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1
The Accounts

Ana counted the bills on the table, few and crumpled like banana leaves after a storm, and smoothed them one by one with her palm, the way you smooth things you wish were bigger than they are.

Rafael looked out the window, and the heat of Recife came in just the same, without asking permission, the way things that cannot be stopped always come in: hunger, debt, the fate of poor men.

"It's not enough," she said, and in her voice was the old weariness of women who have done the accounts alone for too long.

He didn't answer. There's a silence men carry when their pockets are empty, a silence heavier than any word.

The fruit stand was bringing in little that year. The rains had rotted half the harvest, and prices had risen the way they always do, exactly when people have less to spend.

Rafael had been looking for work for months, with the patience of a man who knocks on doors that close an instant before he arrives. He had worked as a bricklayer, for a while, until the site closed the way the dreams of the poor close, quickly and without explanation.

Every evening he came home empty-handed, and Ana never asked him questions, because certain questions, between two people who love each other, are useless: they're already written on the face.

Ana folded the bills and put them in the tin box with the faded parrot on the lid, the box that had belonged to her mother and now held more hope than money.

She closed the lid with a dry sound, the way you close a conversation that goes nowhere.

Outside a car passed with the radio up, music that drifted away leaving behind an even bigger silence.

"There's a place," Ana said, finally, the way someone throws a stone into a pond that's been still too long. "I heard about a house. Near the port. They're looking for boys."

"To do what?" Rafael asked, though something inside him had already understood.

Ana hesitated a moment, then said the word, and the word fell between them like a rotten fruit falling from an otherwise healthy tree.

Rafael shook his head. "No."

"Why not?"

"You know why."

"It's a job," she said, "like any other."

Rafael stood up, walked to the door, came back, the way men do when the body looks for an escape the mind already knows it doesn't have.

"With trans women," he said. "It's not like any other."

"Transsexuals," Ana corrected him, without harshness, the way you correct a child who gets an important word wrong. "And they pay well."

"How do you know?"

"Marcia told me. Her cousin worked there a year. Now she has her own wig shop."

Rafael stayed quiet, eyes on the worn floor, as if he could find there an answer the wooden planks couldn't give him.

"I work all day," Ana said, "and you stay home." She didn't say it with cruelty, but the way you state a fact of the market: fish costs more today than yesterday, period, without resentment.

Rafael felt shame rise in him like a tide, slow and unstoppable.

Ana came closer, laid a hand on his arm, warm the way the hands of Nordeste women know how to be when they want to persuade without breaking.

"I'm not asking you to like it," she said. "I'm asking you to try."

"It's different from selling fruit."

"Yes," she said. "It pays more."

He laughed, a laugh bitter as lime peel, brief and without real joy. Ana didn't laugh. She watched him seriously, the way women watch when they've already decided and are only waiting for the man to reach the same conclusion.

"I'm scared," Rafael said, quietly, almost ashamed of it.

"So am I," said Ana. "But the box is almost empty."

The fan turned slowly above their heads, stirring the hot air without cooling it, the way certain thoughts stir uselessly without bringing any relief.

"Go and look," Ana said. "Just look."

He nodded, finally, with the same resignation fishermen carry when they go out to sea knowing the weather promises nothing good.

They didn't sleep well that night. Rafael felt Ana moving beside him, her body restless as water that can't find its own level.

In the morning Ana went to the stand as always, before six, when the city still shakes off sleep and the first vendors light their stalls like candles lit in small churches.

Rafael stayed in bed a while, then got up and looked at himself in the bathroom mirror: two days' beard, tired eyes, the thin body of a man who eats little and thinks too much.

He thought of his father, who had known hard years too, but never a request like the one made of him the night before.

He dressed in his best shirt, the only one without stains, the way you dress for a funeral or a job interview, which are often the same thing dressed differently.

They had met six years earlier at the market, among the mango stalls that scented the whole street. Ana sold fruit for her uncle, Rafael bought bananas for his mother, and he'd kept buying them for three weeks just to find the courage to ask for her number, even though he didn't like bananas at all and always ended up giving them to the neighbors.

They had married two years later, a small party in the courtyard, his mother still alive and dancing happily, the way mothers dance when they see their children settle down, even amid the dust and the out-of-tune music of an old battery radio.

Then the bad rains had come, the site had closed, the empty months one after another, and Rafael could no longer quite remember when they'd stopped laughing in the evenings — or maybe they still laughed, just a little less, the way an oil lamp dims when the oil starts running short.

He left the house while the sun was still low, and the port alley waited for him at the end of the city, with its promise of salt and shame mixed together.

He got off two stops early, to walk a little, to give himself time to think, or maybe just to put off what he already knew he had to do.

The port neighborhood was different from his own: lower houses, peeling walls that showed red brick like old wounds, children playing ball in the middle of the street with no one stopping them.

An old woman sold coconut water from a cart faded by the sun, and Rafael bought one, drinking slowly to gather courage, the ice doing him good for a moment, the way small things do good when everything else weighs so heavy.

He kept walking through ever-narrower alleys, where laundry strung from balcony to balcony looked like bridges of colored cloth, the only festivity amid the poverty.

A man stared at him from a doorway, and Rafael quickened his pace, thinking that maybe everyone in that neighborhood already knew where he was going just by looking at him, though he knew well it was a foolish thought, born of fear more than reason.

He found the right street after a quarter of an hour. The house was called Jardim, a small, discreet sign, the wooden letters painted green, one faded by the sun the way everything in that city eventually faded.

He stood still in front of the gate, thinking of turning back, of telling Ana it was closed, but he thought of the tin box, of the faded parrot on the lid, and rang the bell.

He heard slow footsteps on the other side of the door. A tall woman opened it, black hair, a body full like the bodies of saints carved in provincial churches, a light silk robe falling soft around her.

"I'm looking for work," Rafael said, his voice coming out quieter than he'd wanted.

The woman looked him over head to toe, with the calm of someone who has watched a hundred men like him pass through and already knows every one of his fears.

"Come in," she said, with the faintest hint of a smile. "My name is Vera."

Rafael went in, and the door closed behind him with a click that struck him as final, the way the gate of a convent closes, or that of a prison, which sometimes resemble each other more than one would think.

Inside it was cool, heavy curtains, a smell of incense that filled his lungs like the incense of a church — but a church devoted to a different god than the one he knew.

Vera led him into a sitting room of red sofas and mirrored walls, a fan turning slowly above their heads, barely stirring the hot air.

She sat on a sofa, motioned for him to take a seat across from her, and for a moment neither spoke, while she studied him unhurried, the way you study a piece of fruit to see if it's ripe yet.

"How old are you," she asked.

"Twenty-five."

Vera nodded, studied him further. "You're married," she said — it wasn't a question.

"Yes," Rafael said, looking at the ring on his finger.

"And your wife knows you're here."

"She's the one who told me to come."

Vera smiled faintly, a smile that didn't reach her eyes. "Smart women," she said, "know when a man needs help."

Rafael didn't quite understand, and didn't ask.

"You know what kind of house this is," Vera said.

"Yes."

"Tell me in your own words."

Rafael hesitated. "A house where... women like you work."

"Transsexuals," Vera said, without hardness. "You can say it. Here we always say it, the way you say the name of a fruit without shame."

"Yes. Transsexuals."

"And you came anyway."

"I need money."

Vera stood, circled him slowly, her steps silent on the wooden floor like the steps of someone who's learned to move without disturbing anyone's sleep.

"You're thin," she said, "but you have a nice face."

Rafael didn't know where to look, felt her eyes on him like hands already measuring him for a suit still to be sewn.

"Have you ever wondered," Vera said, "what our clients are looking for?"

"No," Rafael said. It was the truth.

"They're not looking for men like you. Not as you are now."

"And how should I be?"

Vera stopped in front of him, looked down at him, with the patience of someone who has all the time in the world because she's already seen that time, in the end, always works for her.

"Here the clients want something else," she said. "They want boys who learn to please in a different way. Willing to change, a little, or entirely."

Rafael felt a knot in his throat. "I don't understand," he said.

"You will," Vera said, "if you stay long enough."

She poured him a glass of water from a pitcher, and he drank it all in one breath, his throat dry as earth before the rains.

"How does it work," he asked then. "The job."

"First we teach you," Vera said. "Then we introduce you to the clients."

"Teach me what?"

"How to move. How to dress. How to be looked at."

"I'm a man," Rafael said, almost to himself.

"Even now," Vera said. "But here, being a man isn't enough."

Silence returned between them, the fan turning slow as time itself, in that house where everything seemed to move more slowly than outside.

"I have a girl who's worked here three years," Vera said. "She arrived the way you arrived. Thin, scared, penniless."

"And now?"

"Now she earns more than a doctor," Vera said, "and she isn't afraid."

Rafael thought of Ana, of the empty tin box, of the fruit stand, of the accounts that never worked out, the way they never work out for the poor, in any city in the world.

"I'll stay," he said.

Vera nodded, as if she'd never doubted the answer, and in her voice was the same calm certainty with which the sea always welcomes new castaways.

"Good," she said. "Tomorrow we begin."


2
By Degrees

Rafael closed the door behind him, and the click was small but final, like the oar-stroke that pushes the boat away from shore for good.

The room was bigger than it had seemed from outside, an enormous mirror covering an entire wall, warm lights along the sides like those on altars on feast days.

A wide bed, pale covers, a wardrobe with its doors open where clothes hung that Rafael couldn't classify — corsets, feathers, fabrics that gleamed faintly in the half-light like the scales of some rare fish.

On the makeup table, little bottles and brushes lined up with the care of a household altar, and a thick scent filling the air: flowers, powder, and underneath, something else, older, warmer.

Rafael stood still in the doorway, his eyes running from one corner to another without knowing where to land, the way it happens to strangers entering for the first time a church full of unknown saints.

Vera finished her makeup, set down the brush, turned to look at him with the calm of someone who already knows how it will end.

"Sit," she said, pointing to a chair by the mirror.

Rafael sat, hands clasped on his knees, his own reflection paler than usual in the big mirror.

Vera rose from her chair, walked toward him slowly, the short robe revealing long, shapely legs, her movements natural like those of someone who's stopped performing long ago and simply lives.

She stopped a step from him, looked down at him.

"I need to ask you some things," she said. "Answer me honestly."

"All right."

She sat on the edge of the bed, inviting him with a gesture to stay still. "A lot of men lie, at first. Out of pride, or fear."

"I won't lie," Rafael said.

"Good," Vera said, "because here lies cost dearly, later. A client can always tell when a man is faking it, and if he can tell he doesn't come back, and if he doesn't come back you don't earn."

Rafael nodded, understanding the logic of the market even applied to things the market, usually, doesn't touch.

"Have you ever made love with a man?"

Rafael felt heat rise to his face like hot noon salt. "No."

"Never," Vera repeated, no longer a question.

"Never," he confirmed.

Vera nodded, as if she'd expected it. "Don't worry. It's learned." Her tone was calm, almost maternal, like the voice of old women teaching boys to fish without hurting themselves on the hook.

She came closer still, her knees brushing his.

"Do you have trouble touching a male member?" she asked then.

Rafael lowered his eyes. "Mine, no."

"Obviously," Vera said, with a half smile. "But someone else's?"

Rafael hesitated, throat dry as sand. "I think so."

"That can be a problem," Vera said.

She watched him a moment longer, then reached out a hand, brushed his cheek with cold, long fingers, nails lacquered like beetle shells.

"Come closer," she said. "We'll start by degrees."

Rafael stood, his legs trembling faintly. Vera guided him toward the bed with a hand on his shoulder, had him sit on the edge, staying standing herself in front of him.

"With a transsexual it's simpler," she said. "At the start, anyway."

"Why?"

"Because you'll find something you already know. And something new," she said, the way one speaks of a fruit that looks like a mango but holds a different seed inside.

Rafael didn't answer. His heart pounded like a drum at a distant festival.

"Try it with mine," Vera said, quietly. "Put a hand under my skirt."

Rafael stayed still an instant. The blood pounded in his temples, but he looked at Vera's hands, still in her lap, and her calm face, no urgency, only waiting, the way the sea waits for the boat without hurry.

He moved his hand slowly. The robe was silk, cool to the touch, like river water on the hottest days.

He lifted it slightly. His heart was pounding in his ears now.

Vera didn't move, let him do it, with the patience of someone who has already seen a hundred men tremble like this.

"Go slow," she said. "There's no rush."

Rafael's hand found the skin of her thigh, warm, soft, softer than he'd imagined, like fruit that turns out sweeter than expected.

It moved upward slowly. Vera closed her eyes a moment, her breath lengthening.

"Good," she whispered. "Keep going like that."

Rafael felt his own breath grow short. For an instant he thought of Ana, and pushed the thought away at once, because certain things, in certain moments, have no right to sit together.

His hand went on, uncertain, found what it was looking for. It stopped an instant, surprised by that touch, familiar and unknown at once.

Vera opened her eyes, looked at him. "Don't stop," she said. "What you're feeling is normal."

"What am I feeling?" Rafael asked, his voice barely audible.

"Confusion," Vera said. "Curiosity. Maybe a little pleasure, already."

Rafael tightened his grip gently. Vera made a low sound, of approval, like the sea when it receives a new boat well.

"Like that," she said. "Learn the shape. Learn the weight."

Rafael's hand searched for a rhythm. Vera put a hand on the back of his neck, pulled him closer.

"Look at me," she said. "Don't look away."

Rafael raised his eyes to her face. Vera's lips were parted, her makeup perfect and still, but her eyes were no longer only calm — there was something else now, something that had caught like an ember under ash.

"Feel how it reacts," she said. "Learn to read it."

Under Rafael's hand, Vera's body grew tenser, warmer, her breath shorter, at times uneven, like the breath of someone climbing uphill under the sun.

"Good," she repeated. "Very good, for a first time."

Rafael felt a mix of shame and curiosity, without knowing which was stronger, the way one never knows, standing before the sea, whether fear or the urge to dive in is greater.

His fingers, almost on their own, found a surer rhythm. Vera tilted her head back, then looked at him again.

"You're learning fast," she said, her voice less steady than before.

A few minutes passed like that, neither of them speaking, only Vera's breath, growing shorter, filling the room the way wind fills sails when it finally rises.

Vera took his wrist, at a certain point, stopped the movement.

"Enough for today," she said. "I don't want to rush the steps."

Rafael pulled his hand back, his chest rising and falling fast. He stayed sitting on the bed, not knowing what to do with his hands, the way a young fisherman doesn't know what to do with empty hands when the net comes back without fish.

Vera stood, straightened her robe calmly, went to the mirror to check her makeup, as if nothing had happened, only the faint flush on her cheeks betraying something.

"Tomorrow we continue," she said, without turning around. "Today you got past the first fear."

"Which fear?"

"Of touching," Vera said. "The others come after."

Rafael looked at his own reflection in the mirror, past her shoulder, and didn't quite recognize himself; there was something different in his face, like after a long illness or a long journey.

"What other fears are there?" he asked, his voice unsteady.

Vera turned, her usual tired smile. "Of being touched," she said. "Of being watched while you feel pleasure."

"And then?"

"And then the biggest one," Vera said. "Of discovering that you like it."

"Many men arrive here thinking they only have to endure," she went on, sitting beside him. "They think it's enough to close their eyes, think of something else, wait for it to be over."

"And it isn't enough?"

"No," Vera said. "Clients notice right away. They want a man who's present."

"Present how?"

"Who feels what he's doing. Who doesn't fake it."

Rafael lowered his eyes. "And if I don't like it at all?"

"Then we'll find out together," Vera said. "But I don't think it will be that way."

"Why not?"

"Because I saw how you looked at me," Vera said, "while you were doing it."

Rafael felt his face heat up again, finding no answer.

"Don't judge yourself yet," Vera said, gentler. "No one arrives here knowing what they want." She laid a hand on his head, a maternal gesture that surprised him more than he would have liked to admit.

"Go home now," she said. "Tomorrow it all starts again, a little further along."

Rafael stood, his legs still unsteady, looked at himself one last time in the mirror before leaving. His face was the same as ever, and yet it seemed different, the way one's own house seems different after a long sea voyage.

He went down the stairs in silence, out into the alley where the sun was already high and the heat strong as always, and walked toward the bus stop, his mind full of confused thoughts.

He thought of Vera's hand on the back of his neck, of the way she'd said look at me, thought of Ana, of the fruit stand, of the tin box, and wondered if he would tell her everything that evening, or only part of it.

He decided he would tell her the truth, because Ana deserved the truth, even though he didn't yet know with what words to say it, the way a fisherman doesn't know with what words to tell of the fish that got away from the net.

The bus dropped him near home, the sun beginning to set. Rafael walked the last stretch slowly, stood a moment outside the door before turning the key.

Ana was already in the kitchen, the smell of rice filling the room. She turned when she heard him come in, looked at him a long moment in silence.

"How did it go," she asked, not stopping her stirring of the pot.

Rafael set his bag down by the door. "Good, I think."

"What did you do?"

He hesitated, sat at the table, hands clasped in front of him. "Vera asked me some questions. Then she taught me something."

"What?"

"To touch," Rafael said. He found no other words, the way the right words are never found for certain things.

Ana left the spoon in the pot, sat down across from him. "Touch who?"

"Her," Rafael said, looking at the table, not at Ana's eyes.

The silence lasted a long time, the rice still boiling, ignored by both of them.

"And how did you feel?" Ana asked, finally.

Rafael thought about it, wanting to tell the truth as he'd promised himself. "Confused," he said. "But not bad. Not what I expected."

Ana nodded slowly, didn't seem surprised, maybe she'd already expected it, the way one expects rain when the sky changes color on the horizon.

"Did she tell you what comes next?" she asked.

"She said there are other fears," Rafael answered. "To get past, one at a time."

"Which ones?"

"Being touched. Being watched. And then..." He stopped.

"And then what?"

"Discovering that I like it," Rafael said, quietly.

Ana stayed silent a moment, then stood, went back to the pot, without turning around. "And if you did like it," she said, "would that be a problem?"

Rafael didn't know how to answer right away. "I don't know," he said finally.

"I wouldn't," Ana said. "It wouldn't be a problem. If it helps us live."

She turned toward him, spoon still in hand. "But you," she said. "How do you really feel?"

Rafael looked at her, searching for the shame he'd expected to feel, but found instead something simpler: tiredness, maybe, and a bit of relief, like the relief of someone confessing a small sin and finding the priest isn't scandalized.

"I feel like I'm learning a new language," he said.

Ana smiled faintly, for the first time that evening, a tired but real smile. "Then learn it well," she said. "And come home, every evening, to tell me about it."

They ate dinner in silence shortly after, rice, beans, as always. Rafael ate little, his mind still in Vera's room, his fingers still remembering the warmth of that unfamiliar skin.

Ana washed the dishes, he sat watching the dark through the window, the way one watches the sea when one no longer knows what to think.

That night they slept closer than usual. Ana put an arm across his chest before falling asleep.

"Tomorrow I'll have dinner ready for you," she said, her voice already drowsy.

"I'll be there," Rafael said, not knowing if it was an easy promise or a hard one, the way one never knows, before the sea, what tomorrow's tide will bring.


3
Roles

Rafael went back to the Jardim house the next day, as promised, with the same uncertain step as the day before, but already a little less afraid, like someone who returns to sea after the first day without having sunk the boat.

The girl with her hair tied back opened the door for him again, with no comment beyond a nod, like someone who's already seen so many men cross that threshold that nothing surprises her anymore.

"Vera's waiting for you upstairs," she said.

He climbed the stairs with more confidence this time, the steps already familiar underfoot like the stones of a street walked a hundred times.

He found Vera sitting in an armchair, not at the mirror like the day before. She wore a long robe, legs crossed, an unlit cigar turning between her fingers like someone thinking of faraway things.

"Sit," she said, pointing to the bed. "Today we talk, first of all."

Rafael sat, hands on his knees, as always.

"You need to understand how this house works," Vera said. "The roles, first of all."

"Roles?"

"Everyone who works here has a place," Vera said, "with clients."

"I don't understand."

Vera set the unlit cigar on a small plate, leaned toward him slightly, like a teacher wanting to be sure her pupil understands before moving on.

"The first distinction is between tops and bottoms," she said. "It depends a lot on size."

Rafael felt the heat rise to his face again, as always when Vera spoke of these things with the same ease one speaks of the price of fish at the market.

"As you could feel yesterday," Vera went on, without embarrassment, "mine is generous. I'm a top. With clients who want that, I'm the one who leads."

Rafael nodded, not quite knowing what to say.

"Then there are the in-between ones," Vera continued. "Let's say, average in size."

"They do both?"

"Exactly," Vera said. "They adapt to the client. They're usually the most requested."

"Why the most requested?"

"Because no one ever knows what they want until they find it," Vera said. "An undecided client prefers someone who can give him both things, like the merchant who sells both sweet and salty and never sends anyone away empty."

Rafael nodded, trying to remember every word like an important school lesson.

"And the women who work here?" he asked. "Do they have these roles too?"

"The trans women, you mean," Vera corrected, without harshness. "Yes, us too."

"I'm a top, as I said. Others are bottoms. Others still, versatile."

"How is it decided?"

"The body decides a lot," Vera said. "But so does character, over time. I've known women with generous size who preferred to bottom, and small men who insisted on topping, and the clients went along with it."

"So it's not just a matter of the body," Rafael said.

"No," Vera said, "but for someone starting out, it's the simplest place to begin."

She paused, looked at him closely, the way one looks at a fruit to see if it's ready to be cut.

"And you?" she asked. "Show me."

Rafael went still an instant. "How?"

"Undress," Vera said, matter-of-factly. "I need to know, to figure out where to put you."

Rafael hesitated a long time, his hands not moving, like the hands of someone about to dive into cold water who still lingers at the edge.

"There's nothing to be ashamed of," Vera said. "I've seen it a thousand times already."

He rose slowly, fingers trembling on his shirt buttons. He took it off, laid it on the chair, stood bare-chested, eyes down.

"Go on," Vera said, her voice calm as still water.

He slipped off his trousers, then his underwear, stood there, naked, in front of her. His body was already reacting, without his really wanting it to, embarrassment mixed with something harder to name.

Vera looked at him a long while, unhurried, her gaze almost clinical, then something shifted in her expression, a hint of surprise at once controlled, and she failed to hide a smile.

"I'd say you're a bottom," she said. "Decidedly a bottom. I don't see any other possibility."

Rafael instinctively covered himself with his hands. Vera shook her head.

"Don't hide," she said. "There's no point hiding here."

He lowered his hands slowly, stayed exposed, face burning.

"Is that a problem?" he asked, his voice uncertain.

"No problem at all," Vera said. "On the contrary. Bottoms are the most requested, on certain nights."

"Why?"

"Because a lot of clients want to be in charge," Vera said. "Not to be told what to do."

She rose from the armchair, circled him slowly, as on the first day.

"You need to learn the repertoire well," she said. "We should start with the basics. With the mouth, to begin with."

"What basics?"

"With the mouth," she repeated. "Try it with mine."

She sat on the edge of the bed, untied the knot of her robe, let it fall open unhurried. "Try it with mine," she repeated.

Rafael stood still, his heart pounding like a terreiro drum.

"Come," Vera said, in a tone that allowed no refusal, but no harshness either, like the voice of the sea calling without threatening.

He came closer, knelt on the floor in front of her. The wood was cold under his knees, a contrast to the heat he felt inside.

"Don't rush," Vera said. "Start slow. Look before you touch."

Rafael stayed a moment observing, as he'd been told, noticing details he hadn't noticed the day before, the skin, the shadings, the precise shape, the way a fisherman learns to read the waves before casting the net.

Vera let him look unhurried, without comment. "Now you can begin," she said, finally.

Rafael raised his eyes to her. Vera nodded, a gesture of encouragement.

He came closer still. Her scent was stronger from so near. He touched with his lips, uncertain, and Vera let out a long breath.

"Like that," she said. "Slowly. Learn the shape, before anything else."

Rafael continued, searching for a rhythm he didn't know. Vera's hands settled on his head, light, not pushing, not guiding yet, just a support, a contact that reassured him in a strange way.

"Good," Vera whispered, her voice less steady. "Very good, for a first time."

A few minutes passed like that, Rafael lost track of time, felt only his own heart, Vera's breathing, the cold wood under his knees.

Every so often Vera corrected him with a few words. "Slower," she'd say. Or, "Yes, like that."

Rafael learned to read those signals, small, precise, understood there was no single technique, there was attention, above all, attention to how her breathing changed, to how her hands moved.

"Clients want to feel special," Vera said, at a certain point, her voice broken. "They don't want to feel like you're just following a manual."

Rafael didn't answer, kept going, trying to apply the advice at once. Vera closed her eyes a moment, her body tensing slightly.

"Good," she whispered. "Very good."

At a certain point Vera stopped him, with a hand on his shoulder.

"Enough," she said, her voice still unsteady. "That's good for today."

Rafael pulled back, sat on his heels, out of breath. He stayed sitting on the bed not knowing what to do with his hands, the way a young fisherman doesn't know what to do with empty hands when the net comes back light.

Vera stood, straightened her robe calmly, went to the mirror to check her makeup, as if nothing had happened, only a faint flush on her cheeks betraying something.

"Tomorrow we continue," she said, without turning. "Today you got past the first fear."

"Which fear?"

"Of touching," Vera said. "The others come after."

Rafael looked at his own reflection past her shoulder, not quite recognizing himself.

"What other fears are there?" he asked, his voice unsteady.

Vera turned, her usual tired smile. "Of being touched," she said. "Of being watched while you feel pleasure."

"And then?"

"And then the biggest one," Vera said. "Of discovering that you like it."

Rafael said nothing, looked at the floor.

"Many men arrive here thinking they only have to endure," Vera went on. "They think it's enough to close their eyes, think of something else, wait for it to be over."

"And it isn't enough?"

"No," Vera said. "Clients notice right away. They want a man who's present."

"Present how?"

"Who feels what he's doing. Who doesn't fake it."

Rafael lowered his eyes again. "And if I don't like it at all?"

"Then we'll find out together," Vera said. "But I don't think it will be that way."

"Why not?"

"Because I saw how you looked at me," Vera said, "while you were doing it."

Rafael felt his face heat up again, found no answer.

"Don't judge yourself yet," Vera said, gentler. "No one arrives here knowing what they want."

She came closer again, laid a hand on his head, as to a child, a gesture more maternal than he expected in that moment.

"Go home now," she said. "Tomorrow it all starts again, a little further along."

Rafael got up from the bed, legs still unsteady, gathered the clothes scattered on the floor, dressed in silence while Vera went back to sit in the armchair.

She picked up the unlit cigar again, turned it between her fingers without lighting it.

"Tomorrow," she said, "we start working on the rest. On how you move, how you talk."

"There's still a lot?"

"There's always a lot," Vera said. "But you learn fast. I said so."

Rafael finished dressing, stood a moment in the doorway of the room.

"Vera," he said.

"Yes."

"Why are you so patient? With me, I mean."

Vera looked at him a long while before answering. "Because I arrived here once too," she said, "knowing nothing."

"And someone was patient with you?"

"Yes," Vera said. "A woman who isn't here anymore. I owe everything I am to her."

Rafael nodded, asked nothing more, left the room, went down the stairs.

In the entrance hall he met the girl with her hair tied back, arranging flowers in a vase, who looked up when she saw him come down, an open smile on her face.

"How's school going?" she asked, teasingly.

Rafael stopped, surprised by the direct question. "Good, I think."

"Vera's tough, but fair," the girl said. "I'm Iracema."

"Rafael."

"I know," Iracema said. "Here everyone knows everything fast, the way everyone knows fast at the market who sold the best fish."

Rafael sat on one of the hall chairs, still tired.

"How long have you worked here?" he asked.

"Two years," Iracema said. "Before, I was like you. Confused, scared."

"And now?"

"Now I have my own place," she said, "outside here. And I send money to my mother."

"Doesn't it weigh on you? The work, I mean."

Iracema thought about it a moment, arranging another flower in the vase. "It weighs less than having nothing," she said. "I learned that early."

"Are you a top or a bottom?" Rafael asked, then felt ashamed of the question.

Iracema laughed, without taking offense. "Versatile," she said. "Like most of us here. You'll be a bottom," she added, looking at him with an expert eye. "You can tell from the way you walk."

Rafael blushed. "Vera said the same thing."

"Vera's always right, about these things," Iracema said. "She has thirty years of experience."

"Thirty?"

"More or less. She started very young, in another city. Then she opened this house."

"And before she opened it?"

"Her own story," Iracema said. "She doesn't like talking about it. Ask her, if you want, but gently, the way you ask an old sailor about a shipwreck he never likes telling."

Rafael nodded, filing away the information, got up from the chair.

"I have to go," he said. "My wife's waiting for me."

"You have a wife?" Iracema asked, surprised but not judging.

"Yes. She's the one who sent me here."

Iracema looked at him with a new expression, almost tender. "Then you're lucky," she said. "A lot of people here don't have anyone waiting for them at home."

Rafael didn't know what to say. He waved goodbye and went out into the alley, which greeted him with the usual heat, the usual smell of the nearby port.

He walked to the bus stop, his mind full of new images, and caught the bus home, the sun setting behind the port's low buildings.

Ana was in the kitchen, the smell of rice in the air. She turned as soon as she heard him come in.

"You're back early," she said.

"Vera says I learn fast," Rafael said, sitting at the table.

Ana turned, curious. "What did you learn today?"

Rafael hesitated, looked for the right words, the ones he'd promised himself. "Vera explained the roles to me," he said. "How the house works."

"What roles?"

"Tops, bottoms, in-betweens," Rafael said. "It depends on each person's body."

Ana sat across from him, hands still damp. "And what are you?" she asked, her voice curious, not judging.

Rafael lowered his eyes. "A bottom," he said. "Vera decided right away."

"How did she know?"

"She asked me to undress," Rafael said. "To see."

Ana stayed silent a moment, then nodded slowly.

"And did you feel uncomfortable?"

"Yes," Rafael said. "But less than I thought."

"What else did she do?"

Rafael felt his face heat up again. "She taught me to start. With the mouth."

Ana looked at him a long while, in silence. Her face gave nothing clear away.

"And how was it?" she asked, finally.

"Strange," Rafael said. "But she said I have talent."

Ana smiled, a small, uncertain smile. "I'm glad, then."

"Glad?"

"That you learn fast," she said. "It means you'll suffer less, maybe."

Rafael didn't know what to say, watched her, looking for something in her face. He found no anger, no disgust, only an old tiredness, the same as his own.

"Ana," he said.

"Yes."

"Does it bother you? What I'm doing?"

Ana thought about it a long while before answering. "I don't know yet," she said. "Maybe a little. But I also know we have no choice, right now."

She got up, went back to the pot on the stove, the rice almost ready.

"Tell me everything, every day," she said, without turning around. "I don't want secrets between us."

"There won't be any," Rafael said.

They ate dinner shortly after, in a silence lighter than usual. Ana told him about the stand, a difficult customer, a shipment of rotten bananas, and Rafael listened, grateful for that normalcy, for those small everyday things, the way a castaway is grateful for a piece of stale bread.

After dinner, Ana washed the dishes while he stayed sitting at the table.

"What will you do tomorrow?" she asked, without turning around.

"Vera said we'll work on how I move. How I talk."

"She's teaching you to be someone else," Ana said. It wasn't a criticism, just an observation, said in the tired voice of someone who works all day.

"Maybe," Rafael said. "But I'll still be me, underneath."

Ana turned toward him, hands still wet.

"I hope so," she said. "Because it's you I love, not whoever you become for the clients."

Rafael got up, hugged her from behind, his face in her hair. They stayed like that a moment, without speaking, the sound of running water around them.

"I met a girl today," Rafael said, quietly. "She's worked there two years."

"What's her name?"

"Iracema. She told me she earns well. That she has a place of her own."

"Does knowing that make you feel better?"

"A little," Rafael said. "It makes me think maybe it's not all something to fear."

Ana turned in his arms, looked into his eyes.

"I want you to be all right," she said. "More than anything else."

"I know," Rafael said. "I want the same for you too."

They kissed, softly, the taste of soap still on her lips.

That night Rafael slept better than expected, his body tired, his mind lighter, the way a fisherman sleeps after a hard but honest day.

He dreamed of corridors again, but this time he wasn't afraid to walk them.


4
Together

Ana stopped him one morning, before he went out.

"I want to come with you," she said. "I want to see."

Rafael looked at her, surprised. "See what?"

"The lessons," Ana said. "What Vera teaches you."

Rafael thought about it a moment, found no reason to refuse, the way a sailor finds no reason to refuse when his wife asks to see the sea that carries away his days.

"I've got nothing against it," he said, "but I'll have to ask her."

That afternoon, before going into the room, Rafael spoke with Vera.

"My wife would like to come," he said. "She'd like to see the lessons."

Vera raised an eyebrow, more curious than surprised.

"Bring her," she said. "I've got nothing to hide. And it might even be useful."

The next day they arrived together at the alley by the Jardim house, Ana in her best dress, the one for special occasions, the way someone dresses for an important party and doesn't want to be out of place.

Iracema opened the door, looked them both over with curiosity. "The wife," she said, as though the thing didn't surprise her at all. "Vera's expecting you."

They went up the stairs together, Rafael feeling Ana's hand squeeze his. Vera welcomed them standing, near the mirror, her face lit with a real smile.

"Finally," she said, looking at Ana. "I've wanted to meet you since Rafael first came here."

"Thank you for letting me come," Ana said.

"On the contrary, I'm glad," Vera said. "Wives who take part make everything simpler."

She motioned for them both to sit, Ana on the edge of the bed, Rafael beside her.

"Today's lesson goes further," Vera said, turning to Rafael. "Yesterday you learned to use your mouth. Today you'll have to go all the way."

Rafael felt the heat rise to his face, with Ana sitting beside him, but she didn't look away, stayed attentive, almost studious, the way women watch a fisherman clean fish without turning their eyes away even when the blood runs.

"First though," Vera said, "I want to explain how the roles are decided. Where they come from."

She turned to Ana directly. "Your husband is a bottom. I understood that right away."

"He told me," Ana said. "It didn't surprise me, actually."

"No?" Vera asked, curious.

"Rafael has always been like that," Ana said. "In bed too, with me. He follows, more than leads."

Vera nodded, satisfied by the confirmation. "Wives always know certain things, even before we do."

"And you?" Ana asked. "Why are you a top?"

Vera smiled, a smile that seemed to have been waiting for that question.

"For the size, as I told Rafael," she said. "But also for character. I've always led, since I was young, even before becoming what I am now."

"What were you, before?" Ana asked, curious.

"Another story, for another day," Vera said. "Today we talk about you two."

Ana nodded, without pressing, the way someone who's learned to read when a door should be left closed doesn't press.

"Can I see?" she asked then, her voice steady, without hesitation.

Vera looked at her with genuine surprise, for an instant, then smiled again.

"Of course," she said. "If you want to understand, it's right that you see."

She untied her robe, with her usual calm. Ana stood watching, her eyes widening slightly.

"I wasn't expecting," she said, after a moment, "such generous size."

"No one expects it," Vera said, composing herself again. "Until they see it."

Ana nodded, still a little surprised, looked at Rafael, then at Vera again.

"I understand why he's a bottom, now," she said. "With size like that, there wouldn't be a choice."

Vera laughed, a brief, sincere laugh. "See? You're learning fast too."

"It's always been like that, with him," Ana added. "Even before, when it was just the two of us. He always follows my rhythm. He's never pushed himself forward, in anything."

"Then he'll make an excellent bottom," Vera said. "Whoever follows well learns fast to do it here."

She turned to Rafael. "Good. Let's start today's lesson."

She motioned Rafael closer, as on the previous days.

"Use your mouth all the way, this time," she said. "Don't stop halfway."

Rafael knelt on the floor, as always, his heart pounding. Ana rose from the bed, came closer to see better, her gaze attentive.

Rafael began, uncertain. Ana watched him closely, in silence, then shook her head. "That's not how it's done," she said.

Rafael stopped, surprised. Vera watched him, intrigued by Ana's reaction.

"You're going too fast," Ana said. "And you're holding your head too straight."

She bent down, set a hand on the back of his neck, correcting the angle. "That's better," she said, her voice almost professional. "Softer, at the start."

Rafael started again, following Ana's advice, heat in his throat, embarrassment mixed with something else.

Ana watched him a while longer, then turned to Vera, impatient. "Can I show him?" she asked. "I have experience, with him at least."

Vera raised her eyebrows, then nodded slowly. "I accept," she said, "on one condition."

"What?"

"That at the end, he's the one who handles the finish," Vera said. "He has to learn that part on his own."

Ana thought about it a moment, she would have liked to finish herself, it showed in her look. "Agreed," she said, finally.

She knelt beside Rafael, in front of Vera. Rafael stayed watching, motionless.

Ana came closer, showing calmly what she meant, a sure, decisive gesture. Vera closed her eyes a moment, her breathing changing.

"See the difference?" Ana asked, turning to Rafael, without stopping.

"Yes," he said, his voice unsteady.

Ana continued a little longer, then pulled back, as promised.

"Now it's your turn," she said, looking at Rafael. "You finish."

Rafael came close again, following what he had just watched. Vera guided him with a few words, while Ana stayed close, watching.

"Good," Vera said, her voice growing less steady. "Very good, like that."

Rafael continued, applying every piece of advice he'd received, time seeming to stretch, suspended, the way time stretches for someone waiting for rain after months of drought.

At the end, Vera stiffened, one long, tense moment, then relaxed, stayed still for a few instants, eyes closed, her breathing returning to normal.

Rafael pulled back, sat on his heels, out of breath. Ana laid a hand on his shoulder, a gesture of silent approval.

Vera straightened her robe, slowly, her usual smile returning to her face.

"Thank you for your cooperation," she said, turning to Ana. "It's not often you get a wife like this."

"I wanted to understand," Ana said. "I couldn't leave him alone in this."

Vera nodded, then looked at her closely, as if assessing something new, sat in the armchair, inviting Ana to do the same on a nearby chair.

Rafael stayed sitting on the bed, listening, still dazed by what had happened.

"Can I give you some advice?" Vera asked.

"Of course."

"Do something at home too," Vera said. "Start with clothes. And body movements."

"What kind of movements?"

"Have him clean the house," Vera said. "In a dress. Not his usual trousers."

Ana smiled, intrigued by the idea. "Why cleaning, specifically?"

"It's a very telling gesture," Vera said. "The right movements often come from there. Bending, stretching, moving the hips while working. The body learns on its own that way."

"We do the same here, at the start," Vera continued. "Before any other lesson. New girls spend whole days cleaning, before they ever see a client."

"That seems strange," Ana said, "to start from there."

"It's not strange," Vera said. "The body forgets old habits fast, that way. A man who cleans in a dress learns to bend differently. He learns to think about his own legs, his own hips, in a new way."

Ana nodded, memorizing every word, looked at Rafael, still sitting on the floor.

"I'll do it tonight," she said. "I already have a dress in mind, for him."

"Good," Vera said. "And watch him while he does it. Correct him, if needed. Wives are the best teachers, sometimes. Better than us, for certain things."

"Because they already know their husband's body," Vera said. "They know what to change, what to leave."

Ana smiled, a little proud of that new role being entrusted to her.

"I'll do it," she said. "From tonight, if he's willing."

"He's willing," Vera said, with a half smile. "Even if he doesn't know it yet."

Rafael got up, in silence, without contradicting either of them, got dressed, while Ana and Vera kept talking, like two women who'd known each other for a long time.

They left together shortly after, the alley welcoming them with the usual heat.

Ana took his hand, as they walked toward the bus stop.

"Does it bother you?" she asked. "What I did, today?"

"No," Rafael said. "I liked seeing you there. Even if I don't quite understand why."

"Maybe because you're not alone in this anymore," Ana said.

Rafael squeezed her hand tighter, found no other words for the moment.

The bus took them home, together, the sun setting behind the port's low buildings.

They stayed silent for most of the ride. Ana looked out the window.

"I was thinking," she said, at a certain point. "About Vera's dress."

"What dress?"

"The one she was wearing. Something similar would suit you," Ana said.

Rafael didn't answer right away. "I was thinking the same," he said finally, surprised at himself.

They got home with the sky already dark. Ana went straight to the bedroom, rummaged through the closet, among her dresses, found a light one, floral, barely worn.

"Try it on," she said, handing it to him. "Just for tonight. Just for home."

Rafael took it, hesitant, looked at it a long while before putting it on. The fabric was cool, light against his skin, unlike anything he'd ever worn.

He looked at himself in the closet mirror. The figure he saw wasn't entirely familiar to him.

Ana watched him from behind, in silence, then smiled, a smile full of something new.

"Now clean," she said. "Start with the kitchen."

"Now? Wearing this?"

"Right now," Ana said. "Vera said that's how you learn the movements."

Rafael took the rag, headed to the kitchen, the dress moving around his legs, began to wipe the table, the gestures awkward, unnatural.

Ana watched him from the doorway, arms crossed, eyes attentive.

"Bend more," she said, "when you clean the floor near the table legs."

Rafael bent down, feeling the fabric pull across his back.

"Move your hips, while you scrub," Ana continued. "Don't stay stiff."

He tried to follow the instruction, unsure, the movement seemed ridiculous at first, then, little by little, he found something almost natural in that repeated gesture, the way a fisherman finds the rhythm natural after rowing the same stretch of river a hundred times.

Ana nodded, satisfied. "Better," she said. "Much better."

Rafael kept cleaning, the floor, then the stove, then the sink. Every gesture forced him to move differently from how he was used to.

The dress followed every movement, revealing and hiding, depending on how he bent. Ana sat at the table, watching him work, the way one watches a private show.

"Do you feel strange?" she asked, after a while.

"Yes," Rafael said, without stopping. "But it's not a bad kind of strange."

He finished cleaning the kitchen, stood there, slightly out of breath. Ana got up, came closer, tucked a lock of his hair behind his ear.

"Tomorrow we continue," she said. "A little at a time, like Vera said."

Rafael nodded. But first he stayed a while longer in front of the mirror, studying himself.

Ana watched him from the bed, propped against the pillows, a thoughtful expression on her face.

"What are you thinking?" Rafael asked, without turning.

"I'm thinking you're changing," Ana said. "And that maybe I'm changing too, along with you."

"Is that bad?"

"No," Ana said, after thinking about it. "It's just different from how I imagined our life."

Rafael finally took off the dress, folded it carefully on the chair, slid into bed beside her, his body still coursing with a strange energy.

That night, lying beside Ana, he thought back over the whole day, her hand on the back of Vera's neck, his own body moving in a dress, the word strange, and how it no longer frightened him so much, by now.

Ana was already asleep, her breathing steady. Rafael stayed awake a while longer, eyes on the ceiling, and thought that the Jardim house was no longer just a place of necessity, it had become, little by little, a place where he was learning something about himself, the way the sea is never only danger to someone who learns to love it.

He closed his eyes, at last. Sleep came slowly, full of light images.


5
The Live Lesson

Ana began to grow impatient, as the days passed, the way market women grow impatient when the harvest is late and the hunger isn't.

"How much longer?" she asked one evening, while Rafael cleaned the kitchen, dressed as on the previous evenings.

"I don't know," he said, without stopping. "Vera sets the pace."

"The pace is slow," Ana said. "And the tin box empties just the same."

Rafael didn't answer, kept passing the rag over the table. He glanced at Ana, sidelong, while she checked the accounts in a notebook, the lines on her forehead deeper, these last days.

"I had to pay the supplier in advance," Ana said, without looking up. "For the fruit."

"How long until the rent's due?" Rafael asked.

"Ten days," Ana said, "and we don't have enough."

Rafael set down the rag, sat across from her.

"Vera says it takes time," he said. "I don't want to disappoint you, but I can't speed it up alone."

"I know," Ana said. "But maybe I can help."

"How?"

"Tomorrow I'm coming with you," she said. "I want to talk to Vera in person."

Rafael nodded, without objecting, knowing that when Ana decided something, she did it, the way a river decides to change course without asking the land's permission.

The next day, Ana decided to push things forward.

She prepared herself the dress Rafael would wear that afternoon, chose it from her own, a light one, thin-striped, knee-length skirt.

"You'll wear it to go to Vera's," she said. "Today we start earning."

Rafael looked at her, surprised. "She didn't say I was ready."

"We'll ask her," Ana said. "You'll see, she'll agree."

They arrived together at the Jardim house, Rafael dressed, his hair tied back the way Ana had taught him.

Iracema greeted them with a low, admiring whistle. "You've improved," she said, watching him walk.

They went up the stairs. Vera was waiting, as always, by the mirror, studied Rafael a long while, the dress, the bearing, the small measured steps.

"Turn around," Vera said. "Slowly. I want to see how the skirt falls when you move."

Rafael obeyed, feeling the fabric follow the movement with a soft rustle.

"Better," Vera said. "The hips move more naturally now. Less wooden."

"The movements are improving," she said, with real approval.

Ana didn't wait any longer. "We'd like him to start earning," she said. "With real clients."

Vera raised an eyebrow, not surprised, but not agreeing either.

"It's too soon," she said. "The dress is fine. The movements too. But there's still a lot missing."

"What's missing?" Ana asked, her voice tense.

"As thin as he is, he still has hair to remove," Vera said. "And he needs makeup."

"Is that all?" Ana asked. "If we fix those things, can he start?"

Vera shook her head, gently. "No. The path is longer than two details."

"But why?" Ana pressed. "He's learned fast, you said so yourself."

"He's learned the basics," Vera said. "But a real client doesn't forgive mistakes. If he messes up with a client, we lose the house's reputation. And he loses confidence in himself."

"Better a few extra days than a disappointed client who never comes back."

Ana sighed, frustrated but unable to argue with the logic.

"Is there anything we can do to speed it up?" she asked again.

Vera thought about it a moment, studying them both closely.

"He should start watching real scenes," she said. "From a woman's perspective."

"Films?" Ana asked.

"No," Vera said. "Films lie. He needs real scenes, not acted ones."

"How does that work?" Ana asked, curious.

"It would take a real couple," Vera said. "Not two strangers performing. Someone who actually feels something."

"I'd guide the scene," she went on. "I'd explain to Rafael what's happening, what it feels like, position by position."

"But not me doing it," she clarified. "It needs a woman. Who can describe the sensations from inside, while she lives them."

Ana listened, her eyes lighting up with an idea of her own.

"A woman like who?" she asked, her voice already uncertain, as if she sensed where Vera was heading.

Vera looked at her, a curious expression on her face. "You, for example."

Ana was speechless for an instant. "Me?"

"You're the one who'll have to tell Rafael what it feels like," Vera said. "No one could do it better than his wife."

"And it would take a man of suitable size," she added. "Not just any man. He has to be convincing."

"Is there anyone in your past with generous size?" Vera asked, directly.

Ana's eyes suddenly lit up.

"I had a boyfriend, once," she said. "Before Rafael. He was really out of proportion."

"Beautiful, too," she added, almost losing herself in the memory. "Smooth skin, the color of exotic wood. I adored that skin."

Rafael tried to say something, his voice unsteady. "Ana, I don't think..."

"Quiet," Ana said, without looking at him.

"Quiet," Vera repeated, almost at the same time, with an amused smile.

Rafael lowered his eyes, in silence, already sensed clearly what awaited him. It wouldn't be Vera, this time. It would be Ana, with another man, before his eyes.

"That's perfect," Vera said. "Call him. Let's see if he's willing to do the scene with you."

Ana nodded, already caught up in the idea. "His name is Bento. He still lives nearby, I think."

"Call him for tomorrow," Vera said. "Tell him clearly what we're asking. Let him know what to expect."

"In the meantime, today we do something else," she said.

She came toward Rafael, motioned for him to turn around. He obeyed, slowly. Vera lifted the skirt, matter-of-factly.

She noticed something, with evident satisfaction. "No underwear," she said, turning to Ana.

"I took it off this morning," Ana said. "It seemed more fitting, for today."

Vera nodded, approving the choice. "Good. Then let me show you something, to do at home."

She turned to Ana. "The area needs to be sensitized. Around the buttocks."

"How?"

"Just the tip of one finger, at the start," Vera said. "Nothing more, for now."

She demonstrated the gesture, gently, while Rafael stayed still, his breath short. Her fingers moved in small circles, light as an absent-minded caress.

"It shouldn't hurt," Vera explained. "It should only make him feel, little by little. Like a door opening slowly, not one being broken down."

Ana watched closely, memorizing every movement.

"Like this?" she asked, trying it herself, carefully. Rafael held his breath when he felt Ana's fingers, uncertain, follow the same path.

"Exactly," Vera said. "Slowly. The body has to get used to it, before anything else."

"A little more each night," she continued. "Never all at once. The body learns through repetition."

Rafael felt a shiver run down his spine, said nothing.

"Do it every night, for a few minutes," Vera said. "You'll see, it gets used to it fast."

Ana nodded, already thinking about how to apply the advice, that very evening.

"And after?" she asked. "Once he's used to it?"

"Then you can move further," Vera said. "But always one step at a time."

"Whoever rushes, in this work, gets hurt. Or hurts the person in front of them."

Ana nodded again, serious, as if memorizing an important school lesson.

Vera moved away, then, toward the door. "Now let's go to the waxer."

They went down a floor, into a smaller room, white-tiled, the air smelling of warm wax and a sweet, floral scent.

A girl was already waiting, seated on a stool, very feminine, a sweet voice, gestures fluid as water, long hair gathered in a braid falling over one shoulder.

"This is Dolores," Vera said. "She handles the waxing here."

Dolores smiled, a warm, welcoming smile. "Get on the table," she told Rafael.

Rafael obeyed, lay down on the table covered with a white sheet. Ana sat on a nearby chair, to watch.

Dolores prepared the wax on a small burner, moving with methodical calm. "Legs first," she said, "then the rest. Slowly, so it doesn't hurt too much."

She began working, with precise, delicate movements.

"Watch her closely," Ana told Rafael, under her breath. "Watch how she moves, how she speaks."

"Why?" he asked, whispering in turn.

"Because she seems like a good model to imitate," Ana said. "She has a grace you don't have yet."

Rafael watched Dolores as she worked, the slow gestures, never abrupt, her voice accompanying every movement, sweet, almost singsong.

"Relax," Dolores said, noticing his tension. "It hurts a little at first, then you get used to it."

Rafael tried to relax, eyes fixed on the ceiling, while the pain came and went. With each pull he held back a groan, and Dolores watched him with understanding.

"The first days are the worst," she said. "Then the skin gets used to it, grows finer."

Ana kept watching, mentally noting every one of Dolores's gestures.

"Do you always speak this softly?" Ana asked, curious.

"Always," Dolores said, without stopping her work. "Clients love a soft voice. It reassures."

"And the movements?"

"They come on their own, with practice," Dolores said. "At first you imitate, then it becomes natural."

"How did you learn?" Ana asked.

"By watching others, at first," Dolores said. "Then I found my own way. Everyone finds hers."

Ana nodded, glancing at Rafael, who was still squirming slightly from the pain.

"Imitate her," Ana told Rafael. "The gestures, the voice, all of it."

"I'll try," Rafael said, his voice tense.

Dolores moved on to his arms, then his chest, with the same methodical care. Rafael felt his skin burn with each pull, but the pain grew more bearable.

"Almost done," Dolores said, at a certain point. "You did well, for a first time."

She finished working after almost an hour. Rafael got up, his skin red but smooth, looked at his arms, his legs, not quite recognizing them, for a moment.

"Excellent work," Vera said, coming back into the room to check the result. She ran a hand over Rafael's skin, nodding, satisfied.

"Much better," she said. "Tomorrow, makeup. That's enough for today."

They left the Jardim house in the late afternoon, the sun already low over the rooftops.

They walked toward the bus stop in silence, both lost in their own thoughts.

"Will you call Bento tonight?" Rafael asked, at a certain point, his voice unsteady.

"Yes," Ana said. "Better sooner than later. I don't want to waste more time."

Rafael added nothing, felt something stirring inside him, hard to define, it wasn't only jealousy, there was also a curiosity he hadn't expected.

They got home as the sky began to darken.

Ana picked up the phone almost right away, before even taking off her shoes. Rafael took off the dress only once home, his skin still sensitive.

He heard Ana talking in another room, her voice low, almost cheerful, couldn't make out the words, only the tone, warm, familiar.

Ana came back to the kitchen after a few minutes, the phone still in hand.

"He's coming tomorrow afternoon," she said. "Straight to the Jardim house."

"How did he react?" Rafael asked, trying to keep his voice neutral.

"He was surprised," Ana said. "But curious. He never backs down, him."

"You still know him well, it seems."

Ana looked at him, caught something in his tone, maybe. "That was a long time ago, Rafael."

"I know," he said. "I'm not saying anything."

"But you're thinking it," Ana said, sitting across from him.

Rafael lowered his eyes. "A little," he admitted. "I don't really know what I'm feeling, honestly."

Ana took his hand across the table. "There's nothing between me and Bento, not anymore."

"It's just a way to help you learn. Nothing more."

Rafael nodded, without full conviction. "I know," he repeated. "It's fine."

"Are you nervous, for tomorrow?" Ana asked, while preparing dinner.

"A little," Rafael said. "I don't know what to expect."

"It'll be fine," Ana said. "Vera knows what she's doing. And I'll be there."

They ate dinner in silence, both their thoughts turned to the next day.

After dinner, Ana had him sit on the bed, for the evening lesson. With the tip of one finger, she repeated the gesture Vera had shown.

Rafael held his breath, eyes closed, trying to distinguish every sensation.

"Is this all right?" Ana asked, softly.

"Yes," he said, his voice barely audible.

She continued for a few minutes, then stopped, as Vera had recommended.

"That's enough for tonight," she said. "A little more tomorrow."

Rafael nodded. That night he struggled to fall asleep.

He thought of Bento, a name without a face, but already loaded with unspoken expectations. He thought of Ana, of the way her eyes had lit up, remembering.

He wondered if he was jealous, or only curious, or both at once.

He found no clear answer, before sleep came, slow and heavy as the sea when it stops churning.


6
Bento

Bento arrived at the Jardim house the following afternoon, on time.

Rafael saw him for the first time from the sitting-room window, as he rang the bell, tall, dark smooth skin, exactly as Ana had described him.

He walked with a quiet confidence, hands in his pockets, a ready smile on his lips, his light shirt open at the chest, like someone who never worries about the heat.

Rafael felt his stomach tighten, just watching him cross the alley, not quite knowing why yet, maybe only the waiting, maybe something else.

Iracema opened the door, let him in with a knowing little laugh. "Ana's waiting for you upstairs," she said. "But first stop by the sitting room. Vera wants to see you."

"Ana," Bento said, as soon as he saw her in the sitting room, his voice warm, surprised and happy at once.

"Bento," Ana said, standing up. For a moment they stood looking at each other, without speaking, time seeming to stop in that room full of mirrors and heavy curtains.

They embraced, an embrace that lasted a little longer than necessary. Rafael noticed how Bento's hands settled on Ana's back, sure, familiar, as if six years had never passed, as if time had stopped right there.

Rafael stayed seated, the dress on him, watching the scene in silence.

Vera came into the room, interrupting the moment naturally.

"You must be Bento," she said, holding out her hand. "Ana's told me about you."

"Good things, I hope," he said, laughing.

"Very good things," Vera said. "Though I still don't know whether I should thank you or worry."

Everyone laughed, except Rafael, who stayed watching, his throat tight.

"This is Rafael," Ana said, pointing to him. "My husband."

Bento looked at him, noticed the dress, with no visible embarrassment.

"Pleasure," he said, holding out his hand. "Ana explained the situation to me."

Rafael shook his hand, felt it big, warm. "Pleasure," he answered, his voice unsteady.

Vera led them all toward the stairs. "Let's go up. Better to explain everything upstairs."

In the room with the big mirror, Vera had Rafael sit in a chair, in a corner.

"You stay here," she said. "Watch. Learn. Nothing more is needed from you."

Rafael nodded, hands clasped in his lap, his heart already pounding.

Vera turned to Bento and Ana together, her gaze moving from one to the other.

"As I explained to you yesterday," she said, "the lesson only works if the scene is truly real."

"You two have a history," she continued. "A real one. That's what's needed, today."

"Rafael needs to see something authentic," she said. "Not a performance. The body doesn't lie, when the feeling is real."

Ana looked at Rafael, searching his eyes for an objection that didn't come.

"It's fine," Rafael said, his voice small. "If it helps me learn, it's fine."

Ana came close to him for an instant, laid a hand on his cheek. "Watch closely," she said. "All of this is for you."

Vera turned to Bento. "Still agreed, as you told me on the phone?"

Bento looked at Ana a long while, a smile that betrayed more than mere consent.

"More than agreed," he said.

Vera led them toward the bed, while she sat in a chair beside Rafael, like a teacher ready to comment.

"Ana, undress," she said, matter-of-factly. "Bento, help her."

Bento came toward Ana, slid off her dress with slow, familiar gestures, as if no time had ever passed.

Ana closed her eyes for an instant, letting him do it, her breath already shorter.

They stood, both naked, facing each other. Rafael felt his heart hammering in his chest.

"First position," Vera said. "Ana lying down, Bento on top. The most classic, the most intimate."

Ana lay down on the bed. Bento positioned himself over her, supporting himself on his arms.

"Watch how he enters," Vera said, turning to Rafael. "Slowly, at first. Give her time to open."

Bento entered her slowly. Ana arched her back, a moan escaping her throat.

"What do you feel?" Vera asked, addressing Ana directly. "Describe it, for Rafael."

"Full," Ana said, panting. "I feel full, right away. Different from how I remembered."

"Keep describing it," Vera said. "It helps Rafael understand what he'll need to give, one day."

Bento began to move, a slow, deep rhythm. Ana closed her eyes.

"Here," she said, a hand sliding down over her own belly. "I feel every movement here, strongly."

"Do you like this position?" Vera asked.

"Yes," Ana said, her voice breaking. "He watches me while he does it. I like being watched like this."

Rafael watched, unable to look away, a mix of pain and desire he couldn't tell apart.

"Let's switch," Vera said, after a while. "Ana, get on top. You take control, this time."

Ana turned, straddled Bento, who stayed lying down, hands on her hips.

She lowered herself onto him slowly, a longer moan, deeper than the last.

"Now you set the rhythm," Vera said. "Move your hips however you like. Show him what you feel."

Ana began to move, slowly at first, then with more force, her head tilted back.

"Like this," she said, panting hard. "This is how I feel everything. Deeper, when I control the movement."

"Describe it again," Vera said. "What you feel, exactly, in this position."

"Heat," Ana said, her voice broken by pleasure now. "A heat that rises, every time I come down."

"And his weight, inside, pressing right where I like it most."

Bento moved beneath her, matching every sway, his hands gripping her hips.

"Does it excite you that Rafael's watching?" Vera asked, with professional curiosity.

Ana opened her eyes for an instant, sought her husband's gaze. "Yes," she panted. "A lot. I don't know why, but yes."

Rafael felt a shiver run through him, shame mixing with something darker and more alive.

Vera nodded, taking mental note. "Last position," she said. "From behind. Ana, get on your hands and knees."

Ana turned over, got on all fours on the bed, still panting, her body damp with sweat.

Bento positioned himself behind her, entered her again with a decisive movement.

"Ah," Ana cried, her voice rising. "That, yes. Harder, there."

"What do you feel from this angle?" Vera asked, her voice keeping pace with their bodies' rhythm.

"Deep," Ana said, almost breathless. "It touches a spot the other positions don't touch."

"Is what she's saying true?" Vera asked, turning to Bento.

"It's true," he said, without stopping his movement. "I feel it too, how the pressure changes."

Ana was panting now without control, her hands gripping the sheets.

"I'm about to..." she said, her voice breaking completely.

"Let go," Vera said. "Rafael needs to see this too. The real moment, not performed."

Ana stiffened, one long, suspended moment, a cry tearing from her throat, deep, uncontrolled.

Bento followed right after, one last decisive movement, his breath catching for an instant.

They stayed like that, panting, Ana's body still trembling slightly under Bento's hands.

Vera turned to Rafael, who sat motionless, his eyes still fixed on the scene.

"Did you see?" she asked, with professional calm. "This is what a client wants to hear said."

It was at that moment that Vera, shifting her gaze, noticed something out of the corner of her eye.

