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Back in the day, during her childhood years, would she challenge her mother’s orders and run 
around barefoot? Being barefoot is the least a mother would worry about in such an 
environment. For there are fast cars speeding along the main road just outside the house and any 
child could be run over any time. But this is not a place of fatality alone. This is also a place of 
rainbows, because it rains a lot and the sun always shines. Everything is like an over-exposed 
photograph, and yet the negative holds a lot of details.



The lullaby of the children from the city is sung, day and night, by the sirens; not the 
ones from the sea, waiting for the handsome sailor, but the ones floating in the red light above 
the police cars. The air is filled with smoke coming out of the buses exhausts as if they were 
chimneys or steamers. The roads are crooked like the teeth in an old man’s mouth, and the 
scarring on the pavement is as recent as its fillings. It is hard to tell what comes first, building or 
decay. 

Still, if such a landscape might sound too gloomy for those wondering across suburban 
streets in European neighbourhoods, I assure you that among the frantic pace of this Brazilian 
city one can hear the children’s laughter. One can watch the children playing hide and seek, or 
running home to fetch their eldest siblings so they can retrieve a ball lost on a neighbour’s 
rooftop.

At the end of a long day, they still might be reluctant to go home, with perhaps one 
parent pulling their arm towards the safety of a home cooked meal and their waiting mother. 
They return bruised and exhausted, and tomorrow after school, they will be back out again, 
challenging the grown up possibilities of the city; like madmen escaping from the straight 
jacket of their unravelled school uniforms.

Electricity is exposed by lamp posts. These are, at times, no more than a few meters away 
from each other; inter-connected by cables all over the city. They are the official sign of an 
autonomous urban conquest. Even in the most remote areas, the lamp posts will stand tall, like 
flags, celebrating the territory conquered. If the local government hasn’t had the chance, or 
intention, to catch up with fast-growing number in the population, electricity will find its way to 
the people anyway, through clandestine connections.

And that is another line blurred; that in between the official and the clandestine. People 
over there have to get on with their lives, work has to be done, houses have to be built, buses are 
constantly packed; even the sun is always busy, shining to its maximum capacity. The people 
don’t mind, that is what they’ve grown into, left to their devices, orphans of their politicians, 
with tougher skins and the kindest of smiles I have seen anywhere else in the world.

One of the main local schools was a catholic fortress-like building; with an enormous 
patio right at the centre, where all the kids gathered at lunch time. One could watch them 
pouring down from all directions, like blood freshly introduced into arteries. The corridors and 
then the staircases were filled up with kids dressed up in white and navy blue, to finally mouth 
into their gathering point; so many things to say, to compare, to compete.

I was amazed by the girls at that school, it was as if I bought a ticket to some movie or 
live performance, for the girls were immaculate in their looks, and such looks would certainly 
allow for some eccentricities in their behaviour. They had immaculate nails and highlights in their 
hair! I wondered how girls would have time to do that. What on earth where their mothers 
thinking to have taken their girls to hairdresser like adults have? Perhaps I was missing on 
something…

And amidst such a display of pubescent hierarchy, there were the nuns. They were in 
charge of the school and in contrast with the intensive beatification of girlhood, tried to stand 
beyond any gender frivolities or any halo of sainthood.

Most of the nuns appeared in fact to be bitter, or at the very least, unhappy. Maria, the 
chief nun, was always with a frown, it made me think she was born that way. Her hair was all 
white and cut very close to her head, rigid.

Her glasses seemed to be long out of fashion, supported by heavy acrylic frames and 
brown tinted lenses; what probably made her mistake a bright sunny day for an overcast sunset. 
She never smiled, and I believe if she did, it was only to the few girls and families who were 
closer to the administrative structure of the school. Sometimes, Maria would wear a habit on her 
head, as if to wipe out any doubt that she was, indeed, a nun. In reality she looked like anything 
but one. She was austere, cold, famed for being severe, and in comparison to the peaceful, 
delicately sculpted face of Santa Maria in the school’s chapel, nun Maria bore nothing that 



resembled the Christian ideal of mercy and altruism. Her reputation preceded her and I could 
never warm up to her presence.

I could only feel segregated attending to such social and religious circus. Although I must 
say I was moved by Sunday masses, which I promptly attended with my mother. It was usually at 
the main cathedral, the same one where I’ve been baptized. Unfortunately, the negatives of my 
baptism photographs were over-exposed, so I don’t have any pictures of that day.

In the cathedral, I loved looking at the hands of the worshipers raised towards the far-
reaching ceiling of the cathedral; a gesture that seemed to simultaneously represent giving and 
receiving, to and from the Heavens. And then there was echoing of collective prayers, 
surrounding its worshipers around the coups of the building, like an invisible, if not 
transcendental embrace. 

There were massive bags full of pieces of blessed bread, which were anxiously taken by 
everyone present. I remember clearly on one particular mass, well-groomed women fought over 
the few pieces left. From my seat I could see a homeless man, sitting on the bench opposite, 
indifferent to the confusion, looking ahead into the distance, in contemplation. At that moment, 
he seemed to be the only one truly praying.

There was commotion during Easter Mass, when it finally came to sight the replica made 
of gesso of Jesus’ body still in his deathbed. People rushed to touch the statue’s head and to lay 
flowers upon it. The choirboys carrying it through tried to remain unshaken by the general 
agitation and commotion, in order to proceed and lead the crowd into the annual candle-lit 
procession.

Ah! The candles! Lighting them was to me a miracle in itself. Those little flames said so 
much without having to utter a single world in Latin. For me, a lot of what was being performed 
and preached, through the whole bunch of dramatic gestures and symbolism, was perfectly 
summed up by the magical points of light people carried at the end of their long, paper-wrapped, 
candlesticks.

And after all the commotion had moved out on to the streets, along the buzzing traffic 
and under the blazing sun, there you’ll find her, Mother Mary, or Nossa Senhora da Aparecida, left 
behind in the cathedral. Black, under her embroidered blue cape, feet firmly planted on white 
roses. She is all the way up in the seemingly unreachable altar, locked up in a glass cage – inside 
her very own lonely tower.


