to the three of us have lunch together. Got it?

– No.

– Damn. She’s shy. I think she likes you. Got it?

– Bullshit.

– Why? If she takes those huge glasses off, and improves her outfits, she won’t become a princess, but that’ll do it. 

– I’m not thinking about these things.

– Then don’t think. Just let it be. So?

– So, what?

– Can I bring her to lunch tomorrow?

I don’t know about stuff, not even about myself, let alone about the new girl possibly in love with me. I don’t know. It felt unreal. After all, there were so many guys, high-rank careers guys, from the third and fourth floor, that were probably more interesting than me, a simple attendant class “D” from the ground floor. And Beatriz had access to the higher floors. I quickly thought about the girl. Indeed, if you think about it, she wasn’t an ugly girl.


– Hey! Are you ok?

– Yes. Of course it is.



At the cafeteria exit, as I delivered my tray, I walked by a lecturer named Gaspar. He talked to me:

– I know about you. Your time will come and I’ll be the one standing there. I’ll be patiently waiting for our confrontation.

I was going to reply, but I didn’t. Oscar noticed and pulled me away.

– Come on! Let’s go.

– Did you see that?

– What?

– That guy threatened me.

– He was joking. Don’t take it seriously.

But I did. The rest of the day was odd, so much that at the exit, by the fountain, I waited and waited, but this time Carmen didn’t show up. Before I left I looked at the windows that had their lights on, more specifically at the floor she worked at. I thought about the possibility of her staying late at work. I went home disconsolate.

––––––––
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It was a special day, not for me though.

– Hi!

– Hello!

– My name is Beatriz.

– I know.

– Do you?

– Yes. Oscar told me about you.

– He did?

I didn’t want to be impolite, but I wasn’t sure about that forced meeting. And I guess that was so noticeable, that Oscar saved us both.

– Hey! Let’s eat! Don’t be shy. It’s just lunch.

Yes, he was right. I didn’t have to go ahead of myself. Maybe we could be friends.

– What about you?

– What?

– How did you get this job?

– Oh! My das worked in the cleaning department for 30 years. Mr. Osvaldo had a special appreciation for him and got me this job when my father asked.

I liked her honesty. She didn’t even worry about hiding her origins nor was ashamed of her father.

– So, your father worked here?

– Yes.

– How long ago?

– He retired five years ago.

– What a shame. I was hired almost two years ago.

– I know.

– Do you?

– Oops!

We were interrupted:

– I apologize, my friends, but I can’t stay for too long today.

Oscar stood up and left us on our own.

– You must know the upper sections pretty well.

– Yes, my job requires that.

– And what do you think?

– They are just as important as ours.

– But they only let important people in.

– I’m sorry, but the term “important people” is subjective. For example, to me, my father is the most important person in the world. So, what do you mean?

Indeed, Beatriz was something else.

– Did you go to college? I’m sorry about this question, you don’t have to answer if you don’t want too...

– I don’t have anything to hide. I consider myself as a hardworking person. I try to improve myself and studying is a part of that. Without knowledge we’re nothing and can’t get anywhere.

– Do you want to succeed in life?

– Who doesn’t? I don’t intend to be nobody and go unnoticed. I desire and I don’t hide it, but I don’t want to go over people. Everyone has a space. I don’t have to block out other people’s light in order for mine to shine. I’m working for it and I owe a lot of this effort to my father, who paid for my studies.

– And why did you want to meet me?

That was definitely a wrong thing to ask. I didn’t have to make her uncomfortable. 

– What!? What did Oscar told you?

– That you would like to meet me.

– But that was exactly what he told me about you. This is all wrong. I’m sorry, but I need to go. Also, it’s time to go. Bye!

I don’t know, but I felt like an idiot, after all, Beatriz didn’t seem to be so uninteresting.

––––––––
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– What’s wrong?

– Nothing.

– And why do you stay by this fountain everyday at the end of work?

– Hmm. That’s none of your business. And, by the way, what was that with Beatriz? What were you up to?

– Why do you say that?

– She told me the exact opposite of what you told me.

– Women...Who understands them? She didn’t want to admit. But don’t worry, if I tell something, I sustain it. That girl likes you.

– How do you know that?

– You just need to see the look in her eyes when she sees you.

– Bullshit.

– Bullshit is staying here still like a fool waiting for who knows what. My friend, you need to live life.

– But I do, but on my own terms.

– I can see that. For example, where are you going after this?

– Home.

– Do you see?

– What do you suggest?

– Agitation.

– And where would that be?

– Lower city.

– At the spot?

– Exactly. It’s amazing. I bet you’ve heard of it.

And I had. It was in lower city that all and any bohemian life of the city was concentrated. It was the very refuge of lust, with those red houses and suspicious alleys. Junkies, delinquents and hookers. The purest, unlimited fun. Of course, that’s what I’d heard, because I had never even stepped into that place.

– So?

– What?

– Shall we?

Curiosity is the key to hell and once it is open, all demons will take advantage of naivety, or rather, imprudence. I hesitated.

– It’ll be fun.

– I don’t know.

I had studied really hard to get a public job position. Everyone was looking for a better life. In my case, I got what I wanted, which was to be where I was. I had even moved to a better place in the previous month. So, from a small and provenance town, I got to the biggest city of the Midwest part of the state. I left my family and childhood friends and became an adult. At the beginning, it wasn’t easy. But I have to admit, it still isn’t. A lot of times, I wait for vacation time just to see those I left behind. Longing is something that kills you little by little, but what would be of the reencounter joy if there wasn’t distance and time? I’m also really proud and I can’t abandon what I have accomplished, if I did so, what would the next step be? For sure, I wouldn’t have a goal and that must be sad in life. Since you always have to have a goal, I have decided to dedicate myself to my service and dedicate myself to be nominated, soon, to a opening of some unit of the capital, who knows even in corporate. There it must be the pinnacle of a career. Finally, my family would be proud of me and themselves for telling me that it was all worth it.
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