She turned toward Rafael, her eyes landing on his skirt, slightly raised in front.

She came closer, a smile growing with every step. "What do we have here," she said.

She lifted the hem of the skirt gently, revealing what Rafael would have liked to hide. He was clearly aroused, the fabric no longer able to contain it.

Vera burst out laughing, a full, genuine laugh that shook her shoulders.

"You were watching very closely, it seems," she said, still laughing.

Rafael blushed violently, tried to cover himself with his hands, but Vera caught his wrists.

"Nothing wrong with that," she said, calming down a little. "But from today on we need a cage."

"A what?" Rafael asked, his voice unsteady.

"A cage," Vera repeated, still amused. "To keep you in place during lessons. No distractions."

Ana, still panting on the bed, burst out laughing too, covering her mouth with one hand.

"It's not funny," Rafael said, but a half smile escaped him anyway.

"It's very funny," Ana said, between laughs, still catching her breath. "You should have seen your face."

"Next time," Vera said, composing herself, "you'll arrive already wearing one. I'll get it for you."

Rafael nodded, resigned, while Bento, still on the bed, chuckled quietly too.

"Don't worry," Bento said, with a knowing smile. "After what I just saw, I completely understand the reaction."

Ana got dressed slowly, still shaken by pleasure, avoiding Rafael's eyes for a moment.

"Now let me show you how to manage rhythm," Vera told Rafael, calling his attention back, her voice turning professional again.

Rafael looked back, but his mind stayed elsewhere, split between two parallel scenes, Vera's technical lesson, and the one he'd just witnessed, between Ana and Bento.

A few more minutes passed like that, Vera summarizing in words what had just been observed.

"That's enough," Vera said finally. "That's enough for today. You've seen enough."

Vera turned to Ana and Rafael, a careful look at both of them. She sat in the armchair, inviting them to do the same, as after every lesson.

"What did you learn, today?" she asked Rafael, directly.

Rafael thought about it a moment. "The movements," he said. "The positions. The rhythm."

"And what else?" Vera asked, with an expression that seemed to already know the answer.

Rafael looked at Ana, who avoided his gaze, hands clasped in her lap.

"That there's still something, between the two of them," Rafael said, quietly. "Something that isn't finished."

Ana looked up, surprised by the frankness. "Rafael..."

"I'm not accusing you," he said. "I'm just saying what I saw."

Vera stayed silent, watching the exchange between them with professional discretion, then stood, poured water into three glasses, as if to give them both time.

"It was a long time ago," Ana said, finally, taking the glass. "I didn't think it would come back like this."

"What are you feeling?" Rafael asked, his voice tense but not hostile.

Ana thought about it a long while. "I don't know yet," she said. "Confusion, maybe. Nostalgia."

"Does it bother you that I noticed?"

"No," Ana said. "I'd rather you knew, than pretend."

Vera stepped in, her voice calm. "It happens often, in this work. Old feelings resurface."

"Wives see things they didn't expect to feel again," she continued. "Exes come back, one way or another."

"It's not a problem, if you handle it honestly," she went on. "The problem comes from secrets."

"I've seen couples break apart over a stolen kiss," Vera said. "And couples grow stronger from the same thing, said out loud."

"It all depends on what you do, with what you feel."

Rafael nodded, slowly. He still felt the tightness in his chest, but also something else, a strange calm, maybe, in knowing Ana had hidden nothing from him.

"Do you want to see him again?" Rafael asked, finally, looking Ana in the eyes.

Ana hesitated. "Maybe," she said. "For the lesson, at least. Vera said it takes time."

"And for the rest?"

"I don't know," Ana repeated. "But I don't want to lie to you, about this."

Rafael nodded again, his chest still tight but his breathing more even.

Vera watched them both, then broke the silence with a more practical tone.

"I thought of something else," she said. "You need a name. For when you work here."

"A name?" Rafael asked.

"A woman's name," Vera said. "It helps separate the two things, in your head. Who you are at home, who you are here."

"Rafaela," Ana said, almost right away, as if she'd already thought of it. "It's the feminine form of Rafael, in Portuguese."

Vera nodded, satisfied. "Rafaela," she repeated, trying out the sound of it. "I like it. Simple, but real."

"From today on," she said, turning to Rafael, "when you're dressed, you're Rafaela. Get used to answering to that name."

Rafael nodded, feeling something shift inside him, a subtle but concrete change.

Vera then turned to Bento, who was buttoning his shirt.

"I have another idea," she said. "To speed things up."

"Tell me," Bento said.

"If you're willing," Vera said, "you could move in with them. For a while."

Ana looked up, surprised. "Move in?"

"Sleep there," Vera continued. "With Ana, directly. Every night, not just here, now and then."

"Rafaela would learn faster," she said. "Seeing, every day, what happens between the two of you."

"And you," she said, turning to Rafael, "would learn to watch without jealousy. To turn what you feel into something useful."

Ana stayed silent a moment, her eyes moving between Vera and Bento, then her face lit up, an enthusiasm she made no effort to hide.

"That would be perfect," she said, almost breathless. "Bento, would you be up for it?"

Bento smiled, a look that betrayed how much he already liked the idea.

"I'd be more than up for it," he said. "If Rafael agrees too."

Everyone turned to Rafael, who felt the weight of three gazes on him.

He thought of the tin box, of the accounts that never worked out, of the path he still had to complete, thought too of what he'd felt, just before, watching Ana and Bento together, not only jealousy, but also something that strangely resembled relief.

"All right," he said, finally, his voice steadier than he'd expected. "If it's needed, it's fine."

Ana came close to him, squeezed his hand, her eyes still bright with excitement.

"Thank you," she said, quietly. "Thank you for understanding."

Vera nodded, pleased with the outcome. "Then it's settled. Bento, can you move in starting tomorrow?"

"Starting tomorrow," Bento confirmed, without hesitation.

Rafael stayed silent, while the other three worked out the practical details of the move, felt, beneath the surface of his own acceptance, something still more complex to understand.

But for the moment, he decided to leave it there, suspended, without seeking immediate answers.

They left the Jardim house together, the sun already low, the sky tinged orange.

They walked to the bus stop in silence, their hands not seeking each other's, this time.

"I'm sorry," Ana said, at a certain point. "If I made you feel bad."

"It's not your fault," Rafael said. "It's just... new, for me. Seeing you look at someone else like that."

"It's new for me too," Ana said. "I didn't think I'd still feel something, for him."

Rafael didn't answer right away, looked out, the streets rolling by, familiar and foreign at once.

They got on the bus, sat close together, both their thoughts turned to the next day.

"How long since you'd seen him?" Rafael asked, after a while.

"Six years," Ana said. "Since before I met you, almost."

"Why did you break up?"

Ana thought about it, looking out the window. "He wanted to leave, go to São Paulo. I didn't."

"And now he's back?"

"He still lives nearby," Ana said. "He never left, in the end."

Rafael stayed silent, digesting the information. "Are you happy? That he's coming to stay with us?"

Ana thought about it, without hiding behind half-truths. "Yes," she said. "Very, if I'm honest."

"And you?" she then asked, watching him closely. "How do you really feel?"

Rafael searched inside himself for an honest answer. "Confused," he said. "But not angry. It's strange to say."

"Maybe because I understand it's needed," he went on. "And maybe because, watching you both, I felt something else too."

"What?" Ana asked.

"I don't know yet," Rafael said. "I need to think about it."

Ana took his hand, squeezed it gently. "Thank you for not fighting me on this."

"I don't want to pretend it's easy," Rafael said. "But I want you to be happy. Even about this."

Ana rested her head on his shoulder, a rare gesture, these last days.

"Tomorrow will be a different day," she said, almost whispering.

"I know," Rafael said. The bus carried them home, in a new silence, charged with anticipation more than tension, like the air charged before a storm that promises, in the end, to wash everything clean and leave the earth cooler.


7
The Maid

Bento moved in the next day, with a few things in a travel bag, arrived in the early afternoon, a calm smile, as if returning to a house already his own.

Ana helped him settle into the guest room, happy in a way Rafael hadn't seen in a long time, sang as she folded his shirts into the wardrobe, small nonsense tunes, out of pure cheerfulness.

Rafael watched her from the doorway, a mix of tenderness and unease he couldn't untangle, noticed how Ana moved differently, in those hours, lighter, younger, almost.

Bento hung his clothes next to Rafael's, without asking permission, as if it were the most natural thing.

"Thanks for having me," he said, turning to Rafael, his tone sincere, free of superiority.

"Don't mention it," Rafael said, his voice a little tense. "If it helps the cause."

Bento laughed, an open laugh. "The cause," he repeated. "I like how you put it."

The three of them spent the rest of the afternoon arranging the room together, Ana moving pillows, Bento assembling a small bookshelf, Rafael carrying boxes from the hallway, for a few hours it looked, ordinary, three people setting up a house.

That evening, once Bento had settled in, Ana called Rafael into the kitchen.

"I need to ask you something," she said, sitting across from him.

"Tell me."

"Would you be willing to stay dressed as a woman all the time?" she asked. "Always Rafaela, not just for the lessons."

Rafael looked at her, surprised. "All the time?"

"That way you get used to it sooner," Ana said. "And besides..." She hesitated a moment, a smile rising to her lips.

"You could be our maid, around the house. Wouldn't that be nice?"

Rafael stayed silent, trying to understand what he really felt, beneath the immediate embarrassment.

"A maid," he repeated, quietly.

"Cleaning, cooking, serving at the table," Ana said. "Like you already do, but all the time. Not just in the evening."

"And Bento?" Rafael asked. "Does he know about this?"

"I told him," Ana said. "He likes the idea. A lot, actually."

"When did you tell him?"

"Today, while we were arranging the room," Ana said. "While you were in the hallway with the boxes."

Rafael felt his stomach tighten, a mix of shame and something deeper, hard to name.

"You don't like the idea?" Ana asked, noticing his hesitation.

"I don't know," Rafael said, honestly. "I just feel ashamed thinking about it, with Bento in the house."

"It's normal to feel ashamed," Ana said. "But the shame passes, with habit. Vera always says so."

"And if I get something wrong? If I'm not good enough?"

"I'll correct you," Ana said. "Like I always have. You're not alone in this."

Rafael nodded, slowly, feeling the tension loosen a little, at that promise.

"All right," he said, finally, his voice unsteady. "If it's what you want."

Rafael, Rafaela for that evening now, put on the floral dress, her hair pulled back as Ana had taught her, looked at herself in the mirror before going downstairs, the face staring back at her not yet fully familiar, ran her hands over the dress, smoothing it, the way she'd seen Dolores do.

Bento showed up for dinner well dressed, his hair still damp from the shower.

"Rafaela," he said, noticing the dress, an approving smile on his lips. "It suits you."

Rafaela lowered her eyes, feeling the heat rise to her face. "Thank you," she said, her voice small.

Ana sat at the head of the table, with the air of a satisfied lady of the house, gestured Bento to the chair on her right, a natural motion, as if she'd always done it.

"Rafaela," she said, "bring the rice. And then the fish, when it's ready."

Rafaela obeyed, moving between the stove and the table with the gestures Ana had taught her, bent her knees to reach the plates from the low cabinet, as she'd been shown, felt Bento's gaze follow her as she moved, a new kind of attention, never felt before.

Bento watched her move, an expression both curious and amused.

"She moves well," he said, turning to Ana. "Better than I thought, for a beginner."

"She learns fast," Ana said, evident pride in her voice.

"Vera always says she has talent," she added. "I'm starting to believe it too."

She served the rice, then the fish, poured water into the glasses, always with lowered eyes, every gesture costing her a concentration effort, like performing a part not yet fully memorized.

Ana and Bento talked to each other, laughed, exchanged glances Rafaela tried not to see, talked about past things, people Rafaela didn't know, a time before her.

"Remember that party on the beach?" Bento asked, pouring more wine into Ana's glass.

"How could I forget," Ana said, laughing. "You almost drowned, trying to do the perfect dive."

"I didn't almost drown," Bento protested. "I just swallowed some salt water."

"I had to pull you out," Ana said, still laughing. "I remember it well."

Rafaela listened, standing near the sideboard, waiting to be called again, felt, in that laughter, an intimacy she'd never shared with Ana in that way, not jealousy, this time, only the feeling of being on the edge of something warm.

"Rafaela, a little more rice," Bento said, holding out his plate without looking her in the eye.

She obeyed, serving with hands that trembled faintly.

"Good girl," Bento said, looking at her this time. "You're getting used to it fast."

Rafaela lowered her eyes, murmured a barely audible thank you.

After dinner, Rafaela cleared the table, washed the dishes alone, while Ana and Bento stayed seated talking, heard their low voices, the conspiratorial little laughs, the sound of a glass being poured again.

Once she finished washing, she stayed a moment standing at the sink, hands still wet.

"Rafaela," Ana called, from the bedroom. "Come here."

Rafaela dried her hands, headed toward the bedroom, her heart pounding. She found Ana and Bento on the bed, already undressed, the sheets rumpled around them.

"Sit there," Ana said, pointing to a chair by the bed. "Watch, today. Keep learning."

Rafaela sat, hands clasped in her lap, as always.

Ana turned toward Bento, brought her mouth close to him, unhurried.

"Watch closely," Ana said, turning to Rafaela, her voice already lower. "You'll need to learn this soon too."

She began using her mouth on him, with slow, sure movements that betrayed years of practice together.

Bento closed his eyes, a long breath escaping his chest.

"See how I move my tongue?" Ana asked, without stopping entirely. "It's not just the mouth. The tongue matters too."

Rafaela watched, unable to look away, her own body responding without permission.

Ana continued, the rhythm building, Bento's voice growing more broken.

"Soon you'll get to try it too," Ana said, glancing up at Rafaela for an instant. "With Bento."

Rafaela felt a shiver, a mix of fear and something else she didn't yet want to name.

Ana continued a little longer, then stopped, sitting up, her breathing slightly altered.

"In the meantime," she said, turning to Rafaela, "come here. Let's see how it goes, from behind."

Rafaela hesitated, looking first at Ana, then at Bento, who watched her with patient curiosity.

"Come," Ana repeated, gently but leaving no room for refusal. "There's nothing to fear."

Rafaela got up from the chair, came closer to the bed, her legs trembling slightly.

Ana had her lie face down, arranging a pillow under her hips.

"Relax," Ana said, her voice calm, almost maternal. "We'll try a whole finger, today. Slowly."

Rafaela felt Ana's fingers, gentle, resuming the gesture from previous nights, this time though they didn't stop at the tip, continued, slow, attentive to every reaction.

"Breathe," Ana said. "Don't hold back. Let the body open on its own."

Rafaela tried to obey, her breath coming with effort, a mix of discomfort and something building beneath it.

Bento had come closer, sat on the edge of the bed, watching with silent attention.

"How's it going?" Ana asked, her voice still gentle.

"Strange," Rafaela said, her voice muffled against the pillow. "But not bad."

"Good," Ana said. "That's the most important start. If it doesn't hurt, it means we're doing this right."

She continued slowly, her finger moving in small circles, unhurried.

Rafaela felt her own body react in a way she hadn't expected, a heat rising without permission.

"See?" Ana said, turning to Bento, with a satisfied smile. "She learns fast at this too."

Bento nodded, without comment, but his gaze on Rafaela had grown more intense, he reached out a hand, brushed her back, a light touch, almost a silent question.

Rafaela held her breath, surprised by that unexpected contact, but didn't pull away.

Ana continued a few more minutes, then stopped, withdrawing her hand gently.

"Enough for tonight," she said. "One step at a time, as always."

Rafaela pulled herself up, slowly, her body still full of new sensations, hard to sort out.

Ana stroked her hair, a gesture that mixed tenderness and possession together.

"You did well," she said. "Go on to sleep, if you want. Bento will stay with me a little longer."

Rafaela nodded, got up from the bed, her legs still unsteady, paused for an instant at the door, looking back. Ana and Bento were already coming together again.

She left the room, closing the door softly behind her. She stayed a moment in the dark hallway, listening to the sounds starting up again, muffled, behind the door.

A moan from Ana, low, followed by a murmur from Bento, then the silence broke again.

She headed to the guest room, hers now, at least for that night, lay down on the narrow bed, still dressed, eyes fixed on the ceiling.

She thought about how much everything had changed, in so little time, about the tin box, the start of it all, thought about her own body, about what she'd felt, about how little it had frightened her, in the end.

She thought too about Bento's touch on her back, so brief, so charged with unspoken questions.

She closed her eyes, at last, sleep coming slowly, full of new images.

She woke early, the sun just filtering through the shutters, the house was quiet, stayed in bed a moment, sorting through the thoughts of the night before.

She got up, still in her dress, rumpled from sleep, looked at herself in the room's mirror, the makeup smudged, her hair undone, took off the dress, hung it carefully, as Ana had taught her to do.

She put on another dress, simpler, suited to morning chores, went down to the kitchen, began making coffee, as every morning.

She heard footsteps, behind her, turned and found Bento, his hair tousled, a sleepy smile.

"Morning, Rafaela," he said, sitting at the table.

"Morning," she answered, pouring coffee into two cups, then into a third for Ana.

"Sleep well?" Bento asked, watching her move between the stove.

"Well enough," Rafaela said, honestly. "You?"

"Very well," he said, with a smile that hid nothing. "This house has a good bed."

Rafaela smiled faintly, bringing the cups to the table, sat down herself too, for a moment.

"Can I ask you something?" Bento said, his voice more serious than usual.

"Sure."

"Does all this weigh on you?" he asked. "Not the house. The rest. The dress, the serving, what happened last night."

Rafaela thought about it, sipping the hot coffee. "A little," she admitted. "But less than I thought, at the start."

"And does that scare you?" Bento asked, with genuine curiosity, free of judgment.

"A little, that too," Rafaela said, almost laughing at her own answer.

Bento nodded, without adding anything else, as if that answer was enough for him.

Ana came down shortly after, still in her robe, hair loose over her shoulders.

"Morning, everyone," she said, cheerful, sitting beside Bento. "What a nice family we've become."

Rafaela looked at her, trying to figure out whether that sentence was meant seriously or as a joke, Ana's smile, though, seemed entirely sincere.

Rafaela got up to prepare breakfast, the apron she'd already put on without thinking, the day had barely begun, and already it felt different from all the ones lived before, the way every morning is different after the first rain, when the air carries a new smell, of wet earth and of things still waiting to happen.
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Swaying Hips

They went back to the Jardim house a few days later, all three together, the early afternoon sun beating hard on the streets, the heat rising off the asphalt the way smoke rises off a ground fire.

Rafaela walked ahead, as Ana had asked her to, leaving the house, wearing a light dress, pale blue, that Ana had picked out specially for the day.

Behind her, Ana and Bento walked close together, hands intertwined, no longer hiding, no longer worrying who might see them, on the street, they walked like any other couple.

The port alley was hot as always, the smell of fish mixing with diesel.

"Walk more feminine," Ana said, from behind. "Move your hips more."

Rafaela tried to correct herself, exaggerating the movement, unsure whether it was right or ridiculous, felt both their eyes on her, a new weight that made every step harder.

"Better," Bento said, laughing softly. "But sway even more. Don't be afraid to overdo it."

Rafaela felt her face heat up, but kept walking, trying to follow the advice, imagined being watched by whoever passed, and that made her even more aware of every step.

"Like that," Ana said, her voice pleased. "See how it changes, when you really think about it?"

A man, sitting on a doorstep, turned to watch her pass. Rafaela lowered her eyes, but didn't slow down.

"Did you see?" Ana whispered to Bento. "People are already turning to look."

"She'll learn fast," Bento said. "She's got the right build, for certain movements."

They kept walking, Rafaela always ahead, trying to keep the rhythm she'd been taught, with every step, felt the fabric of the dress move against her legs, a rustle that was familiar to her by now.

She thought about how different it was from how she'd walked only a few weeks before, the way the port is different when the tide changes, everything the same and yet everything transformed.

They reached the Jardim house with the sun still high. Iracema greeted them at the door.

"The whole family," she said, looking at the three of them with an amused smile.

"Vera's waiting for you upstairs," she added. "She said there's a surprise today."

"What surprise?" Ana asked, curious.

"I don't know," Iracema said, shrugging. "But when Vera smiles like that, it's usually something important."

They went up the stairs together, Rafaela still focused on how she moved her hips, the steps creaking under the weight of three people, instead of the usual two or one.

Vera welcomed them with a wide smile, her eyes moving from one to another with satisfaction, wore an elegant dress, almost ceremonial, different from her usual robe.

"Rafaela's walking better," she observed right away, after watching her cross the room.

"We worked on it the whole way here," Ana said, proud.

"It shows," Vera said. "Keep it up, at home. Every small gesture counts."

"And Bento?" she asked, turning to him. "How's the living arrangement?"

"Good," Bento said. "Better than I thought, at first."

"Rafaela cooks well," he added, with a knowing smile toward her.

Rafaela lowered her eyes, a little embarrassed by the unexpected compliment.

She motioned for everyone to sit. Rafaela in her usual chair, Ana and Bento on the bed.

"Today I want to show you something different," Vera said, turning to Rafaela. "How it works from behind."

Rafaela nodded, hands already clasped in her lap out of habit.

"It's the most requested position, for beginners," Vera continued. "But also the trickiest to understand."

She turned to Ana. "Would you be willing to do it with Bento? So Rafaela can see every step clearly."

Ana didn't hesitate for an instant. "Of course," she said, her eyes already lit up. "Gladly."

Bento smiled, needing no further convincing.

Vera got up, arranged some pillows on the bed, with precise gestures, like a teacher preparing the lesson.

"Ana, on your hands and knees," she said. "Bento, come close slowly. At the start it needs calm, not force."

Ana took off her dress, stayed kneeling on the bed, her back arching naturally.

Bento undressed in turn, positioned himself behind her, hands on her hips.

"Watch the angle," Vera said, turning to Rafaela. "Not straight. Slightly downward, at first."

Bento entered her slowly, following the guidance. Ana let out a low, deep moan.

"What do you feel?" Vera asked, turning to Ana, her voice professional as always.

"Full," Ana said, already panting. "Different from the front. More... direct."

"Describe it again," Vera said. "It helps Rafaela understand what to expect."

"I feel every movement more sharply," Ana said, her voice breaking at times. "Less control, more surrender."

"It's like letting yourself fall," she continued, "knowing someone's holding you up anyway."

Bento began to move, a slow rhythm at first, then gradually more decisive.

"Watch how I use my hips," Vera said, turning to Rafaela. "Bento controls everything, in this position."

"Whoever receives," she continued, "just has to let go. Trust whoever's behind them."

Rafaela watched, her breath short, unable to look away from the scene, noticed how Bento's hands moved on Ana's hips, guiding her, almost rocking her into the rhythm.

Ana buried her face in the pillow, a longer moan escaping muffled.

"Harder," she said, her voice almost pleading. "Like that, yes."

Bento obliged, the rhythm building, his hands gripping Ana's hips more firmly.

"See how the expression changes?" Vera asked, turning to Rafaela. "When the position is right."

"The face says everything," she continued. "A good client learns to read it, even before the words."

Rafaela nodded, unable to form words, her own body responding without permission.

"One day you'll try this yourself," Vera said, matter-of-factly. "From this side, with a client."

Rafaela felt a shiver, a mix of fear and desire she could no longer tell apart.

Ana kept panting, hands gripping the sheets, her body moving with every thrust.

Bento shifted the angle slightly, and Ana let out a sharper sound, surprised.

"There," she said, almost breathless. "Right there, don't move."

"See?" Vera said to Rafaela. "One small adjustment can change everything. You always have to listen."

"I'm about to..." Ana said, her voice fading.

"Let go," Vera said. "Rafaela needs to see this too. The real moment."

Ana stiffened, one long suspended instant, a cry muffled by the pillow.

Bento followed shortly after, one last deep movement, his breath catching for a moment.

They stayed like that, panting, Ana's body still trembling under his hands.

Vera turned to Rafaela, a satisfied smile on her face.

"Did you see it all?" she asked.

"Yes," Rafaela said, her voice barely audible.

"Good," Vera said. "Now let's try the same position with you. But calmly, unhurried."

Rafaela felt her heart racing again, while Ana, still panting, pulled herself up from the bed.

"Come," Vera said, motioning her closer. "Ana will show you how to relax the muscles, first."

Ana, still short of breath, came to Rafaela, laid a hand on her back.

"Breathe slowly," she said. "Like I taught you the last few nights. The body has to trust."

Rafaela got on all fours, following the instructions, the pillow arranged under her hips as usual.

Vera came closer, checked the position with an expert eye.

"Knees a little wider," she said, correcting with a light touch. "That way the pelvis opens better."

Rafaela obeyed, feeling her own body settle into the new posture.

"Good," she said. "Today just fingers, still. The rest will come, a little at a time."

Bento stayed sitting on the edge of the bed, watching, without intervening this time.

"You don't need to rush either," Vera told him, as if to reassure him. "Today's Ana's turn."

Ana resumed the gesture from previous nights, this time with Bento and Vera watching closely.

Rafaela closed her eyes, trying to let go, as she'd been taught.

She felt her own body respond, slowly, a mix of discomfort and something building beneath the surface.

Ana added a second finger, gently, watching every reaction carefully.

"Still good?" she asked, her voice as gentle as always.

"Yes," Rafaela said, her voice muffled against the pillow. "Keep going."

"Good," Vera said, watching. "Very good. The progress shows, lesson by lesson."

A few more minutes passed like that, Ana guiding patiently, Vera correcting every small detail.

At last, Vera stood, satisfied. "That's enough for today," she said. "You all worked well, the three of you."

Rafaela pulled herself up, her body still full of sensations hard to sort out.

Ana smiled at her, stroked her cheek, a gesture full of sincere affection.

"You did well," she said. "A little more, every day."

They all got dressed, slowly, while Vera tidied the room with practiced gestures.

"Next time," Vera said, "we'll try something more, if the body's ready."

Rafaela nodded, not quite sure whether that prospect frightened her or intrigued her more.

They left the Jardim house in the late afternoon, the sky beginning to turn orange.

This time the three of them walked close together, no one lagging behind or forging ahead.

Ana held one of Bento's hands, and with the other reached for Rafaela's, squeezing it gently.

"I'm proud of you," she said, as they walked toward the bus stop.

Rafaela didn't answer right away, but squeezed Ana's hand back, a gesture worth more than any words.

They got on the bus together, sat in a row, Rafaela between the other two.

"How do you feel?" Bento asked, at a certain point, watching her with genuine curiosity.

"Tired," Rafaela said. "But not the way I thought I'd feel, at the start of all this."

"How, then?" Ana asked.

Rafaela thought about it, searching for the right words. "Like I'm becoming someone I didn't know yet."

"Is that a bad feeling?" Bento asked.

"No," Rafaela said, surprised by her own answer. "Just new. Still to be understood."

Ana squeezed her hand again. "Take whatever time you need," she said. "No one's really in a hurry."

"Even though you wanted to rush things before," Rafaela observed, with a half smile.

"That was before," Ana said. "Now I see how much it matters to do it well, not just fast."

Bento nodded, agreeing. "Vera's right about that. Clients feel the difference."

The bus crossed streets already familiar, the sun sinking behind the low rooftops.

Rafaela looked out the window, her own reflection overlaid on the passing landscape, thought about how much her image had changed, in a few weeks, the way she walked, dressed, spoke.

She thought too about how, strangely, she felt closer to Ana, in the middle of all this, it wasn't the jealousy of the first days, it was something different, a new closeness, never felt before.

"What are you thinking?" Ana asked, noticing her distant look.

"About how much has changed," Rafaela said. "And how, deep down, it's all right like this."

Ana smiled, rested her head on her shoulder for a moment, a rare and precious gesture.

Bento watched them both, a calm expression, like someone who now feels part of something his own.

They got home with the sky already dark, the first stars visible above the rooftops.

They went in together, Rafaela taking off her shoes first, as had become habit by now.

"I'll make dinner," she said, heading toward the kitchen, the apron already in hand.

"I'll help," Bento said, following her, leaving Ana to settle in the sitting room.

They worked together in the kitchen, in a comfortable silence, while the smell of rice began to spread.

"Thank you," Rafaela said, at a certain point, without specifying for what.

"For what?" Bento asked, calmly cutting vegetables.

"For being kind," Rafaela said. "You could treat me differently. You don't."

Bento looked at her, a sincere expression on his face. "Why would I? You haven't done anything wrong."

"You're just learning," he continued. "The way I learned, in my own way, many years ago."

Rafaela nodded, feeling something loosen inside her, a weight she hadn't known she was carrying, the way a knot in a net loosens after being left too long in the water.

They finished making dinner together, while outside night settled definitively over Recife.
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The Flavors

Ana called Rafaela into the kitchen, one evening, her face tense, different from usual.

"We need to talk," she said, sitting down at the table.

Rafaela sat across from her, noticing the tension in Ana's shoulders, the tin box sat open in front of her, the faded parrot on the lid, as always.

"We need to speed things up," Ana said, without preamble. "The money's running out."

"How much do we have left?" Rafaela asked.

"Not much," Ana said. "Bento doesn't have a job, here. The fruit stand's almost closing."

"Closing?"

"Sales have dropped again," Ana said. "I can't cover expenses, alone."

Ana counted the bills, smoothed them with her palm, the way she always did in moments of tension.

"The shop owner's threatened to raise the rent," she added. "If I don't pay by the end of the month."

Rafaela felt the weight of those words, a boulder added to everything else.

"And Bento?" she asked. "Can't he find anything?"

"He's tried," Ana said. "But here, without proper papers, it's hard. No one will hire him."

"You're the only hope," Ana said, looking her in the eyes. "We need clients, Rafaela. Soon."

Rafaela lowered her eyes, hands clenched on the table. "I don't feel ready," she said, quietly.

"I know," Ana said, her voice softening slightly. "But we can't wait any longer."

"And if I mess up? If I'm not good enough, with a real client?"

"You'll learn," Ana said. "The way you've learned everything else. But we have to speed things up."

Rafaela stayed silent, trying to digest those words, the future suddenly closer.

"What do we need to do?" she asked, finally.

"Tonight," Ana said, "we try two fingers. And you start learning the flavors well."

Rafaela didn't understand right away. "The flavors?"

"You'll see," Ana said, getting up from the table. "Make dinner, meanwhile. I'll explain better after."

The three of them ate dinner as every evening, but Rafaela sensed a different air, heavier.

Bento seemed to already know something, the looks he exchanged with Ana loaded with understanding.

"Everything all right?" Rafaela asked, serving the rice, noticing that unusual atmosphere.

"Perfect," Ana said, with a smile that didn't entirely hide the tension underneath.

Bento ate in silence for a while, then looked at Rafaela closely.

"Ana told me about the situation," he said. "The shop. The money."

Rafaela nodded, adding nothing, shame rising to her face.

"It's not your fault," Bento said, as if he'd guessed her thought. "No one wants to rush things out of whim."

"But something has to be done," Ana said, setting down her cutlery. "And fast."

"I'll do what's needed," Rafaela said, her voice steadier than she really felt.

Ana smiled at her, a smile mixing gratitude and a touch of relief.

"I know," she said. "That's why I'm sorry, if things are moving faster than you'd like."

"It's fine," Rafaela said. "I understand there's no choice."

They finished dinner in a lighter silence, each lost in their own thoughts.

After dinner, Ana took Rafaela into the bedroom, Bento following shortly after.

"Sit there," Ana said, pointing to the usual chair. "Watch, tonight. And then join in, when I call you."

Rafaela sat, her heart already in her throat, knowing something different awaited her.

Ana undressed slowly, while Bento did the same, the two of them moving with their usual confidence.

They lay down on the bed, starting with the simplest position, Ana underneath, Bento on top of her.

Bento entered her with a slow movement, Ana arching her back, a low moan.

Look how they look at each other, Rafaela thought, watching their faces close together, eyes open on one another.

They moved like that for a while, the rhythm building slowly, then they switched, Ana turning over, getting on her hands and knees.

Bento took her from behind, hands on her hips, the rhythm growing little by little.

Rafaela watched, as always, her own body responding without permission to that repeated scene.

She noticed how each position made Ana react differently, one moan sharper, another deeper.

They switched again, Ana sitting on him, moving her hips with a rhythm all her own.

"See how she controls it, in this one," Bento said, turning to Rafaela, without stopping matching Ana's rhythm.

Ana's moans grew more frequent, more intense, while Bento guided her with his hands.

Several positions passed like this, each with its own cadence, its own particular breath.

At a certain point Bento had her lie on her side, him behind her, one leg lifted.

"This one," Ana said, panting, "is my favorite. See how deep it is."

Rafaela watched closely, trying to memorize every nuance, as she'd been taught to do.

At last, Ana lay on her back, legs open, Bento above her, the rhythm growing urgent.

"Come," Ana said, panting. "Come inside, this time."

Bento sped up, one last deep movement, his body stiffening above her.

He stayed like that a moment, breath short, then withdrew slowly, lying down beside her.

Ana stayed still an instant, her chest rising and falling, a satisfied smile on her face.

Then she turned to Rafaela, still sitting in the chair, her eyes shining with a new idea.

"Rafaela," she said, her voice keeping an almost maternal tone. "Come here. Closer."

Rafaela got up, legs unsteady, heart pounding in her chest.

"You need to know the flavors," Ana said. "It's part of the job. Better to learn it here, with us."

"It's important that the first flavor you know is mine," she added. "That way you'll know how to recognize the difference, with clients."

Rafaela came closer to the bed, not quite knowing what to expect.

"Get on your hands and knees," Ana said, moving to make room for her. "Here, between my legs."

Rafaela obeyed, her body trembling slightly, as she positioned herself as asked.

"Clean with your tongue," Ana said, her voice low, almost a whisper. "Slowly, at first. You'll get used to it."

Rafaela hesitated an instant, then leaned in, starting to do what had been asked of her.

The taste was new, intense, unlike anything she'd ever experienced, not unpleasant, she discovered with surprise, only foreign, like everything else, these last days.

"Like that," Ana said, a low moan escaping her throat. "Keep going, good girl."

"Use your lips too," she added, guiding her with her voice. "Not just the tip of your tongue."

Rafaela followed the instruction, trying to adapt to the rhythm Ana seemed to like best.

Bento, meanwhile, had moved behind Rafaela, his hands settling on her hips.

"Now let's try something," he said, his voice calm. "Relax, like Ana taught you."

Rafaela felt Bento's fingers, large, patiently trying to open her.

One finger entered, slowly. Rafaela held her breath, trying to focus on what she was doing with her tongue.

"Breathe," Ana said, noticing the tension. "Don't hold back. The body has to trust, remember?"

Rafaela tried to obey, her breath coming with effort, mixed with the flavors she kept exploring.

Bento continued calmly, adding pressure little by little, attentive to every signal from her body.

"How's it going, over there?" Ana asked, turning to Bento, without stopping enjoying Rafaela's work.

"Good," Bento said. "She's opening slowly. Better than yesterday."

"A second one," he said, after a while, his voice asking permission more than stating.

Rafaela stiffened for an instant, then forced herself to relax, as she'd been taught.

The second finger entered, with effort, a new stretch that took her breath away for a moment.

"Slowly," Bento said, pausing an instant to let her get used to it. "Almost there."

Rafaela gritted her teeth, continuing the movement of her tongue anyway, trying not to stop.

Little by little, the discomfort turned into something more bearable, almost acceptable.

"You did it," Bento said, his voice satisfied. "Two fingers, all the way."

Ana, beneath her, felt the change in Rafaela's rhythm, the way she'd stiffened and then relaxed.

Rafaela pulled back just enough to answer. "Full," she said, surprised at her own word.

Ana stiffened, a flash of irritation crossing her face. "If you say it like that we'll never get anywhere!"

"Fully full," she said, almost raising her voice. "You have to say it the feminine way! It's not that hard to understand."

Rafaela lowered her eyes, her face heating with embarrassment. "Sorry," she said, quietly. "Fully full."

"Say it again," Ana said, still a little tense.

"I feel full," Rafaela said, this time more carefully, as if weighing every syllable.

Ana nodded, the irritation easing a little. "That's right. It has to come naturally to you, eventually."

"Words matter too," she added, calmer now. "A client will notice, if you get your own gender wrong."

"That's a good sign," Ana said. "It means the body's learning."

With one hand, she pushed Rafaela's head closer to her, against her own dark thatch of hair.

"Good girl," she said, panting lightly. "See, it can be done, calmly?"

Rafaela stayed like that, her body crossed by conflicting sensations, her tongue continuing its task.

Bento kept the two fingers still, letting her fully adjust to the new sensation.

Bento began to move his fingers, slowly, a small circular movement that Rafaela felt was different from before.

"You'll feel this often, with clients," he said. "You have to get used to the movement too, not just the presence."

Rafaela nodded, wordless, focused on every new sensation her body was telling her.

Ana watched her from above, an expression mixing tenderness and professional satisfaction together.

"Look how well she's already moving," she said, turning to Bento. "She's really learned fast."

"The build helps," Bento said. "But so does the will. You can tell she wants to learn, not just endure."

Rafaela felt those words touch her in a way she hadn't expected, a small hidden pride.

Bento slowly withdrew his fingers, with the same care he'd inserted them.

Rafaela sat back on her heels, breath short, the taste still on her tongue.

"You did wonderfully," Ana said, pulling herself up, stroking her hair affectionately.

"Tomorrow," she said, "we go to Vera's. We'll tell her about the progress. She'll be proud of you."

Rafaela nodded, still shaken, but with something new inside her, hard to fully name, it wasn't only fear anymore, there was also, now, a strange form of pride, subtle but present.

Bento laid a hand on her shoulder, a gesture of silent encouragement.

"The hardest first step is done," he said. "The rest will come easier, you'll see."

"How much longer?" Rafaela asked, her voice unsteady. "Before the first real client?"

Ana and Bento exchanged a look, as if calculating an honest answer together.

"Not long," Ana said, finally. "Maybe a week. Vera will decide, based on the progress."

Rafaela felt a knot in her throat, but said nothing, knew the time was almost up.

She got up from the bed, legs still unsteady, and headed to the bathroom to wash up.

She stood looking at herself in the mirror for a long moment, searching for something in her own face, didn't find the shame she'd expected, found instead a serene tiredness, almost satisfied.

She washed carefully, the cool water running over her still-sensitive skin.

When she came back to the room, Ana and Bento were already arranging the sheets, talking quietly.

"Go on and sleep," Ana said, noticing her in the doorway. "You've done enough, for tonight."

Rafaela nodded, headed to her own room, her body tired but her mind still awake.

That night, lying in her narrow bed, she thought back over every moment of the evening, the flavors, Bento's fingers, Ana's voice guiding her patiently.

She thought too about the money, the closing shop, the responsibility now weighing on her.

She wondered what it would be like, the first real client, whether she'd be afraid, or only the same strange acceptance, the way a young fisherman wonders, the night before his first trip alone, whether the sea will be good to him or not.

She closed her eyes, trying not to think too much about the next day, and the first client waiting for her.
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The Bricklayer

They went back to the Jardim house another time, all three together, as had become habit, the afternoon was hot, the sun beating mercilessly on the dusty streets.

Rafaela walked ahead, as always, the light dress moving with every step, she'd learned to manage the rhythm of her hips better, a movement that came almost naturally to her now.

Behind her, Ana and Bento walked hand in hand, unhurried, enjoying the afternoon sun, talking to each other in low voices, laughing at something Rafaela couldn't quite hear.

The port alley was full of people, that day, workers coming back from a nearby construction site, trucks parked along the street, sacks of cement piled against a wall.

A bricklayer, covered in lime from head to toe, overweight, his face red from the heat, stopped in front of her, wore a shirt soaked with sweat, sleeves rolled up over thick arms.

"Hey, gorgeous," he said, with a grin showing crooked teeth. "What's your name?"

Rafaela froze, her heart suddenly racing, behind her she heard the other workers turning, intrigued by the scene.

"Answer the gentleman," Ana said, from behind, her voice firm. "Be good."

Rafaela tried to find the most feminine voice she could, a pitch higher than usual.

"Rafaela," she said, with visible effort, her voice coming out shaky and unconvincing.

The bricklayer looked her over head to toe, a leer spreading across his face, he noticed right away that something didn't add up, in the sound of that voice.

His coworkers, not far off, had stopped to watch, some already chuckling among themselves.

Without warning, he reached out a hand and gave her a slap on the backside, hard, loud.

Rafaela flinched, a small cry of surprise escaping her lips.

Bento laughed, a short laugh, unable to hold it back. Ana smiled, amused by the scene.

Rafaela stood frozen, her face burning, the only one not laughing in that moment, felt the other workers' eyes on her, a weight that made her wish she could disappear.

"You're a little fairy," the bricklayer said, laughing hard. "A pretty little fairy!"

"But I'd know how to handle you," he added, winking, before walking off laughing toward his coworkers.

His coworkers welcomed him with slaps on the back, repeating the joke among themselves, still laughing.

Rafaela stood still for an instant, trying to compose herself, the shame burning under her skin, still felt the palm of that hand on her body, a physical memory hard to shake off.

"Let's go," Ana said, starting to walk again, as if nothing had happened. "Vera's waiting for us."

Rafaela followed, her step less sure than before, the bricklayer's words still echoing in her head.

"Don't take it to heart," Bento said, coming closer to her. "It happens, at the start. With time you learn to ignore it."

"Or to use it," Ana added. "Certain clients actually love that kind of attention, later on."

Rafaela didn't answer, focused only on walking, on putting one foot after the other.

They reached the Jardim house shortly after. Iracema opened the door, noticing right away Rafaela's expression.

"Everything all right?" she asked, but no one answered, as they hurried up the stairs.

Vera welcomed them in her room, her usual smile fading the moment she saw their faces.

"What happened?" she asked, noticing the tension.

"Nothing serious," Ana said. "A bricklayer on the street. But we need to talk about something more urgent."

Vera sat down, motioning everyone to make themselves comfortable.

"We need to speed up the timeline," Ana said, without preamble. "We're out of money."

Vera stayed silent a moment, her gaze moving from Ana to Rafaela.

"I told you," she said, finally. "The path takes time. You can't burn through it all in a day."

"I know," Ana said. "But we have no choice. The shop closes in a few days, if nothing comes in."

"And the bricklayer, today?" Vera asked, suddenly. "What does that tell you?"

Ana hesitated. "That more work is still needed," she admitted. "On the voice, especially."

"Exactly," Vera said. "A real client won't forgive a wrong voice. He'll notice right away, like today."

"But not all clients are like that bricklayer," Ana said. "Some will be more patient."

"Some, yes," Vera agreed. "But we can't only pick those, at the start. She needs to be ready for anyone."

Vera stayed skeptical, her lips pressed into a thin line.

"I could risk ruining all the work done so far," she said. "A disappointed client, and the house's reputation suffers."

"And Rafaela's reputation, with him," she added. "That's no small thing, for someone starting out."

"Please," Ana said, her voice betraying the desperation beneath the apparent calm. "Help us."

Vera looked at Rafaela a long while, weighing something only she could see, stood, circled her slowly, studying every detail with an expert eye.

"The hips have improved," she said, almost to herself. "The voice, still uncertain. But the body responds well."

"I'll try," she said, at last. "But I'm not promising anything. You two sit here, meanwhile."

She motioned for Ana and Bento to settle into the chairs by the mirror.

"Rafaela," she said, her voice changing tone, more direct, more professional. "On the bed, hands and knees. Quickly."

Rafaela obeyed, her heart pounding, not quite knowing what to expect, got into position, hands gripping the sheets, breath already short, the bed still warm from the sun filtering through the half-open window.

Vera came closer, unhurried, but with a different determination than usual, took off her robe with a quick gesture, naked within moments.

She lifted the skirt with a sharp motion, positioned herself behind her.

"Vera always likes to be the first, in these initiations," she said, almost to herself, an almost ritual tone.

"That's how it's always been, for every girl who's passed through this house."

"It's a kind of rite," she added, her voice growing more intimate. "A way of protecting you, at the start."

Rafaela felt a shiver, not knowing if it was fear or something else, hard to distinguish by now.

"Slowly," Vera said, her voice dropping, almost a whisper addressed to herself.

She began to enter, an inch at a time, unhurried, Rafaela's body tensing at every slight advance.

Ana got up from her chair, unable to stay seated, came closer to the bed to see better.

"Slowly, slowly," she said, under her breath, to Rafaela. "Breathe. Almost there, a little at a time."

Vera stopped an instant, letting Rafaela's body adjust to that first small advance.

"A little more," Ana said, leaning in to watch closely. "You're doing so well, really."

Vera continued, another inch, Rafaela's voice breaking into a low moan, muffled against the pillow.

"Good girl," Ana said, her voice trembling with an emotion mixing pride and apprehension. "You're doing wonderfully, Rafaela."

A long moment passed like that, Vera advancing with extreme slowness, stopping at every small resistance from her body.

Ana didn't move away from the bed, eyes fixed on the exact point where the two bodies joined.

"It's going in," she said, almost under her breath, as if afraid of breaking the spell of that moment. "Slowly, but it's going in."

Rafaela gripped the sheets, her breath coming with effort, a mix of faint pain and something harder to name.

"A little more," Vera said, her voice tense with the effort of restraint. "Almost there, Rafaela."

One last, slow advance, and Vera stopped, fully inside her.

Ana cheered, a small cry of joy escaping her spontaneously. "You did it! You did so well!"

She leaned in even closer, her face near Rafaela's, her eyes bright with genuine pride.

It was at that moment that her gaze slid lower, noticing something beneath Rafaela's body, the fabric of the skirt, lifted, gave a glimpse of an obvious reaction, rigid, undeniable.

Ana stiffened, an expression shifting from joy to immediate irritation.

"This is unacceptable," she said, her voice hardening. "We need to get the cage on as soon as possible."

"Now?" Vera asked, without stopping, her body still motionless inside Rafaela's.

"As soon as possible," Ana said. "We can't let this happen with a real client."

Vera shook her head, slowly. "We have to wait for it to go down," she said, with professional calm. "It can't go on like this right now."

Ana sighed, frustrated, but nodded, accepting the technical explanation.

Vera resumed her own rhythm, slowly, refusing to let the interruption distract her.

Rafaela closed her eyes, trying to focus only on the sensation, ignoring the embarrassment still burning on her face.

"You do it," Vera said, at a certain point, her voice addressed to Rafaela herself. "Move, if you want. Find your own rhythm."

Rafaela hesitated, then began to move slightly, unsure, searching for a movement that felt right.

"Like that," Vera said, encouraging her. "There's no wrong way, if you listen to your body."

Rafaela continued, the movement growing steadier, guided more by instinct than technique, felt something shift, a small measure of control she'd never felt before in that position.

Ana watched, an expression mixing pride and something more complex, hard to define.

Bento stayed silent, eyes fixed on the scene, not intervening this time.

A few minutes passed like that, Vera matching the rhythm Rafaela had found, correcting only when needed.

At a certain point, Vera let Rafaela decide the pace, limiting herself to following.

"Good girl," she said, her voice betraying a slight effort. "You've found something of your own, now."

Rafaela felt an unexpected surge of pride, mixed with the usual tiredness and embarrassment.

"Good," Vera said, finally, stopping gently. "Much better than I thought."

Rafaela pulled herself up, slowly, her body still full of new sensations, hard to fully sort out.

Vera composed herself, her breath a little shorter than usual, but her face back to professional, put her robe back on, sitting in the armchair with her usual calm.

"Maybe I underestimated your progress," she said, turning to Rafaela. "The body's more ready than I thought."

Ana lit up, hearing in those words the hope she'd been seeking for days.

"So we can start?" she asked, her voice betraying the urgency.

Vera thought about it a moment longer, watching Rafaela with renewed attention.

"Soon," she said. "But first I need to talk to someone. A trusted client, for the first time."

"Someone who knows how to be patient," she continued. "The first client matters more than all the others put together."

"If the first time goes badly," she added, "Rafaela could shut down for weeks. I've seen it happen."

Rafaela listened, her heart still pounding, feeling her fate approaching rapidly.

"When?" she asked, her voice small.

"Soon," Vera repeated. "Give me a few days. In the meantime, keep working, at home, as you've done so far."

"And the voice," she added, turning to Rafaela. "Practice every day. It has to come naturally, not thought about."

Ana nodded, her eyes bright with a mix of relief and worry.

"Thank you," she said, quietly. "I know it's a risk, for you."

"It is," Vera said, honestly. "But I understand you two, too. Your situation isn't easy."

They left the Jardim house shortly after, the sun setting behind the port's low rooftops.

Rafaela walked in silence, still shaken by the day's events, from the bricklayer to the lesson with Vera.

Ana came closer, took her hand, a gesture of comfort Rafaela accepted gratefully.

"You did well, today," Ana said. "With everything that happened."

"Even with the bricklayer?" Rafaela asked, a bitter half smile on her lips.

"Even with that," Ana said. "You held up well, for the first time that's happened to you."

Bento caught up with them, walking at their side. "There are worse things than a drunk bricklayer," he said.

"What kind of things?" Rafaela asked, curious despite everything.

"Clients who don't accept no," Bento said, his voice more serious. "Vera will protect you both from those, though."

"How does she know, who to accept?" Rafaela asked.

"Experience," Ana said. "Thirty years of clients have taught her to recognize them, almost instantly."

They got on the bus, sat together, everyone's thoughts turned to the approaching day.

Rafaela looked out the window, the streets rolling by, more and more familiar.

She thought about the word the man had shouted after her, and how, strangely, it hadn't hurt as much as she'd expected.

She thought too about Vera, about the way she'd said you do it, leaving her, for the first time, a margin of choice.

Maybe, she thought, there was something in that margin worth finding, the way it's worth it, for the fisherman, the small stretch of sea the boss lets him fish for himself.

The bus went on toward home, while the sky took on the day's last light.
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The Secret

Ana came home radiant, that evening, Rafaela's progress still bright in her eyes, she'd spent the afternoon talking with Vera, and every word seemed to have filled her with new hope.

"Tomorrow we work on the voice again," she said, taking off her shoes. "But no more lessons tonight."

Rafaela nodded, relieved to allow herself a truce.

"How did it go at the shop?" she asked, while finishing setting the table.

"I sold almost the whole mango shipment," Ana said, a tired but sincere smile. "Something's finally moving."

"And the rent?" Rafaela asked.

"Still pending," Ana said, her expression darkening slightly. "But let's talk about that later. Tonight I just want to relax."

Bento arrived shortly after, bringing with him the smell of sun and street.

"I found a small job," he said, sitting at the table. "Just for a day. Helping unload a van."

Ana looked at him, an expression Rafaela couldn't quite read. "You didn't need to," she said, quietly.

"I know," Bento said. "But I felt like doing something, for once."

They ate dinner as always, Rafaela serving, Ana and Bento talking to each other with their usual closeness.

After dinner, while Rafaela cleared the table, Ana motioned for Bento to follow her into the hallway, aside, spoke under her breath, making sure the sound of the dishes covered her voice.

"I've decided something," she said. "Rafaela will work for all of us. Soon she'll earn enough to support us."

Bento nodded, unsurprised. "I figured," he said.

"You don't need to worry about finding work," Ana continued. "Not here, at least. It's not needed anymore."

"And if someone asks?" Bento asked.

"We'll say you help around the house," Ana said, with a half smile. "That you manage things, while she works."

Bento smiled, understanding the real meaning of those words.

"So you and I," he said, "can enjoy our time together. Now that we've found each other again."

"Exactly," Ana said. "It would be a waste not to."

"Rafaela doesn't need to know," she added. "Not in those terms, at least. Better if she thinks it's all for the common good."

Bento nodded, stroking her cheek. "Our secret, then."

Ana smiled, then her expression changed, a new idea crossing her face.

"Tonight," she said, "I'd like you to take care of her. First from behind, then in her mouth. I'll stay and watch."

Bento raised an eyebrow, surprised by the direct request. "Does Rafaela know?"

"Not yet," Ana said. "But she'll learn. It's part of the path, after all."

They went back to the kitchen, where Rafaela was finishing drying the last plate.

"Rafaela," Ana said, her voice returning to normal, almost cheerful. "Come to the bedroom, when you're done."

Rafaela nodded, suspecting nothing, drying her hands on her apron.

She joined them a few minutes later, finding Ana sitting in the armchair, Bento standing by the bed.

"Tonight," Ana said, "Bento will take care of you. I'll stay here, watching and correcting if needed."

Rafaela felt her heart race, a mix of surprise and fear that took her breath away for a moment.

"Is that all right?" Ana asked, her voice leaving little room for refusal.

"It's all right," Rafaela said, her voice small, still trying to keep the tone she'd learned.

Bento came closer, had her sit on the edge of the bed, then gently lifted her dress.

"On your hands and knees," he said, his voice calm, almost reassuring. "Like you already did with Vera."

Rafaela obeyed, her body trembling slightly, as she positioned herself as asked.

Bento took off his trousers, positioned himself behind her, hands settling on her hips.

"Slowly," he said, beginning to enter slowly, inch by inch, as Vera had taught him.

Rafaela held her breath, her body tensing at every slight advance.

Ana watched from the armchair, without intervening, her eyes attentive to every detail.

"Breathe," she said, after a while. "Don't hold back. You already know how."

Rafaela tried to obey, her breath coming with effort, mixed with discomfort and surrender.

Bento continued patiently, stopping at every small resistance, letting her body adjust.

"Good," he said, once he was fully inside her. "You managed it again."

He began to move, slowly at first, a rhythm that built little by little.

Rafaela felt her own body respond, a mix of faint pain and something harder to name, the bed creaking softly with each movement, a sound mixing with her own labored breathing.

It was then that Ana, standing up to see better, noticed something beneath her, a small clear trickle dripping from inside the little cage, down the inside of her thigh.

"Look," Ana said, almost amused, pointing it out to Bento. "It's dripping, even with that on."

"The body never lies," Bento said, without stopping the rhythm. "Not even locked in a cage."

Rafaela felt shame burning her face, but could do nothing but keep breathing, in silence.

Ana came a little closer, watching with the curiosity of someone studying an interesting phenomenon.

"Interesting," she said, almost to herself. "I didn't think it was possible, with the cage closed that tight."

"See how well she's moving," she added, sitting back down. "She's learned fast."

Bento continued, the rhythm growing more decisive, his hands gripping Rafaela's hips.

A few minutes passed like that, Rafaela trying to follow the rhythm, not to tense up too much.

"Now the mouth," Ana said, at a certain point, her voice breaking the silence. "Let her try it."

Bento withdrew slowly, sat on the edge of the bed, motioning Rafaela closer.

Rafaela moved, uncertain, her body still full of the sensations from before, knelt in front of him, as she'd already done with Vera, trying to remember every instruction she'd received.

She started with her mouth, the movements still uncertain, searching for a rhythm that felt natural.

"Use your tongue too," Bento said, his voice growing lower. "Not just your lips."

Rafaela followed the advice, feeling her own clumsiness mixing with a strange determination.

Ana watched from the armchair, an expression mixing satisfaction and an almost professional attentiveness.

"Better," she said, after a while. "See how fast she learns, with the right practice?"

Bento closed his eyes, his hand settling on Rafaela's head, guiding her gently.

"Keep going like that," he said, his voice growing tense. "I'm about to come."

Rafaela didn't stop, trying to remember what she'd seen Ana do so many times.

Bento stiffened, a low moan escaping his throat, his body contracting under that new touch.

Rafaela, surprised by the sudden sensation, instinctively tried to pull back.

Ana stood up sharply, her voice turning curt. "No," she said. "Stay there. Swallow it."

Rafaela froze, her eyes lifting toward her for an instant, uncertain.

"That's how it's done, in the house," Ana continued. "A client won't accept you pulling away."

Rafaela closed her eyes, staying still, obeying without further hesitation.

"Good girl," Ana said, her voice turning gentle again. "Very good. See, it can be done?"

Rafaela stayed silent, breath short, trying to compose herself.

Ana stroked her hair, a gesture mixing tenderness and satisfaction together.

"Go wash up," she said. "Then come to bed. Tomorrow we'll talk to Vera about it."

That night, lying in her narrow bed, Rafaela thought back over every moment of the evening, Bento's body against hers, Ana's voice correcting her without hesitation.

It hadn't only been fear, this time. There had also been something harder to name.

She thought about how much everything now depended on her, on her ability to learn fast.

She didn't know that, in the hallway, shortly before, something else entirely had been decided about her future, without her knowledge.

She thought too about the little cage, about the small betrayal of her own body that no one had let her hide.

She wondered if it was normal, what she'd felt, if others, before her, had felt the same.

She had no one to ask, except Ana or Vera, and neither of them seemed the right person for certain questions.

She thought of her father, for an instant, wondering what he would think, seeing her in that moment, pushed the thought away at once, too painful to face alongside everything else.

She closed her eyes, trying not to think further, letting sleep come, slow and heavy.

The next day, Vera summoned them all to the Jardim house, before lunch even.

"I talked to a client," she said, as soon as they came in, wasting no time on pleasantries. "A trusted man. He comes here often."

"When?" Ana asked, her voice already tense with anticipation.

"The day after tomorrow," Vera said. "In the afternoon. I picked a quiet time, unhurried."

Rafaela felt her stomach tighten, the moment suddenly becoming concrete, real.

"Who is he?" she asked, her voice small.

"His name is Aurélio," Vera said. "He's been coming here for years. He knows how to be patient, with someone starting out."

"He's older," she added. "He's not looking for athletic performances. He's looking for company, mostly. He'll be a good first client."

Ana lit up, squeezing Rafaela's hand affectionately. "We made it," she said.

Vera watched Rafaela closely, gauging her reaction to that news.

"Are you scared?" she asked, direct as always.

"Very," Rafaela admitted, making no attempt to hide it.

"That's normal," Vera said. "But the fear passes, the moment you begin. The waiting is the worst part."

"For the next two days," she continued, "I want you here every afternoon. We'll go over everything, one last time."

Ana nodded, already thinking about how to organize the days ahead.

"And the cage?" she asked, suddenly remembering the detail from the night before.

"Keep it on," Vera said. "Especially now, with a client so close. No distractions, like I said."

Rafaela listened, feeling her fate tightening around a specific date, now near.

They left the Jardim house in the early afternoon, the sun high above the port.

They walked in silence, each lost in their own thoughts about the approaching day.

"It'll all be fine," Ana said, at a certain point, squeezing Rafaela's hand again.

Rafaela nodded, unable to find words adequate to express what she really felt.

Bento laid a hand on her shoulder, a gesture of silent solidarity.

"We're all here, with you," he said. "You're not alone in this."

Rafaela smiled faintly, trying to believe those words more than her own body allowed her to.

The bus carried them home, while the afternoon slowly burned down toward evening, the way coal slowly burns down in a brazier, unhurried, but never stopping.
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Aurélio

The day arrived faster than Rafaela had hoped.

The two days of preparation had passed in a blur of intensive lessons and a growing anxiety, hard to hide.

That morning, Ana had helped her choose the dress, a pale blue one, elegant but not flashy.

"It has to look natural," she'd said. "Not a costume. A real woman getting ready for a date."

Rafaela had done her makeup carefully, following the instructions Dolores had taught her weeks before.

Vera welcomed them all at the Jardim house, on the afternoon of the appointment, with an unusually serious air.

"Today I'll use the special room," she said, leading them down a corridor Rafaela had never walked before.

They arrived in front of a double door, a room divided in two by a large mirror.

"From this side you can see everything," Vera explained, entering the smaller, darker room. "From the other, it just looks like an ordinary mirror."

Ana peered in, curious, touching the glass with a finger. "You can't see anything, from in here?"

"Nothing," Vera confirmed. "Rafaela will be alone with him, at least in appearance."

"You two will stay here," she said, turning to Ana and Bento. "You can watch, comment, if needed. But stay quiet, if possible."

Rafaela felt her heart pounding, knowing she'd be observed even in that moment, as always.

"The client's name is Aurélio," Vera said, turning to Rafaela. "He's seventy years old. Well-off, he's been coming here for a while."

"He's a respectful man," she added. "Don't expect roughness or rushing. Expect, rather, patience."

"What do I need to do?" Rafaela asked, her voice small.

"Welcome him. Make him feel desired. The rest will come, or it won't. It's not a given that it's easy, at his age."

Rafaela nodded, trying to memorize every word as if it were an anchor to hold on to.

