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For Humberto



Perhaps a man may lose his last chance when he is young, and then live to be old: live contented and at home with the world, but in God’s eyes be dead.
—PETER GEACH,
The Virtues:
The Stanton Lectures, 1973–4



  
A VISION OF PLANTS



 
Now, of the people who used to make the crossing with me, when Aninhas—Jeremias’s Aninhas—used to hold my hand and walk me to school, I will never forget Captain Bernardes; a fellow by the name of Carvalho who made admiral; Uncle Bento; the irascible Captain Sena, about whom terrifying stories were told, him caught on the high seas with a hold full of gunpowder in a lightning storm—sparks raining down; the cheerful Captain Serrabulho, married to a ghost woman, a prodigious man with a large belly that shook with laughter—“The world ends here with a supper of fish!”—and who had sent the Foz do Douro and the Baía to their deaths in a whirlpool; and, above all, Captain Celestino, who, having begun life as a pirate, ended it as a saint, tending to a garden with such diligence that to this day I can’t picture it without feeling envious. He didn’t say much. He was always smiling with a full, perfect inner satisfaction, his bright face rosy and innocent, framed by a completely white chin-strap beard. His prior life had been mysterious and cutthroat. He had poured bags of quicklime into his ship’s hold to swiftly put down an uprising of Blacks who he’d gone to fetch on the African coast to sell in Brazil. Other, worse things were said of Captain Celestino … But what I know about him with any accuracy is that for growing carnations from cuttings there was no one better in the world. All day long a trickle of water running through invisible conduits to which only he knew the secret would drip continuously on his whitewashed flower boxes; all day long, in rapture, with the gentle hands of a woman, the old corsair would tend to the flowers he grew as if they were his daughters. And that is how he saw out his days, weeding and pruning, his conscience clear and untroubled …
—RAUL BRANDÃO, Os pescadores (The Fishermen)



 
Blessed night. He woke up at home, restored, after a full life. But the house had changed. With the shutters locked, furniture covered with sheets, the wine-stained cloth on the table, the closed hope chest in a corner, the black velvet drapes made ragged by silverfish, everything was different and yet the same. In the penumbra, the shapes of the furniture suggested ghosts. The dust, come to life, danced through the air, lit by the sunlight coming through gaps in the windows. The penumbra almost said: breathe, son, you made it back. A trace of dry lavender perfumed the musty air. Or was it wax? His ears had always been better than his nose. No sound but his footsteps, as he felt his way down the hall. The black fireplace on which the copper damper and iron pot still sat in the ash of a stamped-out fire: mute. The furniture didn’t welcome him back. He had no one else in the world. All he had left was the dining room, the small sitting room, the two damp little bedrooms, the kitchen with its blackened ceiling, which opened onto the pantry, the jars, boxes of maggoty corn flour, bottles of firewater, and the garden, overrun with bramble, nettles, and thistles.
Seen from the outside, the house invited the imagination to play. The facade, whitewashed years earlier, peered discreetly at the street across the poplar-lined footpaths. Covered with a beard of ivy, the facade could barely be distinguished from the garden, which, though neglected, insisted on facing the sun and hugged the walls. Moisture from the plants had seeped into the sandy foundations, covering the ceilings with mildew, gnawing at the skirting boards, rotting the gables. Nature’s hunger was slowly eating away at the house, and the captain, standing before his relic, was a particle of this hunger, which spilled down to the street and heightened the dreamlike dimension of the architecture. The roofs and eaves had been transformed by the fates of their inhabitants as each of them had left and died. The sea, coming up from the beach, had changed the house, drying out the beams on which, now, as if on the hull of a boat, woodworms rejoiced when the temperature rose. Little by little it had become a thing and lost whatever human will had impressed upon it. It had been licked by the wind, just like the coast, the sand, and the forests. The salt air had toughened its skin and that of its owners. It was no longer a person, in the image of the one who had built it, but a mass of rock, lime, and wood.
Hedges hid the door and the shuttered eyes of the windows.
He opened the shutters and the air rushed in like an exorcism. The sheets on the furniture fluttered and the captain was afraid the soul of the house might slip through the window and disappear down the street. He closed the shutters again and silently breathed in the dust.
The dead of the house allowed him to wake up. The perfume of the thistles in the sun wafted in from outside, he sensed sap reaching flowers, milky and astringent. The smell of earth provided relief from the dust. A fireplace alight up on the hill: dry wood darned with spider eggs, damp rust, mildew, funk, shellac. The notes came and went through the partially open door at the whim of the breeze, while, eyes closed, the captain shrugged off his sleepiness. What was he going to do with his days, now that he was near the end? His childhood home hadn’t traveled, though its walls were scorched like the captain’s skin. It hadn’t killed anyone, yet it bore scars that contained silent pain. All it had was the tattoos of time and the nests of swallows, which had soiled the eaves as a soul soils itself.
The ladybird eggs hatching on the windowsills, incubated by the heat on the frosted glass, didn’t remind him of the eyes writhing with larvae he’d seen on his travels. The house and he who had inherited it were old. It was a tomb for his heart, nonhuman company he’d done nothing to earn.



 
He got rid of the worm-eaten furniture. A month after his arrival, the only things left were two chairs, the dresser, the paintings of his ancestors, and the table near the fireplace, where he ate meals and jotted things down. His boots made the dried-out floorboards creak. It didn’t bother him to hear his own footsteps. The solitude was music to his ears.
With great purpose, he opened the women’s hope chests. Outside, he dug a pit and laid in it the dresses, slips, towels, sheets, bedspreads, blankets, pillows, swaddling blankets, socks, aprons, gloves, shawls, and bonnets. He set them alight. There was nothing dramatic about it. He watched the melted bobbin lace and the hems and trims of dingy fabrics crackle in the flames. Ablaze, the story told by the needlework sputtered out in the pit. The embroidery lit the bramble, sparks flying, a final farewell with no applause.
It didn’t bother him to lie every night on the thin straw mattress atop the white iron bed where his mother had died not knowing what had become of him, nor did he miss her, not even in the first few months. He didn’t allow himself to be lured away by the sky full of stars above the house when he went outside to smoke before heading back inside. Where once he had conversations with his sailors in the prow, now he exchanged whistles with the crickets and listened to a cuckoo pecking rhythmically at the trunk of the pine tree. The delicious monotony of the habits of an old sea captain stayed with him, now returned to his family home, unburdened, to die in peace.

He needed so little, the company of no one. He found a reason for being in the unkempt garden, abandoned by the caretaker, also dead. If he was going blind, better to die among the consolation of plants, surrounded by hues and scents.
He retrieved the hoe and the rake from the shed. The weeds had taken over the property, as plants will do. Not even the healthy arum lilies that poked out like a leggy armada, between the cattails drooping over the accidental spring peas—an erratic overlay of the charms of spring on the remnants of autumn and the leftovers of summer—and the bamboo that peeked out between branches of holly, its geometric foliage tangled in the ivy, strangling the ancient oak with its gnarled trunk, not even the white elms and their question mark–shaped styles could hide the fact that, begging for order, the unruly garden’s mission was to work its way through cracks in the doors, sully the well water with poisonous fungi, take possession of the furniture, get into drawers, spread branches up to his ancestors’ eyes in the paintings, and carry away the memory of human life that had once called it home.
The chaos of the plants didn’t send him back to the open sea. He had his feet planted in the same here and now that had kept him alive when he first lived there. He didn’t have his former strength, but he had a lot of free time on his calloused hands. After a cup of very dark tea, he would head outside to weed at around six in the morning, when the sun was rising. He’d weed until eleven and then nap. He’d eat a hunk of bread with a slice of sausage. When he didn’t go back to sleep, into the village, or to the port for the first sea breeze of the afternoon, he would weed all afternoon, piling up the thistles, bramble, and dry leaves, pulling up handfuls of relentless nuisances. He fetched water from the well. He wet the sandy soil, turning it over with his hands; he gave it water and time.
He was weeding his way toward death to distract himself from the fact that we are swallowed every day by currents, skies, plants. Guts, blood, spittle, tears, first cries, last whimpers, nothing was strange to him. Gardening the seas delayed the march that would have swallowed him like a shark. He had burned down huts, cut off heads, and let everyone know it. And the world did nothing. Nothing did anything. Palm fronds tore away from their trunks, the cedars held hummingbird nests, the bats in their loop-de-loops swooped before him, like burnt testaments. There wasn’t a soul alive who could interrupt the course of the waters, stanch the current.
But some things came to destroy. He was afraid he’d go mad with the passing of the hours, the cadence of the waves, at the end of the day the hourglass was his enemy. New leaves following dry leaves, a new thread on the spiderweb he’d glimpsed the day before, raindrops covering the spikes of pine trees, dried and gone by tomorrow, all proof that God never sleeps. He wanted to stop time because he took part in it and knew the secret: that nature conspires to put us to sleep, that at the end of the world there are no people, just sick tree trunks scattered about, fish hands, a soup of water lilies and cockroaches, weeds, mouse skeletons, fungi, thorn-eating snakes, a stream of Sundays.
The monotony of the helm would cling to his muscles until his eyes became heavy with sleep. Celestino would then cease to be human. His profile was blurred by droplets of spray, his beard whipped by the wind, his skin polished like the inside of a barnacle. The spirit of the sea dazed him, drugged him with its iodine and blasts of air. The sea had varnished him, as he had the figureheads of the ship. The waves lifting the prow wore away at him. All the same at all times. The sun, the moon, the wind in the sails that damned him, the days unfolding into one another, faces, rags, snuff, fingers.
The Atlantic wanted to addle the captain’s brains. Celestino wanted to stop the clock. The ship’s hold that mattered was in his head, the carnation with its clove pinks, its aura of nauseating heat. His head was full of carnations, piled on top of one another. Even the stars on the water challenged him with their punctuality. God keeps at large those who resist, ready to trip up the happy in the back of an alleyway, to relieve his boredom. Despite the tumbles, their cheerful commotion unto death is tiresome. Perhaps God has no control over his troop of gardeners. He watches their number from above, sitting beside the devil. They go forth like ants who have lost their anthill, rakes in hand, urged on by hunger, by thirst, by lust, frothing at the mouth.



 
Water and care gave rise to an infinity of beings that he discovered with his fingers as he tilled the soil: worms, green beetles, wood lice. Life was returning. Celestino planted rosebushes, carnations, camellias, wisteria, a plum tree, tomatoes, turnips, and onions. In the mulch he used seaweed, branches and leaves, fruit peels. He made a row of pots for aromatic herbs. He pruned a hedge in the shape of a rabelo boat. He planted two fir trees. He whitewashed the borders of the flower beds. He germinated roots in the sun, in a nursery improvised on a slab of wood that had been a door. When he didn’t go into the village or to Porto to buy seeds, the neighbors would offer him cuttings of this or that, or he would take plants he found while he was out and transplant them. At one stage he had more than twenty cacti, whose prickles he counted. He made a pebbled path along the edge of the stream and a skull of shells in the bamboo thicket, which spread color and life, growing in a snap, four or five inches overnight.
Padre Alfredo visited him for the first time that week. The captain was so unaccustomed to having visitors that when he heard the bell he didn’t go immediately to the gate. “Senhor Padre, good morning, what brings you this way? I was taking a siesta, come in, come in,” and Celestino guided him to the garden. “So this is where the fierce Captain Celestino spends his days. What splendid roses,” said the priest as he leaned over the rosebush. The roses looked varnished, bursting with song. Truth be told, he had come to see what was behind the hedges. The flowers silenced him. Their perfume, intensified by the light of the sun, which was now high in the sky, put a damper on the sermon he had prepared. Celestino was friendly. “Did you plant curry, Captain? There’s a strong smell here.” Mixed together, diced by the light, the aromas of the fruits and flowers were inebriating, with several confused notes—citrusy, but also deep, woody, and spicy. The garden around him, with its flower beds of carnations and red geraniums, the bright pink sweet peas, the carefully pruned plum tree, each leaf designed and lacquered by a lovestruck painter, the conduits of the watering system the gardener had invented, the colorful strings that held the highest branches of the tea-colored roses to the walls of the house, the peace of the garden, the love poured into everything, at odds with the sullen figure before him, who, he’d just realized, had been talking nonstop ever since the gardening that kept the yard so perfect bloomed as a pretext.
Celestino kept talking while the priest studied him closely. He explained that there was a secret to propagating carnations: “It’ll die with me, no one is interested.” He gesticulated as if he had longed for someone to talk to for a long time and, also, as if the priest had touched on the only subject that mattered to him. He talked about the carnations, the pots, the cacti, the gladioli (which he had yet to plant) that had surprised him by popping up next to the rosemary, as if he were talking about the loves of his life. To the priest, who wasn’t young himself, the captain seemed so old in the early-afternoon light. The cheekbones cut by two veins parallel to his pointy nose, his small, very blue eye, almost closed, his bushy eyebrows, the long beard of many years, white and very tidy and combed. The priest had come to assess his living conditions. He wanted to take him to the church to confess. “You know, I wouldn’t like you to want for anything. I still remember your mother, a fine woman, God bless her. May she rest in peace.”

On cloudy mornings, Celestino liked to go out to watch the comings and goings. In a gray overcoat and tall felt hat, his silhouette wandering through the changed village caught the eye of the same people who had seen him leave. The long beard, the sour, scowling face, and the black leather eye patch suggested mysterious adventures to the locals. The murmur of dresses rustling through the streets put him in a bad mood. He shot smiles only at the children, who looked up at him from between long skirts and occasionally poked their tongues out at him. He had a fondness for children, like an admirer of perfect artworks. That they were perennial and alive, led by the women who, still young, already wore on their heads the kerchief of resentment, hurt, and superstition. He cut off a dwarf’s head. He hacked a woman in two. Over in the Congo he set fire to an elephant. No, it was in Salvador, and apparently it was a bison. He keeps skulls in chests and charms snakes in the moonlight. The women would cross themselves and clasp their hands to their mouths to hide their teeth. The men would guffaw and order another round. The children’s eyes shone with curiosity and fear, imagining what was behind the eye patch.
During playtime at school, the children would cover an eye and reenact the mysterious captain’s adventures. At night, they would ask their mothers to tell them what his life had been like. When did he get here? Where did he go? How many people did he kill? Who made him blind? Mothers told fathers that Celestino was back on land. They’d have to keep him away from the little ones. Early on, the captain’s house acquired the features of a haunted dwelling. The hedges above the wall were green and dense, but gaps in the leaves allowed passersby to glimpse his shadow as he walked in the garden and to hear his shovel striking the earth, which they thought sounded like sinister business. The villagers would cross the street, hoping to see something through the leaves. The children saw a bearded figure, a shovel over his shoulder, a tattooed torso. At first, not even the dogs dared venture that way. When they did, they were shooed off with a stick by the owner of the house. Sensing eyes behind the hedges, Celestino drove away the neighbors with roars and promised them death.
To shoo away busybodies, he made a scarecrow out of the tattered drapes from the sitting room and placed it in the vegetable patch. The scarecrow’s cape flapped in the wind. When he saw it, the caretaker of the house next door told his wife he’d seen a ghost in the field. The wife thought her husband was lying and went to see for herself. That night she didn’t sleep for fear that death might climb into their bed. They said nothing more, and the next morning she headed for the confessional. “Captain Celestino has sold his soul to the devil,” she told Padre Alfredo, beside herself. “He even made an altar to him in the backyard. At night, he paints his face with blood and goes about in a cape speaking in the tongue of Black folk.” The priest reassured her. “Say five Hail Marys and light a candle.” But the damage was done.
At the fish market, at the fair, in coffee shop doorways, on the footpath, the velvet scarecrow became the patron saint of gossip. He talks to the spirits and has killed over a thousand Blacks. At night he dances with the devil.
Peering through the hedges, three children climbed on each other’s backs to get a look at the devil’s abode. No sign of the captain. The blooming garden was calm. If the devil lived there, he was a good gardener. With a boost from Raul, Pedro clambered up the wall. “Can you see him? What’s he like?” asked Luzia impatiently. But, on top of the wall, all Pedro saw was a saucer with three cubes of candied marmalade and three slices of cured cheese left by a prankster who had read their minds.

Life on the seas seemed more certain to the captain than on land, less susceptible to the passage of time and the decrepitude that had transformed the houses of his childhood hamlet, whose facades now looked narrower, more askew, buckled, stained. Not even the fog struck him as auspicious, as he strolled along the quay; it had lost its allure. To escape his unease, he went into the church and sat on a bench to admire the altar.
Padre Alfredo recognized the sound of his boots and felt intimidated. Celestino didn’t have the knees to kneel, much less the desire to do so. He liked to sit as if something were soothing and holding him.
From the sacristy the priest saw him staring into space, his stiff hands clasped on his knees. “Maybe he wants to confess.” “They say he cut out six boys’ tongues,” whispered the altar boy. “Auntie Aurora told me. Apparently, he drinks blood and sold his soul to the devil. His mother was no good either.” As circumspectly as he had entered, the captain left.
And all conversation would stop when, in passing, he would tip his hat to the ladies in friendly insolence.
“Captain Celestino, have you been back long?” asked the priest one day when he found him in the church again.
“It’ll be a year.”
“If there’s something bothering you, know that the ears of this house are yours.” Celestino remained impassive, as if he hadn’t understood. The fearful tautness of his lips almost moved the priest. Celestino smiled, revealing his decayed teeth, smoothed his beard, and, muttering “Before it gets dark,” disappeared.

The conversation didn’t rouse the captain, who, after expounding on watering, was now going on about the study he was conducting on petals. Maybe he didn’t like people, or even miss their company. The place wasn’t haunted. The man who lived there was only thinking ahead, planting flowers for his grave. Alone with him, Padre Alfredo didn’t dare broach the pirate’s past. The man before him was a gardener. His hands, which in times past must have stunk of rum and blood, smelled of curds and tilled soil. Celestino was a little muddled. He’d switch names, talk about plums, and then halfway through graft on the idea of getting pineapples; he’d start with propagating carnations and veer into picking turnips. The devil didn’t reside in him. Even if he did, death would get the upper hand faster than Alfredo had imagined. They barely said a word of goodbye, even though Celestino had seen the priest to the gate. Madness is the sweetest of remedies. Contrary to what people were saying in the village and what the tongue-wagging altar boy assured him, that house wasn’t occupied by a monster, but by a man busy with preparations for his own funeral.



 
Come to me, children, don’t be afraid. What do you want me to tell you? I was born here. My mother and aunts embroidered with tiny, sleepy fingers. I never saw my father. He died at sea. Brave Captain Nuno had a big, silent nose. At night, lying in bed, I would think of him and moan with fear. I could hear him pacing through the house. I saw giant puppet heads covered with sheets. I thought they were in my room, rustling the curtains. Outside, the sound of the waves would come up the hill from the beach. I’d cover my head. I used to dream of myself as a man, master of this big house. The dark hallway, the corner bedroom where I slept. The two small inner bedrooms, the dining room, and the kitchen, I’d make it my kingdom. I’d fire the caretaker, old Amadeu of the trellises, staggering drunk. I’d eat whatever I wanted, when I wanted. I’d burn the women’s clothes in a fire.
“Want some more blackberries?” Shadows had fallen across the garden. The wind dragged dry leaves across the paving stones. The roses withdrew to sleep. The daisies put their hair up. Why did he need an audience if he was making it all up? The children’s eyes begged for the knife, curiosity working its way into their muscles like a weed. He should have taken a quick dip to wake himself up after drinking.
“I’m telling you truthfully, I left this house to go to sea. My mother gave me my father’s coat and this gold chain. See. We got to Africa in less than a dream. Youth has no grasp of time. My mind was on fire. When we got there, the night tickled me. I walked along the beach in the mist, and then through the jungle. After a night, I caught sight of a village. Alone in the forest, I felt like there was someone with me. The dew on my palms spoke to me in the language of happy things. After ten days, a young Black man came along on a donkey. I offered him a coin in exchange for a chicken. He came back in two hours with a gourd of fresh water too. I made him taste the water, in case he wanted to poison me. I thought about killing him. But I was exhausted from waiting.
“That’s when the fever got me. I wandered about in circles until I stumbled onto the beach, sapped of strength. And then the Dutchmen appeared. One of them was traveling with his niece. They talked about the big crocodile they had to find and led us all the way through the black forest. I was burning up with fever, I could hear them in my sleep. The girl fed me. She sang me lullabies, washed my forehead, spoon-fed me corn porridge. She washed my hair with fresh water, combed it with her slender fingers. One night I surprised the Dutchmen in their sleep and slit their throats. I bound the girl’s hands. I blindfolded her. I left her alone in the forest, tied to a log. Make no mistake, children, I was born afraid of nothing and that is how I became a man. To hell with the girl. Now try this.
“Come to me, children, to me who has slit throats and who sleeps the sleep of the righteous. Do you want to know what I’ve killed? I’ve killed monkeys and horses. Snakes, wasps, an elephant. A crocodile the size of a raft: I cut it into five parts, as I laughed at the fortune the giant would bring me. I’ve killed ten women, cut the feet off of one. I killed a crow to eat it. Foxes, rats. I’ve killed hundreds of men with these very hands and they haven’t fallen off. I’ve killed the dreams of a thousand others. I’ve burned down huts. One day, I bit into a man’s neck and tore his veins out. I put a spear in a friend’s chest. I’ve stolen money. I smashed an albino’s skull against a rock. And then I hacked him up. As I dozed off, my mother’s hand would steal into me with a cup of very sweet, warm milk, and carry me away in the hands of sleep.”

His cavernous voice echoed like a choked song. Transported by the melody, the little audience imagined colors. It was more tantalizing than the saucer of sweetbreads of the imagination—cut throats, stumps of limbs, hair, the remote, gray Levant, flags hoisted, the roar of the waves. The greedy listeners licked blackberry seeds from their teeth, begging for more, sucking their fingers, more death, more blood, numbed by the bittersweet song of the captain at the wheel.
“Seeing the garden wake up is worth a lifetime. The sun peeks out, I go say good morning to them, not at all sleepy, I make coffee, sing them a morning prayer, we say good morning all together and I lie down with them, kneeling, I prune the ones that died during the night, for some leave in the dark, I barely notice them, I almost want a thimble to touch them with, for their fresh joy burns my fingers, my beard still smells of the night, the sleep in my eyes, my beloved flowers, carnations, stubborn, always mischievous, eyes puffy, my carnations are dawdlers, but I wish them no harm, rather, I want to sprinkle water on them, water rather than quicklime on those little fuzz-heads of light, my beloved carnations, they’re the ones who sleep most soundly, almost snoring, but at night no one is to blame and their snoring bears me away from here, it almost puts me to sleep, if I sleep I die, I never sleep, a drop of water on the head of each one, water rather than quicklime, which tames them.
“There’s nothing like my carnations sleeping, the perfume of fantasy they give off as they dream. I watch them fall asleep and wake up, all mine, all so silent, they no doubt wish they could run away from me, for I could tear them from the earth with this hand, flowers of mine, as soon as the day rises and, on my knees, I get ready to tend them, dreaming they’re asleep again, willing night to come quickly so they may sleep. I pluck off their old petals, as all things in excess are poison, I sprinkle water on them with these old fingers, I marry them to one another. By night, I sit and guard them. By day, I go out on the footpath and people ask after my carnations. ‘How’s your garden, Captain, your carnations?’ They want to steal them, I know it, the drugstore man’s grimy fingernails, chattery hands, if he so much as touches my carnations I’ll split him in two, but I say yes, I fill their mouths with petals, up to the throat with beautiful phrases to shut them up, I know they don’t care for me, I don’t care for them either, I prefer my carnations swaying in the breeze, chattering, they talk to each other all day long, like critters deep inside knots of wood, they tell each other stories that only I hear, of great suffering, trifles, and then they grow tired, their backs hurt, that’s when I help them, tuck them into bed, tell them it’s late, that night is almost here, dear carnations, they yak their heads off and drop like children, that’s why I like them so much, they’re bolder than children, they grow tired, Captain Celestino’s carnations, blessed things, all they want to do is laugh and eat and kiss butterflies.”
The children got sick of blackberries. But the wind would stir the burlap covering the porch, the geraniums would smile in the breeze, the street of poplars emptied and naught but the captain’s words, like a spell: “To me who sli … slee … right … come … to … cro … co … dile … smashed…”
Behind the fence, the neighbor listened and choked on Hail Marys. “What does that pig want with the little ones? What if he kills them?” she asked her husband that night in bed. He rolled with laughter, and tickled her on the knees. She knew what she had heard, “monkeys … ditches … crows.” The roof beams lit up in the dark as a shooting star went past. The bedsprings creaked. Sleep wouldn’t come, not even after twenty Hail Marys. The poplars outside waking up for the dance. The mountainside lit up in the moonlight. She lay there, alone in the dark, sweating questions.



 
After his brief conversation with Padre Alfredo, rumors about the old pirate took on a life of their own. For two years, no one went near his gate. Children on their way home from school glimpsed a figure in suspenders, a hoe over his shoulder. Was he the devil? He was strong and broad-shouldered, but he had so many flowers and was so patient with them. He touched the roses, admired them, feeling the petals with his fingers. Then he sat on a chair in the sun and leaned back. For a pirate, he was boring. Maybe he was only pretending to be one. Raul wished he had a rose garden as beautiful as that. Celestino stopped caring if they spied on him, if they didn’t talk to him. The scarecrow had done its job.
Mothers covered their children’s eyes with their hands when they passed him on the street. If you don’t finish your soup, I’ll take you to the captain’s house, where he’ll chop you up like a grouper, grandmothers would tell their grandchildren. At the seed dispensary, they sold him seeds reluctantly. He’s building an altar to Judas Iscariot, good grief, heaven forbid. If he wasn’t so discreet, they’d have run him off the land or gathered at his gate with torches ablaze one cold morning and driven him out of town. Over time, with new boats and new people arriving from the sea, the rumors were diluted. He was old and spoke little. He walked with difficulty. He was going blind and didn’t mess with anyone. It was a land of seamen, whose terrible stories wheeled through time until, like the thick fog coming up off the beach in the morning, they merged with the material from which the houses, bedrooms, clothes, people, and sleep were made.
Young and old alike felt a curiosity approaching lust when they smelled the sweet perfume of fresh roses and jasmine that wafted out of the pirate’s garden on spring days, to those passing on the street.
When dusk fell, the captain would peer at the wall to see if the treats had reached their recipients. He always found the saucer empty.



 
Blood, light. A little mouse. A rectangle of boxwoods with camellias in the center. Cuttlefish bone—mango pit.
Things I saw at sea.
Blood and light tonight. Mice in my pocket. A blackbird has fallen under the fir tree.

A coffin the size of my life. The church ladies weep and I belch.

Today it was just one fat rat. The barber says tomorrow it’s going to pour with rain. I never saw Manel again.

I got in from Leiria yesterday. Tired as a horse. I brought a tulip. Weeping willows along the way.



Yesterday I emptied every last drawer. My dream since I was a boy. Sobs. Blood and light tonight. Third time this week.
The carnations are very much alive. The neighbor lady brought a moist pound cake.

Night on the stream. Get from Noval Seed Dispensary (in Espinho): cranberry beans and purple corn.

I used to want to gouge out her eyes. Bad day. I lost two dahlias. Now I’m drying roses in the cupboard with their little heads upside down.

I found a fishbone in the vineyard. Tea with Padre Alfredo. Leprous throat.



 
Behind the house, the well and the forgotten vineyard. Celestino didn’t have the arms for it. He had planned to salt the land. He had wanted to call Manuel and then Bentes, a Brazilian acquaintance of the priest’s. The stone was fleshless: skin still damp and gums exposed to the worms. There was no hair, except the spidery hairs of the vine that had been green and lime and had provided shade for the table on the porch, now in danger of collapsing. Grapes were shriveling on the branches and oozing a sugary syrup that the master of the house left to the ants, flies, and bees. Neither the oven, when he baked corn bread or roasted meat on it, nor the smoke rising to the sky from the chimney, giving off warmth and a promise of stillness, could disguise the fact that, from the front, the old house had little roses tucked behind its ears; from the back, it was molasses and blowflies. Or maybe it was nothing of the sort, but a molar that hides its rot behind gleaming enamel.

Light and blood. India Route. Amaro shouted: “Halt!” Her chest split open. Two handfuls of sand and she didn’t even moan.

I can’t bear the smell of the sea. The old woman who sells mackerel there says it consoles her. The newspaper said the snow will reach Porto this month. Two pigs in Tuscany. As for the mice, nothing.

If I eat the mice—into the well with me.

The priest. The church reeks of incense and mold. Give me the ship’s hold of my time: 1833. Portside. Get spring onions. I’ve lost the war against the thistles. A cannon of gunpowder in the priest’s mouth. One of my teeth fell out near the fir tree. I’ve lost count of them all.



 
The breeze sprang from the mountains and woke up the oaks. Before it ruffled the leaves, the shadows of the trees drawn in darkness, black on black, covered with sleep, looked to Celestino like a fence. But the wind rose, still unseen, and quickly took the valley, as if it had risen from the earth. It whooshed up trunks. The treetops fluttered in the night, ticklish. Their quivering reassured him and made him a little nervous.
The cadence of the breeze, its to-ing and fro-ing, coming and going, haunted him.
His heart sped up and he stopped walking. The oaks, awakened by the breeze, were saying something. The wind first reached one or two branches of the row of poplars and sent a cool shiver through the others.
He remembered the sound of water on the beach. The rhythm was that of a tide. Its rush, a riot. Its retreat, a relief followed by a shudder.
The captain would often sit on the ground to watch the trees swaying in the wind. “Where did he get to?” the neighbor would wonder, no longer able to see him from her bedroom window. If he concentrated, the captain’s heart would even find the tide, and heart and leaves would fall into step.
Along came the wind, and Celestino’s heart filled with blood. The leaves rustled and the blood raced out again.
He was invaded by the present. He stared into the darkness. From land, he revealed himself to the night and to the sea as having reached his destination. If the wind wanted to come take him, he felt ready to face it down. If it had been wicked to plant death, it was too late. He had found a home and wasn’t ready to give it up yet.
He waited for the wind in the leaves to respond to his ultimatum. The tide came and went with deaf ears. The leaves fluttered in the darkness. The tremor rose from the trunks, seized the crowns, and then, at the same pace, abandoned them.
Celestino knew that nature has no sympathy; he saw now that it doesn’t learn either. But the idea of its perfect stubbornness felt like permission. He was free to die, to love and to be loved by his flowers. The sun, the leaves, the plums, the fir trees were his too. They were him too.



 
The plants saw the gardener as plants do. They didn’t feel grateful. They treated their waterer like the rain that fell on autumn nights. Blooming was not their way of making conversation with the gardener, but a way of showing their indifference to his hourly declarations of love.
They didn’t care if they were tended by a murderer, if the hands that kept them alive were dirty, nor did they care what he’d done prior to loving them.
They followed him with their nonjudgmental gaze, oblivious to the fact that Celestino woke up every morning for them. They watched what he did, sensed his presence, were happy to see him, knew his routines. But they never once missed him, not even for a moment, or fretted over his occasional absences.
No matter how great the gardener’s dedication, the plants didn’t care if he lived or died, if he died in his sleep or returned to the garden every day. They didn’t care if he had found in them a reason to live or that he loved them.
If they weren’t watered, they would wither. It wouldn’t be out of spite. They wouldn’t hold it against him; they expected nothing of him.
If, instead of Celestino’s hands, others had come to tend them, they’d certainly have noticed, but not because they’d become fond of the captain’s fingers, or because a friendship had been established between man and garden. They were as accustomed to him as a hat is accustomed to a man’s head, then one day thrown away or forgotten, though it retains the shape of its owner’s skull just as Celestino’s garden revealed something of the design of his dreams, which, were he a man for such sentiments, would have embarrassed him.
The plants weren’t aware of the likeness. They were unaware of their form and the science that governed them. They drank, they existed. They even had the means to govern themselves and to remain committed to the land, the rain, and the wind, even if they lost the uprightness that the corsair had given them. If he died, now free, they’d begin to take over the house. The roses, attached to the wall, would become claws and climb to the highest windows, looking for a crack in the frames. The wisteria, without frequent pruning, would clamber over the wall and spill into the street in a lilac quilt. Carnations would marry geraniums, camellias would marry aphids, tomatoes would marry beetles, plums would be born, fall when they were ripe, and be born again until the garden became that of a blind man who knows his plants by their feel and perfume, with no memory of the gardener fussing over them.
Not a single flower mourned the death of the enslaved men and women Celestino had suffocated on the high seas. His men had poured the quicklime into the hold, bag by bag. The captives saw the dust falling on them, but they didn’t understand what was happening. The bags of quicklime were emptied into the hold and Celestino closed the hatch. There were groans, cries for help, and, after a while, a silence that relieved the pirates. The boy who had opened the hold in the dark stood in a corner, stunned.
Glancing at one another, they sought in each other’s faces a sign that they could speak again. The captain smiled, as if he were alone. The sixty-odd souls who survived the revolt fell victim to the corrosive fumes of the quicklime—asphyxiated. Celestino didn’t watch them die and went instead to the ship’s bow. With an eye on the horizon becoming visible in the morning light, he took in the sea air.
The plants saw him as a glass eye sees passing clouds. They and their friend were sap of the same sap, made of the same flesh, without pity or compassion. Behind his ribs, in place of a heart, the corsair had a plant.
And for that reason they didn’t judge him.



 
As he knelt before the carnations, the reality of things inundated him, with the added benefit that he was alive, while in the village they thought him dead. The hours went past, and he went with them as if climbing a staircase suspended between two cliffs. This clean ecstasy also took him when, after a wrestling match with the priest’s eyes, he would slam the door of the church, go out into the village, and revel in the fact that he was no longer seen, that people had lost interest in him.
He walked anonymously through the village of yesteryear. There was no greater consolation than to be nobody where he had been somebody. To call the houses he had called his own someone else’s. To see once more with old eyes shops, chimneys, barges, fishwives. No one came to shop doors to watch him go past. It wasn’t hatred or indifference. The faces on the quay announced another century, one that would never be his. What would the eyebrows, the eyelashes of the twentieth century look like? He wished he could see them. But like this: as a ghost who didn’t scare anyone and wasn’t interested in anything, on a scentless walk through the future.
The sea in the quay didn’t answer him, the oxen pulling nets, the haul flopping about on the sand—sardines, bream, mackerel, turbot—the women with fat ankles, the seamen’s eyes hidden under caps full of privation, dust in the haze, but the sea had never brought Celestino to life. Children sucking on cough drops, the lone apple tree beside the church, companion to a strawberry tree that cried orange blood—and little sparrows, drunk from a banquet of furry fruits trodden on the ground.
Eye on his boots, climbing the hill, summoned by the wind in the poplars, hands in his pockets like dead bolts—no one saw him, excused from any greeting, or compunction, or hat raising.
Only the house would be waiting for him when he returned from his walks through the village, and the garden that he wanted to destroy on bad days, the frayed velvet cloak on the scarecrow’s back, an unnecessary shroud.
“My ears are not mine, Captain, they are the ears of our holy Lord Jesus.” So fill his ears with sand, say what, speak to whom, if there was nothing to be said? But inside the little church, water dripped into an empty glass that was filling up: blood and light, white nights, pregnant with stairs, the priest’s whispering, the sight of the adjoining buildings from the window.
The scarecrow with its arms flung out like an archangel in love with the wind that, picking up leaves, tousled its hair. “It’s never too late, Captain Celestino.” When does late begin? “But plums, Padre, fall on time. Geraniums bloom all year round. I still remember burning my mother’s clothes. The bonfire smelled of lard and butter. You know, Padre, God is like peach pits, cyanide, mold, and poison. Have you ever tasted a bitter almond? The seafaring life came to an end almost a hundred years ago.”



 
I didn’t strangle the Dutch girl. Seven, eight years old, but necks are ageless.

The blood bubble and lots of light. It comes out of my mouth and there I stay.

What will become of Julio? He was good with knives. We laughed once as we pulled corks out of bottles. It was the day Saraiva drowned. He drowned because he was stupid.

Just yesterday at the door of the church, I’ll be darned if it wasn’t Leal with a sack of flour on his back. He died almost forty years ago, when I was still a boy and went around begging, until my mother beat me. God dammit if it wasn’t him there on the dock lugging bags around.

“The new century’s coming,” shout the young men at the church door. One more death and I’m already gone.

Beautiful day in the garden. I won’t go out on the porch.

I threw myself into the water down there the other night. It was as if someone were pulling me under. Water deteriorates. I was born a fish and it was lights-out. Now it’s all mice.



 
Captain Celestino loved his flowers, if it’s possible to love with no memory of it. Either God wanted to make him an example of the fact that no memory is required in order to love, or the benevolence of his garden wasn’t meant for natural things, which knew how to do good without knowing what they were doing, the empty-headed benevolence of a perfect, perfectly diabolical machine.
Even though, when Padre Alfredo left the house, after a rundown of the parish calendar and lectures on charity that almost bored the captain to sleep, distracting him from the invisible conduits that carried water to his rosebushes—which he had to see to without delay, and which were such good friends that he never tired of them—even though, when he saw the priest pass through the gate, cassock dragging on the tiles, with that meddling little perfumer’s nose of his, Celestino felt like grabbing his pistol and shooting him in the back, even though, from time to time, carried away in thought as he watched the children in the street, he felt an urge to put his razor to use, because the razor and his fingers retained a longing that his heart did not, in the remaining hours of the day it was as if everything had found its rightful place. Blood, of lust and pleasure, death, in all its lugubrious declensions, everything had its double in the garden, in the form of a plant, which, with the gentle hands of a woman, he treated like people.
Perhaps some people thought he was growing flowers for his coffin; if only they knew that the roses, the carnations, with their daily surprises, and each of the plums that almost tasted like Azorean pineapples were, in the captain’s future, the numbers, the faces, the souls of all those he’d killed himself or who’d seen him do it, and who now offered him their eternal silence, planted there, in need of water from his can, sustenance from his well.
He felt no nostalgia, just as a flowing stream feels no nostalgia. He felt no fear, just as the rain feels no fear. Sitting in the shade of his garden, he was about to have a smoke. He felt like a brother to his garden, his roots found. Everything about it was completely kindred to him. Weren’t the plants, which ask no questions, far more enjoyable than the tiresome priest with his accusing eyes?
That morning’s obligations were ringing in his head, the gentle melody of his pottering around the flowers, which didn’t want to let him die quickly. As the ages passed, even the boys he saw on the street gradually changed into others. Married men strolling hand in hand with their spouses, the earth gobbling up the seeds he threw at it, and that clock, the most accurate of all, striking the exact hour, swallowing minutes, hours, seconds, water: the clock of the plants, hands outstretched, with no time for judgment.
His fingers were more and more crooked, he thought, looking at his hands on his knees. They were growing deformed like the roots of trees, stubborn.
Celestino wasn’t senile and perhaps there was a heart hidden behind his tattoos. If only the sea were like the little flowers without mouths: a coffin without ears, blind, deaf, and mute.
Seen from the garden, the past was a trail left by snails as they climbed the wall of the whitewashed house. He rarely saw them, but they released a slime as they went that dried and became a line, like that left by ivy on a wall after it has been pruned, or an insect’s tracks.
Behind the hedges, Celestino was a silhouette at ease with life. But, for some reason, the life he lived in his garden evoked, for those peering at him from the street through the ivy, the life they weren’t living. The sound was that of a hoe on the earth, of a trickle of water dripping into pots. Divined between leaves, the shadows reminded the curious of life in decline.
Some would stop and pull back the leaves of the hedges, for a peek. They’d find him with his trousers rolled up, white hair on his freckled back. Others’ hearts would begin to race as they passed his gate and didn’t stop.
Behind the hedges, they sensed a pagan dedicated to the pursuit of pleasure above all things. Perhaps it was the sacred right of an old man, who had seen and touched everything. To seek light, warmth, and the love of beautiful things, the damselfly by the stream, the wasp kissing jasmine. Through the ivy, his gestures became dark, his gardener’s jig, macabre steps. All his attention was devoted to the day’s tasks, but curious passersby touched the hedges, prompted by the stamping of his boots on the flagstones, by the dry thump of his rake.
Behind the hedges, life was planted. But for those on the other side, it was the life they hadn’t lived, the travels they’d turned down, the forests in which they hadn’t been lost or found, bloody desires, the opposite of their fine days.
For a few, the rhythm of the rake haunted them, and after they’d turned the corner they took it home with them, as if prematurely carrying in their hearts their funeral music, which they would never hear.
They heard him at night, lying in bed, after closing their eyes. And they dreamed that he came into their houses on tiptoe. In dreams, they had no way to stop him from participating in their death, for they couldn’t escape that other life once surrendered to sleep, their executioner.



