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To Hildebrando Pontes




The novelist is in all of us, and we narrate what we see, for seeing is as complex as anything else.


FERNANDO PESSOA




I


THE RESIDENTS




1      The Head


He’d seen it out of the corner of his eye, without meaning to see it. Now he couldn’t believe he was seeing what he saw: a head lying dumped on the floor.


He bent over it, confused. He felt a sharp pang in his belly. The palms of his hands became damp with sweat. He forced himself to be strong, to face up to the horror. But he couldn’t do it, he couldn’t bear to look at the detail. The whole corridor filled with the red of the blood, and he retched.


CONTRASTS


Every day he passed the Arcos da Lapa, a shelter for beggars, dogs and cats, and crawling with rats and cockroaches. Seen from a distance, the miserable spectacle might make a good theme for a watercolour. But Cândido wasn’t one for painting, nor was he keen to get closer and linger, to have the repulsive smell impregnate his nostrils, to have his eyes take in the open wounds mottled with flies, the drool running from the limp mouths of drunks, the pregnant mothers scolding ravenous children playing in the rubbish.


The image of his ex-girlfriend popped into his head: her golden hair shining bright amid the congregation; the way she nibbled her little finger; the intonation of her voice. She didn’t draw leering looks from men, nor did she inspire secret envy in women, but she did have certain facets of extraordinary beauty. She listened quietly and attentively to others, had a joyful way of smiling and a shrewd knack for drawing deep significance from the most trivial of facts.


But Cândido had seen both sides of that particular coin and been left mistrustful of the fairer sex. Women could be exuberant on the surface, sensitive, alluring, irresistible. But in private, the petulant genie emerged from among the bed sheets and dishcloths, charm blown away by caprices. Then beauty became a burden, a sack of flesh and bone laid prone on the bed.


His mind was lost in a swirl of memories. What he saw was causing him to lose command of his faculties. He was paralysed by fear, his spirit torn by the stench of death, weighed down by the sense of foreboding. His skin had turned to goosebumps; sweat poured down his temples. He was glued to the spot, as if hemmed in among a crowd. If he could have found the strength, he would have moved, gone back to his room or out into the street, but something prevented him from taking a step. Fear froze him, even as he suffocated in the sweltering heat.


FEAR


As far as Cândido was concerned, fear wasn’t a feeling or an emotion. It wasn’t the nervous system breaking down and exposing our vulnerabilities and limitations, filling us with insecurity and shame. These were all fear’s effects. He believed that fear’s causes lay in social frictions and that these frictions were infused in people’s nervous systems. Rio’s violence made people prisoners in their own homes, hidden away under lock and key, in flats fitted with security alarms, their windows and balconies covered in grating.


And here was terrifying proof that nobody was spared. Here was the reason the city’s inhabitants moved around like soldiers going from trench to trench, hoping not to be struck down between one safe haven and the next. Luxury cars moved about the city like tanks of war: armoured doors, bulletproof glass, electrical security devices.


Cândido felt exposed when he travelled by motorbike, but he couldn’t afford a safer mode of transport. This gave him a fatalistic outlook: the belief that nobody dies before their time. Deus cria, Deus protege. Cândido wore faith like body armour. This faith helped him not to panic when faced with situations like this one. He hated the contrast between the houses left unlocked in the town he grew up in and the prison-like apartment blocks of Rio, where he now lived. Paying someone a visit in Rio became a ritual: identification, name announced on the intercom, lift unlocked at the appropriate floor, visit confirmed through the magic eye, locks opened one by one with thick, serrated keys.


THE PALE LIGHT OF THE AFTERNOON


Cândido had experienced the same paralysis once before. A schoolmate with a freckly face, fiery hair and a flamboyant way of waving his arms around when telling a story, as if life were a special-effects production that only he could see, had been run over and killed.


One Friday, the boy had left school anxious to get home as quickly as possible. He and his parents were going to spend the weekend in the country at their fazenda. Cândido sat with him on the bus. They lived in the same neighbourhood, though the boy’s stop was one before Cândido’s. Sitting on the left-hand side of the bus, behind the driver’s seat, the two boys stared out at the open road. The friend got off and crossed in front of the bus. He disappeared from sight, dragged under the wheels of a van that had been turning the corner. The driver of the van wasn’t to know that a child would come rushing out from behind the bus.