Vera walked her into the main room, warmer, lit by soft light.

"Wait for him here," she said. "He'll be here shortly."

She left, leaving Rafaela alone, her heart pounding in her chest.

A few minutes later, the door opened. An elderly man came in, walking with an elegant cane.

He wore a light linen suit, well kept, glasses that slightly magnified his gaze.

"Rafaela," he said, with a kind smile. "Vera spoke well of you."

"Pleasure," she said, trying to keep the tone of voice she'd been taught.

On the other side of the mirror, Ana and Bento watched in silence, seated on two low chairs.

"He seems kind," Ana whispered, eyes fixed on the scene.

Aurélio sat on the edge of the bed, inviting Rafaela closer with a fatherly gesture.

"I'm in no hurry," he said. "Come, sit beside me. Let's talk a little, first."

Rafaela obeyed, sitting next to him, feeling her body less tense than she'd expected.

They talked for a few minutes, Aurélio telling her about his garden, the roses he grew.

"I have a variety I grafted myself," he said, with evident pride. "It took years, to get it right."

Rafaela listened, answering with the little she knew how to say, trying to stay in character.

"Do you like roses?" he asked.

"Very much," Rafaela said, sincerely, thinking for an instant of a small pot she'd had as a child.

Aurélio smiled, seeming genuinely pleased by that answer.

"You're beautiful," he said, at a certain point, reaching out a hand to brush her cheek.

"And kind," he added. "That doesn't happen often, here. A lot of girls are in a hurry."

Rafaela came closer, began unbuttoning his shirt with gestures she hoped looked confident, her hands trembled faintly, but she tried to hide it, focusing on the task.

Aurélio let her, his breathing staying calm, unhurried.

Rafaela continued, using her hands, then her mouth, trying to apply everything she'd learned, remembered Vera's lessons, Ana's advice, every small detail they'd patiently taught her.

Aurélio's body, however, didn't respond as hoped, despite all her effort.

She tried changing her approach, gentler, then more forceful, without anything seeming to make a difference.

On the other side, Ana began to fidget in her chair, her eyes narrowing with frustration.

"What's she doing?" she whispered, to Bento. "She needs to try harder."

Rafaela continued, changing rhythm, trying different gestures, but the result stayed the same.

"She should be more sensual," Ana said, her voice rising slightly, forgetting the request for silence.

"Look him in the eyes more. Touch him with more... warmth. Not so mechanical."

"She should use her voice," she added. "Whisper something to him. Not just her hands."

Bento nodded, a tense expression on his face. "If he doesn't pay, we're back to square one."

"It's not working," he said, his voice betraying growing worry. "What kind of client would this be, if he pays nothing?"

"I put everything we had into this," Bento added, the frustration showing on his face. "We can't afford a failure."

Vera, standing near them, stayed silent, watching with a professional eye, without intervening.

On the other side of the mirror, Rafaela continued, unaware of the comments, focused only on her task.

Aurélio laid a hand on her head, a gentle gesture more than an impatient one.

"Don't worry," he said, with an understanding smile. "At my age, certain things aren't so simple anymore."

"You still gave me a lovely afternoon, though," he added. "Even just talking, with you, was pleasant."

Rafaela pulled herself up, a mix of relief and frustration at not having succeeded in her task.

"I'm sorry," she said, sincerely. "I wanted to do better."

"You did well," Aurélio said. "Not everything depends on you, Rafaela. Remember that."

He got dressed calmly, leaving a sealed envelope on the nightstand, before saying goodbye with a kind nod.

He left the room, leaving Rafaela alone, breath still short, shame burning her face.

Vera came in shortly after, her face composed but her eyes betraying a slight disappointment.

"He paid anyway," she said, picking up the envelope from the nightstand. "The full agreed amount."

Ana and Bento joined her, coming out of the mirror room.

"It didn't go the way I'd hoped," Vera said, turning to all of them. "But it wasn't a disaster."

"She should have tried harder," Ana said, still tense. "I saw her, from behind the glass. She could have done better."

Vera looked at her a long while, an expression weighing her words before speaking them.

"Maybe," she said, finally. "Or maybe Aurélio, at seventy, doesn't respond the way he used to anymore. It's not always the fault of whoever's with him."

Ana didn't seem entirely convinced, her lips pressed into a thin line.

"Anyway," Vera continued, "if you want her to improve faster, I'll give you one piece of advice."

"Treat her the way she deserves, at home," she said. "Let her feel what it means to fall short. It helps, with some of them."

Ana and Bento exchanged a look, a silent understanding Rafaela couldn't quite catch.

"We will," Ana said, her voice turning firm again.

They took the envelope, said goodbye to Vera, and left the Jardim house in the late afternoon.

The walk home was silent, Rafaela walking behind, feeling the weight of failure on her.

Once home, Ana sat at the kitchen table, holding out a hand toward Rafaela.

"The money," she said, her voice curt. "Give it to me."

Rafaela handed over the envelope, feeling a knot forming in her throat.

Ana opened it, counted the bills carefully, then put them away in the tin box.

"It's not the amount we'd hoped for," she said, without looking at her. "But it's something."

She stood up, motioned Bento to follow her. "Rafaela, you come too. To the bedroom."

Rafaela obeyed, her heart pounding, not knowing what to expect this time.

"Sit there," Ana said, pointing to the chair by the bed, the same spot from the lessons with Vera.

Rafaela sat, hands clasped in her lap.

Ana and Bento lay down on the bed, beginning to undress each other, unhurried.

"Watch closely," Ana said, turning to Rafaela. "Watch what it means to be truly desired."

They began moving together, a rhythm Rafaela knew by now, but this time charged with a different intensity.

Ana showed herself more confident than usual, almost as if to prove something, while Bento matched her with decisiveness.

They changed position several times, each more intense than the last, Ana's moans filling the room.

First on all fours, Bento taking her firmly, his hands steady on her hips.

"Like this," Ana was saying, panting. "This is how it's done, understand? With energy, with real desire."

Then they turned, Ana on her back, legs around Bento's waist, her eyes fixed on his.

"Watch us," she said, turning to Rafaela, without stopping her movement. "Watch what you should try to make him feel."

Rafaela watched, her own body responding despite the still-fresh humiliation, a mix hard to untangle.

They switched again, Ana getting on top, controlling the rhythm with her own hips, her head tilted back.

Bento whispered something to her, too quiet for Rafaela to hear, and Ana answered with a satisfied moan.

More than an hour passed like that, the two of them joining and separating, changing rhythm, changing intensity.

"Watch how it's done," Ana repeated, now and then, her voice breaking with pleasure. "Watch closely."

Rafaela stayed seated, her legs numb, her eyes burning from the exhaustion of watching without pause.

Every so often she looked away, but Ana's voice called her back at once. "Watch, I said."

At last, Ana lay on her back, legs open, Bento above her, the rhythm growing urgent.

"Come inside," Ana said, panting. "Like always."

Bento sped up, one last deep movement, his body stiffening above her.

He stayed like that a moment, then withdrew slowly, lying down beside her, breath short.

Ana stayed still an instant, her chest rising and falling, then turned to Rafaela.

"Come here," she said. "Clean up. Both of us, this time."

Rafaela got up, legs unsteady, her heart still pounding from the day's accumulated exhaustion.

She came to the bed, starting with Ana, her tongue finding the now-familiar taste.

Ana closed her eyes, a satisfied moan escaping her throat.

Then Rafaela moved toward Bento, continuing her task with the same diligence.

"Good girl," Ana said, watching. "See, you know how to do things right, when you want to?"

Rafaela didn't answer, focused only on what she'd been asked to do.

Task finished, she pulled back, sitting on her heels, breath short, the taste still on her tongue.

"Go to sleep," Ana said, her voice returning to normal. "Tomorrow's another day."

Rafaela got up, left the room in silence, heading toward her own narrow bed.

That night, lying in the dark, she thought back over the whole day, about Aurélio, his kind words.

Not everything depends on you. The only words from that whole day that had given her a little relief.

She thought about how different they were from Ana's, just hours later, in the same house.

She wondered if the fault had really been hers, for the failed result with Aurélio, Vera herself had said it might depend on the man's age, not on her.

And yet the punishment had come anyway, in the form of that hour of forced watching.

She thought about her own body, about how it had responded despite everything, a betrayal she no longer knew what to call.

She wondered if it was normal to feel pleasure, even in situations like the one she'd just lived through.

She had no one to ask that question, except Ana, and Ana didn't seem like the right person, in that moment.

She thought of Bento, of his tense look during the meeting with Aurélio, of the fear of having no money.

She understood, in that moment, how much everything now depended on a fragile balance, held together by her alone.

She turned onto her side, looking for a position that would ease the exhaustion built up over the day.

Her body ached in spots she'd never noticed before, a physical memory of every hour spent.

She closed her eyes, trying not to think further, letting sleep come, slow and uncertain.

She dreamed of Aurélio's garden, the roses he'd described, a color she couldn't quite place.

In the dream, no one watched her. She was alone, among the flowers, and for the first time in weeks she felt at peace, the way a fisherman feels at peace when the sea, for just one night, stops asking anything of him.


13
The Sailors

They went back to the Jardim house the next day, and Recife that morning seemed slow-roasted, like certain fish Ana sold next to the mangoes when fruit ran short.

Rafaela had slept little and badly, her body still remembering Aurélio and his gentle old provincial-gentleman hands, but Ana walked with the stride of someone who's already counted money not yet in her pocket.

"Today will be different," she said, and in her voice was that slightly fierce cheer of women who've decided to beat hunger at any cost, with the grace of a fishmonger and the same merciless sweetness.

Vera waited for them on the doorstep, big and placid as a wooden saint carved by an expert hand, her generous chest seeming to hold up, on its own, the weight of every desire in the city.

"I dealt with her properly, yesterday," Ana said, without much preamble, because in Recife things are said to your face, without wasting time on shame.

Vera smiled, a smile that tasted of years of men and of secrets kept better than a locked trunk.

"I have two roads to offer you, today," she said, sitting in the armchair like a queen granting audience. "A refined client, around thirty, polite as a doctor, gifted enough and nothing more."

"Or," she went on, dropping her voice like someone recounting a delicious sin, "two sailors from the port. Rough as wet rope, gifted the way God makes men on his generous days, and they want the girl together, both at once, which is rare even for someone who's seen it all."

"They pay double," she added, "but only if she manages to take them both, from behind, without one waiting for the other the way you wait your turn at the barber."

Rafaela felt fear drop straight into her stomach, like seawater swallowed by mistake, salty and sudden.

She shook her head, a small no worth as much as a plea, but Ana's eyes were already lit up with the sum in her pocket.

"We'll take the sailors," she said, fast, like someone who doesn't want to give second thoughts time to change course. "With that money we'll pay the rent and have enough left over for a new dress too."

Bento nodded, and in his smile was the same practical hunger of someone who's seen too many lean months to be picky.

"Two against one," Ana said, laughing faintly, and Vera, who'd counted plenty of such bets in that house, closed the matter with a nod.

"This time I'll watch from behind the glass too," she told Rafaela, her voice suddenly less maternal. "You'll have to manage on your own, my girl. That's how the trade is learned, sweating it out yourself."

They went into the mirror room, where the air tasted of old incense and bodies past, and Vera vanished behind the glass, leaving Rafaela alone with her own heart pounding like a terreiro drum.

They knocked. The sound ran up her spine like a startled lizard.

She opened the door, and the port itself seemed to walk into that room: two men big as ship masts, skin cooked by sun and salt, the smell of fish and old sweat clinging to them like a second skin.

"Rafaela," said the taller one, a smile from a man who'd lost a tooth in a brawl and didn't much care. "Vera says you know how to do things properly."

"Pleasure," she said, her voice coming out higher than she wanted, betraying all the fear she was trying to hide under the light dress.

They undressed unhurried, like men who'd never had reason to be ashamed of their own bodies, and they were well built, the two of them, sturdy as jatobá trunks, and Rafaela felt terror and a shameful curiosity together, rising hot from her belly, the same one felt before a forbidden fruit gone too ripe.

Zeca ran a hand through her hair, a sailor's gesture that knows how to be gentle when it wants to, and that touch sent a shiver down her spine she couldn't tell was fear or something else.

"You know what we need to do?" he asked, his voice low as the sea the night before a storm.

"Yes," Rafaela lied, because theory never prepares you for the real weight of two bodies closing in together, determined as waves that ask no one's permission.

She got on her hands and knees on the bed, face in the pillow that smelled of cheap soap and other evenings spent in that room, and felt the mattress give under the double weight, behind her, like a boat taking on too many people.

They began together, slowly at first, and it wasn't pain right away but astonishment, her body not knowing how to distribute that double weight, that taut-rope pressure.

She stiffened, a small cry that was more fright than real pain.

Behind the glass, Ana fussed like a nervous hen. "What's she doing? It's not hard, just relax, for God's sake."

Bento turned to look at her, with the innocent curiosity of someone who doesn't think through the consequences of his own questions. "Have you ever done it? With two at once?"

"Who do you take me for," Ana hissed, and in her voice was all the wounded pride of a market woman who won't admit a stain on her own reputation.

The two sailors stopped, patient as fishermen waiting for a bite.

"Breathe," Zeca said, his mouth close to her ear, his breath warm with the cachaça from the night before. "We don't want to hurt you, girl."

That breath on her skin was the first thing that loosened something inside her, the way the sun melts frost off leaves in the morning.

Rafaela thought of Ana, behind the glass, of her look she imagined disappointed, and the shame of disappointing her was stronger than any fear.

She reached her hands back, opened herself as best she could, offering herself with a courage she didn't know she had.

"Like that," Duarte said, his voice warming with the approval of a seaman satisfied with his cargo. "Good girl. Help us."

Her body gave way little by little, the way wet sand gives under feet, each wave a little easier than the last.

Behind the glass, Ana leaned all the way forward. "There, finally," she said, and in her voice the anger dissolved into something like the relief of finally seeing rain arrive after a drought.

The pain remained, sharp at times, but underneath ran a heat rising from her belly like warm molasses, and Rafaela no longer knew where the hurt ended and that other thing began, older, more impossible to confess.

"Almost there," Zeca said, and his hand slid along her hip like an advance apology.

With one last full surrender, warm as bread just out of the oven, Rafaela's body took them both in together.

The cry that escaped her had no single color, the way certain Bahia fruits have none, sweet and sour together, good and a little wicked.

"She did it!" Ana exclaimed, almost clapping like at the fair when the right horse comes in first.

They began to move, slowly at first, then with a rhythm none of the three controlled anymore, like a tide rising without asking anyone's permission.

The old bed protested with every thrust, a groan of wood that seemed almost to laugh at the scene, and their bodies sought each other in an ever-thicker disorder, sweat against sweat, salt against salt.

Rafaela felt everything amplified, as if her skin suddenly had more nerves than usual: Zeca's sweat running between her shoulder blades, Duarte's ragged breath against the back of her neck, her own name whispered by one of the two, she never could tell which.

She gripped the sheets, face in the pillow, and for a long stretch stopped thinking altogether, her body answering on its own, without permission, without the shame she still knew she ought to feel.

Behind the glass no one breathed a word anymore. Ana, Bento, and Vera watched the way one watches a feast for Yemanjá, with that mix of awe and fascination felt before things too big to be judged.

Duarte was the first to stiffen, a sound torn from his chest like someone hauling up a full net. Zeca followed almost at once, a tremor running through both of them like a single sea current.

They stayed like that, panting, the three bodies still entangled, before the two men withdrew slowly, with one last satisfied sigh, like sailors finally touching land.

Rafaela stayed motionless, breath coming in jerks, the pillow damp with sweat against her cheek.

She felt the shame rise slowly to her face, not only for her body, spent and open, but for something deeper, exposed in a way no word could truly cover.

A warmth ran along the inside of her thighs, thick as honey spilled by accident, and she brought a hand to it, instinctive, as if to gather something that no longer belonged only to her.

Her face flushed, knowing that on the other side of the glass three pairs of eyes had drunk in every instant of that surrender, the way one drinks strong coffee early in the morning, without leaving a drop.

Duarte and Zeca got dressed unhurried, leaving on the nightstand an envelope fat as a good fish, the agreed payment.

"Really good, you," Duarte said, a nod of respect from a man who's seen plenty of sea and plenty of women. "Wasn't betting on it, at the start."

They left, and the room was filled only with Rafaela's labored breathing, the sweat cooling on her skin like early dew.

Ana came in shortly after, her face glowing like someone who's just sold her whole shipment at the market.

"You did it," she said, hugging her with the same practical joy you'd hug a good harvest.

Rafaela searched her eyes for something resembling understanding, but found only the simple pride of someone who's seen a job well done.

"Come," Ana said. "Let's go home. You've earned your rest, tonight, as is fitting for someone who's worked hard."

They left in the late afternoon, and the sun sank behind the port rooftops like a slice of ripe mango sinking into a plate.

Rafaela walked slowly, still feeling, under her dress, the warm memory of that afternoon, a soreness and a strange fullness together.

That night she slept a heavy, dreamless sleep, the way fishermen sleep after a day of rough sea, her body empty of every thought, full only of tiredness.
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The Box in the Bin

They ate dinner early that evening, the sky still light above the port rooftops, the way it happens on days when the sun just won't leave, almost as if it knew that something, after sunset, was about to change forever in that house.

Ana ate little, distracted, her eyes now and then seeking Bento's with an understanding Rafaela couldn't quite decipher.

Dinner finished, Ana got up from the table without delay, took Bento by the hand, the way you take a child's hand to cross the street, with that gentle hurry of someone who doesn't want to waste time.

"Come," she said, and in her voice was already the cheer of someone who's decided something long ago and can finally put it into practice.

Bento let himself be led, a knowing smile on his lips, like someone who already knows where he's going and can't wait to get there.

Before vanishing into the hallway, Ana turned to Rafaela, still sitting at the table, her plate unfinished in front of her.

"Clean the kitchen," she said, in the sweet voice of someone handing out a reward. "Then come to the bedroom. Sit and watch, as always."

"It's a reward," she added, "for the money you're earning. Vera says whoever works well deserves to see nice things, now and then."

Rafaela nodded, finding no words, the way someone never finds words when given a gift they never asked for.

She stayed alone in the kitchen, the sound of their footsteps fading down the hallway, then silence, then, shortly after, the first muffled sounds coming from the bedroom.

She began clearing the table, plates piling up in the sink, the water running lukewarm over her hands, while from far off came Ana's moans, low at first, then more and more frequent, like waves growing thicker when the wind shifts.

Rafaela washed slowly, her body listening to those sounds against her will, a mix of habit and something that still surprised her, every time, the way thunder always surprises, even someone who hears it every summer evening.

She wiped the table, swept the floor, and while bending down to gather some mango peels fallen near the bin, her eyes landed on something unusual.

A small box, white, half hidden under the peels and a scrap of newspaper.

It caught her curiosity, the way a small thing out of place always does, the different shell among a hundred identical ones on the beach.

She picked it up, looked at it more closely, turning it between her fingers, the name printed on it, and understood at once what it was: Ana's pills, the ones she took every morning, discreetly, since they'd been married.

But the box was still sealed, the cellophane intact, not a single pill missing, as if it had never been opened.

Rafaela stood staring at it a moment, a thought forming slowly, the way fog forms over the river in the cold early hours.

Why throw away a new box? Why not use it, if it was still needed?

Box clutched in hand, not quite knowing what was pushing her to do it, she headed toward the bedroom, bare feet on the cool floor, her heart pounding for a different reason than usual.

The door was ajar. Rafaela pushed it open gently, and went in.

The scene she found took her breath away for an instant, not from the usual embarrassment, but from something deeper, hard to name right away.

Bento was lying on the bed, face up, eyes closed, chest rising and falling in a slow, satisfied rhythm.

Ana was bent over him, head close to his navel, moving up and down with a patient, almost devoted rhythm, Bento's hands resting on the back of her neck, guiding her gently, the way you steer a small boat over calm water.

Rafaela stood in the doorway, box still in hand, unable for a moment to find any words.

"Ana," she said, finally, her voice coming out shakier than she wanted. "Why are you throwing away a new box?"

Ana stopped, lifted her head, her eyes landing on the box clutched between Rafaela's fingers, a flash of surprise crossing her face, at once composed into a smile.

"Sorry," she said, pulling herself up, her breath still a little short. "I haven't told you yet, but I want to have a baby."

Rafaela stood frozen, the words struggling to find their way into her head, the way water struggles to find its way through the stones of a suddenly narrowed river.

"How, a baby," she said, finally. "As the father I should be involved in that."

Ana looked at her with an expression mixing tenderness and a bit of surprise at that reaction, the way you look at a child asking an obvious question about something already decided by the grown-ups.

"I didn't want to distract you," she said, "now that you're caught up in your work. I talked about it with Bento, and he offered to help us."

"Help us?" Rafaela repeated, her voice betraying a sudden emptiness, the emptiness felt underfoot when a boat, thought still, starts sliding instead.

"Yes," Ana said, with the ease of someone recounting good news, a stroke of luck that just happened. "He's kind, don't you think? You'll become a father. Aren't you happy?"

Rafaela found no words at all to say.

This wasn't how she'd imagined, as a boy, becoming a father. She hadn't imagined much, really, but even if she had, it wouldn't have been like this: not from a room where she herself stayed dressed as a woman, not from a bed where another man took her place without anyone asking whether she agreed, not with that word, help us, said with the same lightness you'd use offering a favor between neighbors.

Bento stayed lying down, in silence, eyes moving from Ana to Rafaela, like someone watching a family scene, unsure whether he had any right to say something.

Ana got up from the bed, came to Rafaela, took her hands in hers, the pill box still clutched between her fingers, as if she couldn't let it go.

"I don't want you to take it badly," she said, her voice growing softer, almost maternal. "I thought it would make you happy. A baby is always good news, in a family."

"But I," Rafaela said, finally finding words, "I'm not really..." She stopped, unable to finish the sentence, the way a fisherman stops before a net he no longer knows what to call.

"You're not really what?" Ana asked, gently, but with that firmness beneath the gentleness Rafaela knew well by now.

"I don't know," Rafaela said, honestly, because she truly didn't know, in that moment, whether she was still a man capable of being a father, or only Rafaela, who cleaned the kitchen and learned to please strangers.

Ana laid a hand on her cheek, the same gesture as always, loaded with the same affection as always, but that evening it felt different in weight to Rafaela, the way the same bread weighs different once you discover it was baked without telling you.

"You're still you," Ana said. "Even dressed like this. Even with everything you're learning. A child doesn't change that."

"And Bento?" Rafaela asked, looking at him for the first time since she'd come in, him still silent, body relaxed against the sheets.

"Bento's a friend," Ana said. "A friend who's helping us, at a time when you can't. There's nothing more to it than that."

Rafaela lowered her eyes to the box still clutched between her fingers, the cellophane creaking softly under the pressure of her hands, as if that small sound were the only real thing left in that room.

"Why didn't you ask me first?" she said, finally, her voice small as a child's discovering a party already over.

Ana thought about it a moment, searching perhaps for an answer that was both honest and kind.

"Because I was afraid you'd say no," she said, finally. "And a child, for me, isn't something I want to hear a no about."

Bento pulled himself up, slowly, sat on the edge of the bed, his gaze seeking Rafaela's with a respect she hadn't expected, in that moment.

"If you'd rather I weren't here," he said, his voice low, "I can leave. I don't want to be a cause of pain, in this house."

Rafaela looked at him, feeling, beneath the confusion, an unexpected gratitude for that offer, even though she already knew, deep down, that nothing would change.

"No," she said, after a long silence. "Stay. It's just... all of it, together, all at once. I need to think about it."

Ana hugged her, an embrace meant to be comforting, and maybe it truly was, in the strange, complicated way everything in that house seemed to be, by now.

"Take whatever time you need," she said. "But I want this child, Rafaela. With or without your help."

Rafaela nodded, without answering further, set the box on the nightstand, as if putting it there might somehow give back a meaning it no longer had.

"I'm going to finish the kitchen," she said, her voice seeking refuge in the normalcy of a simple task.

She left the room, leaving behind a brief silence, then the sounds resumed, quieter this time, as if Ana and Bento too needed to catch their breath before continuing.

Rafaela finished cleaning the kitchen on autopilot, her hands moving on their own, her mind elsewhere, lost in a thought that kept circling on itself without finding peace.

A child. The word spun in her head like a rudderless boat, tossed from one thought to another.

She thought about what it would be like, a child raised in that house, among the floral dresses and Vera's lessons, between the fruit stand and the Jardim house, between a father who every day became a little more Rafaela and a mother who by now called all of this, naturally, the good of the family.

She thought too about Bento, about his body stretched out on the bed, about the ease with which he'd agreed to be part of that story, as if it were the simplest thing in the world, like giving away ripe fruit to someone who needs it.

She finished drying the last plate, set it carefully in the cupboard, stood a moment leaning against the sink, eyes closed, trying to put some order into what she felt.

It wasn't anger, exactly, and it wasn't pure sadness either, it was something closer to the disorientation of coming home to find the furniture moved, everything the same and yet nothing in its place anymore.

She heard, from the bedroom, the sounds growing intense again, and this time she didn't go to watch, as she'd been asked, stayed in the kitchen, drying her hands on an already-dry towel, still searching, without finding it, for an answer to what she felt.

That night, lying in her narrow bed, she thought back to the sealed box, to the way Ana had looked at it, almost absently, as if throwing it away had been as natural a gesture as tossing a fruit peel.

She thought that maybe, in that house, everything old got thrown away like that, quickly, to make room for something new, without anyone ever asking permission of whoever got left behind.

She closed her eyes, seeking sleep, but sleep was slow to come, the way rain is slow to come in the months when the earth needs it most.

She lay a long while staring at the ceiling, listening to the sounds of the house switching off one by one, Bento's footsteps returning to his own room, the click of the light switch in Ana's room, then the full silence that always follows houses where everyone, finally, sleeps.

She thought of her father, for the second time in a few weeks, wondering if he too, one distant day, had learned about himself and his fate as a father only after everything had already been decided by others.

She thought that maybe being a father, in the end, had nothing to do with the room where the seed was planted, but with what would come after, the sleepless nights, the small hands to hold, the words to teach.

She held on to that thought the way one holds on to a floating log after a shipwreck, not a certainty, but at least something to grip tightly while the current carries everything else away.

Maybe, she thought, she could still be a real father, whatever had happened in that room, whatever name she carried during the day, whatever dress she wore for the clients of the Jardim house.

With that thought, fragile but stubborn as a plant growing through cracks in concrete, sleep finally came, carrying her away from the room, from the box on the nightstand, from the sounds she'd heard and the ones she hadn't wanted to see.
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A Father's Duty

As every morning, Rafaela prepared the tray with care, the coffee steaming, the bread just warmed, the guava jam Ana loved so much, and brought it to the bedroom, her bare feet silent on the cool floor, like the feet of someone who's learned to move without disturbing another's sleep.

Ana and Bento were already awake, propped against the pillows, the sheets pulled up just enough to cover what the night had left uncovered, the way the sand still bears the memory of a long party the morning after.

"Morning," Rafaela said, setting the tray on the nightstand, her voice coming out almost naturally now in the tone she'd been taught.

Ana smiled, took the coffee cup, drank a slow sip, like someone savoring not just the drink but the power of having someone bring it to her every morning.

"Sit down," she said, pointing to the edge of the bed, while biting into a piece of bread. "I need to talk to you about something."

Rafaela obeyed, sat, hands in her lap, as always, waiting.

"Listen, Rafaela," Ana began, her voice carrying the tone of someone who's already decided everything and is only announcing a decision made. "Now that we've decided to grow the family, you need to do your part. Commit more to the work."

Rafaela felt her stomach tighten, the way it tightens before a sea already seen churning from a distance, before even setting foot in the boat.

"Vera told us you're ready for back-to-back sessions," Ana continued. "Clients in sequence. You can't keep going like this, one session at a time."

"Bento and I have needs," she added, setting down the cup. "Right, Bento?"

Bento nodded, chewing slowly, his eyes avoiding Rafaela's for an instant. "Yes, Ana. Rafaela could do more."

"See, Rafaela?" Ana said, with a smile that looked like an already-won victory. "Even Bento says so. Your duty as a father is to secure a good income for your family."

Rafaela felt the words land the way sudden hail lands on a harvest already thought safe.

"But really," she said, her voice trembling slightly, "you decided all of it. And what does Bento have to do with it?"

Ana's face changed instantly, the way the sky changes when a black cloud slides in front of the sun without warning.

"How dare you say that?" she said, her voice rising, cutting. "Bento is a friend, my friend! You have no right to talk about my friends that way."

"I'm deeply disappointed and angry with you," she added, and in her voice was the same coldness with which the sea suddenly withdraws, before a bigger wave.

Rafaela lowered her eyes, feeling the shame rise to her face, the way a blush rises on someone scolded in public, in front of the whole square.

"I'm sorry, Ana," she said, quietly. "I didn't mean it."

"You need to apologize to Bento!" Ana said, pointing at him with a sharp gesture of her hand.

Rafaela turned toward him, heart pounding. "Sorry, Bento."

"Not like that, so rude!" Ana said, shaking her head, like a strict teacher over a badly done assignment. "Properly, with an act of courtesy."

Rafaela stayed confused for an instant, trying to understand. "I don't understand you," she said. "What act?"

"An act that shows you're sorry," Ana said, her voice returning calm, almost instructive now, the way one only returns calm after getting what one wanted. "That you're willing to accept everything about him."

Rafaela understood, in that moment, what Ana meant, the realization falling over her the way evening falls suddenly in the tropics, without the long twilight she was used to.

Without waiting any longer, without searching for other words that wouldn't have helped anyway, she came closer on hands and knees across the bed, toward Bento.

She slid off his trousers with gestures she knew well by now, bent to do what Ana meant, while the tray with the coffee sat there, forgotten, the steam still rising warm into the air of the room.

Ana stayed watching, propped against the pillows, a satisfied expression on her face, the expression of someone who's finally settled an outstanding account.

The final act was nothing much. Rafaela swallowed without much effort. Bento had already given plenty over the course of the night, and Ana knew that well, better than anyone else in that room.

A child might be born nine months from now, and Rafaela would come out as its father, at least on paper, at least in the eyes of anyone who didn't know the truth of that room.

Rafaela pulled back, sitting on her heels, breath short, the taste still on her tongue, like the bitter taste left in the mouth after eating unripe fruit out of hunger, not desire.

"Good girl," Ana said, going back to biting into her bread, as if nothing much had happened. "See, you know how to do things right, when you want to?"

Rafaela nodded, unable to find the strength to answer, got up from the bed, gathered the now-cold tray, headed toward the door.

"Wait," Ana said, stopping her with her voice. "Did you not quite understand what I told you before?"

Rafaela stopped, turned. "The back-to-back sessions," she said, quietly. "The clients in sequence."

"Exactly," Ana said, the smile returning to her lips, the way sun returns after a brief storm. "Starting tomorrow, we'll talk to Vera about it. I want you to start right away."

"How many?" Rafaela asked, her voice trying to stay steady. "Clients, I mean."

"Three, four a day," Ana said, as if talking about how many mangoes to sell at the market. "Vera will say how many you can handle, at the start. Then we'll increase it."

Rafaela felt the weight of that number settle over her the way the weight of a full net settles on the shoulders of a fisherman who's already rowed all day.

"And the baby?" she asked, searching for a foothold amid all that calculation. "How will I be there for it, if I work that much?"

Ana looked at her, an expression that for an instant softened truly, not just on the surface.

"You'll be there in the evenings," she said. "The way you're here now. A father who works a lot isn't a bad father, Rafaela. He's just a father who loves his family enough to work hard for it."

Rafaela didn't know how to answer, left the room with the tray in her hands, the coffee having lost all its steam, all its warmth.

In the kitchen, she set the tray on the table, stood a moment leaning against the sink, hands gripping the cold edge, the way hands grip an oar when the current starts carrying the boat where it doesn't want to go.

She thought of the tin box, of the faded parrot, of how much time had passed since that box was the only worry in her life.

Now there was more: there was Bento, there was the baby coming, there were three, four mouths to feed instead of one, as her mother used to say when the family grew faster than the harvest.

She had to get to work, absolutely, she thought, besides herself she now had three other mouths to feed, and maybe soon a fourth, small, still without a name.

She had to commit, as Ana had asked her, as Bento had confirmed with that brief nod that weighed more than a thousand words.

She washed the cups from the tray, the cold coffee running away down the sink the way, when you least expect it, everything you thought fixed forever runs away.

That afternoon the three of them set off toward the Jardim house, as had become almost daily habit, Rafaela ahead as always, Ana and Bento a little behind, hand in hand, unhurried.

The alley was full of the port's usual life, vendors, children, the sun beating hard on the peeling walls.

It was near the corner by the old pharmacy that an elegant man came toward her, walking with a measured gait, different from anyone else on that street, a light suit well cut, his hat tilted with studied nonchalance.

He stopped in front of her, a kind smile on his lips, and held out a flower, a red hibiscus freshly picked, still damp with dew as if he'd carried it from far away just for that moment.

Rafaela stood surprised, her hands hesitating an instant before accepting it, the sweet scent of the flower reaching her at once, along with an embarrassment she couldn't quite hide.

"For you," the man said, his voice calm, polite, the voice of someone who's never needed to raise it to be heard.

Rafaela looked at him, struck more by the gesture than by the flower itself, something so simple and unearned, in the middle of days made only of accounts and bodies to offer.

"What's your name," she asked, almost without thinking, curiosity coming out before the caution Vera had taught her with every client.

The man smiled faintly, a smile that revealed nothing. "Just an admirer," he said.

He took off his hat, a slow, elegant gesture, the way men of another era removed their hats, the grandfathers' era, when certain forms of respect hadn't yet been lost, and greeted her with a nod, before walking off into the crowd of the alley, without looking back.

Rafaela stood still a moment, the flower clutched between her fingers, her eyes following him until he vanished around the corner.

Ana caught up with her shortly after, noticed the flower, raised an eyebrow, curious. "Who was that?" she asked.

"I don't know," Rafaela said, still a little dazed. "An admirer, he said. That's all."

Ana laughed, a light laugh, without malice. "See? You're already making an impression. Good sign, for business."

Rafaela didn't answer, held the flower tight for the rest of the walk, the way you hold something small and rare, found by chance in the middle of a street that usually gave nothing away.

They reached the Jardim house, and Vera, already told by Ana what was needed, said only that the real work would start the next day, calmly, one step at a time as always.

Rafaela brought the flower home, put it in a glass of water on the kitchen windowsill, and watched it wilt, day after day, unable to throw it away until it was completely dry.

The next day, though, it was Ana who stopped her at the door, before she left.

"Go alone, today," she said. "I'm staying here."

Rafaela looked at her, surprised. "Why?"

Ana exchanged a glance with Bento, a smile rising to her lips the way the tide rises when the moon is right.

"I feel like today's the right time," she said, "to conceive our baby. And Bento's in good form today, right?"

Bento laughed, a low, knowing laugh. "Always ready," he said, "but today especially."

Rafaela lowered her eyes, still feeling, under her skin, that same tightness she knew well by now, that mix of resignation and something that no longer had a precise name.

"All right," she said, only that. "I'll go alone, then."

She left the house with yesterday's hibiscus flower still on her mind, even though the real flower, wilted now, had ended up in the kitchen bin like all the beautiful things that in Recife don't last as long as one would wish.

She walked along the alley, the sun less hot than usual, a light wind coming off the port, and it was right at the corner by the old pharmacy, like the day before, that she saw him again.

The elegant man was there, leaning against the wall, as if he'd been waiting for her, the light hat, the impeccable suit despite the heat, a smile that seemed to already know her.

"You're alone today," he said, not a question.

"Yes," Rafaela said, feeling her heart race for a different reason than usual.

"I'd like to know your name," she said, more direct this time, the curiosity that had kept spinning in her head for a whole day.

The man shook his head, gently, the smile unbroken. "Don't worry about my name," he said. "I'm just an admirer."

He came closer, brushed her hand briefly, a brief, respectful gesture, then took off his hat again, like the day before, and walked off without adding anything more, leaving her there, in the middle of the alley, with the same sweet emptiness left by beautiful music just ended.

Rafaela stood watching him go, and as she watched him she felt, suddenly, a different weight press on her chest: guilt.

She loved Ana. She knew it with the same certainty she knew her own real name, the one she'd carried before all of this, and that man, however kind, however mysterious, was still a man, one of those she went with only for work, only to bring money home.

And yet there was something, in that waiting at the corner of the pharmacy, in that way of looking at her without asking anything, that stirred inside her a new sensitivity, never felt before with any client, the way the bed of a river stirs when, after months, the rain finally starts falling again.

She shook her head, as if to chase the thought away, and started walking again toward the port, toward the Jardim house, where Vera was waiting.

She arrived while the sun was still high, Iracema opened the door with her usual smile.

"Alone today?" she asked, noticing Ana and Bento's absence.

"Alone today," Rafaela confirmed.

She went up the stairs, found Vera sitting in the armchair, the phone still in hand, as if she'd just finished a call.

"I talked to Ana," Vera said, without preamble. "I've set up three appointments for you, back to back. Today the real work begins."

Rafaela felt her stomach tighten, but nodded, asking nothing, like someone who's learned by now that questions, in that house, change very little.

"The first one," Vera said, "you already know. The bricklayer from the alley. The one with the slap, to be clear. He asked for you, after that day."

Rafaela felt her heart drop, unable to say whether it was fear or resignation, the memory of that heavy hand still alive under her skin.

"The second," Vera continued, "is a young guy. Twenty-one. Shy, he's embarrassed to be with women because he's very hairy, really very, he said so himself on the phone. He needs kindness, more than technique."

"And the third?" Rafaela asked, her voice trying to stay steady.

"The third is unusual," Vera said, a half smile on her lips. "A man who's usually a bottom, with other men. But today he wants to try the opposite, for once. He wants to be the top, with you guiding him."

Rafaela listened, feeling the weight of those three different stories piling up on her the way clouds pile up before a long storm, each with its own load to carry.

"Three different men," Vera said, getting up from the armchair. "Three different ways of being treated. Today you'll learn more than you have in a whole month of lessons."

"Are you ready?" she asked, looking her straight in the eyes, her voice losing its professional tone for an instant.

Rafaela thought about it a moment, the wilted flower coming back to her mind, along with the guilt, along with that new sensitivity she still couldn't name.

"I'm ready," she said, finally, even though she wasn't entirely sure.

Vera nodded, satisfied, headed toward the door. "The first one's already waiting downstairs," she said. "Take heart, Rafaela. Today the real work begins."
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Three Men

The door opened, and a big man came in, covered in lime dust down into the folds of his shirt, his face red, crooked teeth in a smile Rafaela recognized at once, with a lurch in her heart she couldn't tell was fear or resignation.

It was the bricklayer from the alley, the one with the loud slap, the one who'd called her a little fairy in front of his coworkers.

"We meet again," he said, laughing, without any shame at all. "Knew I'd find you again, sooner or later."

Rafaela stood frozen an instant, her body still remembering, under her skin, the weight of that heavy hand, but there was no more time for shame, not anymore, not with three appointments ahead and a house to support.

"Come in," she said, trying to keep her voice steady, the tone Ana had taught her so patiently.

Vera left them alone, as she always did now, and the bricklayer, this time, was less rough than Rafaela had feared, treated her almost with a coarse respect, the respect of a construction worker who's gotten what he wanted and no longer feels the need to prove anything.

"No slapping, today," he said, with a grin that maybe meant to be an apology, in his own way. "I told the guys you're good. Didn't mean to disrespect you, that time. Was just showing off for them."

Rafaela didn't answer, but felt something loosen slightly, a small relief in the middle of everything else.

She took off his lime-covered shirt, and the smell hit her at once, strong, of real work, of sweat dried in the sun, of cement dust that had gotten into his skin the way salt gets into a fisherman's skin after years at sea.

Rafaela came closer, began undressing him fully, her hands getting slightly dusted with that white powder, a residue that stayed on her fingers the way flour stays on someone kneading bread.

"Come here," he said, pulling her toward him without brutality this time, only with the slightly clumsy haste of someone not used to asking nicely.

They lay down on the bed, and he took her from behind, without much preamble, the weight of his big body pressing her into the mattress in a way that wasn't gentle, but wasn't cruel either, only direct, the way the work of someone laying a wall brick by brick is direct, without wasting time on frills.

Rafaela felt his heavy breath against the back of her neck, the smell of lime and sweat now mixing with her own, while he moved with a simple rhythm, without variation, like the repeated blow of a hammer on a nail.

"Good," he said, panting, his voice losing the swagger from before. "Really good."

He finished quickly, a low grunt and one last sharp movement, then withdrew, his body at once returning to its usual self, heavy and clumsy, as he wiped himself with a corner of the sheet without much care.

It was brief, mechanical, the smell of lime staying on Rafaela even after he'd gotten dressed, leaving the payment on the nightstand and one last crooked smile before disappearing through the door.

The second client arrived shortly after, and it was something else entirely: a young guy, twenty-one at most, who stayed on the threshold like someone not entirely sure he wanted to come in.

He was hairy in a way Rafaela had never seen, his chest, his arms, even the backs of his hands covered in thick, dark fuzz, like certain sertão animals you only see in school books.

"I'm embarrassed," he said, as soon as he stepped through the door, his voice betraying the discomfort of someone who's said that sentence to too many women before, before arriving here. "Normal girls laugh, when they see me like this."

Rafaela looked at him, feeling something tender stir in her, not pity, but a close understanding, the way someone understands who's learned, herself, what it means to be ashamed of your own body in front of judging eyes.

"What's your name?" she asked, instead of answering right away, her voice growing gentler without her even deciding it.

"Aderbal," he said, surprised by the question, as if no one had ever asked him that before, in a place like this.

"Aderbal," Rafaela repeated. "I don't laugh," she said then, coming closer slowly, and in her voice was a sincerity that surprised even herself.

She ran a hand over his chest, unhurried, the way you stroke something rare rather than something strange, and the boy, little by little, let himself go, his body loosening under that gentle touch, the way resin loosens in the first warm morning sun.

"No one's ever told me their name before, before this," Aderbal said, almost under his breath, like a confession stolen from shyness.

"What should I call you, then?" Rafaela asked, continuing the caress, slow, patient.

"Rafaela," he said. "Vera told me, on the phone."

It was a slow encounter, almost sweet, unlike any Rafaela had experienced until that day, her gestures growing steadier and steadier, not through technique, but through a kind of tenderness she'd never felt with any other client.

She guided his hands over his own hairy body, showing him gently that there was nothing to hide, that dark pelt, to her, wasn't a flaw but only another form of nature, like the thick coat of certain sertão animals that can withstand the sun better than any others.

She had him lie down, got on top of him slowly, feeling under her hands that thick fuzz covering his chest like a mantle, softer than she'd expected, warm with the heat of his tensed body.

Aderbal had a young smell, of cheap soap and a hint of sweat, a smell Rafaela found, to her surprise, pleasant, without the bitter weight of lime or salt the bricklayer had carried.

She took him in her mouth, slowly, hearing her own name whispered by him like an uncertain prayer, and the taste, light, almost sweet, reached her with less shame than usual, as if the taste itself, this time, were part of a gesture of care more than of work.

"Wait," Aderbal said, at a certain point, his voice breaking, "I don't want it to end already."

Rafaela smiled, slowed down, got on top of him, guiding her own body over him slowly, her chest against his hairy one, a contact that gave her a new shiver, of warmth more than discomfort.

They moved together, a slow rhythm Aderbal followed with his eyes closed, his big, hairy hands gripping her hips with an unexpected gentleness for such a sturdy body.

"Rafaela," he said again, when he came, his body stiffening beneath her with a long, almost moved tremor.

They stayed like that a moment, panting, and Rafaela felt, for the first time that day, that she didn't want to pull away right away, that she wanted to allow herself a few more instants of that simple warmth, before going back to work.

When the boy left, his face still flushed but his eyes finally free of shame, he turned in the doorway.

"Thank you, Rafaela," he said. "Really."

He left the payment on the nightstand and that whispered thank-you that was worth, to Rafaela, more than any envelope.

She stayed alone a moment, before the third arrived, and realized, with a small surprise, that she'd grown fond of that hairy, shy boy in just a few minutes, the way you grow fond of a puppy found on the street, without even meaning to.

The third client arrived as the afternoon began to wane, a slender man, elegant in his manner, well-groomed hair, long, tapered hands, who introduced himself with a knowing smile.

"Usually I'm the bottom," he said, without much beating around the bush, like someone who's already decided to be honest from the start. "But today I'd like to try the opposite. Vera says you know how to help me with that."

Rafaela nodded, feeling the weight of the novelty, a role she'd never truly played all the way through, not even with Vera, not even in the most advanced lessons.

"What's your name?" she asked, used by now to that small courtesy she felt she owed every client, the way you offer a flower to someone entering your house.

"Sandro," he said.

"Come, Sandro," Rafaela said, motioning him to sit on the bed. "I'll guide you, then. Slowly, the way I like to guide."

She had him undress calmly, remembering every word she'd been taught, every gesture she'd watched Vera do, Ana, Bento, putting together, piece by piece, a repertoire she'd until that day only watched from the outside, never truly practiced firsthand.

Sandro had fair skin, scented with a light, citrusy cologne, unlike any smell Rafaela had encountered that afternoon, a city man's fragrance, groomed down to the last detail.

She had him lie on the bed, ran her hands over his smooth, almost hairless chest, a slender body that responded to every touch with small nervous jolts, the way a violin string responds when barely brushed.

"Relax," Rafaela said, her voice growing confident, almost professional, the way she'd heard Vera say it so many times. "I've got this."

Sandro obeyed, his body responding to every small command, eyes closed, breath following every instruction of hers without hesitation.

Rafaela prepared him carefully, using her fingers first, then her mouth on him to get him ready, tasting under her tongue a clean, almost neutral flavor, very different from the bricklayer's earthy taste or Aderbal's young, sweet one.

The reversed roles seemed, for a few instants, to give Rafaela back a control she'd thought lost for weeks now, the way you find the tiller of your own boat again after days spent only rowing to someone else's current.

She positioned herself over him, guided him inside herself with her hand, lowering slowly, her breath catching for an instant as her body adjusted to that new angle, her above, him staying still, obedient.

"Like this," she said, beginning to move, a slow rhythm she herself dictated, her hips swaying with a confidence that surprised her.

Sandro moaned softly, his hands gripping the sheets rather than her hips, as if he didn't dare touch her without permission.

"You can touch me," Rafaela said, and he obeyed, his hands finally settling on her hips, light, almost timid.

Rafaela sped up, feeling her body heat in a way she hadn't expected, the pleasure of leading mixing with the simpler pleasure of the movement itself.

Sandro stiffened beneath her, a moan higher than the others, his body contracting in a long tremor.

Rafaela pulled back, slowly, feeling her body still coursing with a heat that hadn't fully spent itself, a pleasure left half-finished that left her with a strange restlessness.

When it was all over, the man got dressed calmly, left her with a sincere compliment and a generous envelope, the way you leave a good tip for someone who really listened to what you wanted.

"You were wonderful," he said, straightening his shirt collar. "Didn't think I'd discover something new about myself today. Thank you."

Rafaela stayed alone in the room, body tired, but her mind strangely lighter than she'd expected: three different men, three different ways of being treated, and in the midst of it all, the discovery that she could be, depending on the case, tough, sweet, or even a guide.

Vera came in shortly after, counted the money from the three envelopes, a satisfied expression on her face.

"You held up well," she said. "Better than I thought, for a first day this full."

"The bricklayer said he'll be back," she added, "and the hairy boy asked if he could book with you again, next week."

Rafaela felt a small pride making its way through the tiredness, the way a ray of sunlight makes its way through clouds in a sky that seemed closed forever.

"And Sandro?" she asked, curious.

"Him too," Vera said, with a knowing smile. "Seems like you have a gift, Rafaela. Not everyone finds it this fast."

Rafaela nodded, gathering her strength for the walk home, while outside the sun sank definitively behind the port rooftops.

She walked alone toward the bus stop, the money earned heavy and concrete in her bag, a different weight from all the other weights she'd carried until that day, almost a good weight, for once.

She thought of the bricklayer, of Aderbal, of Sandro, of how each of them had left her with something different, not only money, but also a small piece of understanding about what that work, which she'd feared so much at the start, truly meant.

She thought too of the elegant man, of the flower now wilted in the bin at home, of the name she still didn't know, and wondered if she'd see him again, the next day, at the corner of the old pharmacy.

The bus arrived, carried her home, while evening fell over Recife with the same sweet slowness with which it falls every evening over a city that has learned, over centuries, to live alongside hardship and beauty, mixed together beyond remedy.
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The Riding Crop

Rafaela came home with darkness already fallen over Recife, her legs tired, her body still carrying the mixed smell of the three men from that afternoon, the way a fisherman carries the smell of fish even after bathing.

She walked the last stretch slower than usual, the bag with the money earned weighing on her shoulder the way a full sack weighs on someone who's already made too many trips from the dock to the warehouse.

Climbing the stairs home, she thought only of a hot bath and a bed, nothing more, her head empty of every other thought.

She opened the door and stood on the threshold, surprised: the house was in disarray, the sofa cushions thrown on the floor, a glass overturned on the table, the traces of a party she hadn't seen begin.

The air smelled of wine and something else, a warm scent of bodies that had given themselves to each other all afternoon without a thought for her.

Ana was waiting for her in the sitting room, naked, in Bento's arms, him without clothes too, both bodies still flushed, like two fruits left too long in the noon sun.

"Finally," Ana said, her voice carrying the light tone of someone who's had a good afternoon, without a worry. "Straighten up the house. And do it fast, please."

Rafaela stood frozen for an instant, the weight of the day still pressing on her shoulders the way a sack of flour presses on a porter's shoulders at the end of a shift.

"I'm tired," she said, quietly, searching for the right words. "I had three clients, today. I have no strength left."

Ana's face changed instantly, the way the sea changes when the wind shifts without warning.

She got up from the sofa, crossed the room to a package still wrapped in market paper, pulled out a riding crop, slim, the leather shiny, just bought.

"Do you maybe want me to use this?" she asked, her voice suddenly turning sharp, the crop hanging from her hand the way the blade of a just-sharpened machete hangs.

Rafaela felt a shiver of real fear. "No," she said, quickly. "No, sorry. I'll straighten up right away."

Bento stepped in, his voice calm, almost instructive, like someone explaining something obvious to someone who hasn't grasped it yet.

"It's enjoyable," he said, "for a transsexual like you. Plenty seek it out on purpose, you know? It's not only punishment."

Ana looked at him, a mischievous smile rising to her lips as slowly as the tide rises before a full moon.

"Would you like it," she asked, coming closer to Rafaela, the crop just grazing her arm, "if I used it on your bare backside?"

Rafaela felt, in that moment, something strange happening in her own body: a sudden wetness, against the tip of the little cage, a signal her body sent before her mind had even decided what to feel.

"Yes," she said, timidly, her voice small, almost more ashamed of that answer than of the question itself.

Bento and Ana laughed together, a knowing, satisfied laugh, the way you laugh when you've just confirmed a suspicion you'd been nursing for a while.

They had her get on all fours on the bed, naked, Ana's hands pulling off her dress with quick gestures, without the patience of the first lessons anymore.

"Look what a fine job you did today," Ana said, running a finger between her legs, then showing her the wet tip, "how it's still dripping."

Rafaela blushed, her face pressed against the pillow, unable to answer.

Then the first lash came, a sharp crack that crossed her buttocks the way lightning crosses the sky before thunder, and Rafaela moaned, a sound holding more surprise than real pain.

She understood, in that exact instant, that something was changing inside her, that the brief pain and the warmth that followed it mixed together in a new way, that being the maid, obeying, receiving orders and even punishments, was starting to please her in a part of herself she'd never dared look at closely until that day.

Without realizing it, her hand slid toward Bento, who'd come close to the edge of the bed, and began touching the crotch of his trousers, feeling under her fingers the shape already hard, familiar by now as the rest of that body was familiar to her.

She lowered the zipper with unsteady fingers, while behind her another lash fell, more forceful than the first, and Ana panted softly, the way you pant when you're enjoying work done with your own hands.

"Good girl," Ana said, her voice growing lower, more focused. "Keep going like that, with him."

Rafaela freed Bento from his trousers, took him in her mouth with a movement that came naturally to her by now, while another lash burned her skin, a pain mixing, more and more with each strike, with a heat rising from her belly the way the tide rises when the wind drives it all toward the same shore.

Bento put a hand on the back of her neck, not to guide her, but to accompany her, an almost tender gesture in the midst of everything else.

"Look how well she's moving," Ana said, laughing softly, "even with what I'm doing to her back here."

Another lash, and another, the rhythm growing steady, almost musical, like the rhythm of a drum on festival nights when no one remembers anymore who struck the first beat.

Rafaela felt everything at once: the taste of Bento in her mouth, salty and warm, the burn on her skin transforming into something different with each strike, her own body responding without permission, as it always had from the first day at the Jardim house.

She counted the strikes without meaning to, three, four, five, each more intense than the last, each leaving a warm mark on her skin that then dissolved into a strange tingling, never felt before with such clarity.

"You like it," Ana said, not a question this time, her voice loaded with a discovery that seemed to satisfy her deeply. "I knew it. I knew deep down you'd like it."

Rafaela couldn't answer, her mouth occupied, but a moan escaped her throat anyway, a sound worth more than any word.

Ana let the crop drop onto the bed, knelt behind her, her hands replacing the leather with a different touch, warmer, her fingers resuming the work of past evenings, but this time without the slow patience of before, with the urgency of someone who's seen something new and doesn't want to wait any longer.

"Keep going with Bento," Ana said, "I'll take care of the rest."

Rafaela obeyed, her body split between the two attentions, her mouth working on Bento with an ever-surer rhythm, her hips moving to meet Ana's fingers, the way a boat moves to meet a wave that finally lifts it instead of sinking it.

Bento was the first to give way, a low moan, his body stiffening under Rafaela's hands, which this time didn't pull back, remembering the lesson already learned once.

Ana laughed, satisfied, withdrawing her fingers gently. "Good girl," she said again, the way you say it to a student who's finally grasped the hardest lesson.

Rafaela pulled herself up, breath short, her body still burning in different spots, the front of her swollen against the little cage now tight to the point of pain, a pain different from the crop's, deeper, harder to ignore.

Ana noticed, watched that evident tension under the metal closely, and smiled, a smile mixing cruelty and tenderness in proportions only she knew how to measure out.

"Not yet," she said, as if answering a question never asked aloud. "But you made progress, tonight. Real progress."

Rafaela stayed lying on the bed, her body exhausted but different, the way tiredness is different after a day of good harvest compared to after a day of lost harvest.

She thought, as sleep began to close her eyes, that maybe Ana was right, that something inside her was truly transforming, not just her body, not just her name, but something deeper, a new desire she'd never until that day dared to recognize as her own.

She wondered if it had always been there, buried under years of simple life, of the fruit stand and quiet evenings with Ana, or if it had only just been born, in the middle of everything the Jardim house had taught her, the way a new fruit is born on a branch no one had ever grafted before.

Ana got up from the bed, stretched with the satisfaction of someone who's closed out a good day, and looked at the messy room with a suddenly practical expression.

"You'll straighten everything up tomorrow," she said, as if the thought had just come back to her. "Tonight we sleep, since tomorrow's another workday for everyone."

Bento got dressed slowly, gathered his clothes scattered around the sitting room, and passing by Rafaela laid a hand on her shoulder, a brief gesture, almost an apology for something neither of them quite knew how to name.

"Goodnight, Rafaela," he said, his voice gentler than the situation called for.

Rafaela nodded, unable to find the strength to answer, stayed lying a while longer on the rumpled bed, her body burning in different spots, front and back, a pain mixed with something she still couldn't name with certainty.

She got up, finally, gathered her dress from the floor, and headed toward her own room, her feet crossing the still-messy sitting room without stopping to straighten anything, for the first time since she'd arrived in that house.

The house stayed in disarray, the cushions on the floor, the overturned glass, but no one, that night, bothered to straighten it anymore.
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Sadomaso

Ana picked up the phone the next morning, still in her robe, the coffee going cold on the table as she dialed Vera's number with the hurry of someone with good news to share.

"Vera," she said, as soon as she heard the voice on the other end, "I have to tell you something. About Rafaela."

Rafaela, in the kitchen, stood frozen with the rag in hand, her ear straining toward the sitting room, where Ana was speaking loud enough to be overheard without meaning to.

"Last night," Ana went on, "we discovered something. She likes pain. The riding crop, I mean. She really liked it, Vera, she wasn't acting."

There was a pause, Vera's voice which Rafaela couldn't hear, only Ana's silence as she listened, a smile you could sense even from a distance.

"Yes," Ana said, then. "I'm sure. She moaned differently than she usually does. And after, when I asked her if she liked it, she said yes without hesitating."

Another pause, longer this time, and when Ana started talking again her voice had the excitement of someone who's struck a gold vein where everyone else was only finding sand.

"I think she's got a talent for it, the sadomaso," she said. "Really talented, Vera. Not everyone has this."

Rafaela heard her name, her most intimate nature, discussed on the phone the way you discuss the price of a fruit shipment that came in better than expected, and didn't know whether to feel ashamed or, strangely, important.

On the other end of the line, Vera must have answered with enthusiasm matching Ana's, because Ana's voice rose a notch, happy.

"Knew you'd be pleased," Ana said, laughing. "Yes, it's a hugely requested type, I know that too. There are clients who pay double, triple, for someone who knows how to do this well."

She paused, then added, her voice turning more practical, more attentive to the accounting: "But she should get paid more, for these sessions. Not the usual rate. It's different work, more specialized."

Rafaela imagined Vera's answer on the other end, imagined the professional smile that must have accompanied it, before even hearing Ana repeat it aloud.

"Well, obviously," Ana said, as if repeating Vera's words. "Send her over in the early afternoon, I already have some ideas. Good, see you after lunch, then."

She ended the call, and Rafaela stayed frozen a moment longer in the kitchen, the rag forgotten in her hand, her heart pounding for a reason she struggled to define precisely: worry, yes, but also something else, a low tingling rising from her belly without permission, the way tidewater rises in the canals when no one expects it.

She thought of the crop, of the sharp sound of leather on skin, of the warmth that had followed each strike, and felt, without meaning to, her body respond again to that memory, the way skin responds to the sun even when already in the shade.

Bento came into the kitchen shortly after, sleepy, hair tousled, searching for coffee with eyes still half-closed.

Rafaela looked at him, and without quite knowing why, without really deciding it with her mind, she came closer to him, her fingers settling on his trousers, seeking the fly, opening it with a gesture that came out more natural than she'd have liked to admit.

"Rafaela," Bento said, surprised, but not stopping her, his body responding at once to that morning touch, the way a thirsty plant responds to the season's first rain.

She took him in hand, starting a slow movement, eyes fixed on his, searching in that gaze for something to confirm what she'd just heard on the phone, to confirm that this new part of herself, just discovered, truly had value, was truly something good and not just another shame to carry.

"Ana said about you, on the phone," Bento said, panting softly, "that you have a talent for certain things."

"I heard," Rafaela said, without stopping the movement of her hand.

"And does it please you? Knowing it?"

Rafaela thought about it an instant, her body responding before her mind found an honest answer.

"I don't know," she said, honestly. "But I don't mind it either."

Bento closed his eyes, leaned against the edge of the table, letting her, while Rafaela continued, her mind split between that gesture and the afternoon awaiting her, between the Jardim house and Vera's ideas, which she already imagined, the way clouds are imagined before a storm, big and heavy with something she still didn't quite know what to call.

She finished with him before Ana came back to the kitchen, washed her hands quickly, heart still racing, and when Ana came in, fresh and smiling, neither of them said anything about what had just happened.

"Vera's expecting you in the early afternoon," Ana said, pouring the leftover coffee for herself. "She said she already has some ideas for you."

Rafaela nodded, feeling a mix of fear and curiosity familiar to her by now, the same sensation that had accompanied her since the first day in front of the Jardim house door, only now, at the bottom of that fear, there was also something else, an anticipation dangerously close to desire.

She walked alone toward the port alley, that early afternoon, the sun high above the rooftops, and thought, as she walked, about how different she'd become from that first time, when Rafael had knocked on that door knowing nothing about himself, driven only by fear and debt.