 
When asked questions, trees, branches, and leaves answer. He was alone among shadows and shimmering reflections. He didn’t know the language of the land, only that of the sea. The plants’ fingers reached out to him, calling to him to surrender and become a tree. The branches nipped his legs. A tingling traveled down from his neck. As he made his way into the jungle, hacking a path with the knife, the critters weren’t eating him alive, like he had expected, nor did he allow himself to be seized by the call of nature. He looked for an opening, a way out, but was going deeper and deeper into the tunnel, not knowing if the hissing he could hear was apes dangling from the tall palm trees or the roar of waves on the beach, or if his head had become a teeming forest.
Daylight pierced the branches, throwing down rays that lined up before Celestino like gashes made by a sword. Treading on leaves, flowers, and critters, he followed these luminous signs as if they were showing him the way. He saw mouths and eyes in the bark of trees, as if the forest were determined to let him get lost. He wasn’t sure what he was looking for. He glanced up and saw monkeys swinging from branch to branch. His delirium didn’t carry him off elsewhere. He didn’t think that things had conspired to take revenge on him, or that the time had come for all of nature to swallow him. On one side, snakes. On the other, suspended spiderwebs. In front of him, a painstakingly embroidered tangle of leaves and branches. The weaving of things, achieved through centuries of growth, life and death, maintained by the patience of millions of tiny beings, workers of the order of the virgin world. Celestino’s feet felt heavy. No one knew where he was, making his way through God’s belly: the forest. But God wasn’t in the mood to swallow him. The moisture coming off the sea stoked his dream. Macaws squawked on his shoulders, blue butterflies fluttered next to his scratched nose. In its belly, the earth made him feel alone in his head, as if it had better things to do than put him to sleep. Nor did Celestino expect it to let him rest.
Using his machete, he hacked his way toward the interior of the interior, a place inhabited in darkness by bats, gorillas, and jacarandas that had never seen a man. But the pirate was no longer human, just a plant with arms, which for some reason evolved in the forest like a tired arrow. He had no memory of anything; fear didn’t touch Celestino. He walked as if he wanted to dissolve into everything, to get to the point where nature would tire of him asking to be absorbed. He cut into the forest as if tearing a long sheet. On those paths where no man had gone, destroying God’s tapestry with the scissors that were his legs, without a compass or a sense of direction to help him, he wasn’t aided by the agony of those he had left to their fate, nor by the gaze of his mother saying goodbye to the boy he had been. Nor did he have his mind on the future, which doesn’t mock the thirsty.
Surrounded by pepper plants, Celestino felt fever travel up his spine. He would momentarily come to his senses, rising from the nausea that had taken hold of him, hearing calls that echoed, sensing a human presence behind the trunks of cashew trees.
All ideas with form had fled him, all the familiar faces had bid his memory farewell, leaving him alone with the now, as if to test his connection to things. If the world’s belly didn’t digest him, he could feel like a part of things once and for all. God didn’t push him, as he watched his progress.



 
The man and woman shone, although the light was muted in their clothes, in the woman’s chest, which was squeezed into a bodice, suffocating her. She went about the house in the dress that buttoned up to her neck and contained, held in the boredom of a life of servitude and waiting, her dreams taken over by dust as she cleaned, with calloused hands that were always cold. Little was known of the man in the painting, since he’d died at sea, fulfilling the destiny of his lineage. He had smiled when his children were born, but he felt a twinge inside, afraid he wouldn’t be able to raise them. He had seen his home engulfed by waves, the boat he was traveling on swallowed by currents, the night his life ended. As a boy, he’d played jacks by the river’s edge, he’d dreamed of witches and had survived pneumonia, which had given him the feverish bearing shown in the painting, along with empty eyes and a very white complexion. The mahogany of the dresser gleamed with beeswax, was reflected in the metal of the picture frame, and cast a sliver of light on the young sailor’s eye. Celestino’s mother had never noticed this ephemeral awakening of his father, who had met an early end. The wood had come from Pará. She had given it to the port carpenter to build a piece of furniture in which she intended to store towels. The logs had traveled the route lying down, sleeping on the waves—unlike the men, who weren’t allowed to rest—until they ended up in the hands of the old master carpenter. He was missing a finger, and with his imperfect hand he frightened the children who peered through the door of his shop.
The carpenter sensed the forest in the mahogany before beginning to sand it. He almost felt it pulsing and could hear the life it told, the wild people in mysterious Brazils who had worshipped the tree. He ran his mutilated hand over the mahogany, feeling for the rhythm of the forest that the trunk still contained. What had been the life of the centuries-old tree, now lying on his table, held in place by the lathe, like a corpse sent far away from its home? He let the piece tell him its story before cutting into it. He wanted it to tell him who it was, to help him understand what it wanted to become.
Celestino’s mother, who had commissioned the dresser, couldn’t have known that the dark wood told the story of her long-departed son. She had urged the carpenter to hurry in the same distracted way that she waxed the dresser, not caring that the wood had once been a living entity, inhabiting a forest like the one in which Celestino wanted to get lost. More than any other item of furniture in the house, the dresser told the story of its dissolution with an irony that the widow couldn’t have suspected.
She would go and open its drawers, take out the washed towels, and wash them again for fear they might develop stains (she of all people, who had no visitors but the priest, who came less and less often), never imagining that the dresser was the means life had found to make her feel closer to her son. Like her mother in the painting, resigned to the condition of widow, she couldn’t have imagined that she had a piece of her boy nearby. No one anywhere could wake up the furniture and make it talk, or recount adventures. But, as she dusted, the mother was caressing her son’s world, tucking him into his freshly made bed.
After several days, Celestino found an abandoned campsite on the beach. He drank the rum that had been left behind. He broke open a coconut and lay down in the canvas tent. His arms and legs were bleeding, his feet were raw, he was burning up with fever, and his gums were swollen when sleep took possession of his body with no room for thought.

Mother would wake up and go beat the butter. I don’t remember the prayer. Everything comes out in fits and starts.

His eyes the last night I saw him. We drank and sang. The bodies of the Blacks around us still warm. It was the only happy dawn of my life. I counted twenty-three with these two hands. Now my bones ache, but no one can steal those hours from me. The campfire and them. We roasted a goat. Stars. The others on the tambourine.

The blood bubble spews me out until I disappear.



I might be missing an eye, but I’m not blind. There’s one fellow who disgusts me. He begs at the church door. Wish I could do him the favor of strangling him.

Sunday on the beach counting boats. I watch them sail up to the women. Your husbands are watched over by little fish. They weep and wait. No one waited for me, except my carnations.

I don’t care if I never see the sea again. I close my eye and see blood. The neighbor spies on me after supper. Stew and cabbage.

If I were a baker, I’d poison a batch of bread. I’ll go tell that to those souls. They get home and they’re less than water. Blood and light. So hot.



 
Once they felt more confident, the children would knock on his door to see the bats. He would sit on the chair and take a deep breath. It was the hour the mother bats taught their babies to fly. The little ones would circle the empty space between the big white poplar and the pine tree on the other side of the wall. They flew in perfect ellipses, skirting the hedges, disappearing into the trees. The treetops were so still that you could see the tumult of the leaves when a breeze ran through them, a dainty rustling. Leaves would stir at the top of a poplar, but you couldn’t make out anything. A gust of wind would race from the base of the trunk all the way up to the canopy like a chill up a spine, passing to the branches and leaves. The children’s hearts would race as if they were about to be attacked.
And soon the little bats would return, drawing a loop in the air, flush with the rosemary. Celestino would clutch his right hand, trying not to shake, and force himself not to retreat into the house. It felt like the bats were headed for his eye. He imagined them tearing it out of its socket, but they were oblivious to his presence. The closeness of the night seemed to have driven them crazy. They weren’t seeking refuge in the dark; it was as if they were going for one last spin on the merry-go-round before defying death in a free fall. The captain knew they weren’t looking for the light of his lamp, but his heart beat like that of a frightened sparrow nearby. Luzia was afraid they’d land on her shoulder, sink their teeth into her flesh. The sea air, coming up the hill from the beach, reached the village in humid gusts. Alone with the twilight, the captain’s and the children’s arms became blue. The young bats flapped their wings like sheets of burnt paper fluttering over hot coals. Darkness covered the trees. The leaves turned black and came to life as the wind picked up and the temperature dropped. Darkness emanated from the emptiness as if from the bottom of a well, from the beginning of a world. The cool gloom struck the audience like the beginning of a tall tale. The tale of the first lumberjacks and the first poisons, of the first traps, of the first hunters, of the first pirates.
At around eight o’clock in the evening, the mother bats would end the flying lesson. In no time, the sun would set and the wind would die down. A lone owl would hoot. The children went home. Nothing passed by except the odd group of revelers. And Celestino would retire, heat up his broth, wash his face, and smoke long into the night.
The Dutch girl appeared for the first time in those years. Celestino had eaten supper, removed his eye patch, and sat by the fireplace staring into the coals. First her neck appeared, then her fiery hair was kindled by the flame. He started to pour his cup of tea on the fire but didn’t. The flames rose and the Dutch girl’s hair danced. Out of her ears came two hands that opened, opened, and then shrank until they merged with her glowing locks, in flames once again and deadly.
The crackling of wood in the silence of the kitchen brought to mind the melody he’d heard when he had the fever. For a moment, he felt an urge to touch the flames with his fingertips and caress the child’s face. His wrists still remembered the feel of the blindfold he’d used to cover her eyes. He remembered the songs he’d heard in the jungle. But why now? He was partial to the songs, but not to the girl, whose weeping in the mangroves was tiresome.



 
He lost all notion of time, and it was his back that told him when he needed to stop. But then, as on the days when he allowed himself to stay in bed, sleep came to keep him company, like a good friend. He learned how to make cheese. He baked corn bread. He got the still up and working.
Sometimes he’d get drunk. On those days, he’d light a fire on the banks of the stream and, instead of sleeping indoors, he’d spend the night lying on the bank, inebriated, eating hazelnuts and listening to the water he’d swum in as a boy.
Lit by the fire, the banks of the stream might have carried him off to the grim campsites of his youth. But his old-man’s mind seemed to have forgotten how to travel. It was hard to be sure if nostalgia had spared him, or if he had changed. He had the same bloody hands, the same atrocious nails that had plunged into entrails. But the world borne in his ancient body had bowed with the sadness of not quite knowing what land he was standing on, as if, once docked, he had lost his bearings.
One night he threw himself into the stream. On the bank under the pine tree the fire burned and cast his white profile onto the water’s surface. Shivering, he swam two strokes with the current. The bones of his feet were the first to grow cold. Then he couldn’t feel his fingers. His long wet hair clinging to his face, covering his eye, made it even harder to see. On the banks, fireflies watched him from between tall tufts of bramble. An owl he had grown accustomed to hooted. Flames burning in the campfire, branches crackling in the embers, leaves hanging over the water, the color of amber, a hare that burst onto the bank, panting, and his wet face poking out of the water, his beard on his sunken chest, causing the cold in his bones to travel to his head, awakening him from his drunken state.
At the bottom of the stream, under the pebbles, the silt called to him. He had no one in his life, no pity or longing. He felt alone.
He heard a child sobbing in the trees, but he wasn’t sure if he was delirious. Perhaps it was one of the children who took their chances on the wall to peer behind the hedges, but it was such a dark night. He raised himself and, with great effort, began to move back toward the water’s edge. With each step, the sobbing would let up, becoming distinct as he moved in the water, as if aware of his presence. He was unarmed. He feared for his flowers. What if someone had come to set fire to his garden, one of those people who gave him sideways glances when he walked through the village center? Trying not to slip, he climbed out of the water.
As he stood naked before the fire, the shadows of the flames danced on his torso like a canvas. The sobbing had stopped. He was going deaf. “Lord, are you there?” he stammered to the branches, tilting his chin forward. But the voice had fallen silent, abandoned him. Celestino wrapped himself in his clothes. Was it the girl he’d left blindfolded in the forest who’d come back to fetch him, now that he was old? Was he losing his mind? The fireflies before him winked their intermittent light. The natural world was different, but its contempt was the same. The garden, his means of keeping his lord nearby. Obediently, convinced he was living out his last days, he had pried it from the earth; he’d built a garden with his own hands only to be sure that the garden didn’t care about him, just as all his life he hadn’t cared about anyone. The fearful villagers were right when they viewed the captain with suspicion. The garden was his last test. In its glossy, colorful petals, the orders of times past were renewed every morning, impervious to the love that the gardener poured into them.

The garden was waking up under a salty mist. Gradually, the haze lifted, revealing the colors of the flowers. Blurs of crimson, yellow, and turquoise, faint in their watery pallor, without any perceptible outlines of petals or the reality of stems, hovered in the atmosphere. Sometimes a stubborn wisp of cloud would linger over the flower beds after the mist had dissipated. Celestino, emerging from the haze, observed the condensation that was the color of his beard. He blew his cigarillo smoke at the wisp of cloud, which, pierced, shivered with his hot breath and retracted like a timid balloon touched by a needle. The mist brought to the garden the smell of seaweed and waves, whose rumbling on stormy days reached the house. The yard became a sandcastle, a garden built on the seashore. And for a moment the old captain would return to his childhood on the beach. Though he had begun life playing sailor, hurling himself headlong off the jetty, he ended it playing gardener.

Last night it rained razors. Whiskers, beware. Poplars and carnations in the well.

Blood and light. Or the other guy in the ditch. The sky over my head. The village ablaze, flames leaping to the moon.

Open windows today. The mist grumbles. I had to chop its tail off.

Chairs, a little table. I headed for the slopes. Bells all night long.



 
As he gardened, he thought he saw something glinting in the soil. He felt his neck to see if the chain his mother had given him had fallen off. There it was, nipping at the hairs on his chest. Down in the flower bed, something gleamed. He dug with both hands and the twinkle slipped through his fingers. Anxiously, he dug a hole with his shovel, emptying the flower bed. The twinkle faded, blending with the reflection of the sun at its zenith. Celestino dug as hard as he could. And as he dug, he concentrated on the earth, a touch of madness seducing his thoughts and hands. He could have gone on digging forever, destroying all his work in the garden.
The shovel dug by itself, opening the hole. He could no longer feel his arms. Celestino panted, unable to stop, hurling the earth out around him. He dug as if he were hungry. The ground beneath his bare feet was alive. Beside him, the excavated earth piled up in a growing heap. He tossed the earth away with the rhythm of his pulse, but he and the earth had begun out of sync. In his head a channel of silence had opened and the world had retreated; there was nothing but the sound of the shovel and the smell of the dark earth that was soiling his beard. He dug and dug, deeper and deeper. He and the earth found each other. His breathing fell into sync with the shovel and the warmth of the ground. He couldn’t feel his body. The hole grew, and he was small. Something was breathing inside it as if it wanted to speak to him. Stones and knobbly roots came loose from the scales of dry earth, under which he found a cool dampness in layers of beach sand that quickly dried. The wood lice lived there, curled into themselves in the dark, next door to scarab beetles and worms the color of his hands. He dug even deeper.
There didn’t appear to be a secret beneath the earth. Only the cold that exists beneath the heat and the heat that lies beneath that cold. Nothing spoke to him and the sound of the shovel became distant and lost its connection and rhythm. He dug as if it were a command from the depths of the earth, but without knowing why he was doing it. Faces and sneers, laughter and glances, the shiny thing, a coin, nothing drove or tormented him. The dirt got into his eyes, under his fingernails, in his beard, into his mouth. He wasn’t digging his grave. He was digging for his life, without thinking about anything, without feeling his body. He was responding to a force whose origin was unknown to him, a force that had taken control of his arms. He dug deeper. The mound of earth beside the hole grew in keeping with his alienation. No flowers, no garden, no worries at all. His legs, back, and knuckles didn’t hurt. But as the hole grew deeper he stooped as if he were gazing upon a mystery and he were a pin tossed to the ground.
As it cooled, the breeze woke up the leaves in the poplars. The garden was submerged in fog. From the street, the music of the wind in the leaves licked his hair. From the other side of the wall to the stream where the slope ended, the fruit on branches, dry leaves on the ground, boughs, and animals began to come alive for the night. The sun slowly set. Undeterred by the lack of light, Celestino dug as if his soul depended on it. He couldn’t stop, he wasn’t capable of stopping, he was standing in the hole, below the level of the flowers, alone and mad. He dug even deeper. The earth beneath the house hid no treasures or corpses, only the odor over which the chaos of life settles. He was no longer a man: will and conscience had given way to strength and energy, and lucidity was nothing but a shard. He dug in darkness. Thrusting the shovel into the dirt hurt his sore fingers. He cried, unthinking. No nostalgia, shadows of memory, past regrets, sorrows of youth, nothing at all. Just a body unable to stop, as if forever relieved of the torment of his sentence. Small compared to the height of the family house, tiny compared to the trunk of the plum tree and the roses climbing the wall, fastened to iron nails with string tied by the tips of his friendly gardener’s fingers, he fell onto his back, dizzy, night already fallen. He was the color of the earth in the moonlight. And then he opened his eyes, still out of sorts. The constellations shone in their geometric certainty like embroidery stretched over a hoop of black, almost liquid sky. Arms and legs outstretched, dumbfounded, the captain gazed at the stars. Beneath his body, the earth welcomed him into its living, merciful warmth. And, as if dead in life, he closed his eyes and fell into a deep sleep.

He woke up minutes later. The garden was still the same. It was noon. The sun was high. The carnations, the rosebushes, all in place. He felt dizzy. He was perspiring. He swept back the earth churned up in his delirium. He had no idea how much time had passed. He found a bump at the base of his neck. And, afraid for the first time, he took himself off to bed with cold feet and scrambled ideas.



 
The next morning, he woke up older and blinder. His feet were swollen. Varicose veins covered his legs. His body was withered. One could now make out, in the place of his lean frame, a hunch, a belly, jowls under a white beard. For the first time in years, he looked at himself in the mirror. His eye was smaller and even bluer. He ran his hands over his face in fear. His beard felt coarse and he shuddered. He snatched up the scissors and cut it off at his chin. The hair fell onto his feet, which he then noticed. He didn’t recognize the parts of his body outside of the whole. His beard lay on the floor, just another part of the house’s mess. Detached from his face, it didn’t seem to have belonged to him or to have been a part of his character. It belonged to the floor, on which the hair, scattered about like a handful of feathers, drew a spot of light. It had been with him his whole life, and now that he had lost it, it lay on the ground as if they had never known each other.
He soaped up his face and finished shaving as carefully as he could, because he was shaking. When he ran the razor over his chin, his jaw was revealed, pale and dry. It gave him a fright, but it was too late. He finished without regret but forgot to put the patch over his eye. He went to the door to look at the garden.
It was raining heavily. Without his beard and eye patch, the wind and cold tasted different. Rain fell on the flowers, bending their petals. He was surprised they didn’t bow, despite the strong wind. The lemons wept in syrupy drips. The rosemary, revived, glistened and perfumed the light during pauses in the rain. Clouds raced past, blown by the wind, lead-colored, covering the sun with a crimson eye patch. The wind whipping the plants caused them to topple over in the whitewashed flower boxes. At the door, at the top of the steps, to the sound of the rain, the clean-shaven old pirate had his last moment at the helm. He closed the door and went inside to find something to eat.



 
The doctor visited from time to time. He prescribed broths and rest, limited outings. The women in the neighboring houses, who still remembered his aunts, brought him food. The priest came to see him, concerned, and didn’t mince words. “Don’t you want to confess, Captain? It’s never too late.” Celestino, burning with fever in bed, gritted his teeth and shook his head vehemently. Then he closed his eye and the priest left him in his room.
Motivated by the need to take care of the garden, which, with the arrival of winter, he feared had been burned by the frost, he gradually recovered. But when he left the house many mornings later, the garden was waiting for him with its usual face. The water was trickling through the same conduits he had built to ensure the flower beds were watered. The roses were fresh from the dew. The carnations and geraniums were lush and silent, smiling as he had left them. If someone or something in heaven had taken pity on the monster that he had been and was, they showed it in the form of flowers and fruit, appearing as things of beauty that the captain alone had to water.
That year, for St. John’s Day, a large bonfire was lit on the beach. Celestino went, taken by Manuel, a cousin of the late caretaker, Amadeu, who insisted on fetching him from the house. The fire cast light on the dark waves, which broke with a roar. Partners leapt over the bonfire in joyful bounds, to the sound of folk songs. But everything felt out of step with his inner rhythm, which was slowing by the day, like a clock that had been turned back. As he headed home, walking quickly through the confusion, the people’s laughter, banter, and shadows frightened him, coming to meet him in the night. He tripped over a young man’s boots and fell to the ground. He turned a dark corner, lost himself among dresses and shrieks. Manuel found him lying in an alley after looking for him for several hours and recognized him only by his hat. “Take me home,” he told him. He was shaking with cold. His jaw was bleeding. It was the first and only time in his life that he had begged anyone for anything.
He enjoyed the breeze in the garden that afternoon, sitting in his chair, but his pirate’s skin didn’t regain its color. Almost blind, he knew the plants by touch and by the names he had given them; he sang ballads to them. They answered, the old corsair thought, by blooming.
From time to time, a cat would appear in the garden, or a stray dog would stop there and stay two or three weeks, lured by the bones that Celestino left out. He confused the animals with his flowers. As for the rabbits that dug holes in his flower beds, he wrung their necks.
Kneeling beside the lemon tree, he buried the white strands of his beard left on the living room floor. Thrown into the earth, they shone like gold threads. They looked dirtier than he remembered, zealous as he’d always been about keeping his whiskers clean. The tips were yellow from the smoke of his cigarillos. The hairs weren’t as soft as they had been when they were attached to his face. Perhaps it was a way to ensure that he was buried in his garden, or a habit brought home from his adventures in the mysterious forests of his past. Maybe, once he was dead, the smell would lead him back to the flowers when he missed them. But he buried them in such a hurry, glancing over his shoulder, that the most likely explanation was that he’d mistaken his own beard for a bag of coins. And he never again fell asleep without the vague fear that someone might steal them from him.
Every day the garden was different. He never got bored. By night, nature busied itself preparing for the morning. In the morning, when he went into the garden, he took an inventory of matters: thorns, butterflies, spiderwebs, aphids, and the state of the carnation cuttings.



 
Padre Alfredo gave him a sea bream at Christmas. Celestino left the fish on a plate on the table and forgot it. He remembered it days later. The fish had changed color. The captain stared at the eyes, the putrefied gills, two tiny teeth sticking out of its lips like blades. Alarmed by the smell of death that had traveled from the kitchen to his bedroom and living room, attracting insects, he hurried to open the windows, disgusted.
He had smelled the whole world, but now he was used to the scent of flowers. Everything rotted in his hands—and he touched his knuckles. Blood … light … he thought as he fell asleep. He covered his head with the pillow before the clock had struck six o’clock in the evening.

Raul, Pedro, and Luzia still came. They wanted to hear pirate stories. He would sit them on the ground, tell them the wonders of his travels, and, at the end, give them blackberries. Elephants, tall trees, fruit as sweet as honey, talking parrots, flowers of every shape. Celestino delighted in their silly laughter, the fine skin of their excited necks, their thick-lashed eyes.
Taking off his shirt, the captain showed them the tattoos on his chest. A large cross of bones, a skull with its tongue out, a red butterfly, a woman with a perky bottom perched on a pedestal with her hands on her head and thighs on display, names, dates, a sharp machete, a sailboat. The children fell silent. They were looking at a map, unable to put their astonishment into words. The pirate’s weary torso, his matted white hair, his mangled nipples, and the large scar that ran across his back impressed them even more than the tattoos. Celestino was beginning to feel at ease, making up adventures and misadventures from which he always emerged victorious: “Come to me, children, to me who has slit throats and who sleeps the sleep of the righteous. Do you want to know what I’ve killed? I’ve killed monkeys and horses. Snakes, wasps, an elephant. A crocodile the size of a raft: I cut it into five parts, as I laughed at the fortune the giant would bring me. I killed ten women, I cut the feet off of one. I killed a crow for food. Foxes, rats. I’ve killed hundreds of men with these two hands and they haven’t fallen off. I’ve killed the dreams of a thousand others. I’ve burned down huts. Once, I bit into a man’s neck and tore his veins out. I put a spear in a friend’s chest. I’ve stolen money. I smashed an albino’s skull against a rock. And then I hacked him up. As I dozed off, my mother’s hand would steal into me with a cup of very sweet, warm milk, and carry me away in the hands of sleep.”
Gradually, as the children pointed at his body like he wasn’t even there, as he saw their amazement at the proof of his long journey—and how their amazement was mixed with revulsion at the sight of an old man’s body—the bluster of memory gave way to embarrassment.
He no longer saw the children in front of him. He sank into himself. In the end, life hadn’t granted him the dignity of dying young. It had allowed him to survive on a useless skeleton. It had wanted him to find himself abandoned. The same sea that had spat him out and allowed him to return was mocking him, in a last stroke of irony, making him a curiosity on dry land for the imagination of the pure. It had tamed him: it had caged him in a garden.
That afternoon, there were no candies. Waking from his thoughts, he chased the children away and just sat, dwelling, not thinking about everything he needed to do for the flowers, which had kept him on a short leash. He was a captive of their vitality, a slave to their care and to the love he had won, that they’d won for themselves. Supreme punishment: he’d allowed himself to be enslaved, believed that he was building with his own two hands a little world, a treasure whose destruction he feared now more than he did his life, which was threatened by nothing.
His body had once been a ship at sea, defying the tides and currents, but what sustained him now was the life he had unwittingly generated. The stems, branches, flowers, fruits were his hair, arms, legs, his only thoughts, his reason for living. The plants hadn’t needed to fight. Their revolt had been insidious. It was the gardener who, of his own free will, had chained himself up, day after day. In times past, he’d have torn the plants out by their roots one by one, until nothing was left of the garden.
But after the children had gone, he wasn’t sure who had visited him.



 
The slopes kept watch over him from first light to dusk. That which he’d forgotten encircled him like a ring of fire that he couldn’t breach. From the garden, the mountains looked taller by the day. In the purple light of late afternoon, they plunged the house and the man into darkness. Whatever was beyond them was there, at the bottom of the dish he was dining from, dust and crumbs. They were silent.
Their power wasn’t in challenging the solitary old man, but in the way in which each forgotten thing revealed an abscess far away, in the place nature finds for everything it petrifies.
Forgetting protected him as a grandfather protects a granddaughter. He’d haul himself off to bed after dinner, climb under the covers, and empty his thoughts in two sighs, but, by night, forgetting was a verb in skirts. And not because by some magic trick or poetic malady his memories had come to life, but because everything that is and everything that ever was coexist under the sun in a jumble of the living and the dead, of what has withered here and what will germinate somewhere else.
Sleepwalking, he’d get out of bed and find an old Black woman in the kitchen preparing him a meal. The two of them would sit at the table.
With generous hands, she would serve him delicacies whose names he didn’t know and, like the mountain slopes on the horizon, she would watch him eat with the appetite of one who eats in his sleep, eyes closed. Without saying a word, the woman listened to him chew, wiped his chin, steered him back to bed, and tucked him in.
The night was full of people thirsty for company. Celestino would arrive in the kitchen in drawers and no shirt, awoken by the echo of coins falling onto the table. Padre Alfredo looked younger than he was and they would sit side by side. The priest didn’t always wear his cassock. He dressed like the young man at the seed dispensary, in a wool sweater and big muddy boots, sometimes he was the size of a young child, but he didn’t want candies or adventures. In the middle of the night, he didn’t want to offer him confession either. They would sit in silence, listening to the crackling of the embers. Night in the house would cool down like a night at sea until the silence became a dense nothing that, flowing out from the kitchen, burned the captain’s insides. Celestino would race to open the windows, staying close to the walls. He thought the house was catching fire. He wanted to strangle Alfredo but, when he tried to touch his neck, he touched his hair suspended in the air; there was no body to grab.
Sometimes it was flashes of lightning that awoke him; other nights he heard pots banging together in the scullery as if a deranged band had taken the place of the boxes of flour and bottles of firewater. With his arms raised and mouth open, he’d sit next to whoever was at the fireplace in the kitchen: a Black man he’d seen only once, a fisherman’s inconsolable widow.

A beggar was struck on the head by a lightning bolt on the poplar-lined street that year. He was found dead. People said his face was black, he’d lost his eyes, his mouth, and his boots. The children stopped showing up in the following months. Few people crossed the street. The captain would get a fright if he happened to wake up somewhere other than his bed, sometimes dirty, sticky, scratched, with the kitchen or pantry in disarray. He couldn’t remember a thing, as if oblivion had decided to taunt him.
He’d wash his face, go into the yard, and sit in the rain.

The house and the garden, which he had begun to make in his own likeness, were unkempt. The gardener spent the day convinced he was seeking agreement between his inner form and his appearance, but his age and lack of judgment slowly seeped into the things around him without him noticing. What was beautiful to him was shabby and worn out like his trousers. The plants, still blooming, were a shadow of what they had been, as faded as his tattoos. He scribbled in the same notebook, but he couldn’t understand his writing. Names of plants. Places and ships. Colors, fruits, ports, words he didn’t know how to write:
Sal—hay—lie down—Ped—ro here—lice


He fell asleep standing, hummed songs from his youth, dreamed with his eyes open.
Lightning struck mercilessly that autumn. It seemed like the old house on the street of poplars was the last inhabited house in the world, or a ferry forgotten on the waves, or the hold of a slaver’s ship adrift.
His arms, estranged from their owner, twitched, as if the thunder were awakening the reflexes of seamanship, the ancient art preserved beneath his skin.
He stopped wearing the eye patch, unashamed of his disfigured face. In the garden, he didn’t believe he was on the sea he had navigated, but another sea, without men and without time.
The sleepwalking left just as it had come. He would wake up in the same position in which he had gone to sleep, and later each time. He wasn’t afraid of the frost, but that the bogeyman would eat his flowers during the night. What would become of them when he died? But his affliction was a star crossing the sky, and the idea of death never actually occurred to him.
To his relief, the little Dutch girl with blindfolded eyes would appear in the hallway every other night. She was smoke coming off a snuffed-out candle, without a human face or profile. She would go into the bedroom and lie down beside the captain, snuggled up to his chest. Celestino felt her like a granddaughter, cold to the bone, scrawny and dirty, a tiny body of air, ice, and dream. He would touch his forehead to her hair. She smelled of algae, the old cologne. He would hug her gently and doze off.
He was resting peacefully, clutching the pillow, but the plant in him wanted to enjoy the night, see the moon shining. He looked like a saint, but the stem climbed up to his throat, strangling his trachea, clambered toward his tonsils, guided by the coolness of the dark. Leaving his mouth like a snake, it moved away from Celestino’s body, to which it remained connected by an infinite necklace of leaves. It slid, viscous, down from the bed. With green eyes of darkness, it smelled the cold floor, stretching its long shoots up the walls to the ceiling. As if nothing there were of interest, it clambered up to the windows, peered through the glass, reached the door, headed down the hallway toward the sitting room, sniffed the dresser and the paintings of the ancestors, opening out in a web of leaves, blood, and mucus. From the captain’s open mouth, as if from a bottomless well, more and more leaves that were wound around the stem unfurled like the moorings on a quay, unfolding over the table to the kitchen and from there to the cane holder, drooling at the door to the street, moved by the smell of nothing and of earth wet from the spring wafting in from outside, walking on its thorns like a centipede on its feet. To the fireplace, leaving behind a trail of black slime, up the chimney, with suckers, the plant grew, headed for the night. And, reaching the roof, which it slithered out of more eagerly the closer it got to the moonlight, it spread across the tiles in a blanket of spittle, leaves, and sap and covered the house, attached to the mouth at its root, the pirate lying in his bed. Outside, the moon gleamed in the slobber as if in diamonds. And the plant rested, wheezing to the rhythm of Celestino’s sleep.



 
The captain awoke to the smell of bread toasted over the fire. The old woman was waiting for him in the kitchen. He stopped in front of her like a boy who’d woken up in the middle of the night to steal treats. On the table, he found a cup of milk and a slice of hot corn bread. She pulled out a chair for him. He sat down. They exchanged smiles. In the candlelight, the woman’s face blended with the walls blackened by the fireplace: her mouth, eyes, hair in a braid, clean fingernails, a scar on her cheekbone.
In his sleep, the captain sensed that she was the hand sent to assist him to death. He wanted to talk to her, ask her name, touch her fingers. She was very proper, dressed in a floral circle skirt and white apron. Her steady presence was that of one who knew everything about the man she served, perhaps because the dead know everything about their executioners, perhaps because Celestino had revealed himself to his victims as he had to no one else.
She’d known to set the table for him, divined his appetite, made him feel at home, and now, sitting before him, watched him eat with a reassurance that had nothing maternal or doting about it.
Her hands were warm and held those of the old man, who shook as he picked up the cup. Even though he was sleepwalking, the captain chewed and was comforted, nourished by the presence of the woman who didn’t pressure him to do anything, who looked at him like a nursemaid rescuing a boy from a cruel mother. He stopped needing to be asleep for her to visit him.
The old Black woman also appeared by day. She would wash the beard he no longer had with soap and water. She would rub warm oil into his long white hair. She would wait for him at the riverbank while Celestino bathed in the stream. She would lie beside him when, as naked as he’d come into the world, he dried himself in the sun. She would read the almanac while he pruned the roses.
That was how the captain became friends with death without realizing he was doing so, without knowing he was calling her. The woman would sing in his ear and he’d respond, crooning words no one could understand. He’d go out to look for her on the mountainside, stumbling on loose stones. He’d spend his days wandering, looking for anything that was her, the old woman who stayed by his side. When it grew dark, he’d pass out on the mountainside, exhausted. He would moan in his sleep and she, who never left him, would stroke his hair, warm him with her arms. Celestino forgot everything, lying in her lap: the garden, the house, the carnations, his body, every night yet another final night.
He narrowly escaped dying of pneumonia or being torn apart by wolves. After walking through the woods for days, he headed down to the house, blinder, older, dizzier, deader, knowing that the one he was looking for had been beside him the whole time, hiding behind trees, dancing around him, two old folks lost in the forest looking for the same old folks.

“Captain? Captain?” Behind him, his shadow, she picked marigolds and tucked them into her apron. He would glance sideways to make sure she was nearby. The tangle of branches was scary if his nursemaid didn’t watch his every step. There she was, the flowery circle skirt, the apron that nothing dirtied, made of smoke, the long braid framing her face, her sweet presence, a silencing of all questions. He, clumsy boy, dirty from head to toe, his boots covered in mud, a cut on his chin, hands trembling, dazed, had left the house when it was still night to search for the captain, and if it weren’t for the old Black woman’s company, he’d have given up already. But searching with her beside him was to search for flowers for an arrangement. His legs hurt, he had tripped, he was confused, but he wasn’t alone. He had the company of her swirling skirt, and the way the swirl cast a spell, without coming too close, letting him unlearn how to walk by himself as a boy learns to take his first steps, letting him forget himself as if helping him become a person. “Captain? Captain!” he cried, and peered behind a tree trunk. “Captain?”
Among the trees, lost, as he walked, with agonizing back pain, captain was no longer a word, much less a person, but sounds in the family of insect chirrs, noises without form, a chattering of trees and birds, syllables found in nature, words from the time when one learns what it means to speak.
“Captain?” cried the old man. And she smiled, amused to see him stumble, without coming near.
Was the captain behind the pomegranate tree? Was he the shadow, or was it a rat, or a wolf? The old man, dripping with sweat, stumbling, the old woman behind him, never helping, in a honeymoon through the countryside while the house awaited them on the other side of the stream, bride of his last days, come to teach him to leave, allowing him to take his time. Captain, Captain, so blind, the afternoon so long, and he so old and she so patient, for her mission was to watch her groom die, for his lungs, his liver, his heart to leap out of his mouth. “Captain? Are you there?” The captain was nowhere to be found. Night was falling again and the two of them were out in the elements, but seeing him almost a child, frightened, flustered, desperate, she sat down and spread her skirt out on the ground and laid him down on it, put his head on her knees, stroked his face, closed his eye with her hands, warmed him with the air coming out of her mouth, blowing on his neck like a nursemaid on her boy, putting off for one more day, one more hour, one more night, her groom’s departure. “Captain,” he moaned and, almost asleep, shuddered.
And then, when it grew cold, she’d snatch him up in her arms and head for the house, Celestino’s long hair dancing over the flowers on her skirt. His once strong arms, his knees like two errors, missing teeth, emptied of strength, emptied out. Afraid of her, surrendered to her arms, between sleep and delirium, defeated. It wasn’t to be today, not yet. Back at the house, she’d put him into bed, cover him, go back to the kitchen. Death, when it wants to, has all the patience in the world.