It was a cold day, the sky covered in grey clouds. Neighbours and relatives tried to console the boy’s parents, who were in a state of total shock. The police took the driver of the van away, as devastated as if he’d killed his own son. The victim lay on the road under a black plastic cover. Onlookers formed a stunned, silent ring around him. Cândido shook, stricken with an angry sorrow, a mixture of hatred and powerlessness. He stood, surrounded by people who had gathered in the pale light of the afternoon in something like a vigil, the particular bleakness of the death having given them all a great sense of reverence.


That day, Cândido wondered about the meaning of life for the first time. Belief in God eluded him.


WITNESS


This was neither the time nor the place for unleashing his demons. Yet Cândido found it impossible to hold back his imagination, to stem the flow of memories brought on by a wave of mixed emotions. Reason withdrew. Tension became overbearing. His heart raced along, pumping out fear. The silence, though interrupted from time to time by the forensics team – who went about their business so carefully that it was as if they feared waking the dead – filled him with uncertainty.


Nervously, he brought the segment of orange he held in his hand to his mouth. The juice flooded his gums, impregnated his taste buds, revived his palate and dribbled down his chin. A pip landed on his tongue. He spat it out with his breath.


He lifted his right hand up to the height of his eyes, the fruit resting between thumb and fingers, and wiped his mouth clean with the back of his left hand. He realized his jaw was trembling with nerves, though he was not the focus of anyone’s attention. He knew the size of his own cowardice. And that his shame was no less great. What would the other guests say if they saw him like this, weak at the knees, heart doing somersaults? Yet why this obligation to act tough when everyone knew life consisted of fears? Fear of death, fear of loss, fear of abandonment, fear of ending up forgotten. The same thing had occurred to him once before in the dining room, listening to Pacheco, the political aide, reeling off a string of boasts. Pacheco’s thirst for power struck Cândido as being a paroxysm of fear. In Pacheco’s case, a pathological fear: being afraid of one’s true self and seeking adornments – fame and fortune – to hide that fear from others.


THE WARDROBE


Cândido had hated playing hide-and-seek as a child, ever since he spent a full Sunday afternoon trapped in a wardrobe.


It was a neighbour’s birthday. The boy’s mother iced a cake in the shape of a football while the children played in the yard. “Um… dois… três… coming, ready or not!” When the birthday boy opened his eyes and popped his head out from behind the jabuticabeira tree, everyone was gone. Cândido had run inside the house and tucked himself in among skirts and blouses, dresses and nightgowns, breathing in the pungent smell of mothballs. He sat there in the dark, waiting for someone to find him.


“Parabéns pra Você…” He awoke to the excited singing of Happy Birthday. He tried to get out. The wardrobe door was stuck. He pounded on it and screamed, but nobody came. He felt humiliated that no one had noticed his absence.


Later on, he realized someone had entered the room. He banged on the door and cried for help. The neighbour ran away in her underskirt and bra, panic-stricken, convinced there was a ghost in her bedroom. She called her family for backup, and only then was Cândido set free.


SARCOPHAGUS


The forensics photographed the room in evanescent tones. Cracks in the walls made maps of unknown lands. The open window couldn’t hide the smell of damp and mildew, but it did let in some light, a slanted beam that drew whirlpools of dust. From where he was standing by the door, Cândido could see outside to the palm trees on Largo da Lapa and could even make out one of the four snakes on the obelisk, a remnant of Rio’s days as the capital, the Prefeitura do Districto Federal.


The room’s furniture, mismatched and dilapidated, took up almost the entire space. Yellowed notebooks spilled out over pornographic magazines on the shelves above the desk. Mineralogy books lay open with holes in their jackets, pages torn in illiterate lines by greedy bookworms. Everywhere dust turned nooks and crannies into cotton fields. Cases lined with cardboard and topped with clear plastic lids showed off emeralds, agates, amethysts, aquamarines, topaz and tourmalines. The gemstones and the open window provided the only sources of light in a dark and dingy shelter.


Sunk into the mahogany bed as if in a sarcophagus, the bloodied corpse looked as if it had been doused in a mixture of red wine and tomato sauce. A hand dangled over the edge of the mattress, seeking help, a ring visible on the wedding finger. The other hand was bent double against the body’s lacerated chest, as if trying to fasten a button. Its legs were stretched out rigid and its feet wore shoes with holes in the soles that revealed soiled white socks.


Huddled together in the corridor, the hotel guests whispered laments in whimpering tones. They spoke through gritted teeth, as if not wanting to disturb the deceased, and looked through slit eyes, so as not to meet the gaze of the forensics. They stood shyly before the gaping nakedness of the corpse. They saw without discerning, looked without observing.