Now she walked with a different awareness, uncertain but alive, the way someone walks who's just discovered in themselves a calling they weren't looking for, but can no longer pretend not to have.

Iracema opened the door with her usual smile. "Vera's waiting for you upstairs," she said. "She seems especially cheerful today."

Rafaela went up the stairs, heart pounding, and found Vera sitting at her desk, not in the usual armchair, surrounded by some objects Rafaela had never seen before: leather straps, another crop shorter than the previous one, a small metal collar, heavy-looking.

"Rafaela," Vera said, standing up, a wide smile on her face, her eyes shining with an almost professorial excitement, the way a teacher's eyes shine at finally finding the right student for a lesson she's been waiting a long time to teach.

"Ana told me," she said. "And I've thought about it for hours. I have ideas, for you. Big ideas."

She motioned Rafaela closer, to look at the objects scattered on the table, each with a different function, each thought out for a different kind of client, of pain, of pleasure.

"Sadomaso," Vera said, picking up the short crop, sliding it slowly between her fingers, "isn't only about hurting. It's a language, Rafaela. You have to learn to speak it well, the way you learn any other language."

Rafaela listened, heart still pounding, but this time not only from fear.

"Are you ready to learn?" Vera asked, her eyes fixed on her directly, leaving no room for half answers.

Rafaela looked at the objects on the table, thought of the crop from the night before, of the warmth that had followed each strike, and felt, beneath the still-present fear, a curiosity she could no longer deny to herself.

"Yes," she said, her voice steadier than she'd expected. "I'm ready."

Vera smiled, satisfied, the way a merchant smiles at finally finding the rare fruit he's searched a whole lifetime for.

"Good," she said. "Then let's start right away. Today I'll teach you the basics. From tomorrow, if all goes as I think, you'll have clients all your own, for this kind of work. And they'll pay well, Rafaela. Very well."

Vera set the short crop on the table, picked up the metal collar instead, turned it between her fingers the way you turn a precious object you want to show off from every angle.

"First thing," she said, "the pain you give must always have a purpose. It's never an end in itself. It's meant to bring the person receiving it to a place where the mind stops, and only the body remains."

"How do you know," Rafaela asked, "how much pain to give? When to stop?"

"You watch," Vera said. "Always. The eyes, the breath, the way the fists clench. The body speaks even when the mouth says keep going."

She motioned Rafaela to turn around, lean against the edge of the table, and showed her, with a light touch of her hand before even the crop, where pleasure gathers when it arrives together with pain, the spots on the back, the buttocks, the inner thighs where the skin is more sensitive, where a light strike burns more than a hard one given elsewhere.

"Here," Vera said, "and here. You have to know the body in front of you the way you know your own hand."

Rafaela listened, her body responding to that almost instructive touch with a shiver that had nothing professional about it.

"Is it my turn to receive it, or to give it?" she asked, her voice lower. "How do I know they'll like what I do, if I don't yet know well what I myself feel?"

Vera looked at her a long while, an expression mixing affection and professional assessment.

"Then I'll let you feel it," she said, "the way I did the first time with everything else."

She took the short crop, slid it slowly over Rafaela's back, a light touch that wasn't yet a strike, only a promise of what was coming.

"Ready?" she asked.

Rafaela closed her eyes, thought of the crop from the night before, of the warmth that had followed the pain, and nodded, without further hesitation.

The first strike came light, almost a hard caress, and Rafaela felt her body recognize it at once, the way a sailor recognizes the roll of a boat he's already used to.

"Good," Vera said, watching her reaction with professional attention. "See how the body already remembers? Not everyone learns this fast."

She continued with more strikes, each a little more forceful than the last, alternating the spots she'd just shown her, and Rafaela caught herself counting the breaths, waiting for the next strike with an eagerness that was no longer only fear.

"This," Vera said, stopping, "is what you'll have to learn to give, one day. But first you have to feel it, to truly understand it."

Rafaela pulled herself up, breath a little short, her skin burning pleasantly in several spots.

"I understand," she said. "I think I understand."

Vera smiled, put the tools away carefully, the way a fisherman puts away his gear after a good day at sea.

"So you agree?" she asked, looking her straight in the eyes. "You want me to bring you clients for this?"

"Yes," Rafaela said, without hesitating, then added, her voice growing lower, almost a confession stolen from shyness. "But it has to stay a secret. Between the two of us, I mean."

Vera raised an eyebrow, curious. "A secret from who?"

"From Ana," Rafaela said. "She mustn't know that I really like it. She has to keep thinking I do it reluctantly, for her, for the family."

"Why?" Vera asked, though her voice already held the shadow of an answer she perhaps already knew.

"Because I still love her," Rafaela said, "and I've understood something strange, these past days. Ana is happier when she thinks I suffer to make her happy, than when she thinks I enjoy it on my own account. As if my pleasure, alone, stole something from her."

Vera stayed silent a moment, then sat on the edge of the desk, her tone growing almost maternal, the way it had the very first time she'd spoken to her, so many months before.

"It's not as strange as you think," she said. "I've seen it many times, in this house. Wives, partners, want to feel necessary. They want to be the reason their man, or their woman, endures the hardship."

"If they discover the pleasure comes on its own, without needing them," she continued, "they feel set aside. As if they're not needed for anything anymore, not even as a justification."

"Ana needs to believe you sacrificed," Vera said. "Because the sacrifice makes her feel loved. Pleasure, instead, would make her feel alone."

Rafaela listened, feeling those words settle onto something she already knew, without ever having put it into such clear order.

"Then I'll pretend," she said, quietly. "I'll pretend to suffer, for her, while inside it will be different."

"Many do it that way," Vera said. "It's not a bad lie, yours. It's just a way to protect someone you love from a truth they couldn't handle yet."

"It stays between us," she added, laying a hand on her shoulder. "Ana will never hear it from me."

Rafaela nodded, feeling a strange weight lift, the way the weight of a net lifts when you finally discover it's not as empty as feared.

"Tomorrow," Vera said, returning to her usual practical tone, "I'll bring you the first client for this kind of thing. A man who comes from far away, specifically for someone who knows how to do this well. Get ready, Rafaela. Starting tomorrow, everything changes, again."
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The Afternoon Clients

Before sending her home, Vera motioned Rafaela to stay a little longer.

"The afternoon isn't over," she said, glancing at the clock on the wall. "I've got two appointments already set, before you go back to Ana. Take them as practice, for what's coming tomorrow."

Rafaela nodded, her body still warm from the strikes received shortly before, her skin burning pleasantly under the dress.

The first appointment arrived shortly after, a couple in their fifties, him tall with gray hair at the temples, her petite but with the look of someone who's run the household forever, without ever needing to raise her voice.

"This is Rafaela," Vera said, introducing her with the usual professional courtesy.

The woman looked her over head to toe, with the attention of someone assessing an important purchase, then nodded, satisfied.

"I like her," she said, to the husband more than to Rafaela herself. "She has a nice face."

The man said nothing, stayed a little behind, hands in his pockets, like someone waiting for permission before speaking.

"My husband needs distraction, now and then," the woman said, with no shame at all, the way you explain a practical necessity, the water a plant needs, the salt a fish needs. "But I'm jealous of women. I can't stand the idea of another woman with him."

"With trans women, though, it's different," she continued. "It's not a threat, to me. It's another thing."

Rafaela listened, feeling the weight of that distinction, of being considered, in one stroke, both desirable and harmless, like fire that warms but is mistakenly believed incapable of burning.

"There's one condition," the woman added, coming closer. "I say what to do, during the encounter. Always me giving the orders. He does as told, you do as told. All right?"

"All right," Rafaela said, her voice steady, used by now to bending to others' wishes the way a reed bends to the wind without breaking.

They went upstairs together, and the woman sat in an armchair by the bed, like a queen attending her own private show, while the husband came toward Rafaela with a mix of embarrassment and desire that betrayed years of that same routine.

"What's your name?" Rafaela asked, turning to him, seeking that small courtesy that came naturally to her now with every client.

"Osvaldo," he said, surprised by the question, as if no one ever asked him that, not even his own wife.

"And I'm Marlene," the woman said, from the armchair, without anyone asking. "Don't forget it, in case I need to tell you something."

"Undress her," she said, her voice allowing no delay.

The man obeyed, his hands trembling slightly as he slid off her dress, the way hands tremble doing something forbidden even when it's been allowed.

"Now you," the woman said, turning to Rafaela. "With your mouth. Slowly, at first."

Rafaela knelt, began doing what she'd been ordered, while the woman watched every movement with the attention of a strict teacher.

"More to the right," she said, at a certain point. "He likes it better that way. I've known him thirty years."

Rafaela corrected, following the instructions with the same docility she followed Vera's, feeling, beneath the submission, a strange curiosity for that different way of being guided, not by the one receiving the pleasure, but by the one only watching.

"Now get on top of him," Marlene said, after a while. "I want to see you move your hips. Slowly, so it lasts longer."

Rafaela obeyed, climbing onto Osvaldo, who stayed still beneath her, his eyes constantly darting between his own pleasure and his wife's stern gaze, like someone who can never enjoy anything without asking permission first.

"Good," Marlene said, watching. "Like that. Not too fast."

The rest of the encounter went on that way, every gesture directed by the woman's voice, change position, faster, slower, while the man limited himself to obeying with the silent gratitude of someone who rarely gets what he wants without the filter of granted permission.

"Now from behind," Marlene said, after a while, her voice growing more decisive. "Osvaldo, position yourself well. Rafaela, stay still, he'll handle the rhythm."

Rafaela got on all fours, felt Osvaldo come closer, his big hands gripping her hips with an energy he'd held back until that moment.

"Harder," Marlene said, from the armchair, eyes fixed on the scene without the slightest embarrassment. "Don't be afraid to push, Osvaldo. She won't break."

The man sped up, following the order with an almost grateful obedience, like someone finally given permission to let go after years of forced restraint.

"More," Marlene said, her voice growing almost excited herself, though she stayed still in the armchair. "A little more, like that."

Osvaldo began panting, the rhythm building under his wife's watchful eye, until he stiffened all over, a hoarse moan escaping his chest, his body releasing inside Rafaela with one last deep thrust.

He stayed like that a moment, breath short, then withdrew, almost already ashamed of his own pleasure just shown in front of her.

Marlene got up from the armchair unhurried, came to the bed with the step of someone who's done that gesture many times before.

"Show me," she said, turning to Rafaela, motioning her to stay as she was, still bent over, still open.

Rafaela obeyed, feeling the woman's gaze settle on her with the attention of someone inspecting a harvest to judge its quality.

Marlene bent down, examined carefully, a finger barely grazing, almost clinical, to check better, the way a merchant checks a fruit's skin before deciding whether to pay full price.

"Not much," she said, after a moment, her voice turning disappointed, sharp. "There's not much, Osvaldo. Too little."

The man, still sitting on the edge of the bed, lowered his eyes, his face flushing with a shame different from the earlier one.

"I'm sorry," he said, quietly.

"You didn't enjoy any of it," Marlene said, her voice hard as river stone. "I can always tell, from this. When it's a lot, I know you really let go. When it's little, I know you held something back, that you were thinking of something else."

"What were you thinking about?" she pressed, her eyes never leaving her husband's.

"Nothing," he said, his voice too quick to be entirely sincere. "I was just nervous."

Marlene looked at him a long while, then turned to Rafaela, as if seeking from her a confirmation or an explanation her husband wasn't giving.

"Next time," she said, turning to Rafaela, "take more time with him. Get him properly relaxed, first. I want to see a better result."

Rafaela nodded, not quite knowing what to say to such a strange request, measuring love, or at least pleasure, in that concrete way, the way you measure milked milk or caught fish, a figure you can count and judge instead of just feeling.

When it was all over, the woman got up, straightened her skirt with a pleased gesture, left the payment on the nightstand with the same ease she'd pay for fish at the market.

"We'll be back," she said, leaving, the husband following a step behind, head still bowed, the way he'd probably followed her, in everything, all through their life together.

Rafaela stayed alone a moment, catching her breath, before another knock came at the door.

She stood staring at the envelope left on the nightstand, thinking of that woman, of the way she'd talked about her husband the way you talk about a pet kept happy with the occasional treat, and wondered if Ana, too, would one day come to talk about her that way, with the same practical distance, the same jealousy calculated only where it suited her.

She chased the thought away, washed her face in the small bathroom next to the room, the cool water restoring a bit of clarity, before sitting back on the edge of the bed to wait.

This time it was Aderbal, the hairy boy, who came in with a small bunch of wildflowers clutched in hand, his chest rising and falling fast, as if he'd run all the way there.

"I ran," he said, panting, an excited smile on his face. "Couldn't wait to see you again."

He held out the flowers, simple, probably picked along the way, and Rafaela took them with sincere pleasure, different from the curiosity she'd felt for the elegant man's mysterious hibiscus.

"Thank you," she said, coming closer to hug him, and it was then that the smell hit her, strong, the sweat from running mixed with that of his hairy skin, an intense, almost animal smell, that should have disgusted her and instead, to her surprise, didn't bother her at all.

She had him sit on the bed, came closer, her nose sinking without shame against his panting chest, breathing in that dense smell the way you breathe the air of a storm just passed, charged and alive.

Aderbal laughed, embarrassed but happy. "I'm sweaty," he said, almost apologizing.

"I like it," Rafaela said, sincerely, feeling something stir inside her, a desire she hadn't yet felt with any other client, not even with him, the first time.

She felt, rising from her belly, a precise, concrete need, different from the usual task to carry out: she wanted to kneel, wanted to taste him with that hunger the sweat and panting had lit inside her.

"Can I?" she asked, her voice low, almost shy, her eyes raised to his. "It's something I feel I need to do. For myself, this time. Not only for you."

Aderbal looked at her, surprised by that request said with such sincerity, then nodded, a little confused but not opposed. "Sure," he said. "Do what you want."

Rafaela knelt, her face still against his body, breathing in that strong smell once more before going down, her tongue tasting the salty skin of his belly, then lower, with a hunger she'd never before recognized as her own.

The taste was intense, of real sweat, of running and desire mixed together, and Rafaela welcomed it without the slightest discomfort, indeed with a pleasure rising warm from her belly, the way heat rises from the ground after rain under the first sun.

Aderbal panted, his hands sinking slowly into her hair, not to guide her, but from the need to touch something as the pleasure built.

"Rafaela," he said, his voice broken, "I don't know what to say."

She didn't answer, continued, focused on that gesture that for the first time she felt chosen by herself, not only carried out from duty or for money, but sought, wanted, the way you seek a fruit already known to be sweet.

When he came, with a long moan and a tremor running through him entirely, Rafaela stayed still a moment longer, savoring that finish with the same attention with which you savor the last sip of a good coffee, in no hurry to get up.

She pulled back, at last, her face flushing with a blush different from usual, not shame this time, but something closer to the pride of having followed, for once, only her own desire.

"Thank you," Aderbal said, still panting, squeezing her hand. "Really, thank you."

Rafaela smiled, still holding the wildflowers in her other hand, and thought, as he got dressed, that maybe that day had taught her more than she'd learned in all the previous weeks combined, not only about the work, but about herself, about that new part of herself she kept discovering, one piece at a time, the way you discover the rooms of a big house explored for the first time.

Aderbal said goodbye at the door, promising to come back soon, and Rafaela stayed alone in the room a moment longer, the wildflowers in hand, the couple's envelope and Aderbal's put together on the nightstand.

Vera came in shortly after, counted the money with her usual attention, then looked at Rafaela with an unusual expression, almost curious.

"What happened, with the boy?" she asked. "You stayed longer than planned."

Rafaela hesitated, then decided to be honest, remembering the pact of trust just struck between them. "I wanted it," she said. "He didn't ask me. I wanted it."

Vera nodded, slowly, a smile spreading slowly across her face, the way the tide spreads when it finally finds the right path between the rocks.

"Good," she said. "Very good, Rafaela. This is the clearest sign that you're truly learning, not just to work, but to live what you do."

Rafaela gathered the flowers, held them against her chest the whole way home, the sun setting behind the port rooftops in an orange light that seemed painted specially for that day.

She walked slowly, her body tired but her mind strangely calm, thinking of Marlene and Osvaldo, of Aderbal, of the bricklayer from the day before, of Sandro, of all those men and that one woman who had taught her, each in their own way, a different piece of what she was becoming.

She thought too of the secret just made with Vera, of the double weight she now carried, the real one and the one she'd show Ana, and wondered how long she'd manage to carry both without either crushing the other.

She got home with the sky already dark, put the wildflowers in a glass of water next to the one where the hibiscus, dried up for days now, still waited to be thrown away.

She stood looking at both a moment, the dead flower and the still-fresh one, side by side on the windowsill, like two different pieces of the same story that still didn't quite know how it would end.
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The Sailors at the Pier

Ana was waiting for her at the door, the crop already in hand, as if she'd been holding it ready the whole afternoon.

"The money," she said, holding out her other hand, without so much as a greeting.

Rafaela handed her the envelope, her heart already sensing something bad in the way Ana held her lips pressed tight.

Ana counted the bills fast, her face darkening with every note. "This little?" she said, her voice rising.

The whip came down on Rafaela's thigh before she could even answer, a sharp strike that tore a small cry from her.

"Weren't you supposed to earn more, with the sadomaso?" Ana asked. "What happened?"

"Vera said I start tomorrow with that," Rafaela said, her voice trembling, no longer only from the pain.

"Why tomorrow?" Ana said, the whip coming down again, harder this time. "You were supposed to start today."

"I'm sorry," Rafaela said, "it's not up to me, it's Vera who..."

Ana didn't let her finish. She grabbed her by the ear, a hard grip that made her tilt her head to the side, and dragged her out the door, toward the now-dark alley.

"This money isn't enough," she said, her voice betraying a frustration bigger than that simple evening. "Bento wants a motorcycle. Says he wants to take me around like a lady."

Rafaela listened, the pain in her ear almost keeping her from understanding the words properly, but those last ones reached her clear, cutting.

"Now go to the port," Ana said, "and go suck off the fishermen. Don't come home until you've done at least five."

Rafaela nodded, unable to find the strength to protest, and headed toward the port, her legs carrying her almost on their own, the way a body used to hardship carries itself even when the mind would rather stop.

The pier was dark, lit only by a few rusted lampposts, the smell of fish and tar filling the warm evening air.

She saw a sailor sitting on a crate, his overalls stained with scales and fish blood, smoking a rolled cigarette while staring at the black sea in front of him.

"Excuse me," Rafaela said, coming closer, her voice trying to stay steady despite everything. "I need money. Can I do a little mouth work?"

The sailor looked at her, surprised, then burst out laughing, a full laugh that shook his broad shoulders.

"Well I'll be," he said, "you don't lack initiative." He looked himself over, his overalls still damp with work. "All right, but I'll warn you I've been unloading fish all day. I don't smell like fresh laundry, quite the opposite."

"Doesn't matter," Rafaela said. "I need to do five, before going home, or my wife gets angry."

The sailor laughed again, harder this time, amused by that disarming honesty. He brought two fingers to his mouth and gave a long, sharp whistle that cut through the night air.

From behind the crates, from near the moored boats, other men appeared, drawn by that sound the way fish are drawn by bait.

"Boys," the first one said, laughing, "the little fairy here wants to sell off her mouth. Who's up for it?"

Overlapping voices rang out, me, me, me, a cheerful, coarse chorus rising into the night the way fishermen's singing rises when the net comes back full.

"All right then," the first one said, with the authority of someone who's always run things on the pier, "let's get in line."

The men arranged themselves, without much discipline, one behind the other, laughing and jostling each other with friendly elbows, the way boys line up in front of the ice cream stand.

One, at the back of the line, tall and silent until that moment, said, his voice low: "Can I do it from behind?"

Rafaela felt a shiver, a mix of fear and that now-familiar curiosity, and answered, timidly: "Yes. Same price."

The first sailor unbuttoned his trousers without ceremony, put it in her mouth with the same ease you'd eat fruit picked off a tree, asking no one's permission.

Rafaela felt the strong taste, of salt and fish, a taste that filled her mouth together with the acrid smell of his unwashed skin, and right at that moment felt, from behind, hands lifting her dress, rough, impatient, like the hands of someone who'd waited all day for something without knowing it.

"Slow down," a voice said, behind her, "don't run off before my turn."

The others laughed, a collective laugh bouncing among the wooden crates and boat hulls, while Rafaela stayed there, in the middle of them, her body split between two different attentions, like a boat receiving waves from two opposite sides and having only to stay afloat, waiting for the sea to calm.

The first sailor moved unhurried, his hand holding her head still, not with cruelty, but with the rough confidence of someone used to taking what he wants without much ceremony, while behind her another man's fingers sought their way, unsure but determined, opening her slowly in the warm night of the pier.

Rafaela closed her eyes, letting her own body respond to both sensations, the salty taste in her mouth, the pressure building from behind, and thought, in a distant corner of her mind still capable of thought, that maybe Ana was more right about her than she herself would ever want to admit.

The first sailor finished quickly, a muffled grunt, the taste spreading in her mouth strong and sudden, like the taste of the sea when a high wave catches by surprise someone walking too close to the shoreline.

He pulled back, buttoned up laughing, gave a slap on the shoulder to the friend waiting his turn. "Good," he said, the way you'd say it of a fish caught beyond expectations.

The second stepped forward, younger, a barely-there beard, his eyes betraying an excitement he tried to hide under the same swagger as the others.

"I want the front," he said, "want to see her face."

Rafaela obeyed, lifting her gaze to him as she worked, and the boy blushed, surprised perhaps by his own request, but didn't back down, his hands settling on her cheeks with an unexpected gentleness amid all that roughness.

He too didn't last long, his young body unable to hold back, and when he finished he almost apologized, a confused mumble the others greeted with good-natured laughter.

The third was older, gray hair under a worn cap, his body marked by years of hard work, and took his turn calmly, unhurried, like someone who's learned, with age, that good things are savored slowly.

"Slowly," he said, as Rafaela began, "no race tonight."

His hands were rough but gentle, and Rafaela caught herself slowing down too, enjoying that slower moment amid all the night's rush, while behind her the man who'd opened her continued at a steady rhythm, patient enough not to hurt her, decisive enough not to stop.

The fourth arrived as Rafaela began to feel the tiredness in her jaw, but she didn't stop, remembering Ana's words, five, not one less, and worked on him too with the same diligence, the taste blurring together by now among them all, salt and fish and sweat mixed into a single dense memory.

The man behind her, meanwhile, changed rhythm, more decisive now, hands gripping her hips as his breath grew short against her back, one last deep thrust before stiffening with a low grunt, his body releasing inside her while the others, in line, still waited their turn.

The fifth sailor was the youngest of all, almost a boy, who stepped forward amid the jokes of the older ones.

"Show him how it's done," someone shouted, laughing, and the boy blushed to his ears, but didn't back down.

Rafaela took him with the same care she'd given the others, maybe a little more, recognizing in him the same shyness she'd seen in Aderbal the first time, and when he finished, quickly, almost right away, overwhelmed by emotion more than pleasure, she smiled at him, a real smile amid all that tiredness.

"Good boy," she said, quietly, just for him, and the boy seemed almost moved, before his friends pulled him away laughing, offering him a cigarette the way you offer a prize after a passed test.

Rafaela pulled herself up, legs trembling, mouth tired, her body now carrying the smell of five different men mixed with that of the pier, salt, fish, tar, sweat.

The first sailor, the one who'd welcomed her first, handed her some bills, more than she'd asked for. "For the trouble," he said, with a kind grin. "You were good, tonight."

The others did the same, each in his own way, and Rafaela found herself with more money in hand than she'd brought home after the whole afternoon at the Jardim house.

She stayed a moment looking at the black sea beyond the boats, her breathing returning slowly, and thought that maybe there was a strange justice, in that night, a payment come not from someone giving orders, but from those who'd simply enjoyed themselves, without calculations, without inspections, without crops.

She headed home, the money clutched in one hand, the other running over her still-salty lips, her body tired but strangely light, the way a fisherman feels light when the net, in the end, has turned out more generous than expected.

Ana was still waiting at the door, the crop set aside now, arms crossed, the expression of someone who'd spent the wait calculating more than worrying.

"So?" she asked, as soon as she saw her arrive.

Rafaela handed her the money, everything she'd collected, keeping nothing for herself, as she'd been taught from the first day.

Ana counted the bills, her eyes widening slowly, surprise replacing the hardness from before.

"Five?" she asked, looking at her. "You were with five different men, tonight, at the pier?"

"Yes," Rafaela said, her voice flat from exhaustion.

Ana stayed silent a moment, then a slow smile spread across her face, a smile mixing surprise and an almost maternal pride.

"Good girl," she said, coming closer, running a hand through her hair, tousled by the port wind. "See, when you want to, you know how to manage?"

Rafaela didn't answer, too tired to find meaning in that praise coming after the whip, in that reward that seemed to cancel out, or maybe only confirm, everything that had just happened.

"Come in," Ana said, her voice turning almost gentle. "I'll run you a hot bath. You've earned it, tonight."

Rafaela followed her inside, her legs finally giving in a little to the accumulated tiredness, and while the hot water began running into the tub, she thought once more about how different she'd become from that first evening, when Rafael had knocked trembling on the Jardim house door, knowing nothing about himself.

Now she knew many more things, she thought, sinking slowly into the hot water, her body dissolving along with the tiredness, even if not all those things, she admitted to herself, were things she'd have chosen to know, if only she'd been allowed to choose.
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The Voice Behind the Blindfold

Vera welcomed her that afternoon with a black silk scarf already laid out on the table, next to the other now-familiar tools.

"Two clients together, today," she said. "And no eyes, for you. Only the rest of your senses."

Rafaela felt a shiver, a mix of fear and curiosity, the usual companion by now of every new day in that house.

"Why blindfolded?" she asked.

"Because a lot of clients seek exactly that," Vera said, wrapping the scarf around her eyes with precise gestures. "Darkness forces the body to listen better. And for the one watching, there's something exciting in knowing they won't be recognized."

Rafaela stayed immersed in the sudden dark, the world narrowing at once to sounds and smells, the rustle of Vera's robe, the incense scent of the room, her own breath sounding, this way, louder than usual.

She felt her own heart too, an inner drum the darkness made more present, and understood at once what Vera meant about listening: without eyes, every other sense grew hungrier, more alert, the way a hunter's ear grows sharper when the forest darkens before a storm.

"Sit on the bed," Vera said, guiding her with a hand on the shoulder. "They'll be here shortly."

Rafaela obeyed, hands in her lap, listening to Vera's footsteps moving away, the door opening, low voices of men coming in without her being able to see their faces.

"Is that her?" a voice asked, young, curious.

"That's her," said another, deeper. "Blindfolded, as requested."

Rafaela felt the bed bend under an approaching weight, hands brushing her shoulders, then her neck, with a gentleness that surprised her, as if they too, deprived of the chance to be seen, allowed themselves more care than usual.

"You start," said the deep voice.

The first presence's hands moved down her body, slid off her dress calmly, while Rafaela stayed still, the darkness amplifying every touch, every small shift of air.

She felt a mouth on hers, an unexpected kiss, soft, that caught her unprepared, the taste of light tobacco mixed with something sweet, maybe a candy sucked shortly before.

The second presence moved behind her, bigger hands, more decisive, that made her bend forward, while the first kept kissing her, fingers tracing her chest with an almost studied slowness.

The darkness made everything more intense, every sensation arriving without warning, the way waves arrive to someone swimming at night, invisible until you're already inside them.

They took her in turns, one after the other, in the same opening, her body adjusting to each passage the way a dirt road adjusts to the repeated passing of carts, the deep voice giving quiet orders, "my turn now," "let him have it now," like two children sharing a toy without fighting.

Between one turn and the next, her mouth never stayed free for long, one pulling back and the other already offering himself, her body finding itself managing two continuous presences the way she'd already learned to do since her first days at the Jardim house, but this time without the comfort of seeing their faces, only the warm darkness and the breaths mixing with hers.

"Do you like it?" the young voice asked, panting, near her ear.

"Yes," Rafaela said, sincerely, her voice coming out broken by a pleasure she no longer hid from anyone, not even herself.

It was right in that moment, in that sudden closeness, that something in the voice fixed itself in her mind, a timbre, a way of drawing out the vowels, that struck her as strangely familiar, like a song heard many years before and never entirely forgotten.

She couldn't stop to think about it, her body too caught up in the moment, but that small doubt stayed there, suspended, while the two men continued, switched positions again, until both stiffened, a few minutes apart from each other, leaving her finally alone on the bed, panting, still blindfolded.

She heard their footsteps moving away, the door opening and closing again, the voices fading in the hallway, and only then, in the sudden silence, did that doubt push its way back with more force.

That voice. She'd heard it before, she was almost certain, in her high school years, before knowing Ana, before the Jardim house, before all of this.

She stayed blindfolded a while longer, thinking back, trying to reconstruct the face that voice might belong to, a classmate, maybe, one of the ones who sat in the back, who always laughed, who had once even lent her a pen during an important test.

She wondered, her heart pounding for a new reason, whether he too had recognized her in turn, whether under that blindfold there had really been any need to see in order to understand who she was, or whether the voice, the way of answering, something so intimate and old, had betrayed her too.

Vera came back shortly after, gently removed the blindfold, the light in the room making her squint for an instant.

"Everything all right?" she asked, noticing Rafaela's thoughtful expression.

"Yes," she said, deciding to say nothing, for now, about that suspicion she still didn't know how to carry, the way you carry an egg too hot, just pulled from boiling water, carefully, in no hurry to burn your hands.

The second appointment of the afternoon was different, entirely different, from the moment the two women walked into the room.

Both were young, short hair, direct looks that left no room for misunderstanding, and they moved together like people who'd done this many times before, with an understanding that needed no words.

"Take off the cage," the first one said, without preamble, her voice not hostile, but not kind either, only practical, the way you'd give a work order.

Rafaela obeyed, feeling a mix of physical relief and apprehension, while the second woman watched her with cold, almost clinical attention.

"The two of us hate men," the first one said, as if it were useful information to share before starting. "But we love punishing them, when we find one dressed up as a pretty woman."

Rafaela didn't know how to answer, stayed silent, while the second woman came closer, her hand moving down unhurried.

When her body began to react, as it now almost always did in that room, the woman gripped, not with gratuitous violence, but with a firm pressure that tore a sharp moan from her, a mix of pure pain without the veil of pleasure she'd grown used to.

"That's how you learn," the woman said, "that your pleasure counts for nothing, in here."

The two took turns, for almost an hour, fingers exploring with a merciless patience, opening her slowly, then more firmly, changing position, on all fours, on her back, on her side, a different angle every time, every time a new threshold to cross.

Rafaela felt her body open, given over now to a sensation swinging between the edge of what could be endured and something darker, a pleasure born precisely from total submission, from the absence of any control over her own body.

"More," the first woman said, while the other continued, her wrist moving with tireless steadiness, time seeming to have stopped in that room, sealed into a single present made only of opening and surrender.

When they finally stopped, Rafaela stayed trembling, her body exhausted, but it was then that the first woman, with an almost sudden gesture of contradictory tenderness, began attending to her front too, her hand working with a different speed, determined to bring her all the way this time.

Rafaela came with a cry that escaped her uncontrolled, her body shaken by a long tremor, and the woman, without hesitating, bent down to gather with her mouth what her body had spilled, drinking it with the same ease you'd drink a sip of water after a long thirst.

The silence that followed was different from all the other silences of that house, charged with something strangely resembling embarrassment.

The second woman came closer, her face having lost all its hardness. "Sorry," she said, quietly. "Sometimes we get carried away."

"We didn't really want to hurt you," the first added. "Just... you understand, I imagine."

Rafaela nodded, still breathless, feeling that request for forgiveness arrive like unexpected rain on a field thought parched for good.

The two women got dressed in silence, then left on the nightstand a sum Rafaela had never seen for a single encounter, far more than usual, as if the money could truly balance what had just happened.

She stayed alone, her body sore in new places, her mind still split between that unexpected apology and the memory of the voice behind the blindfold, that boyish voice she still couldn't let go of, while outside the sun was already beginning to set over the port rooftops.

Vera came in shortly after, counted the money left by the two women, an eyebrow rising in surprise at that unusual figure.

"What happened?" she asked, noticing too Rafaela's strange air, that tiredness mixed with something she couldn't quite define.

"They were rough," Rafaela said, "but then they apologized."

Vera nodded, as if it weren't the first time she'd heard something like that. "Some clients," she said, "bring an anger here that isn't yours. They vent it on you, and then they notice you have a face, a voice, a body that really suffers. Then they feel sorry."

"Is it right, for someone who's hurt someone to feel sorry?" Rafaela asked, her voice uncertain.

"It's human," Vera said. "Not always right, but human."

Rafaela thought about it, while getting dressed slowly, her body still sore, and thought that maybe, deep down, that had been the biggest lesson of the whole day, bigger even than the blindfold or the gripping hands, that even someone who does harm can realize, a moment later, how real that harm was.

She left the Jardim house with her mind still divided, the memory of the high school voice coming back intermittently, the way the memory of a song comes back when you can't remember the title, but know, with certainty, that you've sung it before, in another life, under another name.
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The Spiked Coffee

She walked home slowly, as she always did now after a day at the Jardim house, but that afternoon something in the Recife air was different, a stirring you could feel before even seeing it.

The walls were starting to fill with colorful posters, frevo blocks announcing rehearsals at the clubs, children already trying out the first dance steps in front of their doorways, like ants lining up weeks before the big rain truly arrives.

She walked past a group of men assembling a wooden structure in the middle of the square, a skeleton that would become, in the days to come, one of the giant papier-mâché puppets parading through the streets of Olinda, its face still to be painted, its arms already raised in an early greeting to the festival.

Carnival is coming, Rafaela thought, watching two women hanging paper streamers along a balcony, and felt, without quite knowing why, a small shiver of anticipation, as if that distant festival had already begun calling her by name.

The port alley itself seemed different, more alive, vendors already displaying colorful masks alongside the usual fruit, as if every stall, for a few weeks, had to learn to sell a bit of dream too, along with the fish and the mangoes.

It was right in the middle of that stir, at the corner of the old pharmacy, that she saw him again.

The elegant man, hat tilted as always, the smile that seemed never to have changed in all the weeks since the day of the flower.

"Rafaela," he said, as if the time that had passed counted for nothing. "I was waiting for you, a little. Knew you'd pass by here, sooner or later."

Rafaela stopped, feeling her stomach tighten in that now-familiar mix of curiosity and guilt.

"Do you have time for a coffee?" he asked, pointing to a small café with tables outside, in the shade of a mango tree.

Rafaela thought about it an instant, then nodded, like someone who can't say no to a question they didn't know, until then, they'd been waiting to be asked.

They sat, the waiter brought two steaming cups, and the man stayed a moment watching her, like someone who's already decided what to say but wants to savor the wait first.

"I'm a Carnival organizer," he said, finally. "I'd like you to march in the parade, for me. And in the evening too, if you're up for it."

"March?" Rafaela asked, surprised. "In a bloco? With the music, the costumes?"

"That too," he said, "but not only. I need beautiful faces for the main parade, and yours is one people remember."

Rafaela felt a small pride warming her chest, different from the pride she felt at clients' compliments, closer to what you feel when someone sees in you something beyond the body offered for work.

"And in the evening," he continued, "I organize special parties."

"What kind of parties?"

"Unusual parties," he said, a smile spreading slowly across his lips. "Cross-dressing themed."

"Meaning?"

"There's an audience that pays to watch," he explained, his voice calm, the way you'd describe any ordinary business. "On stage there are two of my performers, dressed as gorillas. Two exceptional guys, whom I selected carefully, because they have two truly extraordinary attributes. Record-setting, for length and girth."

Rafaela felt a thought cross her mind before she could stop it, an indiscreet image forming on its own, wondering how big they could really be, bigger than Duarte, even bigger than Bento, and felt ashamed at once of that curiosity that had risen so fast, the way a child caught peeking through a keyhole feels ashamed.

"What are their names," she asked, only to compose herself, "these performers of yours?"

"You don't need to know that now," he said, with a smile that seemed to have read every thought that had crossed her mind. "You'll meet them, if you accept."

Rafaela blushed, feeling heat rise to her face the way a blush rises on someone caught in a forbidden thought. "And what would I be doing?" she asked.

"You'd play the part of an elegant transsexual, lost in the jungle," he said, without ceasing to smile. "You can imagine the rest."

"There's no real script on stage," he added. "You can improvise, change the action and ending every night. The audience loves exactly that, the surprise."

She opened the elegant man's zipper with fingers that seemed to move of their own will, feeling at once, under the fabric of his boxers, the warmth of a body already ready to receive her, as if he too, under that surface calm, had been waiting for that moment since the very day of the flower.

She freed him slowly, her hand closing around him with a delicacy that contrasted with the boldness of the gesture itself, the small table barely giving her room to move without rattling the cups above.

She began with a slow movement, her hand sliding from base to tip in a studied rhythm, almost the same one she used at the Jardim house, but here, in the middle of people, under a simple linen tablecloth, everything felt charged with a sweet danger, the risk of being caught sharpening every sensation, the way the taste of fruit picked secretly from the neighbor's orchard is sharper.

"I see you don't lack initiative," he said, his voice staying calm, almost amused, while the rest of the café went on living around them, unaware.

Rafaela blushed even more, but her hand didn't stop. "Sorry," she said, under her breath. "I didn't even realize. My hands do these things on their own, without my consent."

"It's fine," he said, a slight tremor in his voice betraying the growing pleasure beneath that surface calm. "Keep going, please. I'm almost there."

Rafaela tightened her grip a little more, her thumb tracing small circles at the tip on each upstroke, feeling under her fingers the beat of a desire building steadily, the way the tide builds when the wind pushes it all toward the same shore.

A waiter passed near the table, asking if they wanted anything else, and the man answered in a perfectly normal voice, "no thanks, we're fine," while under the tablecloth Rafaela's hand never stopped for an instant, the contrast between that controlled voice and the body trembling slightly gave her a pleasure all her own, a secret power no one else in the café could ever have imagined.

She sped up the rhythm, feeling his breath grow shorter, his chest rising slightly under the elegant shirt, his eyes now and then half-closing for an instant before opening again, disciplined, fixing once more on the coffee cup as if nothing were happening.

"A little more," he said, almost in a whisper, his hand settling on the edge of the table, his knuckles whitening from the effort of staying composed.

Rafaela felt, building under her own hand, that tension she knew well by now, the same moment that always preceded surrender, and gripped more firmly, her wrist moving fast but silent, hidden by the white tablecloth like a well-kept secret.

Rafaela continued, the rhythm growing more decisive under the tablecloth, while above the table everything stayed still, two coffee cups, two composed faces, as if the whole world were made of nothing but that calm surface.

When he stiffened, a held breath more than a real moan, Rafaela caught with her other hand what had just happened, and without thinking, as if guided by an impulse stronger than herself, poured it into her own coffee cup, stirring it with a small movement of the spoon.

The man looked at her, surprised for an instant, then burst out laughing, a full, sincere laugh that crossed his whole face.

"If you wanted a spiked coffee," he said, "I could have called the waiter."

"I don't like the waiter's," Rafaela said, a mischievous smile rising to her lips, surprising herself more than him. "I preferred yours."

She drank the coffee slowly, the bitter taste mixing with something thicker, warmer, and found, in that gesture, the same strange confidence she'd first discovered with Aderbal, the pleasure of choosing something only for herself, without anyone ordering it of her.

She got up, her heart still pounding, but with a different beat, almost euphoric.

"I accept," she said, while the man handed her a small business card, the paper thick, the name printed in elegant lettering that Rafaela read at once, with the same curiosity you feel finally reading the last page of a book held in suspense too long.

Otávio Meireles, the card said, and below, in smaller script, events and shows organizer. Nothing else, no address, only a phone number printed at the bottom, as if the man had wanted to stay, even in his name, a little mysterious.

"Otávio," Rafaela said, trying the sound of that word on her tongue, the way you try a new fruit before deciding whether you really like it.

"Finally," he said, smiling. "I thought you'd keep calling me admirer forever."

She headed home, the card clutched in hand the way you clutch a promise still entirely to be discovered, the Carnival stir growing around her with every step, streamers, distant drums someone was already rehearsing, the smell of fritters coming from an open window.

She looked at the card once more, walking, that name, Otávio, giving that man a fuller face now, less a mystery and more a real person, with a phone number and a trade, even if he remained, deep down, still entirely to be discovered.

She thought of Ana, of how she'd tell her about that offer, already calculating, as had become natural to her by now, how much money something like that could be worth, and thought too, with a shiver that wasn't only fear, about what it would really be like, getting lost in that imaginary jungle, without a script, with no one telling her exactly what to do, for once free to choose her own scene.

She wondered too, as she crossed the last stretch of street toward home, whether accepting that offer would finally let her find a piece of stage that was truly her own, not lent by Vera, not imposed by Ana, but chosen, the way you choose a ripe fruit among all the still-unripe ones on the branch.

The sun began to set behind the rooftops, tinting orange even the first streamers hung along the street, and all of Recife seemed already dressing for the festival, day after day, awaiting that great explosion of music and color that would soon sweep everyone up, herself included.
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The Fishermen's Turn

Ana was waiting for her at home, her hand already held out for the money before Rafaela had even closed the door.

She counted the bills, her face staying serious, then her fingers found, at the bottom of Rafaela's bag, the small business card, the thick paper standing out among the loose change.

"What's this?" she asked, her voice turning sharp at once, the card turning between her fingers the way you turn a knife before deciding where to sink it.

"A man," Rafaela said. "I met him on the street, today. He organizes the Carnival shows."

Ana looked at her a long while, her eyes narrowing with a suspicion that seemed to confirm itself on its own. "Did you do something with him?" she asked.

Rafaela hesitated an instant, then decided, as always now, that honesty was the simplest path, even when painful. "Yes," she said. "At the café, under the table. I touched him with my hand, all the way to the end. I collected everything and poured it into the coffee, then drank it."

Ana stayed speechless a moment, her face moving from surprise to something harder, colder.

"Did you get paid?" she asked, her voice trembling with a rage held back with effort.

"No," Rafaela said. "It just happened. I didn't think about it."

The whip came down sharp on her thigh, a strike that tore a small cry from her, the pain mixing, as always now, with that strange warmth that followed every strike.

"You don't work for free," Ana said, her voice hard. "Never. With anyone. Understood?"

"Understood," Rafaela said, head bowed.

Ana kept staring at her a moment longer, then her expression changed, curiosity taking over from anger. "What did this man want?" she asked.

Rafaela told her, then, about the stage, the imaginary jungle, the two performers dressed as gorillas, and Ana listened, more and more attentive, her eyes shining with a new interest.

"How big?" she asked, at a certain point, interrupting her.

"I don't know," Rafaela said. "I haven't seen them. But he said they're record-setting. For length and girth."

Ana thought about it, a slow smile forming on her lips, a mix of challenge and something darker. "Bigger than my Bento?" she asked.

Rafaela felt a small annoyance at that possessive, my, said so naturally, as if Bento were by now Ana's property more than a man with a life of his own, but said nothing of that thought, limited herself to answering the question.

"I think so," she said. "I think they're really huge. Record-setting, he said, and I don't think he was lying."

Ana stayed silent a moment, then the smile widened, a challenge shining in her eyes. "We'll see," she said. "You'll go, but that guy will have to pay well. Very well."

Rafaela nodded, feeling her fate, once again, decided by others before she herself could even think it through.

"What you did today isn't enough for me," Ana said, then, changing tone, turning practical again. "Go to the port. Move."

Rafaela felt the tiredness weigh on her the way an overfull sack weighs on the shoulders of someone who's already walked all day, but didn't protest, knowing by now that protests cost more than simple obedience.

She headed toward the pier, her legs heavy, evening falling fast over Recife the way it always falls in the tropics, without the long twilight one grows used to elsewhere.

She found the same group as the time before, the wooden crates, the smell of fish and tar, the low voices of men smoking while watching the black sea.

Without saying anything, she came up to the first, the same one as before, the one who'd greeted her with that full laugh the first night, knelt in front of him, opened his trousers, and began sucking, without preamble, without words, like someone who already knows the way and needs no directions.

From behind, she heard the others move, come closer, line up without anyone needing to give the order, as if everyone had already understood that today it went this way, no words needed, a ritual repeated now with the ease of a tide.

The first, the one receiving her mouth, pressed gently against the back of her neck, already panting, while behind her another lifted her dress, rough hands settling on her hips.

Slowly, with a slow thrust, the one behind began entering, and Rafaela tensed for an instant, then let herself open, her body used by now to that double task, her mouth working on the first while the second moved behind her with a rhythm building little by little.

The first came quickly, a low grunt, the strong taste of salt and fish filling her mouth, and pulled back laughing, making room for the next, while the one behind continued, indifferent to the change, his own rhythm never stopping.

The second in front was younger, his voice trembling slightly as he offered himself to her mouth, and lasted less than the others, quickly overwhelmed by a pleasure he didn't yet know how to contain, while the one behind, finally, stiffened with one last deep thrust, a muffled moan, the heat releasing inside her before withdrawing, making room for whoever waited their turn from behind.

The third in front was slower, more patient, his hands stroking her hair while she worked, as if he too, amid all that collective hurry, sought a moment of real tenderness.

Behind, meanwhile, a new rhythm had already been established, more decisive this time, hands gripping her hips with a force that tore a muffled moan from her still-occupied mouth.

The third in front finished with a long, almost sweet sigh, while the one behind sped up, breath growing short, until he too stiffened, another warm load adding to the first, Rafaela's body now taking it all without resistance anymore, the way wet sand takes every new wave without opposing it.

The fourth in front was the quietest of all, a middle-aged man who didn't say a word, who limited himself to closing his eyes and letting it happen, his pleasure building slow but inexorable, while behind the last in line finally took his turn, the fifth of the evening, Rafaela's body tired by now but still responsive, the way a taut rope still responds even after many hours of wind.

The fourth in front released with a low moan, almost a sigh of relief more than pure pleasure, while the one behind continued, the last, maybe the youngest of all, whose fervor contrasted with the tiredness by now evident in Rafaela's body.

But it was precisely that last one, the one her mouth was still receiving, the fifth in front, who'd only now reached his turn, who gave her the biggest surprise of the evening.

He came with an unexpected force, an explosion that caught her unprepared, so abundant it filled her mouth beyond any expectation, and Rafaela had to make a real effort to swallow it all, her throat contracting several times, her eyes moistening with the effort, while the man behind her, almost at the same moment, stiffened in turn, the last warm load adding to all the others.

She stayed like that a moment, motionless, her body trembling slightly, her mouth still full of the dense, salty taste, before finally managing to swallow it all, one last effort that pulled tears to her eyes more from the exertion than anything else.

The fishermen got dressed laughing, passed around among themselves the cap where they'd collected coins and a few crumpled bills, and handed it to her with the same rough cheer as the first time.

"Tomorrow," they said in chorus, walking off toward their boats, their homes, their nights of short sleep before the dawn's work.

"Tomorrow," Rafaela answered, her voice hoarse, understanding only in that moment, with sudden clarity, that this hadn't been an isolated episode, but the start of a habit, a standing appointment Ana, without saying so openly, had already decided for her.

She headed home, the money clutched in hand, her body exhausted in every part, and thought, looking at the black sea beyond the boats, that maybe Carnival, with all its promise of madness and freedom, would never arrive fast enough.
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Ana's Herbs

Ana was waiting for her at home, as always, her hand already held out, but this time her face darkened the moment she touched the coins mixed in with the bills.

"Only paper," she said, counting with evident annoyance. "I don't like coins. They weigh down the bag and don't count well."

Rafaela said nothing, knowing that any explanation about the fishermen, about the little they had to offer besides that, would fall flat the way rain falls on ground already soaked.

"I don't think you tried as hard as you should have," Ana said, her voice turning suspicious. "Get on all fours. I want to check."

Rafaela obeyed, her body used by now to that request the way an ox gets used to the yoke after the first weeks of field work.

Ana bent behind her, examined her with her usual clinical attention, fingers pulling the fabric aside to see better.

"There's a lot of fluid," she said, almost to herself, an observation that seemed to satisfy her more than Rafaela expected. "Good. Means you really did try hard, in the end."

Bento, sitting on the sofa nearby, had followed the scene in silence, but Rafaela could sense, even without looking at him, the change in his breathing, the way he'd shifted on the cushion, like someone trying to hide something his own body alone couldn't contain.

Ana noticed, turned to him with a mischievous smile. "You like the little doggy?" she asked, her voice slipping lightly between play and observation.

"Yes," Bento said, without shame. "She's getting so much more feminine, every day that passes."

Ana laughed, pleased, came closer to him, whispered something in his ear Rafaela couldn't quite hear, only fragments, herbs, food, natural.

"What are you telling him?" Rafaela asked, still on all fours, her voice uncertain.

Ana turned, decided to share the secret with her too, the way a family recipe finally ripe for revealing is shared.

"I'm giving you herbs," she said, "hidden in the food. Natural things, bio-estrogens. I bought them from a market woman who makes them specially for cases like yours."

Rafaela felt a shiver run through her, not entirely unpleasant, as she thought back over the last weeks, her chest that had indeed seemed slightly fuller than usual, her hips taking on a new softness, her testicles growing smaller and smaller, almost shy, under the little cage.

"Why didn't you tell me?" she asked, quietly.

"Because you might have refused," Ana said, with the simplicity of someone who finds nothing wrong with that logic. "This way it's easier for everyone."

She turned back to Bento, her tone turning cheerful again, almost festive. "Come on," she said, "take her from behind. Show her you're record-setting too, like those two gorillas of Otávio's."

Bento didn't need telling twice, got up from the sofa, trousers already open before he'd crossed the room, and positioned himself behind Rafaela, hands gripping her hips with the confidence of someone who knows every curve of that body by now the way he knows his own hands.

He entered slowly, a thrust Rafaela welcomed with a low moan, her body opening without the resistance of the first days anymore, the way a well-oiled door opens easily after months of daily use.

Ana sat in the armchair, legs crossed, eyes following every movement with the satisfied attention of someone watching a job well done.

"Harder," she said, after a while. "Show me you're record-setting too, Bento. Don't let two strangers in a theater outdo you."

Bento sped up, obedient, gripping harder, the rhythm building under Ana's watchful eye, while Rafaela felt, up front, her own body respond with an intensity she no longer marveled at feeling.

"Look how it drips," Ana said, leaning in a little to see better, her voice loaded with an almost maternal satisfaction. "A lot, and clear. That's a good sign."

Rafaela buried her face in the pillow, the pleasure building along with the embarrassment of being watched with such clinical attention, a mix she now recognized as her own, indivisible.

"More," Ana said. "Don't stop, Bento. I want to see her really shake, this time."

Bento obeyed, the rhythm growing urgent, hips slapping against Rafaela's with a sharp, repeated sound, like the sound of a drum accompanying the most heated dance of the festival.

Rafaela felt building inside her a wave she knew by now, her whole body tensing, and when she came, with a cry muffled in the pillow, her own pleasure mixed with Bento's, who stiffened shortly after, one last deep thrust, the heat releasing inside her while Ana applauded softly, the way you applaud a successful show.

"Well done," she said, smiling. "Well done, both of you."

The next morning, Ana called the number on Otávio's card before breakfast even, her voice firm, determined not to wait any longer.

"I want to see the stage," she said, without much preamble. "And the two performers. This morning, before I go to the Jardim house in the afternoon."

Otávio, on the other end, must have accepted without much resistance, because Ana ended the call with a satisfied smile, like someone who's gotten exactly what she wanted without even raising her voice.

They set off together, Ana and Rafaela, toward the small theater Otávio used for rehearsals, a low building near the historic center, a billboard still blank above the entrance.

They found them already ready, the two performers, tall, their bodies sculpted by physical work more than by a gym, and when they took off their towels to show themselves, at Otávio's direct request, Ana was breathless for an instant.

"Exactly double Bento's," she said, almost under her breath, her eyes unable to look away. "They don't even seem human."

Rafaela looked too, feeling a mix of awe and curiosity that made her hands tingle, and for an instant wished, with a force that surprised her, that she could try right away, right there, without waiting any longer.

"Can I?" she asked, turning to Otávio, her voice betraying that sudden urgency.

Otávio shook his head, kind but firm. "The first time," he said, "has to happen during a real show. It's part of the magic, for the audience and for you too. You'll have to wait."

Rafaela nodded, disappointed, while Ana watched her with a smile mixing amusement and a small satisfaction at that denied desire.

They said goodbye to Otávio and left, the sun already high above streets still half decorated for the approaching Carnival.

"I'm sad," Rafaela confided, walking. "I wanted to find out right away whether I'm able to take them, from behind, with sizes like that."

"It's almost impossible, for anyone," Ana said, with a certain authority in her voice, like someone who's already assessed the matter from every angle. "Don't worry. If you manage it, it'll be news all over Recife."

They walked toward the Jardim house, Rafaela's thoughts still split between the disappointment and that strange excitement never entirely settled.

Vera welcomed her with a smile carrying something different from usual, an almost conspiratorial cheer. "I have a surprise for you," she said. "That boy from last time is here, the one from the blindfold session. Says he's a former high school classmate of yours."

Rafaela felt her heart stop for an instant.

"He warned everyone he could find," Vera went on. "There are seven of them, over there, waiting for you. Aren't you pleased?"

Rafaela wanted to run, in that moment, run far from that door and everything it meant, but she knew it was her job, and she knew too that Ana, if she refused, would never allow it.

She went in, resigned, her heart pounding with a fear different from all those felt before.

She recognized almost all of them, as soon as she walked in, faces that brought back school desks, courtyards, distant recesses, and they recognized her in turn, their eyes lighting up with a mix of astonishment and mockery.

"Rafael!" one said, laughing, the name falling on her like an unexpected bucket of cold water.

"I can't believe it," another said, getting up from his chair to look at her closer, the way you look at a rare animal caged at the zoo. "Top of the class, the one who always won the essay contests. Look at him now."

"I'm Rafaela," she said, her voice trembling with anger more than fear.

"Rafaela," a third repeated, twisting the name with a sharp, feminine, deliberately exaggerated mockery meant to wound. "But look what nice tits sprouted on you. Who paid for those, your pimp?"

Another still stepped forward, his face the one Rafaela recognized as the old class president, always the first to organize the cruelest jokes. "I remember you were shy in class," he said. "And now look at this, the port whore. Who'd have said it, about Rafael the nerd."

"Shut up and get on your knees," another said, laughing. "That's what you're cut out for now, anyway."

A second one from the group came forward quickly, without giving her time to add anything else, and put what he already had in hand into her mouth, silencing every protest with a quick, almost cheerful gesture, like someone shutting up a dog that barks too much.

"Better now," he said, laughing. "Good thing you're still good for something."

The others laughed, a collective laugh bouncing off the walls of the room, and they began, in turns, two at a time from behind, while one after another they alternated keeping her mouth occupied, the way boys take turns in a courtyard game no one wants to stop.

"Who'd have said Rafael would end up like this," one said, from behind, pushing without much consideration. "Port fairy, so much for the engineering degree the teacher always talked about."

"Remember when you said you'd become somebody?" another said, laughing, holding her head still. "You became somebody, all right. The hole for the whole pier."

"Move better," a third said, giving her a small slap on the back, almost a cruel encouragement. "At least show you've learned something, in all these years."

Rafaela closed her eyes, letting her own body do what it knew how to do by now, while inside her something broke a little more with every word, every insult piling onto the last the way waves pile up in a storm showing no sign of easing.

"Look how the technique's improved," one said, between laughs. "Wonder how many she's done, to get this good."

"Better than any girl in high school," another said, "I have to admit that."

"Shame you were just a boring nerd back then," the class president added, "and now you're this. World works in strange ways, huh, Rafael?"

None of them, in all that time, called her by the name she herself had asked for, as if using the old one were part of the fun itself, a way to remind her, blow after blow, who she'd been before becoming what they now used without paying.

They left, finally, after everyone had come at least twice, without leaving a single cent on the nightstand.

"We're old classmates, doesn't work that way," one of them said, laughing, waving goodbye with an almost affectionate gesture, as if the shared memory of a distant classroom were enough to erase every obligation.

"See you next time, Rafael," another said, from the door, the last jab left on purpose for the end, the way the meanest blow is saved for last.

Vera let them go without saying anything, without intervening, her face composed as always, though Rafaela thought she caught, for an instant, a shadow of unease cross it.

She stayed alone, her body sore, her mouth tired, the day's earnings that wouldn't be enough, she already knew, to calm Ana's anger that evening.

She understood, without needing to say it to herself aloud, that that night she'd have to take the road to the port again.
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The Container Ship

Ana had walked her there, that afternoon, but then had gone back home, leaving her alone with the seven high school classmates and with that emptiness that always remained afterward, when the body empties out but the pockets stay just as empty.

Rafaela sat a moment on the edge of the bed, heart pounding, thinking about what it would be like to go home penniless, after a whole afternoon spent working for nothing, the way dry earth doesn't even give back the seed planted in it.

She looked at her hands, still trembling, and thought about how strange that guilt she felt was, as if the debt her classmates hadn't paid were somehow her own fault, as if she hadn't managed to make herself respected enough to deserve what little economic dignity remained to her.

She got up, dressed quickly, and went to find Vera, finding her in the sitting room, busy counting the day's earnings, the bills lined up carefully on the table the way seeds are lined up before sowing.

"Vera," she said, her voice trembling a little. "Can you advance me something? The boys from before didn't pay anything. Ana's waiting for me at home, and if I go back with no money..."

Vera looked up, and instead of the understanding Rafaela hoped for, burst out laughing, a full laugh that shook her shoulders.

"Whores don't get loans," she said, still laughing. "Off you go home to get whipped by Ana, then. I'll be curious tomorrow to see the red marks on your backside."

Rafaela stood stunned for an instant, as if that answer, however predictable, had still landed on her like an unexpected slap.

"You really have nothing?" she asked again, one last attempt, her voice turning almost pleading.

"I have everything I need," Vera said, going back to counting the bills without looking at her anymore. "And you too have everything you need to earn, if you just get moving instead of standing here complaining."

Rafaela felt fear grip her stomach, a cold bite leaving her no way out, and left the Jardim house without adding anything else, her legs carrying her almost on their own toward the pier, the only path she knew now for scraping something together before going home.

The usual fisherman saw her coming from a distance, and didn't even wait for her to get all the way close before pulling down his zipper, the way you pull down a net when you see the fish already near.

Rafaela took him in hand, starting to stimulate him with gestures automatic by now, while explaining to him, her voice breathless, that she needed more money tonight, more than usual.

The man listened, understanding, without stopping enjoying that touch, then gently pushed her head down, and she took him in her mouth, working until she felt him come with a satisfied moan.

He gave her the little he had in his pocket, coins and a crumpled bill, but seeing her face still tense, still worried, he added another suggestion.

"A container ship just came in from China," he said. "Sailors who haven't had sex in weeks, cooped up in there the whole trip. If you want, I'll take you there."

Rafaela nodded, without hesitating, desperation winning out over every other consideration.

They walked together along the farther pier, where the lights grew sparser and the motionless cranes cast long shadows on the black water, until they reached an enormous ship, containers stacked like blocks in a giant game.

They climbed a metal ladder, and as soon as they were on deck the Chinese sailors gave her a great welcome, excited voices overlapping in a language Rafaela didn't understand, but recognized at once by the tone, the same enthusiasm that would greet any novelty after weeks at open sea.

One of them, older, maybe the ship's cook judging by the apron he still wore, smiled at her showing tobacco-stained teeth, and offered her a cup of hot tea before anything else, a gesture of hospitality that surprised her, amid everything else.

Rafaela drank a sip, the bitter, unfamiliar taste filling her mouth, while the others gathered around, laughing, talking over each other in that language made of sounds rising and falling like short waves.

They took her into an interior lounge, spacious, with tables bolted to the floor and a neon light buzzing softly above their heads, and surrounded her, some fifteen men watching her with a mix of curiosity and desire held back with effort.

Rafaela was surprised, as she began undressing, to see for the first time bodies so different from those she'd grown used to, the fairer skin of many of them, facial features she'd never observed so closely, and thought, in a flash, of Otávio's two theater performers, their almost disproportionate size, and understood how much distance there was between that showcased opulence and what she had in front of her now, smaller, leaner bodies, but no less eager for it.