 
The old Black woman’s presence suffused the house with a perfume inhabited only by the sound of the wind. At times, the angels would coincide and, sitting in the chair by the fireplace, the old woman would pick nits out of the Dutch girl’s hair, brush it, adjust her blindfold. How nice it was for Celestino to have company. Living people would also appear from time to time. Don’t you miss the beach? Have you been sick, Captain? Haven’t seen you for a while.
He had become the patriarch he’d never been, refuge for a granddaughter and a nursemaid, angels without resentment who stood guard as he whitewashed the walls, who laughed at his limp and told him jokes, who adorned their hair with his flowers, who supped with Celestino and tucked him into bed, the old Black woman he’d sent into the Atlantic and the girl he’d left blindfolded in the forest.
The clouds grew sad. The thunder troubled him and, softly, as a feather alights on the ground, he’d awaken from the dream that his days had become.
A neighbor would appear. Someone would shout from the other side of the wall. Bentes died, of tuberculosis. A litter of kittens was born next to the oven. It was no longer his shadow behind the screen of hedges that projected passersby into a theater, but their footsteps in the street, children running away from their mothers, their boots on the cobbles, the conversations broken up by the noise of the wind, it was they who were the gramophone through which words and whispers, amplified by distance and solitude, came to him distorted.
They were calls to reality, but what is real to a dying man? Seeds on the ground, berries, the ivy climbing the araucaria pine, the yellow flowers of the collard greens, a network of magenta-colored leaves scaling the stone wall, parsley growing in cracks in a wall, the ears of wheat at the foot of a cypress and the cornucopias of serpents that they drew, burned by the sun and trampled underfoot.

He had forgotten the sea as he was forgetting his family of angels; weeks, months would go by without him seeing them.
One day, without warning, they came back. Sitting in the shade, he watched the girl skip rope in the garden with the old Black woman nearby, sitting there in her floral skirt. Celestino’s heart would fill with blood, he’d stand, take two steps in the mist, and, forgetting why he’d gotten up, sit down again.
The garden was losing its form and he was losing his. Soon, the man would cease to be a man to become earth, and the earth, swallowing him, would make him its own. But as long as death, disguised as woman and girl, had yet to decide, the man’s fading made the world around him fade.
The old woman never untied the Dutch girl’s blindfold, because what is tied in life cannot be untied in death. Celestino, who’d forgotten the color and liveliness of her eyes, couldn’t satisfy his curiosity. How easy it might have been, when he held her in his arms at night, to carefully untie the knot of the blindfold at the back of her head and see her eyes, be seen by the child. But it couldn’t be done. She slept in his arms, in the bed like in the jungle, sick. And, because he was unable to see the eyes that he himself had blindfolded, he saw her without knowing anything about her and was unable to cure himself.



 
He sat anxiously in the yard while the cat was in labor. The litter was born next to the bread oven. It was a tabby cat, covered in mange and ticks, that would appear in the yard to scrounge for crusts.
Celestino was beside himself, as if he were waiting for his own children to be born. And, between piercing meows, he found the cat pushing out the kittens, wet and small as rats. No sooner were they born than the mother was exploring them with her tongue, licking and feeding them.
From then on, for weeks that felt like years to the old man, they traipsed along behind their mother, growing thinner and friskier. They climbed the tree trunks. They spent hours chasing the shadows of their tails. Tired of her offspring, the cat headed down the hill and Celestino never saw her again. Had she jumped into the stream to kill herself? The kittens stayed and the old man fed them. Then, after a short while, the kittens became cats too—bitten, earless, plagued with fleas and pustules. The oven, the house, the garden stayed and they left and Celestino never saw them again.

The brittle arms were no longer the same. The face wasn’t either. Even the light breeze shook it from top to bottom, blowing its dress. A shiver would run up its spine, on the cross that ran from its shoulders down to the soles of its feet. It limped, tossed violently, bowing its head to the turnips. The shadow of the velvet stretched down its back as the sun dipped behind the mountain, until the scarecrow’s silhouette was a blotch of black ink on the violet of the tilled land. The wind would rise for it, billowing the long cloak of worn velvet. A flustered heron would perch on its straw hat. The dancer would bend over, agitating its hands. The cloak would open, close, and open again in time with the gusts of wind blowing on its neck. The wind whistled around the scarecrow’s skeleton. It responded with swaying hips. For seconds, the wind would die down, play hard to get. The scarecrow would slump, in suspense, in the blue. Off in the distance, it was night, the first stars shining in the sky. The scarecrow would forget its dance partner. Until, without warning, the wind would come back and grip it by the spine that, stooping in a bow, would paint a wave of velvet in the twilight, black and compliant.
Then they would dance, the scarecrow unable to see its partner’s legs. Behind and before it, united in rocking, boughs of the same tree. The wind would blow through every pore of the scarecrow, which responded by jiggling its knees in an anguish that was all desire. It would take it in a waltz, arch its back so far it almost broke.
The captain could hear them, wind and scarecrow, in their flirtation. He would watch them until the night of the velvet became the night of his day, and the two dancers, finally alone, could relax. Easy life, the scarecrow’s. To dance with the wind all night, without needing to stop for supper, without ever feeling tired, while the old gardener, the children’s delight, needed soups and rest and, even worse, wanted them.
The old woman hadn’t appeared for some time, but the pantry still came to life during the night. Celestino awoke to the sound of bottles clattering. He shuffled, half dressed, through the shadows. No one was expecting him, but he couldn’t bear the noise coming from inside the walls.
The silence and what followed: opening the hold, the pile of suffocated bodies (still human and already food for larvae), the corpses being tossed into the water, one by one, without the right to a burial. The bodies disappearing beneath the surface, one by one, followed by the bubbles that the water makes when it digests a body. The old Black woman falling into the sea. Her body: belly whipped, mouth open, eyes of ice, blotchy skin. The old buccaneer grabbed the flour box and headed outside like a singer returning to the stage. The flowers were asleep, bobbing in the wind. Celestino threw the flour on their heads, one by one. The particles reflected the moonlight. Dazed, hands shaking, freezing cold, his graceful movements drew arcs of light in the darkness. He couldn’t tell if he was asleep or awake.
He was dancing the dance of the dead, his legs as thin as sticks, his gait shuffling. “I’m still here,” he moaned, and touched the carnations with his fingertips as if they were made of glass and he was afraid of breaking them, sprinkling the flour over the flower beds, his face floury, palms white, leaving a trail on the flagstones, footsteps lit by the moon, telling death it could come fetch him.



 
The old Black woman was all he saw, less than a sliver, just a body toppling into the water, bled and trampled, or walking barefoot in the grass, hovering nearby, as if in an antechamber of the warmth of the house, of the smell of life itself. But even after she was just a comfort, a hand on his forehead, there she was in front of him, as he lay on the bed, someone who though she did not know him had always known him, Mother Death, she who knows everything about the son who has never told her anything. Her comfort wasn’t so much a memory as an awareness accompanied by what was left of his body, a house among so many others on a street in a village near the beach somewhere, and no one knows if anyone still lives there, but they do and they remember goodness knows what.
He forgot how to walk, once again a boy learning to walk. He forgot how to talk, once again a boy learning to talk. It was no longer he who took care of the flowers, but they who took care of him. He was afraid of them, afraid they’d grab him by the legs and strangle him, and the old Black woman never came again either.
Almost beyond this world, the gardener had ceased to be the garden, because the garden had become the gardener’s gardener. The scarecrow that had frightened his neighbor frightened Celestino. Who was that king without a kingdom, always standing in the turnip patch, flapping, swaggering, jangling soupspoons in tin mugs? Days on end, locked in the house, he feared the sounds that came from the other side of the hedges. What did they want with him? Who were they? What footpath was that, on the other side, so near? Not a beach, nor a port, nor a place, nor any century.

He went for a whole season without a coherent thought crossing his mind. He made his soup always in the same dark pot. His memory came and went, sometimes he’d go the entire day without eating. And he slowly went mad. Weeding, pruning, calling the flowers “my daughters.” He gave the snow peas little kisses. He tasted the holly berries. He even wondered if he was already dead. He was moved at the sight of the carnations’ scored petals—arranged by an angel? He saw eyes in the corollas of the marigolds and scowling or mischievous faces in the ridges of lemon peels. If Celestino had had the time and patience for one last wish, he’d have tripped on the flower beds, fallen on the flowers, and perished there, garlanded. When the rain came, the rain would water him. When the wind came, the wind would blow across his dead body. His hands and legs would take root until his plants covered him and took over his body, embracing him like a father. He’d have become their domain, in an open-air coffin. But that isn’t what happened.
On the eve of Celestino’s death, Manuel came to take him to see the ocean. It took some doing to get him out of the house, with his shirt hanging out of his grimy trousers, his boots unbuttoned. When they got to the beach, he took off Celestino’s shoes. His feet were translucent, his nails yellow and cracked, his bunions inflamed, indigo capillaries on his skin like a calligrapher’s doodles. Manuel wanted him to dip them in the water, but Celestino didn’t have the strength to walk on the sand. He left him alone and went to wet his hands in the icy sea. He came back with goose bumps and wiped his hands on the cheeks of the old man, who gave him a sad half smile and licked his palms. “What time’s supper?” asked Celestino. Manuel didn’t answer.
The old man stared at the sea, oblivious to the kindness of the young man, who just wanted to be near a real pirate. When the waves broke, Celestino’s chin trembled and he shook his head, marking the rhythm of the tide. He touched the sand with his hands and watched it fall. He flexed and relaxed his fingers. Half an hour later, he didn’t know where he was. “So, Captain, are you happy to see the ocean?” The captain furrowed his brow and sneezed. Manuel didn’t say anything else. There they stayed. From behind, they looked like an old man telling a young man a story. The intention had been good, but they didn’t speak another word. Manuel’s vitality slowly waned. The old man’s chin, without his front teeth, sagged. Celestino saw before him, emerging from the water, clear as a reflection in the mirror, his Dutch companion, a girl of about eight, almond eyes, red braids, dirty arms, walking toward him without fear, her eyes blindfolded. The young man contemplated the future in the stillness of the horizon, a blue line in a new notebook.
They got back to the house at night. Manuel lit a fire in the fireplace. They ate two hunks of bread. He tucked the old man into bed and left.
It had been years since his return, and those who had known Captain Celestino had died. His travels came up in conversation at the fish market. They remembered him as a remote hero and not as the old man who still lived in the house on the street of poplars. Rumors of his savage past were already fishermen’s shanties when, one winter’s night, his days came to an end, his conscience clear and untroubled.
Brought by the doctor, Padre Alfredo came to bless his body the next morning. The dead man was pale and serene. His color and wrinkles were at one with the creased sheet. At the door of the house, the sight of the plants struck the padre as a hallelujah for the passing of the captain’s soul. The roses, carnations, fir trees, and plum tree still didn’t know that their friend had died. Alfredo gazed at the ray of sunshine that, lighting the leaves, was reflected in the dew on the flowers, fruits, and thorns. “My little pirate,” he mumbled wryly. The words disguised envy. In his pious hands, all plants died.
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Glossary
kandengue: “child” or “young person” in Kimbundu, a Bantu language of Angola
kota: “old person” in Kimbundu
morna: a music and dance genre from Cape Verde
milonga: a style of ballroom dance from Argentina
kizomba: a music and dance genre from Angola
Boa Morte: a name that, translated literally, means “Good Death” in Portuguese
Dona Idalina’s quarter: a privately owned block of low-rent housing



 
Perhaps someone noticed the young woman, who lived on Rua do Loreto, at the route 28 tram stop. Nothing she said made sense. He, the soldier, guarded cars a few streets down on Rua António Maria Cardoso. Whether they crossed paths or not, whether they spoke or not, they were contemporaries like two trees, two stray dogs, or two actors are contemporaries. He always wore short sleeves, never felt the cold. She wore a long skirt and torn black blouses. She covered herself with cardboard boxes and slept in the rain. Perhaps they saw that we switched sidewalks to avoid them, to the sidewalk that leads to our own deaths, not theirs.



 
Roasted chestnuts at the entrance to the metro. It reminds me of something I’ve been missing out on ever since I was a child. The smoke rises in the air and dissipates. The aroma wafts through the streets all the way to Rua António Maria Cardoso, where I’m at work. I’m growing old empty-handed. Sometimes, Aurora, life is a ride on a boat without oars. Sometimes a long time goes by without someone giving me a few coins to keep an eye on their parked car. My mind drifts off and it’s hard to catch. I’m there, people might even see me pacing up and down the street, but Boa Morte’s mind travels down to the wharf, Cais das Colunas, crosses the Tagus River to Barreiro, round and round, Seixal, Sacavém. Boa Morte’s mind travels down to the Algarve and back. Who’d have thought I’d end up like this, pacing this street of the living and the dead, surviving on the charity of others, guarding things that aren’t in any danger? From time to time a couple comes along, always at seven in the evening. They go have a coffee at the theater. I know them, they give me a euro. I know the routine of everyone who comes here. After a while, the street feels like home or the Revison office, it has set times and always the same faces. A man might expect every day to be different. But Rua António Maria Cardoso runs like a watchmaker’s clock. We’re creatures of habit and the city is made of our insistence on doing the same thing at the same time. I pace the street, up and down, continuing my study.
I work on Rua António Maria Cardoso, near the district of Baixa Pombalina. Your old dad here starts early in the morning, leaving Prior Velho when it’s still dark out. Wind in your face, Lisbon’s so pretty in the morning. Yesterday I wrote until so late that today my fingers hurt. I was working on addendums to the plan for the community garden that we’re thinking of starting behind our landlady, Dona Idalina’s, house, but one thing at a time. I get to my spot, put on my vest. It’s the street, no one owns it, but I always put on my vest to feel, I don’t know, employed.
Your dad leaves for work around five, at five fifteen I’m well on my way. The vest’s a gray one I got at the discount store. When I manage to catch the bus, I stare out the window and doze a bit, otherwise I go on foot, but I always say in my heart, “Up and at ’em, Boa Morte, it’s time for work.” It reminds me of another time, back when I was Boa Morte da Silva the freight forwarder, with a sign and an office, a good desk with a walnut veneer that I’ll never forget, made in the city of Guimarães. The top brass at Revison admired your dad, mark my words, Aurora, I even traveled with management, from Silva Porto, now Cuíto, all the way to the place where we went to send a shipment of cacao to Pretoria. Your dad was responsible for keeping an inventory of goods and shipping merchandise. My notebooks, my desk, my shirts, pens, fountain pens, and a fine little watch that my boss, the late Senhor Octávio Semedo, gave me. I was treated like I was someone. So I dream big and we chat, me, myself, and I. We talk about the ladies, after all, our minds are still young. Passing through the train station is a surprise, every week there’s something new, there’s always something different, a café opens, a store closes, a new security man starts. I have only enough money from the day before for the ride in, I have to wait till the end of the day before I have enough to get home. In Chiado, that’s the name of the neighborhood, my spot is in front of the theater, a beautiful, big building. The São Luiz Theater.
Next to it is the café A Brasileira, where there’s a statue of the poet Fernando Pessoa. Oh salty sea, how much of your salt is Portugal’s tears. In the morning, I go to the construction site at the end of the street to fetch the cones that Gator gives me to mark parking spots for the big shots. They’re building a private condominium in the old secret police headquarters. A car leaves, I mark a spot or two with the cones, that way the gentlemen don’t have to go looking for a place to park. They get there around eight, eight thirty, sometimes I go to the dry cleaner to fetch a shirt for one, he gives me two euros, other times I take a child to school, another euro, or anything, even some bread with butter and a coffee. Sometimes I go up to the counter of A Brasileira, because your dad doesn’t go around looking scruffy, sweetheart. Never, ever, ever feel sorry for your dad.
Aurora, I wish I could hear your voice and your words, see your eyes, be alive beside you, breathing like you. It’s going to cost me a pretty penny to pay Auntie Nina’s Abdul to take this wad of papers and instructions and look for you in Bissau. There’s also a bracelet for you, I don’t even know your size, I estimated it with the help of the lady in the store. Things are tight here. I think of you in Bissau with so much trouble, violence, an old soul can’t rest easy. High school all done, my dear? I could be a granddad for all I know, I might be the father of a married woman and not know it. I’ve found myself a place in purgatory, department of urban parking.
A man in the streets all day long sees all kinds of faces. Little children with their mothers and fathers, big motorbikes, sad men, men with happy faces. Well-dressed women—ladies, I should say—like I saw only in Pretoria back in the day.
At first it was hard to be on my feet all day. My back hurt like hell, my head bursting from seeing so many people. A man can get used to anything and there’s always enough for dinner and the room in Dona Idalina’s quarter. Dona Idalina? Saint of a woman. I always go to the landlady’s house to use the phone, and the other day—have I already told you this?— I cut my finger helping Vando install a parabolic antenna on the tavern. It was Dona Idalina who bandaged it for me and also found me some medicine for my headache. Sometimes the doctor at the clinic doesn’t come, I have no idea when he comes, either because he can’t or because he isn’t able to. But the real news is this idea of mine to start a community garden behind Dona Idalina’s house. She’ll let us use the land and there’s a well. We could plant avocados, tomatoes, turnips, spinach, potatoes, maybe even sugarcane. There’d be enough to feed the neighborhood children and maybe even to sell in Rossio Square, or São Domingos. With the money, I wouldn’t have to rely only on what I get from parking.
I remember Chiado back when it was being rebuilt after the fire. It’s all changed. I get there in the morning when the bakers are heading home. At night it’s just lowlifes and addicts wandering about. I take my parking money, walk quickly, and keep my wits about me. It’s almost as if I can smell them. Your old dad already limps a bit. Time crushes us, that’s something you’ll learn when it’s your turn.

Last spring I met Jardel. It was sprinkling when I got off the bus and saw the dog beside me. Tiny and flea-ridden, he followed me from Campo Grande to Chiado. That day I wasn’t able to take the metro, I didn’t have enough money. Ever since that first day, little Jardel has gone everywhere with me. He sleeps in Chiado at night, and when I get there in the morning he’s waiting for me as if I’ve just come home. He can’t speak, but the minute he sees me he gets all happy and starts licking my legs, wagging his tail.
At first it confused me. Heck, the dog might have an owner. They’ll probably say I stole him, but now when I see him it makes me happy, the street’s a little more cheerful.
Here, now, it’s the month of August, and the city’s asleep. The holiday month is hard. On António Maria Cardoso, no cars go past, no people. I go to Conde Barão, where I know a young woman who lives at the tram stop, of São Toméan descent but born in Portugal. I feel sorry for her.
She stays all day at the tram stop, and we exchange a few words whenever she sees me. If I go with Jardel, it makes her happy. Her name’s Fatinha. She told me she’s twenty.
The girl doesn’t bathe and has some serious diabetes going on. I give her advice. That little lady needs to be hospitalized. She says things that make no sense and we sit there—in the month of August, that is—the two of us “getting a tan,” as she likes to say. She calls me “príncipe”—“my prince,” maybe because she misses her ancestral homeland, São Tomé and Príncipe. I’ve also caught her smoking a joint, but sometimes, if she’s inspired by seeing Jardel, we talk a lot, with her asking me really difficult questions in that way of hers. “Have you ever killed anyone, Boa Morte? Are you a murderer, Boa Morte? If you are, don’t tell me, ’cause I don’t care anyway.” Her expression changes and she grows all serious, I wish you could see it. We sit at the tram stop, litter everywhere, cardboard boxes, bundles of clothes. “Look, my prince, welcome to my palace.” She says the tram stop is her palace, but she and I can sit there chatting all afternoon and all night while little Jardel sleeps in peace, and not a single person looks at us. They don’t even come close.
Two months ago, I had a good day. I made thirty-five euros. I decided to take Fatinha out for dinner in a restaurant, but they wouldn’t let us in, she wasn’t dressed right, and it was hard to get her out of there, because she wanted to sit on the ground at the door of the restaurant, blocking the entrance. They said they were going to call the police, and I got worried, Aurora, my documents have expired, I need to renew my residency card. I dragged Fatinha away, went to the supermarket, bought two baguettes, cheese, and ham, and took her to the lookout for our celebration dinner.

Jardel, that day, he was like a different animal, he ate ham and bread with us. We stayed there at the Santa Catarina Lookout watching the ships and eating our meal. Fatinha asked, “So, my prince, you’re alone here, but you’ve got family back in your country, don’t you miss them?” It made me tear up. I’d caught Fatinha in a rare moment of clarity. I stared at the ships. I don’t even know where you all are, my dead siblings, so many ancestors’ spirits, you, Aurora, who I haven’t seen practically since you were born, born with a face just like your dad’s, your mother, I don’t know where she is either, I’m a man without baggage, my dear, a sailor without a ship. These loonies here in Chiado are my country. Nobody sees us in the streets, we can go about in rags and nobody looks at us, but we see ourselves in one another, we live here, in our invisibility, sharing words, sharing bread, sharing wine, spirits from beyond who wander Lisbon. A little farther down there’s Ti Zeca, from Santiago, but he causes trouble, he’s always drunk. There are lots of Portuguese too, I run into some at lunchtime, when I have lunch: Brunão, I feel sorry for him, he dropped out of school, got into drugs, he works in parking now too. There’s Cinha and Pedro, I already mentioned Fatinha, there’s a young man from Senegal who’s never told me his name, he talks only to his wine box. There are so many: Joca, a guy from Santarém. Cátia, a little lady who’s still really pretty, but so skinny. There’s practically an army of us but no one sees us. Chiado is ours too. We guard the streets, like castle-guards in the old times. The big shots give me tips every day without even asking my name. They don’t see my hand. They pay the hand of the spirit so he’ll spare them from death, they pay me so I won’t be a nuisance. I was just about to write buried alive, me and my friends from Chiado. There’s also Scoundrel. I call him Master because he’s a man with an engineering degree and his wife kicked him out. He calls me Senhor Boa Morte. There are a bunch of thieves and drug addicts too. We’ve all been buried and missed our own funeral. They buried an empty coffin and put it in the earth under a stone with our names on it. Now we’re spirits who roam the streets on legs and feet, talking and breathing, but people walk straight past us, they go about their business and don’t see us.
It wasn’t a fancy dinner, but it filled my soul to listen to Fatinha, to hear about her. All around, groups of youngsters were playing the guitar and enjoying the view. Parents with children. Lots of couples. A group of juggling folks, as Fatinha calls them, were doing circus tricks. The lookout at that hour is better than a restaurant, an authentic cabaret. I don’t care that it’s all in Fatinha’s imagination. I heard her and felt her near me, I listened to her voice as dusk fell over the Tagus, I let myself be carried away in her dreams, a child again, a kandengue, listening to a grandmother’s story—she takes me back to my first skin, to my old body, when I still didn’t have a hernia or a scratch on my soul. “After that I don’t remember very well. All I remember about Mariana’s face is the scar. I find bits and pieces as I go, something here, something there, to build my house with. That day, everyone went their own way. I go through the streets looking for my room, bricks, my headboard. It’s scattered all about. I’m hoping to find my headboard and my 1997 calendar. It’s probably all in the city down at the bottom of the Tagus.”
We watched the sunset, me, Fatinha, and the dog, we sat there watching the cars going back and forth on the bridge and the light disappearing, Fatinha fell asleep at one point, so I sat there thinking, as I watched the landscape of people coming and going, that if I died on the street today, with this hernia that never leaves me, plans for the community garden all on hold because the quarter flooded, if I died today, no one would miss me, a sailor without a ship, a man without a destiny, probably without the right to a funeral, I’ve already inquired—here there’s this thing with unclaimed bodies, where the Portuguese government takes care of the funeral and all the arrangements, then the nuns go and bless your body—but it makes me sad. I may be in tatters, but a man has feelings and pride. I’ve come from so far, from Bissau, and, before that, from the province of Cunene. I’m a native of Evale, the land of cassava, full of adventures as a little boy, all out in the bush, until the day the late Senhor Ramon introduced me to your mother there in Bissau. One day, if I’m able, I’ll tell you our love story. A man isn’t made of steel, I’ve been with other women here, but not this Fatinha girl, she’s my street daughter. Lady friends only outside of Chiado. Do you know where I am right now, sweetheart, at this exact moment? Sitting in the ruins of the Carmo Convent, they’re doing some work on it, I came here to lunch on some bread and cheese and a beer and write my notes. Now I carry paper and a ballpoint pen in the backpack I got at the street market, I bought it just to carry my papers around, because you can’t leave documents and valuables in your room. I don’t even know where you live to send you this chronicle of mine. Dona Idalina says, “Boa Morte is all ballads. He’s a poet.” Abdul says he’s going to track you down. Probably only in the afterlife will you be able to read your dad’s writing. I do it to pass the time of day and so I don’t forget how to write. If it weren’t for Jardel, always up to mischief, life in August in Chiado would pain your old dad’s soul even more. Today I’m going to clock off early and go to my room to get some sleep, my head’s full and my hernia aches, it’s a bit swollen. Jardel goes in my backpack so they’ll let me on the metro. The rascal seems to have learned the tricks. I just wish you could see him. He jumps into the backpack and it’s like he plays dead, he wakes up only when we get to Prior Velho. We sleep together. At first, he used to wait for me here in Chiado, but now I’ve started taking him with me. We humans are like that, aren’t we, my dear? We start loving things and then we can’t bear the thought that someone might do them any harm. The sign that you care for each other is sleeping together, putting the ones you care for to bed. Me of all people, an old Black man who’s never put his own daughter to bed.



 
“Come on, dear, what do you want this box for?” insisted Boa Morte with the patience of a grandfather. “You leave me be, mister, that’s all I have to say,” said Fatinha, sticking her nose in the air. Night was falling in the district of Cais do Sodré and what had begun as a short stroll had, for Boa Morte, become an ordeal.
Fatinha was always roaming the streets and her friend was familiar with her treasure hunts. They would set out without a destination, head down Rua do Alecrim and come back up Calçada do Combro carrying everything but the kitchen sink. Fatinha had a ball. She would light up at every bit of trash she saw on the ground, greeting lost earrings as one greets smiles. She insisted that if they walked a little farther, she would surely find the faucet, the wooden spoon, the pineapple she was looking for. “Forget the faucet, Little Missy, let’s go home.” The old man shook with cold as the temperature dropped. Fatinha was barefoot, a plastic bag flapping in the wind, eyeing the gutters, hopping from curb to curb, stopping in the middle of a pedestrian crossing to pick up a trampled packet of tobacco, blowing kisses to young women, men, and their shadows. “My dream was to go into the army, did I tell you that, my prince?”
Boa Morte quickened his pace to keep up with his friend, his belly already hurting. She danced, while he stumbled along two paces behind her, and the boxes and bags full of junk fell. They sat on a bench.
He was worn out. He looked at the other bank of the river, then at her. She adjusted the shawl around her neck. It was growing dark. “What time is it, love? Midday? I’ve no documents or doves, my prince. I’m twenty years old. In 1997, I was twenty years old too. And in 1998. This year I turned twenty in February and in July. I think I had a daughter. Yes, I had a daughter and a bicycle and a veranda. They’re coming to knock my house down, Senhor Boa Morte. Then where am I supposed to put my Mariana down to sleep? The child can’t even sleep on a different pillow. One day the bridge in Entre-os-Rios fell down. It was a very sad day for me. A great tragedy. The Tagus talks to me. I know what it wants. But I’m smart, I don’t dive in headfirst. There are rivers in every city and cities in every river. Here, too, down at the bottom, the dead and the living go about their lives, except that down at the bottom it doesn’t rain. That’s where I’m going to find my checkbook, Senhor Boa Morte. My daughter’s probably down at the bottom of the Tagus too. Do you know how to swim, Senhor Boa Morte? What time is it? Hey, my prince, aren’t you talking to me? Prince, hello! What time is it?”
“Ten o’clock at night.” They were far from Fatinha’s tram stop. Her words had defeated Boa Morte. “Time to go home, dear.”
But when he looked at her, she was already lying on the boxes, asleep, oblivious to who he was, oblivious to who she was, oblivious to where they were. Boa Morte took her hand and found that it was cold. He squeezed it hard. He caressed her cheeks. They were a man and a woman but, with her lying beside him like that, her skirt torn, belly and breasts barely covered by her shawl, arms parallel to her body, legs a trunk, he was a man watching over the sleep of a newly felled tree.
Boa Morte didn’t sleep a wink. His hernia ached and he was hungry. Fatinha smelled bad, but it didn’t bother him. Lying out in the open at night, she hadn’t been rained on. His night was spent staring at Barreiro on the other side of the river and her sleeping face, the face before the fog, a girl’s face, thought Boa Morte, and he felt sorry for her. He watched over his friend, helpless, as one watches over the sleep of a lunatic.



 
Boa Morte da Silva, from the province of Cunene in southern Angola, born in 1938, son of Maria da Silva and an unknown father. Grandson of shepherds on his mother’s side, members of the Kwanyama tribal group. Finished high school in 1955. Clerical graduate, worked at Central Revison & Filhos from 1956 to 1960, reporting to Senhor Octávio Semedo. Crossed the border into Guinea-Bissau in 1961, where he fought with the Portuguese in the Colonial War. Arrived at the Port of Lisbon, Portugal, in 1979, with the shirt on his back. Residence card number 577984-C. Blood type: O+. No telephone or vehicle. In the event of an emergency, please call 29456242 (Dona Idalina Sequeira’s residence). About my father, nothing to say, I never met him. My mother always kept quiet about him. I’m writing this down so that if anyone finds these papers at least they’ll know who I am. You never know, my dear, today my hernia wouldn’t let me get out of bed. With no parking today, there’ll be no dinner, your dad will have to do without. And Jardel too.
This hernia here, my body throbbing. It’s worse than when I was stabbed by Cátia—she came at me for five euros. I gave it to her too, Aurora. A man shouldn’t hit a woman, but she was a rabid dog coming at me for five euros, she bit me. Her companion, not this one but the one she had before, they say he died of AIDS, he held me by the arms. I know he wanted to jab his syringe into my hernia. He was always saying, “Hey, Boa Morte, what’s that bulge in your belly there?” Two stray dogs, I used to call them Romeo and Juliet at first, but they were capable of eating me alive for dinner in the construction site where they slept, two soulless cannibals. Once, I caught them fooling around, they looked like animals mounting one another. Addicts will do anything. They’ll kill their own mothers, even. Ever since that companion of hers died, I’ve forgotten his name now, he had AIDS, she’s been down in the dumps, arms full of needle holes, froth in the corners of her mouth. Juliet lost her Romeo, the poor wretch, she’s a widow and I feel sorry for her, but I can’t let my guard down, ’cause she’s the woman who stabbed me for five euros. Your dad was dying, but we still get along in spite of everything, ’cause your dad, here on António Maria Cardoso, is father to all kinds of other children, children whose parents forgot about them just as mine forgot about me.
My hernia’s getting bigger, it needs surgery or draining, I’ve got a three-month bulge. The pain goes from the nape of my neck down to the bottom of my feet, the left side of my body is numb, it’s as if I’ve been poisoned, and it blurs my left eye, my right ear isn’t what it used to be either.
The hernia’s growing, it’s like I have a city in my belly, I wear a T-shirt but I’m ashamed of the bump. Everyone asks, “Are you sick, Boa Morte? You should see a doctor.” Sometimes I take refuge at Senhor Prestes’s house in Rio de Mouro, near the train line, but I’ve always got help. Here in Chiado they think I’m dead, cars come and go, no sign of old Boa Morte, but no one’s ever tried to find me—the day my hernia takes me no one will notice I’m gone either. It’ll be a day or two, a week, and they’ll have forgotten me. Maybe the man at the ticket counter in the theater, I don’t know, he’s still young. Maybe the owner of the newsstand, Carlos, my friend, served in Guinea too, in another squadron, but he always salutes me. No one else, maybe Fatinha. I just don’t know what’ll become of Jardel; the dog never leaves me during these stints at Senhor Prestes’s house.
The train’s always going down the track and my hernia seems to grow each time it passes, I feel like I’m bursting inside. Days and days without working, living on charity, a man feels wretched. Less than wretched, I feel worthless. Chiado’s a pretty place. When I’m good I go to the glove store, I look at the window displays of ladies’ gloves, coffee and chocolate stores, linen stores, I see all the gifts I wish I could send you: croissants fresh out of the oven, Turkish towels, bonbons. Sometimes I lie there burning up with fever for three whole weeks, Senhor Prestes doesn’t charge me a thing, and he doesn’t mind my raving. He’s what among ourselves we call an “unofficial doctor.” He looks after the patients who aren’t enrolled in the system and can’t afford any medicine: “Senhor” Prestes, not “Doctor”, he doesn’t want anyone to call him “Doctor”, if you ask me, the man’s a saint.
When I’m there, I can’t write my notes, and I miss the noise of the city of Lisbon, the clothes, and the powerful cars. No one guards a vehicle like your dad, Aurora: competence and politeness, without coming on too strong, discretion, that’s what you can expect of Senhor Boa Morte, in exchange for five euros for the whole day. Sometimes I even guard cars at night.

My hernia’s my whole life, what I did to your mother, it’s like there was a hyena inside me and I had to swallow it. When I looked at your mother I saw a mass of bloody flesh. Now I can’t even write her name, I’m not worthy of saying it, the animal in your dad is in a cage now. Dreams come and go, the other day I dreamed my belly was Chiado, from Rua Nova do Almada to Rua do Loreto. I’d swallowed everything. The neighborhood was still there, inside me, people hurrying around, men, women, boys, girls, couples, Rua do Alecrim, São Roque Church, the tramps at the Italian church begging for alms in my stomach, Camões Square, motorbikes, bookstores, restaurants, cars, it was all here inside me, my belly growing bigger and bigger, more and more people in the streets, and the footsteps of people coming and going pounding away in there. Senhor Prestes says I woke up yelling, tears in my eyes. It was nighttime, I even woke up his little granddaughter. His son and daughter-in-law live there too, they’ve helped your dad a lot. I woke up hollering, not knowing where I was. I felt pregnant, Aurora, pregnant with the city I live in, with this neighborhood of Chiado, the man who can’t afford dinner swallowed the São Luiz and São Carlos Theaters and all the streets above and below, belly bulging, pregnant with death—even my name, “Good Death,” who knows the story behind this name of mine. They feared it was the end for me, Senhor Prestes and his family, but your dad swallowed death, Aurora, for all the beatings I’ve dished out in this life, for all my own countrymen I killed without mercy in the war, a Black man who kills another Black man ought to suffer terribly, for a thousand centuries, aside from everything else, because of it all. Your dad’s pregnant with death, stuffed to bursting, so don’t feel sorry for me, I’m not complaining. These pages are my inventory of existences, “Senhor Boa Morte da Silva’s inventory”, I think that’s what it’s called, son of an unknown father, proud Kwanyama, expired citizen, an inventory to be read by whoever finds my backpack, or by you, if Abdul manages to find you and if you’re able to read your dad’s handwriting. I’m terrified of losing my backpack, on the metro, on a street corner somewhere. I forgot to tell you, there’s a new restaurant about to open one street down, in front of the São Carlos Theater, where there’s a construction site, the establishment has new management, they’ve paid me to guard the site at night, so your dad’s a kind of night watchman for the time being, and they pay better than the big shots with their cars.

Dona Idalina took the subject of the community garden to the Council and we’ve been working on it for more than two months. I haven’t had time to write, because I’ve been working the earth, Aurora, and I didn’t know this divine manna was in store for me. We started building it, just me and Vando, then Whitey, a young fellow from Sacavém, Romani blood. Now we’ve also got the Pompeu couple, kotas from Santiago. There’s work for several families. There’s another time in me now, my dear, and it’s eroding the bad time that sometimes gnaws at me. First, we plowed the earth, Vando was the one who got us the tools (shovel, pickax, rake, saw), he stole it all from the building site and bought the seeds. As for me, I got us the brooms (two) and a steel spade. And I also got seeds for black beans from Cape Verde, teeny-tiny little beans, delicious, and seeds for red chilies given to me by Senhor Pinhal, an old chap who runs an African restaurant over in Sapadores who’s been my friend since the colonies. Then, the rest, you know how it is. My dream was avocados, I got a seed, and now whenever I eat a tomato or a peach or an apple, anything, I save the pit to dry and sprout.
Vando built a sunshade out of a tarpaulin and wooden stakes, we all helped, it’s attached to the back of Dona Idalina’s roof, so now we’re face-to-face with her house, and Whitey got us buckets, we surrounded it all with high mesh, covered it with a tarpaulin, and we have shade now too. Every day I stop there after my work guarding cars to see how things are coming along. The biggest blessing is the pure water from the well. The Council assured us it’s clean, so when the heat comes, I’ve already put my hand up for a good hose-down. Old Pompeu has plans to make firewater from potatoes. As if that weren’t enough, Dona Idalina also got us four hens. It’s Vando’s job to give her a third of the eggs, but we divide the rest between us. The other day we ate fried eggs.
Last Sunday, the earth still hadn’t given us much, but there was Vando, the Pompeu couple, two stooped old folks, Whitey, and your dad eating fried eggs in the shade of the tarpaulin. I felt like I was at the Ritz eating a continental breakfast. A breeze was stirring, softly, softly, when the wind skims the wet earth it takes on another smell, and we can wash our hands, feet, and faces whenever we want to, without worrying that we’re spending too much money. Kota Pompeu even thought about building a system for us to have a shower, with an old pump he brought from the Algarve. He also came up with a way to make a long table for everyone. We spend time there, and the kids join us too. We still don’t talk about selling produce, because we haven’t had a big crop yet, but Vando brings his guitar and his pals from the Quinta do Mocho project, and Dona Idalina’s community garden is our hangout. Senhora Pompeu gets her old man up to dance, the poor man can’t keep up with his flirty wife. Sugar Pie! Put some spice in it! Vando, as you know, nice guy, an orphan from Cunene like your dad, with his lady from Angola, kizomba, and rap music, and goodness knows what else. The guitar plays and my Jardel dances like a pogo stick, barking joyfully. He looks at me and sees an innocent grandfather. And the others see me as a father. We stay there until late, after the music has finished, taking care not to bother Dona Idalina.
I stop by on my way back from guarding cars and sit, waiting for the earth to bear fruit. Outside, we still can’t see anything, but inside, in the darkness of the earth, God is working his wonders.
A chilly night wind comes along, but I don’t even feel the cold. Behind us is the Avisol meat processing plant. The smell of dead animals and old blood wafts over. But I feel like I’m at the foot of the mountains, at the top of the hill, when I see what we’ve built together in such a short time. When the beanstalks fill out, we’ll have shade around us. For now, we’ve got fried eggs every other week after we’ve shared them out. And turnip greens, which are pretty bitter but make a good kisaka stew. I tried some the other day, Vando’s lady’s recipe, she’s from Luanda.
I’ve even thought of inviting Fatinha to come spend an evening with us. Watching the young folks dance takes away my remorse and my hernia, but then it bled the other day. Dona Idalina made a hot-water poultice, it’s a complex situation, but let’s forget it for now. What with the parking today, I didn’t even remember to tell you, I’m still at the new restaurant receiving furniture. They’ve got real decorators and furniture from France and Northern Portugal, which is where the big factories are. I feel like a big boss, conversations flow. If I were young, I’d head north and try to get established in the furniture industry in Paços de Ferreira. But for now life is just expired documents (the matter still hasn’t been resolved) and fried eggs.