The head was still on the floor, its face turned towards the door. Its thin hair was gloopy with blood. Its eyes had been gouged out. Its mouth bore the mocking smile of a man enjoying his own pain. A mask of Mephistopheles.


The contrast between the headless body on the blood-soaked sheets and the head on the wooden floorboards of the corridor struck Cândido as being especially horrid, as if the former were somehow more dead than the latter. He couldn’t help thinking of John the Baptist, head on a platter, redeemed by the glory of martyrdom.


LA GIOCONDA’S SMILE


The killer left no trace, no evidence of the murder weapon, not a single clue that might explain the cold-blooded decapitation. Though conclusively dead, the corpse was alive with mysteries.


According to the forensics, the victim died from a stab wound to the heart before having his head chopped off. There was no sign of panic on the severed head’s face, nothing to indicate a struggle. Indeed its Gioconda smile suggested the killer had been received like a friend.


The blow to the heart had doubtless been so fast and precise that the victim hadn’t even had time to be surprised. On the other hand, there were signs that the beheading had been a slow and laborious process, one performed using a blade considerably larger than a penknife but not as big as a machete. The cut was uneven, as is found on animals skinned and quartered with a blunt knife.


Cândido stood in the doorway, distraught, his mouth plugged by a slice of orange, unable to take his eyes off the scene that so drained his spirit. His mind was a mess, his breathing erratic, his whole chest wheezed when he exhaled. His stomach churned, his legs faltered. He wondered whether he was paralysed by affection for the victim or compassion for penitent souls.


He realized he was incapable of feeling reverential about death without the deceased being in a coffin. He needed to see the body’s cold face powdered in purple tones, flowers snug around the body, candlesticks on sentry duty. A profane corpse was different. It returned his stare and had a terrible hold over him. He continued to peer curiously down at the head on the floor as he sucked the sweet liquor out of the orange.




2      The Man with the Stones


“Can I interest you in any topaz or amethyst?” whispered Seu Marçal, rummaging in his jacket pocket. He pulled out a fistful of gemstones and arranged them on the palm of his hand.


Cândido was in the TV lounge, a few days after he’d moved into the hotel. Apart from the dining room, which joined on to the kitchen, the TV lounge was the only place where the guests occasionally shared the same space, drawn there by the pull of the television, framed in its varnished wooden box. The room’s walls were adorned with an engraving of the Egyptian pyramids, a print of a Rio landscape painting by Debret and a dusty indigenous headdress with withered feathers. Sofas and armchairs were upholstered in a pale yellow cotton that was splattered with shoe polish and grease stains. In the middle of the room a frosted-glass console table held metal ashtrays. Light came in through two chest-high windows by day, while at night a ceiling light with a round lampshade was operated by pulling a golden chain cord.


Cândido had noticed the way Seu Marçal had subtly honed in on him. The old hunter was big and clumsy, but lithe when it came to identifying potential prey. He’d bent over backwards to be courteous to the new arrival, offering to serve him at dinner, his fat fingers clasped around the ladle as he slowly slopped feijão over Cândido’s steaming rice.


Seu Marçal was all ears whenever Cândido talked about the street children, always sat next to him in the communal areas of the hotel. Now he’d finally made his approach, uttered in the honey-tongued tone of a man whose business it was to make money while letting customers think they were getting a bargain.


Cândido didn’t fend Seu Marçal off as Pacheco, Rosaura and some of the other guests did. He admired him at a distance, treating him courteously, but avoiding any familiarity that might establish bonds of friendship. Cândido was guarded not out of distrust but because he felt himself to be past the age when two people form an affinity based on mutual respect and acceptance.


His gaze fell upon the jewel the old pedlar had on his finger: a ring with a chrysolite gemstone like a cat’s eye; round and multifaceted, it sparkled lime green encrusted in gold.


Without waiting for an answer to his offer, Seu Marçal delved back into his old black jacket, dusty with dandruff, a jacket he never took off, not even on the hottest of days; they’d doubtless have to bury him in it. He produced a small cardboard box and removed the lid to reveal a handful of coloured gemstones on a bed of bright white cotton. Cândido’s eyes trembled before a kaleidoscope of temptations.


“They make great presents,” said Seu Marçal with a salesman’s smile, ever amused by the compulsive craving of the punter.


Cândido kept his eyes fixed on the gemstones.


“I can offer you a very special price,” added the old man, trying to keep his voice casual, “between amigos.”


