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He sits in his place, a shaggy head hanging over the bowl. The steam from the soup enlarges the pores of his spotty skin and curls the long, thin hairs sprouting aimlessly, not yet planning to become a beard. From the noise of his cutlery you’d think he’s working hard, but he eats very little. He pushes his food around for a long time, but the spoon going to his mouth is almost empty. He avoids our eyes, he knows that we are looking at him and counting the calories ingested and those left on the plate.
He chews on his own silence.
I can’t quite love this boy, not completely. Tall, skinny, a body made of broken lines, with no curves, an unexpected fragility in the outline of his legs just under the knee. His grandmother still treats him like a little boy; as for me, I don’t know how to approach him. He’s an adolescent, he seems younger sometimes. I felt an easy tenderness for him when
I can’t quite love this boy, not completely. Tall, skinny, a body made of broken lines, with no curves, an unexpected fragility in the outline of his legs just under the knee. His grandmother still treats him like a little boy; as for me, I don’t know how to approach him.  He’s an adolescent, he seems younger sometimes.
I felt an easy tenderness for him when he was a little boy with dark curls and a heart-shaped little mouth; he had plenty of the grace needed by the young to ensure the
preservation of the species, back then. I would bombard him with kisses on those weary afternoons he was left with me. He used to smell like a puppy, now he leaves a trail of stale
armpit and unwashed hair sometimes, as he goes by without a sound. With his T-shirt off, he’s a landscape of protruding ribs on one side, and vertebrae on the other. He stoops, in
the posture of someone who has just stopped, with his belly, a ball kicked hard at him. I don’t always recognise him at a distance, from the back. He has grown so quickly.
We find ourselves around this reconstructed table that belongs to none of us. We all used to have our own: the widowed grandmother in her village house, me in the centre of town, and him, with his mother, not far away. The two of them had been back a year and a half, when it happened. Now we’re together, the three of us alone in the flat we have been assigned. He is ours, my nephew, my mother’s grandson.
We didn’t need the earthquake, we already had our own tribulations. But my sister had been happy to come back with her son. An acceptable compromise, she used to say. She had found her way back to old places, suspended friendships, a slower pace of life. It had quickly softened the separation.
On Sunday afternoons in winter we’d find each other having coffee at our mother’s place, sitting under the low-hanging light in the dining room. She spoiled us, a little chocolate materialising, as if by chance, next to the steaming cup. Later there would be a bowl of fruit peeled by invisible hands, and the excuse of having to pick up the laundry from the line in the yard to facilitate confidences between the two of us.
When he was not out with friends he’d come along, headphones on. He’d leave us on the outside. He does the same some mornings now, if he misses the bus and I drive him
in. He turns the music pouring into his ears into a barbed wire fence between me and him. At those times perhaps he feels more vulnerable, more careful of protecting his distance. He holds himself inside his coat, pulls up the collar, uses the cloth as a barrier and makes  himself unreachable. He looks stubbornly out of the window, or at the hem of his trousers
and his shoes. He holds on so tight to avoid being thrown against me on a right turn, that his knuckles go white. When we turn the other way, he flattens himself against the glass, his face and shoulder facing out. Only his sharp corners are visible to me – his thigh, his elbow – should I be thrown off against him. When we get to school I barely hear his goodbye, but he closes the car door with unexpected consideration.
A few days ago we met outside the front door to the block, him carrying his backpack and me, heavy bags of shopping. He was ahead by a few steps, mumbled a hint of a greeting and left the door open for me before heading upstairs. But then, having dropped his burden on our landing, he came downstairs again to help, taking the potatoes and the mineral water pack hanging from my index finger, which was already turning blue. I thanked him, but there was no reply.
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