At the end of the day it was work, she told herself, and got on all fours on one of the tables, letting them come close one at a time, enter, empty themselves inside her with a speed that almost surprised her, as if each of them had counted the days waiting for this moment.

She felt almost nothing interesting, in those first passages, her body responding out of habit more than real involvement, while one after another they took turns with an almost military order, no excessive shoving, no excessive haste, only the biological need of weeks of abstinence dissolving quickly.

The fourth, or maybe the fifth, whispered something in her ear in uncertain Portuguese, a few words maybe learned specifically for occasions like this, "beautiful, beautiful," he repeated, like a simple but sincere mantra, and Rafaela caught herself smiling, despite everything, at that small courtesy amid so much hurry.

Another, younger than the rest, almost beardless, blushed visibly before his turn, eyes lowered, hands trembling slightly as he came closer, and Rafaela recognized in him the same shyness she'd seen so many times, in different clients, in different bodies, the same old fear of someone who doesn't yet know what to do with his own desire.

Someone occupied her mouth, meanwhile, and it was there that Rafaela noticed the most marked difference, a different taste, spiced, as if that body too carried the memory of spices she'd never tasted, ginger maybe, or something similar, mixed with the salt of sweat.

Almost two hours passed like that, the lounge filling with muffled laughter and words she didn't understand but imagined were joking, complicit, the way men's words always are when they find themselves together before something they share.

Toward the end, the cook who'd offered her tea came back, this time unhurried, almost at the end of the line out of respect for his older role, and treated her with a delicacy that contrasted with the impatient youth of many of his shipmates, one last slow, almost tender encounter, before it all truly ended.

At the end, once even the last one had finished, the sailors handed her bills of different paper, colors she'd never seen, characters she couldn't read, and Rafaela collected them all, uncertain of their value but grateful anyway for that gesture.

She got off the ship with the fisherman who'd brought her there, who said goodbye with a kind nod before heading back to his wooden crates, and headed home, the strange bills clutched in hand along with the familiar ones collected earlier.

Ana was waiting for her at the door of the house, arms crossed, face already tense with waiting. "You're late," she said, curt. "Money?"

"Come in," she added right away, without waiting for an answer, pulling her inside by the arm. "Don't want the neighbors to hear, if there's something to discuss."

She shut the door behind her with a sharp bang, and Rafaela saw, out of the corner of her eye, Bento getting up from the sofa, curious about Ana's already-tense tone.

Rafaela handed her everything she had, the Chinese bills mixed with the Brazilian ones, hoping it would be enough to calm that tension.

Ana took them, leafed through them, her face darkening at the sight of the foreign characters. "What are these?" she asked. "Chinese bills?"

She counted them, then pulled out her phone, quickly checking the exchange rate, her fingers scrolling nervously across the screen.

Her expression, when she looked up, had turned harsh, sharp as a freshly whetted blade.

"They're worth nothing," she said, throwing the bills at her with an angry gesture. "They're like scrap paper. You're just a stupid whore."

Bento stood by the sofa, in silence, eyes moving between the two women, without intervening, like someone who's learned to recognize the moments when it's better to just watch.

The whip, grabbed quickly from the drawer where it now stayed always ready, came right after, a sharp strike on the thigh, then another, and another, Ana venting without restraint in the closed sitting room, her voice repeating ever harsher insults with every strike.

Rafaela bent under that rain of lashes, the pain burning on her skin, but felt, as always happened now, that strange warmth rise from her belly, her body responding to that punishment with an arousal she could no longer deny to herself, not even with Bento watching close by.

When Ana stopped, panting from the effort, Rafaela stayed bent over, breath ragged, and felt running down the inside of her thighs a warm, clear trickle dripping onto the sitting room floor, silent witness to how much that pain, by now, belonged to her more than she'd ever want to admit out loud.

Ana noticed it, stared a moment at that trail on the floor, and her face, for a moment, moved from anger to something more complex, a disgust mixed with a satisfaction she couldn't entirely hide.

"Look at you," she said, her voice dropping, almost incredulous. "You like this too, don't you? The worse I treat you, the more you enjoy it."

Bento came a step closer, without saying anything, eyes fixed on that glistening trail that betrayed Rafaela more than any word could.

Rafaela didn't answer, unable to deny the evidence dripping onto the floor between her feet, and stayed there, on her knees, waiting for Ana to decide what to do with that discovery, the umpteenth in a long series of discoveries that kept redrawing, day after day, the boundaries of who she'd become.

Ana looked at her a long while longer, the whip lowered now, and something in her gaze softened slowly, the way the sea softens after a brief but intense storm.

Ana bent down, gathered the Chinese bills scattered on the floor, examined them again a moment with a mix of contempt and curiosity, the way you examine a useless object that might, who knows, come in handy for something.

"I'll keep them anyway," she said, tucking them into her pocket. "Maybe some tourist will want them as souvenirs, at Carnival. Even scrap paper, sometimes, finds a buyer."

Rafaela stayed silent, her body still coursing with a faint tremor, while Ana watched her with a new attention, the same clinical attention she always used examining the results of her work.

"All right," she said, sighing, her voice losing the harshness from before. "You've been punished enough, for tonight. You deserve a bit of comfort too, I imagine."

She motioned to Bento, who came closer without needing further explanation, his trousers opening with a gesture familiar to all three of them by now.

"Go on," Ana said, pointing to him with a nod. "Take him in your mouth. Slowly, though, so the pain passes too."

Rafaela came closer, still on her knees, her body burning from the strikes just received, and began working on him with her tongue, while Ana sat on the arm of the sofa, watching with her usual attention.

"Slower," Ana said, after a while. "You're not in a hurry. Really savor it, this time, not just to finish fast."

Rafaela slowed down, following the instruction, feeling Bento's familiar taste fill her mouth while the burning on her thighs mixed with the unexpected sweetness of the moment.

"Use your hand too, at the base," Ana continued, her voice turning almost instructive, like in the first lessons at the Jardim house. "That way it lasts longer, and you enjoy the reward better."

Rafaela obeyed, the rhythm building slowly under Ana's steady guidance, until Bento stiffened, a low moan, his body releasing into her mouth with a warmth she welcomed without hesitation, the way you welcome a gift after a long labor.

"Drink it all," Ana said, watching. "You earned it, tonight. Despite everything."

Rafaela swallowed, the dense taste sliding down her throat, and stayed there a moment, still kneeling, her body sore but strangely at peace, while Ana stroked her hair with a gesture that, for once, seemed pure affection, without calculation, without anger, only the strange tenderness that sometimes follows the most violent storms.

"Go rest," Ana said, finally, her voice completely softened. "Tomorrow we go back to the Jardim house, and I want you in good shape."

Rafaela obeyed, her legs still trembling from exhaustion and from that mix of pain and pleasure still running under her skin, and followed Ana into the house, wondering, as she closed the door behind her, how many more discoveries like this awaited her still, how many more times her body would betray, with that unmistakable dripping, the truth her mouth kept refusing to say out loud.
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The Room of Hidden Vices

The next day, Rafaela showed up at the Jardim house first thing in the morning, determined to recover at least part of the money lost the day before, as Ana had ordered her before the sun was even high over the port rooftops.

Vera welcomed her with an unusual expression, a cheer hiding something, the way a fisherman hides a smile when he already knows he's found the right spot to cast the net.

"I have a surprise for you," she said, leading her toward a door Rafaela had never noticed before, at the end of a narrow corridor, hidden behind a heavy wine-colored curtain.

They went down some stone steps, the air growing cooler, damper, a smell of earth and metal filling that never-before-seen basement.

"I call it the room of hidden vices," Vera said, turning on some low lights that revealed, little by little, strange equipment, hung on the walls or set on small tables, shapes Rafaela didn't entirely recognize, straps, metal rods, complicated-looking machinery.

In one corner, dominating the scene, was a large cage, dark metal, a little over a meter wide and tall, twice as long, the bars thick and shiny like the bars of certain prisons imagined in childhood scary stories.

"This is for you, today," Vera said, opening the small side door with a metallic creak. "You have to go in on all fours. There's no other way, with this height."

Rafaela stood frozen for an instant, heart pounding, as she looked at that narrow, closed space, which seemed made specifically to remove any chance of escape.

"There's a special client," Vera continued, her voice turning almost instructive, as always when explaining something new. "He doesn't like direct physical contact. Prefers to watch, control from a distance."

"A machine with a big dildo will come up to the back of the cage," she explained, pointing to a mechanical mount set beside the cage, a jointed arm ending in an unmistakable shape. "He'll adjust the depth and frequency with a remote control. That's how he likes it."

Rafaela listened, terror spreading slowly through her chest, the way an oil stain spreads on still water.

"Then, once he's satisfied," Vera continued, "he'll touch himself, watching you. Try to drip up front, while the dildo moves inside you. He likes to see that too."

"And after?" Rafaela asked, her voice barely a whisper.

"After, once he's finished," Vera said, "he'll open the cage, and you'll have to lick the floor, where he's let go. He likes it that way. And he pays very well, for this kind of thing."

Rafaela looked at her with eyes full of a terror she could no longer fully hide, but couldn't find the courage to protest, already knowing, all too well, what Ana's response would be if she came home once again without enough money.

She got on all fours, entered the cage slowly, her knees touching the cold metal of the floor, her back forced to stay bent to avoid hitting the upper bars.

Vera closed the small door with a small but sturdy padlock, the click echoing in the room like the sound of a final sentence.

"Wait here," she said, leaving, her voice fading along with her footsteps. "It won't take long."

Rafaela stayed alone, her body uncomfortable in that forced position, the only sound her own breathing and a few drops of water falling somewhere in the basement, a slow, steady rhythm like the beat of a stranger's heart.

A few minutes passed, long as hours, before the door at the top of the steps opened again, a man's footsteps coming down slowly, unhurried, like someone who already knows he has all the time he wants.

She didn't see him well, at first, the low light leaving his face in shadow, only the silhouette of a middle-aged man, carefully dressed, who sat on a chair placed in front of the cage, at a proper distance, a small device in hand gleaming faintly under the dim light.

"Hello, Rafaela," he said, his voice calm, almost kind, as if he were about to start a normal sitting-room conversation instead of what was about to happen.

"Hello," she answered, her voice trembling, unsure how to behave in a situation so different from all those lived until then.

"Don't worry," the man said, as if he'd read her thought. "I won't touch you with my hands. I prefer to watch. It's my way, understand? Everyone has their own."

Rafaela nodded, not knowing what else to do, while the man pressed a first button on the remote, and the mechanical arm beside the cage moved with a low buzz, slowly approaching the back of the bars.

She felt the cold of the silicone dildo press gently against her, an impersonal contact that still made her hold her breath, the wait for that first thrust she now knew was inevitable.

"Slowly, at first," the man said, more to himself than to her, his thumb moving across the remote with the delicacy of someone caressing a musical instrument before actually playing it.

The dildo began to enter, slow, mechanical, a movement lacking the variability of a human body but no less intense for it, a cold precision Rafaela found, to her surprise, strangely hypnotic.

"There," the man said, watching, his voice warming slightly. "Like that. Nice rhythm, isn't it?"

Rafaela didn't answer, focused on the sensation building, her body tensing with every steady thrust, the cage's metal pressing against her knees with every small involuntary movement.

At a certain point the man stopped the machine for an instant, the dildo staying still halfway, like a boat suspending its course while waiting for the right wind.

Then, with a slow touch of his thumb on the remote, he changed the mode, and the movement that followed was different from everything that had come before, longer, deeper, a thrust that seemed never to end, a good fifty centimeters of silicone sliding inside her with an almost ritual slowness, then withdrawing with the same studied calm.

Rafaela felt her breath fail her, a depth she'd never felt before, not even in the most intense nights with Duarte and Zeca together, the dildo reaching parts of her body she hadn't even known she had until that moment, sensitive in a new, sharp way, as if someone had switched on a small light in a room that had always been dark.

"You like it, don't you?" the man asked, his voice grown lower, more focused, his eyes never leaving that slow descent and rise.

Rafaela couldn't answer, her body shaken by a tremor starting in her belly and radiating out to the tips of her fingers gripping the bars.

The movement continued like that for several minutes, long, deep, each thrust seeming to push a little further than the last, each withdrawal leaving behind an emptiness Rafaela's body immediately demanded, anxious for its return.

Then, without warning, the man changed again, keeping that same depth achieved but increasing the speed, the machine beginning to move faster, always thrusting all the way, always pressing against that inner point Rafaela no longer knew how to name, only how to feel.

The moans escaped her now without any control, high, broken, mixed with a continuous whimper rising from her throat the way a song rises from someone who can no longer hold it back, a pleasure growing almost excessive, too big for the body containing it.

"Good, good," the man said, his voice betraying growing satisfaction, his eyes shining with that total control he held between his fingers. "Look at you. You'd never let go like this before."

Rafaela panted without respite, her body shaking with every deep, fast thrust together, a combination her body had never known, the cage trembling slightly under her own involuntary movements, her hands gripping the bars the way you grip the last handhold before falling into water.

The man, meanwhile, had begun unbuttoning his trousers, eyes still fixed on her, his hand moving over his own body with the same studied rhythm he used adjusting the remote, as if the two movements had to stay synchronized until the end.

"Drip for me," he said, his voice growing tenser. "Show me you like it, up front."

Rafaela felt arousal build under that gaze, her body responding to the request almost before her mind could process it, a warm trickle beginning to descend, visible even in the basement's dim light.

"Yes," the man said, a sigh of satisfaction escaping his chest. "Just like that."

The machine's rhythm grew even more intense, and Rafaela, closed in that narrow space, with no way to control anything, gave herself entirely to the sensation, her body trembling with every thrust, her moans growing higher, mixed with the ceaseless buzz of the mechanical dildo.

She felt building inside her a wave she now recognized well, and when she reached the peak, a cry tore from her throat, her body contracting against the cage's cold bars, while in front of her, almost at the same instant, the man stiffened in turn, a satisfied moan, his pleasure releasing onto the stone floor in front of the cage.

They both stayed like that a moment, panting, separated by the metal bars, united only by that studied distance the man seemed to prefer to any more direct contact.

The machine stopped, the buzz dying slowly, and the man composed himself, his breathing returning to normal, as he finally came closer to the cage to open the padlock.

"Good," he said, his voice turning calm, almost professional now. "Very good, Rafaela. Now the last part."

He opened the small door, and Rafaela came out slowly, her legs numb from the uncomfortable position, her body still shaken by the pleasure just felt.

The man pointed to the floor in front of him, where his seed had fallen in a small dark pool on the gray stone.

"Lick it," he said, simply, without harshness but without the slightest hesitation either, like someone ordering the last course of a meal already paid in full.

Rafaela knelt, her heart still pounding, and bent toward the cold floor, her tongue touching the rough stone, the salty, dense taste filling her mouth as she carefully cleaned every trace left.

The man watched her from above, in silence, a satisfied expression on his face, like someone watching the completion of a ritual he particularly cared about.

Once she'd finished, Rafaela pulled herself up, face still lowered, unable for a moment to meet that gaze that had watched her so long without ever truly touching her.

"You were perfect," the man said, pulling a thick envelope from his pocket, which he set carefully on the small table beside the chair. "I'll come back soon, if Vera agrees."

He got dressed calmly, unhurried, and climbed the stone steps back up, leaving Rafaela alone in the basement, her body exhausted, her mouth still filled with that taste, while the low lights kept casting long shadows over the equipment hung on the walls.

Vera came down shortly after, the satisfied smile of someone who's organized a good day's work.

"How did it go?" she asked, though her gaze, resting on the thick envelope left on the small table, already seemed to know the answer.

"Strange," Rafaela said, honestly. "But not bad. Different from everything else."

Vera nodded, picked up the envelope, counted it carefully, a low whistle of appreciation escaping her lips.

"With this," she said, "yesterday's shortfall is almost made up. Ana will be pleased, tonight."

Rafaela pulled herself up, her legs still unsteady, and thought, as she climbed the steps back toward the daylight, that that hidden room evidently held many other secrets still to discover, each with its own rules, its own rituals, clients willing to pay well for a pleasure no one, outside those walls, would ever have imagined they could ask for.
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Fur and Piercings

In the afternoon Aderbal came back, the hairy boy, with the same shy smile as the times before, a bunch of wildflowers clutched in hand as always, a small ritual by now repeating at each of their meetings.

Rafaela welcomed him with a real hug, not performed, her nose sinking at once into his chest, breathing in that strong smell she now recognized as a good thing, familiar, almost dear.

They sat on the bed, close together, and this time there was no hurry at all, only her hands sliding slowly over the dark fur of his chest, then down, toward his belly, every curl coiling around her fingers the way ivy coils around an old trunk.

"How's the work at the port?" Rafaela asked, remembering that Aderbal, between one meeting and another, had told her about unloading crates for a small timber merchant.

"Good," he said. "I've saved up some money. Maybe enough for a moped, by the end of the year."

"And your parents?" she asked, curious about that life outside the walls of the Jardim house, so different and yet so close to her own.

"They don't know about you," Aderbal said, blushing slightly. "They think I go to see a friend. They wouldn't like knowing the rest."

Rafaela nodded, understanding that need for secrecy well, she who carried a far bigger, more complicated one of her own.

"Do you still like it?" Aderbal asked, his voice always betraying a bit of disbelief, as if he still couldn't fully believe that thing.

"More and more," Rafaela said, sincerely, continuing to stroke him with the same attention with which you stroke something rare.

While her fingers moved through that thick fur, her thoughts ran, for an instant, to Otávio's two theater performers, to their smooth, imposing skin, so different from the rough, alive skin she had under her hands in that moment, and wondered which of the two, in the end, would make her feel truly more alive, the showcased size of two strangers or the familiar tenderness of a body she now knew as her own.

They lay down together, their bodies entwining with the slowness of people in no hurry to get anywhere, Aderbal entering her slowly, eyes on eyes, an embrace continuing even as their hips moved together, the way the embrace of two trees continues, their roots intertwined underground without anyone seeing them grow.

"Stay like this," Rafaela said, when he moved to change position. "I only want this, today. Close together."

They moved for a long while, a slow rhythm carrying them both, little by little, toward the same edge, Rafaela feeling that familiar wave build inside her while her hands never stopped stroking that furry back, that warm chest against hers.

When he stiffened, a long tremor running through him entirely, Rafaela asked, the same thing as always now. "Can I kiss you, after? And drink a little?"

Aderbal smiled, no longer surprised by that request grown routine. "Sure," he said. "Do what you want."

He withdrew slowly, and Rafaela went down, her face settling onto him with the same gentle hunger as the other times, her tongue gathering what remained, the now-familiar taste filling her mouth the way your mouth fills with a fruit known and loved.

They stayed embraced a while longer after, in silence, before Aderbal got dressed, said goodbye with a kiss on the forehead, promising as always to come back soon.

The two women arrived shortly after, the same determined step as the time before, the same direct looks leaving no room for misunderstanding.

"Here we are again," the first one said, looking around the room with the air of someone who feels at home by now. "We hoped to find you still a little wild, but I see you've softened up."

"Vera says you're learning well," the other said. "We want to check for ourselves."

"Take off the cage," the first said, before even fully crossing the threshold. "Today we want to whip you exactly there."

Rafaela obeyed, feeling a mix of physical relief and growing apprehension, while the second woman pulled a small crop from her bag, shorter and more flexible than Ana's, the tip seeming made specifically to strike with surgical precision.

They had her lie on the bed, legs open, and the first began, short, targeted strikes on the most sensitive area, each lash tearing a sharp moan from her, a pain different from all the others felt until then, more concentrated, more burning.

"Good girl," the second said, watching. "Let's see how much you can take."

After several strikes, the first woman set down the crop, took instead two small metal clamps from her bag, shiny, the thin teeth glinting under the room's light.

"Now these," she said, applying them with precise gestures to Rafaela's testicles, the pressure tightening slowly to a point going beyond simple discomfort.

Rafaela cried out, a mix of pure pain and something she could no longer distinguish, her body stiffening under that metal grip, but to her own surprise, that sharp pain lit inside her a fierce, uncontrollable arousal, different from everything she'd felt with Ana's crop.

Her body responded in a way that surprised even herself, a sudden, dense spurt, white, not clear as always before, a stream catching her as unprepared as the two women, who stayed a moment staring at it, surprised in turn.

"What the," the first said, wrinkling her nose, an expression of disgust crossing her face. "White? Gross."

"Clean it up," the other said, curt, pointing to the stain left on the sheet. "With your tongue. Now."

Rafaela obeyed, her body still shaken by that unexpected pleasure, her tongue gathering that dense liquid while the two women watched her with a mix of disgust and curiosity.

Once she'd finished, the two sat on the edge of the bed, took off their shorts calmly, and Rafaela noticed, for the first time, small metal piercings glinting among the folds of their intimacy, tiny rings catching the light with every movement.

"Our turn today," the first said, pulling her closer by the hair, not violently but with a firmness allowing no delay. "Take turns. And be careful with the piercings, with your tongue."

Rafaela began, her tongue exploring cautiously those small metal obstacles, a different taste, colder at first, warming slowly under her patient mouth.

"You know," the second said, while waiting her turn, watching closely, "you should get filled with piercings too. The penis, and the anus too. It would suit you, with skin that smooth by now."

Rafaela felt a shiver run through her at that thought, a vivid image forming in her mind, her body pierced with small glinting metals, and to her surprise, instead of the terror she'd have expected, felt a curious, almost avid excitement building.

A new trickle ran down her, this time clear as always before, while she kept working her tongue on the second woman, her body betraying once more that strange arousal at the idea just planted.

The two women noticed, exchanged a look, and burst out laughing together, a laugh bouncing off the walls of the room.

"Look at you," the first said, still laughing. "She already likes the idea. See how she drips, just hearing about it?"

"Maybe we really should take her to a friend of mine," the other said. "Does beautiful piercings, downtown. We'll talk to Vera about it, maybe, before Carnival."

Rafaela kept working, her mind now split between the present task and that new possibility just surfaced, her body seeming, day after day, to keep finding new doors to open, new transformations to embrace without the resistance of the early days anymore.

When the two women had finished, they got dressed with the same calm they'd arrived with, leaving on the nightstand a generous sum, as always.

"Think about it," the first said, at the door. "The piercings. They could make you even more special, for Carnival."

"I'll talk to Vera about it," Rafaela said, surprised at her own voice, no longer betraying only fear but also a thread of genuine curiosity.

The two left, and Rafaela stayed alone, her body still carrying the day's marks, the warm memory of Aderbal mixed with the sharp pain of the clamps, all of it adding up to a single feeling hard to separate into simple parts.

She looked at herself in the room's mirror, her body reflecting back an image ever further from Rafael's, her hips softer, her chest just barely showing, and for the first time wondered, with a new seriousness, how far that transformation would go, whether there was a boundary past which not even she herself would still know how to recognize herself.

She thought about the piercings, imagining them gleaming on her skin, and felt, once more, that shiver of excitement mixed with fear now accompanying every new frontier of her own body.

She got dressed slowly, ready to go back home to Ana, carrying with her not only the money earned, but also that new thought, which she'd have to, sooner or later, share with someone able to help her understand just how far she really wanted to go.
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The Trophy

Ana was waiting for her at home with an excited air, different from usual, her eyes bright with a just-born idea.

"I have a surprise," she said, as soon as Rafaela crossed the threshold. "A fun experiment. Come, I'll show you."

She grabbed her phone, searched through saved videos, and showed Rafaela a short, grainy clip, where a trans girl was being injected with a syringe right there, between her legs, her testicles swelling slowly in front of the camera until reaching enormous, almost comical sizes.

In the video, the girl laughed, seemed amused more than scared, and the comments under the clip were full of little hearts and enthusiastic phrases in Portuguese and other languages Rafaela didn't recognize.

"I saw it with Bento, last night," Ana said. "Saline solution. Everything goes back to normal over time, the video says. Want to try it?"

Rafaela watched the video once more, a mix of curiosity and apprehension mixing inside her the way fresh and salt water mix at a river's mouth.

"Does it hurt?" she asked, trying to understand better before answering.

"The comments say no," Ana said. "Just a bit of pressure, at first. Then you get used to it."

"All right," Rafaela said, finally, knowing by now that her consent, in that house, counted less and less compared to what others wanted, but still unable to find the strength to fully object.

Ana went to get a syringe already prepared, filled with a clear liquid, and motioned Rafaela to get on all fours on the bed, as always.

"First take off the cage," she said. "Can't inject with that on, I need room."

Rafaela slid off the little cage with unsteady fingers, set it on the nightstand, feeling an immediate physical relief that contrasted with her apprehension over what was about to happen.

"It won't hurt," she said, in the reassuring voice of someone promising something she can't really guarantee. "Just a pinch, at first."

The needle went in with a quick prick, and Rafaela felt the liquid spreading slowly, a strange pressure growing second by second, while Ana kept injecting calmly, eyes fixed on the result taking shape under her hands.

Rafaela's testicles swelled, little by little, until reaching a size that seemed almost impossible, taut, shiny, like two small balloons filled to the brim.

Bento, coming into the room halfway through the operation, burst out laughing, a full laugh shaking his shoulders. "I don't believe it," he said, between laughs. "They look fake."

Ana laughed with him, pleased with her own work, circling Rafaela to admire the result from every angle, the way you admire a just-completed piece of art.

"Now," she said, once she stopped laughing, "put on a miniskirt. I want them visible, from underneath."

She went to get an extremely short piece of fabric, which she had her put on with no underwear, the swollen testicles staying visible, jutting past the hem of the fabric with every movement.

"Now let's go out," Ana said, taking her hand.

They walked through downtown Recife, Ana and Bento at her sides, almost proud, the way you're proud of a trophy just won in an important competition, while Rafaela felt every glance from people land on her, incredulous, curious, often openly obscene.

They passed a fruit stall, not too different from the one that had once been Ana's, and the vendor, an old man with a stained apron, stood open-mouthed, the banana he held forgotten mid-air.

"Mother of God," he murmured, crossing himself with his other hand, more out of habit than real devotion.

Two girls, sitting at a café table, burst out laughing behind their hands, whispering something to each other, while a group of workers on break whistled loudly, a two-finger whistle cutting through the warm afternoon air.

"Look at that one," a man said, laughing hard with a friend, "they blew up her balls like party balloons."

"Want a piece?" another said, with a vulgar laugh that made Rafaela blush to her ears.

A group of university students, sitting on a nearby bench, burst out laughing without much discretion, one of them pulling out her phone to snap a quick photo, on the sly, before her friends called her to order amid embarrassed giggles.

The embarrassment burned her face, but couldn't stop that continuous thread of clear liquid running down her leg, betraying, once again, an arousal her reason would have wanted to deny with all its strength.

"Look," Ana said, noticing that glistening trail, laughing softly. "You like being watched like this, don't you? Don't pretend you don't."

An elderly, elegant gentleman stopped in front of them, more curious than the others, his eyes unable to look away from that unusual sight.

He wore a light linen suit, a cane with a silver knob leaning elegantly, and for an instant Rafaela thought, with a shiver, that he might be Aurélio, her first client, but the face, up close, was different, another old Recife gentleman with the same refined tastes and the same never-dimmed curiosity.

"Can I touch?" he asked, turning to Ana more than to Rafaela herself, the way you ask the owner's permission before petting a rare animal.

"It costs," Ana said, without hesitation, holding out her hand.

The man pulled out his wallet, offered a bill, and Ana nodded, motioning he could proceed.

His fingers settled on Rafaela's swollen testicles, exploring them with an almost scientific curiosity, the pressure tearing a moan from her mixing discomfort with that pleasure now inseparable from every strong sensation her body felt.

"Incredible," the man murmured, almost to himself, his eyes shining with an interest going beyond mere desire, the way a collector's eye shines before a rare piece never seen before.

Then, without any warning, the man's hand slid further back, a finger slipping quickly between her buttocks, a gesture as fast as it was unexpected, tearing a small cry from her.

Ana turned, her face darkening at once. "That wasn't included," she said, her voice hard. "The price doesn't cover that."

The man, without arguing, pulled out a second bill, offered it with an almost amused smile, like someone who knows he's still gotten a good deal despite the surcharge.

Ana took it, satisfied, and motioned Rafaela to keep walking, leaving the man behind them with one last pleased look.

They got home after another hour of walking, Ana and Bento visibly excited by all that attention received, still laughing about the most absurd comments heard on the street.

Rafaela, instead, sat on the sofa, her body still tense from that strange sensation, and asked, her voice worried: "How long until it goes back to normal?"

Ana thought about it a moment, then answered, with the confidence of someone who's already read something about it, even if only superficially. "The video said two or three days," she said. "The solution reabsorbs on its own, slowly. Nothing permanent."

Rafaela nodded, feeling a little calmer, even though the thought of walking around like this for days still, under the eyes of all Recife, weighed on her stomach like a stone swallowed by accident.

"Tomorrow we do the walk again," Ana said, cheerful, not catching that weight at all. "Maybe we go to the market too, this time. I want to see the faces of people I know."

Rafaela didn't answer right away, her body still coursing with that strange tension the walk had lit and not entirely put out, until, having closed the bedroom door behind her, she came close to Ana, her voice turning to a whisper.

"I'm very aroused," she said, quietly, almost ashamed of her own honesty. "Please, can I ask Bento to take me from behind? Just for tonight."

Ana looked at her, surprised for an instant, then burst out laughing, an amused laugh shaking her shoulders. "You're taking advantage of poor Bento," she said, "you ask him more and more often, lately."

Bento, sitting on the sofa, looked up, a smile hiding no annoyance at that request. "This once it's fine," he said. "But only if you get me hard with your mouth first, properly."

Rafaela nodded, knelt in front of him without delay, her mouth starting to work with the same diligence as always, while Ana sat nearby, watching with her usual attention.

"Good," Ana said, after a while, noticing Bento's readiness under that attention. "Now's the time."

Bento got up, motioned Rafaela to get on all fours on the bed, and Ana, instead of simply sitting to watch as always, pulled out her phone, aimed it downward, at those still-swollen testicles hanging heavy beneath her.

"I want to film this," she said, a new excitement in her voice. "It'll be a viral video, I'm sure of it."

Bento entered slowly, a thrust Rafaela welcomed with a deep moan, and with every push the swollen testicles swayed heavy, a movement Ana followed with the phone, laughing softly at the wonder of that unusual sight.

"Look how they dance," she said, almost breathless from laughing. "No one's ever seen anything like this online, I guarantee it."

Bento sped up, hands gripping Rafaela's hips, the rhythm building while Ana kept filming, shifting the frame now and then, seeking the best angle for that unusual detail amusing her so much.

Rafaela felt pleasure building under those repeated thrusts, her body responding without restraint anymore, her moans growing higher and higher, and it was right in that moment, as the pleasure reached its peak, that Ana moved the phone upward, framing her face.

"All online tomorrow," Ana said, her voice loaded with an almost maternal satisfaction. "You'll be a star, Rafaela. Look at that expression."

Rafaela couldn't answer, her face contorted by the pleasure exploding right in that instant, a cry escaping her freely while Bento stiffened behind her with one last deep thrust, Ana's phone continuing to film every instant of that total surrender, ready to be shared with a world Rafaela, in that moment, didn't even have the strength to imagine.

That night, lying in her bed, she still felt the strange pressure between her legs, a new weight reminding her, at every small movement, of that day of stares and unfamiliar hands.

She touched herself gently, out of curiosity more than anything, feeling under her fingers that unnatural tension, and wondered if that too, like so many other things by now, would become over time something familiar, almost normal, the way the cage had become familiar, the crop, the hands of unknown clients.

She thought of Rafael, of the thin, frightened boy who'd first knocked on the Jardim house door, and wondered how much of him still remained, under skin changed more and more, under those swollen testicles that the next day the people of Recife would look at again, on the street, the way you look at a passing sideshow attraction.

She closed her eyes, seeking sleep, but the thought of the approaching Carnival kept coming back to her mind like a distant lighthouse, the only fixed light amid all that stormy sea her life had become.
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The Cousin

Ana rousted her out of bed first thing in the morning, her hand shaking her shoulder without much ceremony, the sun still low, barely filtering through the half-closed shutters.

"Up," she said, "move."

Rafaela opened her eyes, her body still feeling that strange heaviness between her legs, the testicles still incredibly swollen, sore at every small movement, like two overripe fruits ready to fall from the branch.

"It hurts," she said, her voice still thick with sleep. "Didn't think it would stay like this, after the whole night."

"Put on last night's miniskirt," Ana said, already dressed, coffee in hand, ignoring that complaint entirely. "And go to the port, fast. Bento wants the motorcycle before Carnival starts. You need to get moving."

"Couldn't I wait for them to go down a little, first?" Rafaela asked, one last timid attempt.

Ana looked at her, an expression leaving no room for reply. "Actually," she said, "this swollen they draw more attention. It's an advantage, not a problem. Take advantage of it while it lasts."

Rafaela wanted to protest further, explain about the pain, the accumulated tiredness, but already knew, from long experience by now, that every word would fall flat the way a seed falls on rock.

She got dressed quickly, the short fabric of the miniskirt barely brushing that still-obvious swelling, and left the house as the sun was just beginning to warm the rooftops of Recife.

At the port she found a group of fishermen she didn't know, new faces, maybe arrived from another pier further north, who stopped working at once when they saw her coming, intrigued by that unusual swelling no skirt could fully hide.

"What are those," one asked, laughing, pointing without shame. "Wasps sting you, down there?"

"Is it a sickness?" another asked, more serious, almost worried, like someone fearing contagion more than curiosity.

"They're just built that way," a third said, "I've heard, some people are born with sizes out of the ordinary."

"Can I look up close?" a fourth asked, already coming closer without waiting for an answer.

"Do they hurt more or feel better, that big?" a fifth asked, the curiosity clear on his tanned face.

"Do they go down if I squeeze hard, or do I risk breaking them?" another asked still, his voice betraying an almost tender worry amid so much roughness.

Rafaela explained, in the tired voice of someone who's already told the same story too many times, about the injection, the video, Ana and her ever more outlandish ideas, and the fishermen listened, fascinated, the way you listen to a pirate story told at the market.

One of them, the youngest of the group, stepped forward, his eyes bright with a just-formed idea. "Can I take you from behind?" he asked. "Want to see how they slap around, under the thrusts."

Rafaela thought about it an instant, then answered, with that frankness now become second nature. "Yes," she said, "but leave some bills, after?"

The fisherman burst out laughing, turned to his mates. "All you had to do was say you're a whore!" he said, cheerfully, no real malice in his voice. "Come on, boys, line up. This rarity's worth trying for everyone."

Word spread fast along the pier, the way any good news spreads fast among people who've worked side by side for years, and soon more fishermen arrived, drawn by word of mouth, some leaving their boat unloading half done rather than miss the chance.

A frantic back-and-forth began, men lining up without much discipline, each wanting to try that novelty, squeeze that unusual swelling with their fingers, or simply hold it in hand while taking Rafaela from behind, the weight of those testicles swaying with every thrust like the church bell sways on great feast days.

The first was quick, impatient, hands gripping that swelling hard as he thrust without much ceremony, a low moan accompanying his own quick release, the heat releasing inside her with one last sharp thrust.

The second was more curious than hungry, took his time to look, to sway that unusual weight slowly before even starting, the way you weigh a fruit before buying it at the market, then he too poured himself inside her, adding his own heat to what the first had already left.

The third, older than the previous ones, gray hair under a worn straw hat, treated her with an almost fatherly care, hands settling light, as if truly afraid of breaking that new fragility her body displayed, and released in turn with a long, almost grateful sigh.

"Slowly," he said to himself more than to her, before even starting, and Rafaela appreciated that caution amid all the others' hurry, a moment of breath between one turn and the next.

The fourth, though, was the most brutal, fingers gripping without care, tearing a cry of real pain from her, not the ambiguous pleasure she'd grown used to by now, and for an instant she thought she'd have to stop, but the thought of Bento's motorcycle, of Ana's words, pushed her to grit her teeth and continue, while he too, shortly after, emptied himself inside her with one last thrust.

They passed like that, one after another, for hours, the sun climbing higher and higher in the sky, and with every new turn Rafaela felt building, behind, that warm fullness accumulating without pause, a liquid weight running down the inside of her thighs every time one withdrew making room for the next, mixing with sweat, with the pier's salt, with everything that morning kept pouring onto her without restraint.

She felt her own body growing more and more tired, the pain from behind starting to make itself felt with more insistence from that now-excessive fullness, mixed with that pleasure that kept, despite everything, dripping up front without pause, while behind ran, dense and warm, everything a dozen men had left inside her over the course of the morning.

Each fisherman, before leaving, dropped a few bills to the ground, a ritual established by now without need for words, and Rafaela, between one turn and the next, bent to gather them, her sore body protesting at every movement.

When the last one had gone, she stayed alone on the pier, limping, testicles even more swollen than before, reddened from all the squeezing received, and headed home slowly, the money collected clutched in hand.

Ana saw her coming from a distance, and burst out laughing as soon as she had her in front of her, a full laugh shaking her shoulders.

"Look at this yourself," she said, handing her the phone without even asking how the morning had gone. "Last night's video, with Bento, has already hit a million views. You're famous now, Rafaela."

Rafaela looked at the screen, the numbers scrolling fast under the video, comments piling up by the dozens every minute, and felt a mix of dizziness and nausea mixing in her stomach already worn by the day.

"Your cousin left a comment too," Ana continued, her voice betraying no worry at all about that news, as if it were just a curious detail among many others. "He's coming to visit tomorrow. Says he wants to try too, but didn't explain exactly what."

Rafaela felt the blood freeze in her veins, a sudden cold that had nothing to do with the physical tiredness just accumulated.

She didn't need more details to understand. Her cousin. Uncle Adalberto's son, the one who always came to family parties with his guitar, the one who'd watched her grow up, who knew her mother, who could tell everything, anywhere, to anyone.

What a disgrace, she thought, the shame rising to her face more burning than any lash ever received. Now her family too, what little remained of it, would know what she'd become, not through a pitying account or a half-truth, but through a video seen by a million strangers, and soon, she was now certain, by those who'd once called her by name every Christmas too.

"What is it?" Ana asked, finally noticing her silence, the shocked expression Rafaela could no longer hide.

"My cousin," Rafaela said, her voice trembling. "He knows my mother. Knows the whole family. If he tells people..."

"So what?" Ana said, with the simplicity of someone who doesn't see the problem. "Sooner or later someone would have found out anyway. Better it's a video, no? At least you're making something, from the fame."

Rafaela didn't know what to answer, her thoughts racing to her mother, to how she'd react seeing that video, or even just hearing about it from an embarrassed relative on the phone.

She thought of past Christmases, of her cousin with his guitar, of the songs sung together in front of Grandma's nativity scene, and felt a pang of nostalgia mixed with shame, the way fresh and salt water mix where the river meets the sea.

"Tomorrow," Ana said, turning practical again, "you'll tell him to come in the afternoon. At the Jardim house, like everyone else. Another client's another client, cousin or not."

Rafaela nodded, unable to find the strength to protest, feeling that now even the last boundary, that of family, was about to be crossed without anyone truly asking her permission.
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The Cousin's Visit

The testicles had only gone down slightly, over the following two days, still far bigger than normal, but that small improvement lasted only long enough to catch her breath before the cousin knocked at the door.

Rafaela had spent those two days with a subtle anxiety never quite leaving her, thinking about how to behave, what to say, how to look in the eyes of someone who'd known her as a child, who'd played with her in her grandmother's courtyard, who still remembered, maybe, the taste of homemade sweets on holiday afternoons.

His name was Marcelo, Uncle Adalberto's son, a man in his thirties with the family's wide smile and the same slightly off-key laugh Rafaela remembered from Christmas gatherings, when everything was still simple, when she was still called Rafael and no one imagined anything different.

"Hey, cousin," he said, coming in, his eyes running over Rafaela with a curiosity not hiding the family's embarrassment at all. "Or should I say cousina, now?"

Rafaela didn't answer, her body already stiffening in anticipation of what she knew was coming, her heart pounding with a shame different from all those felt with strangers.

"How's Uncle?" she asked, finally, desperately seeking some foothold of normalcy amid it all.

"Good," Marcelo said, a little distracted. "Asked about you, the other day. I told him you were doing well, that you'd found work."

Rafaela felt a knot tighten in her throat at that lie told so easily, wondering how much longer that ease would last.

"And your mother?" Marcelo asked again, without malice, only family curiosity. "How is she? Haven't seen her at gatherings in a while."

"She's fine," Rafaela said, her voice growing smaller. "We talk now and then, on the phone."

She didn't add that those calls had grown shorter and shorter, more and more loaded with embarrassed silences, as if her mother, without truly knowing it, had already begun sensing that something about her distant son no longer added up.

Marcelo turned right away to Ana, his tone turning practical, almost businesslike. "I saw the video," he said. "The one with the swollen testicles. Can I give her another injection myself? I want to try."

Ana looked at him, surprised by that specific request. "You?" she asked. "No. This is something that requires professionalism. Only I can do it, with the right dose, in the right spot. It's not a game to improvise."

"But can I at least watch," Marcelo said, a little disappointed but not entirely discouraged.

Ana nodded, going back to assessing the financial request with the attention of someone who always calculates costs first. "The liquid costs money," she said. "And it can't be used partially. Whatever's left over gets thrown out. If I inflate her again, now, this soon, we risk them getting really enormous, maybe even dangerous."

Marcelo insisted, pulled a generous sum from his wallet, set it on the table with the confidence of someone who knows he can buy whatever he wants.

Bento, who'd been listening from the sofa, got up, coming to the table to count that sum better. "With this," he said, turning to Ana, "we're really getting close to what we need for the motorcycle."

Rafaela made a gesture with her head toward Ana, a silent no, her eyes desperately trying to communicate what her voice didn't dare say in front of her cousin.

Ana stayed thoughtful, her gaze moving from the money on the table to Rafaela's face, a silent calculation you could see running behind her eyes the way water runs under the thin ice of a winter stream.

"Fine," she said, finally, giving in. "But I do it my way."

She went to get the syringe, prepared it with gestures familiar by now, checking the amount of liquid with the attention of someone who doesn't want to be off by even a milliliter.

"Watch closely," she told Marcelo, while working. "This way you see it's not something to improvise. Needs a steady hand, and knowing where to inject."

Marcelo nodded, eyes following every movement with the attention of someone wanting to learn a new trade, phone already ready to film this part too.

She motioned Rafaela to get on all fours on the bed, and she obeyed, her body already tensing in anticipation of the pain.

"You're doing it partial, right?" Rafaela asked, her voice betraying a faint hope.

"You don't get to tell me what to do," Ana said, curt. "I already said, it's a waste to throw out this liquid."

The needle went in, the quick prick tearing a small flinch from her, and the liquid began spreading, the pressure growing second by second under Ana's steady hand.

"See how it swells?" Ana said, turning to Marcelo, her voice taking an almost instructive tone. "You have to go slow, at first, so the liquid doesn't come out the wrong spot."

Marcelo leaned in to see better, fascinated, while Rafaela felt that familiar tension building again, the pain mixing with a deeper discomfort, that of being watched with such clinical interest by a member of her own family.

She injected half the syringe on the right, half on the left, the liquid spreading fast, and this time the swelling far exceeded the first time, the testicles stretching to almost absurd sizes, shiny and heavy as two big unripe watermelons.

"Incredible," Marcelo said, almost under his breath, eyes wide before that result. "Didn't think they could get this big."

Bento came closer too, to see better, and the two men stood a moment observing together, commenting on the size with an ease that struck Rafaela as even more humiliating than any direct insult.

Marcelo was beaming, phone already in hand, the camera having filmed every instant of the treatment, from the needle going in to the final swelling.

"I'm sending this home," he said, laughing, with no apparent malice, as if he didn't grasp at all the weight of those words. "Uncle Adalberto will never believe it."

Everyone laughed, except Rafaela, who felt an emptiness open in her stomach at that sentence said so lightly, her thoughts racing at once to her father, to her mother, to everyone a video like that could reach as easily as gossip carried on the wind.

Ana, pleased with the sum collected, decided it was a good time for another walk through the city, the same miniskirt as before, the fabric now struggling entirely to contain that even more exaggerated swelling.

Rafaela walked along the streets of Recife with evident difficulty, forced to keep her legs wide with every step to avoid crushing that painful weight, a strange gait drawing stares even before people could see the reason for that unusual walk.

The comments, this time, were even more vulgar than the time before, as if word had already spread through the whole city, as if everyone already knew what to expect and thus felt entitled to be bolder.

"That's her, the one from the video!" a boy shouted, pointing her out to his friends, all of them turning to look, some pulling out their phones for more photos, others filming.

"Hey, gorgeous," another said, coming closer with a confident step, "how much do those two melons weigh, down there?"

"Bet she can't even sit down," a friend of his said, laughing hard, while a third whistled, a long, vulgar whistle drawing even more stares.

A woman, standing in front of a shop window, turned with an expression of poorly hidden disgust, whispering something in the ear of the husband accompanying her, while a group of younger boys laughed without restraint, pointing openly.

A man came up to her, without even asking permission this time, reaching out a hand to touch, and Ana had to step in fast, reminding him with a hard voice that everything, in that city, had a price.

"Fifty reais," Ana said, curt, blocking his wrist. "Not free, looking's enough for free, touching costs."

The man, surprised by the readiness of that demand, pulled out his wallet without arguing, like someone immediately accepting the rules of a game he didn't expect but still finds irresistible.

Rafaela felt, for the first time, truly a small celebrity of Recife, her face and body recognized on the street by strangers talking about her the way you talk about a sideshow attraction finally arrived in your own city.

They passed a crowded bar at happy hour, and a group of young women, maybe university students, moved off giggling, eyes wide, while one of them whispered something in another's ear, incredulous before that unusual sight.

Rafaela felt ashamed, for an instant, not so much of being seen, as of being recognized everywhere by now, as if the whole city had stopped seeing her as a person and started seeing her only as a passing attraction.

She thought of how many times, before all of this, she'd walked those same streets without anyone noticing her, an ordinary man among many, invisible in her own normalcy, and wondered if she'd ever find that kind of anonymity again, that freedom to walk without being watched, judged, commented on with every step.

Marcelo walked a little behind, phone still in hand, filming now and then some glimpse of the walk, maybe to add more material to the video already shot, maybe just out of habit contagious by now amid that group.

"You know," he said at a certain point, coming closer to Rafaela while Ana and Bento stayed behind talking to each other, "I didn't think you'd be so... willing. With family, I mean."

Rafaela looked at him, feeling a pang of bitterness at that word, willing, as if there were no difference between her consent and her resignation.

"It's not that I chose all this," she said, her voice harder than she'd meant. "Some things just happen, that's all."

Marcelo stayed silent, maybe struck by that unexpected frankness, and added nothing more for a while, as if he'd finally sensed that behind the spectacle there was a real person, with a real tiredness, with a pain no video could ever fully show.

"You know," he said then, almost to fill that heavy silence, "we're not even really cousins, at bottom. My father married your aunt when I was already twelve. There's no blood between us, only an occasional Christmas lunch and a few childhood memories."

Rafaela looked at him, surprised by that clarification, as if she'd never thought about it so clearly before. "That's true," she said, "I never noticed. To me you've always just been family."

"To me too," Marcelo said, "but maybe that's exactly why I can allow myself to say what I think, without the weight it would have if we were really tied by blood."

But she wasn't at all convinced that was the kind of fame she'd ever have wanted, and as she walked, her mind kept returning to the video Marcelo had filmed, to the concrete possibility that it would truly end up before her mother's eyes, her father's, anyone else in her family still able to recognize her, under that new name and that transformed body, as the shy boy who'd once won every essay contest in class.

She thought of her mother especially, of her voice on the phone in the rare calls of these past months, growing more and more distant, as if she too, without knowing it for certain, had begun sensing that something about her distant child no longer added up.

She hoped, with all the strength left to her amid that endless tiredness, that none of them would ever open that video, that word would never reach home, even though she already knew, deep down, that certain hopes, in Recife as everywhere, rarely come true when needed most.
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The Test

Toward the end of the walk, as the sun began setting behind downtown's low rooftops, the group stopped at a kiosk for something cold to drink, the day's tiredness making itself felt on everyone, even on Ana, despite her seemingly tireless cheer.

It was right in that pause that they ran into Aderbal, who was coming out right at that moment from a nearby hardware shop, a coil of rope under his arm, his face lighting up at once seeing her, the way a face lights up finding, by chance, something believed lost.

He set the rope on the ground, ran toward her, pulled from behind his back a small wildflower, the same gesture as always, picked probably along the way just minutes before, and held it out with a shy smile.

"Do they hurt?" he asked, his eyes settling, worried, on that swelling now obvious under the miniskirt. "Heard people talking about this, didn't know if it was true."

Rafaela felt heat rise to her face, not from shame this time, but from that particular tenderness only Aderbal could make her feel, and was about to answer when Ana stepped in, her voice cutting through the air with its usual sharp readiness.

"Who's this hairy little monkey?" she said, laughing. "An admirer of yours?"

Everyone laughed, Bento first, a full laugh leaving no doubt how much he found that description amusing.

Aderbal blushed, a flush barely visible through his thick beard and dark hair covering almost his whole face, but he didn't back down, staying beside Rafaela with a silent dignity.

"I have an idea," Bento said, his eyes lighting with sudden excitement. "Let's bring him home. Make a video, the two of them together, two sideshow attractions. It'd be a hit online."

Rafaela felt something break inside her at that suggestion, the idea of seeing Aderbal, the one corner of tenderness left amid all that chaos, turned too into an object of public spectacle, exposed and mocked as she herself was now every day.

Without a second thought, she took Aderbal's hand, gripping it tight, and ran off, the two of them hurrying down the street, leaving Ana, Bento, and the cousin still laughing behind them.

Ana didn't chase them, stayed standing, hands on her hips, a smile betraying no real worry. "She'll come back anyway," she said, her voice rising so Rafaela could still hear it from a distance. "Has to come back. You're my husband, you have obligations."

The others laughed again, that comment seeming to amuse everyone, while Rafaela and Aderbal turned the corner, finally disappearing from sight.

They ran two blocks, breath short, until they stopped in a small side alley, away from prying eyes, both leaning against the cool wall of an old building.

"Why did we run?" Aderbal asked, panting, but with no reproach at all in his voice, only genuine curiosity.

"I didn't want them treating you the way they treat me," Rafaela said, her voice still trembling from the run and from something else, deeper. "You don't deserve that."

Aderbal looked at her a long while, a tender expression settling on her the way morning sun settles on leaves still wet with dew. "And you?" he asked. "Do you deserve it, you?"

Rafaela didn't know how to answer right away, the thought tangling in on itself the way a fishing line tangles when the fish pulls in different directions.

"I don't know anymore," she said, finally, honestly. "But with you, at least, for a moment, I still feel like a person. Not a show."

"To me you always have been," Aderbal said, his voice firm despite his usual shyness. "Since the first day. I've never seen a show, looking at you. I've only seen you."

Rafaela felt her eyes moisten at those words, simple but full of a truth no client, in all those months, had ever offered her so naturally.

Aderbal took her face in his hands, gently, and kissed her slowly, a kiss asking nothing in return, that no one paid for, that belonged only to the two of them in that hidden alley far from phones and cruel laughter.

They stayed like that a while longer, embraced against the cool wall, before Rafaela, with a sigh, pulled back gently.

"I have to go back," she said. "You know how things are."

"I know," Aderbal said, without pressing, without holding her back, only with that patience that had marked him from the first day. "But always come back to me, when you can. Not just for work."

Rafaela nodded, gave him one last quick kiss, and headed home, the wildflower still clutched in hand, the only tangible memory of that brief moment of peace stolen amid a day that seemed to have no end.

Meanwhile, not far off, Bento hugged Ana from behind, chin resting on her shoulder. "Quite the strange husband you have," he said, still laughing.

Ana thought about it a moment, the smile softening on her face, different from the mocking one from before. "Lucky I have you, now," she said, turning in his arms.

They stayed like that an instant, embraced in the middle of the street, Marcelo watching them with a mix of embarrassment and curiosity, not quite sure whether to stay or excuse himself.

"I bought a pregnancy test," Ana said, her voice dropping, more intimate, as if that confession were meant only for Bento, even though the cousin stayed there, a few steps away, hearing it all unintentionally. "What do you say, shall we go home and take it?"

Bento smiled, a real smile lighting his face in a way Rafaela, had she still been there watching, had never seen before. "Let's go," he said, taking her hand.

"Nervous?" he asked her, as they set off.

"A little," Ana admitted, honestly as she rarely happened to be. "What if it's negative? What if we've been trying for nothing, all those times?"

"Then we try again," Bento said, simply, as if the matter really allowed no other complications. "No rush."

Ana looked at him, an expression losing, for an instant, all its usual hardness, replaced by something more vulnerable, more human. "Thank you for being here," she said, quietly. "I don't know what I'd have done, without you, these past months."

Marcelo followed at a distance, unsure whether to join that moment which suddenly seemed to have become private, intimate, far from the joking tone of before.

They walked home, Ana gripping Bento's hand with a new intensity, her thoughts already turned to that small test that could change everything, once more, in that family already so strange, so far from any simple definition of family the world outside would ever recognize as such.

Rafaela caught up with them at home shortly after, the wildflower still clutched in hand, her heart still warm from the kiss stolen with Aderbal, and found Ana and Bento shut in the bathroom, low voices barely filtering under the door.

She waited in the kitchen, sitting at the table, putting the flower in a glass of water next to the others now wilted, a small garden of memories still growing despite everything.

After a few minutes, the bathroom door opened, and Ana came out with a pale face, the small white stick clutched between her fingers, while Bento followed her, his eyes seeking hers, searching for an answer he still didn't dare ask aloud.

"So?" Rafaela asked, getting up from the table.

Ana looked up, an expression Rafaela had never seen on her before, a mix of fear and barely-contained joy, the expression of someone about to walk through a door not knowing what lies on the other side.

"Two lines," she said, her voice trembling slightly. "I'm pregnant."

Bento hugged her hard, almost lifting her off the ground in a burst of joy he made no effort to hide, while Rafaela stayed frozen, the flower still in hand, feeling a whirl of conflicting emotions crossing through her all at once.

Joy, first of all, sincere, for Ana, for that happiness she finally saw on her face without calculation, without ulterior motive.

But also, right after, that old pang always resurfacing in moments like this, the thought of being a father in name only, of a child who would grow up calling Bento with everyday affection while she, perhaps, would be left only the distant role of the one who brings money home.

"Congratulations," she said, her voice coming out more sincere than she expected, despite everything.

Ana pulled away from Bento's embrace, came to Rafaela, took her hands in hers. "You'll still be the father," she said, as if she'd read every thought crossing her mind. "On paper, and in the child's heart too, if you want to be."

Rafaela nodded, finding no other words, while Bento joined them, a three-way embrace that for an instant, just an instant, made everything seem normal, an ordinary family celebrating good news, no cage, no crop, no clients waiting.

That evening they had dinner with something special, a fish Ana had bought specially for the occasion, and for once no one talked about work, money, Vera or the Jardim house, only about the baby coming, possible names, the future opening before them the way a new road opens after a long bend in the middle of the forest.

Rafaela went to sleep that night with a lighter thought than usual, Aderbal's flower still fresh in the glass on the windowsill, and allowed herself, for once, to believe that maybe, amid all that chaos, there was still room for something good to build together.

She stayed awake a while longer, eyes fixed on the ceiling, thinking back over the whole day: the cousin, the swelling, the city's stares, the escape with Aderbal, and finally that news that had changed, in an instant, the whole house's tone.

She wondered what that child arriving would really be like, whether it would have Ana's eyes or Bento's dark skin, whether one day, growing up, it would ask why there were two fathers and only one mother at home, and what they'd answer, when that day came.

She thought that maybe, for the first time since knocking on the Jardim house door, the future no longer seemed to her just a string of clients and humiliations to endure, but also something more, a possibility of real family, however strange, however far from any conventional definition.

She closed her eyes, finally, sleep coming slowly while the scent of the two flowers on the windowsill, the fresh one and the now-dry one, mixed in the room's air the way past and future mix in every life that keeps changing.

From the other room, she still heard for a while Ana and Bento's hushed voices, talking softly, maybe already about names, maybe about plans for the future, a sweet, new background music accompanying Rafaela's last thought before falling fully asleep, that of a child who, somehow, would one day call her something too, a name that didn't yet exist but that she already felt, deep in her heart, she deserved.

Marcelo, who'd stayed for dinner and then lingered to celebrate the unexpected news together with everyone, only realized late that he'd missed the last bus back to the other side of the city.

"You can sleep in the guest room," Ana said, distracted, still caught up in thoughts about the coming baby, without giving the matter too much weight.

But it was Rafaela, to her own surprise, who suggested something different, still feeling warmed by that day of shared emotions. "You can stay with me," she said, "if you want. The bed's big enough."

Marcelo looked at her, a hesitation quickly melting into a shy smile, different from the confident one shown off all day. "All right," he said, "if it's not a problem for you."

They got ready for the night in a strange silence, charged with that tension born between two people who've known each other forever and never, at the same time, truly know each other.

Lying side by side, the light off, Rafaela felt Marcelo's breathing grow slower, more regular, and thought he'd already fallen asleep, when instead his hand sought hers, slowly, an uncertain gesture like someone asking permission without using words.

"Can I?" he asked, quietly, in the dark.

Rafaela thought about it an instant, her mind running to that Christmas lunch, to that kinship that, at bottom, had never been real kinship, only a family habit built on a marriage and not on blood.

"Yes," she said, finally, squeezing his hand in hers.

They came together slowly, the day's tiredness dissolving into something sweeter, slower than any other encounter lived until then, an embrace with no hurry, expecting no payment, only two people who'd found each other again, after years, in a way neither of them could ever have imagined.

Before falling fully asleep, exhausted, Marcelo whispered a promise in her ear. "I'll delete the video," he said. "Tomorrow, as soon as I get home. No one will see it again, I swear."

Rafaela smiled in the dark, feeling for the first time in days a weight truly lift from her chest, and fell asleep holding onto that promise, more precious than any bill collected at the port.
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The Debut

The phone rang early, that morning, while the house still slept under Recife's first sun.

Ana answered quickly, Otávio's voice on the other end, excited, talking fast without leaving her time to reply.

"I saw the video," he said. "Fantastic, Ana. I want to put on a show, tonight, at the theater. Rafaela with my two performers, dressed as gorillas, like we said."

"Tonight?" Ana asked, surprised by the rush. "Isn't that too soon?"

"The audience doesn't wait," Otávio said. "I already have a full theater for tonight, a different show I had to cancel to make room for this. We can't miss the chance, with all this attention around her."

He proposed a sum that made Ana catch her breath for an instant, an amount that would cover not only Bento's motorcycle but also much of the future expenses for the coming baby.

"There's one condition," Otávio added. "The testicles need to be swollen like in the video, or more. That's mostly what the audience is paying for. It's what they expect to see, after sharing the video so many times."

"Consider it done," Ana said, without hesitation, ending the call with a smile spreading across her face the way dawn spreads over the sea.

She ran to the pharmacy before Rafaela even woke up, bought a new syringe of saline solution, the pharmacist asking no questions, used by now to the oddities of that regular customer.

She came home, went quietly into the bedroom, and found Rafaela asleep, wrapped in Marcelo's arms, him holding her from behind in the same position sleep had caught them, after that night of unexpected discoveries.

"Big news, Rafaela," Ana said, her voice waking them both with a start. "You're going on stage tonight. And before we leave the house, I'm giving you this."

She showed the syringe the way you show a just-won trophy, her eyes bright with an excitement leaving no room for objections.

Rafaela pulled herself up, heart pounding for two opposite reasons, fear of that new injection she already knew would be painful, and at the same time growing excitement at the thought of the two performers, their record-setting bodies, the finally concrete chance to find out whether her own body could truly take them.

"I'm pampering you today," Ana said, in a maternal tone strangely contrasting with the syringe still in hand. "You need to be rested, for tonight."

She spent the whole day devoted to Rafaela, talking to her about the baby, about names she'd already started considering, while washing her carefully in the tub, the hot water scented with lavender and jasmine, her hands sliding gently over her skin in a way that almost never happened, amid everything else.