Playing the seducer put a twinkle in his eye, like a crystal encased in the deep hollows of a gnarled face, a face framed by the rusty stubble of a beard.


Cândido appreciated the gesture and stretched out a hand to touch the merchandise.


“Ora,” said Seu Marçal, snapping the box shut, “if you want anything, you know where to find me.”


CHIMERAS


Insomniac lodgers roamed the hotel during the small hours. Cândido was no exception. He preferred to stay in at night, unless he had something on at the Casa do Menor or was called out to deal with some emergency. He liked to prop himself up in bed and entertain himself by reading books or listening to classical music, enraptured by Albinoni’s sonatas and Bach’s suites. Having grown up in the country’s interior, where the roofs were low and the mountains high, he found the metropolis and its giant buildings oppressive. He feared being sucked up by the urban maelstrom, like a blind man stranded at the crossroads of two great boulevards.


By day, Cândido travelled around the city on his motorbike. Alert to danger and careful on bends, he punched into gaps with self-assurance, treating body and bike as one, a machine with eyes. But at night he trusted the eyes in his head and not the machine of his body. He didn’t think his legs agile enough to walk easily among hurrying passers-by. And he was scared of being mugged.


His room was a haven. Feeling relaxed after a shower, he gave himself over to daydreaming. If the pages of his book turned faster than his head could keep up with, he retired to the TV lounge to watch the hotel’s comings and goings.


Madame Larência, hair splashed with dye, passed by restless, out of the door and onto the street, diligently working the nightclubs, the boates and cabarés, meeting clients and taking orders. Like that of the Paraná rancher who wanted a “fine young filly with a firm rump and bright blue eyes, and a tub of pistachio ice cream”. Once she had the order, she went back to the hotel and searched among her mess of papers for the phone number of a girl to suit the client’s tastes. The accessories were always the hardest part, like the ice cream. Few sorveterias stayed open late at night, and general stores often didn’t stock pistachio.


She’d once had to wake up the owner of a sorveteria in Jardim Botânico in the middle of the night, as it was the only place that stocked the particular flavour. The shopkeeper’s fury was soon relieved by the rancher’s generosity.


Make-up retouched, Madame Larência headed out again, a constant back and forth that typically ended only when the Convento das Carmelitas bell announced morning matins.


Marcelo got back late, his jacket pockets stuffed with cans of beer, and plonked himself down in front of the TV. Eyes glued to the late-night film, he exchanged words with sleepy guests as he supped beer and smoked cigarettes. It gave him singular pleasure to tell his select audience things that wouldn’t be in the newspapers until the following morning. As if he lived a day ahead of mere mortals.


Almost all the guests consulted him at times of financial crisis, believing that journalism gave him privileged access to secret information, insider knowledge of spikes in interest rates and the strength of the dollar. Pacheco, the political aide, was the only one who wouldn’t listen to him. As he muttered to Diamante Negro, “Marcelo scavenges for news: I make it.”


Pacheco came in with his tie loose around the neck and headed hastily towards his room, as if there were not enough hours in the day for a man of his importance. He bustled out again a few minutes later, making for one of the phone booths on the corner of Mosqueira and Avenida Mem de Sá. On finding all the telephones broken, he returned indignant.


“We live in a country full of hooligans! Damned mestiços and vagabundos!”


No one reacted. This was what made the hotel a kind of Areopagus, a self-contained democracy where words bore no correspondence to actions and emotions clashed without shattering the bell jars in which guests guarded their individual selves, their frustrations and sufferings.


Pacheco sat himself down in the TV lounge, his eyes flicking back and forth between the screen and the clock on the wall. Then he got up, left the room and went out into the street again, only to reappear a few minutes later, absolutely outraged:


“It’s a jungle out there! There’s no sign of a populace, just flora and fauna!”


Pacheco considered it degrading and unjust that he had to queue for the phone booth with transvestites and prostitutes. If it weren’t for the urgent nature of his phone calls, which he considered essential to the well-being of the nation, he would never mix with “that riff-raff, who, for want of a brain, show off their behinds”. The other guests listened to him without passing comment, for they all occasionally burst forth with pointless rants.


Diamante Negro came back at daybreak. The TV lay silent and cold, replaced by the sound of roosters and other birds from outside. He sat down in the dark room, unbuttoned his shirt to inspect his chest, and plucked out any hairs he found. He nestled Osíris in his arms, kissing the cat on the nose. He closed his eyes to say a prayer to his orixás, waiting for a little peace to descend and clear the way to bed. The hotel’s silence gave him a deep and comforting sense of freedom.