“I’m going to take you to the beach one day, Fatinha,” I told my friend. I’d like to see her in the water, Aurora, I think God put me in that girl’s life to quench her thirst. She reminds me of Vando over in Prior Velho. Always kidding around, but I know he sees me as a father. And I’ve seen him upset, I’ve seen the kid cry, and I’ve been there for him. He’s been there for me, to ease my loneliness.
I found him crying for the mother he never had, his adoptive family doesn’t come looking for him, if it weren’t for Vando’s suffering I might not have found a reason to reach out to you, Aurora, I might not have seen any sense in these pages. It might seem like I’m running off at the mouth, but our community garden is the second plot that God has reserved for us, the second harvest of two sinners. Some folks stay behind the rails, some are even afraid to look at themselves in the mirror, and sometimes I am. But I see myself in Vando’s eyes and I see his youth. I imagine he’s my son in need, I see my sins in his, we’ve got each other. To take Fatinha to the beach. We can’t take public transport as they won’t let her on the train. Fatinha smells bad. You need to see the person behind the odor. It even took me a while to find the woman under the rags.
Just one wish brightened the week. To take Fatinha to the beach. Her feet in the sand. I imagined her lying at the water’s edge. But I went to Rua do Loreto yesterday and her bags were nowhere to be seen, Fatinha was nowhere to be seen. She disappears sometimes and doesn’t come back until much later.

Last month a pipe burst in the quarter, which flooded part of the garden. The potatoes were spared, but there was no salvaging most of the turnips and tomatoes. As if that weren’t enough, Vando hit his lady, Florinda, and wound up at the police station, they found several bags of marijuana on him too. We’re missing tomatoes, turnips, and Vando, who has our strongest arms. All we have is Dona Idalina. God help us.

Now I’ve got a notebook where I compare cars and sketch faces just to pass the time. Vando’s arrest has brought us all down. He’s the one who brings the music and the cheer. Young folk shouldn’t mess with drugs, I’m always telling the kandengues here. What will drain the force of youth, my dear? Life will.
Whirlwind in the square, two, three dry leaves. One dry leaf takes flight, two leaves, four, five dry leaves. My eyes dance with them in a whirl. Fatinha told me a dream of hers, she was already having trouble remembering it. She sits there at the tram stop counting how many go past, how many hats, how many umbrellas, how many sunglasses, she counts eyes, she counts mouths. Sometimes I count leaves, sometimes stones in the sidewalk. I play at stepping on every other one. I count bricks in the wall, holes in sidings, I count clouds. Time passes so slowly. The dog’s asleep at the end of the street. I keep an eye on the cars but sometimes I forget to show folks the free spots, I play hooky, count clouds, amuse myself finding faces in the worn paint on the facade of the theater. What’s my street like on the days that I stay in the quarter? The same as every other day, I’m not a building, I’m not a decoration. I thought Fatinha’s eyes looked empty the other day. Bottom of the well. I go to the bottom of the well to fetch her. It’s a thankless job and I’m no hero either. I climb into the well of my friend’s eyes and I find no one there.



 
Footsteps on the sidewalk, car brakes squealing, seagulls squawking, ships’ whistles, church bells, horns, dull shouting far away, echoing from Cais do Sodré to Rua do Alecrim, the music of the trams jangling their bells, vexed by snatches of conversation.
The turmoil, a musical score in itself, hid other melodies. From a window, or the mouth of a mother leaning over a stroller, a lullaby. Or it was a lovers’ quarrel, two drunks singing arm in arm, a band rehearsing in a basement. Behind the sounds of people were only more sounds and more people. Even during momentary silences, Boa Morte intuited the presence of humans inside the buildings.
He approached the entrance of A Brasileira and the brass section of the coffee spoons and espresso machine, saucers being placed on the counter and in the dishwasher, change jingling. The clinking of glass cups over the smell of coffee and tobacco painted the morning with a vaguely domestic feeling that, without him knowing why, gave him a queasy appetite.
It was the background music, but also the colors of coats, cars, awnings. At times, when he was tired or running on autopilot, the random colors of store windows and streets seemed to take on a purpose. The yellow of the pastry store’s sun umbrellas went well with the ocher of a scarf in a window display, brown shoes, bronze buttons on gloves. The gold of the late-afternoon light on marble facades reflected string lights over store doorways. An old pink window curtain painted girls’ lips with blood, the black capes of serenading university students were replicated in Fatinha’s shawl, in the coat of the old beggar woman at the entrance to the metro, the vivid purple of a solitary man’s plastic bag lit up the purple of the lilies in a florist’s doorway and the nail polish of a lady in a hat. The colors teased each other out just as the things that people dropped on the ground—coins, a metro timetable, a coffee spoon, a pen—looked like the belongings of a single person going about the city leaving clues, a character whose story and daily life Boa Morte liked to imagine.
He rubbed his hands together, pensive, took his comb out of his pocket and ran it through his hair. He didn’t have a watch, but judging by the movement of the street it must have been almost four o’clock. Every afternoon, between three and five, the city held a truce. It didn’t cease to be busy, but the faces were different, less hurried, more enigmatic and fewer. On promenades, in squares, the pigeons and seagulls flew more at ease and along the sidewalk, around corners, bobbing like a plastic balloon, a cloud of expanded but intangible time made the streets wider and brighter, the noise lower, and the thoughts in Boa Morte’s head more and more sparse, vaporous.
Fatinha was searching for the remains of her home and the old man shook his head, thinking she was sick, feeling sorry for her. But, behind every crumpled piece of paper, every used bus ticket, a package insert tossed to the ground, yesterday’s sports paper left on a bench, Boa Morte watched as a veil was drawn back on a home, on someone, on a life in which each part had its nexus in an earlier composition. Perhaps a god hadn’t shuffled the pieces, nor had the original demolition been a disaster. It was more like a child had blown down her little wooden house and the pieces strewn across the ground in Baixa Pombalina were her little lead and plastic figurines, pieces of a game she’d scattered across the room, composing a new universe.
For those who walked with their eyes to the ground, Chiado was what was left from the demolition of a single dollhouse. “It’s all scattered,” repeated Fatinha, a collector and also a girl.
Whether it was because he spent the day in the streets or because he paid attention, Boa Morte had crossed a line beyond which the neighborhood asked for his help. Chiado seemed to be encouraging Boa Morte to tidy it up, not solve a riddle. As if in the chapter of a book from which Boa Morte had sprung, each particle of a single balanced composition had been strewn far and wide and his mission was to gather up the scattered pieces, fix the broken machine, find the right place for each part, repair the body that was broken. He had no way of knowing who had written the music of the machine; he didn’t know the score. The neighborhood asked him to fix it, just as drivers asked him if there were places to park on António Maria Cardoso.
A car drove past slowly, looking for a place to park. Boa Morte approached it, pointed to a spot, and the car reversed. They saw him like that, from behind the window, a statue waving at those gifted with movement, without getting too close, as an audience sees actors on a stage and feels their pain, laughs their laughter, from a distance.
As he walked along the sidewalk he sensed the water in the ground, beneath his feet, all the way to the bottom of the earth. Lisbon lurched with his footsteps as a boat rocks on water.
It was up to Boa Morte to find a place even if there wasn’t one. The street didn’t belong to him, but he exploited his lease the way a fisherman casts his line.
Guarding cars wasn’t purgatory. He was the wave; his eyes, a net; the sidewalk, his boat; Lisbon, the sea. And others, their notes, colors, and lyrics, were people fishing alongside him.



 
Altercation in the street with a man I’d never seen before, tall individual, dignified-looking, who accused me of stealing. Someone called the ladies from the Café do Teatro kitchen, but they’d all left. A group of youngsters who were leaving Bairro Alto gathered around. The guy called me a “monkey”, a “coon”, “go home, nigger”, and who knows what else. Here on the street some folks say I look like royalty, I don’t know if it’s true, the Kwanyama people are known for their majestic bearing. I got angry and punched the guy, who walloped me in the hernia several times. Luckily nothing burst. We were taken to the police station by the municipal police, and the man decided not to file a complaint. I got beaten up and was separated from Jardel. They wouldn’t let me take him with me. The guy stared at me with contempt as we sat there. I didn’t look at him, but I was prepared to call upon several people I know, to be character witnesses, starting with Dona Idalina, all the way up to Councilor Sílvia from the Prior Velho Parish Council. At the eleventh hour, a policeman recognized me from António Maria Cardoso. “What’re you doing here, Boa Morte, is everything okay?” And he sent the guy away. But the guy had humiliated me and cursed me and beaten me up, and the next morning—I’d already found Jardel, who’d waited for me in front of the São Luiz Theater—the next morning I woke up hemorrhaging, the bedclothes drenched with blood. Dona Idalina called an ambulance. They drained the wound and now, once a week, I’m allowed to go and have the dressing changed at the clinic, and I was given medication too. I know guarding cars isn’t a dignified profession, but to my mind, I’m an employee of the city of Lisbon who helps its citizens in their endeavors. I don’t feel like a wretch. I’m no saint either, I’m a great sinner. I’ve killed with my own hands, but I’ve never stolen a thing from anyone. The cars over on António Maria Cardoso are my livelihood. Many respectable people can vouch for me.
From there, it’s over to the community garden, which is our salvation. But on the way back from the clinic, Jardel and I stopped off at the Café do Teatro for some scraps of toasted sandwiches and a container of soup. The little dog goes crazy over the ham, he looks like a dog again. And on the way to Campo Grande, which I did all on foot, with Jardel on a leash, I saw garbagemen cleaning out cans, working girls near the Elefante Branco nightclub, street sweepers, all employees of Lisbon, like me, honest folks, Aurora. We waved at each other. Sometimes, when I go past, if they’re African, I say, “Evening, brother, evening, cousin, evening, sister.” If they aren’t, I don’t say anything, so I won’t be cursed, but I always send a silent greeting, just with my eyes, that says I understand them. We’re on the same bank of the river.
The beans have taken off since the incident. The peas bobbing in the wind, welcoming me, what peace, my dear. The earth returning our love, our toil. Jardel asleep at your dad’s feet, exhausted from the walk. Hernia under control. I cracked an egg (I’ve got five in credit now, because I was away) and made eggnog in a mug with a tablespoon of cane sugar. Eating and daydreaming. The dog had some too. I’m off to bed because tomorrow I have to work. One of these days I’ll go blind from all the time I spend hunched over these pages. Now Dona Idalina has agreed to let me keep them at her house, which is a big relief. Jardel’s happier too, he has his master’s backpack to himself.
Vando got conditional release, but he’s back in our garden in Prior Velho. The matter of the cesspool has been resolved. As we say among ourselves, no one messes with Dona Idalina. She called the Council, called the water department. That’s what happens when everything’s properly legalized. When there’s a problem, it gets solved without any hassles. A new restaurant opened, I forgot to tell you, they hired two Angolan kitchen hands, bless them, Dona Ermelinda and Dona Cristina, who’s still a young woman of about forty, mother of two. Every night I get the leftovers from dinner, because they were very grateful and impressed with the work your dad did during the build. I’d never tasted those delicacies, but my Jardel and I are now proud tasters of goat cheese and tomato sandwiches (with oregano!), and this human being here is assisted daily with at least one hot vegetable soup at the end of each evening. When there’s soup that’s going to be thrown away, they let me bring it home in a thermos I found for that purpose. The difference a hot soup makes to a man’s state of mind. I’d heard of the benefits of soup, but I’d never experienced them. I leave Chiado reinvigorated, now I just need to give Cátia and her new companion the slip. They try to catch me with the thermos, the bread the kitchen ladies give me, and everything else I have. They say I’m a thief, that I’m an old man with nothing. It goes in one ear and out the other, it’s the drugs inside them talking, everything goes in there, cocaine, heroin, marijuana, those two even sniff wood glue.
The garden is going really well. Vando is determined to live off the land and sell some of the produce, with each of us responsible for our own part. Eggs, we get as many as two dozen a week. We get potatoes. We get parsley and cilantro. We’ve already started getting beans and turnips. It’s work for many arms, we’re beginning to organize a co-op. I sit and watch the rain fall, the children jump and play, they’re all now magnificent tasters of toasted goat cheese and tomato sandwiches, shaved ham sandwiches (when there are any), and even pregos, which they make really thin at the Café, with tender steak and French mustard. In all my nearly thirty years in the Portuguese Republic your old dad has never been so well fed. The other day they even let me call Senhor Prestes from the Café to say hello. The worst thing is my hernia, which grows and grows. It’s hard to get to sleep, because I can’t get comfortable. Every once in a while, when I feel remorseful, I think it would be better if it burst.
Then your pretty face comes to me again, your mother’s face the last day I saw her, in a light green dress, the color’s so bright in front of me, lying there in the darkness in my room, that I think the color wants to strangle me. My mouth feels dry, my chest burns, the taste of the water from the puddles in the forest, and me crawling like a centipede through the undergrowth, mud on my clothes, mud on my face. Lying there in my room, it feels like all the mud of that day in the war is going to fall on my head. Then I wake up, roll over, rouse Jardel. The two of us head outside to the community garden. I sit in the chair. Now it smells of the cilantro and fresh parsley that we planted, nice and firm. There’s a smell of collard greens, a smell the color of your mother’s dress, but this one doesn’t scare me. Sitting there, looking at the fruit of our labor, I feel a little less distant from you and from my life and from who I am. At times, old Pompeu has shown up in these moments of mine and found me there in my solitude. We talk about our days in the colonies, he remembers the customs of his island, we talk about the harvest, sitting there, two farmers on their farm, even though it’s only forty meters long. Forty meters of dust for all the blood I’ve spilled in this life.

It’s hard to see young folks suffer. Youth should be sweet. My friend Vando is anxious about the money he owes the drug lord. I can’t give him any money, but it keeps me up at night to see the kid with that face. He doesn’t even water the garden or take the produce to sell. All I can do is take care of it myself while he’s distracted like that. But they’ve been days of worry. He says that if he doesn’t pay up, they’ll kill him.
On Sunday no one came after four in the afternoon. It was kind of cold. There are days like that, when you don’t see many people looking for a place to park. And then other days when I can’t find spots for so many cars. The girl Susana came past and gave me a five-euro bill to go buy milk at the Indian mini-mart. I went and came back in a blink. No cars to guard. So I headed for Rua do Loreto to see Fatinha. There she was, but even farther away than on other days, crying by herself. She said she wanted to tell me a secret. “What secret, Fatinha, will you tell me?” “You’ll have to come with me,” she replied, looking very serious.
She took my hand and, with her other hand, picked up the suitcase that’s always beside her. From there, we went down Rua do Alecrim toward Cais do Sodré, me, Fatinha, and the suitcase.
She walked in silence, looking straight ahead, without glancing at the store windows. I think a lot about what’s going on in her soul. I wonder what lies beneath the dirty clothes, the wine-and-beer belly, behind the unkempt hair, the nails, the bare feet? One day she told me about a sister she hadn’t seen for a long time, called Mariana. Fatinha’s full name is Maria de Fátima. But whenever I ask her about family, she slips into another world and sidesteps the conversation.
She began to tell me a story as we were coming to Terreiro do Paço: “Once upon a time there was a boy called Boa Morte, who arrived in a village after a long walk.” That’s how she began. Then she stopped and said no more. She was very determined, clutching my hand tightly. I pointed to São Jorge Castle. We passed Terreiro do Paço, we passed the Campo das Cebolas square, my hernia started hurting, and I forgot we were holding hands. On the way to Santa Apolónia Station, I couldn’t think about Fatinha or the walk anymore. Hernia pain is a jealous woman—when it comes, I can’t think about anything else, but Fatinha didn’t care. We walked and walked, as dusk fell. Suddenly I came to my senses. “So where are we going, Fatinha?” “Who knows, my prince, we’re just going.” We got back to Chiado in the evening. People switching to the other sidewalk when they saw us. We looked like we’d just gotten off a ship, because of Fatinha’s suitcase, which she wouldn’t let me help carry. It took me back to June 22, 1979, the day I arrived in Portugal.

The suitcase is full of old newspapers that she picks out of the garbage. She reads last year’s newspaper as if it were today’s, sitting at the bus stop, very focused on the news. She reads aloud well and licks her finger to turn the pages, in deep concentration. “What’s new?” I ask her, to mess with her. And she lifts her nose from the newspaper and looks at me with a superior air. “Now, now, my prince, mind your own business.” Past news, news from the old world that she lives in, always reading the same old newspapers, oblivious to our present time. My friend is like a woman from another century who forgot to die.

The wharf, Cais das Colunas. I wish I had the courage to throw myself into the river. The ripples sing to me. Fatinha also sings, Christmas carols from her school days. A little bird voice from my childhood. I find myself thinking about the city beneath the water. About throwing myself in, not to die, but to explore the place. To lose my fear of dreaming. To fall into the mouth of the dream.
How does one do it? When I’m here in my room writing, and I forget I’m writing. When the pen runs faster than my thoughts and I look at it, a ballerina from a dance corps, dancing for me, to the sound of the music of my spirit.
I close my eyes at night and sweat. Dreaming gives me a bad odor.
I go see the blind man, who already knows me by my footsteps. I haven’t seen Dona Maria the chestnut lady for a while, maybe she’s already had her baby.
My consolation is the lovers I come across unexpectedly. They don’t share a house yet. The street is their bedroom. They argue, sigh, then she marches in a huff to the end of the street with her arms crossed. He stands at the theater door waiting for her. “Catarina! Come on, don’t be like that.” “Leave me alone,” she shouts. I laugh my head off at their squabbles.
Then I see them later on the corner, fooling around. He leans her up against the wall and shoves his hand into her pants. Spat’s over. They amuse me.
Nightmare last night. Face in the mud, crawling through the forest. Crawling, I feel like a worm, I can’t breathe. I’m carrying weapons, which are heavy as hell. My boots are two boulders. The worst thing is the forest above me, like a hand tugging on my feet that won’t let me prop myself up on my elbows. I can barely see a palm’s breadth in front of me, the grass scratches me. I lost my comrade, Vítor, seconds ago, the horror of seeing him dead in my arms is in my eyes and my heart, Aurora, suffocating me, crushing me. I move, crushed by the forest, the gunshots don’t stop, I crawl, I’m a worm, I can’t find the ground beneath the mud, my friend died in my arms, leaning against a palm tree, I can still see his eyes asking me to save him, his bloody mouth moaning his last words, telling me, “Joana, go to Joana, she’s in Cova da Beira, please, Boa Morte.” And it’s in the past, but I go crawling in the mud, crushed, and it’s today, the present, too, and I know I didn’t go to Cova da Beira, I go in the past to crawl in the mud, to flee the enemy, but I know I didn’t honor my second lieutenant, who gave his life for me.
There are days like this, sweetheart, when not Vando, or the community garden, or the lovers making out in parked cars, nothing sustains your dad’s old heart. I forget the sweet memory of my mother singing to me, I forget my wife, I forget you and my longing for us to be together again, which keeps me alive, I even forget my dignity, and Fatinha’s smile when she looks at me, and I think that behind her madness is a ray of life, that behind the filthy girl made wretched by wine is a girl who dreams. Nothing can save your dad on days when he crawls through the forest, not the boy I was, or the granddad I dream of being, or the sunlight disappearing from the facade of the São Carlos Theater, or the sound of the music I hear on António Maria Cardoso on choir rehearsal days.
It’s a sound that carries me off in dream, São Carlos is like a music box in my pocket, and I linger on the corner, watching the building exhale sound.
But your dad can’t quit the jungle from the days of Vítor and his fiancée, Joana, who is somewhere in Cova da Beira, my comrade’s lady. I never kept the promise I made him. I didn’t take the train in Santa Apolónia to deliver the message from her fiancé. Would she have accepted a raggedy Black man with a bulging belly button, who’d come to bring her a farewell message from her beau? There was a time when I wanted to go, to try to go, but then time passed and I imagined her with a new husband and a new family, and I didn’t go, because I didn’t want to upset her, and now I’m an old man with my guts hanging out. What was I to say to her? That I let her fiancé die to save my skin?
I woke up at three in the morning, covered in sweat. I went outside and sat under the sunshade. I thought about ending my life, sticking a knife in my hernia, putting an end to this bullshit.
I’m sorry, Aurora, the thought of your existence didn’t even enter my mind. I just wanted to end, to do away with Boa Morte da Silva, to finish this nonsense I call my life.
The moon was full. So cold. Moisture was gathering, night entering night, the hour when the world is interrupted and only lost souls roam free. And then I understood that there was no point in killing myself, the wind whistling in the eucalyptus leaves, there was no point in sticking a knife in my hernia, because my hernia has already killed me. I’m not here, I’ve already passed over. I’m Boa Morte da Silva, a ghost. I go about, drink, write, talk, think, but my hour has passed, my judgment was handed down a long time ago.



 
Man and dog sleep on the same bed. The man’s arm is wrapped around the dog’s body and pulls it toward him. They belong to each other. The arc of the man’s spine follows the dog’s back, or, when they turn over, the curve of the dog’s spine nestles into the recess of the man’s pelvis. The animal rests its muzzle on the man’s belly. It’s a small dog. In the fetal position, it occupies no more than the distance between the man’s arms, which rest on it and vibrate as the animal’s sleep grows heavy. What saves them from total darkness is the beam of light coming under the door of the windowless bedroom. If the dog rolls its eyes in its sleep, absorbed, this beam of light glints off the whites of its eyes and it looks like the animal is stitched together with light on the inside. The man breathes through his mouth, his back on the mattress, and snores violently. His snoring is accompanied by the vibrating back of the animal, which twitches and stretches its paws. At times, the dog’s tail seems to dream its own dream. It thumps the mattress, beating on the legs of the man, who rolls over without waking up. The dog dreams of a tangle of colors and light that is an open meadow, moving swiftly through it. And every now and then, it sighs and pulls back its paws. The man dreams of a tangle of colors and light that is an enclosed field. And he sweats, grinds his teeth, shakes his head. They breathe each other’s breath, which is why, as the night advances and grows cold, their souls merge. The man dreams a little of the dog’s dreams and the dark jungle of his dreams sometimes morphs into an open meadow. The dog dreams a little of the man’s dreams and the white plain of its dream sometimes morphs into a dark jungle. This contamination of dreams, in one case, relieves the man, and in the dog’s case, makes it run more furiously and beat its tail harder on the man’s legs. They are dead to the world, asleep in the room, when the dog enters the man’s dream, running through the jungle. They’re missing in action when the man enters the dog’s dream. In the jungle dreamed by the man, the dog is an enlightened being, showing him the way. In the meadow the dog dreams of, the man is a dark figure waiting at the end of its run. Boa Morte’s hands are resting on Jardel. The dog nestles into his belly. They’ve been freed from the world for a few hours, the neighborhood has loosened its grip, lit by the moon, their dreams are parallel. On nearby expressways, cars pass at intervals, moving at full speed. Their headlights leave behind beams of distressed light. Boa Morte dreams that he and Vando are in the community garden, counting the planes coming in to land at the nearby airport. They’re machines, but the men see them as exotic birds. They fly low, looking like they’re going to land on their heads. The dog barks, which is how dogs talk in their sleep. The man sighs and rolls over, tired of dreaming. It’s only halfway through the night, the dog dreams of red waves. In its dream, the man has blood on his hands.



 
The trains started after I got separated from Jardel, a month, a month and a half ago. It wasn’t right away. First came the silence, the hernia pain, which let up for a few days—then the trains. They came to me in the night, I was busy with my pages. Lines in my head. At first I didn’t know what was happening—if it was my imagination, if it was from going around the city in circles with my eyes to the ground. I thought I was seeing things. Then, I don’t know if it was one or two weeks later, I’m not sure anymore, I found myself in Campolide watching the train on the tracks and I got into the carriage, without a destination and without a ticket.
All fear of being caught vanished. I had to get in, I didn’t think twice. I’ve changed inside since that day, Aurora. Aurora, Aurora, I write your name and it sounds foreign to me because the trains, what I’ve discovered in them concerns me alone, I won’t even tell the page. I know that when I talk about it, I’m no longer on the same plane, the one from the beginning of these pages, many seasons ago. I’m telling you the middle of a life when before I was telling you only the ends.
The train comes, I jump on. There’s something of a hero in me that this leap sets in motion. I get on, but I don’t decide to. The door opens and a hand inside it takes me by the collar. Let’s go! The kind of thing a kid would do, the ones who hang off the back of trams. There’s not much more to tell. I wait for a spot, sit, by the window whenever possible, and let myself just watch the landscape on the other side of the glass, at the window of a house that could perhaps be mine. The train cuts between the buildings, through the outer suburbs, the industrial area, Benfica Station, Damaia Station, the tight curve between Amadora and Queluz, my eyes race, I’m alert. My thoughts go to sleep and I’m all eyes, just eyes in motion, in the middle of the day, having forgotten the conductor, without having paid for a ticket. I occupy my seat like a lens that sees everything that others don’t. Trifles that are a gift to me day after day, soup in my thermos at the end of the night. Dust particles, Aurora, that I wouldn’t have the words to describe even if I wanted to.
Fatinha’s been admitted to the hospital. I’ve been to see her only once. I found her in the courtyard of the infirmary talking to a wall and she didn’t recognize me. It gutted me.

Boa Morte held out his hand, touched Fatinha’s fingers. “Whose hand is this?” she asked, and looked at him. She pressed her fingers to her lips and smiled. He patted her on the cheek and left.



 
Fatinha, mermaid of her world. She visits me in the middle of the night. The other day, I woke up and all I saw was Jardel, who’d piddled in the room. It was a dream. I don’t know where he is. I see her at night. Once again yesterday. She was like a dead whale on the seashore, and the sea was me, the lapping waves, my snoring. All I could see was her belly, swollen like mine. I could hear her crying. I just lay there and let the crying lull me, knowing I was alone in the room.
Where is Fatinha taking me, her hand in mine? Fatinha drowned. She’s disappeared from the tram stop, she cries in my ears. Mermaid of her world. Mother Mary, bring back my dog, my friend. Mother Mary, bring back my dog, my friend. Mother Mary, bring back my dog, my friend. Mother Mary, bring back my dog, my friend. I don’t see the antennas, the forgotten gardens that, from the train window, look like a place where the same old man has always forgotten the same umbrella. People race past, from time to time there’s work on the line and we have to wait a few minutes before the journey resumes. I’m not interested in the stations, I haven’t cared about destinations ever since I got separated from my dog. The landscape races away, sibling of my nightmares, of yapping in the middle of the street, the prisoners I see on António Maria Cardoso. I’m protected on the train, I feel warm, it’s not raining inside the train yet. In the street without Jardel, there are days when it rains mud instead of water.
At the train window, face against the dirty glass, I’m a man without a map, Aurora. I’m leaving behind the routines of my post. What I was before these travels is a torn map now. Even these pages, which are all that matter to me, I wish they would tear the landscape of my life as the train line cuts the city in half and unites what it has broken.



 
“Don’t cry, Fatinha, there’s no need, Boa Morte’s here with you.” A bunch of young folks had pulled off her clothes, yanked the scarf out of her hair. They’d left her naked from the waist up. It was in the middle of the night. No one had come to her aid. Now, whenever she was lucid, she returned to that night. She cried about it as if it had happened the day before, even though months had passed. Boa Morte hadn’t helped her. He was goodness knows where.
The old man hugged the girl, indifferent to her foul odor. Fatinha sobbed. They were at the lookout, the river below them. She had just gotten out of the hospital. He felt like he’d let her down when she most needed him.



 

A woman is a tree that was forgotten when it was planted, my dear. Sometimes your mother would look at me, in bed at night, even when I wanted her, she’d look at me like someone who had been looking at me ever since the world began. Maybe you look at your man like that. I don’t know if you already have a man in your life. Before, it felt like the devil’s gaze. But now that I think about it, I think I was afraid that your mother was afraid of me, which she wasn’t, and I put fear in her body to overcome my own fear of everything in her that was unknown.
Things in my life that I’ve squandered: my military uniform, my post, my daughter, my wife, my home. I look at myself in the mirror when I shave, sitting at the Santa Catarina Lookout, wet the blade in water, run it over my face. The Tagus looks at me, a sharp mirror, cuts me, and I shave. “Boa Morte, slit your neck with that mirror, you scoundrel.” But you’re the one who needs to kill me, Aurora, which is why I write to you, so you’ll come back and make me pay. I write to ask you to put an end to me, to burn these pages and curse my name, because, much as I’d like to end myself, I have to bear my weight on these legs all day long, dragging this hernia up Calçada do Combro, down Calçada do Combro. Nobody sees me. I’m not on the records. I’m missing, I can’t even see myself. I’m lucky enough if a flock of pigeons stops next to me on António Maria Cardoso and pecks at the dirty ground at my feet, filthy birds. Sometimes an elegant white dove appears amidst the pigeons, bringing light to my day. I look at the white dove, follow it with my gaze, it takes flight, not noticing the blotch that is me. God even sends me white doves so that I never forget how much beauty hurts, Aurora.
My past flashes before my eyes as I sit at the train window. I see my mother, my land, your mother, your birth, my days in the war, my arrival in Lisbon. I lean back in the seat and watch the movie of my life. Maybe that’s why I don’t get tired of this journey. The buildings outside don’t tell me anything. When I don’t fall asleep, and even when I do doze off, I go along in this feature film that is the sequence of my mistakes and my glories. But I don’t need to take the train to get into the cinema. I see who I was and still am in Fatinha’s eyes, in Vando’s eyes, and in the Tagus, when the moon shines on the water and lights it up.
Fatinha and Vando need me, I feel it, but I don’t want to make myself out to be bigger than I am. I just think that with Fatinha and Vando, fate brought me into their lives. They’re my adopted children. I hope I deserve the flame with which their lives draw me to them, I hope I can repay them with the restitution of my dignity, which they offer me every day. The Tagus, if it needs this old man, needs me like every river needs those already in its waters.
I look at the store windows in Baixa Pombalina, but I don’t see the reflection of my face in them anymore, I don’t notice what’s for sale. I see my life in the windows as I walk up Rua Nova do Almada, the windows tell me who I was. From time to time, I talk to the blind man who begs at the entrance to the metro. We’ve already shared a cone of chestnuts, and a ham sandwich that I took to him. But I go to him not so much to chew the fat as to gaze into his glassy eyes, always open and staring at the sky, surprised. I see my life in the blind man’s mirror eyes.

Maybe it’s death drawing near, come to take my uniform measurements, this business of finding myself everywhere I look. Not even this makes me nostalgic. I contemplate my past as if watching a film that doesn’t move me. On winter days, a candle store on Rua do Loreto, near Fatinha, casts a warm light onto the street. On my way back to António Maria Cardoso, I come to this store window. Candles of all shapes and colors, small, large, colorful, white, golden, blue. It’s the only thing I’d like to take home with me from these streets. A candle to light my room.
It’s too late to regret my mistakes, it was too late the moment I made them. I have the decency not to ask God for forgiveness. Not even the entire Tagus over my body could wash me clean enough that I dare pray. I don’t go into any of the churches in Chiado. My place is in the street, looking at them from a distance.
A lit candle on my desk, a night without dreaming, crumbs, these are my wishes. On the walls of my room, my lantern projects a big man with a big hunch, a figure with a long head and neck, tall as the ceiling. If, by the end of my life, I’ve managed to honor this old friend of the night, I’ll be satisfied. Nothing else will do for a man like your dad, Aurora.



 
The landscape racing past found Boa Morte drowsy. He was afraid something would slip by unnoticed, even though he wasn’t looking for anything. The scenery saw him. He leaned against the glass as if it were a pillow. He felt an ancient tiredness, a defeated surrender. He wasn’t traveling; he had taken refuge. The scenery saw him: There goes a man who’s gone blind. Boa Morte dozed. The movement of the train on the tracks insinuated itself into his dreams. Surrounded by voices, he was hurtling at a gallop down a long line in space, drawn by hundreds of horses. In his dream, the line had a soul. But none of what he saw on the other side of the glass was beautiful or auspicious. Just a stupid wind on street corners, posters from past elections where, in an amusing palimpsest, one year’s candidate had for a mustache the eyebrows of the following year’s candidate, or what had been a mouth was now an ear worn away by rain. The train line was surrounded by a concrete jungle that, as Campolide was left behind, grew denser and denser, and taller. If the weather was gloomy, on the straight stretch connecting the neighborhood of Casal Ventoso to Benfica Station and then Benfica to Damaia, the taciturn buildings would be made cheerful by a few windows with their lights already on, which stretched out in his eyes in luminous threads, in which fragments of the idea of a sit-down dinner, of a family evening in front of the TV, streaked through Boa Morte like a swiftly passing comet. Viaducts with people living under them. A solitary man loading a shopping cart on the roadside.
The scenery, Monsanto, Amadora, saw him. Boa Morte’s eyes rolled, he tasted his own breath in the dark, chewing with an empty mouth, nestled into his own arms, and his bones bothered him like the protruding springs of a mattress. He leaned against the window and rested his chin on his hand.
He had fallen asleep and was snoring softly. But the intuition that stayed with him and that projected itself into his dream was the thread that pulled him, having found himself once again on the train; the simple fact of this thread inside one of the passengers in the carriage, a fact that was neither proof nor corollary, neither word nor image, but that, residing in Boa Morte’s spirit, lulled him and allowed him some sleep. The scenery saw him and, although it didn’t know he was carrying so much weight, Boa Morte was a tired old man at the window, but also a greyhound chasing a hare, a rich man looking for the eye of a needle, a master key, a finger on the trigger, intent.
Nothing that saw him from the other side of the glass mattered much. The woods growing ever denser, Algueirão, Mem Martins, Rio de Mouro. Sometimes, he’d also allow himself to sleep on the train back to Rossio, not realizing he’d arrived in Sintra. Then, directions would merge in his spirit without him seeing the fog thickening over the buildings, without him seeing the leaden ring over Pena Palace, at times hiding the mountains, at others setting fire to the trees around their crags; he saw them only now, waking up on the way back, over the rooftops of Mercês as lights began to come on, beasts crowding the margins along which the train tracks— a startled brook—swiftly, perhaps afraid, perhaps shy, slipped away.
Then, more of the same. The scenery saw him. The landscape at the stations, unifying the vision: reinforced-concrete faces, aluminum grimaces, temporary noses, moods with marquees, hair without green zones, folks no one had thought of, disordered souls, maybe one day what he saw and thought nice and quiet, maybe one day it would be quaint.

The feeling that something was stitching everything together, that he carried in his pocket the needle that connected the patches of the metropolitan quilt, this feeling was fading. He was warm and consoled in his carriage, almost cheerful, but what had previously been spirit was, on his return to Lisbon, stomach. His belly was telling him the time, his neck and legs ached, he was keeping an eye on the movements of the conductor, whom he had forgotten about, and the awareness of who he was, which even Sintra had spared him, was weighing on his whole body, on his soul. Others were coming back to him, Vando, Florinda, Jardel, Vítor, Aurora, Joana, what am I going to eat for dinner? The train had entered the tunnel—Rossio was in sight, darkness before the lights came back on, before the curtain was raised. The spell of the journey, leaving his body, ceased. He got off the train, left the Rossio terminal even more spent, even more Boa Morte. The smell of bifanas
in the corner tavern reminding him that he had no money, the urge to rob a gun store and steal a rifle, go into the tavern, and kill for one of those pork sandwiches, it all gnawed at his hernia, which began to show signs of life the minute he was in the street. No train tracks, just hunger. No solution to any mysterious problem, just night.



 
Vando’s youth mesmerizes me. I stare at him. A life that aches, good God, pouring out of his eyes, it resuscitates me. He and Florinda all lovey-dovey, snatching kisses here and there. They take me back to the other side of my days, where I don’t dread bedtime. Life without fear of dreaming.
I lie down, rest my head on the pillow, every night to dream is to open a package. I never know what the prize will be. My grave, your mother’s hands covered with blood, vultures over the village after the slaughter, my animal face, your blind eyes, my broken teeth. I close my eyes and think of the two of them, Vando and Florinda. Their faces sustain me, my guardian angels. I don’t pray to God before going to sleep, it’s to their youth that I pray, that I entrust my dreams. What have I to leave them, to leave you, if I am slave to the light that their eyes impart me, which nourishes me? Little or nothing. I’ll be a beanstalk—let them water me, grow as much as I can. I could sing the song of this future that Vando and Florinda bring me all day long. But it isn’t a longing for my youth. Longing doesn’t touch me, it runs straight off me. My time has passed. I live their time with them. The light in their eyes, so bright I almost feel alive.

A sinister man goes past, an enemy. Sour face, bitter nose. He doesn’t look at me, but he gives me goose bumps. He’s like a dark cloud that rains only on my street. Or a ray of sunlight that touches a single window of a single car. There I am, before the mirrored row of car windshields. My figure passes in them as I walk down the street. I walk and they make many of me, from window to window, one car to the next. I’m a hundred parking attendants, not one, a hundred Black men for whom it’s too late to go home. I hear a lovers’ conversation on the street corner. “If you don’t love me, then leave me.” Her words remain in my ears for the rest of the day. Her shrill voice, her jealousy accompanies me and tickles my soul. I feel like shouting in their ears, Enjoy life, my children. The girlfriend cries, her pout, her sulky face, these are the sweetness of my week. The little yellow bird of my first morning lands on the car. It’s Chiado and the melody takes me back to Evale, in Angola, to my body on the mat. I can’t see my mother or my cousin Mendes. The past is behind a screen, but I sit on the floor with my legs outstretched. I hear the bird singing and off I sail. It’s a foggy morning and only the bird’s feathers wake up the street.

Lovers get it on in the Santa Justa Lift. I’d already seen them up at the São Pedro de Alcântara Lookout. Two more homeless people. He doesn’t have any facial hair yet. The girl standing next to him looks like a child. Two kandengues discovering the city, lovers, they’re the real explorers of our time, I make up names and ages for them, they give me back my wonderment.

If someone happens to strike up a conversation, I listen to what they say, if it’s the conductor coming, I get off at the next station or clutch my belly and look sick, he thinks I’m a beggar and orders me off the train without fining me. Sitting down, even if I’m hungry, I find a seat for my ideas. I get to Sintra and head back, I usually fall asleep on the return trip. My bad luck slumbers. I walk through the coals alone, in the company of others. I dream of lines and curves, images that I can’t get out of my head, straight lines, sloping lines, maps, railway lines coming from I don’t know where, going to I don’t know where.

Jardel showed up covered in bites at the door of Dona Idalina’s house some time ago. Hallelujah, Aurora. Mother Mary listened to this sinner of hers. I never thought I’d be like this over a dog, happier than if I’d won the lottery, shaking all over. I kissed that animal, thanked God for my friend.