"You'll be like an aunt, to him," Ana said, pouring the scented water over her shoulders. "Or the aunt-uncle, don't know quite how to say it yet."

Rafaela smiled, lulled by that rare tenderness, trying not to think too much about what awaited her that evening, letting herself simply be pampered as hadn't happened in weeks.

Ana sat on the edge of the tub, her hands continuing to move slowly through Rafaela's hair, her voice growing more serious, more thoughtful.

"Remember," she said, "when we got married? We used to say that one day we'd have a child, once we had more financial stability. We said it every night, before sleeping."

Rafaela nodded, the memory coming back to her the way the scent of a house left long ago comes back, familiar yet distant.

"And now it's happened," Ana continued. "Aren't you happy?"

"I am," Rafaela said, sincerely, though something in her voice betrayed a more complex undertone than that simple statement.

"Good," Ana said, "because now things really change. On paper you'll be the father, I've already said that. But being a father also means something else, Rafaela. It means responsibility."

"Bringing home just enough for the three of us won't be enough anymore," she continued, her voice turning practical, almost instructive, like when she explained lessons at the Jardim house. "There's a baby coming now. We need clothes, diapers, a good doctor for the delivery, and later school, toys, everything a child needs to grow up well."

Rafaela listened, feeling the weight of those words settle over her the way the weight of a full net settles on a fisherman's already tired shoulders.

"It's not just Bento's motorcycle anymore," Ana said. "It's everything else. You'll have to commit more, Rafaela. Much more. Tonight's show is only the beginning, if it goes well."

"I understand," Rafaela said, quietly, feeling that new responsibility add to all the others she already carried, the way one last stone is added to a sack already filled to the brim.

"I'm happy about the baby," she added, trying to be sincere all the way through. "But I'm scared, too. Scared I won't manage, with everything you're asking."

Ana took her face in her wet hands, looked into her eyes with an intensity Rafaela didn't often see from her. "You'll manage," she said. "You always have, so far. And I'll be here, with you, every step."

Rafaela nodded, finding no other words, while Ana went back to pouring the scented water over her shoulders, the maternal gesture continuing even amid that conversation loaded with new weights.

In the afternoon, as the sun began to set, Ana prepared the syringe again, the moment of truth approaching along with the hour of the show.

"Ready?" she asked, and Rafaela nodded, knowing there was no other possible answer.

The injection went in with the same quick prick as always, but this time Ana didn't stop halfway, the liquid continuing to spread well beyond what had been done before, the testicles swelling to sizes that seemed truly on the verge of bursting.

Bento, coming into the room halfway through the operation, stood open-mouthed, unable even to laugh this time, as if he too understood that this threshold surpassed everything seen until then.

"Maybe I overdid it," Ana said, watching the result with a mix of pride and worry, the first time Rafaela had heard her admit a doubt like that.

"They hurt so much," Rafaela said, her voice betraying the real pain beneath that unnatural tension. "Will I even be able to walk?"

"You'll have to," Ana said, turning practical again. "Otávio's expecting us. And we've basically already promised the money."

But there was no more time to turn back now, and they all got dressed quickly, ready to head out to the theater.

They set off together, Ana, Bento, Marcelo, all curious about those two legendary performers they'd heard so much about, while Rafaela followed slowly, legs wide, every step calculated not to sway that now almost unbearable weight too much.

Marcelo walked close beside her, offering his arm for support, a considerate gesture Rafaela accepted with silent gratitude, while ahead Bento was already discussing possible earnings for the evening with Ana.

"If tonight goes well," Bento was saying, "maybe we could think about a regular show, every week, until Carnival."

Ana nodded, her thoughts already turned to the accounts, the baby, everything that money could guarantee, while Rafaela, behind them, focused only on putting one foot behind the other without tripping.

The theater welcomed them through a side entrance, hidden backstage, far from the eyes of the audience already gathering in the hall.

Marcelo and Bento stayed curiously near the entrance, peeking through a gap in the curtains at the house filling up, while Ana walked Rafaela backstage.

Otávio was waiting for them, his face lit with genuine excitement as soon as he saw Rafaela, his eyes widening at that swelling exceeding every expectation of his.

"I didn't imagine they'd be this big," he said, almost breathless. "The audience will go wild, tonight."

He came closer to look better, with the same professional attention with which a jeweler assesses a rare stone, then turned to Ana, a pleased smile. "You did excellent work," he said. "The rest of the payment comes at the end of the night, as agreed."

He led her backstage, to a small room where he helped her with makeup, arranging a light costume, green and gold, designed specifically for the imaginary jungle setting, fake leaves decorating her hips while still leaving clearly visible that swelling now the real star of the evening.

"Remember," Otávio said, before sending her on stage, "no script. Follow instinct. The audience loves surprise more than anything else."

"And if I can't manage?" Rafaela asked, her voice betraying all the accumulated fear. "If I can't take them, I mean."

Otávio laid a hand on her shoulder, a reassuring gesture. "Then you stop," he said. "The audience appreciates the show regardless, even just watching is already something rare. Don't push yourself past what you can do."

Rafaela nodded, heart pounding, while from the other side of the curtain she began hearing the growing murmur of a house filling up, voices, laughter, the sound of hundreds of people waiting.

She looked at herself one last time in the dressing room mirror, the green and gold costume, the heavy makeup drawing her face almost unrecognizable, and for an instant no longer knew whether that reflected figure was still Rafael, or Rafaela, or something else entirely, a third person born specifically for that stage, for that evening, for that audience waiting only to be amazed.

The curtain opened, slowly, revealing a set of fake plants and greenish lights, an atmosphere of mysterious jungle wrapping the whole stage.

The theater was full as never before, every seat taken, people leaning from the balconies to see better, an excited murmur running through the whole house as Rafaela made her entrance, the costume giving a glimpse of that now-legendary swelling.

A thunderous applause greeted her entrance, enthusiastic whistles, someone already shouting her name, as if the video's fame had preceded her even within those walls.

Rafaela walked slowly toward center stage, every step calculated, the audience seeming to hold its breath at her every movement, the eyes of hundreds of strangers fixed on her as had never happened before, not even on the street.

It was then that the two performers came forward, dressed as gorillas, the furry masks covering their faces leaving exposed only what was needed to make unmistakable what they carried between their legs, enormous fixtures dangling almost to the knee, swaying with every step with a weight that seemed impossible for a human body to bear.

The audience roared with excitement at the sight of them, a boom shaking the whole house, while Rafaela stayed motionless at center stage, her heart pounding as it never had, feeling for the first time with total clarity the scope of what was about to happen before hundreds of eyes.

Backstage, distant but visible in a reserved corner, Ana, Bento, and Marcelo watched with bated breath, three different faces loaded with the same anticipation, while the drum of a hidden small orchestra began beating a slow, almost tribal rhythm, seeming to mark every breath Rafaela took on stage.
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The Double

The stage's greenish lights beat warm on Rafaela's skin, while the smell of wood and fresh paint from the set mixed with the more intense one of the two bodies coming close to her.

Rafaela knelt in front of the first of the two performers, starting with her mouth, movements slow, almost theatrical, the way Vera had taught her so many months before, when all this still seemed impossible.

The house watched in silence for the first moments, hundreds of held breaths together, then someone, from the back, couldn't hold out any longer.

"Behind! We want to see behind!"

"At least one of them!" another echoed.

Then, over all the voices, one rose above the rest. "Both together!"

A thunderous applause greeted the suggestion, as if that had been, from the start, the one thing the house had truly been waiting for.

Rafaela pulled back, heart pounding, and got on all fours at center stage.

The first of the two performers positioned himself behind her. The fixture pressed against her, and for a long instant seemed unwilling to enter at all, her body's resistance seeming insurmountable before that size.

Rafaela gritted her teeth, feeling on her a weight she'd never felt even in the most intense moments lived at the Jardim house.

From the house came a rhythmic clapping, which soon turned into a chant.

"Go! Go! Go!"

A boy, standing in the front rows, turned to his friends. "Bet you ten reais she gets it in within a minute."

"I bet she stops," his friend answered, laughing.

A woman farther back, in the audience, stood up to see better, pulling on the sleeve of the friend seated beside her. "Come on, stand up too, you can't see anything sitting down!"

"I'm perfectly fine sitting, thanks," the other answered, but without looking away from the stage for even a second.

Finally, with one last thrust, Rafaela's body gave way, and the fixture went in all at once, a deep stretch tearing a violent gasp from her.

She began dripping at once, a clear trickle visible under the lights.

"Well done!" a female voice shouted, from the front rows.

"Look how much she likes it," a man said to his neighbor, laughing hard. "So much for that fake shyness."

"Let her do whatever they want," another added, farther back. "She's paid for this anyway."

A woman, sitting in the front row, leaned toward her husband, a mischievous smile on her lips. "Look what a show we've missed all these years," she whispered to him, and he nodded without taking his eyes off the stage.

The two performers leaned their heads in, their voices barely filtering through the furry masks. "The audience wants the double," one said. "Will you try it?"

Rafaela felt her heart hammering in her chest, the memory of the machine in the room of hidden vices, of sensations never felt before with a real human body.

"I'll try," she said, her voice trembling but not breaking.

The house, which had sensed the answer from the movements more than the words, responded with a roar shaking the old ceiling beams.

An elderly man, in one of the pricier seats near the stage, held opera glasses trained without shame. "Incredible," he said to his wife beside him. "In sixty years I've never seen anything like this."

"I don't want to see it either, but I can't stop watching," she answered, and the two burst out laughing together.

The first performer lay on his back, at center stage, and Rafaela lowered herself onto him slowly, eyes on eyes, while those enormous testicles, still swollen from the afternoon's injection, slapped heavily against the base of his fixture with every small movement.

The other positioned himself behind, aiming at the same spot already opened by the first.

"Bet she can't manage it," a voice said, from the middle of the house.

"But did you see those record-setting members?" another answered, laughing.

"She has to try it," a man closer to the stage shouted. "I paid for the special ticket just for this!"

"Fifty extra reais just to see this," another added. "Don't make me regret the expense!"

Rafaela, feeling all that pressure on her, reached her hands back, gripping her own buttocks, spreading them as wide as possible.

The second performer pushed gently, inch by inch, and this time the house held its breath, an almost religious silence contrasting with the shouting from before.

With one final effort, he managed to enter, Rafaela's body opening to take both together, a sensation never felt before then with two living presences at once.

The theater exploded into a single roar, while Rafaela stayed motionless an instant, breath failing her, her body feeling fuller than ever.

They began to move, slowly at first, a rhythm seeking accord between the two different bodies, above and behind, while Rafaela gripped the stage's imaginary sheets, her fingers digging into her own knee to find a handhold on that double sensation.

She found again within herself that fullness already felt with the machine in the room of hidden vices, but amplified, alive, two presences moving almost in sync, pressing together against those points the mechanical dildo had taught her to recognize.

The rhythm grew, the two performers finding, little by little, an understanding, one pushing while the other withdrew slightly, an alternating wave running through Rafaela's whole body without ever leaving her a moment's relief.

She began to whimper, a low sound escaping her throat without permission, mixed with both men's labored breathing, the audience having gone strangely quiet, as if the whole house too were holding its breath along with her.

"You're breaking me," she whispered, her voice breaking, almost incomprehensible amid her own moans.

The one beneath her slowed at once, his eyes seeking hers, real worry amid all that spectacle. "Should we stop?" he asked, quietly, his voice only she could hear from so close.

"No," Rafaela said, almost pleading, her hands gripping his shoulders. "Please, keep going like this. It's too much, but I can't stop. Faster."

The two resumed, the rhythm building further, and Rafaela felt internal contractions she could no longer control, her own body clenching and opening in successive waves, each wave stronger than the last.

"Like that, yes," she said, panting, head tilted back. "Don't stop, please, don't stop."

Up front, without her being able to do anything to prevent it, the first clear spurts began, short jets falling onto the stage under everyone's eyes, and the house, which had stayed suspended in that unnatural silence, exploded again into an excited murmur.

"Look, she's really coming," a voice said, somewhere among the front rows.

Rafaela could no longer distinguish the audience's words from those whispered by the two men, everything blurring into a single background noise while her own body kept shaking, another contraction, another spurt, breath coming out in irregular jolts.

"More," she said, almost breathless, "a little more, please, I'm about to..."

She couldn't finish the sentence, the pleasure exploding inside her with a violence never felt before, her whole body trembling while both men, sensing that total surrender, sped up further, seeking their own release with the same urgency.

"She's broken!" someone shouted, and the joke ran from row to row amid laughter.

"Broken or not, I'm coming back tomorrow night," a man said, and whoever sat near him burst out laughing with him.

The two performers, feeling their own pleasure build together with the house's chaos, sped up more, still synchronized, their bodies stiffening almost at the same instant, one last deep thrust from both sides tearing from Rafaela a long, uncontrolled cry, while the double heat released inside her.

They stayed like that, motionless, panting, a tangle of three exhausted bodies at center stage, while the audience rose to its feet, an ovation showing no sign of easing.

The curtain began to close slowly, the applause continuing to thunder even from behind the heavy velvet.

Two assistants lifted her gently, carrying her toward the dressing room, her legs no longer able to hold her on their own.

They laid her on a small sofa, a warm towel, a glass of water, while from backstage the echo of applause kept arriving, the audience still showing no sign of leaving their seats.

Ana reached her almost at once, her face lit with an excitement she made no effort to hide, followed by Bento and Marcelo, both still stunned by what they'd just seen.

"How did I do?" Rafaela asked, her voice barely a whisper.

"Wonderfully," Ana said, bending to hug her. "A great actress. Your son will be proud, of a father like this."

Bento nodded, still without words. Marcelo came closer with the towel, helping her cover herself with a considerate gesture out of tune with the rest of the evening.

Otávio came in shortly after, his face beaming. "The audience went wild," he said. "I've never seen a reaction like that, in all my years in theater. They want you back, Rafaela. Every night, if possible."

Rafaela closed her eyes, suspended between pride at that unexpected success and a tiredness felt down to the bone.

"We'll talk about it tomorrow," Ana said, finally noticing that tiredness. "Let's get her home now. She needs to rest, for the baby... I mean, for herself."

No one seemed to notice, all still too caught up in the evening's euphoria to catch that small slip, about who, in that strange family, really carried the weight of everything else.

While getting dressed, helped by Marcelo, Rafaela thought back over that word slipped from Ana, herself, not only the baby, as if for an instant Ana too had recognized how much that evening had cost the one who'd lived it on stage.

Otávio came back with the envelope already counted full, and set it on the dressing room table. "The full payment," he said. "And a bonus, for how it went. The audience already asked when you're coming back."

Ana counted it with her usual attention, a smile spreading across her face. "With this," she said, "we can really afford everything we need. The motorcycle, the doctor for the delivery, everything."

Rafaela listened, her body shaken by faint tremors, wondering how much more she'd have to give before that list could truly be called finished.

They left through a side entrance, avoiding the small crowd gathered at the main exit, someone still shouting her name, someone else asking for an autograph.

"Rafaela! Rafaela, a photo!" a voice shouted, from across the street, but Bento gently steered her toward the car, apologizing on her behalf with a wave.

The cool night air did her good, and she walked slowly home, supported by Marcelo on one side and Bento on the other, while Ana walked ahead, phone already in hand, maybe already texting Otávio about the next evening.

"Does it still hurt?" Marcelo asked, quietly, as they crossed a quiet street.

"Everything," Rafaela said, with a tired half smile. "But it's a different kind of pain from the usual. Can't explain it better."

Bento squeezed her hand on the other side, a simple, brotherly gesture worth more than any words in that moment.

Rafaela looked at the sky over Recife, the few stars visible despite the city lights, and thought about how much her life had changed since that first evening, so many months before, when she'd knocked trembling on the Jardim house door, knowing nothing about herself.

Now a whole theater knew the name she carried, and between the tiredness and the pride, between the shame and that strange satisfaction of having surpassed a limit she'd thought insurmountable, she felt, for a fleeting instant, almost at peace with what she'd become.

The sound of footsteps on the pavement was the only music following them home, while the Recife night kept living on around them, ready to welcome whatever new story the next day would bring.


34
Ana's Jungle

The walk home had been silent, Ana walking fast, almost impatiently, while thoughts crowded her head that Rafaela couldn't read but could only sense from the way her fingers gripped her bag nervously.

At home, Ana couldn't hold back her worry, the thought that had been circling in her head the whole way back.

"I want to see how you are, back there," she said, as soon as she crossed the threshold, without even taking off her shoes. "Get on all fours."

Rafaela obeyed, still tired, her body protesting at every movement, while Ana bent down to examine her with her usual clinical attention, hands pulling aside the fabric of the costume still worn.

"Well, look at that," she said, almost under her breath, a mix of astonishment and admiration in her voice. "You're still open. They really were record-setting, those two."

She ran a finger, delicately, along the edge of that opening, the way you touch a wound to gauge how deep it is, a gesture tearing a small gasp from Rafaela.

"Did I hurt you?" Ana asked, for an instant almost maternal.

"No," Rafaela said. "Just... strange. I'd never felt like this."

She stayed like that a moment, eyes not leaving that evident proof, then turned to Bento, waiting seated on the sofa, her gaze suddenly turning direct, almost challenging.

Bento had stiffened slightly, like someone already sensing what's coming but with no way to avoid it.

"You have to admit it, dear," Ana said. "A whole other level, compared to you."

Bento absorbed the blow in silence, his face darkening slightly, a shadow of disappointment Rafaela caught at once, despite her tiredness.

She felt sorry for him, a surge of tenderness growing inside her stronger than her own exhaustion, and decided, without thinking too much, to do something to comfort him.

She came to the sofa, knelt in front of him, her still-sore body protesting at every movement but not stopping her from completing that gesture.

While Ana stayed bent over examining her, her backside and those now-legendary testicles, Rafaela reached a hand toward Bento, slowly lowered his zipper, pulled him out with gestures natural to her by now, and began stroking him.

Bento looked at her, surprised but not opposed, his face brightening a little at that unexpected attention, his hands settling, light, on her hair still tousled from the show.

"You didn't need to," he said, quietly, but without stopping her.

"I know," Rafaela said. "But I wanted to."

Rafaela motioned him closer to her mouth, without stopping the movement of her hand, and he obeyed, a little hesitant at first, then more and more decisive.

Ana, looking up right at that moment, burst out laughing. "Well, look at you," she said, her voice loaded with genuine amusement. "You sweated on stage all evening, and now you're thirsty?"

Rafaela didn't stop, continuing to work on Bento with the same diligence as always, while Ana got up, stretched, a thoughtful expression crossing her face.

"You know," she said, "the theater scene had a certain effect on me too."

She came closer, took Bento by the hand, gently interrupting what Rafaela was doing, a gesture with nothing abrupt about it but still leaving no room for reply.

"Come upstairs, Bento, Marcelo," she said, her voice dropping, growing more loaded. "I want to be the one lost in the jungle too, for once."

Bento got up at once, his face already fully brightened, every trace of the earlier disappointment gone before that new prospect.

Marcelo, who'd stayed aside until that moment, got up without hesitating, his gaze seeking Rafaela's for an instant, as if silently asking permission.

Rafaela nodded slightly, a small gesture worth more than any words, and watched them go up the stairs together, Ana between the two men, one hand gripping Bento's while the other brushed Marcelo's back with the same ease she caressed everything she desired.

Ana turned one last time, before disappearing at the top of the stairs. "Rest," she said, to Rafaela. "You earned it, tonight."

She heard the bedroom door close, the click of the lock marking the start of something she hadn't, this time, been invited to take part in or watch.

She stayed alone in the sitting room, her body sore, still open behind as Ana herself had confirmed, and for a long moment didn't know what to do with that sudden solitude, so different from all the other evenings.

She poured herself a glass of water in the kitchen, her hands still trembling slightly from tiredness, and went back to sit on the sofa, eyes fixed on the ceiling as if she could see, through the wood, what was happening upstairs.

The sounds began soon, muffled by the door but still distinguishable, the bed creaking, voices mixing, Ana's voice rising now and then above the others, a moan, a command, a muffled laugh.

She recognized, among that tangle of sounds, the commanding tone she always used with her, now directed at Bento and Marcelo together, the same voice saying harder, softer, like that, keep going, and Rafaela wondered if the two of them obeyed with the same docility she herself had learned, month after month.

Rafaela sat on the sofa, listening to those strange sounds, a mix of curiosity and a solitude she'd never felt in quite that particular way, excluded for the first time from a scene she'd always, one way or another, been part of.

She thought of Ana, of her request to be, this time, the jungle's protagonist, and wondered if it was really just the effect of the show just watched, or if there was, underneath, something more complicated, a need to reclaim center stage after weeks spent directing it from outside.

A moan louder than the others filtered through the ceiling, followed by a brief silence, then a laugh from Marcelo, cheerful, sincere, different from the controlled one he usually used.

The sounds continued a long while, for much of the night, and Rafaela, too tired to stay awake listening to it all, finally got up from the sofa, headed toward her own room, her body aching with every step.

Passing by Ana's closed door, she stopped an instant, her hand suspended in midair as if she wanted to knock, then withdrew it, deciding it wasn't the moment, that this night belonged to the three of them, not to her.

She heard, through the thin wood, Marcelo's voice saying something, too quiet to make out, followed by a laugh from Ana, a happy, light sound, different from the one she usually used with Rafaela.

She wondered, for an instant, whether that feeling tightening her chest was jealousy, or only the tiredness of an evening too long, too intense, making every thought heavier than usual.

She decided it didn't matter, really, to put a precise name to what she felt. She continued toward her own room, opened the door quietly, and went in.

She lay down on the narrow bed, still feeling that unnatural openness Ana had observed with such astonishment, a physical memory of that evening that wouldn't fade quickly.

But along with the pain, she felt a silent pride growing too, the awareness of not having disappointed such an engaged audience, of having managed, despite everything, to surpass a limit that until a few hours before had seemed impossible.

She thought of Bento, of the way his face had lit up when Ana chose him for her own private jungle, and wondered if that gesture of comfort, shortly before, had truly been enough to give him back something, or if there remained, deep down, that faint wound of someone who always feels compared, always measured against someone else.

She thought too of Marcelo, of how much their relationship had changed in such a short time, from almost-strangers relatives to something she still didn't quite know how to define, an affection grown fast, maybe too fast, between a night together and a whispered promise about a video to delete.

She closed her eyes, the sounds from Ana's room still faintly filtering through the house's thin walls, and fell asleep like that, between the pain and the pride, between that night's exclusion and the warm memory of the applause still ringing in her ears like the echo of a sea never fully calmed.

She woke late, the next morning, the sun already high, the house strangely quiet after all that noise from the night before.

She got up slowly, her body still sore, and headed to the kitchen, where she found Ana already awake, her face relaxed, almost glowing, as she made coffee with a lightness Rafaela hadn't seen from her in a while.

"Morning," Ana said, smiling. "Sleep well?"

"Well enough," Rafaela said, only half sincere.

Bento and Marcelo came down shortly after, both with the satisfied air of people who'd slept deeply, even if the shadows under their eyes told a different story.

"Morning, everyone," Marcelo said, sitting at the table, a knowing look shot toward Ana before settling, gentler, on Rafaela.

No one said a word about what had happened during the night, as if a silent agreement had already established that certain things, in that house, always stayed a little in shadow, even when everyone knew perfectly well what it was about.

Rafaela sat too, accepting the coffee cup Ana handed her, and thought that this, maybe, was by now the rhythm of her life: different nights, different pains, different pleasures, all mixed together into a single current that kept flowing, unstoppable, toward a sea she still couldn't fully see.
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The Purplish Color

Otávio arrived at the house in the early afternoon, walking fast, the excitement showing on his face even before he opened his mouth, sweat on his brow betraying the hurry with which he'd rushed there.

He knocked twice, without waiting, and came in almost before anyone had really opened the door.

"We need to do another show tonight," he said, as soon as he crossed the threshold. "The theater's already full again."

Ana looked at him, a mix of surprise and caution, her hands stopping midair as she was setting plates on the table. "It's too soon," she said. "Rafaela's still open, back there. Not even a full day's passed."

"The audience has gone crazy," Otávio said, not letting himself be discouraged, his voice rising with every word. "They've already bought all the tickets for the repeat show, and requests keep coming. My phone hasn't stopped ringing since this morning. We can't miss this moment, Ana. Tomorrow could already be too late, people forget fast."

"I've already gotten three calls from local newspapers," he added, pulling out his phone to show the notifications. "They want to interview you, Rafaela. You've become a phenomenon, in one night."

Rafaela, sitting in a corner of the kitchen, listened to that conversation with her heart pounding harder and harder, her body still sore from the night before seeming to already demand a rest no one seemed willing to grant her.

Ana stayed undecided a moment, then turned to Rafaela, her voice turning curt, practical. "See for yourself," she said, to Otávio.

She turned to Rafaela. "On your knees, you. Backside up, head down. Here."

Rafaela obeyed, her body bending into that humiliating position with the same docility a dog would obey its owner, head bowed against the floor, backside raised toward Otávio, who bent to look.

She felt his eyes settle on her with the same professional attention a merchant uses examining a fruit before deciding its price, an examination lasting longer than expected, a silence stretching threateningly through the room.

"Still terribly open," he said, after a long instant of silence, his voice turning thoughtful. Then his gaze dropped lower, stopped, a shadow of worry crossing his face.

"The testicles," he said. "They're going down. And they have an awful purplish color, almost black."

Rafaela felt her heart drop, she hadn't noticed that detail, no one had ever told her. She tried to turn, to look for herself, but the position itself prevented it, forced to trust only others' words to understand what was happening to her own body.

"No," she said, her voice betraying all her distress.

"The openness doesn't worry me," Otávio continued, as if he hadn't even heard her, his tone staying clinical, detached. "The audience already knows she's torn open, back there. They won't expect last night's scene, the one where they struggled to get in. But testicles that dark, that does worry me. It'll need pink makeup to cover them, and new injections to restore their volume."

Ana came closer too, bending to see with her own eyes what Otávio had just described, her face contracting slightly in an expression Rafaela couldn't fully read, maybe real worry, maybe only annoyance at an unforeseen complication to the evening's plans.

"It's true," Ana said, quietly. "I hadn't noticed, before."

"No, Ana, please," Rafaela said, her voice breaking, seeking Ana's eyes the way you seek one last handhold before falling. "It hurts. It really hurts, by now."

"You be quiet," Ana said, curt. "I decide. There's a lot of money on the line."

Bento, sitting on the sofa, mimed with his hands the gesture of gripping a motorcycle's handlebars, a silent reminder of what all of them were still waiting for.

Marcelo, standing near the window, stayed silent, but Rafaela caught in his look something different from the others, an unease he didn't dare voice aloud, as if he too, for the first time, were realizing how far this situation had gone.

Ana thought about it a moment, her gaze moving from Bento to Otávio, then back to Rafaela. "Fine on the makeup," she said, finally. "But that's it for injections, for now."

Otávio looked at her, puzzled, hands opening in a gesture of contained frustration. "The audience is demanding," he said. "We can't disappoint them, not after an evening like that. The last one, then that's enough for a while. I promise."

"Another injection, with that color like that?" Ana asked, a doubt finally making its way into her voice. "Isn't it dangerous?"

"A bit of rest after tonight, and everything will go back to normal," Otávio said, with the confidence of someone who's already seen similar situations, or maybe just of someone who doesn't want to see the real risk. "I have a pharmacist friend who assured me saline solution is harmless, even at repeated doses."

Ana stayed silent, her thoughts visibly running behind her eyes, calculating, weighing, while her gaze finally settled on Rafaela's face, that pleading expression asking, without words, for a little mercy.

"Fine," she said, finally, sighing. "The last injection, and then that's it for a while."

Rafaela felt her heart clench, the promise of a truce that seemed, at the same time, a sentence only briefly postponed.

Otávio got up, pleased, already thinking about the evening's practical details. "Good," he said. "Let's get everything ready for tonight, then. The audience won't be disappointed."

He came to the door, then turned one last time. "I'll bring the pink makeup too," he said. "I have an excellent makeup artist, he'll know how to cover anything. No one from the house will notice a thing."

He left the house with the same fast step he'd arrived with, leaving behind a heavy silence, loaded with everything no one had dared say aloud in front of him.

Ana went to get the syringe already ready in the drawer, the gesture by now so habitual it no longer required even a conscious thought, while Rafaela stayed in the same position, head bowed, eyes fixed on the floor without really seeing it, her body trembling with a fear she could no longer hide.

Marcelo came closer, knelt beside her, his voice low, only for her. "You okay?" he asked, the worry clear on his face, different from the others' distracted concern.

"No," Rafaela said, honestly, for the first time since Otávio had come into the house. "I'm scared, Marcelo. Really."

He squeezed her hand, a small gesture but loaded with everything he couldn't say aloud, not with Ana a few steps away, not with that syringe already ready.

"Trust me," Ana said, coming closer with the syringe in hand, her voice trying to be reassuring. "It'll all be fine. Like always."

She paused an instant, the syringe suspended midair, and looked Rafaela in the eyes. "Are you up for it?" she asked.

Rafaela hesitated, her body already trembling at the mere thought, but knowing how much that question weighed now, how much the answer mattered to everyone waiting in the room.

"Yes," she said, timidly, her voice small. "For the audience," she added then, as if that clarification could make her own consent more bearable, a way to say yes without truly saying yes to herself.

Ana nodded, pleased with that answer, without catching, or maybe without wanting to catch, everything left unsaid behind those few words.

Rafaela didn't answer, knowing by now that any word, in that moment, would be as useless as wind against the sails of a boat already determined to leave.

The needle went in, the usual quick prick, and this time Rafaela closed her eyes, trying not to think about the color her body had already taken on, trying to believe, at least for that evening, the words of those who kept promising her everything would be fine, even as the evidence to the contrary grew harder to ignore every day.

The swelling came back fast, almost faster than the other times, as if her body itself had by now learned that mechanism and no longer put up any resistance at all.

In the afternoon, Otávio came back with the promised makeup artist, a thin, quiet man carrying a small case full of foundation and powder in every shade.

"Let's see," he said, bending with the same professional attention of an artist before a difficult canvas, while Rafaela stayed motionless, her body by now used to being examined by strangers the way you'd examine any object.

The makeup artist worked carefully, spreading pink color over that purplish tint, mixing the shades until finding the right one, a perfect illusion that would fool even the sharpest eyes in the house.

"Done," he said, finally, pleased with his own work. "No one will notice, under the stage lights."

Rafaela looked at herself, incredulous at how much that makeup had managed to hide the truth of her own body, and thought that maybe this, by now, was the real trade she was learning: not only pleasure, not only endurance, but also concealment, under a layer of color, of everything that truly hurt.

They all got dressed to go out, once more toward the theater, and as they walked through the Recife dusk, Rafaela felt the weight of that new injection growing harder and harder to carry, a dull pain no makeup could ever truly cover.

Marcelo walked close beside her, in silence, his eyes settling on her now and then with a worry he didn't dare express in front of the others.

"It'll be fine," he told her, quietly, when he managed to fall a little behind the group for a moment. "But after tonight, you have to say enough. Even if Ana doesn't want to hear it."

Rafaela looked at him, surprised by that unexpected firmness. "And if she doesn't listen to me?" she asked.

"Then we'll find a way," Marcelo said, without specifying which, but with a conviction that gave her, for the first time in that difficult day, a small thread of hope.

The theater welcomed them once again through the side entrance, the lights already on, the first spectators crowding outside, impatient to get in and watch that much-awaited second evening.

Rafaela felt her heart clench at the thought of what awaited her, her body sore under that perfect makeup, Otávio's voice already calling her toward the dressing room for the final preparations.

She thought, as she went in, about how good she'd become at hiding pain under a smile, under makeup, under a promise made to herself to hold out a little longer, always a little more, the way a fisherman holds out when the sea, by now, leaves him no choice but to keep rowing home.
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The Bitch

Rafaela found him already waiting for her in the dressing room, a package wrapped in tissue paper set on the table, a sly expression on his face, like someone already thinking of something new to show off.

Ana joined her shortly after, still short of breath from walking fast, while Bento and Marcelo stayed outside the door, waiting.

"We can't repeat yesterday's same plot," Otávio said, as soon as he saw them both ready. "The audience would get bored. We need something different, tonight."

He opened the package, pulled out a tight black leather dress, cut to leave exposed almost everything worth showing, and held it out to Ana.

"I want you to be in the scene," he said. "Tonight."

Ana stood surprised, holding the dress the way you hold something whose weight you're still unsure of. "Me?" she asked.

"You," Otávio confirmed. "The new plot goes like this: Rafaela crawls across the stage on all fours, on a leash. She'll play a bitch. She can only bark, no words."

He pulled a thin leather leash from the package too, ran it through his fingers showing everyone.

"You lead her," he continued, turning to Ana. "Whip her now and then, if you feel like it. The audience loves seeing a real mistress, not just performers playing the part."

Ana looked at the dress, then at Rafaela, a flash of excitement crossing her eyes before she could hide it. "And when the gorillas come out?" she asked.

"There," Otávio said, "your role changes again. You'll help the scene, directing their fixtures toward Rafaela's backside. With your hand, understand? Like a mistress preparing her bitch for mating."

Rafaela felt a shiver run through her, a mix of humiliation and that now-familiar excitement she could no longer quite tell apart.

Ana nodded, slowly, as if already picturing the scene in her mind. "Fine," she said. "I'll do it."

She changed behind a screen, the leather dress clinging to her body like a second skin, the fabric creaking with every movement, and when she came out, Otávio nodded, pleased.

"Perfect," he said. "Now let's go. The audience has already been waiting a while."

The curtain opened on a set similar to the previous evening's, but this time with a small platform added at center stage, like a small throne from which Ana would dominate the scene.

Rafaela entered on all fours, the leash gently gripping her neck, her voice no longer able to be used for speaking, only for barking, a sound coming out unsure the first time, which the audience greeted with a general laugh, followed at once by applause.

Ana walked behind her, the leather dress shining under the lights, the leash gripped in one hand, a small crop in the other, and the whole house seemed to light up even more at the sight of that new protagonist.

"Well done," a voice from the audience said, to Ana. "Finally a real mistress!"

Ana smiled, a smile Rafaela didn't often see from her, full of a pride different from the usual, more direct, more physical.

She had Rafaela walk across the whole stage, gently pulling the leash when she slowed, striking her with the crop whenever the rhythm didn't seem theatrical enough, and Rafaela barked, writhed, played that part with a diligence surprising even herself, finding in that degrading game a strange form of freedom, as if being unable to speak freed her, for once, of the weight of having to explain something to someone.

The house was full of curious adults, some in couples, others come alone, all with the same hungry look fixed on the stage.

When the two performers arrived, dressed as gorillas as always, Ana came toward them with a confident step, never seen with such ease outside the walls of home.

She took the first fixture in hand, weighed it an instant, and Rafaela saw, even from that distance, Ana's expression change, a flash of genuine surprise crossing her face.

She leaned toward her, while directing that enormity toward Rafaela's backside, and whispered, in a voice only she could hear, covered by the house's noise. "They're really enormous," she said. "Even just directing them with my hand has an effect on me. Bigger than a forearm."

Rafaela looked at her, a glance worth a thousand words, as if to say I know, I'm still open behind from last night, but she couldn't answer, the bitch role forcing her only to a low bark, almost a moan.

Ana guided the first fixture with her hand, a slow, almost ceremonial gesture, and the audience, following every detail, erupted in applause seeing that new complicity between mistress and bitch.

The two performers, this time, changed many positions before the final act, as if they too had received different instructions from Otávio, a more elaborate script designed specifically to keep the audience glued longer.

Rafaela was turned, lifted, positioned in different ways, every change greeted by excited murmurs from the house, while Ana stayed close by, her hand now and then returning to guide, correct, take part in that ever more intense choreography.

At last, like the evening before, the moment of the double arrived, and this time Ana stayed beside the two bodies, leaning in close to see better, the leather dress still clinging to her as she watched with an attention going beyond the simple task of stage mistress.

She watched the two fixtures come together against Rafaela's backside, thick as two joined forearms, and watched them enter, one after the other, with less resistance than the evening before, her body now seeming to recognize that shape, that measure, the way you recognize a road already traveled.

Ana came closer still, her face inches from the point where the two bodies joined hers, and shook her head slowly, an expression halfway between astonishment and something darker, more satisfied.

"Look," she said, turning to Rafaela, her voice low but not low enough to escape even the front rows. "You've really become gaping, to take two fixtures like that."

She leaned in again, watching with the same clinical care as always, while the two performers began to move, the rhythm building under Ana's watchful eye.

"It won't ever close again," she said, almost to herself, but loud enough for even the nearest audience to catch the meaning, an excited murmur running through the front rows at once.

Rafaela felt those words hit her harder than any lash, a mix of humiliation and a strange, twisted pride, at having surpassed once again a limit her body, until a few weeks before, would never have imagined crossing.

Ana stayed there, bent over, watching every instant, her mistress role blending more and more into that of a simple fascinated spectator, while the two performers' rhythm built, Rafaela's body shaking with every thrust, now unable to resist anything.

The audience, now feeling as much a part of the show as the performers, began asking for something more.

"The mistress too!" someone shouted, from the back of the house. "We want to see her too!"

Others joined in, a chorus demanding louder and louder that Ana too be involved by the two gorillas, not only as director of the scene but as a real participant.

Ana stopped, her breath a little ragged from the effort just made, and shook her head, a clean but not unkind refusal. "No," she said, aloud, to the audience. "Or rather," she added, a mischievous smile rising to her lips, "not in front of so many people."

The audience laughed, appreciating that answer almost as much as they'd have appreciated a yes, and Otávio, backstage, nodded, pleased, understanding that line would leave the whole house imagining, for weeks, what might have happened if Ana had said yes.

The two performers, meanwhile, had resumed the rhythm with Rafaela, her body now responding with its usual docility, while Ana went back to her spot on the platform, the crop still in hand, ready to complete her mistress role until the end of the show.

The rhythm built fast, the two bodies moving now with a synchrony honed from the evening before, while Ana, from atop the platform, directed with small gestures, a crop strike here, a whispered word there, like a conductor who by now knows every beat of her symphony by heart.

Rafaela felt her body respond, the pain mixing with that now-familiar pleasure, while the audience followed every movement with an attention showing no sign of fading.

"Look at her," Ana said, to the house, her voice rising over the room's noise. "Look how she obeys her mistress."

Applause greeted those words, and Rafaela, in her mute role, could only bark louder, a sound mixing with the moans she could no longer hold back.

When the two performers reached their peak, almost simultaneous as the evening before, the theater erupted into an ovation surpassing even the first show's, the audience on its feet, hands clapping without pause.

The curtain fell slowly, and Ana bent to untie the leash from Rafaela's neck, a gesture that, despite everything else, still held a small trace of tenderness.

"You did well," she said, helping her up. "Wonderfully."

Backstage, Otávio was waiting for them, his face beaming as much as the evening before, maybe more. "Extraordinary," he said. "Ana, I had no idea you had a talent for the stage too. You should think about it, a regular role."

Ana laughed, flattered, while taking off the leather dress, still flushed from the evening's effort. "I'll think about it," she said, without specifying whether she was joking or serious.

Rafaela, sitting on the dressing room sofa, her body exhausted, listened to that conversation with a mix of relief and a strange melancholy, as if her role, that evening, had been even more marginal than usual, reduced literally to a voiceless animal while all the attention shifted, little by little, toward the evening's new star.

Marcelo came closer, handed her a towel, his eyes seeking hers with the same worry as always. "How do you feel?" he asked, quietly.

"Tired," Rafaela said. "And strange. Like tonight I was just an accessory to Ana's scene."

Marcelo nodded, understanding that feeling more than words could express. "Maybe that's how it always feels, being at the center of someone else's attention," he said. "Even when it seems like everyone's watching you."

Rafaela looked at him, surprised by that unexpected reflection, and wondered, for an instant, whether Marcelo too, deep down, was learning something about himself in the middle of all this, not only her.

Otávio came in shortly after with the two envelopes, the evening's payment split with his usual precision, and Ana took hers with her usual enthusiasm, eyes running fast over the amount.

"With this," she said, "Bento's motorcycle is almost fully paid for."

Bento smiled, a full, sincere smile, while Rafaela wondered how much more she'd have to give, between one theater show and the next, before that list of others' wishes could ever truly be called satisfied.

They left the theater in the now-deep night, the group walking slowly home, each lost in their own thoughts, while Recife kept living on around them, indifferent, ready to welcome whatever new story the next day would bring.
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The Lamp

At home, after the second night of theater, Rafaela asked Marcelo to check, the makeup by now almost entirely absorbed, partly worn off along the inside of her thighs over the long day.

The pain, in the last few minutes, had become a constant, dull presence, different from the sharp, passing kind she'd grown used to, a pain that seemed to rise from inside rather than from the skin.

She'd tried to ignore it the whole evening, focused on the show, on the bitch role that kept her from even complaining aloud, but now, at home, with no audience left to distract her, that pain had become impossible to deny.

"You look," she said, sitting on the edge of the bed, her voice betraying a growing fear. "I can't see well, from here."

Marcelo picked up a bedside lamp, aimed it carefully, and stayed silent for a long instant, his face growing more and more shaken by what he saw.

"Ana, Bento," he said, his voice trembling. "Look at this. Something's wrong."

Ana came closer, leaned over the lamp, and Rafaela, staying still, felt her heart pound so hard it hurt her chest.

"They're not purple anymore," Ana said, after a long moment of examination.

Rafaela felt a small relief, a breath coming out almost normal for the first time in hours.

But Ana continued, her voice dropping, almost disbelieving what she was saying. "They're completely black, now."

Rafaela felt a violent dizziness, the room spinning around her, and collapsed backward onto the bed, breath failing her entirely.

They called an ambulance quickly, Bento shouting the address into the phone while Marcelo held Rafaela's hand, telling her over and over to breathe, to stay with them.

"Hold on," he whispered, his face close to hers, his eyes full of a fear none of the others seemed to share with the same intensity. "Hold on, please."

Rafaela tried to answer, but the words wouldn't come, the pain by now a fixed presence in every breath.

The paramedics arrived within minutes, a young doctor and two nurses, and they too were shaken as soon as they saw that enormous swelling, that color leaving no room for doubt.

"What happened?" the doctor asked, his voice professional but with a shadow of astonishment he couldn't entirely hide.

Ana stepped forward, her voice steady, ready. "Rafaela's a professional," she said. "She insisted on the injections. I kept telling her not to, that it wasn't worth it, that money's just money, while health comes before everything."

Rafaela, half-fainted, heard those words as if through water, distorted, distant, unable to find the strength to contradict that version of events so different from how she remembered things.

They loaded her onto the stretcher, the siren starting to wail as soon as the ambulance pulled away, cutting through Recife's silent night, while Ana held Bento's hand tight the whole way, her face tense but composed, and Marcelo followed behind in his own car, eyes red with worry.

At the hospital, the doctor who received them was a middle-aged man, gray hair, the tired air of someone who's already seen too much in a life of night shifts, but even he stood open-mouthed before what presented itself on the gurney.

He called two other colleagues, who appeared at the exam room door, equally surprised by that unusual sight, one of them raising a hand to his mouth, incredulous.

"Doctor, tell us," Ana asked, her voice betraying a perfectly calibrated worry. "Is it serious?"

"I've never seen anything like this," the doctor said, shaking his head, hands moving carefully over that swelling, palpating gently, careful not to cause further pain. "We could try cortisone and antibiotics, but in my opinion the best thing to do is cut."

Rafaela, still dazed, thought she hadn't heard right. "Cut what?" she asked, her voice weak.

"All of it," the doctor said, bluntly. "It's all compromised, they're so swollen and black they've gotten infected. I think the small penis is compromised too. Cutting is the only possible solution."

A heavy silence fell over the room, broken only by the monitor's steady beep connected to Rafaela, while everyone seemed to wait for someone to say something sensible amid that madness.

Marcelo clenched his fists, his eyes moving from Ana to the doctor, incredulous that no one else seemed to want to stop that rush toward such a final decision.

"Cut then," Ana said, almost at once, without hesitation. "Let's not waste time. I'm tired and I'd like to go to bed, I performed in theater tonight. I did."

Marcelo stepped forward, his voice rising for the first time with a firmness no one had ever heard from him. "Wait," he said. "You can't decide like this, in two minutes, for someone else's body."

"Who are you to say what I can or can't do?" Ana said, turning toward him, her tone sharpening.

"I'm someone who cares about her," Marcelo said, without lowering his eyes, "more than seems to matter to you, right now."

Rafaela looked at her, incredulous, what little clarity remained to her all focused on that question. "Are you sure, Ana, that it's the right thing?"

"Of course," Ana said, with a lightness that seemed to belong nowhere near that moment. "And besides, they're not needed anymore, for anything now that there's Bento."

Bento stayed silent, eyes lowered, as if it weighed on him too, being dragged into it that way, right in that moment.

The doctor, hearing Ana's decision, came closer with the anesthesia syringe and a scalpel already ready on a small tray, the metal gleaming under the room's cold lights.

"Doctor, don't do the anesthesia," Ana said, with a small smile. "She likes pain."

Everyone laughed, except Marcelo, who stayed with a tense face, fist clenched at his side, and Rafaela, who felt that joke land on her like the last drop of a humiliation that seemed to have no end.

The scalpel came closer, gleaming under the room's cold lights, and Rafaela closed her eyes, unable to watch, her heart pounding so hard she could feel it in her ears, when a familiar voice burst into the room.

"Stop!" Vera shouted, rushing in, breath short from running from the parking lot, her hair disheveled as none of them had ever seen it. "Without them, she's worth nothing anymore! They need to be saved!"

The doctor stopped, the scalpel still in hand, surprised by that sudden intrusion. "Who are you?" he asked.

"I'm her employer," Vera said, without hesitating, her voice leaving no room for reply. "And I'm telling you those things are worth more than her life, the way this family sees it. But they're also worth saving, before being thrown away."

Ana, catching at once the turn the situation was taking, corrected herself in an instant. "Of course," she said, "that's what I was saying. Antibiotics and cortisone, quick!"

Vera shot her a look Rafaela couldn't entirely read, a mix of contempt and something more complex, maybe an old weariness for all the Anas she'd seen pass through, over the years, in her house.

The doctor, huffing, set down the scalpel, took instead another syringe from the tray. "We'll try," he said, "but I'm not promising anything. Only tomorrow evening will we know if we can save them."

He prepared the injection with quick gestures, the medication entering slowly into Rafaela's vein, while she felt her own body relax slightly, the relief of knowing that at least for that night she wouldn't lose any part of herself.

Rafaela, with what little strength remained to her, reached a hand toward that enormous swelling, barely brushing it with her fingers, incredulous at how much it had grown in such little time, how much her own body had become foreign even to herself.

"Never seen two like these," the doctor said, once the injection was done, shaking his head with a mix of professionalism and sincere astonishment, his eyes staying fixed on that unusual detail for a long moment still.

Then, without changing tone, without anyone seeming to find anything strange in that shift, he came close with his trouser fly to Rafaela's mouth, lowered the zipper, and she understood, with a mix of exhaustion and resignation, that even that evening, despite everything, would require overtime.

She closed her eyes, her body still aching, her mind too tired to resist that latest request, and thought, as she obeyed almost mechanically, how strange the world she'd built around herself was, where even a doctor, in a moment like that, could demand something without anyone finding it out of place.

Marcelo, in a corner of the room, looked away, unable to witness even that, while Ana and Bento instead stayed watching, as if it were by now the most natural thing in the world.

Vera came to Rafaela, once it was all over, laid a hand on her shoulder, a gesture meant as comfort but carrying with it also the weight of a calculation never entirely hidden.

"We'll know more tomorrow," she said, her voice growing softer. "But for now, rest. You need it more than you yourself realize."

Rafaela nodded, her eyes closing on their own, while the monitor kept up its steady beep, the one constant sound amid that whole night of fear, humiliation, and a survival she still didn't know whether to celebrate or fear.
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The Low Bed

The news spread fast, as it always does in a city like Recife, where word travels faster than official reports, passing mouth to mouth until it reaches every corner before the sun sets twice.

At the market, the fruit vendors talked about it between sales, someone swearing they'd seen the show with their own eyes, others just repeating what they'd heard said, exaggerating the details a little more each time, the way a story always grows passing mouth to mouth.

Rafaela, admitted to the city's main hospital, was no longer a stranger to anyone, her face and body recognized by nurses and doctors who'd already passed word about who exactly that patient arriving in the dead of night was.

Marcelo stayed with her from the first hours, sitting on an uncomfortable chair beside the bed, while Ana and Bento had gone home almost right away, Ana having explained, with her usual practicality, that she needed to rest for the baby, that she couldn't spend the night on a hospital chair.

The head physician arrived the next morning, a tall man, white hair, the air of someone who's seen every kind of case in a long career, but who still stood struck, like everyone else, before that unusual swelling.

He examined carefully, calling two residents to assist, the way apprentices are called before a rare case worth studying for the future.

"Look here," he said, pointing with a finger without touching. "A textbook case, if only it were more common. Remember this lesson, folks."

The two young doctors nodded, taking notes in a small notebook, while Rafaela felt reduced, once again, to an object of study more than a suffering person.

"She needs to stay on all fours as much as possible," the head physician said finally, turning to Marcelo more than to Rafaela herself. "That way the testicles stay low, less pressure on the tissue. And we can better observe whether the therapy's working, whether they're going down, whether they're losing that dark color."

He had a low bed brought in, specifically, a simple structure letting Rafaela stay in that position without excessive strain, body bent, backside raised, exactly as she'd already been asked too many times, in too many different contexts.

Marcelo helped set her up, his face tense, trying to make that position as dignified as possible with pillows, but the reality remained what it was: Rafaela, exposed, her body offered to the gaze of whoever passed through that corridor.

It didn't take long before the nurses, one after another, began stopping to look, first with the excuse of clinical checks, then more and more openly, until, by end of shift, a small silent line had formed outside the room's door.

Marcelo, seeing that line grow beyond all expectation, stepped out a moment into the corridor, surprised by the number of people waiting, some still in work uniforms, others already changed, as if they'd stayed on purpose past shift's end.

"How many of you are there?" he asked, incredulous, of a young nurse at the back of the line.

"I don't know," this one said, shrugging with an embarrassed smile. "Word spread fast, tonight."

The first was a young nurse, almost embarrassed by his own desire, who came closer with the excuse of checking the IV, but then stayed a long while, his eyes unable to look away from that sight.

"Can I?" he asked, quietly, his voice betraying more shame than confidence.

Rafaela nodded, no strength for anything else, and he came closer gently, using his mouth with a shyness recalling, in a strange way, that first meeting with Aderbal, months before, an unexpected respect amid so much roughness experienced elsewhere.

His tongue moved uncertain, slow, exploring with an almost devout attention, and Rafaela felt her body respond quickly, a warmth rising despite the whole day's tiredness, until a small tremor ran through her hips, a clear trickle beginning to run down the inside of her thighs.

The nurse pulled back, his face still wet, and wiped it with a paper tissue before leaving, blushing to his ears, as if more ashamed of the pleasure he'd held back than of the one just given.

Another, older, gray hair under his work cap, limited himself to looking closely, without touching, murmuring quietly that in forty years of hospital work he'd never seen anything like it, an almost respectful tone, like someone admiring a rare natural phenomenon.

A nurse, in her thirties, stayed longer than the others, her hands moving with the same professional care she'd use dressing a wound, asking Rafaela, between one gesture and another, whether it hurt, whether she'd rather she stopped, the only one among them all truly concerned about her ongoing consent.

"It's fine like this," Rafaela said, her voice tired but sincere. "You can continue."

The nurse knelt behind her, fingers slipping in slowly, attentive to every small flinch, while with her other hand she kept stroking a hip, an almost maternal gesture amid everything else.

Rafaela felt her body respond, a warmth rising despite the tiredness, and when she reached pleasure, a clear trickle ran down abundant, which the nurse gathered with a towel already ready, as if she'd foreseen it all from the start.

But not everyone was as kind. A younger nurse, arriving toward midnight, treated her with a roughness tearing a cry of real pain from her, hands gripping with no regard at all for that already-suffering swelling, as if finding her there, exposed and defenseless, gave him the right to use no caution at all.

He entered without preparation, a sharp thrust tearing a cry from her, and continued with a fast, graceless rhythm, hands pressing against those dark testicles with a force Rafaela felt as a sharp pain, different from all the others felt until then.

"Slowly," Marcelo said, intervening for the first time, his voice hard. "You're hurting her."

The nurse ignored him, continuing with the same fervor, until he finished, one last deep thrust releasing inside her with no delicacy at all, leaving Rafaela to catch her breath, her body trembling from the pain just suffered, an uncomfortable warmth dripping on her while he already moved off, without turning back.

Another still, toward dawn, behaved with an almost mechanical detachment, using her quickly, without a word, the way you use a vending machine, not even looking at her face before leaving, leaving her with the feeling of having been, for those few minutes, less than a person.

There was also a lighter moment, around two in the morning, when two nurses arrived together, giggling like schoolgirls on a field trip, evidently driven more by mutual curiosity than real desire.

"I still don't believe it," one said to the other, bending to look better. "Looks fake, like plastic."

"You touch it first," the other said, pushing her forward with a playful elbow.

Rafaela, despite the tiredness, couldn't hold back a small smile at that almost comic scene, the two women vying over who'd be brave enough to go first, like children before an unknown animal found in the garden.

In the end they both worked up the nerve, in turns, and did it with a cheerful delicacy pleasantly contrasting with the crudeness of other encounters, still laughing as they left, saying goodbye with an almost affectionate wave.

A younger doctor, instead, arrived with the excuse of an unrequested nighttime check, and lingered a long while, talking to Rafaela about ordinary things, the weather, the approaching Carnival, while meanwhile taking his own moment with her, a strange mix of polite conversation and poorly-hidden desire that Rafaela found, in the end, almost pleasant for its very strangeness.

Marcelo, who'd witnessed much of that silent parade, came to Rafaela in a pause between visits, his face marked by tiredness and by something deeper.

"Should I do something?" he asked, quietly. "To stop them, I mean. If they bother you."

Rafaela thought about it, her body exhausted, her mind now struggling to distinguish the line between what she could still refuse and what, by now, seemed a given to accept.

"Let them," she said, finally, her voice resigned but calm. "In the end, everyone leaves what they can."

She thought of the tip some of the nurses had left discreetly on the nightstand, coins and small bills, a tiny but real contribution to that list of expenses that kept growing without pause.

"Bento's motorcycle can't wait," she added, with a bitter half smile that broke Marcelo's heart more than any tears could have.

Marcelo stayed silent, unable to find the right words to contradict that logic now so deeply rooted, and limited himself to staying close to her, his hand seeking hers over the sheets, while outside the door another nurse's silhouette was already forming, waiting for a turn.

"One day," Marcelo said, quietly, almost to himself, "I'd like to see you somewhere no one has to pay, or leave tips, or line up for a piece of you."

Rafaela looked at him, surprised by that declaration so simple and yet so loaded with a desire no one had ever expressed to her so clearly.

"That would be nice," she said, her voice tired but sincere. "But I don't know anymore what a life like that would be. I barely remember it."

Marcelo squeezed her hand tighter, without adding anything else, while the nurse whose turn it was knocked gently at the door, waiting for permission to come in.

The night went on like that, a succession of different faces, different hands, different ways of treating what remained, at bottom, always the same tired body, always the same woman waiting only for the black color to slowly turn pink again, then normal, as the doctors had promised, even though no one could yet say for certain when.

Rafaela closed her eyes, between one visit and the next, seeking a little sleep amid that continuous coming and going, her body now responding almost on its own, no longer needing her mind to guide it, while outside, beyond the hospital windows, Recife kept living its night, indifferent to what was happening in that particular room, among all the other rooms in the city.

Toward dawn, an older nurse, nearly at the end of her career, stopped in the doorway without entering, watching the scene with an expression mixing sadness and an old resignation, like someone who's seen too much, in a life of hospital work, to be surprised by anything anymore.

"Poor girl," she said, quietly, more to herself than to Marcelo, before moving off without adding anything else, without joining the line, carrying with her only that whispered comment as her one gift for that night.

Marcelo heard it, and felt too, inside himself, the same pity that unknown woman had managed to express with such simplicity, a feeling no one else, in that room crowded with different desires, seemed to feel with equal clarity.

By day's end, when the coming and going had finally thinned out and the morning light began filtering through the shutters, Rafaela asked, her voice thick with tiredness. "Are they going down?"

Marcelo bent to look, with the same attention he'd used every hour, searching for a sign, any progress to hold on to.

"Slightly," he said, his voice trying to stay optimistic.

"And are they less dark?" Rafaela asked, the hope trembling in that question more than she wanted to admit.

Marcelo hesitated, his eyes going back to that color still too dark to truly reassure her.

"I'd say no, honestly," he said, finally, unable to lie to her even just to make her feel better.

Rafaela closed her eyes, the weight of that answer adding to everything else, while outside, beyond the windows, Recife woke to a new day, indifferent as always to what was happening inside that room.
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The Forest Cream

The situation didn't seem to be improving, doctors passing every hour with the same worried expression, the antibiotics seeming to do very little against that stubborn color showing no sign of lightening.

Ana and Bento had come back briefly the evening before, staying only a few minutes, Ana having checked with an expert eye the progress, or rather the lack of progress, before leaving again with the excuse of the pregnancy to protect.

Marcelo, instead, hadn't moved from that uncomfortable chair for two full days, his face marked by tiredness, eyes red from the few hours of sleep snatched here and there, leaning against the edge of the bed.

He'd called Ana that morning, to update her, and she'd answered distracted, her voice barely audible over the market noise where she was. "Let me know if it gets worse," she'd said, before hanging up quickly, as if that call were stealing precious time from other matters.

It was mid-morning of the next day when Vera arrived, a determined step, a small jar clutched between her hands the way you clutch a just-found treasure.

"This is a miracle cream," she said, showing it to everyone. "Reactivates circulation even in almost-dead tissue."

The cream was thick, an intense reddish color, almost the same red as the spices seen piled up at the market stalls.

"How's it made?" Marcelo asked, looking at the jar with a mix of curiosity and distrust.

"It's a secret Amazon forest formula," Vera said, without adding anything else.

"But the ingredients?" Marcelo pressed.

"I can't tell you now," Vera said, already unscrewing the cap. "Rafaela, can I try it?"

Rafaela, exhausted by now from days of pain and endless visits, felt an almost blind trust in that woman who'd saved her from the scalpel, and couldn't find the strength to say no.

"All right," she said, "but will it hurt?"

"A little, at first," Vera said, in a tone so reassuring it almost sounded maternal.

She began spreading the cream with decisive gestures, fingers working the red paste directly onto that already-suffering skin, and Rafaela, for the first moments, felt nothing particular, only a light tingling.

Then the burning came, sudden, violent, a blaze exploding in her testicles as if someone had lit a real fire there.

"Aaah!" Rafaela cried, her body writhing on the bed, her backside starting to thrash uncontrollably, as if stung by a thousand bees all at once.

A nurse, passing in the corridor, appeared alarmed at the door, thinking it was a sudden crisis, but Vera reassured her with a wave of the hand, without stopping the application.

"Part of the treatment," Vera said, without even looking at her. "Go on back to your work."

"Now I can tell you," Vera said, continuing to apply without stopping, her voice staying calm despite Rafaela's screams. "It's a cream made from habanero and Cayenne red pepper."

"You'll see it'll do you good," she added, with the confidence of someone who's already seen that remedy work before.

Rafaela felt blazes of fire running through her whole body, the pain radiating from her testicles down to her legs, her back, a fire that seemed to have no end, sweat beading on her forehead as she kept thrashing without control.

The nurses, called urgently by Marcelo who no longer knew how to manage that crisis, were forced to intervene, and one of them took a long metal pole fixed to the bed frame, sliding it slowly into Rafaela's backside.

"That'll keep her still," he said, checking that the rod held firmly, an improvised immobilization that at least let the cream stay where needed without Rafaela hurting herself further by thrashing.

"Breathe," Marcelo kept telling her, holding her hand tight, his own face pale with worry at seeing her suffer so much. "Breathe, we're almost there."