TRAJECTORY


Cândido and Seu Marçal waited for the last TV news bulletin of the evening. The old guy rearranged himself uncomfortably in an armchair, feeling pinched on all sides. In his right hand, veins protruding like roots from the soil, his fingers fiddled with a toothpick, occasionally lifting it to his mouth to let it dance among the gaps in his teeth.


“I worked in the tax office back home, in a town called Governador Valadares,” Seu Marçal was saying, “up until I retired and entered the gemstone trade. I’d buy them up in Teófilo Otoni and sell them down here in Rio, where jewellers and tourists paid a good price. Back then, there was no competition from the forgers and people weren’t into costume jewellery. Business boomed just as my wife fell suddenly ill. In a matter of weeks, she’d left this world for a better one. Her death hastened my decision to move here.”


Cândido’s eyes drifted from Seu Marçal to the telly. The contraption beamed out adverts with no sound. The old guy’s attention had been caught by a model who was running semi-naked along a beach in a soft-drink commercial. An advert for a bank appeared. Two Eskimos came out of the bank covered in snow. Seu Marçal was still lustfully chewing over the thighs of the girl by the sea. Cândido thought about Seu Marçal’s misfortune, obliged to go on working after retirement. Images washed over his retina without penetrating his mind. Old age… destitution… precious gemstones…


Cândido turned suddenly to the man squeezed into the armchair. Seu Marçal’s head was tipped back, his neck stretched, his mouth open in sleep. Cândido yawned, producing a gruff sound of rising vowels. Seu Marçal opened his eyes. To hide his embarrassment he said to Cândido:


“Why don’t you take yourself off to bed?”


“I would if I weren’t so tired…” replied Cândido. “I won’t be able to get to sleep until my head’s calmed down. I spent the whole afternoon at a delegacia in Copacabana, trying to get two minors released who’d stolen a Nikon off an Italian photographer.”


Cândido was recounting the details of the case when Rosaura came in. She sat on the end of the sofa nearest the TV and put her feet up. Her fingers poked through her flip-flops like Andean pan pipes. Her young face told of fatigue. Her eyebrows formed a delicate arc above her nose. Bending at the waist, she leaned forward to pick up the remote, excused herself and turned the volume on. Cândido stopped his story. The news bulletin was beginning with typical fanfare.


Seu Marçal was the sort of person who thought everything he had to say was interesting. It didn’t occur to him that others might find his interjections inopportune. Marcelo would mock him and whisper that Seu Marçal had killed his wife “through deafness and auditory exhaustion”. As he recalled the journalist’s barb, Cândido yawned again and brought a clenched fist up to his mouth. Seu Marçal was becoming animated.


“I always dreamed of living by the sea, watching the garotas go by in skimpy bathing suits all day long,” he said, his eyes showing a touch of malice as he waited for Rosaura’s reaction.


She pretended she was so absorbed in the news that she hadn’t heard him.


He went on:


“I like to appreciate the sort of beleza that makes your eyes pop out, makes your heart salivate for the bittersweet taste of sin,” he said and sighed, as if the effort to fashion metaphors required periodic pauses and deep breaths.


Her legs now tucked under her, Rosaura’s body ached from having been on her feet all day, working as a cleaner. She tried to avoid being cooped up in her room at night before sleep had fully taken hold of her. She wasn’t good at dealing with her inner phantoms. She carried around a vague sense of fear and toured the hotel in search of company, though without ever striking up conversation. The mere presence of a living soul was enough to soothe her, even if it was only Dona Dinó’s cat.


THE APPARITION


As a girl growing up in the country, Rosaura looked after her younger siblings when her parents left for market in the early hours to get their stall set up by morning. She lay on a mattress of dry straw, ears alive to every sound as she tried to get back to sleep. Outside, a harsh wind blew; a bucket fell in the cement laundry basin; a branch broke off from the amendoeira tree; cats wailed like newborn babies abandoned in the forest.


Her body would shake and she’d put her head under the sheet and pray: “Santa Mãe de Deus, grant me your protection!”


One night, after her parents had left with the wagon laden with vegetables, she was warming up the youngest brother’s bottle when she heard a strange noise in the yard. She took the boy his milk, blew out the oil lamp and picked up a machete. Heart racing, she crouched down by the window and peeked out, her eyes fighting the darkness that surrounded the house. A cold sweat broke out on her skin. “Santíssima Trindade,” she begged, “show me mercy.”