 
Cars drove down the street. Lying on the ground, nestled up to one another, Boa Morte and Jardel were children in a convent’s foundling wheel. The antiquity of the theater and the man’s sleep discovered in him a little boy without a home to return to. The building’s glass door, which provided him with a vague sense of safety, was the place he had chosen to protect his sleep in the city. The building’s facade reminded Boa Morte of an outstretched hand, even though it was his job to guard it. But what is a guard who hasn’t been asked to guard anything? The São Luiz protected Boa Morte during the night as things built long ago protect us, even though he’d rarely been inside it. Lying at its feet with his hand under his head, the dog’s muzzle nestled in his chest, eyes closed, a ticketless stage director left at the door, Boa Morte slept the sleep of Rua António Maria Cardoso and dreamed the dreams of the street where he slept.
They would sit at the tram stop and chat, Fatinha and him, conversations about things that Boa Morte couldn’t see. A daddy longlegs in a crate, a headband that someone had dropped, dresses, hooks, scarves, coffee spoons, charred frying pans. Or memories, perhaps only imagined, of an aunt, a godmother, a school friend. “I’ve never opened up to any other friend, Senhor Boa Morte, and just yesterday she came past on the street here, looked at me, and turned away. The next day, an old lady gave me a sandwich and a bottle of water. She came over and gave them to me. She didn’t say a thing. It must have been Mariana who told her where I lived. They’ve given me lots of things since I’ve been here, Senhor Boa Morte,” said Fatinha, and lowered her eyes. “She came past and turned away, Senhor Boa Morte. I don’t know if she saw me. I saw her face, we were friends at high school. I think she saw me. I dreamed a bird the size of a helicopter was pecking at my head, that was yesterday. It wasn’t here. An electric seagull. Do you dream a lot about war, Senhor Boa Morte? The war is at the bottom of rivers. Here in Chiado it’s all forest as far as the eye can see. I don’t go into Bairro Alto, I’m afraid of the wolves. But they know me. They already know it’s not worth it.”
On her rare visits to the present, Fatinha’s tone of voice became less childish. She wasn’t able to look him in the eye in those moments. It would last ten, fifteen seconds, and her eyes would soon return to her fantasy, and she would look at Boa Morte again the way a princess looks at a frog.
The old man kept these flashes in his pockets like the tips he made guarding cars. It was in these conversations on the cusp of coherence that Boa Morte first became Fatinha’s family. He loved her as one loves the footprints of someone lost in the forest, with the same dedication that she put into hunting for the treasures she found in the garbage.
As she returned to her fantasy, her eyes and entire face were there without being there. Her expression would unexpectedly change. She would weep mid-smile, without asking for help or telling him what was wrong. “Senhor Boa Morte, I’m cold.” Her pain wasn’t something they could talk about, but it clung to what Fatinha was, a pain that cried through her, suffered via her soul, a person who has another person inside them and finds in their body and spirit a cloak.
Pain set Fatinha’s stomach alight and her face ablaze. The eyes looking at Boa Morte, just now soft and friendly, sensed danger and, in the imminence of the threat, her face, hands, and body pointed to an unstable horizon. Her arms came alive, the first part of her to say goodbye, raised high, tremulous and dancing, estranged, followed by her eyes, alienated from her face, where, in the place of two keen lenses, Boa Morte found two lifeless holes. Abandoning her, as rats do a ship, her eyes fled the fire, taking the light and leaving behind ashes. Fatinha knew that the only way not to catch fire was to bring about her own death, she just couldn’t explain why.
In these conversations, Fatinha loved Boa Morte too. Loving him meant believing that he was guarding her way, even if she didn’t know she was lost. “Senhor Boa Morte, I’m cold.” Boa Morte knew that if she called him “senhor,” Fatinha was nearby.
On the outside, she was still a woman, still matter confined to the ground, but her mind drifted off like a balloon that Boa Morte couldn’t see.
In the morning, the frosted car windows didn’t reflect his image. The São Luiz was closed. Only Boa Morte the watchman was there on the street, no other people went past. He was the only living presence, the only man on foot. He stepped away from the theater door and rubbed his eyes to see better. They were gliding up the street, skin and bones pierced by light, in nightwear, with staring eyes.
They were marching the wrong way up the deserted one-way street. Boa Morte got up and took a step forward, but quickly retreated and stood there, quietly watching the procession.
One of them, a gray ghost, raised his hand as he passed. Boa Morte’s hand saluted and waved to him. The gray hand rose again, but stopped halfway: the hand of a living man faltering before the hand of a dead man, or a dialogue of silences between the hands of two specters. Although they were many, the procession marched in silence. They didn’t look alike, men, women, young and old, faces of smoke. Only their pajamas were the same, grimy white pants, button-up shirts. Barefoot and unkempt, they didn’t look like prisoners from the same family, or like men and women of the same era, but like bees expelled from the same hive, displaced but appeased. Twenty, twenty-five, thirty, Boa Morte counted them and lost count. Staggering, they peered into car windows, stopped in the middle of the street, one stopped, they all stopped, yawned, rubbed their eyes, stretched, one, another one, all of them, parts of a machine.
Arriving at Largo do Chiado, they dispersed in the square, mingled with people; some went down the stairs to the metro, headed for other abodes, others went into cafés, yet others sat down in alfresco areas. Someone had opened a hatch at the construction site: go forth and multiply. As they headed up António Maria Cardoso, the shadows of the procession on buildings distracted Boa Morte. They passed without leaving a mark. He saw them, but the only clear shadow was his own.



 
Fatinha put a crumpled sheet of newspaper into the garbage bag. She would find used tickets on the ground and stow them in her raggedy bundle, or toss them into the air over her head. She lined up burnt matches on the bench at the tram stop while picking her teeth with wire. She would scratch her head, her short hair riddled with split ends. She scraped wax out of her ears and licked her fingers, smiled with hungry eyes. She would laugh for no reason and lie down with her face covered, head in a crate. Wearily, Fatinha watched people go by: the routine of a flamingo colony. She was a single black dot in the landscape against the dusky pink of Loreto Palace and the fleeting hues of the tourists around her, splashes of color that looked at her with a mixture of astonishment and disgust, talking on cell phones. She took up the space of three people and scared them off with come-ons and requests, noisy kisses. She would surprise young women by screeching at them, her arms on their unsuspecting backs. She wasn’t waiting for the tram, but she had the patience of a girl who had become separated from her adults. “Darling, give me a glass of milk?” It was as if she’d just emerged from a pile of rotten cabbages soaked in patchouli. The black rags covering her billowed over the tram line, forming the train of a lady in mourning dress in olden times, who needed only an umbrella spinning on her shoulder to complete the picture. “Get out of here!” someone shouted from a car. “Darling, give me a glass of milk?” Barefoot, she walked up Calçada do Combro on tiptoes. Her nails were black, curved. Her knees were scuffed, her skin dry, and her filthy hair filled the sidewalk with a rotten odor. She blew kisses to the tram and to the café customers who came out to watch her go past. “My darling, can you get me a glass of milk? A cigarette?” Eventually, she tired of the uphill walk. She was naked, her belly folded over her pubis. She stretched. Then she stood there, licking her hands, bringing the smell of her armpits to her nose, rocking a baby that no one could see, breastfeeding it with maternal care. She sniffed herself, chortling with laughter, screamed, moaned, and, lifting her arms to the sky, began to cry in despair. The owner of the café on the other side of the tracks called the police. She didn’t resist. She just cried, naked and lost, without a glance at the boxes she was leaving behind. She was shivering with cold. They covered her with a blanket, took her to the free clinic, and gave her a bath. “I don’t have a home, my parents kicked me out. I’d really like to go for a glass of fancy-pantsy water—will you gentlemen take me in your carriage? Or to swim with the dolphins, or find a friend. A friend who’s twenty years old, like me—could you gentlemen get me a cigarette?” She stayed at Miguel Bombarda Hospital for months. She came back fatter, even more away with the fairies. She sat at the tram stop. Boa Morte had also disappeared and they didn’t see each other again until months later.



 
I wish this water could cleanse me to the marrow, Aurora. Aurora? What Aurora? I wish I had sea running through my veins instead of this sick blood. An animal with veins of water, streams instead of arteries, a cannon of waves instead of a heart.
There are times when I can’t even remember my body. I unravel in the street, riddled with noise, I’m all over the place. Buildings, cars, crowds, they’ve taken my soul. I’m air at a street corner, a shape.
So many faces, I forget my name. Boa? Feather Boa? Senhor Boa Constrictor? Bona Fide? The pen slips out of my fingers. I smudge the pages, my hands, I tear the page but my heart doesn’t tear. I wish I could cry like a river, but I’m a dry man. Truth is, I’m like a bee that smells of the honey of youth, but the honey sours in my stomach. My Vando, my Fatinha, their sweetness doesn’t sweeten me on the inside. I drink honey, I sweat vinegar.
A hose-down, a thousand waterfalls, nothing can cleanse me, and I don’t want it to either. I sleep in my old-man’s smell, I dream that I kill.
I’m brave and tough. I don’t cry. I purge on my own. I wish I had the courage to scratch out every time I’ve written Aurora in these pages. No Aurora. No one. Just my dog. These cabbages, pages that I could burn right now with a match if I wanted to. I could just stick that knife there in my belly. I’m a slave catcher. I don’t cry.
Burn these pages. Another day, Senhor Boa Morte. No one prepared me for my face. If they’d warned me, I wouldn’t be here today. I’m horrendous, Aurora. It’s true. I’m horrendous. Open your mouth, child, speak to me. Answer me. Say something.

A couple in a parked car sit reading the newspaper, smoking, and drinking soft drinks. They make the car their living room and, what would you know, dear pages, they’ve chosen this old man as their view. They sit in the parked car and pass the time like married folks in armchairs. They don’t talk much, or they talk up a storm, they read the paper, she takes her socks off, he massages her feet. Such a precious moment, they forget each other. Or she squeezes a pimple on his forehead, he runs his fingers through her hair. She looks at herself in the mirror and puts on lipstick. He smudges her lipstick. The windows are closed, they’re connected by fire. I observe their silence, which beckons me, and slowly edge away without turning my back on them, because I don’t feel worthy of witnessing it.

Thugs destroyed a badly parked car in the street. Traffic a mess all the way to Príncipe Real, a mess like me. I felt every kick to the car in my chest. A new car, beautiful, all shattered and busted up. The rage they brought down on it, to the point where it was just the pleasure of destruction, the issue of the traffic didn’t even matter anymore. The pleasure of destruction, Aurora, the war in their eyes, I saw it, and I know what I’m talking about. They bellowed like animals, a bunch of hooligans. I felt old, and saw myself beaten on the ground, even knowing blood as I do. I’m too old for all the blood I’ve known in my life. My heart can no longer bear the man that I was and what I saw. The war I’ve seen frightens me now. I’m like a child in the face of my own strength. I don’t even know if what I’m telling you makes any sense, forgive me if this is confusing. I’ve watched my life go backward, Aurora.
Your mother used to bathe my feet when we were young, shave my face. The image came to me just now, when I’m almost asleep. I see her hands, her chest, I remember the feeling of the warm water on my feet, my face, my neck. I won’t go on with this memory, sweetheart, it’s just so you know that I feel inhabited by it, by you. I don’t know what you look like now, but this image of your mother when she was young is the image of your face that keeps me company as I write to you. Vando gave me a photograph of the family that adopted him: mother, father, siblings, and two girl cousins. Nice folks, I thought, who am I to judge anyone? He asked me to keep the photograph safe and I’ve put it together with these pages for safekeeping.
So many days without writing, without raising my head. I’ve left the city there in the background, even though I’ve gone to work every single day. Sometimes the days go past and I’m dead and don’t experience what I’m living. I don’t notice the smells of the morning, don’t see the movement of the clouds, time passes through me without speaking to me. I don’t need a reason to keep writing, but it requires me to be alive when I place my pen here. Then I wish for something else, but I can’t. I wish the pen could catch me on the days when I feel like the living dead and record my numbness instead of just the instants when my heart beats hard. I’m not writing to you, dear, but to read myself, and I’m ashamed to see my hand on the page, pen twirling away. What I really wish I could read isn’t my breath of life, but a letter from my numbness.
I think it’s a beautiful image, the old Black tramp who guards cars lying on the rails, on the tram tracks, dead, arms flung open, midafternoon, and no one, Aurora, no one at all comes to help me or get me up off the ground.
During the time I’ve been away from these pages, I’ve asked myself what makes me write Aurora every so often. Your name sets my pace. But it isn’t because I’m talking to you, deep down I know I’m talking to myself. It’s just because your name, the idea of you, is the air I breathe. You’re my comma, sweetheart. I’m still caught up in these pages even when I go for months without writing, like now, realizing things here and there that might be obvious for other people, but which fill me with life as I go along in the metro, peering into the tunnels between stations.
Yesterday Vando called me “papá.” “Papá Boa Morte, hold on to this memento of my adoptive family.” I don’t know what to tell you, Aurora. I put on a brave face but I wept inside. I wept for you, sweetheart, I haven’t been there for you your whole life. I wept for this wretched life that has made me papá to a pothead—me, Aurora, who doesn’t deserve the ground he walks on and should walk on his knees down António Maria Cardoso instead of going about like a pregnant king.

The community garden’s given us our first pumpkins. Vando took them to sell. I fell asleep thinking about my outing the other day with Fatinha. Your mother’s words came to me yesterday. “Your problem, Boa Morte, is that you’re mistaken, you’ll never be Portuguese, those white men used you like they used our fellow countrymen.” I still remember what we’d had for dinner that day and what she was wearing, a sheer light green dress. The next minute I slammed her face into the tabletop. The only reason I didn’t kill her was because the next-door neighbor came.
He looked at me, saw your mother on the ground, blood on her clothes, blood on the table, blood on my hands, and left. Your mother went alone to her aunt’s house. Dark night in Bissau is a dangerous hour, even more so back then. She left as soon as I’d eaten—in front of her, I ate the dinner your mother had cooked, staring her in the eye. Your dad ate and drank, while she bled, slumped on the floor. I had dinner and then wiped my mouth on a napkin. I told her to go sleep somewhere else. Your mother went on foot, with a dislocated jaw and you on her back, to her aunt’s house so she could take her to the hospital, four kilometers away. To this day. I haven’t seen her since and I never saw you again. I’m afraid of that man, of the man from that night and at the same time I know I could do it all again.
Portugal, how can I explain to you that this is my land, sweetheart, without hurting you? A man’s land is the land he tills, the land for which a man kills, and I killed for Portugal even before I knew the streets of Lisbon.
The eyes of the men whose lives I took, their blood on my hands, the compassion I didn’t feel for them, the blood I spilled, my blind allegiance to a homeland I’d never set foot in. After one man came another, and another. Portugal grew in me out in the forest, the reason for my oath.
My land reserved for me the place of a tramp, but I accepted my post as a son of God accepts his share of the crop. Children don’t choose their parents, I didn’t choose my country. I killed like a madman. With each dead body, I gave myself to Portugal. I arrived in Lisbon in 1979, a soldier returning to his father’s home. My father’s face is these streets I tread today. My poor old father didn’t have the table set the day I came home, nor had he been told of my return. Nevertheless, he gave me a portion of his land—Rua António Maria Cardoso—for me to till with my hands and reap what I’d sown.
Walking down the street all day, I realize that my payment wasn’t crumbs, but the big city. I’m a full citizen, even if folks take me for a tramp. I’m still awake.
My fellow countrymen, your mother—to them, perhaps, I’m a traitor. God above may have forgotten me. If I’m a traitor, it’s as a man who swore he would die to save his old father. No one else has to understand how I feel. On my arrival, my father opened the door for me but he didn’t recognize me.
When it rains and there isn’t much traffic, when António Maria Cardoso is all mine, on these days I feel at home in the world and adrift. The rain washes me and drives me to despair and falls on this ground, hard as the ground in Cape Verde, like my old friend Pompeu, who always remembers the dead land of his island, where no seed will sprout. The smell of wet asphalt fills the air, envelops my body. A car goes past, and another. I don’t ask if they want to park.
The cars go past and I stand there in the rain. Everyone’s going somewhere. If I didn’t come back to Chiado, Chiado wouldn’t come looking for me.
One car goes past, two go past, God has parked me here, but for all the blood I’ve spilled, I don’t feel abandoned. That’s my punishment. I’m tethered to this street by my stomach, a dog tethered to a post by a chain. I could leave my post, it’s hunger that keeps me here. My bread and water bring me damp night air in an open-air prison. But, hunger aside, my land is this chain that holds me, a chain I can’t break, attached to my navel. I’m a prisoner who walks free, prisoner of the ground I tread, the ground my father gave me. I till my António Maria Cardoso to honor my old father, who no longer has the strength to work the land.

We went to chase pigeons in Figueira Square, Fatinha and I, like two children. She waved her skirt around, jumped up and down, I’d never seen my friend laugh like that, with so much gusto, pigeons scattering. There are moments like that, when you don’t feel like you’re experiencing them, but are watching them being experienced by someone else. A little like me writing to you, Aurora, in this tallying of the time I have left. I write to you and see myself as I write to you, I see this man, my shadow, in bed, writing, writing. Who is this man on my wall, this mysterious figure, black as the night? My shadow, who I’m fond of, who keeps me company and understands me, who never leaves me. Fatinha chasing the pigeons, running, dancing in the square with her arms open wide. Jardel barking at the wind. I snuck over to the statue and stood there watching them. They are all I have in this life.
I study faces, names, cars, the doors they walk through, the way they dress. Sometimes I do sketches to remember the faces. I know that young Joana goes into Café do Teatro at five thirty and that young Carlos always orders a black coffee in A Brasileira. I know that Rosália will go for a stroll in Largo do Carmo at eleven, eleven fifteen, Amélia is always at the window watching people go past. I know that little Zé Carlos doesn’t like pear juice. I know that Vítor arrives in a Volkswagen at seven thirty in the evening after going to pick up Paulinho. Paulinho turned three last June, he’s a second child, his brother’s already away at university. I know those who come to go shopping at the beginning of the month and then disappear until the beginning of the next month. I know that Sara’s had a different air about her ever since I stopped seeing Rui go into the building with her. I know that Dona Elisa can see evil from afar. I know that young Cândida wears a beige skirt only when Raul is away. I know the day they deliver drinks to the Café do Teatro and the vegetable delivery day. Goat cheese is on Tuesdays at eleven fifteen, I know what time the watchman and ticket booth employee clocks in at the theater, I know when he’s happy. “Hey, Boa Morte, how’re you doing?” I know the day of Susana and Valentim’s wedding anniversary. I know Nepalese rose vendors, crooks, working girls, policemen, Dona Maria the chestnut lady, the croissant boy, I know that young André’s away but will be back next year. Now and then a new face comes along, a new theater employee or a troupe of new actors. I get a bit mixed up with their faces and habits. They come for a month or two, start frequenting the street on a different schedule. Boa Morte, in his wanderings, doesn’t recognize them, they give me a few coins, or they don’t ever. After another month, or a few weeks, they all call me Boa Morte and I’ve been able to study what they do and when. I learn a little something about theater listening to the conversations that go past, directors, actors, set designers, sound and lighting people.
I was allowed on the stage of the São Luiz once as I helped carry in some sound gear. The empty room, burgundy velvet seats, they even said I had the bearing of an actor.
For a few instants, alone, still sweating from the weight of the boxes, I found myself on the stage in silence. I looked at the painted ceiling, light blue, angels with their wings spread. I imagined myself in front of that audience of invisible people, telling my story. I let myself hear the theater. It was very quick because the soundmen were there. But the sweat on my T-shirt, the pain in my hernia and my back, my hands calloused from working in the garden, my arms open wide like a giant’s, I felt that if I stretched my arms a lot, I could wrap them around the theater, the stalls, the balconies, the boxes.
I wished that there, at that exact instant on the stage of the São Luiz, my descent would take place. That my hernia would burst and I would remain on the stage, before the empty audience, breathing in the velvet of the seats, a thousand ladies’ perfumes made musty by so many decades. That I could end right there, like that, with no applause and no audience. Just me and the theater, the clouds on the ceiling, the seats, the silence.

In our garden, it’s the same old crew, Jardel, older by the day, with his tousled whiskers and fried-fish breath, Vando and Florinda always messing around, the Pompeus, the missus giving her husband a hard time, her husband giving it right back when he isn’t giving her a beating, then one last drink and everything’s fine. Dona Idalina and the bola de carne from Trás-os-Montes that we all feast on. The Cape Verdean cachupa stew that Auntie Pompeu makes with the corn we grew ourselves, eggs from our laying hen, pork fat, and the cows’ hooves that Vando always manages to rustle up.
We eat from the same saucepan, a whiff of eucalyptus reaching us from the scrub behind Avisol. I’ve eaten some fine fare in this life, sweetheart. We’ve even had an Angolan mufete with beans in palm oil, perfected by Florinda. Your dad talks about food so much that he sounds like a cook; it’s the hunger talking.
Councilor Sílvia always stops by. The other day there was almost trouble when a big rabid dog came into the neighborhood and went straight for my Jardel. When Jardel sees a big dog, he becomes enormous. The other dog attacked him, but Vando got there in time. When it isn’t the sunshade falling down, it’s the potatoes that are late, or the water that takes longer to rise in the well, or a turnip that comes out of the earth with a frown, scowling. In the garden, I don’t feel like I’m back in Bissau or in Evale, when I was a child, kicking around stones and coconuts. I feel a pain that isn’t homesickness or sadness. I feel as if I’ve found my place, not here in Portugal, but in life. As if life had reserved a sunshade for my old body, after everything, which is greater and sweeter than having gained a homeland.
There are always situations, always problems, of course. From time to time, Vando’s down at the police station. Your dad’s the only one with any patience for the Pompeus once they’re off with their glasses of wine. I stay calm and don’t dream much, which is the secret to this life.
I dreamed of Fatinha. She was still a child. Pretty girl with curly hair, big eyes. I taught her to swim down at the beach in Cruz Quebrada. No bad smell, no municipal police, no crazy talk, no fairy tales. Just little Fatinha kicking her feet in the water and me holding her by the waist so she wouldn’t sink. It consoled me and took me to you, Aurora. Only in old Boa Morte’s dreams can I teach a girl to swim. Fatinha swims better than me. I’m pathetic, I have great respect for waves. Great respect.

My first memory is the sound of goat bells in my village. The hill rose right next to the hut where I was born and my uncles and cousins would take the goats up the hillside to eat fresh grass. It’s that sound and me knowing that I’m a boy and that they’re up on the hill. They must have been taken up by my uncle or my cousin Mendes, a young man of about sixteen at the time. I can still hear the bells and it makes me happy. I’ve been mulling over the last words I wrote here. I might have been too harsh. Your mother told me I’d never be Portuguese. I took her words as blasphemy, as a bad omen. I’ve wondered ever since if she was right. It pains me even to say it, because it’s hard for me to relive that night, even after so many years. Knowing it’s true makes me less than human. Maybe that’s why my fate is this, finding parking spots for other people and waiting for them to come back from whatever they’ve gone to do, while I watch their cars, imagining their lives.
They come back laden with bags, accompanied by beautiful women, with the satisfied faces of people whose problems have been solved. I stay there, in the company of today’s carriages, automobiles. I make my living amidst other people’s lives.
If your mother’s right, my post in life is wrong and I’m doomed to it. What homeland have I, if not my Portugal and my people? What other homeland will be mine, if not this illusion of mine?
Perhaps the illusion she spoke of is my true land, home of the deluded. Here in Chiado, I’m also the Black man who runs errands, the man with the swollen belly. I hold Portugal in my heart, but my country is the mistake your mother spoke of, I may have forgotten to mention that in my writing the other day. That my country is my dream, my belief that I’m Portuguese like young Valentim and Susana, like Paulinho. I’m the child of illusion, that’s why Rua António Maria Cardoso is my fate. I didn’t come here for my reckoning. I came for my punishment. To be wrong and still thankful for bread scraps, to be content with vegetable soup, who am I kidding, anyway? I didn’t fool your mother and she didn’t see me dressed like a tramp.
Boa Morte is blind, sweetheart. Dead. Night brings a feeling. I ask myself: why tell my story? Boa Morte’s a leper who can’t see his leprosy. I destroyed my life without realizing it.
All day in the street and it’s like I don’t know it. I see people, faces, colors, but I don’t see a thing. It isn’t me who’s invisible in the eyes of others, it’s the bustle of life that passes me and leaves no mark. Light hovers nearby and quickly retreats. I stare at the river, irregular at all times, sometimes a silver leaf, at others, due to the current, divided into two tones of green, darker to the south, lighter near the north bank. They say there are lots of Black folks here, but I feel like the only Black man in Lisbon, it feels like I was painted and sent to Chiado with my face like this as a punishment. I think this only when I get desperate, sweetheart.
In Fatinha’s flashes of lucidity, it’s like she suddenly sees me and only later fades away. I don’t know who she is or what she sees. But I know what I see in her eyes: layers and layers of all the lives she’s lived, since the beginning of time.
It’s sad to see a girl so badly damaged like that, but I see in her a being from far away. That’s what she reminds me of: a hundred-year-old olive tree planted at the tram stop, a woman from the time when folks went around barefoot here and enslaved men and women trod these streets around Poço dos Negros carrying fish like the fishwives of Angola.
Your dad’s a Portuguese soldier. I patrol the parked cars on António Maria Cardoso like I used to guard our mess tent from the enemy. In my head are the map and coordinates of our mission. It starts in Chiado and goes down to the Dona Maria II National Theater, in Rossio, to the end of Calçada do Combro, and winds up in the district of Santos-o-Velho, under the jacarandas on Avenida Dom Carlos I. The ferries, to me, are warships. Street parking is the army reserve, but I haven’t lost my identity. Each person I see is a member of my platoon. Prior Velho is for sleeping and eating, only because I can’t sleep in Chiado. I see my Black folks happy with pumpkins, beans, turnips. I sit at the table with the Pompeus and Vando, living it up. But Boa Morte’s heart is far away in Baixa Pombalina. Jardel’s the little monkey I had in the barracks, fed on peanuts and tiny bananas. I keep an eye out for the enemy, pace the street, protect my civilians. Chiado is the capital of my homeland, only these buildings speak my language, from the golden years of the Grandella Department Store to the great fire, to the reconstruction. These streets tell my story. Beyond the Campo Grande metro station I’m a Black man. In Chiado I’m a ghost. Valentim always tells me I’ve the manners of a king, that I must be Kwanyama royalty, but Valentim has never seen a soldier on the battlefront. I took my oath a long time ago. I took an oath to die for my country, Portugal. I took an oath to die for my squadron.
Sometimes I miss you and your mother so much it hurts, I yearn for your forgiveness. But if I’m honest, I have to confess that these pages aren’t an apology, they’re not mornas or milongas, but the tale of a soldier, there’s no such thing as a former soldier. Once a soldier, always a soldier. My trench runs from Calçada do Combro to the São Carlos Theater. Time wears a man down, but he has to keep going. People can call me a nigger, I shrug it off, they’re troublemakers, agitators. Efficient parking is my tribute to the country that has provided for me ever since I arrived with just the shirt on my back. To this day, I’ve acquired only a half dozen rags. I’ve got Jardel, these pages, little else. I know it isn’t a big deal, but I don’t just guard cars. I look at the sky, listen to my city, guard it from the enemy. This ballpoint pen tearing the paper, sitting in this dark corner, by the light of a lantern, a Bic pen is my quill. I’m telling you, Aurora, part of the story of my war. If you want to throw it away, go ahead, but know that your dad didn’t die remorseful.

The city center is me. Here, in the middle of my belly, where I have this hernia, I’m the navel of Lisbon. My life is the facade of the São Luiz Theater, where I find parking for cars, but I don’t live here. I come from Prior Velho to work, but to work means to travel. The cars and the dog wake me up, because work, Chiado, to me, it’s all a dream. I was leaning against the facade of the theater when the tram went past. My back against the marble fills me with certainty. I pace António Maria Cardoso, up and down, the stone and my body are the same muscle and everything that has happened inside right from the very first spectacle passes through me, the same tide. The theater’s past is alive in my pacing, just as right now the city center and Baixa Pombalina aren’t my destination, but the place where my feet take me, the path of my thoughts. I think about the foundations of the building laid so many years earlier, older than me. The tram was full, each passenger at their window. I saw them go past, photographs of your childhood, sweetheart, in an album your mother made when you were a baby. They looked like us, our family, each at their window, some with their mouths open, others looking away, others checking the time. Families like us, but not related to one another, people who happened to find themselves on the same tram by chance, I, too, talk to you from my window and I don’t know you. Along the street, cousins, aunts and uncles, grandparents, stepchildren. What saved me was my back against the wall, the reassurance of the marble’s strength, walls that aren’t the walls of my home. I stayed there watching them for a few moments, a thousand words in their heads, sleepy, chatty, a thousand words in my head, hunger, longing, Vando, sadness, Jardel, beans, document, forest, belly, Fatinha, Fatinha, water, gas.
I’ve been in the street before and felt scared, and wanted to go into a bank. It happened to me on Almirante Reis, at the entrance to the head office of the Banco de Portugal, and when I was coming from Barreiro, near the União de Bancos Portugueses. Wanting to take shelter on the other side of the windows, where the well-dressed employees looked like nice people. The warm, clean air that I see from outside here, similar to what I see in the São Luiz Theater on opening nights. It all looks cozy and safe, the chairs, the carved wood, gilded and well polished, the lights with no broken bulbs, the employees who look like they bathe every day. As I walk down the street, crippled by my fear of the hound that races down the tracks to swallow me, all I can think of is going in, being served in those places, sitting in the waiting area, and spending the night there, with warm feet, body bundled up. These buildings that are friendly houses in the forest, museums, offices, insurance company headquarters, eyes that watch over me. I take a little of this strength leaning on the marble facade of the São Luiz. I watch the tram go past, I go as far as to count how many, I count, and count, one, two, and the hound of the night appears between numbers, sometimes it appears to me even by the light of day, but I have my Jardel, who calls to me and licks my wrists when he sees me downcast, and I return to Lisbon, to Chiado, to the world of the living. The city center is me.



 
Boa Morte took up the hoe. “This is how you do it, Vando, my friend. Let Boa Morte teach you.” Vando saw the hoe hit the ground. It looked easy. “Tell me more, Uncle Boa Morte. You’ve never told me about your life. What was it like out in the forest?” Boa Morte looked at Vando and straightened up. Before him, a full head of hair, dark skin, muscular shoulders, a keen gaze, eyes with a whole life ahead of them. “That’s true, Vando, my friend.” He cleared his throat. “Right now, it’s time to dig up potatoes. Uncle Boa Morte has seen life, as you will, he’s seen death, he’s given life, as you will, and he’s given death. Uncle Boa Morte has seen the other side, Vando,” he said, shaking the dirt from his hands, examining his fingers and palms. “The other side’s ugly, Vando. Too ugly for youth. Vando, my friend, Uncle Boa Morte didn’t come back from the other side. You can’t come back. Whoever goes there stays there.
“Not like that. You have to hold the hoe with both hands and think about what you’re doing. Like this.” Boa Morte put his hands over the young man’s. They thrust the hoe into the earth with four hands. “I’m like a fisherman, my friend. Today it’s going to rain, we have to cover the lettuce.” “Old Boa Morte and his teachings, I always tell Florinda.” Sometimes it was white dahlias among the collard greens. A lily in the turnip patch, a rose among the beans. The garden provided them with an assortment of surprises. A speckled egg among a dozen white ones. A downpour when a storm was brewing. Mistletoe crowning the leek, a feast of sweet potatoes when they were already tired of eating them.
They filled bags. They exchanged things with neighbors. A rabbit or horse mackerel for kilos of tomatoes. Four chickens for thirty eggs. Fresh lemonade for a bunch of daisies and a smile, when, in the spring, Dona Idalina surprised them with a refreshment in the middle of their labor.
On the landlady’s desk, Boa Morte’s pages piled up without any order. The landlady didn’t touch them and was careful that no one else did either.
The youngsters would come. They’d play drums into the early hours. Florinda would sing, Dona Pompeu would sing backup, crooning a morna. Every other month, a child was born in the quarter. Boa Morte would fill a hamper with whatever was in the garden to celebrate the newborn. Dona Idalina started making big pots of soup that fed them all, and Boa Morte took soup to Fatinha, who ate it at the 28 tram stop and licked her fingers. “It’s just like my Mariana’s soup. So good, Senhor Boa Morte, it’s still warm.” They didn’t die of hunger in those years, so long as they were alive.



 
Fatinha collected lost wallets. She found them on the ground, looked for them in trash cans, and never handed them in to the police. She liked seeing the faces on people’s documents and looking for them on Rua do Loreto, where she spent the day watching the world go by. She would arrange to meet the owners of the wallets, treating them like friends she had invited to dinner, and would wait for them, day after day, Cremilde, José, Ana, Paula, Maria do Céu.
They never showed up, but Fatinha’s patience for her guests was equal only to her patience in dressing up for them, entire days, the single night that comprised all her hours at the tram stop. She would try on hats, put on lipstick, and paint her nails without needing to move or to get up off the ground.
She rummaged through a wallet owner’s photographs: a baby, a boy, and a couple with two children. The owner worked at the post office and, by the look of things, had a son and was already a grandmother of two. Fatinha studied what was on the folded pieces of paper in the most hidden corners of the wallet, a four-digit number, an address, the name of a person or a street, the phone number of a medical practice. A wallet told a story simply because it was lost and because it didn’t tell the whole story. During this time, Fatinha was a member of the family, or at least a narrator. She imagined the wallet owners in their homes and what they looked like, what the bags and pockets they kept them in were like, what the meals at their tables were like.
The number 28 went past, the passengers got out, others got in, and a boy hanging off the tram threw an empty can at Fatinha’s back.
In possession of other people’s documents, she felt that their lives became hers. If they had a beard, she would stroke her chin; if they wore glasses, she would adjust them behind her ears; if they were twenty years old, they were her age; if they were old, she was haggard.
Her hands and her spirit had neither face nor age of their own, but took on whatever they touched. If she looked at Boa Morte, she was his daughter, his remorse, dream, nightmare, his home. If she slept in a crate, she was a package; if she looked at the river, she was water; if she walked barefoot, she was the street.
Fatinha didn’t live off the life she stole from others, but she had learned to get so close that she caught the life they squandered in their gestures. She didn’t approach anyone, because they were disgusted by her, but the streets, the cold, the rain had destroyed the screen that separated her from their warmth, which warmed her. The streets and the children of the streets kept her alive. Inside, she had gone missing.



 
Happy New Year, Aurora. May the new year bring you everything you desire, sweetheart. I thought about counting the bell’s twelve tolls in Prior Velho with my companions, but I changed my plans at the last minute. I thought about Fatinha and I was afraid something bad might happen to her. New Year’s Eve in Chiado is a wild time, with the crowd heading for Terreiro do Paço. So I bought a three kings cake and a bottle of sparkling wine and went to see my friend. She was in a good mood, she always is, bless her, even when she’s in another world. The problem was the cold, the last few weeks have been freezing. Fatinha was so happy, it felt like I was in the company of a healthy young woman. We walked down Rua do Loreto to the riverside to see the fireworks at midnight. And what would you know, we were in Cais do Sodré, near the train station, when we ran into Malheiro, a friend from my days at Revison. “Boa Morte? Is that you? It’s me, Malheiro.” My friend had come with his family to spend New Year’s Eve in Terreiro do Paço. We exchanged a few words. I was touched by the polite way he treated Fatinha, who watched our encounter very quietly. He’s a changed man, Malheiro. We hadn’t seen each other in over thirty years and he recognized me under these rags. He had the good manners not to put me down, he didn’t seem bothered. I prefer it that way. He’d come with his grandchildren, daughter, and son-in-law. His wife had passed, died of cancer some five years ago. I still remember Dona Edite, she always had a nice hairdo. But Malheiro looked good, recovered. He offered me and Fatinha each a cigarillo “to light and make a wish at midnight.” My old Malheiro. So many, many kilometers of road traveled together in a time long past. Once, a boa constrictor appeared in the middle of the road and that bastard kept his cool.
The last few weeks, the cold in Lisbon has been punishing. I offered Fatinha my room in the quarter. I was willing to sleep in the street just so she wouldn’t be cold. But it seems she’s found accommodation at the Baixa-Chiado Station, they leave it open now so that the homeless have a place to spend the coldest nights.
My friend Fatinha is proud. She never accepts my help in practical matters. She asks for my assistance only with the pains of her soul and, even then, the requests come only when she’s distracted. She’s used to solving everything on her own.
We sat on a bench right by the river, waiting for the fireworks, backs to the square. Crowd full of cheer. The concert had already begun. Fatinha rested her head on my shoulder. We didn’t say much. She was very interested in knowing which of us would get the figurine hidden inside the three kings cake. She didn’t thank me, nor did she say anything, but I saw in her eyes that she was happy I’d gone to her, that she feels safe with me. I was just grateful to be able to spend New Year’s Eve with her without any signs of madness taking her elsewhere.
New Year’s Eve over the river, what a tremendous spectacle, sweetheart. The river washes away the old year. The fireworks scare off old ghosts and announce new life. The explosions are reflected on the surface of the water, and you hear shouting, toasting, and cheers all around the square. We opened our sparkling wine, toasted, and drank. We lit the cigarillos and each of us made a wish, as my friend Malheiro had instructed. How good it felt. Fatinha as cheerful as a girl on a date. Me, a little less lonely. The shadows spared us. Nobody messed with us.
“Forget the city beneath the river for today, Fatinha. It isn’t so bad up here either.” My friend laughed, shrugged, and said, “I know, Senhor Boa Morte, I’d really like my head to give me a rest too.”
Next morning, heading back, Fatinha found a gold earring on the ground. The joy in her eyes. It was very beautiful, with diamonds, a green stone, clip-on. A lady must have dropped it. She put it on. “Do I look pretty, Senhor Boa Morte?” Your dad’s old age is joys like this.