But there was no almost near, the pain continued for hours, a fire showing no sign of going out, while Vera stayed sitting beside the bed, checking the skin's color now and then with the patient attention of someone who knows certain remedies need time to show their fruit.

"Why so much pain?" Marcelo asked, at a certain point, unable to hold back his anger. "Couldn't you have warned us better?"

"The pain is part of the treatment," Vera said, unfazed. "The pepper reactivates blood in the dead tissue, forces it back to life. There's no painless way to do it."

In the first hour, Rafaela prayed, invoking saints she didn't remember ever having prayed to before, her mother's name escaping her lips along with tears, a mix of physical pain and a sudden nostalgia for a simpler life, light-years from that hospital bed.

In the second hour, the pain became almost unbearable, Rafaela gritting her teeth until she felt them creak, her body trembling continuously, the nurses taking turns checking vital signs, worried her heart wouldn't hold up to that strain.

"Heart rate's high," one of them said, checking the monitor. "But stable. She's holding."

In the third and fourth hour, a strange numbness began mixing with the pain, as if the body itself had found a way to protect itself from so much suffering, an almost dreamlike detachment making everything seem distant, muffled, as if seen through water.

Vera stayed sitting beside the bed, checking the skin's color now and then with the patient attention of someone who knows certain remedies need time to show their fruit, adding, every hour, another light layer of cream, despite Rafaela's faint protests.

In the fifth hour, Rafaela almost entirely stopped screaming, her voice hoarse by now, reduced to a continuous, low moan, while sweat had completely soaked the sheets.

Six very long hours passed like that, Rafaela alternating between moments of muffled screaming and moments of exhausted silence, her body immobilized by that pole holding her still like an animal tied to its spot, while Marcelo never once moved from his chair, his hand always gripping hers, his eyes never leaving her suffering face.

Toward evening, slowly, the pain began to ease, a tingling replacing the burning, then only a residual warmth, bearable, almost pleasant compared to what had come before.

The nurses carefully slid out the metal pole, finally freeing Rafaela from that forced immobilization, her body stretching out on the bed with a deep sigh, the first truly free breath in hours.

The doctor on duty, called by Marcelo for a check, stood open-mouthed before what he saw: the testicles, still swollen but no more than expected from normal inflammation, had almost entirely lost that black color, returning to a pinkish, alive, healthy tone.

"I can't believe it," he said, examining carefully, fingers running light over that skin finally returned to an almost normal color. "The tissue seems... alive again. How is this possible?"

He called two other colleagues, the same residents from the morning before, who appeared incredulous, comparing what they saw now with the notes taken just the day before.

"It's not in the textbooks," one of them said, feverishly flipping through his own notes. "Nothing like it."

Vera got up from her chair, a tired but satisfied smile on her face, closing the now almost-empty jar. "The forest has its secrets," she said, simply, as if that explanation were enough to cover any further question.

"Can I have the rest of the cream?" the doctor asked, curious, the voice of someone sniffing out an important discovery. "To study it, you understand."

"Nothing left," Vera said, showing the empty jar. "And even if there were, I couldn't tell you how it's made. That recipe isn't mine to share."

The doctor nodded, disappointed but respectful, and moved off with his residents, still shaking his head, incredulous.

Marcelo, left alone a moment with Vera while Rafaela rested, looked at her with a mix of gratitude and still-unresolved suspicion. "Why did you help her?" he asked. "Really. Not just for the money she brings in, I imagine."

Vera looked at him a long while, as if weighing how much to reveal of herself to a man she still knew so little. "Because I too was young and desperate, once," she said, finally. "And someone helped me, when no one else would. Certain debts are never fully repaid, they're passed forward."

Marcelo nodded, feeling in those words a sincerity he hadn't expected, and for the first time looked at Vera with a respect different from the wary one he'd had until then.

Rafaela, exhausted but alive, felt for the first time in days a true relief, her body finally resting without that constant pain keeping her awake, while Marcelo kissed her forehead gently, tears running down his face without shame.

"You made it," he whispered to her. "You really made it."

Rafaela smiled weakly, her voice still hoarse from too much screaming. "Thank you," she said, to Vera. "I don't know how, but thank you."

Vera stroked her hair, a gesture mixing affection and that same calculating attention that had always marked her. "Rest," she said. "Tomorrow we'll see how you are. Carnival's coming, and the audience doesn't wait."

Rafaela, still dazed from the pain just passed, looked at the now-empty jar Vera held in hand. "What's this cream really for?" she asked. "I mean, besides treating what happened to me."

Vera smiled, a smile carrying the memory of something distant. "It's for increasing size, up front," she said. "A lot of women use it for that, not just to treat damaged tissue like yours."

"It takes many applications," she continued, "and it's very painful, every time, not just when it's treating an infection like yours. I used it every day, when I was young. I suffered so much, for years, before getting what I wanted."

Rafaela stayed silent a moment, a thought forming slowly in her mind still fogged by tiredness. "Could I do it too?" she asked, her voice betraying a timid curiosity.

Vera burst out laughing, a full, amused laugh shaking her shoulders. "Just look at you," she said, still laughing. "For your little thing it would take years and years, way more than a few applications."

"You were born a bottom," she added, her voice softening but without losing that sharp frankness marking her. "Accept it, Rafaela. Not every path is for everyone."

Rafaela felt those words settle inside her with the same clarity a stone settles into its own spot, no longer needing to be moved.

"Thank you for telling me straight, without dancing around it," she said. "You've saved me years of useless hope, for gaining just a few painful millimeters."

Vera nodded, pleased with that frankness taken without resentment, and put the empty jar back in her bag.
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The Calendar

The trip home was different from how Rafaela had imagined it, her body still weak but finally free of IVs and monitors, the Recife air seeming sweeter than usual the moment she crossed the door.

She walked slowly along the alley, leaning on Marcelo's arm, noticing details that had always escaped her before, the color of the peeling walls, the coffee scent coming from an open window, the voice of a street vendor offering ripe mango to passersby.

She thought that maybe this was how you came back to living, after nearly losing everything: noticing the small things again, the ones hurry and exhaustion had let slip away, day after day.

She barely had time to sit down before Ana's phone started ringing, Otávio on the other end, his voice already excited over the news of her discharge.

"He's flooded me with requests," Ana said, after hanging up, her eyes bright. "Wants to know when you can come back to the theater."

Rafaela felt a weight settle on her chest, but found the strength for a small request. "Tell him I don't want to start again with the injections," she said. "Not yet. I need time."

She remembered the black color, the pain of the cream, the pole slid in to hold her still, and felt her stomach tighten just thinking about it.

Ana nodded, distracted, already caught up in other thoughts. "Fine," she said, "but the theater still wants something. I could be the star, this time. A mistress commanding Rafaela on stage, all kinds of humiliation, me directing it all."

Vera, arriving shortly after with a fruit basket as a gift for the convalescence, heard those words and jumped right in. "Rafaela should go back to the Jardim house," she said. "To the basement room, the sadomaso one. That's where she does best, not on a stage with hundreds of strangers."

"That's for me to decide," Ana said, her voice rising. "I'm her wife."

"It's for me to decide," Vera said, equally firm. "I trained her, from the first day. Without me she'd still be a scared man selling fruit at the market."

"And I made her famous," Otávio cut in, who'd arrived right at that moment, without even knocking. "If it weren't for me, no one would even know she exists."

The argument grew fast, the three voices overlapping, each one claiming a right over Rafaela the way you claim ownership of contested land, while she stayed sitting on the sofa, body still aching, eyes moving from one to another without finding a fixed point.

"The theater audience pays more," Otávio said, almost counting on his fingers. "No comparison to what's earned in a basement."

"But the Jardim house's clients are vetted," Vera shot back. "Fewer risks, no surprises like the other night's."

"And I'm her wife," Ana repeated, her voice rising above the other two. "No one decides anything without my consent."

Bento, sitting in a corner, followed the argument in silence, eyes moving from one to another without intervening, like someone who's learned to stay out of that strange family's hottest battles.

"Enough!"

Marcelo's shout cut through the air like a whip crack, everyone turning surprised toward him, never having heard him speak with such force.

"All of you be quiet," he said, his voice trembling with contained anger. "Rafaela needs to rest. She just got out of the hospital, for God's sake."

Silence fell over the room, heavy, while Marcelo came to Rafaela, knelt in front of her, his voice suddenly turning gentle.

"What do you want to do, really?" he asked, eyes on eyes, as if in that crowded room only the two of them existed.

Rafaela thought about it, the weight of that question heavier than any other's request. "I don't know," she said, finally, honestly. "I wouldn't want to disappoint anyone. I'd like to do everything they're proposing, but I'm married to Ana. It's right that she decide."

Marcelo stayed silent an instant, a shadow of disappointment crossing his face, but didn't press further, understanding that was, at bottom, the most honest answer Rafaela could give in that moment.

Ana, hearing those words, lit up, her expression shifting from tension to an almost maternal satisfaction. "Then I decide," she said, looking at Vera and Otávio. "Let's sit down. Let's make a schedule, so no one's left unhappy."

They took their seats at the kitchen table, Ana at the center, Vera and Otávio on either side, a blank sheet and a pen passing hand to hand as they discussed shifts, hours, earnings percentages.

"Monday and Wednesday the theater," Otávio proposed. "But without the injections, for now. The audience will settle for the rest of the show."

"Tuesday and Thursday the Jardim house," Vera said, "for the basement room. Vetted clients, no surprises."

"Friday," Ana added, thoughtful, "I could make my debut. Otávio, prepare something suitable, a mistress directing her bitch on stage."

Otávio nodded, enthusiastic. "The audience will go wild," he said. "Two stars, this time."

"And the weekend stays free," Ana concluded, "for the family. And for me, when I want to get on stage too."

Vera took notes in a small notebook, calculating percentages with the same precision she always used counting money at the end of each day. "My percentages stay the usual," she said, "for the days at the Jardim house."

"Agreed," Ana said, without arguing, already more interested in her new role than in the others' financial details.

The three nodded, satisfied with that division, like merchants who've finally reached an agreement after long haggling, while Rafaela stayed on the sofa, listening to her life being organized by others without anyone asking her anything anymore.

Marcelo, disappointed by that scene, got up quietly while the other three kept discussing details, and came to Rafaela, holding out a hand.

"Come," he said, quietly. "I'll take you to the bedroom. You really need to rest, not just be told to."

Rafaela followed him, leaving behind the still-animated voices at the table, and let herself be led to her room, her body finally stretching out on the soft bed, so different from the hospital's rigid one.

Marcelo lay down beside her, hugged her gently, chest against her back, a warmth Rafaela welcomed with a sigh of relief, the first moment of true calm in days.

They stayed like that, in silence, for long minutes, while from below the discussion's muffled voices kept filtering, still going on.

Then, without either of them really deciding it, Rafaela's hand slid back, found the crotch of Marcelo's trousers, and began stroking it gently, a gesture born more from the need to feel close than from real calculated desire.

"You're kind, Marcelo," she said, her voice small. "Take me from behind, gently. I need to feel your warmth inside me."

Marcelo hesitated an instant, his eyes seeking confirmation in hers, then nodded, slowly, starting to undress her with the same delicacy you'd peel a ripe fruit, careful not to press where her body was still sore.

"Tell me if I hurt you," he said, in a low voice, while positioning himself behind her cautiously.

"You won't hurt me," Rafaela said, sincerely. "Not you."

He entered slowly, an inch at a time, eyes always attentive to every small signal from her body, and Rafaela felt, for the first time after days of pain, something resembling pleasure again, a warmth different from fever's, different from the burning cream's, a simple, human, gentle warmth.

They moved together, slow, unhurried, the rhythm building just barely, just enough to make Rafaela feel still alive, still capable of feeling something good without anyone having to pay for it, no audience, no calendars, no shifts to keep.

Marcelo kissed the back of her neck, gently, his lips settling light on skin still sensitive, while his hands slid over her hips with a delicacy that seemed to want to make up for every brutality suffered in the previous days.

"Is this all right?" Marcelo asked, now and then, his voice loaded with care.

"Perfect," Rafaela said, a smile forming on her lips despite the tiredness. "Keep going like this."

The rhythm stayed slow the whole time, an almost moving contrast to the fervor of so many other encounters, and Rafaela caught herself crying quietly, silent tears running onto the pillow, not from pain this time, but from a gratitude she no longer knew how else to express.

"What is it?" Marcelo asked, stopping at once, worried.

"Nothing," Rafaela said, her voice broken. "It's just that... no one ever treats me like this. With so much care."

Marcelo held her tighter, without resuming the movement for a moment, only holding her, letting those tears flow freely.

"You always deserve this," he said, quietly. "Not just sometimes."

They resumed, even slower than before, and when Marcelo reached pleasure, a long, silent tremor, he stayed inside her a moment longer, as if unwilling to part too quickly from that bit of recovered peace.

They lay side by side, breathing returning to normal, and Rafaela, for the first time in days, fell asleep without fear, Marcelo's hand still gripping hers, while below, distant now, the discussion's voices kept organizing the rest of her life, without her being able to hear them anymore.

Marcelo stayed awake a while longer, eyes fixed on the ceiling, listening to Rafaela's steady breathing beside him, and thought about how strange it was to love someone in a place like this, where every gesture of tenderness had to find its way among calendars, percentages, and voices never ceasing to claim their share.

He closed his eyes too, finally, lulled by the same sleep that had finally reached Rafaela, while outside Recife continued its night, indifferent as always to what happened behind every single closed door in the city.


41
Vera's Jewel

While Rafaela rested in the bedroom with Marcelo, the kitchen table stayed occupied by three people still arguing, the calendar sheet by now covered with notes and corrections, the voices growing more and more animated as the ideas multiplied.

Otávio had ordered a bottle of cachaça, brought by Bento shortly before, and the glasses, already emptied once, helped make that meeting livelier and livelier, the proposals bolder and bolder.

"We can't always do the same scene," Otávio said, the pen tapping thoughtfully on the table. "The audience gets bored fast. We need a different script every night."

"A kind of episodic theater," he proposed, his eyes lighting with the idea just born. "One night Ana could play the mistress of a plantation, punishing her servant in front of the workers. Another night an auction, where she sells Rafaela to the highest bidder. Or maybe a trial, with Ana as judge sentencing Rafaela for some imagined crime."

"I like the auction," Ana said, at once interested. "I could describe her as fine goods, haggle over the price in front of everyone."

"The trial's more elegant," Otávio said, "but the auction has more energy. We could alternate them, week to week."

Ana listened, nodding at every proposal, her face lighting up more with every new idea, the roles all offered to her from the commanding side, never the submissive one.

Vera, who'd stayed silent until that moment, leaned forward, a sly expression on her face. "I have an idea too," she said. "I'd like to get on stage. Even just one night. It would be interesting."

Ana and Otávio exchanged a surprised look, never having considered Vera a possible protagonist, always relegated to the role of backstage organizer.

"You?" Ana asked, curious. "But what would you have to offer, so special?"

Vera smiled, a smile promising something, and without much preamble lifted her robe, showing the two of them what she carried between her legs, a truly extraordinary jewel, grown over the years thanks to the Cayenne and habanero pepper cream used when she was young.

Ana stood open-mouthed, eyes unable to look away from that unusual sight. "Bento," she said, turning to him, her voice betraying sincere wonder. "Look. It's really big. You should try that miracle cream too."

Bento came closer, curious, looking in turn with a mix of admiration and mild envy.

"It takes courage and endurance," Vera said, closing her robe slightly. "Not everyone can bear the pain needed, to reach certain results."

"Does the cream lose firmness?" Ana asked, her curiosity now taking over. "Or sensitivity?"

Vera looked at her, a challenging smile spreading across her lips. "Why don't you try it yourself?" she said. "That way you find out firsthand."

Ana hesitated an instant, then turned to Bento. "Can I?" she asked.

Bento, distracted, shrugged slightly. "Go ahead," he said, going back to looking at his phone, as if that question needed no more attention than that.

Ana came to Vera, knelt in front of her, and began massaging that imposing jewel with her hand, under Vera's pleased gaze, who leaned back comfortably against the chair.

"The cream has another effect too," Vera explained, her breath already growing slower and deeper under those attentions. "It desensitizes, slightly. Duration increases considerably."

She looked Ana straight in the eyes, a challenging smile leaving no room for doubt. "Bet you can't bring me to the peak," she said.

Ana narrowed her eyes, the challenge lighting in her a competitive pride no one in that room had expected to see so soon.

She knelt closer, under Otávio's surprised gaze, who'd stopped writing to watch that unexpected scene, and began kissing Vera's jewel with growing enthusiasm, determined to win that bet at any cost.

The pepper's scent, still present on the skin despite the years, filled her nostrils, a sharp aroma mixing with something sweeter, almost woody, like the smell of certain spices left to age long in a terracotta jar.

Almost half an hour passed, Ana working diligently, changing rhythm, technique, listening to the advice Bento and Otávio whispered now and then, like coaches on the sidelines.

"Slower at first," Bento suggested, by now entirely distracted from his phone, eyes glued to the scene with an interest betraying more than simple curiosity.

"Use your hand at the base too," Otávio added, his voice loaded with a professional interest beyond the personal one, like someone already assessing how to describe that scene to the theater audience.

Vera stayed impassive longer than expected, her body responding slowly to every attention, an effect of the cream that seemed to truly require an out-of-the-ordinary patience.

"More," Vera said, her voice finally betraying a first giving-way. "You're getting close."

Ana followed every cue, her pride not letting her surrender, until, finally, she felt Vera stiffen under her attentions, a long moan confirming the long-sought victory.

What came out was of an unusual, exaggerated quantity, an abundant jet filling Ana's mouth well beyond any expectation, and the taste, she felt it at once, was spicy, intense, as if that liquid too carried with it the effect of the cream used for years.

Before swallowing, proud of the result, Ana turned to Bento and Otávio, pointing with gestures and a finger to her swollen cheek, unable to speak with all that seed still in her mouth, showing them how full she was.

Vera complimented her, a light clap of the hands. "Well done, really," she said. "But drink some milk right away, or eat a piece of bread. Takes the spice off the tongue, otherwise it burns for hours."

Ana, proud, swallowed it all in one gulp, before anyone could bring her the recommended advice, and an instant later the burning exploded in her throat, her eyes filling with sudden tears, her hand flying to her mouth as she nearly fainted from the unexpected pain.

"Fire," she managed to say, voice choked, her face flushing crimson. "It's real fire."

"Milk, quick!" Bento shouted, running to the refrigerator, coming back with a glass Ana grabbed with trembling hands, drinking greedily while tears kept running down her face.

Relief came slowly, the milk seeming to only partly put out that internal blaze, while Ana kept gasping, forehead beaded with sweat as if she'd run a long distance.

Otávio handed her a piece of bread too, which Ana chewed quickly, relief arriving slow but sure, while all three of the others burst out laughing, unable to hold back before that scene.

"It's not funny," Ana said, between sips, but a half smile escaped her anyway, despite the still-present burning.

Vera, for her part, had composed herself calmly, watching the scene with the pleased air of someone who's won a bet she hadn't even formally made. "Now you know what it means," she said, "to carry that fire inside yourself, every day, for years."

Otávio, wiping tears from laughing, quickly turned serious again, an idea lighting in his eyes. "We have to redo this scene on stage," he said. "With Rafaela. The audience needs to know the taste is impossible to bear."

He got up from the table, starting to pace back and forth in the kitchen, as he always did when an idea was taking shape in his head.

"But her," he continued, "we won't give the chance to drink milk or eat bread. She'll have to drink straight from the two performers, who, driven by need, won't fail to suck fiercely, seeking relief wherever they can."

Bento laughed, already picturing the scene. "The audience won't believe it," he said, "that someone could suffer that much from a taste."

Otávio laughed again, pleased with his own idea. "And if the audience doesn't believe the taste is that extreme," he added, "we'll invite some married lady from the audience each time, to taste it herself from Rafaela's mouth, before she swallows it all."

"A live taste-test," he repeated, almost ecstatic over his own find. "No theater in Recife has ever dared this much."

Everyone liked the idea, greeting it with unanimous enthusiasm, Ana still nodding with tears in her eyes, Vera complimenting the brilliance of the find, Bento laughing while already imagining how much audience a scene like that would draw.

"It'll be a memorable show," Otávio said, jotting notes on the now idea-packed calendar. "Vera's spice against Rafaela's mouth. The audience will talk about it for weeks."

Vera poured herself a glass of cachaça, raising it in a small toast. "To the new season," she said, "full of surprises for everyone."

Bento and Otávio raised their glasses, while Ana, still with a residue of burning on her tongue, limited herself to a small sip of water, unable for the moment to face any more alcohol after that experience.

"Tomorrow I'll talk to Rafaela," Ana said, turning practical again. "I'll explain the new script, calmly."

"No need for her to know everything right away," Otávio said, a shadow of mischief in his eyes. "Sometimes surprises work better, on stage."

Ana thought about it a moment, then nodded, a smile making its way back despite the residual burning.

No one, in that kitchen full of laughter and plans, thought to ask Rafaela what she thought of it, too caught up in the excitement of that new find to remember that, in the end, it would once again be her having to bear all that fire, with no milk, no bread, no relief except what she'd have to seek on her own, in the arms of two strangers dressed as gorillas.
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The Dance Group

Rafaela went back to the Jardim house first thing that morning, as the new calendar called for, the first day dedicated entirely to the basement, to the sadomaso room where Vera waited with a client already ready.

The sun wasn't yet high when she left the house, Marcelo still asleep, the memory of the previous night still warm on her skin, a small private treasure she carried with her walking toward the port.

They went down the stone steps together, the basement's cool air greeting her like an old acquaintance, and Vera pointed, in a corner, to an implement Rafaela had never seen before: a dark wood stockade, the holes for wrists and neck already open, waiting.

"Today's client is very sadistic," Vera said, as Rafaela came closer. "He loves seeing you fully immobilized, with no chance to defend yourself."

The client arrived shortly after, a sturdy man, his voice low and calm, who watched her a long while before motioning her to slide wrists and neck into the stockade.

Rafaela obeyed, the wood cold against her skin, and heard the lock's click closing, her body now entirely exposed, bent forward, unable to move.

"That's good," the man said, his voice warming with satisfaction. "Now you're mine alone, for as long as I want."

He began with the whip, measured strikes on her buttocks, each calculated with precision, never too hard, never too soft, like someone who's long studied the art of making pain last without ever letting it fully explode.

Rafaela moaned at every strike, her body straining against the wood, unable to escape, and felt building, as always now, that heat mixing with the pain until she could no longer tell them apart.

"Good girl," the man said, after a long series of strikes. "Now comes the best part."

He positioned himself behind her, immobilized as she was, unable to help herself with her hands as she always did, forced to receive it all without being able to control anything about her body.

He entered slowly, taking advantage of that total stillness to explore every angle calmly, unhurried, while Rafaela stayed there, neck locked, wrists aching, her body responding anyway, moans escaping muffled against the stockade's wood.

The man stopped an instant, fully inside her, and stayed like that, motionless, enjoying that simple presence before even beginning to move, like someone savoring a dish before even chewing it.

"You have no escape," he said, his voice low near her ear. "Not even if you wanted. That's what I like most."

He began to move, slowly, a rhythm taking all the time in the world, every thrust slow and deep, unlike the hurry of so many other clients, and Rafaela felt her body give way to that studied rhythm, unable to speed up, unable to slow down, entirely at the mercy of that other will.

The rhythm built slow but steady, the man seeming to enjoy precisely that total control, that surrender no other position could guarantee with the same purity.

Rafaela felt her breath grow short, limited by the position itself, her neck pressing against the wood with every thrust, a mix of light suffocation and pleasure blending in a new way, never felt before with such intensity.

"See how you like it," he said, his voice growing hoarser. "Even bound, even with no escape, your body never lies."

The man's hands settled on her hips, gripping with growing firmness, while the rhythm grew faster, more insistent, every push sliding her forward as far as the wood allowed.

"More," Rafaela murmured, surprised by her own voice, her body asking for more than her mind would have wanted to admit.

The man obliged, speeding up further, the sound of their bodies colliding filling the small room together with Rafaela's muffled moans, until he stiffened, one last deep thrust, the heat releasing inside her while Rafaela stayed still imprisoned, unable to move even after it was all over.

The man composed himself in silence, got dressed without saying a word, and pulled an envelope from his pocket, which he tossed to the ground near her with an almost contemptuous gesture, the way you toss a bone to a dog without deigning to look at it.

He left the room without turning back, leaving her still locked in the stockade, neck and wrists imprisoned in the wood, unable to move, unable even to call anyone.

Rafaela felt, from behind, the heat still inside her beginning to slip out, a dense trickle running down the inside of her thighs, slow, unstoppable, reaching her ankles, without her able to do anything to stop it or even to wipe herself.

She stayed like that, alone, breath still short, listening to her own breathing in the silent basement, time seeming never to pass, the wood pressing uncomfortably against her neck at every slight movement.

A quarter hour passed, maybe more, before Vera finally came down the steps, the calm step of someone in no hurry.

"Where were you?" Rafaela asked, her voice betraying all the accumulated frustration. "Why all this time? He didn't free me. He just left like that, tossing the envelope on the ground, almost with contempt."

"I know, that's how he is," Vera said, calmly opening the stockade's padlock. "He gave me an extra just for me, to free you only after a quarter hour. He likes knowing you suffer, he's a sadist, you know that."

"I understand," Rafaela said, rubbing her now-freed reddened wrists. "But even after he's finished, is he still a sadist?"

"Don't mind it," Vera said, with a half smile. "He pays well. And besides, I can see it didn't bother you all that much."

She pointed to a stain on the floor, right under the spot where Rafaela's penis, still locked in the little cage, had left its trace. "That's not his," she said, "that's yours."

Rafaela looked, blushing. "Right," she said. "Mine. It's more liquid, less thick."

"Silly girl," Vera said, laughing softly. "You complain and you enjoy. You really are a... can't find the word."

"Bitch in heat?" Rafaela suggested, with a bitter half smile.

"Yes, exactly that," Vera said. "Didn't mean to offend, but that's exactly what I meant."

"I know," Rafaela said. "Ana says it to me too, always. I think she's right. I really have become a bitch in perpetual heat."

Vera smiled, gave her an affectionate slap on her still-sore backside. "You're free now," she said. "Get yourself together a bit, before the next client."

The morning's second client was the cage one, the same who'd already used it weeks before with the remote-controlled machine, his familiar face smiling as soon as he saw her.

"Rafaela," he said, with the same detached courtesy as always. "Glad you're back."

She got on all fours in the cage, as she now knew how to do without needing instructions, and heard the padlock click, then the familiar buzz of the mechanical arm approaching.

"Today I want to try something different," the man said, holding the remote with his usual care. "Slower, at first. Then we'll see."

The dildo began entering, with that studied slowness Rafaela recognized by now, every inch calculated to maximize sensation before even real pleasure.

"Tell me what you feel," the man said, his voice turning almost scientific. "I want to know every detail."

Rafaela obeyed, describing the pressure, the heat, the way every thrust seemed to touch something deeper than the previous times, and the man listened, breath growing shorter with every word, as if the descriptions themselves were part of his pleasure as much as the rest.

"Keep going," he said, thumb sliding slowly across the remote, increasing the depth slightly. "What changes now?"

"It's fuller," Rafaela said, her voice trembling slightly. "I feel every inch, like it never ends."

The man nodded, pleased, adjusting the rhythm further, faster this time, while his fingers moved over his own body with the same attention devoted to the remote.

"And now?" he asked, his voice betraying growing excitement.

"I can't tell them apart anymore," Rafaela admitted, breath growing labored. "It's too much, but I don't want it to stop."

The rhythm built, the machine speeding up under the steady guidance of his hand, and Rafaela felt once more that double sensation, her body responding to the mechanism as if it were alive, while the man, seated at a distance, touched himself at the same rhythm, the two pleasures chasing each other without ever truly touching.

Rafaela gripped the cage's bars, moans escaping her now without restraint, while the dildo continued its ceaseless movement, always pressing against the same point with a precision no human lover could ever replicate.

"I'm about to," she said, her voice breaking, and the man, hearing those words, sped up both the machine and his hand further, trying to sync the two moments.

When both reached the peak, almost together, a suspended moment of impossible yet real synchrony, the man stayed motionless an instant, then got up to open the cage.

"Thank you," he said, simply, leaving the envelope on the small table as always.

Rafaela climbed the steps back up around lunchtime, her body tired but not exhausted like other times, and found in the kitchen a group of trans girls she'd never seen all together, five or six women laughing and chatting between bites.

"Rafaela!" one of them said, waving to call her over. "Come, sit with us."

They introduced themselves one after another, names Rafaela tried to memorize, while the most talkative of the group, a tall woman with bright red-dyed hair, came closer with a knowing smile.

"We started a dance group," she said. "Samba, you know? For Carnival, but also just for fun. Want to join us, this afternoon?"

Rafaela felt an excitement she hadn't felt in a while, an activity chosen for pure pleasure, no clients, no calendars to keep.

"Yes," she said, almost at once. "I'd love that."

"Not everyone's able to come, because of shifts," the red-haired girl explained. "But five or six of us is enough for a good rehearsal."

That same afternoon, Rafaela joined them in a small room at the back of the Jardim house, a space she'd never noticed before, mirrors on the walls and an old stereo in a corner.

"We dance naked here," the red-haired girl explained, already sliding off her dress naturally. "We feel freer this way. No judgment, among us."

Rafaela hesitated an instant, then followed the others' example, her body joining her companions' in an informal circle as the music began filling the room, a rhythm entering at once into her legs, her hips, as if her body remembered something her mind had forgotten.

The red-haired girl began leading the first steps, showing the basic hip movement, while the others arranged themselves around, following naturally, bodies moving in unison like waves on the same beach.

"Faster with your feet," one of the girls said, laughing, noticing Rafaela's clumsiness in her first attempts. "Don't think too much, let your body decide."

Rafaela let herself go, the steps growing surer and surer, the music's rhythm seeming to teach her on its own what words couldn't fully explain.

Looking around, between one step and another, Rafaela noticed almost all the others had taken off their little cages to dance, bodies moving freely, and stood hypnotized by those fluid movements, by hips swaying with a confidence she herself hadn't yet reached.

She realized, looking around, that she really was the one with the smallest size in the group, a detail she'd never had a chance to notice so clearly before, always surrounded as she was by men or a single solitary mirror.

One of the girls, shorter than the others but with a sculpted physique, came close to her during a break, winking with complicity. "Look," she said, "at the house I'm only a top. You can guess why yourself, right?"

Rafaela looked, smiling, unable to deny the evidence.

"Bet you're exclusively a bottom," the other continued. "Am I right?"

Rafaela felt a small embarrassment, but answered honestly. "Yes," she said, "but honestly I like it that way. Makes me feel desired."

The other laughed, a warm laugh, without any real malice. "Right," she said. "I want you too. Before the shower, will you take it in your mouth?"

Rafaela smiled, surprised by that frankness. "How direct you are," she said. "Fine, but the others? How do we manage? They'll see."

"Don't worry," the other said, laughing again. "We always do it after dancing. It's just that almost all of us are tops, and bottoms like you are really few. Today you're the only one. You'll really be the center of attention."

Once the dancing was done, sweaty and laughing, the girls gathered in a circle, and Rafaela found herself at the center, as promised, surrounded by bodies coming close one at a time, curious, hungry for that rarity she represented among them.

The first stepped forward, the same red-haired one who'd invited her, standing before her, and Rafaela knelt, starting to attend to her with her mouth, while the others arranged themselves around, some touching each other, others simply watching, softly applauding every good movement.

The taste was different from men's, sweeter, less intense, and Rafaela caught herself discovering that new nuance with curiosity, while the girl's hands stroked her hair, guiding her gently.

When the first had finished, another took her place at once, then another still, an informal rotation no one had really organized but flowing naturally the way water flows toward the lowest point.

Rafaela worked for a long while, her body tired but her heart light, surrounded by laughter, by gentle hands, by an atmosphere she'd never felt in any of her previous experiences, free of economic calculation, free of a paying audience's judging looks.

Now and then, between one turn and the next, one of them joked, telling anecdotes about odd clients, others softly sang the chorus of the song just danced, and Rafaela realized that lightness, that closeness between women who knew each other well, was something she'd missed more than she'd ever admitted to herself.

When the last had finished, all together they headed to the showers, laughing, singing the just-danced song's chorus under their breath, and Rafaela felt, for the first time in weeks, part of something owing nothing to anyone but herself.
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The Auction

Rafaela came home with the sun already low over Recife's rooftops, her body tired but her heart still light from the afternoon spent with her Jardim house companions, the dance steps still alive in her legs like a warm memory.

She walked humming softly the chorus learned that afternoon, a smile she couldn't hold back, when she turned the corner toward home and saw Ana and Bento already at the door, an impatient wait stamped onto them at once.

"Where have you been until now?" Ana asked, her voice already tense.

"With the coworkers from the house," Rafaela said. "They started a dance g—"

"Don't care," Ana cut in, taking her by the arm. "We have to go to the theater, for the show."

"I'm not ready," Rafaela said. "I'm not inflating the testicles anymore."

"No need," Ana said, already heading toward the alley. "I'll explain while we walk. There'll be new scripts. I'll explain on the way."

They walked fast, Ana talking without stopping, her voice overlapping the noise of the city getting ready for evening.

"The first script," she said, "is an educational story, set in colonial times, the 1700s. I'll play an auctioneer, the one directing a slave auction."

"You'll be the slave, obviously," she continued. "Vera and other trans girls from the house will be the bidders. Vera will win the auction, take you to her sugarcane plantation, to satisfy her two workers."

"The two performers," she added, "dressed as slaves too this time, like in the 1700s. But first she tries you herself."

Rafaela listened, trying to follow that complicated plot while her steps hurried to keep pace with Ana.

"You'll have to kneel," Ana continued, "and do your best with your mouth. You have to commit, because Vera takes a long time to come."

"Will I really get to do it with Vera all the way to the end?" Rafaela asked, an excitement lighting in her eyes despite the tiredness. "How thrilling!"

"Yes," Ana said, "but as soon as she comes, don't swallow. Keep it all in your mouth and show the audience. I'll come on stage, in a different costume, and call up a lady from the audience to taste it. Married, obviously, to make the association more interesting. You know, the fun comments toward the husband."

"And then?" Rafaela asked.

"Then, once the lady's tasted a bit, you can finally swallow," Ana said. "And Vera will hand you over to the two workers. From there you can improvise, but I imagine you'll want to make them finish in your mouth."

"Why exactly in the mouth?" Rafaela asked.

"Not telling you," Ana said, a mysterious smile on her lips. "You'll understand."

They reached the theater with just enough time for makeup and costume, a rough linen dress Otávio had picked specially to give the impression of a just-captured slave, fake chains jingling with every step.

The curtain opened on a set of painted reeds, fake palms, a small raised platform where Ana, dressed in an elegant period gown, a wide-brimmed hat, began performing with a put-on, theatrical voice.

"Gentlemen," she said, to the house, "today I present a slave of rare beauty, captured in the farthest inland lands. Who offers the most, for her?"

Vera, from the back of the stage, came forward with a decisive step, elegantly dressed too, while two other girls from the Jardim house, made up as colonial ladies, raised their hands with fake bids, a theatrical game the audience followed with amusement, applauding every raise.

"Two hundred!" the first of the two ladies shouted.

"Three hundred," the other bid, laughing, entering the game with evident enjoyment.

"Five hundred!" Vera shouted, her voice overpowering the others.

The audience applauded that figure, someone whistling approval, while the two ladies withdrew with fake displeased expressions, sitting back down among the scene's imaginary audience.

"No one raises?" Ana asked, looking around theatrically, lingering on purpose to build tension. "Sold, then. To Lady Vera."

Vera came to Rafaela, symbolically chained at center stage, and took her by the arm, dragging her toward her corner of the set, furnished as the interior of a manor house, a fake canopy bed, heavy curtains.

"Before I give you to my workers," Vera said, her voice dropping, "I want to try you myself."

She sat, loosening the robe under the colonial gown, revealing that imposing jewel, and an excited murmur ran through the front rows at once, many who'd never seen it before that evening.

Rafaela knelt, starting with her mouth, remembering every technique learned in months of practice at the Jardim house, determined to commit as requested, Ana's words still fresh in her mind: Vera took a long time to come, and she couldn't afford to disappoint the audience.

She worked for a long while, changing rhythm, using her hands too as she'd been taught, while the audience followed every movement with an attention never fading, some commenting quietly, others staying silent, hypnotized.

"Good girl," Vera whispered, breath growing shorter and shorter. "Keep going like that, a little more."

Time stretched, the minutes lengthening as Rafaela switched technique, alternating mouth and hand, seeking every small sign that might indicate progress.

"Faster," Vera said, at a certain point, her voice betraying growing impatience mixed with pleasure. "The audience gets bored, if you take too long."

Rafaela sped up, her effort growing along with the awareness of being watched by hundreds of eyes, each waiting for that moment with the same morbid curiosity.

Long minutes passed, the audience beginning to softly chant along, a hushed chorus accompanying every movement of Rafaela's mouth.

Finally, with a long moan Vera made no effort to hold back, her pleasure exploded, an abundant jet filling Rafaela's mouth exactly as promised.

Rafaela stayed still, mouth full, remembering the instruction received, and lifted her gaze to the audience, showing with her eyes what she couldn't say in words.

Ana came back on stage right then, changed into a new costume, a more modern dress deliberately clashing with the colonial setting, an intentional contrast that drew a few laughs from the audience.

"What you just saw," Ana said, to the house, "isn't just any liquid. Vera made it spicy, with years of preparation. A real fire, in Rafaela's mouth right now."

A skeptical murmur ran through the house, someone laughing openly. "Don't believe it!" a voice shouted, from the back. "It's just theater!"

"Lies!" another added, laughing. "Show us, then."

Ana smiled, as if she'd been waiting for exactly that reaction. "Want proof?" she asked. "Fine. A married lady, please, step forward. You'll see for yourselves if it's true."

A woman, in her forties, blushed visibly while her husband beside her laughed, gently pushing her toward the stage amid the other spectators' encouraging applause.

She went up, embarrassed but not unwilling, and Ana led her toward Rafaela, still kneeling, mouth still full.

"Go ahead and taste," Ana said, with a knowing smile. "Your husband will look at you with new eyes, tonight."

The woman leaned in, hesitant, then kissed Rafaela, a kiss letting them both share that taste, and an instant later pulled back sharply, eyes wide, hand flying to her mouth.

"It's true!" she said, almost breathless, waving a hand in front of her mouth as if to fan herself. "It burns! It really burns!"

The audience erupted into applause mixed with laughter, the husband standing up, laughing his head off, while the woman went back to her seat still shaken, quickly drinking a sip of water offered by a neighbor.

Only then, with the proof now shown before everyone, could Rafaela finally swallow what remained, the taste burning her throat, while the whole audience, now convinced, applauded that unusual demonstration.

Vera got up, composing herself, and signaled to the two performers, who came on stage dressed as 1700s slaves, rough canvas trousers their only garment, bare-chested, as the colonial setting required.

"Now you're theirs," Vera said, pushing Rafaela toward the two men with a theatrical gesture. "My most faithful workers. They deserve a reward."

Rafaela got on all fours at center stage, the fire still alive on her tongue, and understood at once, with a flash of clarity amid the burning, that pain could become a weapon: the faster she made the two men come, the sooner she could drink, and maybe that cool liquid would give her a bit of relief.

She threw herself at the first with a fervor surprising even the audience, her mouth working fast, desperate, trying every way to push him to his limit as fast as possible.

But the man, warned by Vera about that strategy, held back, deliberately slowing his own pleasure, playing with her, pulling away slightly every time he felt close, a cruel game prolonging Rafaela's torment instead of easing it.

"Look at her," Ana said, from the side of the stage, her voice addressing the audience with a mischievous smile. "She's trying to make them come as fast as possible. Know why? She's still got the spice in her mouth, and she's hoping their seed will give her some relief."

The audience burst out laughing, a wave of laughter spreading through the whole house, while someone shouted vulgar comments, encouraging her to "put out the fire" as fast as possible.

"Come on, girl, drink!" a man shouted, laughing. "You'll need it like a bucket of water on a fire!"

Rafaela, hearing those comments, blushed but didn't stop, her desperate need for relief pushing her to work even faster, while the second performer, behind her, in turn drew out the moment, entering and withdrawing at a deliberately slow rhythm to prolong the wait.

"That's not fair," Rafaela panted, between one attempt and another, her voice muffled. "You're delaying on purpose."

"Exactly," the first said, laughing softly. "The more you suffer, the more the audience enjoys it."

The audience, hearing that exchange, laughed even harder, some clapping to the rhythm, as if to encourage that small theatrical torture to continue.

Rafaela pressed on, switching technique, using every trick learned in months of practice, desperation mixing with professional commitment, until, after what felt to her an eternity, the first finally gave way, a moan betraying surrender.

She drank greedily, the relief only partial, the fire easing only slightly as she already turned toward the second, determined to get the same relief from him too.

The second, seeing the fervor with which she'd thrown herself at his companion, decided not to draw it out further, maybe moved to pity, maybe just wanting some relief himself now, and let go with one last thrust, the heat releasing into her already-burning mouth.

Rafaela stayed with both tastes mixed with the pepper's, her eyes lifting toward the house one last time before swallowing, under applause that seemed like it would never end.

The curtain fell slowly, and Rafaela stayed at center stage, exhausted, her throat still on fire despite everything, while backstage Otávio was already applauding, shouting that this would be the most memorable scene of the whole season.

The two performers took off their stage trousers, saying goodbye with a nod of respect before leaving the stage, while Vera came closer to help her up, her legs still unsteady after so long in that position.

"You did wonderfully," Vera said, her voice sincere beneath the usual professional tone. "With me too, before. Not everyone has the patience it takes."

Rafaela smiled, tired but satisfied, while Ana came closer from the other side of the stage, still in the modern costume, a pleased expression on her face.

"Tomorrow," Ana said, "we'll try the varied auction script. Otávio already has more ideas."

Rafaela nodded, no strength left to answer more, as she was walked backstage, the audience still applauding beyond the closed curtain, a tide of hands seeming unwilling to settle.


44
The Hook

Rafaela woke up worn out but calm, her body still carrying the warm memory of the night just passed, Marcelo having held her from behind, taking her twice with a gentleness still warming her chest.

She stayed a moment in bed before getting up, eyes still closed, trying to hold on to that warmth a little longer, knowing the day ahead would be very different from that nighttime tenderness.

She went to the Jardim house first thing, her steps light despite the tiredness, and found Vera welcoming her like a star, her eyes shining with pride over the previous night's show.

"All of Recife's talking about you," Vera said, hugging her briefly. "But today you're busy here, in the basement."

She led her down the stone steps, and had her gently get on all fours, applying a black leather collar, soft but sturdy.

From the collar, Vera ran a strap ending in a kind of hook, the rounded tip a ball about eight centimeters in diameter.

"We call it the hook," Vera explained. "There's a client who pays very well, and asks for it specifically."

With some effort, Vera worked the ball in, Rafaela gritting her teeth at the unusual width, then tightened the strap connected to the collar, pulling until the small of her back arched deeply downward, her backside rising high, almost an offering exposed to the basement ceiling.

Rafaela tried taking a few steps on all fours, and realized at once that, to avoid choking under the collar's tension, she had to maintain that extreme arch, backside always thrust upward, back curved like the arc of a violin.

Vera left, leaving her alone a few minutes, and shortly after a distinguished, elegant gentleman came in, white jacket and trousers, black shirt, a white hat shading his face slightly.

He greeted her with a polite nod, without giving his name, and came to a table where he took a thin crop and a leash, clipping it to the collar already tight around Rafaela's neck.

He began having her crawl around the room, not sparing her the occasional lash now and then, light but precise strikes on her already-exposed buttocks.

"I saw you last night, at the theater," he said, his voice calm but loaded with restrained excitement. "You're quite the bitch in heat. Tell me you are."

"Yes," Rafaela said, her voice trembling slightly. "I really am a bitch in heat."

"Tell me the hook excites you," he continued, gently pulling the leash. "That you'd want a bigger ball, in there."

"Yes," Rafaela said, surprised at her own voice. "I'd want an enormous ball, filling me completely."

The man gave her a firmer lash, making her arch her backside further, then sat in a leather armchair, pulling the leash toward himself.

"If you ask me the right way," he said, "I'll let you suck it. But no hands, only your mouth. You'll have to stay down, on all fours, like a bitch."

Rafaela found that request strangely exciting, and without thinking too much, her voice came out almost theatrical, as if she were still on the previous night's stage.

"Please, sir," she said, "I so wish to taste your precious nectar. Grant me this honor."

The man was struck by that unexpected courtesy, a smile spreading under his hat, and unzipped, revealing something truly unusual: skin entirely pierced with small gold metal rings, tattooed a dark green, streaked with red lines following the raised veins.

The smell wasn't the best, maybe because of all those piercings, but Rafaela hardly noticed, coming closer gently, starting to work with mouth and tongue, without the help of her hands as requested.

The tattoo had changed the texture of the skin at the tip, noticeably rougher to the tongue, a sensation similar to what she'd already felt with other pierced clients, but more intense, less natural.

The man kept time with the crop, light strikes accompanying Rafaela's movements, and now and then pulled the strap connected to the hook, forcing her to raise her backside even higher, an exposure growing along with the pleasure.

After a few minutes, he spread his legs, placed both hands on the back of Rafaela's neck, and with increasingly frantic movements finally found his release, directly in her mouth.

The taste hit her harder than the smell, already strange in itself: a mix of garlic and onion, unusual, hard to swallow.

Seeing her reluctance, the man grabbed her nose, pinching it shut with two fingers, keeping her from breathing, and Rafaela, feeling herself suffocate, had no choice but to swallow, taking down entirely that mix of unpleasant flavors, before finally filling her lungs with the basement's damp air, mouth wide open.

The man left as he'd come, without a goodbye, without a thank you, limiting himself to setting the envelope on the arch of her still-bent back.

Rafaela stayed a moment longer in that position, her neck pulling against the collar, breath slowly returning to normal, thinking about how strange that client was, capable of demanding such formal courtesy alongside such physical harshness, as if the two things, to him, were two faces of the same coin.

A few minutes later Vera came back, crouching behind her to free her from the hook.

"Needs a bit of patience, now," she said, fingers seeking the right spot. "The ball always struggles to come out. The backside closes over it and tends to hold it in. As if it had a will of its own."

"Actually," Rafaela said, "it makes me feel pleasantly full. I'd never felt a sensation like that."

Vera looked almost surprised, her fingers meanwhile working calmly to relax the sphincter walls and let the ball come out. "It's like a big plug," she said. "Nothing special."

"What's a plug?" Rafaela asked.

"You've never tried one?" Vera said, incredulous. "Are you serious?"

"No," Rafaela said, "but explain it better."

"It's a kind of wedge," Vera explained, "usually metal, ending in a narrower part and then a sort of external disk. It goes in behind, and the disk is for pulling it out at the end. You should try one, sometime. For bottoms like you it's fantastic, almost a form of addiction."

"But is it big?" Rafaela asked.

"They come in various sizes," Vera said. "I have one fifteen centimeters in diameter, for display. No one's ever actually worn it. But I see you handle eight centimeters well. Good starting point."

Vera made one last effort, pulled, and finally the ball came out, a strange sound accompanying that sudden release.

"It'll stay open a while," Vera said, "then close on its own. You'll feel the outside air, inside, for a few hours, maybe."

Rafaela, who'd been growing used to that strange intrusion, felt a slight regret at having to do without it. "Will he come back?" she asked, obviously referring to the man in the hat.

"You can count on it," Vera said. "He always comes back. If you want, I'll send him to you every time. Many don't like his smell, but especially his taste. He knows, and does nothing to change it. He just knows how to pinch your nose shut, and it almost seems like he enjoys it."

"Right," Rafaela said. "He knows how to convince you to swallow. Send him to me anytime. Honestly, the idea of the hook is fun."

Vera smiled, pleased with that answer, and helped her back up, her legs still unsteady after so long in that position. "That's enough for today," she said. "Tonight's a new show at the theater. I keep in touch with Otávio and Ana to come up with new plots, maybe we're getting somewhere good. Go up and rest, then this afternoon, if you want, there's another dance rehearsal, ahead of Carnival."

Rafaela felt a genuine excitement at that news, and went up to eat something in the kitchen, waiting impatiently for the afternoon to come.

When finally, at three, the group gathered in the small room, Rafaela noticed some of the girls were different from the time before, the house's shifts changing day to day. There were only five, herself included, but among them was a petite, very pretty girl, with East Asian features Rafaela had never seen before.

"Hi," the girl said, coming closer with a shy smile. "You must be the famous Rafaela."

"Famous?" she asked, surprised.

"Yes," the other said, laughing softly. "You're a theater celebrity by now. Glad you're here today too. Look, I'm only a bottom too. After dancing we can share the others' attention together."

"What's your name?" Rafaela asked, curious about that new face.

"Mei," the girl said. "I just arrived at the house recently. I come from a family of Chinese origin, here in Recife three generations now."

"Nice to meet you, Mei," Rafaela said, sincerely.

Mei smiled, a smile lighting up her whole face, and took her hand for an instant, a simple welcoming gesture warming Rafaela more than she'd expected.

Rafaela smiled, and couldn't help looking at her new friend's intimate parts, really small, not as small as her own, but still small among the others.

Veronica, the oldest of the group, nude like all the others, clapped hard. "Let's begin!" she said, her voice filling the small room, and started at once moving to the samba rhythm, hips swaying with an enviable confidence.

The others joined one at a time, each with a different style, some more timid, others already confident, while the music filled every corner of the small room, the wall mirrors multiplying those moving bodies until they seemed twice as many as those present.

Rafaela couldn't help but notice her own intimate parts too, entirely relaxed, swinging from side to side, brushing her thighs almost at knee level with every movement, a natural pendulum following every dance step.

The girl with the East Asian features noticed those looks, and whispered in her ear, laughing softly. "I'll leave him to you today."

Rafaela smiled, happy, and began swaying herself to the music's rhythm, her steps growing surer every time, her body following the others' like a river finally finding its own course.

The lesson went on for a long while, Veronica correcting each one's movements patiently, showing ever more complex variations, until the moment of the grand finale arrived, when the girls lined up, one behind the other, for a conga line always closing their rehearsals, hands on the hips of whoever was ahead, bodies swaying together to the drum's rhythm.

Rafaela found herself second-to-last in line, Veronica right behind her, the older woman's hands settling on her hips with the same naturalness they'd settle on anyone else in that line, but little by little, dance after dance, they began holding her closer, Veronica's body pressing against hers with an ever thinner pretext.

Rafaela felt, between one sinuous movement and another, the tip of Veronica's intimate parts coming close to her backside, still slightly open from the hook shortly before, a contact the music's rhythm made easy to pretend was accidental.

With the dance as an excuse, Rafaela swayed her hips conspicuously, thrusting slightly backward, until catching that strange presence between her buttocks, a movement anyone could have mistaken for pure choreography.

When the music ended, Veronica stayed inside her, motionless an instant, while the other girls in the group, instead of stopping, gathered around the two of them, curious, smiling, as if that conclusion had already been expected by everyone except Rafaela herself.

Mei was the first to come closer, helping Rafaela get on all fours while Veronica leaned on her knees behind her, to push better, hips picking up a slow but decisive rhythm.

Mei positioned herself the same way, but with her head turned toward Rafaela, her face inches from hers, while from behind another girl in the group made her way inside her in turn, a tangle of bodies forming naturally, without anyone having really planned it.

Rafaela and Mei's lips brushed, hesitant at first, while Veronica's thrusts behind Rafaela grew faster and faster, the rhythm building along with what Mei received in turn.

Their tongues intertwined, a kiss deepening with every thrust received from behind, until the final moment, when both stiffened almost together, a shared pleasure leaving them embraced, panting, the dance's sweat still fresh on their skin.

An honest closeness was born, in that moment, between the two of them, different from anything lived with any client, a complicity only two bottoms could really understand in each other, as Mei later confided to her, later, while they got dressed side by side.

"Between bottoms," Mei said, "bonds can form that aren't possible with anyone else. Neither has to pretend to be what she's not."

Rafaela nodded, feeling the truth of those words resonate with something deep inside her, a friendship born in one afternoon of dancing that already felt destined to last beyond that simple meeting.


45
The Witchcraft Trial

Otávio had promised a different script, and that evening he proved it from the set alone, the theater transformed into a colonial courtroom none of the regular spectators expected to find, so far from the jungle or the plantation of previous evenings.

The curtain opened on a colonial courtroom, dark wood benches, a large painted crucifix on the backdrop, real candles flickering at the sides of the stage, giving the whole thing a somber, almost sacred atmosphere.

Ana sat at the center, behind a tall wooden bench, a black cap on her head, a heavy robe giving her an unprecedented authority. Otávio had insisted the costume be as faithful as possible, and the audience, seeing that stern figure, fell silent at once, intrigued by that change of register from previous evenings.

"Bring in the defendant," Ana said, her voice echoing grave through the silent house.

Rafaela was led onto the stage between two guards, but they weren't just any guards: they were the two usual performers, this time dressed as colonial guards, dark jackets with gold buttons, tricorn hats, fake chained wrists jingling with every step.

They sat her on a small bench at center stage, and Ana rose from her bench, coming to the edge of the stage to address the audience directly.

"The defendant," she announced, "is considered dangerous. There's a concrete risk she'll try to flee during the trial. For everyone's safety, she'll stay wedged between her guards for the entire proceedings."

Without any hesitation, before the whole audience, the two men pressed in against her, one in front, one behind, both unzipping their uniform trousers.

"Throughout the trial," Ana repeated, to the house, "the defendant will stay wedged between her two keepers. Even witchcraft needs to be contained."

The two men entered at the same time, both into her rectum, one atop the other carefully, and Rafaela had to hold back a moan, her body settling into that double presence as the "trial" officially began.

"Rafaela," Ana said, her voice turning solemn, "you're accused of witchcraft and seduction. Of having bewitched the honest men of Recife with your body, corrupting faithful husbands, bringing disorder to respectable families."

A murmur ran through the house, some already laughing, amused by the grotesque tone of that accusation, while Rafaela, still impaled between the two prisoners, tried to stay composed despite the slow but steady movement the two men had already begun.

"I call the first witness," Ana said. "The gentleman fisherman from the pier."

A man from the audience, actually another performer in on it, came onto the stage pretending to be surprised by the call, and recounted in great detail how Rafaela had "bewitched" him and his mates one night at the port, while the house laughed recognizing, in that parody, echoes of stories circulating by now through all of Recife.

"Your honor," the man said, theatrically, "I couldn't resist. She looked at me, and I lost all will."

Ana nodded, taking notes in a large ledger, while Rafaela, between one witness and the next, felt the two men's rhythm build slowly, movements syncing more and more, one pushing while the other withdrew, a steady wave keeping her from fully focusing on the fake trial.

"Next witness," Ana said. "The lady from the market."

Another actress came up, feigning indignation, telling how her husband had come home "different" after an evening at the theater, her eyes laughing as she played the part with growing exaggeration.

"He doesn't sleep anymore," she said, theatrically, hand to her chest, "doesn't eat, talks of nothing but her. Your honor, I demand justice for my ruined marriage!"

The audience laughed at every line, recognizing the satire of all the fame Rafaela had built for herself in those weeks, while she, on stage, felt her body responding more and more to that double stimulation, moans escaping her between one question and the next of the fake trial.

Ana called a third witness, this time an elderly man, who told in a shaky voice of having seen Rafaela "fly over the rooftops of Recife" during a full moon night, an exaggeration so absurd the whole house burst into general laughter, applauding that find.

"Does the defendant have anything to say in her own defense?" Ana asked, finally, after the last witness.

Rafaela, breath short, her voice trembling with the effort of staying composed, said the only words the script allowed her. "I never wanted to bewitch anyone," she panted. "My body... responds on its own."

The audience laughed again, appreciating that unintentionally comic defense, while Ana struck a small gavel on the bench.

"Guilty," she declared, her voice filling the house. "Guilty of witchcraft and seduction."

Applause greeted the verdict, while Ana got up, coming down from the bench with a solemn step.

"Before the sentence," she announced, "the guards must lubricate her well, as required by procedure." She turned to the two men still inside Rafaela. "Come together, inside her. The sentence requires proper preparation."

The two men, receiving that unusual order, sped up the rhythm, the audience following with growing attention, until both stiffened almost at the same instant, a double heat releasing inside her.

When they withdrew, the sound that followed was obscene, a wet, full sound tearing embarrassed laughter from half the house, like the pop of an uncorked champagne bottle, the audience applauding that acoustic coincidence with enthusiasm.

"The sentence," Ana announced, "will be set by the victims themselves. I call all married women present in the house to come up on stage, to administer whatever justice they see fit."

An excited murmur ran through the audience, while two assistants brought a long table onto the stage, on which were arranged various strap-ons of different sizes and shapes, from the smallest and thinnest up to intermediate sizes, ten centimeters, then fifteen, then twenty, each with its harness ready to wear. At the center of the table, isolated from the others like a trophy, rested an enormous strap-on, fifty centimeters long by ten in diameter, which no one dared touch first.

The first women came up with a mix of embarrassment and curiosity, each one's husband cheering her on from his seat amid laughter and applause.

"How do we choose?" the first asked, a petite woman, her voice unsure before that unusual choice.

"State the diameter and length you'd like," Ana explained, with a professional smile. "Every woman has a right to her own justice."

The woman, blushing, chose something small, thin, almost delicate. "Three centimeters diameter," she said, almost whispering, "and no more than ten in length."

The audience laughed affectionately at that shyness, while other women came forward, each with a different request, twelve centimeters, fourteen, one who wanted eighteen "on principle," another who specifically asked for "something memorable, but not excessive."

A more confident woman stepped forward with a loud voice. "I want it big," she said, without shame. "Twenty-five centimeters, at least."

The audience applauded that request, while the husband, among the seats, covered his face with his hands, half embarrassed, half amused.

Otávio, as scripted, saved the biggest instrument for last, the fifty-centimeter one, reserving it for the end of the sequence, while a man came on stage from one side with a small drum, beginning to beat it softly, a rhythm growing in intensity with every new woman who came up, building a tension holding the whole house with bated breath.

Once all the women had chosen, Ana struck the gavel again. "Let justice be done," she said. "The guards will withdraw, to make room for the true sentence."

The two men stepped back, leaving Rafaela alone at center stage, still shaken from that unusual preparation, while the women lined up, from smallest size to largest, the drum marking each transition.

One after another, the women took turns, each with a different style, some fast, others slower, the audience commenting at every change, while the drum built steadily, and Rafaela, her body now worn from the long sequence, tried to stay standing, legs trembling more and more.

Finally came the last woman's turn, the one who'd requested the fifty-centimeter magnum, and the whole house fell silent, the drum slowing to a long, taut roll, while the woman positioned herself behind Rafaela with professional calm.

The act was excruciating, Rafaela clinging to whatever she could, teeth gritted, body opening centimeter by centimeter under the eyes of the whole house, the drum accompanying every advance with a sharp strike, until the woman finished, leaving Rafaela panting, exhausted, body shaken by tremors no applause could fully soothe.

When the last one finished, the audience erupted into thunderous, prolonged applause, while the women stayed lined up, strap-ons still worn, waiting for Ana's final word.

"You may keep them," Ana declared, to all of them. "And use them tonight, with your respective husbands. A sentence must be carried out to the end."

The first woman's husband, the timid one, cheered, standing up amid the joking applause of nearby friends.

The husband of the woman who'd chosen the fifty-centimeter magnum, instead, went visibly pale, jumping up and trying to reach the nearest exit, but five bachelor sailors, seated right in that row, blocked him laughing, grabbing his arms.

"Don't worry, ma'am," one of them said, to the wife on stage. "We'll escort him. We'll take you home, and hold him still until the judge's sentence is fully carried out. A sentence is a sentence."

The wife smiled, satisfied, the strap-on still wet at the tip with Rafaela's fluids, and turned to her husband with a smirk. "Dear," she said, "a sentence is a sentence."

The audience, thrilled by that unexpected turn, began loudly demanding that this sentence too be carried out right on stage.

Ana looked at Otávio, seeking confirmation, and he nodded, a smile betraying how much he liked that request.