She heard the sound of hooves scraping across the ground. She was torn between curiosity and fear. She dragged the plastic table and chairs over to the door. The youngest brother started to cry. The other two slept soundly. She comforted the little one, then stooped back down by the window. She saw the shape of a stallion cut out against the starry sky. Or was it a mare, lost in the night? From the outline alone, she couldn’t make out its snout. Then suddenly she could see it better. Judging by its size, it was more like an ass. It trotted around near the orchard and went back behind the house, stumbling into empty bottles. Still clutching the machete, Rosaura guessed the animal’s movements by the sounds it made. A hoe fell next to the chicken pen. Once in a while the animal passed by in front of the window, without ever showing Rosaura its face.


Then she got a glimpse of it close up. It was suddenly right there in front of her, its back to the house, the silhouette of its hindquarters to the window. Slowly, the mule turned round, as if it knew it was being watched. Rosaura squinted hard; she could see the animal’s body but still couldn’t overcome the darkness hiding its head. Then it whinnied and reared up, its front hooves kicking out at the emptiness, steam coming out of its nostrils at the height of a snout that was still hidden in the night. It ran away at a gallop. Once the animal was back in the moonlight, Rosaura finally unravelled the mystery: the mule had no head!


Rosaura was struck down with tertian fever and was delirious for eight days. Not believing her story, her father attributed the illness to panic. But her mother never doubted her. She said that Dona Maia das Mercês, head of the Filhas da Santíssima Virgem, the sisterhood of the local church, had poisoned herself to death when people found out she’d been offering more than just a hearty meal, clean sheets and a few cups of catuaba to the priest when he stayed with her to give Mass the last Sunday of every month,


“The punishment for being a priest’s woman,” Rosaura’s mother whispered into her ear, “is being turned into a headless mule.”


SLEEPINESS


On hearing Seu Marçal tell of his erotic fantasies, Rosaura lazily opened her eyes, fixed him with a scornful stare, turned back to the image on the screen, shut her eyes, folded her arms, rearranged her feet under her thighs, rolled over to one side and rested her head on the cushion.


Cândido yawned again. He was too tired to pay attention to the pedlar’s flourishing prose. Something about diamonds. Cândido stood up, excused himself, bid everyone boa noite and went off to bed.


LABYRINTHS


“Anyone seen Marçal?” asked Madame Larência over Sunday lunch.


Her shrill voice made Pacheco wince. Cândido went on chewing, eyes glued to the newspaper held up in front of his face. Diamante Negro pretended not to have heard, occupied as he was with pouring oil on the salad leaves before him. Rosaura stood up and went over to the stove to serve herself another slice of beef. Jorge, the hotel caretaker, busily washed plates. Dona Dinó, the landlady, broke the silence.


“I think he’s gone on his travels.”


Madame Larência was wearing an enormous blonde wig and multicoloured bangles that dangled from her arms into her food. Her wrinkles were saturated in cosmetics, her eyebrows thick with liner. She had the habit of ignoring everyone present and asking after those absent. She never spoke to the other diners, never even looked at them. If someone said something to her on her right, she responded monosyllabically and turned to her left, cutting the conversation dead. She preferred talking to herself, mixing up subjects, naming people who perhaps only existed in her imagination.


The windows to her world were open only to men whose eyeballs popped out with lust for genitalia. She also allowed herself certain daily frivolities: skin cream; unhinged conversations with her few friends; a browse around the shops and perfumarias; a little tawdry television to lighten her sombre mood.


Emotionally senile, she was the sort of person who avoided conversation for fear of being asked impertinent questions. By day, she sought solace in silence and monologues, sitting in the corner stroking Osíris – she thought him such a beautiful cat with his golden eyes – and thinking of ways to perfect the art of seduction.


Marcelo would often get back late from the newspaper and find Seu Marçal slumped in front of the TV, hypnotized by the late night film. The journalist, cigarette hanging from his bottom lip, would loosen his tie, unfold his arms and bellow:


“Grande Marçal!”


Seu Marçal would jump up with fright, while Marcelo’s greeting reverberated down the corridor, waking the guests nearest the TV room and startling everyone else, provoking an outburst of swearing from Diamante Negro and causing Osíris to open his translucent eyes.


If the night passed without Marcelo’s cry breaking the peace, everyone noted Seu Marçal’s absence. The travelling salesman who looked like a funeral director made no secret of his frequent trips to Minas Gerais to “replenish stock”.
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