The city found sustenance in exchanges not fully understood by anyone involved. An unintentional hint of a smile taken as a sign of hope. Half gestures that gave their witnesses reason to endure another day. Sometimes, it was the wave of a hand at the end of Rua do Loreto that seemed meant for Fatinha. At other times, it was the smiling eyes of a child looking at Boa Morte. Clothes hanging on a line, showing them they weren’t alone. Or even less: a window opening a crack, cigarette smoke wafting out of a car window, spare change for a coffee. Or less again: human presence, even if they didn’t know the person or talk to them, shadows in taxis, loud music in a store, the smell of chemicals in the hairdresser’s doorway, the “excuse me” of a lady with a cane, Sara! Sara!, names shouted from one car to another, from one window to another, from one side of the street to the other. Without people, the city was stone and ice, especially in January. But Boa Morte and Fatinha knew that other people were behind walls, facades, and they clung to the slightest signs that they weren’t alone. The things they took for granted the rest of the year—ships’ whistles, bells ringing, the smell of burning wood—were a lifeline in the cold season.
Well into the night, Fatinha stared at the motion detector light and tidy shelves of the supermarket facing the tram stop.
Social services drove up and two young women got out to offer her soup and a coat.
Fatinha ate the soup. She lay down on the coat thinking that she wouldn’t mind one of Senhor Malheiro’s cigarillos.
She had never grown accustomed to sleeping in the street and was afraid to fall asleep. Footsteps, clicks, voices, shouts, vehicles accelerating, horns, they became amplified in the early hours and made her panic. She’d fall asleep, drunk or exhausted, after resisting with all her might, afraid she’d wake up and it would no longer be Lisbon, she would no longer be Fatinha. “I am Maria de Fátima, I am Maria de Fátima, I am Maria de Fátima, I am Maria de Fátima, I am Maria de Fátima, I am Maria de Fátima, I am Maria de Fátima.” Sleep would take her in the middle of the prayer that was to confirm her as a person.
Somewhere, she didn’t know where, Boa Morte was writing until his head drooped onto the pages. His handwriting dragged as the poison of sleep took effect, he confused words, writing to avoid sleep, not to take stock of his life. He was afraid to dream of the war, which, night after night, played out in his mind like a never-ending film.
Boa Morte needed Fatinha to exist, for her to know that he existed, for him to exist. Fatinha needed to know that at least one person in the world knew who she was for her to be someone too. They were two separate lives, only their present touched. But in the last hours of the coldest nights, their thoughts were drawn to memories of each other, to their friendship, to the inexplicable thing that united them, that had brought them together.



 
I can no longer be away from my pages. I sleep with them under my pillow. In Chiado, during the day, I’m overcome with fear that someone will read them, that someone will steal them. I shake my head and forget, keep working, I can’t be distracted or cars will pass by and I’ll miss out on my tips. I need to know I’m writing, knowing I’m writing tells me I’m alive. Once in a while, I think I’m talking to myself and I feel like blowing everything off, forgetting this letter. Only then do I understand that, as long as I look for you, Aurora, I’m not alone.
It doesn’t matter if you read this or not. What matters is this ray of light that connects my heart to the idea of your heart. If I keep writing, I’m alive, my dear. If I keep writing, you live. When I stumble on a beautiful phrase, I want to say it over and over. I read out loud what I’ve written. I puff up with pride.
The wheat field when the platoon arrived at the village. It was close to noon. The gold before the fire. “War’s coming, it’s war,” shouted a boy.
The gold before the fire. Beautiful, isn’t it? It sounds like a poem, but it’s tiredness talking. The gold before the fire, you, in my life, your birth. Then the wave of fire came and devastated me.
When I write to you, you live, just as I live by writing you. If I write, you live, Aurora. If I write, Boa Morte lives.

Vando didn’t explain the problem to me. I don’t know if it’s the drug lords again, if he stole something, if he killed someone—nor did I ask. Maybe it’s his documents. He told me that in fifteen days he’ll be deported. What’s he going to do, this son, far from here, from his land? My brother in hunger and thirst, son of the leprosy that life gave me. I cried when I heard the word come out of my mouth, “son,” the male child of a man in rags. Words aren’t a glass of water, Aurora. They aren’t a bowl of soup. What’s the point of recounting a man’s life story if you can’t quench his thirst? Midafternoon, I leave my post and go to the construction site at the end of the street to rest my legs. Sometimes I doze off, I even dream. Jardel snuggles up to me and sleeps too. We both wake up hungry an hour or two later. On days like this, I get behind in the parking and we both go without dinner. I find myself thinking: is Chiado the whole world, is there something else in the world other than these streets where I leave my sweat, my illusions, my blood? Every man needs his plot of land, which is also his burial plot, which he cultivates throughout life. But what of the world the planes go to, the world that the cars I watch go to? On nights like this, I leave Rua António Maria Cardoso with blinders on and take them off only when I get to Prior Velho. Inside my backpack Jardel growls at times, dozes at times. I carry this mutt on my back and his friendship is my weapon. When I open my backpack in the quarter, he jumps out and looks at me, always, as if he’s just met me.
We’ve made plans to divvy up the garden’s yield. Vando arranged it all with Dona Idalina and Councilor Sílvia. Our meals around the table won’t be the same without him, but everything that leaves this plot of earth leaves with that young man’s sweat and blood.
It pains me to think that wherever you are, Aurora, there are also people living a life like this one. I feel like I’m writing for a country that exists only in this thick skull, that the world begins and ends in Chiado. My soul can’t take the vastness of the earth. I’m a village man. There won’t even be time to give Vando a proper send-off. I’m going to give him my gold chain and the money I’ve saved from selling vegetables. In a little while, when he gets to the quarter. We’re going to meet at nine thirty tonight, here in my room. Enough writing. I feel dry inside, all the water in my body drained away.
I imagine you reading these pages, Aurora. I imagine your eyes following the lines. “Come to dinner, Aurora, stop now, you can finish reading soon,” says the man I see coming into your room and placing his hand on your shoulder. I enter your heart as you read what I write, I hear it beat, speed up, I hear you laugh and cry. This day won’t come, I’m sure. It mortifies me to think that I’ve waited to die in order to meet you. Now that I know the abode that is mine in death, these streets, my post, I see that it’s fair that I never reach you, even from this other time. I help other people park their cars, isn’t this eternal life? I’m left with the idea of your face as you read my words, your fingers on the page, the movement of your lips, not a face that I’d recognize as my daughter’s if I saw it on Rua António Maria Cardoso. What I’m telling you reassures and distresses me. The hernia in my belly, my dreams, my friends, where my days take place.
I won’t sully you with my punishment, the moment people cross the street when they see me. I approach them to ask for a tip for guarding their cars and they turn their heads. The same people who don’t see me turn their heads away when I hold out my hand. My punishment is the repetition of this gesture. They walk down the sidewalk, cut across the street, eyes down, take the long way around to avoid crossing paths with me. They pretend to talk on the phone and nervously shoo me away with a wave of their fingers, like someone who doesn’t want to be disturbed. It happens ten, twenty, thirty, forty times a day.

“God be with you on your return to Luanda, Vando, my friend. You know you have a friend for life in me. Take this chain and these savings, it’s all I have. I bought the chain in Pretoria, good-quality gold. Looks good with your Texan jacket.” Boa Morte couldn’t look Vando in the eye as he said it.
The next morning, when Boa Morte woke up, Vando had already been taken away by the police.



 
Time passes through my body, it goes right through me, slowly turning me into someone else. I’m fueled by light and water, just like my beanstalks. I’ve been feeling cleansed, Aurora. Clean on the inside. Not that I deserve it. Nothing’s changed. But the wave of time washed me off the raft, dragged me onto the beach, waves crashing around me. Lisbon is waiting for the seaquake that has already drowned me. From Rossio to Santos-o-Velho, water is falling, rushing like a waterfall where people, coats, and arguments go. It carries off tree trunks, branches, twigs, legs, arms, carcasses. The wave drags everything away and washes everything, water and time on facades. It washes the insides of the theaters, drowns fountains and statues. We’re skeletons in the current, not just me and my companions. It’s the city beneath the Tagus that Fatinha speaks of, this one, where we now float. The wave passes, passes, it’s gone. What it reveals we don’t see until later, that’s what I see. It hit me, knocked me down, my body’s a twisted cloth, cleaned to the bone like all of us who washed ashore. Time turns blood into water and has us drink from the bloody water that flows from São Jorge Castle to Cais das Colunas wharf. Is it the river bottom that is empty? Baixa Pombalina and Chiado are tide pools, sea and tide pools. Time washes clean even murderers like your father. It is Time who has been my guardian angel my whole life, my Time, the hand at my back. It is Time that invites me to plow and is the science of our garden, for which the only science is to plow without haste and not rush the harvest, not rush the sowing of seeds. I have days and weeks when I’m hungry. Hungry to see, to ride, to eat life. Then come months when I’m as good as dead. I eat, sleep, exist. But I take pleasure in this death, I feel blessed by it, my desires have given me rest. I am grateful for my friendly shadow on the facade of the São Luiz, for the shadow of my dog lying in the sun.
What a strange grandfather I’ve become, sitting at the door of the São Luiz Theater. Other people’s cars are my minutes, my hours. I brought home some old bricks from the former secret police headquarters. I wrote down the date—António Maria Cardoso, 20th century—and, with a board we had in the garden, I built a table, where I sit writing these lines to you today. Manufactured in Prior Velho, not in the city of Guimarães. It’s treasures like these that my friend Fatinha imagines are beneath the Tagus. But the river’s sunken treasures are me and her, all of us, she just doesn’t know it. We’re the animals after the great flood, oceanic, and our life is current, algae, mud, the sea that took away who we were.
No memory. Only time saves my days, water that washes everything. Aurora: are you past or present? If you come from yesterday, you’ll drown. I have an obligation to be satisfied. The war didn’t take my tongue. I lift my head—and what do I see? Not much. An obligation to give you good news, sweetheart. Your father goes as time dictates. Happy and sad. Your dad’s doing okay, his health is fine. So much ink spent, so much saliva, and I’ve yet to tell you these simple words: It’s okay, sweetheart, your old man is fine.
Strength is the present, hands on the drum, tambourine, congas, piano. Not in a little while, but now. Here. The moment when old Pompeu goes crazy on the drum and I sing with my eyes shut, waiting for his beat. The past is shitty. Jardel doesn’t know the day before yesterday, just last night filling this morning’s bladder, and he relieves it quickly, as soon as he’s outside.
The faith that dog has in me is more beautiful to see than a lake in the afternoon, better than a debut at the São Luiz Theater, his sleep, his breathing, a little something of someone, someones, hordes of people pressing on my sleep, the light under the door, dimmer by the minute, walls unfinished like my life, his innocent presence fills everything with peace and comfort, with each of Jardel’s sighs I feel found, alive.
The brick legs of my desk once heard cries for help in the secret police headquarters. Now they hear my pen on the page, in this room, they support my shadow, and the shadow of Jardel lying on the bed. Night comes into the room, it’s Saturday. They’re bricks from the seaquake, like the two of us, deep in the night, shouting from under the rubble, waiting to see if someone comes. Help. Here. Help. We’re here. A brick that doesn’t speak, doesn’t listen. And I don’t shout either.
There we go, the two of us, the shadows of two friends, spreading across the walls in the lamplight. There are four souls in the room, in addition to the souls of the table legs, my legs.
There are moments, minutes, when, writing to you, I touch the now of my fingers and my blood. It’s when I meet the shadow of my hand on the page. I’m going to die. I can die, I think. Now. Take me, Tagus. Take me, Aurora. Enough. Take me, Fatinha. It isn’t sadness. It’s the surprise of feeling alive in the twenty-first century. The surprise of being, all the way to the bone, in my blood, Boa Morte da Silva, his dog, and his pages. The one who holds me is my friend Jardel, who isn’t an actor, who saves my life and my shame a hundred times a day, a hundred times an hour.

On his way to António Maria Cardoso that afternoon, the man slowed his pace. He didn’t march as he usually did. The pigeons seemed to be flying lower and toward him. The people in the street, coming toward him, gave way as he approached, but the space they made for him didn’t stop him from feeling their warmth. One foot in front of the other, he looked around, tilted his head. He’d never noticed the curtain in the attic and the little clothesline with purple socks. He’d never noticed the plants hanging from a balcony, or that beneath the blue paint of a facade there were other layers of paint, pale pink, egg yellow, olive green. He’d thought of himself as a lens but he’d been a dirty lens, a hero who looked ahead, but he was just a pair of tired eyes. The sky had passed him by. The people and lives behind the windows on the top floors, a lady enjoying some fresh air on a balcony sitting on a chair, her pearl necklace, the living room glimpsed through her bead curtains, and the picture frame on the sideboard seen through her fingers, men repairing the roof, others cleaning the windows of an office building, brothers at a table on the sixth floor with bare torsos and closed souls, the glittering spiderwebs strung between the buildings, with their melody of opening and closing windows, footsteps running and jumping, yawns and handshakes, broad smiles, wry smiles, scarves in the wind, and handkerchiefs falling from pockets, not there, higher up, at the top, smoke in the chimneys, the worn tiles, and eaves sullied by swallows, a rooftop battle between pigeons and seagulls over a hunk of bread, two turtledoves perched on the building’s antennas, an orchid withering on the windowsill, church bells, the city’s hilltops and the light on them, the castle at the top of the Moorish Quarter, trails left by planes, and, finally, the clouds, a threat or a blessing over his head, a watercolor in progress; so many years in the street and he’d barely glanced at the sky, he was walking through Lisbon for the first time and it was late, Boa Morte was in no hurry.



 
I sit on the ground and think, Boa Morte da Silva, you bastard, you’ve seen the twenty-first century. I have, I’ve seen it and in the end it’s like this: filthy sidewalk, grimy, pee-stained pants, chilblains on my hands, a dripping nose, cold forehead, belt made of sisal. Welcome, twenty-first century. Boa Morte’s plate is full. Enjoy! Dona Idalina could probably organize my funeral. She’d call Vando, the neighborhood kids. Kota Pompeu would play the drums, probably, he’d play the guitar for my soul. They’d scatter daisies from our garden over my grave and write the date on it. But who would cry for me? I’d rather fall into the Tagus River. Be buried in water. Join the graveyard of ships.
A man lives his life and, as he goes, thinks about his importance. He thinks he’s mature and that he’s learned with age, that he’ll teach his grandchildren things, pass on his legacy. There’s that saying that when an old man dies, a library burns. The streets wear an old man down. Hunger is worse than moths. What am I? A torn encyclopedia that spends its days in the cold? I lost you all, my grandchildren. Little birds from my childhood humming in the tree branches in the first mornings of my life. Chickens pecking at corn. The beating of my mother’s pestle at one end of the village. Rags won’t do for a wise old man. Death is close. Plan for next month. Burn these pages and write just one sentence, a summary of my life. Etch it with a stone into the facade of the São Luiz. Leave my signature. Boa Morte da Silva, Parking Attendant.

Good afternoon, or is it good night already? Is anyone there? My name is Boa Morte da Silva. Boa Morte da Silva, born in Cunene, citizen of Lisbon, parking attendant. I’m at war just like you, ladies and gentlemen. My angels, it was such a long journey, but I got here only today. I thought I was well on my way, but I see that I’ve only just begun.
I left Evale so long ago. When I got here, everyone had already gone. I missed the boat. Good afternoon, friends, are you there? Still standing? Can you hear my voice in the back there? Up there on the ceiling, little angels, can you hear me? I’ve imagined this moment so many times and now I don’t have the strength. What should I do to fill this stage—I who thought I was big? Seen from here, the auditorium is huge and my lungs are small, my voice a squeaky boy’s. I’m still a kandengue in this place.
I know you’ve paid for your tickets, ladies and gentlemen, but what can I tell you, what part of my life shall I show you, what hour of my day? Any minute now the sound guys backstage will come send me away. Nice guys, they look me straight in the eye, but they’re always in a hurry. I thought I was big, giant, the hernia in my belly, my wound. I thought it was massive. I thought my voice would fill this auditorium, your thousand and one ears, I dreamed of opening my mouth on the stage, bellowing my lines, bringing down the house.
I saw myself buried alive. The earth threw me into a hole and covered me. Stones fell over my body, mud on top of the stones, sand, rain. I saw my death. I saw myself dying just as a friend’s hand tried to dig me out. Her hand, the size of a shovel, dug away the dirt. I couldn’t see her, but I knew the hand was hers. Stone by stone, my friend’s hand freed me from suffocation. I was the one who fell, but she picked me up. It was the hand of my friend Fatinha. She lives nearby, on Rua do Loreto, right here in Chiado, in the city of Lisbon. The other day, in my dream, the hand was hers, but that hand has been at my back all the way from Evale, when I left my mother’s womb, the hand that has been pushing me ever since I was born, that taught me to walk and spoon-fed me, the hand that gave me something to drink, did up the buttons on my shirt, put a gun in my hand and taught me to fire it, a hand at my back, on my face, on my neck, the same hand that I raise to my head in moments of despair, a hand without a human face that has accompanied my life from one side to the other.
And now it gives me tips for parking. The hand that parked me on Rua António Maria Cardoso didn’t make me a statue, it made me a scarecrow. In my dream, it was Fatinha’s hand, but it was the hand of my mother, my wife, my daughter, the hand that made me.
I work in my garden far away in Prior Velho. I eat what my plot of land gives me. I’ve found a place to be buried. I work my plot, which feeds me. The earth knows my hands and my sweat. It waits patiently for my body. It gives me life, satisfies my hunger. One day, I’ll satisfy the earth’s hunger, the day my plot eats me.
I thought I was a giant, I discovered I was a monster. This auditorium makes my voice sound like a little girl whining. I thought I was a man of the stage—but the stage shrinks me. I don’t feel like I’m in costume, I feel shabby, tiny. Is anyone there? Can anyone hear me? I wish you could be over here, see life from this side, but the place of the audience is marked. Audiences don’t eat in the dining room, they eat in the kitchen, like me. Here, before your eyes, ladies and gentlemen, I surrender. Good afternoon, friendly ears. Boa Morte is going, he’s going to bed. Ghosts sleep too.

That boyish idea, sweetheart, to tell you everything I never told you. I sit down at the table with this intention but the minute I put pen to paper, what I never told you is nothing.
What ruins my plan is thinking that telling you is the solution. I have nothing to say. I wish you could see my ramblings through my eyes for one day and know that you were the young woman sitting next to me on the train without my knowing who you were.
Lovers’ quarrels, I thrive on them and their foolishness, they, too, would think my ideas the foolishness of an old man. Lovers’ quarrels that are life for them, entertainment and delight for me.

Writing doesn’t resolve things for me. If you could see what I see when I’m in Chiado, that might resolve something. I wouldn’t want you to wear my vest for a single day. But I wish I could take you for a walk with me as I take this gray vest, show you what brightens me up. You could meet Fatinha, spend an evening with me and Uncle Pompeu under the sunshade.
So much to say, let alone write, but in the end what’s it all for, Aurora? Nothing will replace the walks we didn’t take, the things I’ve seen, that I witnessed alone and wish you’d seen with me, two people side by side and different to each other, dear friends strolling the earth—an hour and a half and I’d be happy.
Beyond that, it’s just your body and mine, one will leave this world before the other one does. What does it matter if no one remembers me? I’m ashamed of my urge to leave an inscription. The words I’d like to see written on my tomb are made of the millions of circles formed by my footsteps on Lisbon’s sidewalks, footprints engraved in a mysterious language that I can’t read. I’ve given up wanting to know what a man’s war is, Aurora.
Take my stones, take my bones, my flesh, nerves, arms, hair, take my tongue, teeth, head, take iron, lime, sand, my body’s a construction site at the end of the street, take my dirt, wall, stake, leg, muscle, scream, fill me with faith, sweetheart, take my voice, blood, water, take my mind, soul, hole in the sand, I follow my ear, take my sound, street, bell, mill, bird, put a hole in my back, take my good fortune, I think my footsteps are taking me to Rossio, take my map, where is Rossio?, coordinates, take my wings, propeller, route, waft with me, I’ve erased my footprints. If I died today, I’d like my headstone to say Here Lies the Old Man Who Wasn’t, here lies a donkey, a clown, a clumsy harlequin. Take my heart, laughter, tears, buttons, stone, shoes, platoon, camel, desert, palm tree, stream, ashtray, cigarette butt, mill, whale, wanderer, rising, jingling, take my mill, my well, my friend, grandpa, grandma, piano, take my note, house, path, leaf, litter, railway sleeper, week, clothesline, bury me, sweetheart, beside my dog, Jardel da Silva, on the roadside, sweetheart, bury me beside my dog, Jardel da Silva, sweetheart, bury me beside my dog, Jardel da Silva, sweetheart, bury me beside my dog, Jardel da Silva.



 
The station and city center were left behind. He had walked toward the busiest part of town. The road split into four, which made him stop. Boa Morte paused and leaned against the traffic-light pole. He didn’t know which way to go. The two car lanes were almost empty, despite the people and open stores. His head had emptied: as if, having left the train carriage, he had ceased to be Boa Morte. He hadn’t lost his memory, but his awareness of his body and weight had taken over the space of his thoughts, scrambling them in a melody. He hugged the pole as if waiting for the wind to show him the way. He lurched onto his right leg and, drunk with the possibilities, opened his mouth to say something. Only then did he realize that he was on the edge of the crosswalk and that a car had stopped to allow him across. Fatinha awakens me from death. Give me a joint to smoke, tell me your secret.
He crossed the street and stopped at an optician’s display window. At the door of an evangelical church, a group of women in their Sunday best were talking.
Next to a shopping mall from the previous century, groups of African men were chatting and drinking beer. There were water stains on the facades of buildings, the clothes on clotheslines had stopped flapping in the wind, the streetlamps were on strike, trash cans were bursting at the seams, a television with a broken screen left on the ground suggested an argument or a fit of rage, old folks killing time, leaning against the supermarket door, survivors of another era, staring into space, a few Romani tents and two kids, one of them barefoot, at one entrance. Boa Morte had followed the bank of the dirty river that split the city in two. He stopped and looked back.
An almost-dry stream moved through mossy rocks in just enough of a narrow trickle to give off a fetid odor. Boa Morte saw the open sewer, a defunct freezer, tires, an iron headboard, parts of an electric generator, weeds, spotted frogs on every other pebble. The stream flowed into the Tagus too, he thought. Other cities and their spillovers, fragments of life in other places, converged on the city at the bottom of the river. If there was a civilization under the Tagus, as Fatinha believed, it was made up of places where neither of them had been, parked as they were in Chiado. The hand that had dragged him to the stinking banks of the Jamor River was the hand of time. He had taken the afternoon off without feeling that it was interfering with his commitments. He obeyed only the sting of that place in his stomach.
A stray dog came down the hill and drank from the stream. It barked at Boa Morte, who threw a pebble at it. He laughed and shook his head, then realized it had grown cold.
A leviathan of reinforced concrete climbed the hill. Boa Morte was a moving spot on the roadside, a wandering man with nowhere to go. On the leviathan’s torso, hundreds of lit eyes indicated that it was January and after six in the evening. The fluorescent lights in kitchens were reminiscent of morgues, the dim lights in living rooms were like sacristies, silhouettes went about their business behind windows. Dear cold, please don’t freeze my friend Fatinha, whom the streets gave me. Where can that girl be? Fatinha takes me to the bottom of the river, teaches me to swim, takes me to the bottom of the well, she doesn’t forget this grandfather of hers.
At the edge of the old highway, the municipal garden was sodden grass and young but disheveled oak trees. He kept walking without looking where he was going. He didn’t know where he was. It was a chilly afternoon, devoid of wind or destination, but his feet still weren’t too cold. The highway cut through a valley and, farther down, after another rise, the roofs of the houses revealed another time. The landscape at the foot of the leviathan didn’t look like a centuries-old village, but like nature reproduced in a painting. It was only the way the region’s various eras succeeded one another like unopened doors in a never-ending corridor that told Boa Morte he had arrived somewhere ancient.
In the field, the circus tent set up for Christmas was unlit. From the half-open windows of motor homes drifted conversations, dry coughs, and the sound of a battery-operated radio. Animal cages covered with tarpaulins were scattered throughout the campground. Boa Morte moved closer, drawn by the smell of straw and excrement. A couple of dirty donkeys looked at him sadly. Muddy hoofs, wet fur. Boa Morte held out his hand. The donkeys, on the other side of the fence, didn’t react or even move their eyes. Only their ears chased away flies, oblivious to the stranger. Next door, a skinny lion with a limp mane was licking its paws inside a dark cage. A tiger in another cage got up to come look at him, but yawned and lay down again. It opened its mouth listlessly, showing yellowed teeth. Boa Morte moved closer to get a better look. The lion continued licking itself, then laid its head between its paws with the despondency of a neutered cat. Faded peacocks, in a cage that hadn’t been cleaned. Nervous monkeys, with staring eyes and dull fur. A rheumy dromedary tried to blink, but couldn’t. A white mare with the saddest blue eyes he’d ever seen. Boa Morte ruffled its mane. Get me out of here. It was Fatinha’s expression that was looking at him, they were together in the well.
But, even with his hand on the animal, feeling it alive under his fingers, skin to skin, he felt more incapable of saving it than if they were on opposite sides of an ocean. It cuts me up to know that I don’t know my own flesh and blood. I don’t know myself, Aurora. My blood is your path, my blood is different. Before, not knowing you stopped me from living. Then I understood that my blood is different. You have your path and knowing you have it makes me the owner of my path. I will die alone and so will you. Today I understood that we are Aurora and Boa Morte, two separate existences. You came into the life I gave you, as I came into mine, each of us has our purpose.
Chickens, pigs, dogs, and a duck roamed freely among the motor homes. The fun family were the liveliest animals in the circus. A young couple was making out at the entrance to the tent, she in makeup, with false eyelashes and glitter on her face, he in overalls. The animal in your dad is in a cage now. He remembered writing those words to Aurora. But did he know where to find the cage in which he’d locked up the hyena that had destroyed his life? Did he have the key to the padlock or had it fallen to the bottom of the well? In which village, behind which joyless hill, was the hyena waiting for its number in a circus of clowns, entertaining children and grandparents in exchange for a ticket, far from the jungle of its birth, an origin to which not even the wild animals transported Boa Morte, since he saw them not as creatures, but as masks in his garden of fears?
He continued without thinking. It wasn’t curiosity that moved him, but sleep. He hadn’t slept a full night in a long time. What was there at the end of sleep, on the other side of sleep? Now, as he walked, the landscape was taking him to his bundle of pages. Things appeared to him in the form of words even when he didn’t plan to write about them and even if, when he tried to do so, they fell short of what he saw. Behind the hill, before the houses on the horizon, were factories and warehouses. At his feet, as if at the edge of a dead river, plastic, broken bottles. My Jardel, my guardian angel, heaven-sent. My friend Vando, heir to my inheritance, the friend the garden gave me.
The hand had been tugging on his arm ever since it had pulled him off the train, showing him where to go, even if he was sleepwalking and the view came to him as if in a dream. Boa Morte hadn’t gotten off the train because he thought something was waiting for him in Barcarena, a place he’d never been before.

The village rose, closer and closer, on the other side of the hill, leaving behind the city and the grid of buildings. From a distance, it looked like the kind of place where someone who knows you is waiting for you. Finding himself close to a goal, Boa Morte headed toward the village, toward the station. Aurora, my dear, I only hope that, wherever you are, you are more human than your father was, that what marked me does not mark you, that I have not marked you, that my pain never finds you. He had reached a chapter in his life in which even knowing that he was alive, in reasonable health, with food in his belly, wasn’t a matter of worthiness or justice, but of circumstances beyond his control. He prayed that he wouldn’t lose another tooth, that Dona Idalina would lend him a needle to darn the holes in his socks, that he’d be able to warm his feet and feed Jardel, that Fatinha wouldn’t disappear again, and that the frost wouldn’t damage the crop. At the end of the road, an old couple was coming toward him, which awoke him from his daze. They were collecting cardboard, which they stowed in a shopping trolley. Short and scrawny, they were wearing gloves, beanies, and long coats. They were holding hands. “Good morning, friend,” said the man as he passed. The lady smiled. Boa Morte looked at the lovers on the side of the highway and was unable to answer. A father’s pain will go to the ends of the earth in search of his daughter’s heart. I will hide you from my pain, Aurora. I will blind my pain so that it never finds your heart. May my pain never find its way to you, Aurora. May my pain never find you.



 
“Talk to me, Fatinha.” She poured tea for her guests. “I’m busy, my prince.” There was nobody there. Fatinha had placed crates around the tram stop for them to sit on. “Keep it down, I have visitors today.” Boa Morte didn’t know if she’d ever had her own home. Her big hands and arms danced. She was on the tips of her toes. She whispered to her guests and made conversation, paying no attention to her friend. She raised her hands to her hair and chin, pursing her lips, nodding at what they were saying, interested in what they were telling her.
No one ever waited at that tram stop anymore. People would cross the street, some would insult her. They preferred to get rained on than be close to her. From time to time, City Council staff would take everything away and Fatinha would begin to rebuild her shelter from scratch the very next day, with no memory of what had been taken from her, as someone forgets the page of a book they read the night before.
When Fatinha had visitors, Boa Morte would do an about-face and head back to António Maria Cardoso. They were only a few streets apart, but when Fatinha drifted into fantasy and set up her theater, he had to get away. He’d head back to the cars, where she never visited him. The facade of the São Luiz, the familiar ground, the outline of the river on the other side of the wall at the end of the street, these were the shoulder he leaned on. Two tram stops away, Boa Morte cried for his daughter, for fate, life. “Talk to me, Fatinha.” She would remain silent and half close her eyes. Boa Morte would get tired of hearing his own voice, which prevented him from hearing Fatinha’s. They would chat a little, talk about hunger and the cold, but Fatinha never let him break the glass behind her eyes. Everyone saw her there, at the mercy of the weather, sleeping in the open, exposed to the eyes of passersby, her tenor’s body, her clumsy gait, her serious expression as she tidied up her make-believe kitchen, always late to serve dinner, attuned to another time, another clock, her curious eyes, both girlish and ancient, her singsong voice, her screams. Her friend saw her, without seeing anything. “Talk to me, Fatinha. You can trust Senhor Boa Morte.” Suddenly, she fell silent and lowered her face, bent her neck, hung her head over her chest, and buried it in her old sweater. “Senhor Boa Morte can’t understand. That’s why I don’t tell you. I’m very cold. Wasn’t it lovely, Senhor Boa Morte? To find a twenty-year-old friend like me, who wasn’t disgusted by me, whose hair I could do like Mariana used to do mine, and she could do mine for me. We could go to the cinema. Talk about everything. A friend for life, Senhor Boa Morte, two young women of twenty, that was my dream.” It struck the old man that even with her eyes closed, even more absent than before, her voice hadn’t left her mouth, that Fatinha wasn’t a person beside him, but an image in his head, a ghost visiting another ghost, a human form of eternity.
Her friend’s questions, requests, and concern made no difference. Her dawn had been fleeting. Fatinha was gone. During those years Boa Morte was the only one who had thought to visit her in her home and ask who she was, perhaps because no one had ever asked him either, an omission that had made him determined to tell his story to the audience he hadn’t found.
“Talk to me, Fatinha.” She had chosen the tram stop because she was waiting for someone, something. The incarnation of waiting. There was no destination or tram that would take her there, no arrival time. Whoever she was waiting for never came and she never showed any intention of taking the tram herself. “I’d like to give you this journal that I wrote, Fatinha. The news is old, like me, but what can I do?” Boa Morte knew Fatinha was too far away to understand. She held out her hand without recognizing him, took the bundle of pages, placed it on the bench. “Princess, give me your hand.” Boa Morte took her wrist and slipped onto it the bracelet he had bought for his daughter. Fatinha’s eyes looked at her own hand as if asking it a question. Her lips moved, but she gave up. Boa Morte said goodbye: “See you later, my friend.” Fatinha didn’t reply. He walked down the street, toward Baixa Pombalina. I’ll blind my pain, my child. I’ll forget the way to you. If Fatinha reads my pages and turns her back on me, I’ll blind my war so that my war never finds you. The wind blew the pages away. They scattered across the road, trampled by passersby, run over by cars. The photograph that Vando had given him fell into a puddle. “Talk to me, Fatinha,” Boa Morte repeated to himself, “talk to me, my friend.” I’ll blind my pain so that my pain doesn’t find you, so that you may be someone. Boa Morte walked through the entrance to the metro and joined the sea of people.



  
BRUMA



 
No sooner had I been born, no sooner had I taken my first steps, still in crocheted booties, than I began to breathe France. Around me there was only France. My earliest memory is hearing, on the knees of an old Black footman, a voracious reader of serialized novels, the stories he told me of Charlemagne and the Twelve Peers. They undoubtedly contained great lessons of valor, loyalty, heroism: but they were chivalrous virtues put to the test in the hills of Provence or Navarra. Of Portuguese knights, who ran the Moors through with their swords, I was never told a single fireside story. My footman also read sad tales of the high seas. They were the adventures of a certain Jean de Calais. The ships sank, the barrelmen shouted land, but it was all in the cold seas of Brittany. Of Portuguese mariners, in Portuguese galleons, I was never told a single fireside story.
—EÇA DE QUEIRÓS



 
He was drinking tea and cleaning his teeth with a toothpick. In the kitchen, the cook was preparing the fish, when, through the window, he saw that the boy was loading up the cart. Idleness opened a door. He found himself in a dark hallway. The kitchen disappeared. Bruma rested his chin in his hand and closed his eyes, and the cabin appeared to him among the shadows, aglow. It wasn’t a dream or an epiphany, but respite after a long road. Powerful surf was crashing far away, softened by the distance. Late in life was still timely. That was how the idea of the cabin came to him.
Having no money, he pieced it together as a bird does a nest and, that afternoon, pilfered a brass candlestick from the manor. Seeking justice on his own behalf, he extracted as much wood and twill from the storeroom as he could over the course of a winter. He hid them in the forest. The rain drenched the wood and rotted the twill. He hid the candlestick in a box in his tiny quarters. The first twigs were followed by seeds, dust rags, window latches, a tin, tiles, nails, and cane. Bruma wasn’t preparing for offspring, but he was gripped by a single-minded passion for a nest.
In the spring, he rustled up rope, a rocking chair, two wool blankets, a bag of sawdust, a hammer. The manor was the same without those small things and no one, not even the cook’s daughter, noticed a thing. One night in spring, he set to work. He chose a cool clearing in the forest, made a circle with rocks, and in the middle of the circle dug and drained a foundation. With four tree trunks driven into the earth, he marked the corners of a rectangle and, using sailor knots and a row of cane, built a structure with four walls and the beginnings of a porch. Not knowing how, he thought, he had at least built the skeleton, albeit modest, of a remedy for exile. He sat on the chair, with a blanket over him, to contemplate his work. It wasn’t a castle and he didn’t want it to be. But the cane standing in the foundations he’d dug himself, seen against the first rays of light as it came through the spikes of the fir trees, the impression that he’d engineered a structure without following anyone’s orders, the joy of finding himself before a vision of his own making, contented Bruma and gave him a feeling of purpose.



 
From the door, the smoke of cigars and pipes. Lips, noses, perfumes, mud, nasturtiums. The gramophone hummed, rain, whispers, tulle, a split nail. It was unexpected. What about the cousin, do you know when they’re leaving? Ahs, hoarseness, a spoon in a glass of anise liqueur. The dancing light of the candlestick projected onto the walls the shadows of dress trains and the cuts of double-breasted jackets, exaggerating profiles, hairdos, stretching necks, foreheads, hunching ladies, slimming men, elongating the piano, which, asleep in the middle of the drawing room, assumed whalelike dimensions on the wall. They alternated between dancing and laughing, drinking and smoking. They get to Coimbra on Sunday. After that I don’t know. Grapes, a load of gunpowder, and odd jobs. Somebody should toss them out on their ear. Lit by the fireplace, a banquet of branches and peacocks, twirls and smiles, mustaches and headpieces, toasts and rounds of applause was projected onto the wallpaper in a ball of lumbering, big-nosed, disheveled monsters. Bruma repeated the alphabet under his breath to stay awake and felt weakness take possession of his legs. Are there enough glasses? he thought, almost out loud. Leaning on the piano, two women were whispering about the young man in blue, pretending to discuss the polka. Bruma knew their names, he knew the guests all too well, but the commotion led him to a parallel gathering, in which the guests’ shadows conspired, in wisps, among the clinking of glasses and the spluttering murmur of the gramophone. They found the body in the fish market, a vagrant or something. But, wait, tell me, what did you see in him? It’s used a lot. And it’s from Paris. The rain on the apple trees, through the windows, the men’s guffaws, the asides, things said or unsaid, conveyed by mouths and eyes, behind fans and hats, mingled with the diffuse color, sifted by the flames, giving the shadows a coppery halo and a hellish hue to the cousins’ reception. Bruma stared at the portrait of the matriarch over the fireplace, trying to overcome the numbness that was traveling up his arms to his neck. But the white collar of the woman’s dress in the painting looked like it had been licked by the flames, and the flickering of shapes had brought everything to life, the candlesticks, the nasturtiums in the Chinese vase, the sofa, the frames, the tomes, the earthenware—or he had passed over to another side, from which not even his image in the large drawing room mirror, a withered old Black man with his starched collar and hair pomade, not even that relieved him of the impression that he had fallen asleep and the ball was a dream, the house, a drunken haze, and he, a being imagined by himself, a name in a book.
Doing his best to keep his mouth closed, having returned to his senses, the division was now empty. Just him in the mirror, bones and eyes, ready for a doleful ceremony, he didn’t know which. We got out of the carriage and, what do you know, we came face-to-face with Bento’s suspenders! But, tell me, is it
ivory or gold? On the walls, shadows loomed, animated by the noise. Sleep framed the delirium of the gathering. In a painting come to life before Bruma’s eyes, amorphous shapes puffed on cigarette holders, women clattered their heels on the floor and spun around, while, far off, out of the corner of his eye, he saw a maid adjust her apron behind her back. He had been sent from the manor to the kingdom of sleep, and the drawing room had become the foggy hemisphere of his skull, and the guests, illegible notes in a vague reverie.
With his eyes open, the drawing room seemed distant. Another drink, cousin? I’m told six batches are coming from Lisbon next week. Horse, my ass! He can’t even handle a donkey. Bruma had fallen asleep standing. The guests looked at him as if they were about to say something, held out their arms, then changed their minds. The rain on the orchard lulled Bruma, whose body had relieved him of its weight. It was the house, the masters, deformed, diluted. Was it a ball or hell? A Saturday gathering or limbo? On the edge of his waking dream, Bruma saw himself in the mirror, with the two maids on either side, next to the drawing room doorframe, the only black piece on the checkerboard. And, far from himself, he felt so shallow, so nothing at all, such an insignificant detail in the party, that the tiredness to which he’d surrendered filled with darkness as he stared at the wallpaper. Perhaps it was just sleepiness that had suddenly made him miss himself. It was still the manor, people all around, but the only shadow on the damask branches was his, imprisoned among parrots and palm trees, a dirty old handkerchief, tossed into the sea from a ship’s railing. How far he was from his body, how he yearned for his life as if he hadn’t been the one who had lived it. I bought it in
Ourém in the Moorish hat shop. Pretty, isn’t it? “Bruma! You may leave,” the magistrate told him. Bruma didn’t move. “Did you hear me? Bruma, wake up. That’s all for today.” The old man awoke suddenly, confused, and suppressed a yawn. A maid led him away by the arm. Groggy with sleep, stooping, Bruma retired to his quarters and lay down fully clothed not knowing if he’d just read the supplement with the latest installment of the novel, if he’d heard the master’s voice, if he’d dreamed the ball. The uncertainty woke him up. Lying on the bed, sleep left him. He stared at the watermark that was spreading across the ceiling, lit by the lamp. He thought he saw his own contours duplicated in the mold, impertinent daguerreotype. The darkness had accompanied him and come to avenge him, but it had come late. He was left with the rain singing on the grapevine. Of the monster ball, just an aftertaste of stolen sleep. Of himself—and he touched his face, rubbed his eyes and his short hair—just the starch of his livery and clumpy pomade, which made his fingers sticky.