"So be it," Ana said, raising her arms to the audience. "Exceptionally."

The husband was brought on stage by the five sailors, who put him on all fours, while the wife positioned herself behind him, gathering from the base of the strap-on Rafaela's still-fresh fluids to spread onto her husband's anus, a practical gesture that drew laughs from the audience.

She entered first with her fingers, one, two, three, and the husband, to general surprise, showed himself strangely aroused by that preparation, a moan escaping him even before his wife had truly begun.

Everyone understood, from the natural way his body responded, that this was hardly the first time his wife had given him similar treatment, and someone in the audience protested, laughing, shouting that this was clearly something already arranged between the two of them.

The wife didn't mind, positioned the tip and began entering slowly, inch by inch, all the way, while the husband panted, his body surrendering without any resistance left.

Then, to thank the kindness of the five sailors who'd escorted her, the woman said, laughing: "If you want his mouth, it's all yours. He plays hard to get, but he's good. He's been through all my lovers more than once."

The sailors needed no further invitation, and presented themselves in turn before the husband's mouth, who proved himself truly worthy of the fame just revealed, while the wife, behind him, continued for almost half an hour, making them all come, one after another, amid the house's amused applause.

At last, overwhelmed by a visible internal orgasm triggered by the strap-on still moving inside him, the husband began to tremble, and spurted forward, visibly staining the stage.

Ana, unyielding in her judge's role to the very end, decreed in a solemn voice that he'd have to clean it all up with his tongue, and the audience, now in a frenzy, greeted that final sentence with the longest applause of the whole evening.

The curtain fell slowly, amid applause that seemed like it would never end, while backstage Otávio was already celebrating, certain that evening would stay etched in all of Recife's memory more than any performance until then.

Marcelo, among the backstage crowd where he'd watched that evening, made his way to her as soon as the curtain fully closed, his face tense between worry and pride at how she'd held up through that evening so different from the others.

"You okay?" he asked, helping her settle into a dressing room chair.

"Tired," Rafaela said, her voice hoarse. "But it was... different. Almost fun, at moments."

Ana arrived shortly after, still in her judge costume, a pleased smile lighting her face. "Best show so far," she said. "Otávio already wants to repeat it, with some variations."

Rafaela closed her eyes, too exhausted to answer, while the sound of the audience leaving the theater still filtered, distant, through the dressing room's thin walls, an echo of that evening that would stay etched, as Otávio had said, in all of Recife's memory.
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The Tailor

A few days passed, the rhythm of Rafaela's life now marked by theater, the Jardim house, and rehearsals growing more and more frequent ahead of Carnival, drawing closer week by week like a tide no one could stop anymore.

One afternoon, the Jardim house girls met in the usual small room, not only to dance but also to finally decide on the costumes to wear during the parade, a topic livening up the conversation more than any other.

"I want mine flashy," Rafaela said, eyes shining at the idea. "Feathers, bright colors, something visible from far away."

Vera had called a tailor for the occasion, a slight man with fluttery mannerisms, who came into the room with a tailor's tape around his neck and a sketchpad under his arm, standing immediately breathless before that vision of trans dancers, all nude, still moving to the just-stopped music's rhythm.

His eyes ran at once to Veronica, the jewel still swinging free, slapping heavy against her knees with every residual movement from the dance, and he stayed a long instant unable to look away.

"Excuse me," he said, recovering with effort, "I wasn't expecting... such a sight."

While taking measurements, first for Mei, then for Rafaela, the tailor confided quietly, almost embarrassed by his own question. "I'm a bottom too," he said, under his breath. "You two... have either of you ever tried Veronica?"

Rafaela and Mei exchanged a look, then burst out laughing together, a knowing laugh the tailor took with a mix of curiosity and embarrassment.

"Veronica's not for everyone," Mei said, still laughing. "Takes preparation."

"Please," the tailor said, hands clasped in an almost theatrical gesture. "At the end of Carnival, if you could convince her..."

"We'll do what we can," Rafaela promised, amused by that sincere plea.

The tailor, relieved, got to work with renewed enthusiasm, offering concrete suggestions for each one's costume.

"For you," he said, to Rafaela, "I'd suggest a bright color, a fuchsia or a vivid orange, standing out well under the Carnival sun. Tall ostrich feathers on the back, moving with every step. And gold sequins on the bodice, to catch the light."

"For the hips," he continued, "a short petal-cut skirt, opening with every movement. And an important headpiece, with even taller feathers, so they'll see you even from the last row."

Rafaela listened, already picturing that image of herself, and nodded enthusiastically at every suggestion.

"For Mei," the tailor said, turning to her, "something more delicate, maybe. Emerald green, with gold embroidery echoing your heritage. Shorter but more numerous feathers, giving the idea of movement even standing still."

They discussed at length, the tailor taking feverish notes, while the other girls gathered around, each with different requests, colors, cuts, accessories.

"Electric blue for me," one said, "with fringe that moves a lot."

"Something more classic for me," another said, "gold and white, like a real Carnival queen."

Veronica, for her part, asked only for an important headpiece, leaving the rest of her body as free as possible. "I don't want anything hiding what I have," she said, laughing, and the tailor nodded quickly, taking notes with a trembling hand.

Once measurements were taken and colors chosen, the moment came to resume dancing, and the tailor, by now entirely hypnotized by that atmosphere, asked permission to stay a while longer, to watch.

The girls arranged themselves for the usual final conga line, ten of them this time, a number making the line long and the choreography more complex than usual.

Rafaela and Mei, the group's only bottoms, already knew what awaited them: with ten dancers in line, eight tops and two bottoms, the math was quick, four each to satisfy before the afternoon could be called over.

The dance slid naturally toward that now-ritual conclusion, bodies pressing closer and closer, hands turning more decisive on others' hips, until the music stopped and the conga line dissolved into a tangle of pairs.

It was Veronica's turn with Rafaela, the group's oldest woman coming close with that confidence always marking her, the jewel still warm from the dance.

"Ready?" Veronica asked, a smile promising something intense.

Rafaela nodded, getting on all fours with the docility now natural to her, knowing that first turn, among the four awaiting her, would probably be the most demanding of all.

Veronica positioned herself behind her, taking her time, hands sliding along Rafaela's back with a mix of tenderness and anticipation, before starting to press, slow, inch by inch.

Rafaela felt her body open with effort, that out-of-the-ordinary size she knew well by now but that never stopped surprising her, an effort requiring all her concentration.

"Breathe," Veronica said, her voice calm despite the evident effort even for her. "Slowly, like that."

The tailor, sitting in a corner, watched open-mouthed, even forgetting his notebook, while Veronica continued, the rhythm building little by little, each thrust deeper than the last.

Rafaela gripped the floor, moans escaping her more and more frequently, while her body, by now used to certain sizes thanks to the weeks of theater, still found in that just-finished dance a new understanding, different from any paying client.

"You're good," Veronica said, panting herself, a rare compliment amid so much effort. "You improve every time we try it."

The rhythm built further, Rafaela pushing back to meet every thrust, seeking that point she now knew how to recognize, while Veronica, out of the corner of her eye, noticed the tailor's gaze, fixed on them with an intensity going well beyond simple professional curiosity.

"Look at him," Veronica whispered, without stopping the rhythm, her voice low so only Rafaela could hear. "He's devouring us with his eyes."

Rafaela turned her head slightly, meeting the tailor's gaze, frozen in his chair, mouth half-open, the notebook now forgotten on his knees. She smiled, and whispered in turn, panting between one thrust and another. "He told me he's gay, only a bottom."

Veronica laughed softly, without stopping her movement, the rhythm growing even more decisive. "Then he should look less at me," she said, "and more at your little backside. That's his type, not my jewel he admires so much."

She leaned a little closer, lips almost against Rafaela's ear. "Gay bottoms like little backsides like yours," she said, "waxed, quivering with every thrust. Mine, on the other hand, wouldn't know what to do with it."

Rafaela smiled, feeling a small pride amid everything else, while Veronica sped up further, hips now slapping decisively against her, every thrust accompanied by a wet, dense sound filling the room together with both their breaths.

"I'm about to," Veronica said, her voice breaking, and Rafaela braced herself, gritting her teeth, knowing from experience how memorable that moment, with Veronica, always was.

The moan that followed was long, almost a muffled roar, and Veronica's pleasure released abundant, a dense, warm gush filling Rafaela well beyond what she'd expected, followed by two more equally generous spasms, the liquid already running down the inside of her thighs before Veronica had even fully withdrawn.

The tailor, witness to that scene, dropped his pencil, unable to hold back a small sigh that made both women laugh.

"See?" Veronica said, withdrawing slowly, panting but satisfied. "Can't stop watching. But it's yours he really wants."

Rafaela laughed, feeling that liquid keep running warm down her legs, an abundance leaving her pleasantly dazed, as she turned to look at the tailor, who blushed violently, lowering his gaze to his notebook as if nothing had happened.

"Maybe," Rafaela said, still laughing, "we should add him too to the list of promises for after Carnival."

Veronica burst out laughing, a full sound drawing the other girls' attention. "We'll talk about it," she said, "when the time comes."

They parted with a brief hug while the other pairs continued around them, and Rafaela barely had time to catch her breath before the second turn claimed her, another girl from the group already stepping forward, patient, waiting her turn.

The four turns followed one after another through the afternoon, each different from the last, some girls fast and direct, others slower, curious to discover something new each time, while the tailor, by now completely absorbed in that scene, mentally took notes that would probably inspire his dreams for weeks to come.

The second girl was almost shy, apologizing at every small flinch of Rafaela's, while the third, younger than the others, proved surprisingly confident, a decisive rhythm tearing ever more intense moans from Rafaela.

The fourth and last, the same one who'd asked the tailor for the electric blue costume, closed that afternoon with a slow, prolonged rhythm, as if wanting to make up for all the time spent waiting, leaving Rafaela completely exhausted but satisfied.

When even the last had finished, Rafaela got dressed slowly, her body exhausted but her heart light, and headed home as the sun began setting over Recife's rooftops.

She found Ana waiting for her on the sofa, sitting beside Bento, an expression mixing pride and tiredness.

"Look, Rafaela," Ana said, lifting her shirt slightly to show her belly. "We're at two months. Look how your child's growing."

Rafaela came closer, seeing only a slight hint of a curve, barely perceptible, but enough to make her feel a surge of sincere tenderness.

"It's beautiful," she said, sincerely.

"Now you'll have to do everything around the house," Ana said, her voice turning practical. "I can't manage anymore, with the tiredness. And you should devote yourself more to Bento too, who was so kind to give me his seed for this baby. I need to rest."

Rafaela nodded, obedient, unable to find the strength or the desire to contradict that request, while Bento, smiling, was already unbuttoning his trousers, pulling out what had gotten Ana pregnant.

Rafaela understood at once what task fell to her, in that moment, and knelt in front of him, the day's tiredness dissolving into that yet another now-familiar gesture.

Bento, very gently, took her by the back of the neck with both hands, guiding her toward himself with a slow, almost affectionate movement, while Ana, from the sofa, watched with her usual pleased look, one hand resting on her just-showing belly.

Rafaela worked with her usual care, her tired body still finding the energy for that now-familiar task, while Bento panted softly, his fingers gripping lightly through her hair without ever pushing hard.

"Good girl," Ana murmured, from the sofa, her voice turning almost sleepy. "Take care of him, while I rest. It'll be like this for a while, now."

Rafaela didn't answer, focused on what she was doing, feeling Bento's rhythm grow more insistent, his breath breaking with every movement of her mouth, until he stiffened with a low moan, the heat releasing as his hands gripped slightly tighter at the back of her neck.

Rafaela swallowed, the taste familiar by now, and pulled back, lifting her gaze to Ana, who smiled at her from a distance, eyes already half-closed from the tiredness of pregnancy.

"Thank you," Ana said, quietly. "I don't know what I'd do, without you."

Rafaela nodded, feeling those words settle on her like a new weight, different from all the others accumulated until then, the awareness that this house, that strange and imperfect family, now depended on her for much more than she'd ever imagined when she'd first knocked on the Jardim house door.
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The Phone Call

Rafaela was making dinner, the smell of rice and beans filling the small kitchen, the radio playing in the background a song she vaguely remembered from childhood, when she heard Ana exclaim something from the sitting room, her voice suddenly rising.

"It was Otávio, I'm sure of it," Ana shouted, calling everyone's attention. "Look at this!"

"What is it?" Bento asked, coming to the sofa where Ana held the phone in hand.

"A video," Ana said, her voice trembling with anger. "Viral. All about Rafaela, and I played the judge, the most important role, the star, and I'm never even in frame." She slapped a hand on the sofa arm. "Otávio's going to pay for this!"

Everyone came closer to see better, Bento, Marcelo, and finally Rafaela too, who set down the ladle and wiped her hands on her apron before leaning toward the screen, her heart already pounding harder than usual without knowing why yet.

The video cut together clips from the trial show, the images alternating shots from behind and in front, showing Rafaela between the two guards, then the scene with the magnum strap-on, fifty centimeters long, ten in diameter, entering inch by inch.

"Look how many likes," Marcelo said, his voice incredulous before the counter that kept climbing as they spoke.

Rafaela stood stunned. She'd never thought of being filmed that way, and the editing, cruel in its precision, lingered right on her expression, that mix of effort and pleasure her face hadn't managed to hide as the dildo stretched her, the camera then dropping to frame her body up front, dripping.

A pleasure she'd always considered, deep down, still somewhat private, had ended up broadcast worldwide, exposed to the judgment of anyone with a connection and five minutes to spare.

The video closed with Otávio's theater logo, printed in elegant lettering over the last shot.

Bento, scrolling through the comments, began reading them aloud, without a second thought. "Horse-like," he read, "it's really something horse-like, what's going into her." He laughed, still scrolling. "'Seems like it's still not enough, she's really broken.' And another: 'That one's Guinness Book material.'"

"Look how many shares," he added, not noticing Rafaela's expression growing paler with every word read aloud. "Even from other countries, look, there's people writing in English, in Spanish."

Marcelo, seeing Rafaela's face growing paler and paler, put a hand on Bento's arm. "Enough," he said, his voice firm. "Stop reading them."

Rafaela let herself slide to the floor, into a corner of the room, head sinking between her knees, arms wrapped tight around her legs the way you grip the last handhold before going under entirely.

Marcelo sat beside her, starting to stroke her hair gently, searching for words of comfort he couldn't find, while Ana kept staring at the phone, more worried about her own absence from the shots than about Rafaela's state.

A few minutes later, Ana's phone rang again, this time an incoming call, not a notification.

"This is Conceição, Rafael's mother," an elderly voice said, as soon as Ana answered, accidentally putting it on speaker. "What's this video going around? A neighbor showed it to me. Is that really Rafael? Is it AI?"

Rafaela's head snapped up, blood freezing in her veins at hearing that name spoken that way, after months.

"No, mom," Ana said, with an ease leaving everyone breathless. "It's real, but it was part of a show where I was the star, a judge. Rafael only did a walk-on, to make it all more believable. Don't worry, it's an editing error in the video. My best scenes were inexplicably cut."

"But why is my son playing a female part?" the woman asked, her voice uncertain. "I understand acting, but this seems like too much."

"But mom," Ana said, "you raised him. You saw, since birth, how he's built down there. Certain things are just in their nature. What did you think he did, with that little pinky?"

There was silence on the other end, then Conceição's voice, lower. "You're right, Ana. Sorry. Actually I always wondered what I saw in him."

Rafaela felt every word like a separate stab, her body trembling against Marcelo's, unable to say anything, to stop that conversation dismantling piece by piece whatever remained of herself in her mother's eyes.

"You know, mom," Ana continued, catching none of that silent pain, "I'm expecting Rafael's child. Are you happy?"

"A child of my son's?" Conceição asked, her voice now betraying total confusion. "Are you sure? Is that even possible?"

"Yes, mom, entirely possible," Ana said. "His, and a friend of mine's, Bento, who gave us great help."

"What kind of help?"

"He lent us his seed."

"So, artificial insemination?"

"No, mom, that costs a fortune, all natural. He inseminated me directly."

"With a syringe?"

"No, directly, with his... well, you know what. But Rafael took part too, you know."

"What do you mean, took part?"

"He watched," Ana said, with the same ease she'd use describing a recipe. "He helped Bento get inside me. He stimulated me with his tongue while Bento was inside. Got Bento ready with his mouth, between one try and the next. In short, he pitched in, like a good father."

There was a long, heavy pause, the silence on the other end of the line seeming to stretch on forever, Rafaela holding her breath, hoping for a scream, for crying, for anything more human than that silence loaded with meanings she couldn't decipher.

"Mom, are you still there?" Ana asked, after a moment, her voice betraying slight impatience, as if the pregnancy topic deserved more attention than anything else. "You'll be a grandmother. Aren't you happy?"

The conversation cut off abruptly, the line dropping without so much as a goodbye, and no one ever knew whether Conceição had stayed happy, angry, or simply unable to find words for what she'd just heard. Every subsequent attempt to call back fell flat, the phone ringing on without answer.

Rafaela, or rather Rafael, had listened to it all in silence, Marcelo's hands still in her hair, motionless, unable to react, unable even to cry, as if the pain were too big to find any form of release.

In a strange kind of reaction she herself couldn't have explained, she realized she'd grown wet up front, without having felt any conscious pleasure, her body responding to something deep and twisted even amid all that pain.

The stain was so large that Marcelo, noticing it from the corner of his eye, glanced up for an instant toward the ceiling, wondering if it wasn't a burst water pipe from the floor above, before understanding, with a mix of tenderness and bewilderment, what had really happened to Rafaela's body in that moment of pure anguish.

He said nothing, made no comment, only held her tighter, letting that body betray what it wanted without anyone needing to explain or justify it.

Ana, meanwhile, had already stopped thinking about the call, back to scrolling the video with an annoyed expression, even more focused on counting how many times her face appeared compared to Rafaela's.

"I need to call Otávio," she said, getting up from the sofa. "He's not getting away with this."

Bento followed her, still with the phone in hand, while Marcelo stayed on the floor beside Rafaela, the only one in that room who seemed to have truly understood what had just happened, not a simple technical mishap or a matter of missed shots, but the definitive end of something Rafaela had, until that moment, tried to keep separate from the rest: her own family, her real name, the person she'd been before everything she'd become.

"I'm sorry," Marcelo said, quietly, his voice trembling with sincere helplessness. "I don't know what else to say to you."

Rafaela didn't answer, her face still hidden between her knees, and Marcelo understood that, for that evening at least, there was nothing to say that could truly ease that pain, only to stay, in silence, stroking her hair until even the day's last light had faded beyond the house windows.

Rafaela thought of her mother, of her uncertain voice on the phone, so different from how she remembered her, that steady voice that once called her to the table, that told her stories before sleep, that had raised her with such care in a simple house not far from there.

She wondered if that interrupted call would be the last, if her mother would ever try calling again, or if that sudden silence truly marked the end of a bond she'd, despite everything, always hoped to recover one day, somehow, once all this chaos had finally settled.

She thought too about how cruel the irony of that whole evening was: right as her body once again betrayed that strange involuntary response to pain, the most intimate and true part of herself, the one calling her mother by the name given her at birth, was fading away forever, without even one last goodbye.

The food, forgotten on the stove, began to burn, an acrid smell spreading through the kitchen, but no one, that evening, bothered to turn off the flame.

Ana, still on the phone with Otávio in another room, her voice rising in an animated argument over image rights and video earning percentages, seemed the only one in that house for whom the evening kept flowing according to its usual logic, indifferent to everything else.

Bento, for his part, stayed staring at the phone screen a few minutes longer, as if hypnotized by those numbers still climbing, before finally setting it aside, maybe realizing, with a delay that weighed something onto his chest, how different that evening had been from all the others.
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The Stars Over Recife

In the days after the phone call, Rafaela moved through the house like a silent shadow, the pain finding no outlet but settling, heavy, onto every daily gesture.

She didn't cry anymore, by now, but something in her look had changed, a dimming even Ana, caught up in her negotiations with Otávio, didn't seem to fully notice, while Marcelo watched her every day with growing worry.

It was Marcelo, seeing her so dimmed, who suggested a different evening. "Come," he said, one afternoon, "I'll take you to dinner. Just the two of us, at a real place, elegant."

Rafaela hesitated, her mind running at once to money. "It'll cost too much," she said. "And Bento's motorcycle isn't fully paid off yet."

"Don't worry," Marcelo said, with a reassuring smile. "Otávio will surely give Ana a cut of the video's earnings, with all those views. For one evening, we can afford it."

They went out alone, that evening, a place in Recife's historic center, warm lights reflecting off white tablecloths, a pianist playing softly in a corner.

Rafaela wore the most elegant dress she owned, feeling almost guilty for that small vanity after days of tears, but Marcelo, seeing her come down the stairs, only said: "You're beautiful," with a sincerity warming her chest more than anything else he could have said.

The waiter led them to a table by the window, from where you could see a patch of starry sky above the historic center's low rooftops, and Rafaela, for the first time in days, felt her appetite return, the smell of dishes arriving at the next table waking something she'd thought buried.

Someone, among the tables, recognized her, a look lingering a bit longer than it should have, but limited themselves to coming closer politely, asking only for an autograph, no comments, no prying looks that could ruin the evening.

The restaurant's owner, a distinguished man in his fifties, came personally to their table toward the end of dinner.

"I'd like to offer you dinner on the house," he said, "in exchange for a photograph. I have a wall, at the back of the place, where I hang portraits of celebrities who've honored us with a visit. A World Cup-winning footballer, a local boxer, an Oscar-nominated actor."

Rafaela turned to look at that wall, noticing for the first time the gold frames holding familiar faces, proud smiles beside handshakes with the owner himself.

"And you'd like my photo, there with them?" she asked, almost incredulous.

"Of course," the man said, with a sincere smile. "You're already a legend, in Recife. It would be an honor for my restaurant."

Rafaela was surprised by that request, so different from everything she'd lived through lately, a popularity asked for with kindness, no expectations, no vulgarity.

"I accept," she said, feeling something inside her settle slightly, as if that small respectful gesture could partly counterbalance the sordidness of the video still fresh in her memory.

The owner took the photo with an old camera, promising to hang it within the week, and shook their hands sincerely before returning to his duties.

They went out walking through downtown, the warm night wrapping Recife's streets, when they ran into Aderbal, the hairy boy, coming out right at that moment from a small shop still open.

"Aderbal!" Rafaela said, her face lighting up for the first time in days. "Come, meet Marcelo."

"He's a very sweet boy," she told Marcelo, while the two shook hands. "It's strange, but I like this strangeness. I like his smell too."

Marcelo welcomed him like a real friend, without a trace of jealousy, inviting him to join them for the rest of the walk.

They continued like that, Rafaela in the middle, Marcelo and Aderbal at her sides, each holding one of her hands, as they walked unhurried toward the waterfront, the city lights reflecting softly on the dark water.

"How did you two meet?" Aderbal asked, curious, as they walked.

"We're cousins," Marcelo said, then corrected himself at once. "Or rather, almost cousins. No blood between us, just a family marriage."

"Ah," Aderbal said, a smile spreading across his face. "So no competition from you."

Marcelo laughed, shaking his head. "No competition," he said. "Just shared affection, I think."

Rafaela listened to them, her heart warming at that exchange so simple, so free of jealousy or calculation, a friendship born spontaneous between two men who, until shortly before, hadn't even known each other.

They stopped at a certain point, all three lifting their eyes together toward the sky, the few stars visible despite the city lights, a silence none of the three felt the need to break for a long moment.

It was Rafaela, finally, who broke that quiet. "I'd like to make love," she said, her voice sincere, "with both of you. You're the two people I care about most, right now. I'd like you to take me from behind, at the same time, together. I'd like to feel both your final warmth inside me."

Marcelo and Aderbal looked into each other's eyes, a smile exchanged between them without needing words.

"All right," they said together, almost in perfect sync, then laughing at that coincidence.

Aderbal suggested going to his place, a humble but clean house, not far from the port, and they agreed, walking all three there hand in hand.

They made love all night, exactly as Rafaela had asked, both of them together inside her, from behind, a slow and patient interweaving with nothing of the hurry or calculation she'd grown used to by now.

Aderbal entered first, slowly, while Marcelo stayed behind him, waiting patiently his turn, hands meanwhile stroking Rafaela's back, tracing small circles making her shiver with pure pleasure.

When Marcelo joined too, the two bodies adjusting to each other with a mutual care surprising even themselves, Rafaela felt a fullness different from the theater's, different from the Jardim house clients', a fullness born from shared desire more than physical size.

"Is this all right?" Aderbal asked, his voice betraying the same care as always.

"Perfect," Rafaela said, her voice broken by pleasure and emotion together. "Don't stop. Ever."

It wasn't simple sex, that night: it was love, tender and true, the two men taking turns slowly, attentive to her every breath, hands never ceasing to stroke her even in moments of highest intensity.

The rhythm built slow, never losing that initial sweetness, the two bodies moving almost in chorus, each careful not to overwhelm the other, while Rafaela, between the two of them, finally felt at the center of something pure, not a show, not an economic calculation, but an authentic desire shared by three people who cared for each other.

Rafaela felt, for the first time in days, her body respond without the weight of pain, without the memory of the phone call, without the thought of the comments read aloud, only the warmth of two people who desired her for what she was, not for what she could earn.

When both reached pleasure, almost together, a double warmth releasing inside her with the same gentleness they'd entered, Rafaela cried, but for the first time in days, they were tears of pure joy.

They stayed embraced until dawn, the three bodies entwined on Aderbal's small bed, while outside Recife slowly woke, indifferent as always, but for Rafaela that night was, after so many exciting yet somehow humiliating situations, the first truly romantic and happy night in a very long time.

She woke at dawn, faint light filtering through the half-closed shutters, Marcelo on one side and Aderbal on the other, both still asleep, their slow, steady breathing giving her a peace she hadn't felt in weeks.

She stayed like that, motionless, not to wake them, watching their relaxed sleeping faces, and thought that maybe, amid all the chaos of her life, that small corner of shared tenderness was the most precious thing she owned, more than any sum earned at the theater, more than any applause received from an unknown audience.

Outside, a rooster crowed in the distance, the first sign of the day opening over the working-class neighborhood where Aderbal lived, a simple, familiar sound, pleasantly contrasting with all the noise of flashes and applause she'd grown used to by now.

She thought of her mother, a thought tightening her chest again, but this time the pain came more bearable, tempered by that night of real warmth, as if the love received from Marcelo and Aderbal had built, around that still-open wound, a small shelter able to bear, at least for a while, the weight of everything else.

She closed her eyes once more, determined to stay in that narrow bed a little longer, before the world outside, with its calendars and its demands, inevitably came to claim her again.
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The Proposal

Rafaela woke early, the first morning still warm, and slipped out of bed without waking the two sleeping men, their slow, steady breathing filling the small room with peace.

She stayed an instant watching them before getting up, Marcelo and Aderbal still entwined as she'd left them the night before, and felt a deep gratitude for that night that had finally washed away, at least in part, the pain of the phone call with her mother.

She went to the kitchen barefoot, the floor cool under the soles of her feet, and began making breakfast, a simple gesture she hadn't done with such joy in a long time: strong coffee, fresh bread bought at the little bakery on the corner the night before, sliced fruit, three cups, three plates, everything in triplicate as you prepare for a real family.

Aderbal's small kitchen had little, but that little was arranged with care, pots hung on a wall, a basil pot on the windowsill scenting the cool morning air, and Rafaela moved among those simple objects with a naturalness surprising her, as if that house, somehow, already felt familiar.

The coffee began to gurgle in the old percolator, filling the room with an intense scent, while outside, through the half-open window, came the neighborhood's first waking sounds, distant voices, the roar of a motorcycle, a street vendor's call.

She found an old wooden tray in a cabinet, loaded it carefully, and went back to the bedroom, her heart light, humming softly a melody stuck in her head from the night before.

She opened the door quietly, expecting to find them still asleep, and instead stood frozen in the doorway, tray in hand, before a scene taking her breath away.

Marcelo and Aderbal, having woken while she was in the kitchen, had found themselves embraced in a way Rafaela hadn't expected, bodies facing opposite directions, each tending to the other with his mouth, a slow, silent sixty-nine, lit only by the morning light filtering through the shutters.

Rafaela stood motionless, the tray still in her hands, unable to move, not from modesty, but from a sort of sudden awe before what she saw.

She understood, watching them, that this wasn't simple sex, not a game born of jealousy or competition, but something more refined, a love the two men were exchanging in silence, a mutual gift not needing her presence to exist, and precisely for that it seemed even more beautiful to watch.

She set the tray carefully on the small nightstand, without making noise, and sat on the edge of the bed, eyes never leaving that scene, her chest swelling with an emotion she struggled to define, tenderness, maybe, mixed with a strange pride, as if that intimacy between the two of them were also, somehow, a gift given to her.

She watched the way Aderbal took Marcelo in his mouth, slow, deep, the fur on his chest moving with every held breath, while Marcelo, above him, worked with the same dedication, lips sliding up and down with a patient, almost meditative rhythm.

Rafaela felt, without meaning to, her own body react to that sight, a heat rising from her belly as she watched the two mirrored movements, one's hands gripping the other's hips, the muffled moans exchanged through flesh more than voice.

She looked closer, fascinated by the way Aderbal's tongue moved around Marcelo, tracing small circles before taking him in deeper, while Marcelo, in turn, focused on the base, using his hand too to accompany every movement of his mouth on him.

Without realizing it, Rafaela's hand slid downward, fingers settling gently on herself, starting a slow movement, up and down, while her eyes stayed glued to that scene continuing to intensify before her.

She felt her body dripping, a warm trickle confirming how much that vision was involving her more than she'd expected, and was surprised herself by that reaction, as if that desire, for once, needed no one to request it, born spontaneous only from the beauty of what she saw.

Marcelo, from the corner of his eye, noticed the movement of her hand, and a smile crossed his face without him stopping what he was doing with Aderbal, as if that discovery made everything even sweeter.

"Keep watching us," Aderbal whispered, his voice hoarse, pulling away from Marcelo for an instant only to say those words before going back to his task with renewed dedication.

Rafaela sped up her movement, eyes never leaving that tangle of bodies, pleasure building parallel to theirs, three distinct desires uniting in the same room without needing to touch directly.

The two men's rhythm grew more intense, moans growing less muffled, freer, while Rafaela, on the edge of the bed, felt her own peak approaching, her hand no longer stopping, eyes half-closed but always fixed on them.

Until both stiffened almost together, a shared pleasure leaving them panting, still entwined a long instant before slowly untangling, and Rafaela, a moment later, gave in in turn to a small silent tremor, a pleasure dissolving quiet, almost shy compared to what she'd just watched.

Rafaela couldn't hold back any longer. She leaned over them, hugging both together, a tangle of arms gripping all three united, and kissed them, first Marcelo, then Aderbal, on the mouth, tasting on both tongues the other's flavor, a shared taste that felt to her the most intimate sign of that morning.

"We made you blush," Marcelo said, laughing softly, still noticing the wetness on Rafaela's fingers.

"A little," she admitted, laughing in turn, no shame this time, only the lightness of someone who's just shared something real.

"Morning," she said, laughing softly, eyes shining. "I made breakfast."

The two laughed with her, still panting, while Rafaela retrieved the tray, setting it at the center of the bed so all three could reach it comfortably, and sat between them, legs crossed, coffee steaming gently in the cups.

It was Aderbal, biting into a piece of bread, who broke the silence with something Rafaela didn't expect.

"What if you stayed here," he said, his voice betraying an emotion held back with effort, "both of you? With me?"

Rafaela stopped chewing, her gaze moving from Aderbal to Marcelo, unsure she'd understood right.

"I mean," Aderbal continued, "leave Ana's house. Live here, together. It's not big, my place, but it's mine, paid off, no rent owed to anyone. We could be a real family, the three of us."

Marcelo stayed silent an instant, eyes seeking Rafaela's, as if to understand what she really thought before voicing his own opinion.

Rafaela felt her heart pound, a mix of hope and fear, her thoughts racing at once to Ana, to the calendar, to the debts still owed for Bento's motorcycle, to that whole world that had kept her tied down for months.

"I don't know if I can," she said, quietly, her voice trembling. "There's still so much to sort out. Ana, the baby coming, the money I still owe..."

"The baby isn't yours," Marcelo said, with a kindness meaning no hurt, only to remind her of a simple fact. "On paper, maybe, but not in blood, not really. You don't owe that house everything forever, Rafaela."

Rafaela lowered her eyes, feeling the truth of those words clash with years of habit, with a sense of duty she'd built onto herself without even noticing.

"I know," she said, finally. "But it's not that simple, leaving. Ana needs me. And there's Vera, the theater, everything I've built."

"I know," Aderbal said, taking her hand. "I'm not saying right away. I'm saying the door's open, when you're ready. For both of you."

Marcelo squeezed Rafaela's other hand, a gesture worth more than any words. "We could think about it," he said, quietly. "Take our time. But I like the idea, Rafaela. I really like it."

Rafaela looked at both of them, the tray now forgotten between the three of them, and felt for the first time, amid all the chaos of her life, the concrete shape of something resembling a real choice, imposed by no one, calculated for no one else's profit, but born simply from the desire to be happy.

"I'll think about it," she said, finally, a smile spreading across her face despite the uncertainty. "I promise I'll really think about it."

Aderbal kissed her hand, an almost chivalrous gesture making her laugh, while Marcelo leaned over to steal a piece of bread from the tray, finally returning to the lighter mood from before.

"In the meantime," Aderbal said, "we can keep doing this. Anytime you want, this house is yours too."

"Even the bed?" Marcelo asked, laughing, an eyebrow raised.

"Especially the bed," Aderbal said, and all three burst out laughing together, a sound filling the small room with a warmth Rafaela had never known in any of the houses she'd lived in until then.

Rafaela bit into a now-cold piece of bread, but didn't mind, the taste seeming to her the best she'd had in months anyway, seasoned by that rare lightness the morning had given her.

"You know," she said, to Aderbal, "when I was little I dreamed of a house just like this. Small, simple, but full of people who love each other. I'd never told anyone that."

Aderbal took her hand, bringing it to his lips for a light kiss. "Maybe," he said, "that dream was just waiting for the right moment."

The three stayed on that bed a long while longer, breakfast slowly cooling forgotten on the tray, while outside Recife kept living its morning, unaware that, in that small house near the port, the beginning of something entirely new might be taking shape.

Rafaela, leaning against Marcelo's chest, her hand gripping Aderbal's, thought that maybe, for the first time since knocking on the Jardim house door, her own future no longer seemed something to endure, but something she could, slowly, really start to choose.
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The Trophy

The now-cold breakfast still sat on the tray when Rafaela got up from the bed, her body still warm between Marcelo and Aderbal, thinking about how full that part of her life had become, these last days, the part she'd never even imagined she could want until recently.

She got ready to go out, but first wanted to explain to Marcelo and Aderbal what she felt, her voice seeking the right words not to hurt either of them.

"I love this clean feeling between us," she said, sitting on the edge of the bed, "but by now I also feel the need for the thrill, the Jardim house basement, the theater stage, dancing with the girls, our little end-of-session parties. And the child I so wanted with Ana too, whom, as she herself explained on the phone to my mother, I helped bring into being."

Marcelo and Aderbal listened in silence, sitting side by side on the small kitchen sofa, their eyes never leaving her as she spoke.

She paused, gathering the courage to continue. "I'm made this way, by now. Strange. But with you, last night, I felt a sincere happiness, clean, not morbid like everything else. I'm asking you to accept even the worst of me, if you feel for me what I feel for you. Think about it, and give me an answer this evening, when I come back after dancing."

The two boys looked into each other's eyes, and realized they didn't need to think about anything at all. They already loved her as she was, for who she was, contradictions included.

And once again they found themselves speaking at the same time, to say the same thing. "You're Rafaela, and we love you just as you are."

Rafaela kissed them on the lips, first one then the other, and they, right after, kissed each other in turn, a gesture that by now felt as natural to her as breathing.

"We'll wait for you here," Marcelo said, hugging Aderbal.

Rafaela understood at once what they meant by that. "Wait for me for real, though," she said. "Seriously, I mean. I'd like to be there too, the first time you do it with each other, from behind."

They smiled, and Aderbal reassured her. "We'll wait. You'll teach us. For now we'll just keep doing it like before."

Rafaela said goodbye with one last smile and left the house, the morning sun warming her face. A beautiful day, she thought, a truly beautiful day awaited her.

At the Jardim house, Vera took her straight to the basement, but instead of announcing a new client, she called Mei in too, and explained to both of them how plugs worked, taking several from a locked drawer, each a different size.

The two girls were thrilled by that discovery, examining each piece with curiosity, the cold, shiny metal passing hand to hand.

"Let's have a contest," Mei suggested, eyes gleaming with challenge. "Who can wear the widest one?"

Vera laughed, amused by that initiative, and sat down to watch, an improvised referee for that unusual competition.

They started with the smallest, Rafaela and Mei taking turns getting ready, each gritting her teeth while the other watched, egging her on with playful jabs.

Vera, sitting comfortably in her chair, commented on every attempt with the expert eye of someone who knew those instruments like her own fingers. "Breathe," she'd say, when she saw one of them tense up too much. "The body only opens if you let it."

The third plug, medium-sized, took longer than expected for both, Mei stopping several times, breath short, before finally managing to take it all the way, a small cry of triumph escaping her spontaneously.

"Your turn," she told Rafaela, still panting, handing her the next instrument, a fourth model already well beyond the diameter of a slender wrist.

"This is nothing," Mei said, after the first, laughing. "I've taken bigger ones with clients."

"We'll see who laughs last," Rafaela answered, already ready for the second, the diameter visibly growing from the last.

They climbed sizes, one after another, the diameter growing progressively, until Mei had to give up, her body unable to go past a certain point, an expression of pain mixed with amusement on her face.

"That's enough for me," she said, laughing, gently rubbing herself. "The rest is yours, champion."

Rafaela, instead, continued, her body by now trained by weeks of theater and basement, and managed to fit even the last one, the widest available, a triumph tearing sincere applause from both Vera and Mei, both shaking their heads in disbelief before that show of endurance.

"I can't believe it," Vera said, coming close to check with her fingers. "Not even the most experienced manage this, usually, on the first try."

"I win," she said, laughing, breath still a little short from the effort.

"Keep it," Vera said, with a knowing smile. "As a trophy, for today."

Rafaela decided to keep it in for the rest of the day, the plug staying in place with that now-familiar sense of fullness, until the afternoon, when the dance lesson hour arrived.

They danced naked, as always, and the plug's outer disk stayed clearly visible between her buttocks with every movement, gleaming under the small room's light.

The other girls noticed almost at once, curious looks settling on that unusual detail, and soon recognized, from the size, which one it was: the biggest of Vera's.

"That's Vera's magnum!" one exclaimed, laughing, coming closer to look better.

"Can't believe you put that in," another said, shaking her head with sincere admiration.

"Look how good it looks on her, open like that," a third said, cruder than the others, bursting out laughing along with the rest of the group.

"You can see the gaping hole from here too," another added still, amid general laughter, a comment that could have sounded cruel if it hadn't been said with the same playful affection sisters tease each other with.

Rafaela laughed with them, without shame, enjoying that attention like a well-earned prize, while she kept dancing, her body moving with a new sensation at every step, the plug shifting slightly with every sway of the rhythm.

"How do you dance like that, with that inside?" Mei asked her, laughing, during a break.

"It helps me find the rhythm," Rafaela answered, laughing in turn, that general attention giving her a kind of subtle electricity with every dance movement.

She took it off only at the end, shortly before Veronica, as had become habit by now, claimed her turn with her in the final conga line.

"You're glowing today," Veronica said, noticing something different in Rafaela's expression, without knowing exactly what had changed. "Got a secret?"

"Maybe," Rafaela said, laughing, revealing nothing.

Veronica, when her turn came, noticed something different at once, a surprised expression crossing her face as she positioned herself behind Rafaela.

"You're incredibly wide, today," she said, almost incredulous, fingers exploring that unusual dilation. "Relaxed, like I've never felt you. Maybe even too much."

Rafaela laughed, revealing nothing of the secret, enjoying that surprise as much as she'd enjoyed the other girls' shortly before.

Veronica continued anyway, the rhythm building until her pleasure released, abundant as always, inside her.

Rafaela, instead of washing up right away as she usually did, had a sudden idea, her eyes lighting with a sweet mischief.

She put the widest plug back in, the one won that morning, feeling Veronica's warm fluid still inside her mix with that new intrusion, a thought making her heart pound harder than usual.

"I'm going to surprise Marcelo and Aderbal," she told Mei, a knowing smile her friend returned at once, guessing without needing an explanation what she had in mind.

"Go," Mei said, gently pushing her toward the door. "And tell me everything, tomorrow."

She got dressed quickly, said goodbye to everyone with a quick kiss, and rushed off from the Jardim house, her step light despite that secret weight she carried with her, headed toward Aderbal's house, where two men were waiting for her, ready to finally give her the answer she'd asked for that morning.

She walked fast through the streets of Recife, the sun setting slowly behind the rooftops, her heart pounding hard from the wait for that answer, but also from the small secret she carried with her, that double fullness, Veronica's warm memory mixed with the weight of the just-won trophy.

She knocked at the door, panting from the run, and waited, breath catching an instant before the door opened.

It was Aderbal who opened, his face lighting up at once seeing her. "You're back early," he said, surprised but happy.

"I couldn't wait any longer," Rafaela said, coming in, her heart pounding for different reasons mixed together.

Marcelo got up from the table where he'd been reading, coming closer with a curious smile. "So?" he asked. "How was your day?"

Rafaela smiled, a smile unable to hide that sweet mischief carried with her the whole afternoon. "Good," she said. "Very good. I won a contest, today."

"What kind of contest?" Aderbal asked, curious.

Instead of answering in words, Rafaela turned, gently lifting her dress to show what she still carried inside her, the plug gleaming faintly under the kitchen light.

Marcelo stood open-mouthed, while Aderbal came closer, curious, eyes widening before that unusual size.

"I won it this morning," Rafaela explained, "in a contest with Mei. And I decided to bring it to you as a prize, along with one more small surprise."

"What surprise?" Marcelo asked, his voice already betraying growing excitement.

"There's still Veronica's warmth, in here," Rafaela said, blushing slightly as she said it. "I thought you'd like to discover it together."

The two men exchanged a look, a knowing smile worth more than any words, and Marcelo came closer first, hands settling gently on Rafaela's hips.

"You're incredible," he said, in a low voice, before kissing her softly on the neck.

Aderbal joined them, and together they guided her toward the bedroom, the answer Rafaela had asked for that morning now clear in every gesture, every look, in that warm welcome needing no words to feel complete.

They laid her gently on the bed, and Marcelo, delicately, began sliding out the plug, a slow movement tearing a muffled moan from Rafaela, while Aderbal watched, eyes shining with growing desire.

"Feel it," Rafaela said, her voice broken with pleasure, while Marcelo, curious, brought his face closer to better sense that still-present warmth, Veronica's memory mixed with her own scent.

"Incredible," Marcelo murmured, before setting the plug on the nightstand and taking his place, entering slowly where the metal had just left room free.

Aderbal came closer in turn, offering himself to her mouth, and Rafaela welcomed them both with the same joy felt that morning, but now enriched by that small shared secret, that surprise that had made the day even more special.

They made love for a long while, the answer to Rafaela's question dissolving into every movement, every sigh, into that quiet certainty that, whatever happened during the day, in the evening she'd always come back there, to that small house near the port, where two men waited for her without conditions, ready to love her for who she truly was.
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The First Exchange

The three of them had dinner together, that evening, at Aderbal's small house, a simple but well-made meal: baião de dois made by Aderbal with rice and black-eyed peas, strips of dried beef sautéed with onion, a crispy farofa made fresh, and to finish slices of mango and fresh papaya arranged on an enamel plate.

They ate seated at the small wooden table, the windows open to let in the evening's warm air, the radio playing popular music softly from a local station, and Rafaela caught herself thinking that dinner, however simple, felt richer to her than any dish served at the elegant restaurants visited with Marcelo.

"Who taught you to cook so well?" Marcelo asked, serving himself a second helping of baião de dois.

"My grandmother," Aderbal said, a nostalgic smile crossing his face. "She was from the interior, the sertão. She always said a dish made unhurried is worth more than any expensive recipe."

Rafaela listened, savoring every bite, and thought about how different that simple story, that grandmother from the sertão, was from all the rest of her life made of calendars, percentages, and shows.

"My mother cooked well too," she said, her voice cracking slightly at the thought, but Marcelo squeezed her hand under the table, a silent gesture giving her the strength to keep eating without being swept away by melancholy.

After dinner, they went out for a walk, the sun now set over Recife, the streets coming alive with the city's typical nightlife, street vendors, groups of boys chatting on corners, the smell of fried acarajé coming from a small stall.

They decided to stop by Ana's house, just to say hello, before heading back to Aderbal's for the night.

Ana welcomed them at the door with unusual enthusiasm, her eyes bright with news she couldn't wait to share.

"Rafaela!" she said, hugging her tight. "I made an excellent financial deal with Otávio. He's published more videos, you know."

She had them settle into the sitting room, showing on her phone the various clips now spread across the web: the one from the first evening with the two gorilla-costumed performers, the one with her on the leash in the mistress role, the one with Vera's spicy seed during the colonial auction.

"Look at the comments under this one," Ana said, scrolling with pride. "They say I was the best mistress ever seen in a video like this. See? See what they write?"

Rafaela looked, without much interest, while Ana kept scrolling, showing view counts climbing day by day.

"But the funniest comments are on the testicle one," Ana said, already laughing to herself, scrolling fast with her thumb. "Listen to this: 'Didn't know a size like that existed, compliments to the surgeon.' And this: 'Showed the video to my wife, she hasn't talked about anything else for days.'"

She kept reading, more and more amused. "'Looks like she stole them from a bull,' one writes. And another: 'Sorry in advance, but can anyone tell me this girl's name? It's for research purposes.'"

Bento, from the sofa, laughed hard at that last one, while Ana kept going, unable to stop. "Look at this, this is my favorite: 'She's more famous than her balls now, but only just.' And another still asks if there are intermediate sizes, like it's a shoe store."

"There's one," Ana added, still laughing, "who writes: 'I wish I were that syringe.' I don't even know what that means, but it made me laugh for ten minutes."

Rafaela listened, a tight smile on her lips, feeling those comments slide off her with a mix of resignation and an annoyance too familiar by now to still surprise her.

"But you know which one has the most likes of all?" Ana asked, almost laughing, finally getting to the point. "The giant testicles one, of course. People went crazy for that one."

Bento came in right then from the courtyard, a smile lighting up his whole face. "Look what I managed to buy," he said, motioning them to follow him out.

In the courtyard, gleaming under a nearby streetlamp's light, was a brand-new motorcycle, the most expensive model available, sparkling chrome and features Rafaela couldn't even recognize.

"Otávio's first transfers already came in," Ana explained, catching up with them. "Business is going great. Bento insisted on getting the most expensive model, with all the extras."

"Honestly he earned it," Ana added, a smile toward Rafaela. "For the kindness of lending his seed for your child."

Rafaela nodded, without commenting further, that trade logic now so rooted in the house it no longer surprised her the way it once had.

They said goodbye to Ana and Bento shortly after, and resumed the walk toward downtown, Marcelo on one side, Aderbal on the other, while Recife kept living its evening around them.

They hadn't gone far before someone recognized her, a group of boys asking for a photo, then a middle-aged couple wanting an autograph, then others still, Rafaela's name now familiar to whoever crossed her path.

A street vendor, recognizing her from a distance, offered her a free mango, insisting it was a small gift for "Recife's most famous girl," while two teenage girls stopped to ask for selfies, giggling excitedly.

"You're a real star, by now," Marcelo said, laughing, after the umpteenth request.

"A strange star," Rafaela said, but with a smile betraying a new pride, different from the one felt the first time at the theater.

"Strange or not," Aderbal said, squeezing her hand, "you're our star, above all."

They got back to Aderbal's house when night was already deep, and as soon as the door closed, Marcelo turned to her, a serious but excited expression.

"We're ready," he said, exchanging a look with Aderbal. "For what you asked us."

Aderbal nodded, his voice betraying a mix of nervousness and desire. "First I'll take Marcelo," he explained, "then we'll switch."

Rafaela felt her heart pound, sincere emotion for that moment she'd been waiting for, and came closer, determined not to stay a simple spectator.

"I want to take part too," she said, "not just watch."

The two men looked at each other, smiling, and Marcelo motioned her closer. "Then stimulate us," he said, "whichever of us is the bottom, in that moment. That way no one's left out."

"But stop before I come," Marcelo added, with a knowing smile toward Aderbal. "That way after I can return the favor, and take you."

Rafaela nodded, understanding that practical arrangement at once. "Got it," she said, laughing softly. "I'll bring you close, but not over."

They got settled on the bed, Aderbal positioning himself behind Marcelo with careful delicacy, while Rafaela knelt in front of them, ready to attend to Marcelo with her mouth, who in that first moment would receive Aderbal.

"Slowly," Marcelo whispered, his voice betraying a mix of excitement and slight apprehension, to Aderbal. "It's my first time, from this side."

"I'll guide you," Aderbal said, with a tenderness dissolving every last bit of tension. "Trust me."

Aderbal entered slowly, his body trembling slightly with the emotion of that first time, while Marcelo, feeling that new sensation, closed his eyes, a moan escaping him mixed with surprise and pleasure.

Rafaela began working with her mouth, eyes raised so as not to miss a single detail of that union between the two men she loved, her role intertwining with theirs in a way making her feel, for the first time, truly part of something complete, not an addition, not a show for others, but a necessary third element of that same dance.

The rhythm built slow, Aderbal moving with the same care he'd always shown her, attentive to Marcelo's every signal, while Rafaela accompanied every thrust with her own movement, the three bodies finding together a new harmony, never felt before in that exact combination.

Feeling the moment approach, Rafaela slowed, then stopped entirely, remembering the pact just made, while Aderbal continued a little longer behind Marcelo, bringing him anyway to full pleasure, even without her mouth to complete the work.

When Aderbal reached his own pleasure, a long moan filling the room, he withdrew slowly, leaving Marcelo still aroused but not exhausted, ready, after a brief moment of recovery, to keep his end of the deal.

They separated a moment, panting, Aderbal lying on his back, still shaken by the emotion of that first time, while Marcelo, having caught his breath, came closer in turn, ready for the promised switch.

"Now it's my turn," Marcelo said, positioning himself with the same care just received, while Rafaela moved, ready to attend this time to Aderbal with her mouth.

Marcelo entered slowly, returning the same care, and Aderbal, feeling that new sensation, gripped the sheets, a mix of surprise and pleasure running through his whole body.

Rafaela worked on him with the same diligence shown shortly before, the three bodies now moving with a natural synchrony, as if that first night together had already taught them a shared language.

When that second round also concluded, both men exhausted but glowing, all three embraced together, Rafaela at the center, her heart pounding with that simple, complete happiness.

"Thank you for waiting for me," she said, quietly, her voice loaded with an emotion she no longer hid.

"Thank you," Aderbal said, "for making us discover this."

They fell asleep like that, entwined, while outside Recife continued its night, unaware that in that small house near the port, the strangest and truest family the city had ever known had just found its balance.

Rafaela stayed awake a while longer, her eyes moving between the two sleeping faces beside her, and thought about how much her idea of family had changed these last months: first Ana, Bento, a bond born of a marriage and grown crooked under the weight of money and calculation, and now this, born instead of a free choice, of a shared desire with no ulterior motive.

She thought too of Ana, of the new motorcycle in the courtyard, of the videos still yielding ever more generous transfers, and wondered whether that life, made of calendars and percentages, would ever truly manage to coexist with this new discovery, or whether sooner or later she'd have to choose between one and the other.

She found no answer, that night, but for the first time felt no urgency to find one right away, lulled by Marcelo and Aderbal's steady breathing, the certainty that whatever happened the next day, that small house near the port would remain a safe refuge waiting for her.
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Carnival

The costumes finally arrived, one afternoon, delivered by the tailor in person, wrapped in tissue paper like precious gifts. Rafaela ran radiant toward the Jardim house, her heart pounding with anticipation for that long-dreamed day.

She'd counted the days, the weeks, feeling an impatience grow inside her that not even the most intense work had managed to calm, and now, finally, that moment had arrived, the dress rehearsal before the real parade through the streets of Recife.

She found the girls already all gathered in the small room, all opening their packages with cries of joy, feathers, sequins, bright colors filling the room like a sudden garden.

Rafaela's dress, when she pulled it from the paper, was the most beautiful of all: the bright fuchsia the tailor had promised, the ostrich feathers rising tall above the back, the gold sequins catching every glint of light, the imposing headpiece that, worn, made her look taller than she really was.

The other girls gathered around her, admiring every detail, fingers brushing the feathers with affectionate envy.

"The tailor outdid himself, with this," one of the girls said, circling her to admire the costume from every angle.

"Knew he'd do something special for you," Mei said, eyes shining with sincere joy for her friend.

The tailor, still present for the final touches, came close to Rafaela with a knowing smile. "Remember the promise," he whispered, a shadow of hope in his eyes.

Rafaela laughed, searching for Veronica with her eyes. "Maybe after," she said, to both of them. "Now we have to go, the parade's starting."

They all set off together, a river of colors pouring out of the Jardim house headed toward downtown Recife, where the city was now overrun with tourists and locals, flags, confetti, music pulsing from every corner.

The air itself seemed to vibrate, charged with distant drums, the smell of fried fritters and cold beer, sweat and perfume mixed into a single warm cloud wrapping every street of the historic center.

Frevo blocks passed at every corner, dancers spinning the small colored umbrellas typical of that acrobatic dance, while farther off you could hear maracatu's deep drums, an ancient rhythm seeming to rise from the very roots of the earth.

They had them parade at the front, as Jardim house tradition wanted, the bottoms ahead of all the others: Rafaela first, then Mei, and last Veronica, who, with no underwear like her companions, tried every way she could, with her hands, to cover the obscenity she carried between her legs, the skirt the tailor had made her too short.

"When the party's over I'll show him what long really means," Veronica said, annoyed, between one dance step and another, to Vera walking beside her. "That guy has no idea what long means. He made me a skirt that would barely suit Rafaela!"

Vera laughed, without much sympathy. "Maybe he just wanted to admire you better," she said, and Veronica shot her a dirty look that only increased the group's general hilarity.

Rafaela, at the head of the procession, walked proudly, swaying her hips visibly with every samba step, feeling truly, for the first time in her life, the star of an entire city in celebration.

The crowd along the street applauded her passing, some shouting her name, recognizing her from the now-viral videos, others simply joining the rhythm, enchanted by that figure dressed in fuchsia and gold dominating the procession with natural confidence.

"Rafaela! Rafaela!" a group of boys shouted, waving their arms, while she answered with a smile and an even wider sway of the hips, offering the show all the joy she felt inside.

Marcelo and Aderbal, stationed along the route, threw rose petals as she passed, the red colors mixing with the fuchsia of the costume in a scented cloud that made her laugh with pure joy.

A little further on, Ana and Bento watched her standing on the new motorcycle, parked specially at the roadside for a better view, both applauding every movement of her body.

Otávio, with a professional camera this time, filmed everything up close, following the procession for a long stretch, certain he already had in hand the material for the next video destined to surpass all the previous ones in popularity.

The celebration lasted hours, the procession crossing Recife's main streets, the drumbeat never stopping, thousands of people dancing together without distinction, tourists and residents mixed into a single colored tide.

Rafaela danced until breathless, the costume staying perfect despite the sweat, the feathers swaying with every movement like wings ready to take flight, and the whole time she felt a happiness building inside her she'd never felt with such intensity, free, public, shared with an entire city.

She thought, dancing, about how far that day was from that first, frightened entrance to the Jardim house, from the thin, uncertain boy she'd once been, not yet knowing anything about herself, and wondered whether that boy, could he see this moment, would recognize himself in this confident woman dancing now before thousands of strangers.

She thought too of her mother, a thought crossing her chest with a brief pang mixing with the dance's rhythm, and hoped, without much conviction, that somehow, wherever she was, she might feel at least a little of the true joy her daughter felt in that moment, beyond everything that had divided them.

The thought passed quickly like a cloud in an otherwise clear sky, and Rafaela went back to focusing on the rhythm, on the rose petals still caught among the feathers of her costume, on the simple, total joy of being, for that day, exactly what she'd always wanted to become.

When it all ended, the sun now low on the horizon, the group went back to the Jardim house's small room, exhausted but still euphoric, voices overlapping recounting the day's best moments.

"Did you see how many people were applauding you?" Mei said, still breathless, eyes shining with shared excitement.

"And the moment they stopped the whole procession just to photograph you?" another girl added, laughing. "Not even Veronica got that much attention, and look at the dress she was wearing, or rather, not wearing."

Veronica laughed heartily, not offended. "Today's her day," she said, pointing to Rafaela with sincere affection. "I'll get my revenge later."

There, Vera had already gathered the best clients, the ones willing to pay more to especially enjoy Mei and Rafaela, still half-dressed in the rumpled remains of their Carnival costumes, feathers tousled, makeup melted by sweat, an image the clients found even more exciting than the morning's perfection.

Veronica, for her part, hadn't forgotten her own promise. She took the tailor by the hand, still dazed from the day, and dragged him to a secluded corner, determined to finally make him discover what "long" really meant.

"Ready?" she asked him, a predatory smile making him understand, too late, what he was getting into.

The tailor, who until that moment had only imagined, regretted almost at once having underestimated that size, his own body finding itself facing a challenge far bigger than he'd ever dared hope, amid moans mixing with muffled laughter coming from the rest of the room.

"Told you so," Veronica whispered to him, laughing softly, while the rest of the group, discreetly, turned away to leave them some privacy amid everything else.

Rafaela, after satisfying the evening's last clients, allowed herself a moment for herself, asking Vera one last favor before heading home.

"The biggest plug," she said, "the one I won. Can I keep it in, for tonight?"

Vera smiled, understanding at once the intentions behind that request. "It's yours," she said. "Take it wherever you like."

Rafaela put it in carefully, feeling that now-familiar fullness accompany her the whole way home, her body wrecked from the whole day of dancing and work, but her heart light as it hadn't felt in months.

She walked through the now-quieter streets, the celebration shifting toward other parts of the city, confetti still clinging to the remaining feathers, one last colored memory of that unforgettable day.

She found Marcelo and Aderbal waiting for her at the door, happy, still excited from the memories of the just-watched parade, ready for what, all three of them already knew, would be a new night of union.

"You were the most beautiful in all of Recife," Marcelo said, hugging her tight, not minding the now-melted makeup or the tousled feathers.

"The most beautiful and the most tired," Rafaela said, laughing, letting herself fall into their arms with a sigh of pure relief.

"I have a surprise," she said then, gently lifting the costume to show what she still carried inside her, the same trophy from days before, back to being part of their shared intimacy.

The two men laughed, hugging her together, and carried her inside, while outside Recife kept celebrating until dawn, Carnival's lights still reflecting on the night sky, a whole city in celebration that, for that night at least, seemed to dance in unison with Rafaela's heart.

Before letting herself fall asleep in both their arms, Rafaela stayed awake a moment, eyes turned toward the bedroom's small window, from where the last glimmers of the fireworks closing the day of celebration still filtered, distant.

She thought of the whole road traveled since that first uncertain day in front of the Jardim house door: Vera's lessons, the pain slowly transformed into something that could even be enjoyed, the discovery of her own body capable of surprising her more and more each time, the theater's applause, the pain of the phone call with her mother, and finally this, the discovery of a real love, able to welcome her whole, without demanding she hide any of her own contradictions.

She thought of Ana, of Bento, of the child now coming who would call her something too, with a name still to be invented, and understood that her own life, by now, had branched into directions no one, not even she herself, could ever have foreseen that first day of fear and hope mixed together.

Recife, outside, kept singing its ancient celebration, the same one repeating every year for centuries, able to welcome every kind of body, every kind of desire, every kind of pain transformed, at least for one night, into pure shared joy.

Rafaela closed her eyes, finally, held between Marcelo and Aderbal, feeling that this night, this Carnival, this life made of contradictions accepted rather than resolved, was exactly the place where she finally belonged.
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