 
When Bruma returned to the cabin the following season, he didn’t find it. The fragile foundations had been destroyed by the rain and mixed with the earth in a pile of drenched cloths, assorted objects, and critters. He had to get lost to stumble on the place where he’d built it, but he set out not knowing this. Among the pine trees, a horse was grazing. Their eyes met, the horse gave a start and bolted out of sight. The slope was a pasture for lazy cattle, a deer or two, people even told stories of a large bear. Everything wandered about in those parts without a master, from the apple trees to the sheep, aimless men watched over by hawks. Lost, he found the clearing, after a morning of walking. The circle of rocks surrounding it had become scattered. Dead rats, goat droppings, food scraps, and used plates marred the blanket of yellow daisies that greeted him. The mountain bear hadn’t been there, he didn’t see a soul. But the cabin had been lashed by the wind and blown over, although no human had claimed it. He listened to the plane tree, whose maternal canopy stirred with sounds that were almost twinkles. The friendly green animal exchanged an amicable “good to see you” with him. Bruma was still young and there was time.
He dried the boards in the St. Martin’s summer. That November he roasted chestnuts over the campfire and ate them alone, sitting beside what was left of the cabin as he read. He felt well amidst the ruins, the chestnuts tasted of the future. After all, what mattered wasn’t what had gone to waste or the worthless things he’d brought from the manor, now mixed with the straw, dirty with lichen and mold, but the time of his own that every minute in the clearing represented. It hardly mattered, he thought, that he was still a drudge for all manner of jobs. Gazing at his outstretched legs on the pine needles, feeling the ground under his body, he owned his minutes, even if they were numbered.
A butterfly hovered at his shoulder and flitted off. Everything said hi to him and left. A drop of dew fell on Bruma’s head.
Hearing the starlings and owls on the other side of the stream, sensing the wind rising in the plane trees, knowing that he was alone, the dispossessed owner of the remains of a shelter that had never actually been his, he obeyed only the command that mystery has over mystery, although his mind flitted off to everyday details of the manor.
He cracked open the last chestnut. It was time to go back. He still needed to bathe and change his clothes. He had fled to the cabin like a youth off to see his sweetheart and now he would have to build the foundations again, redo the straw roof, wait for the rains to cease. He was far from the awning, his greatest ambition; he’d even sketched it.
He tore up a wet pillow, skewered it on a branch, and stuck it into the earth. He looked at the flag, which didn’t flap in the wind. What kingdom might that dirty, wet coat of arms belong to? He returned to his quarters, put on his livery, and reported to the kitchen, pretending to the maids that he was still half asleep.
Tuesday was the day to take the cook to the fish market. A flock of gulls swooped low, as if they were the ones hawking the fish. The fishwives were barefoot. Bruma, with his eyes to the ground, saw their fat ankles as tentacles. Following two steps behind the cook, a little stooped, he looked obliging and engrossed in thought. Other Black people accompanying cooks passed them. A Brazilian woman was carrying a basket of horse mackerel. She was always in the same place, leaning against the wall of the quay, and they’d never spoken. But her singing about how fresh the fish was carried him back to Bahia.
In silence, he blocked out the singing. All he wanted was to go home. The cook asked him to walk faster and deposited a bunch of turnip greens in his arms.
On the ground, next to the blood of the fish and the cook’s boots, the white hem of his livery painted a luminous line in the puddle. He looked at his boots, well buttoned. Clean hands, delicate even. The smell of the soap he’d washed with reached his nostrils. He always went about in uniform and didn’t go barefoot; he was a horse well shod and well read.
A few nights later, when everyone was asleep, he went to the cabin for the first time at night. The flag was on the ground, a wild boar or the like had been around. It was always like that. Something devoid of soul came and made a mess of his triumphs. But Bruma couldn’t sleep in his quarters. The cabin, which was taking shape, had sparked a fever in him. Lying on old newspapers, he settled in and, without realizing it, fell asleep under the open sky.



 
Between the knots in the thatching and the finishing touch of the twill awning he spent his youth. Ten years later, the cook had died, her daughter was engaged, the cabin was all he had left. He had decked it out with furniture made from bed legs, in addition to door handles, broken mirrors, stolen candles. Two curtains of old lace covered the windows. He rested on the straw bed leaning against a bundle of fluff from a kapok tree. At the entrance, he had planted mistletoe and lavender and had placed the rocking chair where he read.
He wasn’t afraid that hunters would claim the cabin or that someone or something would come knock it down overnight.
In a decade, everything and nothing had happened. Rain had torn it down. Hail had fallen on it like knives. A fire on the mountainside had spread to the clearing and burned its second incarnation. A family of street performers had occupied it for a season and Bruma had been unable to get them to leave.
When the rain tore it down, Bruma read while sitting in puddles. When hail blasted it like gunpowder, Bruma read on the ice. When the hunters who had taken it left, Bruma read in the ruins and didn’t remember to feel sad. When a fire burned it down, Bruma read in the ashes. When street performers made it their abode, the footman read, sitting on a branch of the plane tree, and kept an eye on their comings and goings.
The cabin was on its fourth life, destroyed and rebuilt, conserving within it memories of its first knots and structure.
As time went by, either the masters knew of the cabin and turned a blind eye or Bruma pretended so well that they didn’t know about it. In the doorway beside the chair, where he read the adventures of Charlemagne and the Twelve Peers in old editions of O Século do Rio de Janeiro that he’d brought with him from Bahia, a sailor’s cap hanging from a branch indicated a traveler’s refuge. Ravens came to him when he was reading. They landed on his legs and knees. Bruma gave a low whistle and the two ravens leaned their beaks toward his hand.
One of them sidled up almost as far as his stomach, the other one pecked at the first one’s wings.
The twilight on the ravens’ feathers fell across the page and Bruma closed the supplement. Out of nowhere, drawn to the sound of the melody he was crooning, a turtledove came and landed on his shoulder. The birds didn’t look at him, but merged with him in a single existence.
Bruma sang, whistled softly, ran the tips of his fingers over the ravens’ wings. Another appeared and then another.
The wind stopped. Old Bruma forgot about the birds.
He sang and breathed deeply and the birds sang and breathed deeply with him. They came attracted by the music, in search of nothing, offering emptiness. Bruma welcomed them like that, oblivious to the world.
He told the walls of the little cabin how he missed the ocean, how he despaired at his enslavement, grieving for the freedom he’d never had. He dreamed of racing from there to the sea and swimming from the quay to Bahia.
“Could my legs take it? Tomorrow, I’ll do it. Live or die.”
The wind, the pine trees, the lemon balm, the little birds and butterflies heard him. A dragonfly hearkened to his confession, then zipped away. Bruma, naked from the waist up, lying on the ground, agonized, defeated, and inconsequential. He felt an urge to tear down the shelter, recognizing it as a prison.
His first night in the cabin came about after a trip to Lisbon with his masters. The waves on the beach reached the slope, carried on the breeze. The plane tree had become a lively watchtower. Bruma’s body had also changed and molded to the habits of service.
He had learned to read on the plantation with newspapers that the butler slipped him. He read when he wasn’t reading, imagining chapters for stories he hadn’t finished and other endings for the ones he’d read. With time, he’d suppressed his desires, become a channel through which the present could not echo; his soul had relieved him of his years of servitude. There, where the agony, work, and sacrifices, the career of abnegation that his life had been, had become the foundations of a building, in the years tattooed between his skin and his footman’s livery, was a place that old Bruma couldn’t reach even in dream.
But he took part in two lives, like two houses that had once inhabited the same space. On one side, captivity, which had alienated him his whole life, like a forced duo of feelings that weren’t his. His back had been whipped, his finger joints trodden, his nipples and fingernails tugged at with pliers. But no matter how they’d tortured him, they couldn’t destroy his other abode. Even if he had only an inkling of it, there was a body clinging to a soul and a seed in that body buried in soil, wedged so deep Bruma couldn’t reach it, where the masters couldn’t touch him, even if they thought they were being indulgent in tolerating the cabin he had built in the countryside.
They knew about it but didn’t mention it, as one congratulates oneself on giving alms to some poor wretch. Either they didn’t know where it was or they’d never wanted to find it. The cabin was there, hidden in the forest, a witch’s house among the trees, harmless and welcoming.
On the one hand, the cabin and its pretend owner, Bruma. On the other, the cabin that the master’s hounds couldn’t reach, that rain, hail, wrongdoers, street performers, and fire couldn’t reach either. It was a little house hidden among the trees, but what is it that no one can touch in a man? It had a thatched roof, a poor man’s refuge, two tiny windows, a bed on the ground, little bits of glass, newspapers from another time, spiderwebs. But what is the pearl in each of us, the one we can’t pry out of its shell, if not a place that no one gives a second thought?
Thinking they were being lenient, the masters didn’t help their footman’s rebellion. The land the cabin stood on belonged to the masters. But the cabin wasn’t anywhere near the manor nor did Bruma’s refuge have four walls. It was in the forest, among plane trees and lemon balm. What other place is there for that which no one sees?
That was the mystery: not Bruma’s right to mystery, but the power of the mystery over him, lord of his secret time, in which the hours of living were counted back to front. And, in the between-lines of seconds, judging himself a man, and his deeds his sentence, he unwittingly composed the sketch of an alternative fate, about which he would never know. A captive of all he had memorized, he had chained his heart from the inside.
There was little point in Bruma imagining himself a free reader, builder of his own prison. He shared his masters’ impotence. It hardly mattered that, in a fury, he imagined setting fire to the cabin and immolating himself in the flames. As he peacefully read about damsels in distress on the seas of Brittany, Bruma couldn’t get to the place where the flames burned either. He hadn’t been given a shield to go into battle in his defense. The stories had bound him and left him at the mercy of words.



 
When he was alone in the cabin, ferocious demons would sometimes appear. Lions with buffalo horns, golden scorpions, bronze beavers covered in spines. Or just a sad Black man whom he knew from the country fair and who visited him without uttering a word, just sitting on the grass near Bruma, placid and melancholic.
They were fears, they were furies, that roared and were soon extinguished. The ground around the cabin would disappear and, as he read, Bruma would see his chair sink like the ships in the stories.
There were no memories in that world, but beings from his past lined up, incessant and certain as hungry dogs, always repeating the same words to him. A chorus of angry trees reminded him of where he’d come from, though he didn’t remember having offended them. From a dark hole deep in the earth, they cried. He felt like a worm in the dirt, swallowed by a bottomless throat. Every now and then, in the middle of the narrators’ adventures and mischief, leaves in the wind, a breeze from the river would find him and it was cool. He felt tossed around by history, now an angel, now a devil, now a brave man, now a loser, now a king, or a villain, or a mule, or the sole of a boot.
Letters from the past, longings that he knew only by their hair, indecencies of his idle hours, the roar of the whip when the overseer cracked it at his best friend’s back, his sister’s eyes, which the overseer had gouged out, the ships spoke to him of all these things, when, alone with the cabin, Bruma read.
It was hard to remain sitting, because the wind whipped up a rebellion in the grass. He was alone with the cabin, with the cries of a thousand enslaved men and women, with a thousand spoonfuls of fetid porridge, with a thousand pairs of bleeding hands. The furious animals came to frighten him, just to see how Bruma didn’t confront them and remained cheerful.
He would feel an urge to destroy them with a snap of his fingers—and they would laugh and drool blood and saliva. Or he would find strength in his heart, alone with his cabin, and a family of windmills would cheat him when settling up at the market. Or a rosary of certainties and longings and desires would appear in his pocket and then, when he touched it, crumble like sand.
Handsome, young, and gallant, he would seduce ladies, only to find himself old and wrinkled in their pupils. Or he would kiss his image in the mirror and find a skull there. Or he would set the dogs on diabolical lions and they would flutter like angels. Alone with the cabin, everything was possible and everything was nothing.



 
He saw married couples strolling along the pier as he led the mare by hand, and the mistress on its back would admonish him, kicking him on the arm with her spurs so he wouldn’t just stand there, wide-eyed, staring at the families walking past.
Dona Eulália treated Bruma like a pack animal. He saw passersby out of the corner of his eye, despite the blinders, and dreamed he was a suitor, groom, father. It distressed him to think that he wouldn’t be the master of his own children, and that his offspring, the offspring of a stray cat, would answer to the owners of the plantation, deprived of his example.
As he drifted off to sleep in the slave quarters, lying next to the other men, sweaty and exhausted, he imagined what the world was like. It was then that the stories he read furtively in Dona Eulália’s newspaper supplements visited him. Was Brittany, as they said, really beyond the horizon, a place of pirate ships, heroes, thieves, and revenge? What would it be like to sleep in a clean bed, to be called by your name, to own a house, to be a husband to your wife, a master of your children and your hours?
He knew the whip and he knew darkness, he’d seen thieves aplenty and the face of death; the supplements weren’t an apocalypse read by someone naive. All he imagined was an existence so bland that it would be amusing to befoul it.
It was raining outside and Bruma, sitting at the table in the empty kitchen, was overcome with anguish. Perhaps his shabby clothes, his too-short sleeves, his short, hunched figure with turned-out feet reminded someone of a clown, as they watched him follow the mistress around Baixa Pombalina. He remembered the time he’d seen a Black man acting as a monster at a country fair. Bruma had gone to accompany the mistress. The crowd was amused, lit by the torches held by two street performers in glittering costumes. The man was brought in a cage drawn on a golden cart and, when he arrived before the crowd, he opened his eyes very wide, opened his mouth very wide, and bared his teeth.
People laughed, first out of fear, and then because they wanted more. Children closed their eyes. With a chain around his neck, the man flexed his muscles, foamed at the mouth, beat his chest with his fists. “Death to the beast!” shouted someone in the audience. “Death to the beast!” The ladies’ laughter grew shrill, while the men spat on the ground and blew smoke balls into the air.
Bruma, on the street corner, waiting for the mistress’s signal to head back, didn’t even lean against the house he was standing next to, so as not to be reprimanded.
Two young people went past, with masks over their eyes. One of them stuck out his leg, making Bruma lose his balance and get mud on the hem of his pants.
Inside the cage, the sad Black man sparked.
A street performer pulled him out of the cage by the chain. He made him lie on the ground and stood over him, pulled his arms behind his back and tied his hands. He gagged him and then bowed like a hunter celebrating a trophy. Everyone hollered, enveloped in the mist. There was laughter and bellowing.
Bruma’s gift for reading had spared him greater humiliations, because he entertained the gentlemen in Lisbon at poetry soirees, reading aloud amorous and upbeat sonnets.
Then, they sent him to the North, as one sends a letter.
He had drowned the warrior he’d always been and, embracing the erasure, incarcerated in his spirit, he’d found freedom. It was hard to believe the newspaper supplements were just crumpled pages, given what they’d done for him. But they weren’t merely print on a piece of lifeless matter, nor was he a hanger for other people’s dreams. Only a little of the stories remained in the life they gave him and, in his imagination, he traveled and was a sailor and a pirate. For once, things were right. Not even his eyes were dear to him, because his life had found another life along the way and, as he went, he had remembered where he was going, not knowing that he remembered. He didn’t dream what others had dreamed; he’d found himself by getting lost in his forest. His limits were few. His world extended from infinity to his forehead. His bars were those of dream. The horizon wasn’t the measure of what he had done, but the distance between what his eyes had seen and everything that might have happened.
He hadn’t lost heart with the years, or humbly accepted his fate. What fate was that, anyway, that no one could touch even if they wanted to?
At the end of the fair, the sad Black man exchanged glances with Bruma. He was asking for help, ashamed. The pompous and lewd street performer waved at the crowd. Bruma looked at him deeply—and lowered his eyes. “To each his own cage,” he muttered, and grabbed the train of the mistress’s dress as she hurried home. The night made fabric into sheets over ghosts. The moon lit the rooftops and gilded the facades on the seafront. “Tell me one of your stories, Bruma,” requested the mistress. His hands were still warm, well protected from the cold. And, on the way home, to the sound of the waves, Bruma unraveled little by little, further and further away from the sad Black man, more found.



 
The day the boy was born went down in history. Bruma helped fold the towels and waited in his quarters. But on that day and those that followed, the manor experienced a silence that rendered him completely without purpose. He would appear in the kitchen every hour seeking news of the child. Silken footsteps were made of lead. The servants went into hibernation and moved through the corridors like shadows. The master and mistress, protected by a sphere of silence, occupied themselves with the small nothings of the brand-new life. Bruma retreated to the cabin without having to worry that he would be missed.
It lasted a month; it felt like a lifetime. He would head off into the forest, wandering as if he were lost. It amazed him that after so many years he barely knew the property. He saw wild horses on the slope and a deer in a cove. He swam naked in the stream and allowed himself to dry off, master of his time. He read in the shade of a pear tree and ate blackberries. He threw pebbles into the water and remembered songs from the plantation. He brooded, sitting in the cabin doorway, counting clouds and daydreaming. Little Zezinho was born to set him free, and he let down his guard as the child thrived.
From there to holding him in his arms was a new paragraph. Zezinho became the center of the household. Bruma read less; they let him hold the boy on his lap. He opened his eyes wide, looking at the child, and said, “Old Bruma has a tale of the sea for Zezinho. Does Zezinho want to hear it?” The mistress, distracted, didn’t immediately notice. The boy began to cry, a little startled, and, light as a feather, the footman tickled his spirit. “Far away, in a distant land, in the seas of Brittany,” he said, and the boy stared at him without blinking. The mistress let him go on, still not paying attention. “There was a very big ship on this sea,” and Zezinho stopped crying, gave a little smile, and then a broad grin. “Old Bruma’s little boy likes stories, doesn’t he?” he said with a smile. “Old Bruma has pockets full of stories for Zezinho.” “Give me the child,” said the mistress, and held out her arms. She took the boy. Bruma blushed, hands trembling, and the mistress smiled. On his starched livery, a large wet patch was testament to Zezinho’s joy. Embarrassed, he left at a wave of the mistress’s fingers to go get cleaned up. But the reader’s fate was set.



 
I’m not telling you my story as a servant, because in life I never served a master. I’ll be sixty-something this year but it feels like I’ve been alive for millennia. I move toward death with open eyes. My eyes are open because I want to see my last steps. I’ve seen everything worth seeing. From this place in the forest, I count my past on the fingers of my right hand, each finger a decade. There’s less time on my left hand as there are fewer fingers. The old lieutenant cut off my thumb for spying on Dona Eulália in the river, back in the 1820s. But a finger that can’t be found isn’t missed. I miss only the fingers I have. The present is dumb as a mule compared to the past, even when the past was a beast of burden. My eyes are on the future, where I see my kin on the other side of the door. I was never a boy, so it’s not worth starting at the beginning. I began the day I realized an angel was talking to me. It was in the slave quarters, as I lay beside the others. The angel came and peered deep into my soul. Go, Bruma, said the angel, and I went. Helped by the angel, not knowing where I was going, I went. That whole night, from the well where I stopped to drink to the cornfield, I wandered about in the angel’s circle of light, not knowing where it was leading me. The angel spoke inside my body, a clear voice, and it didn’t occur to me that perhaps it was my voice that had decided to speak to me. But it was the first time and I was so young. Early the next morning, at dawn, there was a field to harvest and a whip nearby. We all set off, and singing, sweating, we worked the field. The foreman looked at me as if he’d seen the devil, caught me with a laughing face. It was the angel who hadn’t left me and was laughing at him inside me, because I could no longer rid myself of the angel.
My body was shaking inside, a rogue angel, guffawing with laughter. It was either a stirring of escape or just a very strong, very high light, a lantern that was wingless but gave me wings, and I, leaving the slave quarters, abandoning my brothers, flew over the plantation, an eagle swooping. The angel took away my fear from the very first day. I was young then and thought I had dreamed I could fly. Until the day the butler Feliciano woke up the mistress, distressed, because a giant bird was streaking across the skies of the plantation. We learned of the calamity the following night, when they assembled us to warn us of the presence of darkness. And, knowing I had flown over the hills the night before, I was afraid they had noticed me missing. But the old Black women, my brothers, my sisters, no one had noticed a thing. It even seemed that, in the middle of the night, I had helped a boy who was weeping for his father, who was being punished. I found it odd but I felt brave and protected, because my angel friend was mine alone, a visitor of mine that no one else had seen. And when, the following week, I was given fifty lashes for stealing a papaya, my angel took them for me on his wings for the first time and the fifty lashes didn’t hurt him or me at all.
That was when I first realized that something mysterious was happening to me. Overnight, without any instruction, I learned to read the newspaper. And I saw meaning and humor in the letters on the masters’ papers, when they sat and watched us dance, with these eyes and this mind that had never been taught to read or write. I had in me the knowledge of my angel, who didn’t appear again for a long time.
Go, he would insist at night, like an itch. But it was a middle-of-the-night thing, an itch inside me, to the point where I began to wonder about my friend. I felt like a warrior who, rather than carry a shield on his arm, had swallowed it. And nothing and no one bothered me anymore.
My angel would take me out at night and, later on, even during the day, as we worked the fields. Go, he would say, and, taking my place, he would reap the cotton, shuck the corn, grind the flour in the mill, separate the wheat from the chaff, and roast the bags of coffee I’d been assigned.
My angel friend served me while telling me Go, and my workdays were mine to wander far and see the world. All over the plantation, without anyone seeing me, hidden from others by the power of my angel, I saw the girls in the fields, sat by the river, kicked stones, and ate tomatoes straight from the vine, without anyone seeing me, work was now my own time, and not a single man or brother noticed me missing. My angel did my work for me better than a powerful master’s mechanical contraption. I began to feel odd around the others, and a little more alone, although my friend came and went, and it consoled me to seek a little company with my brothers, for I knew them to be the sweat of my blood, the flesh of my bones, the soul of my body.
I just wanted to tell someone that I had a friend, tell someone that I wasn’t alone, that I hadn’t been abandoned by God on the face of the earth, slave to the whip and suffering.
I almost confessed it to the kind butler, my friend and protector. But no sooner had I opened my mouth to ruin my secret—after saying, “My good friend, I have a burning in my chest,” and him replying in a kind voice, “What is it that bothers you, my son?”—than a butterfly hovered over my shoulder and fluttered around me. It was my angel asking me for discretion. My angel, I understood, wanted me all to himself.
So I talked to myself on the inside, late into the night, when my angel didn’t come. And, as if talking to a loyal friend, I confessed my despairs, my joys, and my visitor.
Now I am old and my angel’s voice has grown old with me. But he was a young angel back then, just as back then I was a good young man.
A lot of water has flowed through this river. My angel showed me machines never seen before. Large equipment and pipes of steel. Giant wheels and pulleys covered in black oil. Big places full of smoke. I couldn’t tell what they were.
He showed me war and victory, in dreams both light and dark. Led by my angel, in my sleep, I saw times to come and spoke to people from another time, asleep in their homes, speaking to angels like mine.
In an out-of-the-way room, in a strange language, a girl showed me my angel, who was visiting her. It was a place full of bright, happy things, a house where she lived happily with her parents. Her mother and father hated each other, they lambasted the girl, who, talking to her little dolls, once saw my angel winking at her from behind the living room curtain. The little girl thought that my good angel was her fairy godmother and handed him a doll so he could comb its hair. Or a young woman, deeply lovesick, whom my angel kept company. Or another man, young like me, on the front lines of battle, whom my angel imbued with strength and courage. My angel showed me all this while, on the plantation, I slept beside my brothers. And from cities yet to exist, in places I had never visited, souls from the future appeared in my eyes. And on the nights when my angel showed me nothing, I told myself what my angel had shown me and wrote it on my soul with the letters that my angel had taught me.



 
From a distance, when he went for a walk, away from the housekeeper, from schedules, from protagonists and his chores, the rush, worries, routines, and dramas of everyday life felt like the tribulations of a doll’s house. He didn’t need to go far. He would go to the port and stare at the sea. The distance and the green-black waters gave him a sense of the vastness of the world. As he watched the waves crashing on rocks, he saw himself as a tiny doll in a whimsical girl’s afternoon game, which didn’t make him feel unique. The girl was also in another, even bigger, house, a toy for an even bigger and more ill-mannered girl, a doll whose hair she cut, just as an even bigger girl cut the second girl’s hair, in another house, as if every being in the world were allotted a place on a scale of masters and slaves, in which one man’s slave was another’s master, and that master was slave to another master, not because they were all insignificant cogs in an ascending and pernicious inhuman machine, but because, on the snowy slope that Bruma thought of as he stared at the waves, each was a snowflake, indistinct from other snowflakes.
Candinha was like that, ice melted by the sun. On those walks, when he sliced through the mist, she still loomed, like smoke from a burning engine. She was engaged to a graduate and it was because of her that Dona Eulália had sent him to Lisbon, as revenge. It had all happened in the cane fields, when Bruma and Luzia, washing clothes, had seen the mistress bathing naked with the girl she had taken as her lover that day. For Luzia, it was fatal. Dona Eulália ordered that her eyes be gouged out. As for Bruma, when Dona Eulália discovered that he was in love with Candinha, the goddaughter promised to the graduate, she sent him to Lisbon, as a beast of burden for the Cunha cousins. Candinha still lingered in his head and sometimes blew like a north wind. Bruma allowed himself to be nudged by the wind. What would it have been like? The question was in vain. A vestige of a dress, interspersed with later smells. He saw her as he chased her shadow, as if his past passion were urging him on. Something of Candinha’s flavor, which Bruma had never tasted, came to him not as an unrealized desire, but as a lived memory. She had remained a dream and, nymph of those trips to the beach, emerged from the water, in a foam in which past and present mixed together, but that, lurking nearby, wetting his boots, refreshed him with the discomfort of water that seeps into shoes through holes in the soles. Candinha, too, was a captive of silence, a silence that went all the way to the bottom of the well, deeper than the bottom of the earth: the muteness before all words; what Bruma didn’t say as he spent his life reading every day was said only by all of his souls from a depth that wasn’t a secret, but a tomb for all that had died in him, for all that the Atlantic had taken from him forever, a living death that had, perhaps, been a mere change of skin.
He could see himself clearly, in its waters, a young man in his twenties, hair in the water, carried away by the ocean, a boy drowned by the grandfather sea that rocked him. His young body was dragged farther and farther from the shore by the current, his skin weathered and scratched by the rocks. His young body was carried by the water and, sitting on the quay, Bruma watched himself float past. He followed the body with his gaze, until he could no longer see it. He pulled out the cigarillo he’d stolen from his master, lit it, and took a puff. He vaguely felt like sleeping with a woman. Perhaps it was the salt air, rustic and deep. He did an about-face on his way home. He knew how to escape the call of the past, wandering through the city, as if he were fleeing a man. He pretended to be running an errand. That was how Bruma liked to spend his scarce breaks. He didn’t usually record what he saw except in his mind, in which he kept a catalog of faces and customs worthy of an ethnographer. In the square, he noticed the lovers and the children led by exasperated aunties. Old men in church pews. Ladies in plumed hats. Stocky, ruddy-faced men outside the butcher’s shop, rolling tobacco with dirty hands. Barbershop brawn in their aprons. Kids throwing a wheel, causing the pigeons to scatter. A Black man in a beret carrying a barrel of wine. A horde of filthy beggars, perhaps worshippers, shuffling through the square in front of the church of a single magnanimous god. Barefoot fishwives and fishmongers, lovers in famine. A snotty girl with happy eyes, capable of smiling in the face of death, despite having nothing. Life in Baixa Pombalina seemed to share her gift. If the world were to end at that moment, seen from the poverty of its central alleyways, the town would, nevertheless, like a trusting smile on the face of a penniless child, welcome the end of times with joy.
The smell of fish, for they were already counting the haul at the fish market, assaulted Bruma. Those were minutes, a few hours, when he saw without being seen, enjoying the sunset. He dreamed he was a tyrant, or a runaway, he lost himself in reveries about the cabin in the forest, on the outskirts of the city. He saw himself with a sword, running it through Bruma, an ancient old man who owned something that might have been a tent or a hiding place. What to do, if not to be satisfied with his lot and ask nothing more of life? Nevertheless, ever since the master and mistress’s son had been born and taken over the house, Bruma had felt anguish, knowing he had produced neither heir nor inheritance. And then, imagining the man that the boy would become, the misty, green place in which he conceived himself old and free now struck him as a living tomb, where the angel he used to see in his youth would watch over him, dead, but accompanied, watering flowers around him, in a benign but complete memorial of what had been the course of his dreams.



 
It was Bruma who put the boy to bed. Because he was old, the boy’s parents weren’t afraid he would do the child any harm. Bruma, you were old, your eyes gazed at the torn pages of O Século do Rio de Janeiro and you skipped lines. Bruma would go fetch the boy after dinner, sit on a stool by the hearth, and place him on his knee. His skinny knees were made for the boy’s chubby legs. Outside, it was raining. Bruma imitated a parrot, pinched the boy’s nose, made faces. The boy laughed. He wasn’t sure if his friend was a man, if he belonged to him, if he had won him. They spoke with their eyes because no sooner had night fallen than the night filled the boy with fear, the wind blew through gaps in the library’s large windows, which shook, and the apple orchard, tossed back and forth by gusts of wind, became, in the boy’s eyes, a storm, from which only the old man’s words, his fingers following the lines on the grimy pages in his mind, the warmth of his breath that smelled of coffee and stale bread, protected him.
The reader prepared his audience, embraced him with his wings. The boy looked at him, giving him his full attention, his lips serious, his nose running a little, his anticipation almost spilling onto his little lips, his eyes, marbles of fire.
His mother and father, sitting in the dining room drinking coffee, heard his laughter and smiled at each other, feeling he was well taken care of. “Young man, do you want to hear an adventure on land?” Bruma used his two fingers to indicate legs climbing a hill, while rolling his eyes wearily. The boy was sitting beside him, asleep, but he forgot about him. Nobody heard the words coming out of his mouth, because he spoke them in his mind without the intention of telling the child a bedtime story. That was what happened, after everything he had read. Stories that he couldn’t have written unfurled in his head, borrowing form and body from his suffering. The boy beside him, breathing softly, wasn’t a motive, but a pretext, as were the hours at the kitchen table between chores and the time before falling asleep, when he lay in bed staring at the ceiling. Life passed; the story progressed. After decades of reading, he was the story, and the days and minutes, the lines of the only story he had actually read: the one he told himself as he lived. The danger of reading wasn’t that it might invade an estranged spirit with hope. But that he might open himself up to a story that no writer had written, transfer himself, Bruma, to the page, invade his own refuge just when he thought he was safe.
Slave to the telling of the story, he didn’t actually feel imagined, but imagined only what had already been imagined. His tales of hiking on the slope weren’t understood by the boy, nor did they hasten the end of his childhood, only Bruma, who had no memory of his own childhood, found himself exposed, authorized to sit in an armchair for a task he had not fulfilled.
And, lulling the child to sleep with lines that meant nothing to him, he found that he couldn’t remember having been a boy himself.
Bruma’s life had begun at the age of thirteen, the day he was sold to Dona Eulália’s plantation. The sale had been his birth, since everything that was left behind was erased. He believed he had been born at the exact moment in which one makes the leap from childhood to adulthood. He had come to life at the moment when both feet were in the air. He had arrived precisely in the moment of flight, with no ground to land on.
He had never asked about his mother and father, because, perhaps to spare him, God had made him forget he’d been born to them. His brothers were the other enslaved men on the plantation, his mothers, the old women who saved him cassava meal and something to drink. He was born a man, working the master’s land, that’s all he knew.
On the plantation, the butler, a house slave and a good man, had taken a shine to Bruma. But Bruma had never seen him as a father. The butler gave Bruma a lighter workload and kept him busy with chores in the manor to keep him close by. Old Feliciano would have liked to have had a son, but a butler in a manor isn’t allowed to want things.
He secretly gave him Dona Eulália’s newspapers in the hope that the youth would learn to put the letters together on his own and get some enjoyment out of reading. That was how, in the heat of the slave quarters, secretly, one line after another, he had learned to read on his own.
The stories hadn’t brought back his childhood, since he had never actually been a child. Maybe it wasn’t something to mourn. “Bruma was born at the age of thirteen,” he said when asked—and it was true.
Behind the serialized novels, devoured by the ladies, was someone else’s suffering. And Bruma and everyone else participated in this imagining, when they thought they were amusing themselves. It was unstable terrain for hearts without a destiny, because they surrendered to it without knowing where they were treading and, in search of enjoyment, walked through the open door into a house in darkness. From issue to issue, as though down a dimly lit corridor, the novel would begin as an enjoyable pastime, but, fueled by its readers’ curiosity, it would let them in and close the door behind them. Now they were the ones who lived there, but didn’t know what was to come.
Leaning on Bruma’s shoulder, Zezinho was already snoring. The story was putting Bruma to sleep faster than it had the boy. But after the sleep into which it had plunged him, as if behind a well under which a world is hidden, lulled by the unfamiliarity of Zezinho’s childhood, after putting to bed the conventions and formulation of the story that he ultimately hadn’t told, he finally found himself freed, promptly answering to the call of his spirit.
He was safe, out of harm’s way, even if he was always on borrowed time, inside the secret. The story raced through him as the wind races through trees; he was not a reader thinking or reading, but a book man, at the disposal of the serials’ words, subject to them.
If he, Bruma, was a little house among the trees, then he, the reader, was naked and unshielded. His livery was a funny deception, perhaps poetic irony, but he had no way of protecting himself.



 
Terrible children with the eyes of those who’ve seen everything, children who know what is and what isn’t. Who will protect us from these demons when, on the street corner, they peer all the way into the hell of one’s soul? Children who know more than the forest does—where to run, who will help if, in the middle of the afternoon, one of them knocks at the cabin door? Between stories of France and the boy, Bruma the reader. He recounted what he remembered of the stories. And added his own little flourishes. Between the stories and the boy, a shield. It didn’t matter how or where Bruma had read them, if he had eagerly awaited the next chapter, the next plot twist, the next issue.
They were trapped inside Bruma, a condition of his having memorized them. They had made of Bruma a prison. The boy thought he was hearing about the people of Normandy, of Brittany, of the cold seas his father had shown him on the globe. But his footman told him only of the walls of the prison in which the stories were housed, and what he scribbled on them, things scrawled in the dark, a diary of days without dreams, like the old reader himself, who’d never had any. Each story known by heart, held dear, was a link in the chain that bound Bruma, while the stories he had read told him how big the world was.
He had smelled the sea beyond the sea, heard the sound of the wind on the waves, been astounded by the broad horizon at dawn, already a man without a future.
Between the boy and the stories, a shield. But who would protect the reader from the boy? Where was the shield that would protect the shield bearer from the child?
Bruma withstood the onslaught of stories running through him and whispered them in the boy’s ear, surrendering his blood, what the stories had told him, himself a talking book.
If he told him stories of battles, it was because he had seen and experienced them. If he brought him news from France it was because, likewise, he had been there.
If a gang had taken him prisoner, it was as a prisoner that he told of his captivity, of the threat of blindness, faltering memory, and difficulty reading in the almost pitch-black cabin that did not free him. Between the boy and the stories, a shield, a reader who, going on ahead, took the bullets. If Bruma knew the stories by heart it was because, long before telling those fireside stories, he had given up his heart. Between the boy and the sad tales of the seas, a condemned man.
Numb, drained of strength in his arms, eyes closed, mouth half open, the reader’s death conveyed to his audience, Bruma would climb the stairs with a poisoned child in his arms, and lay the boy on the bed.



 
When Bruma sank to the bottom of the well, it was the cabin that kept him alive. It didn’t matter that there was no cabin or clearing, or plane trees, or ravens. There was no pearl in Bruma that was resistant to the stoop of servitude.
There was the cabin, a pure idea, a nest for himself, which he had made imagining himself his own father. No humiliation could bring it down.
Bruma sat on the ground in front of the door. The wind blew hard. The pages of the supplement flew, but the last words stayed with him and left a smile on his face. The wind blew and the lethargy of the afternoon made him want to laugh. It wasn’t that the forest had cracked a joke. Clutching his belly, he laughed.
A strong breeze was blowing in the tops of the plane trees. Bruma laughed with his whole body, first his belly, then his arms, face, head, legs, and torso. The trees flapped about in the twilight, and he laughed like a madman there on the other side of the stream. None of the birds and animals, none of the flowers, serious and deadpan, not one approached him.
How serious the nests and the tree branches were, the flower petals and the pebbles in the stream, as serious, to Bruma, as the face of the forest was funny.
The laughter shook Bruma out of his body, carried him beyond the mountain range, and from there to the quay, and into the waves; it echoed to the other side of the setting sun, without taking with it the reason for such great mirth.
His body hurt, his soul rose up, he groaned and convulsed with laughter, his cheeks sore and his insides tight. Mixed with the joke the wind had told him, the laughter carried him to the other side of the mountain, but when he got there, there was only the echo of laughter and no knowledge of what had initiated it. There was no forest; no cabin, ravens, or plane trees.
And the man was forest and cove, the little house throughout the years, completely forgotten, the man was the cabin and sunny afternoons, rain dances, long johns hanging from a tree branch, solitary baths in the stream, the thousand and one little bits of world with which he had made it, as a reader makes a world, with a thousand tiny pieces, as they read.
If he read to the boy, it was the cabin among the trees that Bruma gave of himself to Zezinho. “Once upon a time,” he whispered in his ear. He would open the door, wait a little, allow himself to get lost among ships, swords, and barrelmen, and then whistle as he did to the birds, waiting for the boy to come and see who lived there.
The boy would come and enter Bruma’s cabin, look it over with curiosity, and end up sleepily transported back to the manor, taking a little of what Bruma was—a broken tile or a piece of iron, a nail, walnuts or breadcrumbs, a hazelnut—he took what Bruma didn’t have, as he had nothing of his own to give him.
Bruma would tell him of the sea, which he didn’t remember, because there was no sea. He had left it hanging in the cloakroom, alongside the hats and coats of successive masters. All he had was the cabin, built with what he had stolen from them—and it was nothing. At the fireplace, with Zezinho beside him, smelling of sleep, it was something of this nothing that Bruma gave him. And with each tale of the sea, he said goodbye to the world, to his life, he gave himself to the cabin, which wasn’t a dream, just an idea, and perhaps not even an idea, but a very old sense of despair, a chorus of cries in the night or a story told by the wind, a ballad of spirits.



 
Bruma was happy. He hadn’t done anything to be that way. Every day, Master Life left on his desk—in heavy folders, written in lowercase, missing stamps—an archive of reasons to defeat him. He’d had no visits from a friendly pastor, with whom he could exchange witty remarks in that bucolic setting. The manor was in a seaside village and the cabin didn’t exist, but it was made of unbreakable material, so Bruma hadn’t lost everything. Happiness grew happier in him and, every day, neither servile nor grateful, just happy, he found meaning in things, even if he knew he was imprisoned.
Happily enslaved. But isn’t that true of most of us? There could be no reason other than being alive despite everything, still being alive and having the things of life, some, at least, at hand: fresh water, the starry sky, the wind, the waves on the beach, the newspaper supplements.
On the way home, he stopped at the quay. It was starting to rain. The moisture in the sea air clung to his skin. The chilly wind cooled his body. Staring at the horizon, he felt alive. There was no one to deprive him of those few minutes of standing, whole, before the beach, nor did he chide himself. He’d experienced so much misfortune that he had found himself in the present.
He wandered like a vagrant. But not on a path through the fields, along the coast, or along roadsides, as he was destined for the same place. Before, his wanderings through life had been those of a man without a land, at the whim of wherever his thoughts took him. He read rocking in the chair and his thoughts rocked with him. “Animal or man, clown or canopy, seagull or eagle, pliers or handle or torch.” He swayed and crooned, repeated words, and the forest swayed with him.
He had wandered, he had served in Coimbra, and had gone farther north as a well-read footman. Even in the masters’ house, where he’d grown old, as he lay waiting for his last breath, even when, finding himself alone, he had given in to the audacity of stealing a bunch of grapes from the vine, even then, surrounded by the fence, or lying on the bed in his tiny quarters, he was a stranger in the night, with nowhere to stay.
Who said that when the body is still and peaceful the soul inhabits the place where the body is? It was a premonition, but it revived his spirit at night, kept him awake.
The ceiling opened its eyes and looked at him. The gale called to him, it wasn’t a hunger, but a distance between Bruma and himself. He lit the lamp.
The clothesline ran across the room, the windowpane was dirty and cracked, there was a bowl of water and a clay cup on the chair, papers and an old fountain pen nib, linen cloths.
Rain dripped onto the windowsill. A mouse peeped out of a hole and disappeared into the dark.
In Bruma’s head, a premonition. The last tears of a person’s life, the same water as the first cry. And the boy cried somewhere in the distance, beyond the wooden walls. Curse or miracle, he couldn’t remember how long he’d been asleep in the cabin and had no idea that his body was the matter through which eras had passed. He’d even forgotten he existed, a person, a man, after the world had changed, miracle or curse, or tree. He helped those who were lost, kept the ravens company, invited to wander, a forgotten song. He had no use for so many centuries, nor for a mirror in which to see his face.
The wind, the flowers, the birds understood him, if understanding is what things do as they exist, are born, thrive, die. The forest lived in him, that was his life, told in haste. Not even its solemn indifference, the succession of births, deaths, and sacrifice, nor the rumble of time beyond the mountains, not even the insolent magnanimity with which the forest put on a show of beauty only to grow fretful immediately afterward, with no remorse that he’d be left behind, not even going through life without anyone to give him a hand, helping the lost with whistles, not even the boy with his curious eyes as he listened to his bedtime story, the forest that didn’t even whistle to comfort him, not even with all this had the forest managed to stop itself from living in him as it lives in bears, in wild horses, in marigolds, in the branches of trees, in the mud of rivers.
He washed his hair and face and crooned a song that was many centuries old. There was no water or soap. He combed his hair with his fingers, let his body dry in the sun. Perhaps he had come into the world to shiver when the wind blew and to fall asleep without a thought as to where he was, brother to wolves, snakes, vultures, to every spirit from Bahia all the way to the tributaries of the Douro River.
While, in the distance, beyond the mountain, the villages, towns, country manors, and fields gave way to cities, and factory smoke painted the skies black, he dirtied his nails with pine resin and bled as he used stones to split open pine cones for their nuts. The forest he roamed was now just a hill in the town, his shelter, a tiny room. From far off, music full of people reached him at night when he was drifting off to sleep, but Bruma, who was more a thing forgotten than a man, slept without dreaming and awoke with the sun, flirted with the rain, counted dewdrops, climbed trees, swam naked with the fish in the river, not knowing that there was no longer a forest, that the forest lived in him, that the forest was him.
When it snowed, the slope would be covered in ice. He would light a fire in the cabin and stay quiet until the ice melted at the beginning of the next season. Quiet and cold, winter passed without any music other than the crackling of embers.
Sketches of thoughts came into his mind, flickers of what he had seen and heard over the years, lines of stories. Horses climbing the slope, two women who, having come to bathe in the river, had lost track of time and lost their way.
He told himself things that were the beginnings of stories, but without words. The course of ants though an anthill, the movement of clouds over cypress trees, an approaching storm, nights of lightning over the sea, the stars, from when they came on until they went out, fruits from when they were flowers until they ripened and fell to the ground, the moon, the people he saw, and how their clothes, gestures, and intonations slowly changed.
One day, a couple abandoned a boy in the forest with a bag of bread hanging from his belt. Bruma fed him until he was a man; time passed only in his head. He stayed with him from when his sobbing filled the valley until the day he stopped sobbing. He brought him meat and water from the masters’ kitchen. He taught him the way to the quay. He saw him grow accustomed to solitude, first as a child, tripping over rocks, and then as a young man who had already forgotten how he had ended up there.
His face looked like a piece of smashed clay, but his body was perfect. The years made him a king of the forest. He hunted with arrows, kept bees, dressed in leaves, never ran away, never saw himself in a mirror.
When the boy was a child, Bruma would watch over him as he slept in the cabin, warm him, whistle for him.
One might say that first night had lasted a century, but it was the time a life takes to be forgotten. When he woke up the next morning, the forest had taken away his pain at having been abandoned and he was a new person. He had forgotten his parents and his home. Bruma was sorry the boy couldn’t see him, but being near him, watching him grow and learn from the animals, had replaced the pain of not being able to talk to him. The boy was a fast learner and tenaciously learned to fish and to hunt. He built a cabin.
He never seemed gripped by anxiety or need. He knew without needing to confess it to himself that he owed his life to the forest and that he couldn’t entertain the thought of leaving for the other side of the mountain range. He wasn’t sad. He cultivated the land on the banks of the river, swam, the first cabin was followed by others, which he scattered about the slope without ever understanding what brought him to build them.
One century, two, three, and other outcasts, other madmen, other lepers, other murderers, other bastards appeared. None of them ever shared the same time. Bruma saw them come, but the hours that passed from the moment they appeared to the moment they died were dozens and dozens of years, and he never had more than one companion at a time.
He would wash his livery, which was never dirty. He would comb his hair, which was never tangled. He slept without feeling sleepy. He didn’t feel lonely, or happy, or sad.
At the hour of his death, the old man of the cabins called to Bruma, even though they had never seen each other. By that time, he was a white-haired man with a long beard. Bruma approached his body, lying nearby. He patted his face, whose wrinkles had, over the years, made his wound just one of life’s many wounds. Other madmen, lost and abandoned people, lepers, and thieves came, and, like him, none of them ever died alone in the forest.
He once saw a young woman kill herself in front of him. She had a dagger in her bag and drove it into her stomach. There hadn’t been enough time for him to notice her, for instead of being left by a cart at a crossroads, she had come on foot, determined to end her own life.
She had gone to the bank of the stream, disheveled, leaving a trail of mud and despair behind her. She ran a hand over her face, wiped away her tears, looked at the water, then buried the dagger in her belly and dropped to her knees.
Her blond hair, splattered with blood, her glassy eyes, her bare feet, which grew cold, her body that became the riverbank. He saw everything and, in the end, lay down beside her and waited for time to do what time does. Time passed, even on that infinite day, without him experiencing sadness, aware, as a spirit can be aware, that the dead woman’s pain had become stone, river, star, earth, wind, and so her skeleton became earth and the jewels on her dagger became, centuries later, treasure.
What was going on inside him? It wasn’t inside, it wasn’t exactly outside, but a dance between multiple currents inhabited by the present and the paths leading to it, for the fullest now. It wasn’t that he showed others the way home because he remembered it. He hadn’t amassed wisdom. He knew the forest as he knew the step he had just taken, in the perfect pairing of his foot on the ground with the earth beneath it, at the precise moment in which he walked through it.
He had learned little or nothing from everyone he had seen arrive there. If he guided those who were uncertain of the way, it was as if a tree were doing it. He revealed himself to those who followed him as a niggling hunch. And they would shout, holler, and celebrate, “It’s that way!” Until they gave up looking for the way out of the forest and surrendered, first exhausted, then grateful for the blessing of perennial food and peace that the forest provided them.
A summer’s day in the shade of the ridge, the fish market in the distance. Bruma’s rest was shorter than the idea of a phrase. The wind came and it was autumn again. Like a dry leaf, his hair changed color. Seasons that were paragraphs, footsteps and questions at the river’s edge, and a siesta that lasted eighty or five afternoons.



 
Deformed faces, boys with only one arm, women without noses, men without mouths or with thirteen fingers, girls possessed by demons, people with hideous skin, others who cried “mama” all night long, others with terrified faces, yet others who, like the abandoned boy, had no face, women who were all pain and men who had lost their souls, elderly runaways, people who weren’t enough, people who were all fear—they were his friends, his children.
And Bruma, father of them all, an army of exiles, ugly, sad, slovenly, evil, and beastly, but amusing, like mice in a nest. The forest wanted them like that, dead and unloved. Sick in body and spirit, unloved humans, children throughout the ages who never knew their mothers or fathers.
They died and he watched over each one, positioning his body close to theirs, shrouding them with his livery. The sun ate his skin, the rain took his cabins, his feathers, crumbs, hair, bones, his memory, the only thing it didn’t take was him, because rain doesn’t wash away rain.
The forest was him. He showed people the way, fed the wretched, kept them company, disguised behind the mask of the loneliness they felt. Alone, wandering, forgotten, what they had left of family was what they carried inside, a reserve that the forest emptied over time, filling them with its rhythm, dangers, shadows, and graces.
He didn’t ask them for anything in return save that they believe they were learning on their own, when it was he who was teaching them, now that no one wanted them.
If they needed shade, he was their canopy, if they were thirsty, he was the river water. If they were cold and wanted a blanket, he didn’t come, didn’t appear, but he was their ingenuity to get warm, their inventiveness, their ability to entertain themselves until night came.
He was very old, his uniform was old, his eyes tired.
But he was his children’s humanity, the flame that kept them alive, their wisdom and courage while hunting, the games they came up with to amuse themselves in idle hours, the songs they hummed, their learning to sing with the birds and predict the coming of the rains, their strength, when they lost heart, and what they did to keep it alive when the winds were not in their favor.
When they built a trap, he was the trap and the idea of the trap. When they built a cabin, he was the building of the cabin and the cabin once it was built. He was the harvest and the strength of the hoe and the watering, and also hail, when hail damaged the harvest.
He woke them with a whistle at night to warn of storms and fire. He warmed their feet when they dropped with exhaustion. He was the heat of the pot on the fire, and the soup that burned their tongues when they were hungry.
If they despaired and cried and talked to themselves, he was the voice that, being theirs, answered them, and, little by little, when they went mad, he was their madness, summoned to keep them company, filling their thoughts with plots and talking flowers.
It had only been many years for years and years and he was still wearing the same livery.
But he was the dance of the living when they danced with the trees and with their dreams, he was their buttons and the thread that stitched them to the overcoat of their souls, forgetting that the world didn’t want them, having forgotten the pain and hidden from fear. His voice was the last one they heard each night when, like a friend, he prayed for their souls. Their last friend before they closed their eyes, their first friend when they awoke, their conscience.
He was what kept them alive in the forest: the will, the energy, the strength, life and its opposing forces, death, discouragement, demons.
He saw them grow up, mature, age, hobble, waste away. He never asked why they all left and not him.
One day they would leave, like an anthill destroyed by a mole, old, sad, tired.
And, at that moment, Bruma was also death, just as he had been life, while they were alive, walled in by the forest. The paper had been written on, but couldn’t be read. Some even wrote to him, believing they were alone in the firelight, or on the bark of a tree: I was here (because they knew they were talking to someone). They wrote to what sustained them, giving thanks in the forest night, or muttering to themselves at bitter dawns. He was them, paper that doesn’t read, doesn’t listen, doesn’t correct, doesn’t ask for help.
Thirty, forty years went past without anyone hearing him.
Or he was all music, for one more spring after forty winters. He withered as flowers wither. He was reborn as plants are reborn.
There would be years and years in which, although he didn’t languish, he had nothing to do. Because he wasn’t dead, there were seasons in which he wasn’t alive, nothing pulsated in him.
His silence was complete, all that could be heard in the forest were the voices of the trees, one would have to write without words about the sleep of a happy spirit.
Only the wind in the fields at night, or fire sweeping through the forest, the smell of watercress at the river’s edge, the velvety backs of magnolia leaves, the smiles of clouds—things that have never been named, yet to be written, never uttered, his dreams were a void before thoughts: glimmers, noises, shadows, and reflections before the words that named and defined them were invented.
Then he would wake up, just as he had gone to sleep. Miracle or curse: the forest had changed, everything was different, the world didn’t wait for him.



 
He would wake up and what day was it? No distinct path or direction. Just branches slapping the cabin window, an early morning. His thoughts led him south, but on a walk without a trail. Ahead of him, a tunnel, from there to the stream, through the trees, with the birds following him, not chasing him but mourning him, even though he was still alive. Where was he going?
The trunks of the pine trees curved and made way for him. The wild ivy and bramble pulled back as Bruma advanced. Among the dense trees, he saw an unobstructed path with light in the distance. “Come,” said the trees to him, and the ravens all around lowered their heads, as if at the funeral of one of their own. Bruma hesitated, but he took a step forward, eyes to the ground to see where he was treading. Fearful, his feet seemed to think the ground was unsafe. He glanced around. The wind had gone silent and so had the birds in the tops of the plane trees. It might not have been true, but it felt as though the trail were the only way through the forest and he, the only man awake in the countryside. Suddenly exhausted, he continued. He wasn’t naked, but his livery was only the weight of his own skin.
At the end of the path, among syllables and bramble, no mystery, no night.
Bruma continued, a mere shadow, into the book, from stone to stone, ledge to ledge, chapter.
Fig trees, citron trees, a wolf’s den. Memory is a name that has no weight at the hour of death. He moved like an elephant toward his final solitude and, with each step, emptied out.
Does an elephant’s memory grow lighter with its last steps?
The only way he could cease to be enslaved was if he forgot his life, forgot he’d existed, who he was, the road, the light, where he’d been. With his hands open, arms outstretched, the crows and the ravens were an early motion picture in the gaze of the tree trunks, and he, a stranger, sheer weariness. At night, or in idle hours, he longed for female company. He yearned for someone to laugh or chat with. The stories weren’t enough no matter how they filled him, and Zezinho’s ears couldn’t replace the circle of boys around the campfire where, at moments like that, he wanted to share what he’d read.
Perhaps the cabin was that, a resting place in his heart. How to be sure whether, amidst stories, furies, fractures, and blood, it was only in Bruma’s whistle that life endured? He sang to the birds, and they came in flocks. They perched on his arms without fear. They sidled up to peck his neck. They knew he was alive, but they came to his life as they did to tree branches. They lived on him, made Bruma their nest.



 
First came the woman, carrying the clothes she had washed in the river. She was alone. She approached the cabin and shouted, “Anyone home?” Then she walked around it and knocked on the door, which was ajar.
She peered through the window, glanced about, waited a little, and sat on the chair. That day, later in the afternoon, she brought the man, who came armed with an axe just in case. “Anyone home?” he shouted. No one answered. He gave the door a little kick.
Inside, the cups and plates, papers, rope, and rags looked useless. The man picked up the piece of bread and the open pomegranate from the table. They were fresh. “It’s perfect,” he exclaimed. That night, they slept in the cabin and ate the bread and pomegranate. It was late and too dark to go back where they’d come from. At dawn, the man went to fetch firewood and leaves and they got to work.
They threw away the bundle of kapok fluff and the papers. With the wood, the man fixed the bed and with the rope and straw he’d found he set about building a fence.
They left and returned when it was already dark, astride a mare. They brought clothes, blankets, wine, a funnel, knives, seeds, a hoe, plates, and spoons.
The next morning, the woman busied herself with the clothes. She aired out the cabin, washed the dishes in the river, got rid of everything there that couldn’t be used. At lunchtime, they grilled a trout over the coals and burned the newspaper supplements, the dirty blankets, the long johns, and the sailor’s cap on the fire. It was a tall fire, which the two of them, arm in arm, saw as a sign of the beginning of life.
With a little wood and brass, the man made a sign that he hung over the cabin door. “Our little dream home,” the woman read when she got back from bathing in the stream and saw the surprise, and they both wept. That night they toasted with água-pé.
They lay on the bed and, without realizing it, made a daughter.
They waited nine months, living like Adam and Eve in paradise. They managed to plant a vegetable garden, coax cabbages and potatoes from the ground, build a small storehouse for cereals, and raise a herd of five goats.
The woman took care of the inside of the cabin. Of the worthless old things they had found, all that was left was the brass candlestick, which she had polished with soap and vinegar and which now held the candles that lit their suppers.
The girl was born on a starry night, with the help of her father. Life was hard, but they were happy. Behind the trees, Bruma had at first waited for them to leave, but, losing hope, muttering to himself, he mulled over ways to drive them away.



 
“Or does Zezinho want a tale of the high seas?” asked Bruma at other times, pretending to cover his nose to dive into the waves. The drowsy boy on his lap, warmed by the pleasure of fear, would hesitate. “Ah, Bruma’s boy isn’t sure today. Bruma will choose for him.” Slowly, very slowly, his voice would emerge from deep in his stomach, so deep it seemed to come from another world. “Far off in the lands of the Gauls lived a wealthy man with an only son named Jean.”
In the boy’s mind, Bruma was colors, an idea of a person, an energy that filled his heart. From the lands of the Gauls, over mountains and mountains, a cold wind blew, and he snuggled into Bruma’s arms.
Along the banks of frozen streams, in the deepest of winters, the hero, Jean, couldn’t resist the temptation to throw himself into the depths. The boy’s heart ached at the sight of the bare boughs, misty waters that reflected the muddy sky, and sad, bald branches. Only Bruma’s dream lit the way through the fog, alone in the forest that gave him his courage.
Bruma embellished the story with theatrical gestures that scared Zezinho, who saw his storyteller as both a shield and an assailant who’d tossed him into the waves. Beside himself with fear, he clutched his feet and tried to put them into his mouth. Or, when the villains snuck up behind the hero with brazenly traitorous footsteps, he saw his friend as the companion who warned the hero of the danger and took the stabbing in his place. The library’s tomes fell from their shelves, the room disintegrated into an airborne whirl, and it was emissaries approaching an island, or waves robbing a ship of its life. If at first the magistrate could be heard talking to his wife in the next room, soon their background conversation, drowned out by Bruma’s voice with his Brazilian accent, struck the child as the banter of a gang of pirates, their whispering over coffee and pleasantries sounded to him like conspiracy, and he wanted to warn Bruma that danger was afoot.
It was no longer a manor but a castle lost in the mountains; the magistrate and his wife were no longer his beloved parents, but his court, and he, their prince. His language wasn’t Portuguese, but a distinguished French; he wasn’t Zezinho, but the hero, Jean; he wasn’t a Queirós, but a Calais; he wasn’t a boy, or just a boy.
The images moved quickly, accompanying the voice of the narrator, who gradually tamed the waves and blew on them with a monsoon that grew milder the more the boy rubbed his eyes and yawned. No longer a Queirós, but a lively dream, borne on the wind, which the room’s dim light gave density.
Calais’s men raised their swords and challenged the gang. Zezinho saw silhouettes as he bid the day farewell. The voice of the man holding him on his lap was now just a murmur, divorced from his body. And he felt like he was flying, it was hard to support the weight of his head, Bruma wasn’t a man or his slave, but a talking shadow, either the rain had stopped or the orchard was underwater, they had been shipwrecked.
Together with the sea on the other side of the windows, the sea in Bruma’s tale awoke the boy’s soul to a tunnel between day and night, between wakefulness and dream, between death and life, a place where he wasn’t a boy and Bruma wasn’t telling him a story and the reading room wasn’t a room and life wasn’t life. “One day, Jean told his father that he wanted to command a large warship and go off in search of a gang of pirates that lived on the high seas.” But everything—big-nosed swindlers, well-fed armorers, shipwrecks, misery and suffering on the cold seas of Brittany, deaths, triumphs, deliverances—was on the other side of life, the side where everything was more alive, the men more dangerous, cruel, devouring, dreams more dreamed, maidens more pleading. The embers in the fireplace crackled, casting the ships into depths of smoldering ash. The boy would watch the fire dancing, dying, then the fire would win and, like a defeated hero, the child would lose the battle against the gang of sleep, Bruma’s voice carrying him away from life, at the mercy of the waves. Bruma, you were dead and no one told you. “Bruma will keep going tomorrow. Zezinho knows that the hero, Jean de Calais, will wait for him to wake up.” The fire was always lit when the boy was little, or perhaps it was the boy’s early years that were the fire that would one day be extinguished. Every night, Bruma would tell him stories of French mariners, every night he would rock the boy to sleep, cuddle him, stroke his hair, and every night, on crocheted booties, Bruma would enter his dreams.



 
He had been like the masters, sitting on a branch of the plane tree, watching the family settle in, as if following a story, tolerating the invasion. He still remembered how it had been. The woman and man as busy as ants. The decisiveness with which they moved things around and disposed of what had been his. They were beginning a life, but their beginning was a spear in Bruma’s heart.
What did it all mean, his cabin being taken over, the new life in his nest? Wouldn’t it be vulgar, selfish, to begrudge the good fortune that had brought a family to his home? He had tried to love them like homeless orphans, whom he had sheltered and restored. But, seeing them take root, he grew bitter. Get out of here, he thought, on the morning they first brought the child to the stream to bathe her with fresh water. He wanted the child dead, the mother butchered, the father burned alive.
When the man came home with the herd, the woman would gaze at him with the same longing as she did when they were together. What mystery was that, wondered Bruma, that they could be side by side like that and look like they hadn’t seen each other for a long time? And that happy look, of someone for whom time with their loved one was never enough, made Bruma miss the cabin and afternoons spent reading, before the invasion.
That the invaders, thieves, could be so gentle, and their lives could be a fairy tale, was a truth that tortured him; every dress that the mother sewed for her baby, every sprig of holly the man placed in the woman’s hair, every kiss in the moonlight was a stab in the back for Bruma. They were happy and it tortured him.
He had seen padlocks, handcuffs, and pliers, but he had not yet experienced the war of flowers and wine, the gentle torment of the herds on the mountain, the torture of the calm that was life in the cabin, the anguish of each thing in its own time, of washed clothes and the way everything gently fit together. They were cruel invaders, but everything about them was benign. What if he pretended to be a beggar? They would no doubt share their bread with him—and they’d give him a blanket for the cold, they’d warm him with their own bodies. He hated that they weren’t hateful, that there was nothing evil about them in their days of nothing-and-not-much, that they were in harmony with the world. They had broken down the door of his refuge, but with such purity of intention, perhaps fleeing harmful souls. They invested each gesture with such serenity, an effortless sweetness in the way they lived. They were thieves, but so gentle. How to make them pay, if not by strangling them with a strand of their own hair? How to bring them to ruin, if not as a crow’s call, the kiss of death, but full of sweetness, the death they deserved, thought Bruma, with just a bag of feathers and a green flame.
One night, as they were having supper, there was a knock at their door. It was a figure covered with a cloak, a hood obscuring his head. The beggar looked like he’d come a long way. He said he was famished and asked for some soup. The woman gave him a hunk of bread and a blanket and they let him sleep next to the cabin, under the pine trees.
Though the man and woman were fearful at first, when they learned he was in need of work, they agreed to let him stay, seeing that he was weak, helpful, and grateful. The beggar took care of the herd, chopped wood, did the heavy work, and helped with the laundry. The man and the woman even felt important now that they had a vassal. They couldn’t have hoped for such prosperity: a house, a living, a child, and even a servant.
He slept in the forest, out in the open, covered with the blanket. Or perhaps he didn’t sleep, for he ground his teeth, hatching a plan. What if he killed them at night? Or if he stole the child? If he set fire to the cabin and roasted them in it? Not even the sun rising over the plane trees or the first smells of morning could appease Bruma’s fervor. Seeing the man in his chair and the woman by the river, happy and healthy, only made him want what was his; he despised the lovers’ smell.
They smelled of love. Bruma bathed in the estuary to wash away their smell. He wanted to be filthy and free, unscented, raw. They had him tethered to them, told each other stories, never asked him his name, danced in the rain, quarreled sometimes. But how was he to exact revenge, to cleanse himself, if the water didn’t wash away their smell, his nausea, his annoyance at their happiness? Get lost, thieves, he thought.
The woman gave the man a sweet look. He placed his hand on her waist. They went into the cabin hand in hand.
It’s now or never, thought Bruma, hiding behind the tree trunk. But a crow came and sat on his shoulder, cozied into his hair, flew a short way off, and stole his idea away into the forest.
On nights of lovemaking, the candlestick that Bruma had brought from the master’s house held the candle that lit them. All I have to do is give the tablecloth a tug and let it fall on the curtain, he thought. He had been a reader, but he had become a magician of chance, a pernicious gas, a vulture circling a flock, a plague. He’d been good, handsome, and wise, a charmer of birds. Now he was a serpent.
The pine trees no longer curved to let him pass. He crawled through the mud, near the roots, in stealth. He was sniffing the glass of the cabin’s windows, when, inside it, he heard the man and the woman talking. He plotted, lying beneath the plane trees, indifferent to the melody of the leaves. He followed orders, herded animals, shook out the rug, put the child on his shoulders, but without removing his sinister skin, his gestures, his memory, whatever kindness he once had, the curious eyes of the boy listening to his story, glistening with weariness—on the run. “Now who will save our hero Jean?” he asked Zezinho.
Zezinho gave him a quizzical look. The boy’s eyes, authority and whim, had already learned of Bruma’s condition. He was no more than a year and a half old, he could barely speak, but he looked at Bruma as if he knew the man was beneath him, or so it seemed to Bruma. He was, after all, in the boy’s service, not telling him bedtime stories as his equal. He had thought he held an innocent on his knee, but it was a master. If he stopped reading, the boy would look at him impatiently, waiting for him to continue. If the story scared him, he would let out a little squeal and cover his eyes with his hands, distressed, which was an order to take the story in another direction. And whenever he read to him, Bruma did so like one who has a window of time in which to commit a sin and must hurry, as the noise of the cutlery in the dining room died down and the smell of the magistrate’s cigarillo danced toward the library.
Bruma didn’t want to contaminate the boy; a fast clock is a blessing. A wave would come and the ship would sight land, or the hero would find rest after tribulation, or goblets of sweet, hot nectar would quench the sailors’ thirst.
He had been a reader, a heart, but now he was a serpent of his own loathing. He prowled around the cabin, our little dream home, not realizing at first that he would have to drink his own venom. The people were happy and the serpent was blind, seeking their warm necks as they slept, sniffing the skin of their feet sticking out of the bed, choking on the desire to bite them, when it was only by biting his own tail and dying by his own venom that he would be cured of the invasion of someone else’s happiness, the happiness with which the man and the woman had taken over his soul.
Damn that benign occupation, which made him enslaved in his own home, made him a beggar at his own inn, a foreigner in his own nation, without giving him any reason to seek revenge. It had made him sinister because it, too, was upside down. Instead of the beastly face of a monster, it had proved to be bucolic, painfully wide-eyed. A book with its letters the wrong way around, the story told backward. In the sky were earth and feet. On earth, the sky and heads. He remembered the bonfire of the thousand little pieces he’d used to make the cabin, lit by the thieves, rising up to the heavens in fireworks, carrying his soul away with the fire. He had suffocated in tears, hands in the cold ashes, cried as he had never cried for Bahia. He lay down and covered his head. Time passed and he lost track of his own body. Neither man nor woman, in the hands of the stories, Bruma fell asleep reading.



 
Tired of waiting for the man and woman to move on, he left. He left at night, under the cover of darkness, guided by the wind. He hoped to rid himself of his thoughts. His head chased him like a giant wheel. With every step he took, it almost crushed him. He was no hero to climb the same mountain over and over and be dragged down again by the rock he’d carried to the top. On his way to goodness knows where, he wanted to forget his head, but it always won—faster, fuller, more confused, heavier, and more tied up in knots with every step. He knew he was free, because no one would send the dogs after an old rag like him. He wasn’t food even for a hungry pack. The sight of the fields on the slopes, lost in the forest, the outline of crags at the tops of gorges, the rows of purple pine trees, struck by the wind and the moonlight, the dirt road where there had once been a river, now dry, knowing he was somewhere and no one knew where, superlative freedom, the subtleties of peace and the detachment of not loving himself because he knew no one loved him, all of it: the forgotten archive of animal stories, remembered by hunters and travelers, every rock, insect shadow, oozing fruit, his neck marked by the chain he’d never worn but that was still tight, his skin pulled back as if each step of his escape through the mountains, his way out, were slack given to the chain that fastened him to the manor, like a dog tied to a tree by its owner with a rope long enough to give it an illusion of freedom.
Nothing. Not the smell of the moon on the black of the leaves, or the wind coming from the other side of the mountain, nor the stupidity of the night, when he heard his labored breathing more than the beauty of the landscape, tired, fed up, angry, nothing gave him the strength in his legs to flee the enormous head that chased him, a monster that took him for a fugitive, a foreman’s head, a cabin head, clearing, for as he fled, out of impatience at the invasion of his refuge, he took it with him, and the windows of the little house were the teeth in his back. The awning made of rope, sharp nails. The door that Bruma had built was a mouth, and each of the pebbles around the door, curved in an arabesque from which flowers sprouted, was a drop of spittle from the monster that followed him out of the forest, heavy and fast.
Where to go, if he was carrying his head on his back? Where to flee, if, hoping to find respite farther away, his head went with him, faithful companion, and fell asleep beside him when he dropped with exhaustion? Monster and man, head and person, side by side, alone in the dark, strange lovers. Not a man and his soul, but a man and his beloved cross, a perpetual shadow.
They were asleep when a whistle woke the woman up. From the window, she thought she saw a dark shape and a confusion of ravens. She called the man, who opened the door and went outside. On the chair outside the fence sat six ravens, which didn’t move when they saw the man approaching.
He shooed them away—and the birds took flight. In the space of a few months, everything happened. They ran out of firewood, the flour disappeared, their clothes burned on the clothesline, and their axe went missing. Once, a dead cat appeared on their bed, curled up on the pillows. Another time, a bunch of daisies was left at their door, but their beauty was marred by mystery, so they burned them.
The woman was afraid for their daughter and her life when the man left for the fields with the herd. Someone, something, was tormenting them. The woman begged for them to leave; the man told the woman that they had nothing else. The girl took ill, and the woman came down with a fever.
That night, the man sat in the chair, knife in hand, waiting for the ghost to appear. A whistle came from deep in a plane tree and with it came starlings, turtledoves, finches, pigeons, crows, and ravens swooping at his head in flocks, which terrified him.
The birds weren’t afraid of him and didn’t fly off when he clapped his hands and shooed them away, jumping and shouting. They danced around the man as if controlled by something invisible. The man fled into the cabin and the birds chased him. They landed on the thatched roof, singing loudly.
They didn’t wait until morning to leave. They left astride the mare, as they had come, with nothing. They vanished into the trees.



 
When he went inside, the lace and embroidered cushions, the smell of soap and wine, the clean simplicity, distressed him. No sign of his papers, his things. Just the table, the wooden stools, cutlery, washed dishes, and a sheepskin on the bed, the chair at the door.
The contempt he had for the happiness that the cabin radiated did not leave with the invaders. He sat down, but felt that it no longer knew his body. Not even a thousand years could bring him back the smell of his cabin, the music of his hours, the peace of his refuge. What if he burned it down? But with what? Could he wash it? As if, with so much cleaning, they had dirtied it?
He was old and had suffered an invasion. Lying on the bed, brooding, he returned to the story of Jean de Calais and the thought of little Zezinho on his pillow, lulled to sleep with tales of the sea. The story was in his heart, in that dirty and confusing place, untouched by fire or water. But the scent of tomatoes in the garden, the abundance and the bleating of the goats, and the sign over the cabin door that baptized someone else’s dream filled him with shame and disgust.
As he stared into the leafy shadows, sitting by the fire, the friend he’d never had appeared. Bruma shuddered as he saw her face emerge from the fire, staring into the wind. He wasn’t afraid, because he wasn’t afraid of anything, and his friend, unceremoniously, was the first to speak. “Old Bruma, why do you hurt? Are you still passing through, or have you already found your resting place?” Bruma smiled at his friend as if her voice had sounded just as he had imagined and the question hadn’t surprised him.
“I’m just carrying on, my friend, for no one can do anything else.” His friend smiled at him with lips of fire, her expression dissolving into two flames, which spread joyfully into the darkness.
Bruma didn’t have to find joy alone again, because his friend showed up without being called and, in the form of a flame, bottle, or gust of wind, kept him company without asking much in return. They talked for long hours, although it seemed to the masters and servants that Bruma was talking to himself. They got to know each other, and it was no longer necessary to talk as much as in the beginning; a word or two was enough.
She spoke in a voice that only Bruma heard, in a language that only he understood; she was good-humored. Bruma would find something interesting and share what he was thinking as it came to him, as he worked, or as he read, conversations with his friend were notes in the margin of the imprisoned footman’s chores and days.
She had an ugly leaf-face, or looked like a bothersome bumblebee, or had a tree-bark nose. She would appear to him as a seagull streaking through the sky over the fish market, or sitting on the tail of a rainbow on days when the stream was sad and the sky lit up momentarily. She was a good conversationalist and talked nonstop, though sometimes it tired Bruma.
Or she would come tired, wanting to listen instead of talk, and Bruma would tell her about the past and the future, about the time before they had met and life as it would be after they both had died.
He was no longer alone. He had a special friend, and he took her everywhere, even though he almost never left the manor. The governess wanted to have him committed, but he wasn’t fit even for the madhouse. They thought of leaving him alone in the forest, or turning him out to beg and fend for himself, preparing him a knapsack, and abandoning him to his fate, but even as a beggar he would have been worthless—he wouldn’t have lasted long.
Little by little, Bruma began to forget what he had read and started confusing the stories. He vaguely remembered the beginnings, but inserted his own life into the adventures. He had little or no certainty that the horse was white, or Jean an Admiral or an Álvares.
His life was rapidly drawing to an end, and only his friend kept him company on the way.
Then Bruma left the manor without realizing it, to go for a swim at the beach.
He took off his livery and threw himself into the freezing water; it was winter and it was dark. His friend, beside him, the foam on waves, danced with her arms in the air. Bruma danced, too, freezing, until his body grew used to the temperature. The cabin was nothing compared to diving into the sea like two youngsters. In the water, at the mercy of the tide, his friend was man, woman, sister, father, and mother, all of life. They hollered loudly, for as long as they could, the moon lit them, both blue.
Naked, by the sea, they went unseen and unnoticed. Why so much fear, for so long, if all his life he’d roamed the world. Why so many lashings, if only to arrive at a conversation on the beach?
Nothing had been lost, everything struck Bruma as having been worthwhile. Life, a shower of lightning in the trough of a wave until his friend came along. His friend, an equal, who made the drudgery fun and interesting. His pain, almost nothing compared to telling jokes, remembering dignitaries, chatting, laughing themselves silly in the light of the moon.
Old Bruma’s gone mad, thought the masters. And with that conclusion they freed him, at the wellspring of happiness that had brought him whole, against all odds, through life. The connection between Bruma and the world was finally severed. One friend was enough. He kept her in his pocket. He carried her in his ear. She slept in Bruma’s heart, nestled in his blood.
He threw the thieves’ furniture into the forest. He looked around and inhaled nervously. Nothing was left, no furniture, no blankets, no dishes, no embroidery. But a scent—jasmine? someone’s skin?—stared back at him. He sat in his chair in the doorway, where the smell of the trees masked the stench coming from the cabin. The rest was the epilogue of a story that was first sad, then happy.
The months passed, Bruma appeared less often and didn’t furnish the cabin again, didn’t water the garden, didn’t take care of the goats.
Little by little, the forest came through the door he’d left open. It took over the walls, worked its way into the bed, clambered onto the roof, suffocated the planks that supported it, and spread to the straw, which turned green.
Sitting in the rocking chair at the door, Bruma listened to the breathing of the cabin, which already seemed different to him. The cabin was breathing, exhaling a mist of warm, humid air.
In springtime it was inhabited by poppies, butterflies, wood sorrel, and ladybugs, which brought swallows with them, and then came the rabbits, stray dogs, pigeons.
Bruma sat in the doorway in his rocking chair, which was growing increasingly wobbly, as was he. And he no longer read anything other than the stories he carried in his heart, from start to finish, cover to cover, still remembering his first impression, when he’d run his fingers over the newspaper supplements in another life, hoping to find in them the map to somewhere else, a paradise.
Rain fell, snow fell, frost came, sunshine came, Bruma grew even older. He dozed, leaning back in the chair, and sometimes, in the depths of his dream, he could smell the scent of jasmine, notes of skin, the blood of someone he didn’t know. The sad Black man appeared in his dreams, walking on stilts, covered in cloths of brown flannel. Bruma asked that he take him home with him.
He would wake up with the butterflies and use the strength he didn’t have to carry linens and bunches of cabbage from the kitchen to the bedrooms and from the market to the kitchen. The boy grew taller and went to school. The masters moved away and left him behind.
And so he stayed there, sitting at the door of the cabin, an old item that you don’t take with you when you move away. While, at first, they had pretended not to know about the cabin, in the end they abandoned him on the quay. The birds no longer came, because he didn’t know how to whistle to them anymore. Months passed, and Bruma sat in the rocking chair. While, at first, he had wanted to reclaim territory, to solemnly raise a dirty cloth as a flag, all he had left was the cabin, gnawed on by critters and leaves, and the flag was him, a gentle footman, an obsolete banner of a stolen kingdom. The weather changed, season after season; he was spent. But he had a friend in his pocket, who whispered in his ear and, with a gentle hand, closed his eyes. He wasn’t alone the morning when, dreaming that they were talking, he died in his sleep, in the shade of the plane trees.
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